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   Back to Ireland
 
    
 
   I spent four years in Ireland. Sometimes I find it difficult to imagine it’s been five years since I’ve returned to England. What have I accomplished in the intervening years that even compares to what I did during those years in Dublin? 
 
   Nothing. Not a thing. Five years of wasted opportunities and infinite squandering of possibility. I’m not even thirty but yet I already look back on my life with thoughts of what might have been rather than wonder what could still be. 
 
   In my quiet moments, when my mind stills just enough for the normal buzz of my rambling inner dialog to be silenced, I think thoughts like I should have gone to graduate school. If I’d gone to graduate school I’d have a doctoral degree at this moment and probably a very different life. At least I would have a job. 
 
   I wasn’t properly thinking during those years in Dublin. I’ll admit it. I let Renata and her insanity drag me along in her wake. Hindsight is nothing if not a walk of shame through the past. If I ever have children I know I will tell them one thing and one thing only – they are worthy of love. They don’t have to cling to the first person that offers them some affection out of fear it will never be offered to them again. They will find love and loose it and then find it again. I know this from experience. If I’d known then what I know now, I never would have spent so much of my psychic energy trying to get someone incapable of loving even herself to love me. 
 
   Finishing school was not the end for me. I wanted to go to graduate school. It wasn’t because I didn’t know what else to do. I liked school. I was good at school. My obscure interests in things long dead and gone had a place in higher learning. I wanted to go to graduate school because I loved school. I was also afraid to leave it behind. What else was there for me? My parents never actively encouraged me to be or do anything. My father, as far as I could tell, did nothing of any value since providing the XY chromosome encoded sperm that created me. His job was done after producing a male child. The long road from that coupling in the back of a car to his death would be filled with a whole lot of nothing. 
 
   What I don’t understand is why my father, a man of not limited intelligence, never did more with his life. I think it had something to do with my grandfather. Achieving anything beyond a superb tan and abdominal muscles a much younger man would envy might actually make my grandfather proud of him. My father would have preferred to die unfulfilled than doing anything that his father would approve of. I, unlike my father, wanted that approval. The only thing I’ve done in my life that garnered any praise from my grandfather was achieving so superbly in school. 
 
   Actually that is incorrect. 
 
   I have another achievement he considered to be nothing short of splendiferous. 
 
   He died believing I would marry my former fiancée. 
 
   This was an achievement in his mind. 
 
   I’d bagged a wealthy wife. My worth was wholly invested in my ability to marry and procreate. My value to my family lay in being an attractive prospect to a woman who could restore the family coffers. This idea is so backwardly Byzantine it makes my head hurt. 
 
   I liked school. I wanted to stay in school – forever. If I had been thinking clearly and only of me and what I wanted when I graduated this is the path I would have taken. 
 
   I could easily visualize myself lecturing in one of those grim and brutalistic concrete bunkers they called theatres in the Arts Block at Trinity. 
 
   There is something ironical in that the arts in the premier university in Ireland are housed in the ugliest building on what is otherwise a beautiful campus. Boggles the mind. 
 
   Had my grandfather known I wanted to go to graduate school his magnetic pull might have been stronger than Renata’s. Which is probably why I never revealed this desire to him. I was too afraid of losing Renata than I desirous of fulfilling my own desires. My grandfather was focused on Renata the way he once focused on my mother. He did not approve of her with the same burning fire he did not approve of my mother. Any avenue which could be exploited to separate the two of us would have been explored. From the moment I graduated from college until I met my former fiancée, he led a focused campaign directed at finding me a suitable wife. That my former fiancée presented herself at precisely the right moment was a fluke. 
 
   My fatal error was letting Renata know, before anyone else, that I was considering staying on for more schooling. Her response came at me as if I had asked her permission rather than informed her of my intention. It’s possible I sought out her permission. I wanted her approval which I equated with love. 
 
   Good thing that’s a thing of the past.
 
   Renata simply said no. She was done living in Dublin. She wanted to return to England. Besides, school bored her and it was just too much work, so spoke the woman that used poor graduate students in need of money to write her papers when I refused to help her cheat. 
 
   I loved her and wanted to make her happy. 
 
   I so feared being without someone to love me that I capitulated. 
 
   This was the depth of my loneliness and fear of abandonment. 
 
   I didn’t apply to graduate school. I wrote Renata’s senior thesis along with my own because I loved her and wanted her to love me. 
 
   Somehow she made it through the exams. 
 
   The following October when I returned with my parents and my grandparents for commencement she was off somewhere in the South Pacific with a Rastafarian. The man had a Jamaican accent that sort of came and went like the tide. She’d picked up in London. She let him move in with us and called me uptight when I protested. She liked to think of herself as a vegan hippy at this moment.  The Rastafarian liked to tell me in great detail and depth with disturbing regularity what my problem was - I was a capitalist bourgeois pig that lived off the backs of others, and how I could be happy - namely giving his mission to bring his new religion to the world - all of my money. 
 
   I was able to get rid of both of them by conspicuously leaving a large sum of cash easily accessible and making it clear I’d be gone for no less than two nights. They took the bait. I returned home to the apartment in London after four days to find a note from Renata suggesting I learn to “chill out” and a promise that she’d call me when she’d cleansed her chi of my negative mojo. Or some bullshit like that. 
 
   Fucking hippy dipshits. 
 
   I drew a line under my relationship with Renata and never looked back. I considered applying for graduate school. But it always felt as if that ship had sailed. That door was somehow closed to me. All I had left was to cultivate that image of a devil-may-care playboy and find a wife. And it worked. I met scores of appropriate women. I just wasn’t quite ready to settle down. But I knew based on experience that when I decided to get married, the field was open to me. I could pluck a wealthy wife from the crowd like a cherry from a bowl. 
 
   How wrong I was. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Return to Ireland
 
    
 
   Here I am. So many years later. Headed to Ireland. Just me, Marcus, Avan, and Elon. A lad’s trip to attend a party that has all sorts of salacious undertones.  Every detail is wrapped in secrecy. The invitation was a work of art. Someone, somewhere, took the time and the effort to handwrite invitations on paper so thick it was nearly cardboard. The envelope sealed with wax hand delivered. It was all so deliciously anachronistic. 
 
   The instructions in the invitation were obscure enough to be interesting, but clear enough to hopefully get us to our destination. We are going to what I am imagining in my mind will be some sort of mannerbund with oaths and handshakes and secrets which have come down through the ages. 
 
   Olga is excluded from this. She is a woman. This is a men’s only event. I was allowed to bring Elon and Marcus with me after assuring the Doctor that the two of them were in fact (in his words) a couple of goers. The Doctor partnered me up with Avan. He likes us together. It’s not that I don’t care enough about the Doctor to wonder what it is that he enjoys about watching Avan and I together, it is that I respect him enough to leave him his privacy and not push when he refuses to join us preferring to sit in his arm chair as an observer.
 
   To each his own. If the Doctor likes to watch, then so be it. It’s not like Avan is an objectionable bed partner. Neither of us know what will be expected of us this long weekend. We haven’t really talked about it. I know I am looking forward to whatever it is that will happen over those days surrounding St Patrick’s Day. I hope there will be bonfires and general madness. This is the kind of crazy shit I signed on for and so rarely get. 
 
   Wanting to go with just to men to Galway was just the sort of thing I knew was going to be an issue with Olga. I’ve never gone anywhere without Olga since our journey began. Never once since I started scheming (because what else could it be called?) to spend St. Patrick’s Day in Ireland did I wonder whether or not she’d let me go without a fight. In fact, based on her Valentine’s Day bait and switch, I knew in my gut she’d kick off. 
 
