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Segment Fourteen
     If the Chicago show was the most
manic  and  humorous,  then  New  York
was  certainly  the  most  eccentric  and
unique,  both  the  show  and  the  after-
math. It certainly featured the most in-
teraction  I  had  ever  experienced  with
audiences large or small.  Once Serena
and Jana cleared my room the morning
after, I still had six days to prepare for
Boston, but what really helped was staying two more days in New York. I had
a full schedule with plenty of interviews and the like for both movies, but Ser-
ena was not leaving New York until Monday. She left it to me to decide if we
would get together before she left. What could I choose? I hadn't seen enough
of the little Mexican firecracker since she had shuffled off to France in Novem-
ber, a year before, and I had seen a side of her I suspected but had now con-
firmed. It created no conflict for me. I was as confident in where I stood with
Serena as always. It intrigued me.

Jana, on the other hand, was the enigma. The two, Serena and Jana,
could not be more complete opposites, body types, personalities, carriage, con-
fidence, accomplishments. Jana, though, had this strange quality I originally
noticed when I spent time with her those first  two days of the new year.  I
wasn't attracted to her because she looked like Serena since no one would ever
mistake the two, but I couldn't avoid seeing certain poses, certain profiles, cer-
tain expressions on Jana's face which instantly reminded me of the same poses,
profiles and expressions I witnessed on Serena's face. It was only facial, never
anything else, not body language, not speech, only their faces could look so
much alike at times. When both left to go their separate ways, I thought more
about this aspect concerning both than anything else.

I called Serena late afternoon. “Have dinner with me?”
“Your room or mine?”
“My room. I have company, you may recall.”
“How could I forget your friend from India?”
I ordered room service and we enjoyed the fare and shared two bottles

of wine. Sitting on the sofa we listened to tunes from my computer, the slower
variety, and talked about anything except last night and this morning, until Ser-
ena raised it.

“We should have respected your wishes, Gregory. I'm sorry and I prom-
ise you I'll never do it again.”

“It's forgotten and you both paid your penance. I actually enjoyed hav-
ing you both as slaves for a few hours.”

“Ummm, yes, I'll bet you did.”
“You looked like you enjoyed it, too. You and Jana seemed to get along

very well, don't you think?”
She leaned back and scanned my face for moments. “She was open,



smiling and inviting. I've done it before, other women. Does it bother you?”
“No, and I think you do it a little more freely than with a man. I say it

only because of your history. I mean, a woman has never raped you, right?”
“Of course not!”
“So you're not carrying extra baggage.”
“I'm not carrying any baggage about men.”
“Have you sought counseling yet?”
Serena turned away. “No,” she quietly replied.
“You should talk to someone once, Serena. It's my strongest advice and

I'll say nothing more about it.” Serena turned back to me and smiled. “At least
you have a new playmate in L.A.”

“Who? Jana?”
“After you left, she told me what she felt about you. She likes you very

much and you're  very attractive to her. The word she used was 'irresistible.'”
Serena looked away briefly. “You would like it,  wouldn't you?” She

turned and looked me square in the eyes. “In fact I think you liked all of last
night and this morning.”

“Well,  you  both  surprised  me  and  I  know  you liked  it,  Serena.  I
watched your face while Jana was down on you. I would say your face was
displaying something of supreme pleasure.”

“I did not enjoy watching you, though,  Gregory!” Serena wore a look
of disappointment. “You really enjoyed fucking Jana and it's what I wanted.”

“What do you like more, fucking or licking?”
Glancing about my face Serena answered, disappointment visible,  “I

like when you fuck me more than anything, but I really don't want to share it,
Gregory. I want you all to myself and this makes me selfish, doesn't it?”

“I want you to be happy, Serena. When I first met you, you were  not
happy. Oh, you hid it pretty well, but when I did the wife and husband ques-
tions with Will and Katherine,  then did it to the empty space next to you, I
could tell from your reaction you were not happy, not in your marriage, not in
your current condition. John stepped right in about his wife. I could sense he
knew. I think everybody knew but I made it my mission to make you smile and
laugh, Serena, because I was in love with you before I ever met you, and I
could not stand you should be unhappy. I told you about my marriage because
I was unhappy then, but it was unacceptable to me and I changed it. I ended the
marriage and I'll never look back at it as a mistake. It was the right choice and
now you're making the right choice, except I'm leaving. I know you think I'm
leaving you and if I would drive up to your gate and say the magic words, you
would never tell me to leave, would you?”

Serena slipped her arms around me and hugged me tightly. “Never.”
“Because it would make you happy, wouldn't it?”
She leaned back and stared at me. “God, Gregory, you know it would.”
“But I would slowly lose my happiness and I know it for a fact. I know

who I  am and I  don't  ignore  it.  Somewhere,  Serena,  we'll  find the  middle
ground where we can both be happy together.”

She leaned to me and squeezed tightly. “Just make me happy tonight.”



“How about I cum for you tonight and tomorrow morning? Would you
leave me in the morning happier than when you came here this afternoon?”

She laughed lightly. “If you wipe me when you're through with me.”
Serena released me, glanced across my face for a long moment and

moved closer to kiss me slowly, then more purposefully, that purpose being to
arouse me, which worked. Before we rose from the sofa we had pulled the
clothes off the other and once we reached the bed I flung her onto it and fucked
her while she fucked me and I came for her as she came for me. We never
bothered putting on clothes or robes or anything all night and into the morning
when I awoke and gazed across her back and down to her bare ass and fucked
her again. I blasted inside and wiped her, of course.

I loved wiping Serena when I was  through with her and she loved it
when I did so. I was learning more about what she liked sexually and she was
learning more about what I liked sexually. Having written far too much detail
about these sexual experiences in New York, I include it only because it sig-
naled  changes. My sexual  relationships  with  Serena,  Jana,  and  others  you
haven't gotten to yet, would be different because of this one very telling experi-
ence. I had never shared a bed with more than one woman at a time, not ever,
not even in Seattle. Since it took place as it did, when I had no desire for it and
had expressed it in no uncertain terms, was also new to me. Since I had wit-
nessed with my own eyes the sexual intensity, arousal and pleasure of a woman
experiencing oral stimulation made me consider the act from my own sugges-
tion, without waiting for a partner to suggest it. All these were significant expe-
riences and changes which would shape how sexual events developed over the
ensuing months of my life, events which would have seemed awkward or un-
appealing, events I would have avoided, if this night and following morning in
New York never occurred. This is why I include so many details, to the ex-
pected displeasure of Serena and Jana. If I  don't include some details, what
does take place later will be a lot more difficult for you to follow. Frankly, if I
hadn't experienced New York the way I did, most which followed, if not all,
would never have happened, and I think you will inevitably agree with me.
Most of us don't jump right into some new thing when it comes to sex. If there
is one activity, one human activity, where the vast majority of us enter timidly,
it's sex.

I performed interviews, promotions, appearances all day on my last day
in New York. I had my car summoned from valet, tipped the driver and drove
downtown to media square and finished there, occasionally walking to another
building, and lunch at a deli with a print reporter in tow. Into the early evening
hours I pulled out of New York about eight and drove straight to the Boston
hotel. Once I had my bags in the room and tipped the bell person, I washed my
face and hands, stripped to my briefs—no bed company tonight or any other
night until after Miami—and was out in minutes. What followed was more in-
terviews, promotions and appearances, including for the show Saturday, and I
worked on my attitude, my demeanor.

I decided Boston would be all sex and I started by mentioning Boston
was known as the sex capital of New England. “Isn't it true? Or is it Greenwich



Village? Or maybe Soho? Oh, wait, I've got them all confused with...Vermont.
Or maybe Maine. Now that's a big state. There's gotta be a lot of sex up there.”
My best Maine accent. “No fuckin' here. Just lobsters.” Back to normal. “Or is
it Philadelphia? It's the city of brotherly love, you know. I wonder if they have
more homosexuals per capita there. That's brotherly love, isn't it? Or is it in-
cest? I should be careful what I say, but I'm not doing a show in Philadelphia
and I think I can escape to Atlanta before any of them catch me. It's my under-
standing there aren't many Philadelphians who would consider plunging below
the Mason-Dixon line so all I have to do is get south of Maryland.”