   This is how the conversation went: 
 
   I’ve decided I’m going to Ireland with Avan, Elon and Marcus after all for the Doctor’s house party.
 
   Fine. She doesn’t want to go, but she’ll go. Obviously I must want to go since I keep bringing it up. 
 
   She already knows this is a men’s only event. 
 
   That’s stupid. It’s not like they’ll turn her away if she just shows up.
 
   She’s not invited. I’m going to Ireland with Avan, Elon and Marcus for the Doctor’s St. Patrick’s Day party. Just us men. 
 
   She wants to go too. She doesn’t like when we’re apart.  
 
   It’s just the boys this time darling. Maybe next time. 
 
   Why can’t she go? 
 
   Because it’s just the lads (I’m being very jovial and light still although an edge is starting to creep in).
 
   She can be one of the boys. She wants to go too. 
 
   No. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   No. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   No. 
 
   What am I planning on doing in Ireland that I don’t want her to know about? 
 
   Nothing. Nothing at all. 
 
   So why can’t she go? 
 
   Because it’s just men. 
 
   Marcus is Elon’s boyfriend. 
 
   And? 
 
   They’re a couple. We’re a couple. It should be a couple’s trip. Not a boy’s trip. 
 
   (I’ll admit she was coming at me with arguments I hadn’t anticipated. The couple thing threw me off. I don’t think of Elon and Marcus as a couple.)
 
   Avan is coming. The Doctor arranged this because he would like Avan and I to join him for the party. 
 
   Fine. Whatever. Avan is a professional and not my boyfriend. She’ll book a hotel in Galway. She’ll stay there when I’m off doing whatever the hell it is those freaky cultists do. 
 
   I don’t think they’re freaky cultists. It’s sort of this thing with men to have secret societies. We’ve been doing it for a long time. 
 
   What kind of sex party doesn’t have women? 
 
   (The kind filled with men that don’t want to have to put up with a bunch of women for a couple of days?)
 
   I don’t really know darling. I truly haven’t been given many details. As she well knows. 
 
   (This thing I’m going to has been shrouded in so much secrecy that it’s starting to make me uneasy. If it weren’t for the fact The Doctor would be present I wouldn’t be going. This is his thing. Secret societies aren’t my thing. But honestly he is my friend, he has invited me so I will go.)
 
   So I’m going to be gone for nearly a week… 
 
   Actually I’ll be gone a week. Before the secret society sex party we’re staying in Dublin for a night. After we’re all driving up to Northern Ireland to see my crumbling ruins. 
 
   I have a castle in Northern Ireland? 
 
   More like a crumbling tower. Or it was a crumbling tower. It’s been taken over by a trust that was set up by my former fiancée to restore it. Who knows what’s up now? Not me. 
 
   She cannot believe that I would go and do something like that without her. 
 
   Would it help if I were to tell her that her usual footwear would probably be wholly inappropriate to make the trek across the bogs to get to the site? 
 
   No. 
 
   I’m going without her. Either she can accept this or she can let it make her angry. I’m going without her. 
 
   But…
 
   No. 
 
   But… (petulant sigh)
 
   No. 
 
   But… (foot stomping)
 
   No. 
 
   But… (eyes filling with tears)
 
   No. 
 
   But… (hands going for my trousers)
 
   No. She’s welcome to go for my junk, but she’s still not going to Ireland. 
 
   But…
 
   No. Unless she grows a penis in the next hour… 
 
   What do I mean hour? 
 
   I’m leaving in an hour. 
 
   But… Why didn’t I tell her sooner? 
 
   Because we just decided that morning and she was gone. 
 
   But… 
 
   And this continues until the doorbell rings and Elon bounds into my bedroom like a puppy. Thank god he’s early for once. For a man with a wristwatch obsession, there is a sort of predictability about his constant lateness. 
 
   Olga turns to him. Her tears appear just for his benefit. 
 
   She wants to go to. 
 
   Elon kisses her on the cheek. Not this time. Men only. 
 
   I won’t say that I had to chew off my leg to get out of the house, but I nearly lost a shoe trying to slip out the door before it slammed shut and locked me inside. 
 
   Marcus is waiting at the car Elon hired to bring us to the airport. Blond Marcus with his American good looks and perpetual grin. He’s a good time, but not good enough for Elon. Unfortunately I’ve lost my vote when it comes to who Elon chooses to spend his time with. There are moments when I wonder if Marcus isn’t his way of demonstrating how much I’ve lost by giving him that final push. 
 
   I look at Marcus for just a moment before climbing into the back of the car. 
 
   Why didn’t he come inside? 
 
   He didn’t want to see Olga. 
 
   Any particular reason? 
 
   He would rather stay as far out of the shit storm brewing between Olga and her father as possible.  
 
   I thought things were better after Christmas. 
 
   Marcus stares at me. He looks like a cowboy. All steely gaze and pouting lips. He’s sizing me up. 
 
   (What do I know? What to tell me? How deep in this ocean should he dip his oar? Do I in fact have a horse in this race or not? These are the questions I can see in the set of his mouth.)
 
   He heard I might be going to work for Vladimir. 
 
   I laugh loudly. The spontaneity of it surprises me. I’m certain I snort at some point. No. Not ever. I have no intention of going to work for Olga’s father. What has he heard? 
 
   I impressed Vladimir over Christmas. And him for that matter. I can play polo. Vladimir wanted to know if he could find a place for me on the team. He told Vladimir he could. That was it. 
 
   I know nothing about this. Not a thing. I need to have a conversation with Olga. 
 
   That might be in my best interest. What’s the plan for Ireland? 
 
   (that’s that conversation finished)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Mystery that is Avan
 
    
 
   We meet Avan at the airport. 
 
   For someone that I’ve had sex with as much as I have with Avan, I hardly know the man. I almost don’t recognize him as he approaches us. There is something chameleon like about him that defies description. There is no crowd Avan couldn’t blend into. Although he is handsome, he is generic. He would be equally at home on the streets of New York, London, Tel Aviv, and Kabul. He speaks English like an American and French like a Parisian, but I couldn’t say for certain how old he is or where it is he goes when he’s not working. 
 
   Avan is the person in this profession I wish I could be. The one I would be if I had to start all over again. A mystery figure that really doesn’t exist as far as I know outside of this world. When he’s done working with his body for a living, I have no doubt there is a whole other life he has that will never overlap with this one. I wish the Matchmaker would have paired with me Avan and not Olga from the start. But that’s not really her call either. Avan is a free agent. I truly do envy him. 
 
   We sit next to each other on the flight from London to Dublin. I’m too restless to focus on my book, so I read over his shoulder. I don’t know where one buys an Israeli newspaper in London, but obviously they’re available somewhere. I’m no expert on Hebrew, but I know gibberish when I read it. I try to make sense of what I’m reading and I can’t. 
 
   I point with my nose. There. What is that? It looks like intercept but that would make no sense in the context. 
 
   Avan folds the newspaper and puts it in his carryon. I speak Hebrew. 
 
   I had two years of ancient Hebrew and one of Aramaic in college. More like I read Hebrew. Sort of. It’s been a while and it was never my strength. 
 
   I really am just a touch too good at convincing people I’m as dumb as I am pretty.
 
   Is that a compliment? 
 
   An observation. 
 
   He pulls a paperback out of his carryon and hands it to me. John Le Carré in Hebrew. Stop reading over his shoulder. It’s irritating. 
 