Ah, yes, I cared not, since I followed with the story of the day my old-
est was born. “My biggest mistake, because I was a coward in front of all those
women, including the wife's gynecologist, was I didn't immediately stand up
and point my finger at the wife and shout, 'It was her idea!'”

Off to the highest truth about sex involving two people: when mutual
consent is  absent, one of those people is being raped and the other's a rapist.
Into the “no means no, jackass” routine, with the 7-11 right next door. “How
much more convenient can it be to have a convenience store right next door?”
Don't forget the gay bar in San Diego. “So when the guy asks me if I knew this
was a gay bar, I asked him, 'Does this mean we have to leave?'” My companion
was so horny once we got back to the motel,  she went down on  me first. “I
thought, she's never done that before. Maybe I should go to gay bars more of-
ten with her.”

To the afternoon in the bedroom I shared with my brother, down in Car-
bondale, which included a cute brunette, five feet six inches of no chest and a
great butt, with a considerably attractive face, who lets me strip her completely
naked, throws herself off the bed to become prostrate on the floor like she's
praying, I walk around behind her to stare at her bare ass sticking up in the air
and her pussy so conveniently placed in waiting beneath it, and I think,  yep,
that's a first. And since her bush is shaved in a heart shape? Definitely a first.

Servicing the girls of K-Mart and why not?  I provided service with a
smile and I always carried the proper tools. I only needed one tool but I knew
how to use it. Don't forget the free clinic where I could visit for a routine gon-
orrhea check. Everyone should do it at least once in a lifetime. Swab this.

Don't overlook the swingers' party. Of course,  I didn't know it was a
swingers' party and my companion didn't know either, but it didn't stop the
other couples, well, one swung couple. “'Cumon,' my companion said, 'it's my
old boyfriend. He knows how to party and it's at the house of that married cou-
ple you know from school.' Yeah, I knew 'em from school, before either had
pubic hair. So what? I remembered her. She wasn't what I would call a party
girl. Hell, I wasn't certain they had consummated their marriage. I had no inde-
pendent  verification.  We went  anyway,  and schoolboy  took the  boyfriend's
wife into one bedroom, the boyfriend was desperately trying to convince the
schoolgirl to accompany  him to the second bedroom, and where did it leave
us? My advice? Do not go to a swingers' party with an odd number of couples.
It ain't gonna work. We drove home after drinking more of their  beers and
fucked like we knew what we were doing, which is to say from behind because



she always loved the servant's entrance.”
Oh, and picking up hitchhikers? Ah, hell, go for it. Be prepared for the

craziest fucking shit of your life, though. Think I'm kidding? I get off my shift
after midnight, driving through the deserted streets of Wichita, which I enjoy
because when they're filled they usually have obnoxious western style would
be fucks driving all over and fucking with everything, and there's this babe
standing on the  sidewalk  with  her  hand stuck out  for  a  ride.  I  scoped her
quickly, noting good proportions, and pulled over. Oh, was she fucked up. “Are
you goin'...?” I never could figure out where it was but I said, “No.” “Can you
take me downtown?” “As far as Green street where I live. I'll take you that
far.” She mumbled a bunch of shit about the guy or guys she had been with,
she wanted to get downtown where she knew she could get a ride wherever,
and on and on. I reached over and opened the passenger door of the van. “Get
in if you're riding or walk.” She tried to climb into the van but I had to grab her
arm and yank her up and she tumbled inside. Did I mention she was fucked
up? She couldn't  stand without swaying. That's  pretty fucked up. I suppose
what else is pretty fucked up is I fucked her, not once but twice. It was the next
day,  after she woke up with her jeans and panties down to her knees and a
blanket around her as she sat and slept in a chair, the only chair I owned. She
finally asked me, after she had been up for a half-hour, how her jeans and
panties ended up around her knees. I don't know...I told her she had said no and
passed out five minutes later. I could have fucked her then. How would she
know? I would know. It's all that matters to me. I would know. My only regret
with her is I could not bring myself to trust her when her Ms. Hyde side was
raging, and it only took  one beer. Jeez, talk about somebody who can't hold
their liquor, she's the poster child. When her Dr. Jekyll side showed up in the
morning and early afternoon, she was quite attractive and pleasant. I should
have given her a chance. My biggest regret: I never gave her the chance.