   He reads spy novels? 
 
   He reads everything. If I get stuck on a word, just ask him. 
 
   I take the book. We’re both readers. Something about him I do know.  It’s one of the things Avan, the Doctor, and I have in common.  I know this from our evenings together. What happens during these evenings? It defies description from a contemporary point of view. In order to understand fully what happens on our evenings it is necessary to put oneself in a post-war / pre sexual revolution frame of mind. 
 
   It is necessary to dress for one of these evenings. We are gentlemen after all and gentlemen dress for dinner. The Doctor has two homes. One is what he calls his London pied-a-terre which is both grand and spacious by anyone’s standard. The other is his country house located in the rolling hills just north of Oxford. It’s pleasant, quiet, and discreet. He inherited both. 
 
   I don’t know if the Doctor has had other guests at his London home, but for both Avan and myself it is the first time we’ve been invited for an evening. The Matchmaker is vague when she gives me details about what to expect. Before I ask, I’m told that no money will change hands. The Doctor will pay her and she will pay me and we will all pretend that this is not a transaction. 
 
   Fair enough. I can do that. The Doctor is not the only one of my clients that likes this sort of arrangement.  
 
   I am to dress for dinner and act like a gentleman. 
 
   Does she think I need to be told this? 
 
   After recent incidences it might not hurt to be reminded who I was when I first walked into her door. I’m getting a bit rough around the edges. Not a bad thing considering my profession. But best to keep things in perspective. 
 
   Dress for dinner. Act like a gentleman. Anything else? 
 
   The Doctor is her friend. 
 
   I’m fond of him myself. 
 
   Just do whatever he asks. 
 
   Is he going to get weird? 
 
   She has no idea. He’s a hard man to know. I’m to come back to her and give her the details. This request of his is a first for her. As far as she knew he was just into performing oral sex in a very clinical way. Why he suddenly wants two men for an overnight is a mystery. But he does and he very specifically asked for me and Avan. 
 
   Is she giving this talk to Avan? 
 
   Yes. 
 
   So I’m not special? 
 
   I’m very special. So is the Doctor. Be good to him. She can only assume he’s treading into waters he hasn’t explored for a very long time. 
 
   I’ll be good. 
 
   Of course I will. Be on time. She hands me a card with the address, date and time written in her own hand. 
 
   At precisely one minute before I am due, I meet Avan on the street in front of the house. 
 
   As instructed, we are both dressed for the evening. 
 
   I don’t know if this sort of meeting is never not slightly awkward. Only by forcing myself 
 
   Avan is smooth therefore I am too. I wonder what the situation is that he would be uncomfortable in. Probably none. 
 
   We are welcomed into the house by the Doctor. There are seventeen other men in the library. They range in age from forty to seventy. Maybe slightly older and younger on both ends. Not what I was expecting. Not even a little. 
 
   Waiters serve champagne in long stemmed saucers placed on silver trays. 
 
   The Doctor greets us. He is warm and affable. We are guests. I feel bad knowing I’m going to take money to attend his party. I wonder if anyone else other than Avan is being paid to attend his party. Are we all being paid to attend? I sincerely hope not. I would be friends with the Doctor without needing to be paid. 
 
   Oliver – the Doctor puts a hand on my shoulder to steer me into the mix – surely I must know one or two of the guests? 
 
   I look around. Faces start to come into sharper focus. I do know a couple of the men in the room. Men that know me not as James, but as Oliver. I know these people by sight. They were friends of my grandfather. Some have been to Wold Hall. I am Lord Harkslon. Their dear friend James’ grandson. 
 
   The Doctor moves me about the room. There isn’t a woman in the house. Just men in evening clothes drinking champagne and chatting. 
 
   A bell rings. 
 
   The Doctor leads us into a dining room. I find a place card with my name on it – my real name not James my working name – near the end of the table. Avan is down at the other end. He is not my date. The Doctor is my date. He’s subtle about it, but there is an air of ownership. I nearly laugh outloud. If I wanted an older sugar daddy I could do worse than the Doctor. \
 
   I give my place card then the Doctor a meaningful look. 
 
   He laughs a little. Do I really think he didn’t know exactly who I am? He knew my grandfather. 
 
   How well did he know my grandfather? We both understand what I mean. 
 
   They were just friends. More like acquaintances. They knew each other around the club. That’s why I’m there. To meet the officers of the club. He’s putting me up for membership. 
 
   Avan? 
 
   Avan is for later. 
 
   A man in chef’s whites steps into the room saving me from having to comment. Dinner will begin with chilled avocado soup served with chardonnay and end with birthday cake paired with brut rose. 
 
   I look at the Doctor. 
 
   Happy Birthday? 
 
   He certainly hopes it will be a happy birthday and with such charming company how could it not be?
 
   The pressure is on. 
 
   After dinner we return to the library. A tenor sings while we drink brandy. 
 
   I decide that if I were a gay man this is how I would live my life. I will have formal dinner parties with my gentlemen friends. We would drink brandy and eat cake for my birthday. 
 
   When the tenor concludes his performance four of the men including the Doctor slip out of the room. 
 
   The remaining gentlemen begin to play cards or backgammon or chess. 
 
   I don’t know why, but I’m drawn to the piano. I haven’t played in years, but suddenly I want to. Now that I no longer have to it suddenly has appeal to me. Besides, it’s just very quiet and some music wouldn’t hurt to muffle the sound of shuffling cards.
 
   No one objects to my playing. I was right. Some sound was welcome in the room. Standards seem to work with this crowd. I’m not half bad either. It comes back quickly. All of those lessons finally find a purpose. I get requests. My repertoire is larger than I knew. Maybe this is what I should do. Find a lounge that needs a piano player. I leave my brandy glass on the edge. Maybe someone will tip me. 
 
   I don’t know when the Doctor returns. I only know that at midnight the party ends like a full-stop has been stamped on a page. One moment everyone is there. The next they are gone. 
 
   Except for me and Avan. We linger. 
 
   The Doctor joins us where we wait in the library. 
 
   Is there a rule that everyone needs to leave at midnight? 
 
   Yes. It’s been in the bylaws for over two hundred years. No matter how much fun is being had, the party is over at midnight. That way no one ever overstays their welcome. 
 
   Smart. 
 
   It is clever. We two are to follow him. 
 
   He leads us up the stairs to a bedroom and promptly excuses himself before slipping through a door. 
 
   I look at Avan. Avan looks at me. 
 
   I think we’re on the clock. Hard to know anything for certain. 
 
   The Doctor returns wearing a silk dressing gown with a velvet shawl collar over satin pajamas. He looks dashing as he takes a seat in an arm chair. 
 
   Ignore him. Just do what two attractive young men would do at the conclusion of what can only be considered an absolute success of a dinner party. 
 
   The Doctor is a watcher. I’m not even a little surprised. 
 
   I feel curiously shy. 
 
   Avan is pure confidence. 
 
   He pulls me to him. I’m willing to let him dominate me. He’s bigger than me and stronger by a fair margin. 
 
   For months I’ve been the aggressor. Before with Elon I was passive. I let him control the seduction. I was comfortable in that role. Once again, I let myself be seduced. 
 
   He removes my jacket and tosses it to the side. He unbuttons my shirt, and then walks behind me and pulls it off. He reaches around me and grabs the bulge in my trousers. He turns me around and undoes my trousers. They drop to the ground and then he kicks them away. I’m naked and exposed as the Doctor silently watches from his chair.
 