There  was  more.  I  can  talk  about  sex  for  hours.  Receiving another
standing ovation I came out without Little Boy and heard it from quite a few of
the twelve  thousand in attendance.  “He doesn't  like talking  about  sex,  you
know. He had that part surgically removed so he's in a constant daze, but you
gotta see him and hear him, huh?” I set the mike in the stand and went back
stage to get Little Boy and carried him to the stand. He was whining because I
wasn't stroking him. “Little Boy says, 'you people listened to this knuckle brain
talk about sex for ninety minutes? You will put up with anything.'” I opened it
for questions and took a few. One woman asked where I was staying. “I'm not
showing you my penis. Next question.” I finished with the usual rant about
drinking and left the stage. The restaurant, which was in the next block from
the theater, couldn't get a variance from City Hall, so there was quite a line to
get inside. I had difficulty getting inside, grabbed two quick drinks and left for
the hotel. The party at the hotel was better and went well into the morning.
Will and Ken dropped in and we chatted for a while. Will had actually contem-
plated writing again, was considering a story so we talked about it. Tentatively
about an old geezer on a sidewalk selling books and a talent agent walks by
and strikes up a conversation, it brings a publishing deal with a rise in fortune



and prestige for the geezer. “Will, your story sounds vaguely familiar to me.”
“Write what you know,” Will replied, smiling big and wide.
I stayed at the Boston hotel Sunday and left very early Monday morn-

ing, before six. I wanted to beat the traffic and I did, reaching Richmond, Vir-
ginia late afternoon. Leaving early morning I arrived at the Atlanta hotel early
evening and settled in for the night. There were a considerable number of cam-
era appearances during my stay in Atlanta and I did them all  with a smile.
Some wanted to bring politics into it. “I am apolitical.”

“But you do seem to have liberal, left-leaning political views, wouldn't
you agree, Gregory?” the interviewer pressed.

“Left or right is a toss-up to me. Why is this opinion leaning to the left
and this one leaning to the right? Somebody made it up long ago. I have no
clue who it was but it's crap so I leave it at that, the crap it is. Now, liberal is
different. It's a word derived from the same base as  liberty, and I definitely
lean in that direction, because if I lean in the opposite direction, wouldn't I be
supporting oppression? Isn't oppression an acceptable antonym, an opposite, of
liberty? Why would I support oppression? Why would anyone with any empa-
thy  support  oppression?  No one with  any empathy supports  oppression.  In
other words, the only human beings who support oppression have no consider-
ation for the oppressed as fellow human beings. Oh, that will take us far. How
about self-annihilation? Although, the oppressors always think there's so many
of us, so many billions of us, surely some will survive, and, hey, it will proba-
bly be the oppressors. What an interesting philosophy, twisted and deluded, of
course! I always say, you can live together or you can die together, but you're
not going to live together  by performing some weeding out,  genocidal  act.
You're just asinine, ignorant and deluded.”

Thus, I began formulating my opening for the show and where I would
take it. After the opening music and the shake-it portion, I started. “I am a visi-
tor to this little planet of yours. I was always only visiting because I never in-
tended to stay permanently, and having witnessed and experienced  your ac-
tions, reactions and interactions,  you, collectively, have convinced  me this is
not the place I want to stay permanently. We share more similarities than dif-
ferences, but  you want to concentrate on the differences.” Onto fictional bor-
ders,  meant  to stem the movement of human beings,  but  erected under  the
guise of national pride. “Hmm, isn't  that something to cherish? Shouldn't we
all look to national pride as the savior of humanity?” Next, the four attributes
every human being has of which no human being ever chose.

It was political in the sense it was anti-political, it was openly, hugely
philosophical and metaphysical, and the last bit was all about love, the expla-
nation of what love is, and “the goal of  any human being  should be to love
freely and purely, for love and life are twisted inextricably so one cannot exist
without the other. To discard love to foment hate is to actively promote extinc-
tion, for hate and death are also inextricably linked. It's your choice, but never
tell me you  don't know the difference between the choices, because you do
now. Now you know and while it shall be a burden for you, as all knowledge
truly is, it is far better than to ignore and remain blissfully ignorant, because



your ignorance leads to your own unintended extinction. This is what the igno-
rant are best at achieving, their own unintended extinction. This is what hap-
pens when you ignore the truth and while I am alive you will never be able to
claim ignorance and ignore the truth. I won't let you!”

I finished the show and walked off the stage without bowing or ac-
knowledgment and the audience was a little perplexed for a minute or so, but
the applause grew, a few stood, then more, and it continued for five minutes. I
wanted no distractions so I left Little Boy back stage and came on stage alone.
“I'm not bringing the cat out since he's speechless, mostly because he's hungry
and eating, but also because he agrees with everything I said and told me he
has nothing to add. That's rare for him but I hope you'll abide by his wishes. I'll
take a few questions.” One woman asked when I would get rid of the beard so
she could see my face. “You're only trying to flatter me so you can get me in
bed.” After  the laughter  subsided,  I  added, “I  change my appearance every
once in a while, so there's every likelihood you can expect me to shave this off
and even cut my hair at some time in the future, but you are still not getting in
my bed. I'm sleeping solo tonight. No exceptions.”

The restaurant  experience  was  a  rousing  affair.  The  diversity  of  the
crowd, both inside and out, was impressive to my eyes and the talk and accep-
tance of most there I received warmly. I liked the Atlanta show more than any
other for what I had originally conceived as my aim in these performances. At-
lanta was the pinnacle and everyone who had been following these shows from
the start all said to me, at some time, this show was the dagger I had always
meant to plunge into the lies and half-truths which permeate human existence.
The party at the hotel was muted in the sense there wasn't much boisterousness
or excessive drinking and partying. Instead, there was a good deal of philo-
sophical debate and I was the anointed host. The conversation actually stimu-
lated me, perhaps everyone there, since the sun rose this morning before we all
disbanded to go our separate ways. Even so, I left Atlanta early Monday morn-
ing bound for Miami. I had many things to do once I reached Miami and I
wanted to get going on them. Loose ends needed tying.

I visited Henry since his owner lived in Florida. Henry recognized me
as I walked up to the fence for his pasture and came over to me as I stood on
the fence and put his snout up to me. I rubbed him and climbed over the fence
to stand beside him so he could nudge me and play. The owner and the hands
all stopped what they were doing to watch since they knew it was something
special. That horse was something special. I wished I could take him with me. I
thought Henry probably wished it, too. When he died a couple years ago the
owner contacted me to let me know and said he was considering placing a
marker over his grave and asked me if I had any objection if it  mentioned
Henry was the horse I rode in The True Cross. I had no objection but I said to
the owner,  “If  you'd like you can add a quote from me,  too.  Have it  read,
'Henry was the only horse I ever loved.'” That's what the marker says. I know
because the owner sent me a picture of it. I approve.

I called the ex and proposed paying off her mortgage on the house. She
wanted to know why and I said I had the money to do it and it was one less



thing I would have to worry about. “Now, if you want, you can sell it  and
downsize. As you get older you're going to see shedding all the unnecessary
stuff you've accumulated will not be missed and your life will be easier and
less costly. My strongest suggestion is do it.” I wired her the money and she
sent me pictures of the papers showing the mortgage was paid off. Good. I told
you I didn't hate her.

I tried to do the same with Erin but she would have none of it. I did get
her to agree to take some money, for a rainy day or to cover closing expenses
in order to get rid of her current mortgage company. I wired her the amount, so
small I don't even want to include it. Erin told me her sister wanted her cat
back. I said to tell her sister she can pay me the thousands of dollars I've spent
for his care and I'll be happy to give him back, but not until then. Of course I
knew what her sister's answer would be and Little Boy was coming with me to
Europe. She wasn't stopping me or him.