   Avan removes his own clothing with care. It’s not so much as striptease as it is a gradual revealing of his secrets. I’ve seen him naked before, but there is something tantalizing about the manner in which he disrobes that seems well practiced. If there is a school of seduction, then Avan must have graduated top of his class. I thought I was good. But he is just so much better. My confidence is shaken. The only thing I can do is watch and learn from the master. 
 
   He runs his hands freely over my body, purposefully avoiding my cock. He’s behind me again, his pelvis grinding against my cheeks as his hands grasp the tops of my thighs. I let him guide me to the bed. This is nice. I miss being made love to. This is what I enjoyed about being with Elon. It’s been too long since I was the object of someone’s absolute attention. 
 
   He pulls me into his arms and kisses me. We lay facing each other kissing. Down below, our cocks rub together, but our hands are occupied touching faces, lips, ears, and arms. We kiss for a long time. Kissing moves to touching with our hands. Our cocks rub together. He takes my hand and wraps it around his erection. My hand works him until I feel him respond to my touch. We kiss as I jerk him off. I never would have believed I’d have this beautiful man in my hand like this. Or that my touch would make him moan and thrust his hips. When his orgasm comes, he ejaculates with a cry into my hand. I grip his twitching member as he sends thick streams of cum onto my belly. His pelvis jerks forward with the spasms until he’s spent.
 
   I think he’s done. That he’s going to roll over and call it an evening. I know I very well might if I were him.  
 
   But he’s not done. He moves his body against mine then slides on top of me and between my legs. A trail of kisses run down my body. His mouth finds my cock and his eyes find mine. There is nothing sexier than looking into a man’s eyes as he gives a mind altering blow. Avan bobs his head up and down as he sucks me hard and deep into his throat. His lips wrap tightly around my shaft, and he uses just enough tongue on the tip to make me want to scream.
 
   My dark haired lover releases my cock from his mouth and takes it with his hand. Butterfly kisses brush my stomach for a moment before he goes lower. His lips grab hold of my balls and draw them into his mouth as his hand continues to work me. I want this to last forever, and he isn’t pushing me toward an orgasm. He takes his time, which lets me savor the experience of being made love to. One hand massages my cock and the other seeks out my entrance. When he finds it, I smile. His fingertip plays with the pucker of my anus, but he doesn’t penetrate me. 
 
   He releases my balls from his mouth and retakes my cock between his lips. His head bobs up and down fucking me with his mouth. That teasing finger playing at my anus presses in past the hard ring of flesh. The slowly building orgasm takes control of my body. I want to come. He stops for a moment, allows me to savor the experience, and then lets it happen. Or orgasm grabs my body like a fist and squeezes. I ejaculate into his hand and am rewarded with kisses on my stomach. 
 
   My arm props behind my head as I look at him kneeling back on his legs. His hands are on my thighs, massaging up and down. He leans over me and kisses me. It’s deeply intimate. An act of love. I believe that he wants to be with me. I have been given a gift with this experience and will be better for it. 
 
   The weight of his body covers mine. Soft lips press against my mouth. A sweet, soft tongue slides between my lips. Hands brush my hair off my forehead. Teeth nip at my neck, and then at my ear. He’s gentle and affectionate. There is no pressure to perform. Sex doesn’t always have to be about racing to the finish. It’s about the journey to the orgasm more than actually coming. Avan has reminded me of this. I had forgotten. Sex isn’t just work. It’s pleasure. What a basic and important thing to have forgotten. 
 
   I want more. 
 
   The Doctor rises from his chair and disappears. 
 
   Avan grabs the edge of the duvet and tosses it over us. 
 
   He mumbles a goodnight before rolling over on his side away from me. 
 
   I might have forgotten we were being paid to perform, but Avan clearly did not. Amazing really. This is why he is the best.
 
   I think I won’t be able to sleep but then I drop into my dreams a moment later. 
 
   ***
 
   A bloodcurdling shriek knocks me out of bed with a thump to the floor. 
 
   I look up to the door into the face of a more than middle aged woman who very well might be having a heart attack. She screams a second time. 
 
   Avan throws a pillow at her. 
 
   The Doctor’s voice comes booming down the hallway. 
 
   Mrs. Lattimore is the woman’s name. She is the housekeeper. She is not accustomed to waking the Doctor and finding two men in the bed. Not only in the bed, but naked in the bed. This is nothing short of an outrage. In her fifty years she has never been subjected to such an affront to her eyes. 
 
   Avan would like to know why she kept staring at his naked bum if her eyes were so affronted. 
 
   A tiny laugh sneaks out of me. Mrs. Lattimore did give my naked bits more than a passing glance. 
 
   The Doctor, who is already immaculately dressed in suit and tie, is not amused by any of this caterwauling.  
 
   Mrs. Lattimore is to pull herself together and prepare breakfast for three. 
 
   She is dismissed.
 
   Avan and I laugh loudly. 
 
   Then it’s our turn to get scolded.
 
   We are to get dressed and most definitely not permitted to be cheeky with Mrs. Lattimore. Mrs. Lattimore is an old dear. Perhaps not very progressive, but an old dear none the less. Downstairs for breakfast in ten minutes. There are dressing gowns etc., etc., in the armoire. 
 
   Over breakfast served by an indignant Mrs. Lattimore, I’m handed the invitation for the party in Ireland. I’ve moved on to the next stage of the initiation. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Dublin
 
   The house Elon lived in for the four years we attended Trinity is exactly where we left it. 
 
   Why didn’t he sell this place? 
 
   He doesn’t sell property. He especially doesn’t sell property at the lowest point the housing market has been in for years. If he didn’t still own the house then we would have to stay in a hotel. I know how he feels about staying in hotels. 
 
   He likes it? 
 
   Only when there isn’t a house he can stay in for free. 
 
   Why are really rich people so cheap? Why? 
 
   The door opens. There is music coming from inside of the house. 
 
   Does he have guests? 
 
   No. 
 
   Housekeeper? 
 
   No. 
 
   He has had the place cleaned in the past five years, right? 
 
   He uses a service that comes in once a month to do a maintenance clean. They don’t play Prince the early years when they’re dusting the furniture. 
 
   Squatter? 
 
   A worrying possibility. 
 
   Should we call the police? 
 
   Probably not a bad idea. 
 
   Avan walks past the two of us muttering something under his breath about us being a group of four men that work out regularly and probably have the ability to manage the situation. 
 
   Do we follow him? 
 
   Do we? I’m not sure we do. How likely is it we would only get in the way? 
 
   Pretty likely. 
 
   Ultimately we don’t have to follow Avan. He returns to the entry with Elon’s father red faced and sputtering under his arm in a chokehold.  
 
   Do we know this man? 
 
   Elon is worryingly silent. I sense he is contemplating what the ramifications would be if he just let Avan toss his father out on the street. 
 
   I decide to intervene before Thor Sorenson’s eyes pop out of his head. 
 
   Yes. We know him. 
 
   Avan releases with Elon’s father with a shove as a blond in a bra and panties wielding a wooden kitchen mallet comes spinning around the corner. The blond is disarmed and knocked to her bottom with a slap of skin against tile. A blond in her underwear and a middle aged Norwegian aren’t exactly hard to take out, but giving credit where credit is due, Avan does have some pretty impressive moves. 
 
   I introduce Avan and Marcus. 
 
   Thor gives Avan a wary look. Does he work in personal security by any chance? 
 
   No. 
 
   Military? 
 
   Yes. He’s Israeli. It’s mandatory. 
 
   Has he ever considered working in personal security? 
 
   No. 
 
   The blond is dismissed. I know a working girl when I see one. She’s a working girl. A very expensive working girl. I put my sunglasses on before she gets a good look at me.
 
   Elon looks from the departing blond to his father. This is the part where I wish at some point I’d bothered to learn some Norwegian. I can only guess what was said, but I think it went something like this: 
 
   Elon: What the hell are you doing in my house with this blond who is not your current wife? Or is this your current wife? I thought your current wife was Chinese. This woman is not Chinese. 
 
   Thor: I use this house to conduct my multiple affairs with beautiful women. My current wife is Nigerian. Not Chinese. This woman is not my current wife. She is a blond. We all know I like blonds. Your mother is a blond. How is your mother by the way? 
 
   Elon: She’s insane.
 
   Thor: Are you still in her will or is the goat inheriting everything? 
 
   Elon: I’m back in the will. I’m considering having her murdered just to make sure I get everything before she has a chance to change the will again. 
 
   Thor: Smart. Let me know what you plan on doing. I know a guy if you need a name. 
 
   Elon: I’ve got a guy if it comes to that. What are you doing here anyway? 
 
   Thor: Having a dirty weekend with the blond in the panties that actually thinks a wooden kitchen mallet is an effective weapon against intruders that can grab a grown man back the neck. She’s not very bright, but she is pretty and that’s what matters. About the kid. Keep in mind you are the only child of two only children. If you didn’t produce a kid then your jackass cousin Sig would end up with everything. 
 
   Elon: If we’re all dead, what difference does it matter anyhow? It’s not like we can take it with us. 
 
   Thor: Good point. What are you doing in Dublin?
 
   This is the moment when the conversation returns to English and we are included. 
 
   We’re in Dublin for a night before we go to a party in Galway. 
 
   Excellent. Dinner? His treat. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Dawn of St. Patrick’s Day 
 
    
 
   I can’t sleep. I’m restless and I don’t know why. Something about returning to this place has set my nerves on edge. 
 
   At five in the morning I give up and get up. 
 
   I wander around my bedroom opening drawers and looking in the closets. It’s been five years, but everything is just as I left it. The books are on the shelves, the cd’s are in the boxes, the clothes are in the closets. 
 
   I discover a pair of shoes I spent far too much time looking for back in England. 
 
   There are two drawers filled with Renata’s shit. 
 
   Pictures of us are painful to look at. Not because I miss her, but because I’m angry with myself. I lost four years of my life that could have been better spent living trying to make her love me. I’m an idiot. Life is too short to let people feed on your soul. 
 
   For a brief moment I consider packing it all up and shipping it back to her. But I have no idea where she is living and if she’d even want it all back anyhow. In the end I decide it’s not worth the effort to do anything with it at that moment. It’s sat there for five years. It can sit there for another five years.
 
   The closet is revealing. I can say without any hesitation that my fashion sense has not changed one bit in five years. I’ve dressed like a boring old man since my grandmother put me in that first pair of short pants. I am what I am and that will never be at the cutting edge of fashion no matter how much Olga wants to make me her live doll.  
 
   I dress in wool lined trousers I haven’t worn in five years. They still fit. Actually they’re a bit loose. Maybe I was a little tubby in college. Renata certainly used to tell me I had a gut. Maybe it’s just that since my body has become a tool for my trade I’ve toned. I was never fat. I wasn’t even tubby. Renata was just mean and liked to undermine my confidence. 
 
   Tell someone that is perfectly healthy they’re fat and that they’re lucky to be loved is the best way to guarantee they will never stray. 
 
   Evil bitch. 
 
   I leave a note in the kitchen. Gone walking. Text me when you’re up. 
 
   It’s still dark outside, but the sky to the east is lightening. The air is bitter cold and a rain cloud recently passed. 
 
   I don’t know where I’m going. I just walk. My feet take me in the direction of Trinity. 
 
   I pass the high fences of St. Stephen’s Green then turn down Grafton Street. The death of the Celtic Tiger has ravaged the place. I’m happy I lived in a booming Dublin and left before I had to see it brought to its knees by the greed of idiots. 
 
   The sun rises when I reach the front gates of Trinity. It’s gray and cold even in the light. There are swags of green and white balloons hanging in front of pubs. I’m not alone on the streets. The tourists have begun to emerge from their hotels. They think they’re Irish, but they’re not. Most of them are too soft and too kind to be Irish. The Irish are tough. Probably like their grandparents were. These older Americans have come to find an Ireland that doesn’t exist. Or, more accurately, only exists in their imaginations. 
 
   Maybe I’m just as bad as they are. I don’t know what I’m looking for as I wander, but I still search none the less. 
 
   I walk up O’Connell Street to the Spire. I giant middle finger pointed to the sky. A monument to excess that brought a country financially to its knees. 
 
   Giving credit where credit is due, the Irish have survived worse than EU imposed austerity. They’ve managed Vikings, Christianity, famine, and English landlords. Eventually Ireland will bounce back. 
 
    At the Spire I turn back. What I’m looking for isn’t this far north of the Liffey. 
 
   Elon calls as I walk past the bundles of people wrapped in their sleeping bags seeking shelter around the massive columns of the Bank of Ireland. 
 
   Where am I? 
 
   Lost. 
 
   How can I be lost? 
 
   Metaphorically. I’m emotionally lost. I think I’m having an existential crisis. 
 
   That is self-evident. Where am I physically? 
 
   O’Connell Bridge. 
 
   Do I want to meet him for breakfast? Just the two of us? Marcus is still asleep. Avan found the weights. His father is loudly fucking the blond. It’s disconcerting. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Usual place? 
 
   Yes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Full Irish
 
    
 
   I go to O’Neills. I find a table in a round corner. I’m first so I get the bench. I know what to order. 
 
   Tea. Glorious tea. There is something about the Irish water that makes the best tea. I think I drink a pot on my own before Elon arrives. 
 
   He knew I’d take the bench. I’m that much of a little bitch. Did I order? 
 
   I ordered. 
 
   Tell him about my existential crisis. 
 
   How does he remember the time we spent in Dublin? 
 
   In a haze of alcohol fumes. 
 
   Seriously. 
 
   We’re being serious. Fair enough. He learned who he was during those years. He became an entity separate from his parents. He grew up. 
 
   I think I missed a lot of that. I think I’m just doing these things now. 
 
   Do I want his observation? 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Renata fucked me up. When I should have been focusing on myself I was twisting myself into a pretzel trying to make her happy. Instead of figuring out who Oliver was beyond what my grandparents and my parents wanted me to be I was trying to figure out who I should be to make Renata happy. I am right. I’m having an existential crisis. About fucking time too. Do I want his advice? 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Figure it out on my own. Stop relying on other people to tell me who I am and allowing them to define me. For the first time in my life I am free of the expectations of others. Stop focusing on the negative of the past and instead concentrate on the sort of future I want to have. Use the past negatives and turn them into positives. What is one thing that is bothering me? 
 
   Renata. It pisses me off I wasted four years of my life on her. How do I turn that negative into a positive? 
 
   Renata may need a different approach. He recommends doing what he has done. 
 
   Which is impregnating her? He does realize her due date is about two weeks away, right? 
 
   Renata does not exist for him. He has blanked her. When he thinks of her he thinks of something else. 
 
   How is that working for him? 
 
   Amazingly well. What else is bothering me? 
 
   My poverty. 
 
   Have I learned nothing from my experiment as a rent boy? 
 
   Sometimes I wonder. 
 
   I’m capable. Despite what my grandparents tried to convince me of, I’m capable. I can take care of myself. I have value. 
 
   Avan said something that kind of pissed me off. 
 
   Avan is a little spooky. Do I think Avan is a little spooky? Either the guy has absolutely no personality at all, or he is a master of internalizing and compartmentalizing. 
 
   Does he want to know what Avan said that pissed me off? 
 
   What did Avan say?
 
   He said that I’m good at convincing people I’m as dumb as I am pretty. 
 
   He’s right. I am a lot smarter and more capable than you want anyone to know. He doesn’t know why I do that, but I do. He thinks it has something to do with my grandparents consistently undermining my own decision making process. I need to stop hiding my light under a basket. 
 
   How do I do that? 
 
   How about by not asking someone else how to live my life for once and figuring it out on my own? Look inside for the answers to the big questions. Am I interested in an observation? 
 
   Sure. 
 
   The reason I like Olga as much as I do is the same reason I liked my former fiancée as much as I did. Neither of them let me make a decision without having some kind of input. Here’s the real cracker – both of them are exactly like my grandmother. A trio of ballbusters. Interested in a second observation? 
 
   Sure. 
 
   I’ve never not been in a relationship. I’ve never been single. At least not for a prolonged period of time. 
 
   I have so. 
 
   Not really. Not long enough to enjoy being single. Never long enough to get to the point that I was okay being single and over the pain of being alone. I’m terrified of being alone. 
 
   He has a point. 
 
   Of course he does. Do I think he doesn’t know me? 
 
   What do I do now? 
 
   Figure it out on my own and stop asking other people to figure it out for me.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Otherworld
 
    
 
   After lunch we drive to Galway. But not quite Galway. We end up in some valley on the edge of a lake surrounded by those sheep dotted rolling hills so typical of western Ireland. The GPS stops working at some point and there is no signal for the mobiles. We are left with luck and a map. One man may not ask for directions. Four men together become quickly convinced they have the skills of homing birds and have the blood of Native American trackers running through their veins.
 
   We were hopelessly lost. Just hopelessly lost. Not that any of us would admit it. 
 
   In truth, Ireland isn’t all that large. It’s an island. And a small island at that. We drove in circles for longer than it would take to drive the length and breadth of the country.  
 
   By the time we make it to “civilization” in the form of a small village that time forgot we accept the fact we have lost our way. Not that any one of the four of us admits it out loud. 
 
   Here is the first of several slightly insane and inexplicable things that will mark the course of the next forty-eight hours. 
 
   Elon is driving. I am in the passenger seat. Marcus finds driving on the “wrong” side of the road unnerving and prefers to sit in the back with his eyes averted out the window. Avan reads in the back. 
 
   The car comes to a halt in front of a pub. Signs all in Irish. Not English. We are truly strangers in a strange land. 
 
   Who walks right in front of the car? 
 
   The Doctor. 
 
   I stare at him for a good long moment before I realize the man in the wide brim hat and well waxed Barbour field jacket is the Doctor himself. 
 
   We are not lost. 
 
   I scramble out of the car. 
 
   The Doctor stops at the sound of his name. I’m given a hearty hello there my good fellow what are you doing so far from the house he’s only just come to town on a whim to see if anyone has seen hide or hair of us and here we are. 
 
   Here we are indeed! I’ve never been so happy to see someone before in my life. 
 
   Introductions are made. I get in the Land Rover he drove to town as Avan, Marcus and Elon follow behind. 
 
   We make it to the manor house on the edge of the lake just as the sun begins to slip beneath the lip of the hills. 
 
   Our host for the weekend greets us. 
 
   He knows me through my connection with my grandfather. He’s so pleased to have me join their little group. 
 
   Drinks are pressed into our hands. There is polite conversation that is cut short due to the lateness of the hour. We will be shown to our rooms and told we are to dress for dinner. 
 
   This causes some sturm und drang with Marcus. No one told him he’d have to dress up. 
 
   Elon can deal with this. This is not my problem.
 
   Marcus and Elon are ushered away by a servant.
 
   The Doctor is left in charge of me and Avan.  
 
   We three will be sharing a pair of rooms. The set-up is a bit bijou, but it’s comfortable and the attached bath is worth many sacrifices. He hopes we don’t mind too terribly. Space is at a premium. 
 
   Avan doesn’t mind. 
 
   I don’t mind in the slightest. In fact I’m rather pleased to have the Doctor as my human shield.  I’ve now been to a couple of these parties. Pushing off an unwanted paramour can get tricky. I need a convenient excuse to hide behind. Since Olga is back in London pacing the floors and sticking pins into a voodoo doll she has no doubt fashioned to resemble me, I’m left with the Doctor. 
 
   Bijou is an apt description of the pair of rooms which probably once served as a caretakers office and lodging. There is a small bed set up in the sitting room. In the bedroom is a larger, but still compact bed. There is a curtain separating the two spaces. 
 
   Avan and I will share the larger bed. The Doctor will take the smaller bed. We are to dress for dinner. He enjoys his privacy. When the curtain is closed, consider it like a door and do knock before passing through. It’s a small space. A bit of civility and common courtesy costs us nothing. 
 
   The curtain is snapped shut behind us when we are on the other side of the divide. Avan and I share a look. Both of us possess enough strength not to laugh. We are fond of the Doctor, eccentricities and all. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Company of Men
 
    
 
   At the appointed time, we go with the Doctor to a cocktail reception happening in the main hall. Once again, there is not a woman to be found. The serving staff is all male and universally handsome. We might all be dressed in our best as we sip our martinis, but I know the elements of a sex party when I see one. What I don’t know is at what moment does all of this civility get set to the side and the true purpose of this gathering emerge. 
 
   If I were a worker at the party, I would probably know more about what was to transpire. But I am a guest at the party. A friend of the Doctor. There is a collegial spirit to this portion of the evening. The Doctor enjoys dropping hints of what is to come. A potential initiate to this small coterie of crazy wealthy older men that have nothing better to do with their time than play at secret society. I really was born in the wrong era.
 
   I spot Marcus and Elon across the room. I leave Avan who is quizzing the Doctor about the guests to join them. 
 
   Elon looks handsome and polished. He was born to wear evening clothes. 
 
   Marcus is just desirable. I’ll admit it. I find him attractive in a very inappropriate way. Not that I would go there. At least I don’t think I would go there. I might go there under the right circumstance. Best not to contemplate these things. 
 
   They have been told they are welcome to join us for dinner, but only initiated members of the club may participate in the rights. 
 
   Rights? 
 
   Yes. Rights. 
 
   Marcus thinks it’s an orgy.
 
   Elon thinks they’re going to sacrifice a virgin. But only in a purely symbolic way. 
 
   Marcus would volunteer to be the virgin, but that ship sailed long ago. 
 
   Elon wants to be very bad and gate crash the rights. 
 
   Marcus thinks it’s going to be Eyes Wide Shut and wants to gate crash the rights too.  
 
   Please do not gate crash the rights. Please. I know too many people in this room to alienate them. 
 
   Marcus wants to know the truth – was my grandfather an undercover freak? 
 
   Elon answers for me. He was a total undercover freak. He lived a double live with his friend Lionel and my grandmother. The man had it all.
 
   He is talking about my grandfather. 
 
   Grow up. I know as well as he does that my grandfather and Lionel were not just good friends. We went on how many summer holidays to Greece with the two of them? 
 
   A few.
 
   Yes. 
 
   Do I really think they shared a room to economize? 
 
   I’m not discussing this with him. 
 
   Fine. Be a little bitch. Go ask Lionel himself. 
 
   No thanks. I haven’t spoken to Lionel since before my grandfather’s funeral.
 
   I am an asshole. My grandfather loved Lionel and Lionel loved my grandfather and I haven’t even spoken to the man? 
 
   I haven’t had an opportunity. 
 
   Now is my chance. Elon points with his nose. My eyes follow right to where Lionel is standing with another friend of my grandfather. 
 
   I’m more than a bit disconcerted to see granddad’s “friend” Lionel. 
 
   My eyes scan the crowd for Uncle Albert. Thank god he’s not around.
 
   Dinner is just what I imagined it would be. Perfectly formal. I enjoyed it completely. Evelyn Waugh couldn’t have written it better. All us gentlemen in our finery slurping our soup and laughing politely. 
 
   I know several of the men other than Lionel. Some were at the Doctor’s birthday party. Others drifted in and out of my life through knowing my grandparents. I’d be hard pressed to recall any of their names. 
 
   Then I get it. They are all gay. Maybe not publicly, but privately in the quiet of their minds, they’re gay. And they believe me to be one of them. After all I am my grandfather’s grandson. 
 
   I pluck up the courage to speak with Lionel during the brandy and cigars portion of the evening. More than embarrassed at running into him, I’m ashamed I haven’t contacted him since my grandfather’s death. Elon was right about that. I know they were close. I know they were very close. I can’t imagine how difficult my grandfather’s passing was for him and truthfully I don’t want to know. But I’m not a child and I refuse to run from these things anymore. Like it or not, I will be an adult. So I approach Lionel. 
 
   His face is open and welcoming. He hopes this isn’t all very awkward for me. He knows that I know that he and my grandfather were very much in love. I must know. Do I remember when I was younger and we three used to have those wonderful excursions together to Greece and Turkey? 
 
   I remember. 
 
   He spoke with Elon earlier. How good to see him. What a handsome young man he’s become. He hopes this isn’t too awkward for me. Running into him like this. 
 
   I’m trying not to feel weird about this. 
 
   I shouldn’t feel weird. If it helps, he’ll be tottering off for the evening long before things get raucous. His days of participating in the rights are long past. Wouldn’t be the same without my grandfather anyhow. So not to worry. 
 
   That actually does help. 
 
   Good. He’d like us to be friends. 
 
   I don’t have to commit one way or the other. At what turns out to not be midnight, but rather some minutes before, a gong is struck somewhere in the house. Time for those not participating in the rights to depart. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Bonfire
 
    
 
   Servants circle with spindly wooden carts containing small glasses filled with slimy brilliant green liquid. I’m offered one after it is diluted with water and sugar. Absinthe. Something new for me. I propel it down my throat. Anise. Bleck. This is what I get for leaping before I sniff and sip. If nothing else the evening will be interesting.
 
   The master of ceremonies, a man I was introduced to earlier in the evening who I know from lunching with the Doctor at his club and through me just being me, invites us all to proceed outside. 
 
   Servants wait with robes. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Robes.
 
   White robes. 
 
   White robes with hoods. 
 
   Hoods we have to put up over our heads. 
 
   I should probably add that they are heavy wool with long dolman sleeves. 
 
   Marvelous.  
 
   It’s a cool evening so I’m happy for the extra layer as we walk in the direction of the bonfire visible through the trees. 
 
   So much becomes clear to me as I walk outside with the Doctor who comes up alongside of me with the crowd. I’m his delightful little boy toy. There is a proprietary swagger to his step as he walks with me. 
 
   I look at him. 
 
   Would it be wrong of me to assume these other gentlemen might think we have a special relationship? 
 
   Don’t we have a special relationship? Are we not good friends? 
 
   We are. 
 
   Besides – he looks at me in such a way that makes him seem boyish and mischievous – they’re all grinding their teeth with envy. Let him have his moment. 
 
   Was this the plan all along? 
 
   No. In fact it wasn’t. 
 
   I’m delighted to be his date. I count myself as lucky to know him. 
 
   This is the god’s honest truth. This is also my greatest flaw. I care too much about these people that pay me for my time. But I’m not being paid to attend this bacchanalia. I’m the Doctor’s guest. His significantly younger companion. And he’s right about one thing – he’s the envy of all. I’m not some street walking hustler. I’m Oliver Adair. James’ grandson.
 
   What is going to happen? 
 
   Patience. 
 
   We approach the bonfire burning in a clearing up ahead. 
 
   There is a campsite. That’s really the best word for it although it doesn’t wholly encapsulate the setup around the bonfire. What there is, are a lot of rustic couches covered in animal skins. Lamps hanging from the circle of trees. Drums. Lots of drums. Wineskins? I think I see wineskins. Wineskins are good. I like wineskins. 
 
   We are a band of hunters. Or druids. Maybe we’re supposed to be druids. Regardless, I don’t know what we’re supposed to be. But we are a company of men that wear robes, light fires, bang drums, drink from wineskins, and fuck on animal skins. I love this! Sign me up! Teach me the secret handshake! I’m all in! 
 
   As individuals we are unrecognizable in our robes. The hoods do a good job concealing our faces. Perfect for a bunch of secret buggers. 
 
   There appears to be an altar by the fire. All our attention is focused on the fire as we gather around it and the possible alter is forgotten until later. 
 
   Then the master of ceremonies is there. He rings a bell. 
 
   We gather in closer, standing shoulder to shoulder in a circle around the bonfire. I am between the Doctor and a man who I think is an MP, but I can’t be totally certain. 
 
   He speaks to the stars. He chants. He calls forth. He summons. I don’t understand the language. I would know Irish if I heard it and that’s not Irish he’s speaking. It could be Linear B or Esperanto for all I know. 
 
   A man – a naked man – with stag’s horns tied to his head approaches through the crowd. 
 
   It takes every ounce of my will to not laugh and scream. 
 
   It’s fucking Harold! 
 
   God as my witness he is everywhere. 
 
   Harold. A mythical creature in the buff on this frigid night with stag’s horns strapped to his head. 
 
   How absurd we all are!  What are we all about in our robes with Harold and his stag’s horns? In what world would this ever be normal? This one apparently. 
 
   I watch. The absinthe is taking a hold on my senses.
 
   The master of ceremonies reaches into a basket held by another horned rent boy. From it he takes a peat brick and tosses it on the fire. In turn a dozen or so men, the Doctor included, toss a brick on the fire. 
 
   The smoke billows up and I a catch of whiff of something earthy and sweet. 
 
   It gets into my eyes. It gets up my nose. 
 
   This is when it all starts to go a bit funny. 
 
   Harold – was it Harold or was I just imagining it was Harold? – and another of the stag horns start fucking on the altar. There’s a bit of dancing around and a lot of touching and such, but in essence they start ritualistically fucking on the altar. 
 
   I say ritualistically because there’s a lot of arm waving and posing and such. Or maybe I’m just imagining it. Who knows what I really saw? I think the absinthe has fully kicked in. That combined with whatever is contained within the smoke is taking me on a ride. 
 
   I watch as the light from the fire, the shadows from the smoke and the chill of the air all come together to stir up my perceptions. 
 
   I hear music, but I don’t know if it was external or internal. 
 
   Someone whose face I never properly see because of the hood and my inebriation undoes my trousers and pulls out my cock. I get slowly sucked as I watch Harold and the other stag horns fuck on the altar. But they’re not just men wearing stag horns. They’re both men and stags. In one. They’re minotaurs. Neither man nor beast. 
 
   I push the man away. I don’t want this. I want to walk to the flames. They’re golden and they call to me. 
 
   The Doctor takes me by the arm and pulls me back. Perhaps absinthe isn’t for me. I find a place on one of the fur covered couches. 
 
   There is a part of my brain that is very calmly telling me that I’m hallucinating. Again it’s the voice of Timothy Dalton. The soundtrack of my life narrated by Timothy Dalton. I listen to the warm dulcet tones of English spoken with a Welsh accent telling me to just hang on for the ride. 
 
   Then there are other men. Without a stitch on. Some keep their hoods and robes on. Other just run about in the nip. In the cold. 
 
   I see the wind as it moves through the trees. I swear to fucking god I see the wind. It swirls like a van Gogh painting. 
 
   The Doctor is with me. He strokes my hair as I stare at the sky. The stars are filled with messages. If I’m a druid in my white robe, then I can read the fates in their patterns. 
 
   He laughs. The Green Fairy flutters between the leaves. The sparks from the fire are tiny fae. Their wings tinkle like tiny bells. 
 
   One comes to me. Small with a pinched face. It’s Renata. But a tiny pregnant fae Renata. Her voice is a squeaky buzz. She cackles as she threatens me with exposure. Clarity fills my thoughts. She is the one behind the paparazzi knowing my secrets. She’s the source. Has to be. No one else other than Elon has been privy to the sort of information they’ve used against me. I feel smarter, more handsome, stronger, and better than I ever have before. This conversation I have with the minute flying Renata is a vision. My purpose is clear. I am the Pythia getting messages out of the smoke. 
 
   My hand reaches up and a give her a smack. She flies off with an angry buzz. She’ll get me she will. But I’m smarter, faster, and stronger now that I’ve seen the truth. 
 
   The man beasts run about. The hooded men wander from couch to couch. The Doctor stays with me and brushes them away. They are not to touch me. I’m his.
 
   I don’t know if I pass out or if I fall asleep. 
 
   What I do know is that I wake up in a bed. Without a stitch on. I’m laid flat out on my belly and there is the smell of both toast and tea in the room. There is the sound of a newspaper rattling like the leaves. 
 
   I roll just enough to look. It’s the Doctor. He wears pale blue tailored pajamas under a silk robe with a pair of soft leather slippers. 
 
   What happened? 
 
   He looks at me. Absinthe does not agree with me. He advises me both as a friend and a physician to never touch it again. 
 
   I whole heartedly agree with him. Where is Avan? 
 
   Avan disappeared the previous evening with a gentleman he is not acquainted with. Canadian he thinks. Maybe American. Hard to tell the difference really. Anyhow, they seemed fond of each other. 
 
   Did they? (I sort of laugh, but it’s hard)
 
   They did. 
 
   Did anything happen? (I don’t want to state the obvious that I’m naked and in the bed)
 
   Do I want to know if he took advantage of the fact that I was physically incapable of giving him consent to engage in sexual relations? He’s disappointed in me. Surely I know him better than that. 
 
   I’m sorry. I actually am sorry. I do know him better than that.
 
   Besides, I should know perfectly well by this point that he prefers to do things in a certain way. There is tea and toast. I am to get a move on. 
 
   Why? I would really prefer to just stay in bed. 
 
   We’re going hunting. Fresh air will do me a world of good. 
 
   Hunting? 
 
   Hunting. 
 
   I love this plan. 
 
   He will draw a bath for me. I am to eat my toast and drink my tea. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Hunting
 
    
 
   I feel like me again after a bath. I do not object when the Doctor washes my hair. I respect the closed curtain when I emerge from the bathroom. 
 
   The men are gathered in the front hall when I arrive with the Doctor. All of us men that spent the previous evening wrapped in robes prancing about in an orgiastic drug induced frenzy. Today we are all gentlemen in our tweeds and wools. 
 
   I spot Avan who stands alone near a fireplace and go to him. 
 
   How was the orgy? 
 
   I don’t really remember much. I think the stars were talking to me. 
 
   Probably best to stay away from the absinthe.  
 
   Agreed. Why isn’t he dressed for hunting? 
 
   He isn’t a member of the club. Only club members get to join the hunt. 
 
   That would explain why there is no Marcus or Elon present. What is he doing if not going on the hunt? 
 
   Observing. 
 
   The Master of Ceremonies rings his bell before I can ask another question. The hunt is ready. Our prey is primed for the chase. The only thing that is required is our participation. 
 
   I follow the men out of the house and into the Land Rovers parked in the drive.
 
   We travel to a field where tables have been set up. On each table are sets of paintball gear. 
 
   I pick up a rifle just to make absolutely certain I’m not making a mistake. 
 
   Paintball. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Paintball. 
 
   I’m sure of it. 
 
   We are grown men, many far past their prime, out for a rousing round of paintball. 
 
   I can’t believe it. 
 
   But yet, here I am, standing in the midst of grown men donning their paintball gear. 
 
   The only way not to be the weird one is to don my paintball kit. At least behind the mask I can laugh at the rest of them without anyone seeing me smile. 
 
   The Doctor in his paintball mask wielding his riffle defies description. 
 
   I gather with the other men. I sincerely hope they don’t start shooting at me. My fear at being the target turns to a mixture of bewilderment, fascination, and incredulity when I spot our prey.
 
   Men. 
 
   Grown men. 
 
   Wearing antlers and loincloths. 
 
   Two dozen well-oiled well-muscled grown men wearing antlers and loincloths. 
 
   The Master of Ceremonies blows a hunting horn. 
 
   So it begins. 
 
   I follow the crowd as they take off across the hills and into the woods. 
 
   The plip plip plip of paint ball rifles being engaged is all around me. 
 
   Men in antlers run a zigzag path across the fields. I sincerely hope they’re either enjoying this or being paid very well. I’m guessing a bit of each. 
 
   I’m into it. Why the hell not? 
 
   I start firing my paint gun indiscriminately at bare oiled flesh. The loud snorting laughter rising up from deep inside sounds frightening to my own ears. I’m like a lunatic. 
 
   I don’t hit anyone. It would seem I’m a terrible shot. That or having prey with the capacity to think rationally is working against me. 
 
   Some of the men get tagged. When they’re tagged they stop running. 
 
   This is when it gets interesting. 
 
   With each indiscriminate pull of the trigger something is released inside of me. 
 
   Pull. Grandmother – I will not wear short pants. 
 
   Pull. Mother – stop being such a needy bitch. 
 
   Pull. Dad – stop being so spineless. 
 
   Pull. Grandfather – I want to make my own decisions. 
 
   Pull. Olga – I love you but you need to back off before you smother me. 
 
   Pull. Renata – Nothing I could have done would have made you healthy or love me. 
 
   Pull. Me. Pull. Pull. Pull. Pull. Me – stop being so afraid. 
 
   I laugh and laugh as I shoot at the sky and the clouds. I’m Don Quixote tilting at windmills. I’m fighting everyone but my one and only true enemy – myself. 
 
   I am the captain of my fate and the master of my destiny as I fire pellets of paint into the leaves of innocent trees. 
 
   But then, what appears between the trees and in my sights – Harold. Harold with his threats and his menacing. Harold who hurt people I love with his selfishness and idiocy. It wasn’t my drug addled imagination playing tricks on me. It was really him. He’s here and he’s fair game. 
 
   I raise my riffle and shoot him right in the chest. A splotch of purple spreads across his pecks. 
 
   One person that has caused me grief is vanquished. Moving on to the next. 
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