I  called  or  contacted  some  other  people,  too.  Some  were  oldest  of
friends, others were living in Florida, those I had met and with whom I had in-
teracted many times on many trips to Florida in the past. I also contacted the
State Department and the German consulate to begin the process of a residen-
tial visa for Germany, a combination vacation and working visa. The represen-
tative assigned to help me from the German consulate was a great help and I
would have the necessary papers once I reached Baden Baden. The German
government had no reservations about my living there for a year or two if I
wished. I only needed guidance from the State Department to determine what I
needed to do to remain a U.S. citizen living and working abroad. I got all of it
and intended to follow all the rules and regs. I would be paying taxes to two
separate countries. This would make my accountant happy. She advised me to
find an accountant in Germany to help with their side. This way I could make
two accountants happy. Can't beat that!

The show in Miami, sold out at ten thousand seats, was a reiteration of
philosophical points. There were the tribes, the satellite photos, fictional bor-
ders, circle of influence, welcome to my world, love and desire, attachments,
kindred spirits, the “more for me” syndrome, life is temporary so ownership of
anything is futile since you can't take it with you, life and love bound inextrica-
bly,  hate  and  death  equally  bound  inextricably,  choose  one  and  know  the
choice you make, the two sets of human beings, we are all in this together, it
was a lot. I digressed often to add some point or another as they occurred to
me. But I knew what I would say in conclusion.

“I'll finish with a quote from a man I once knew. 'There is no greater
trait  one can foster  than to retain a humility knowing there will  always be
something bigger than one's self.' I attribute this quote to N. R. DeScript, but
should you know something about me, you may consider him to be a man of
fiction. I shall become a man of fiction, of this I have absolutely no doubt. You
and your descendants will only have a belief to guide them and I have no ob-
jection to it, for there is a power in belief which is second only to one other,
this being love. Belief, however, has equal power for good or evil and this be-
comes the choice you must make, the choice of good or evil, of right or wrong,



the same battle you wage between your ears at any moment. I  trust you, that
you will make the right choice, because discovery of the truth holds an en-
chantment, a spectacular exhilaration the path of ignorance can never provide.
Once you begin the journey of discovery you not only will refuse to stop but
you'll take the many with you, and you will all learn what the 'something big-
ger' truly is, for it was inside you all along.”

I brought out Little Boy to let him say his goodbye. “Here is a cat from
India, truly undeserving of the humiliation and maltreatment to which he has
been subjected in his lifetime.  He adopted me. When he first appeared in my
presence  he  was  among many cats,  all  of  whom had  their  hierarchy,  their
places, and he struggled to find his. He was an old man even then and not
much of a fighter and the first time he wandered into my presence, still trying
to find his place, he sprayed as many male cats will do trying to find their place
in a life further disrupted. I chased him out. Don't do that. It's not acceptable. I
don't know if he ever got it then but he never did it again and finally he would
wander into my presence, accepting, perhaps even humbling, if a cat should
ever be such, and he wanted me to pick him up and I knew it. I picked him up
and from that point ever since, Little Boy adopted me. Sure, he loves a roaring
stove in winter, will even crawl under one to stay warm. Fuck! He's an old
man. He doesn't  generate body heat like he did when he was younger.  But
when it's all through for the day, when he's had his time in the sun to warm him
and keep him cozy, he settles down with me, and wants nothing more than to
be stroked and fed and he's content. He's coming with me to Europe to see an-
other continent and some day I'd like to return with him to India, to Calcutta,
or Kolcata, whatever. Let him return in triumph, even though he may never
even know, because I will know, and I'll speak for him when he cannot. Little
Boy is the only cat I ever had the pleasure to meet who was not like a cat at all.
To me he is like an old soul and old souls attract each other,  if you didn't
know.” Little Boy whined. “He wants to remind you that you can drink tonight.
Go out and have a good time, but if you overdo it, don't get behind the wheel
of your car. Do all the other things you can do to get home safe besides driving
your car. Little Boy doesn't really expect to return and perhaps I won't either,
but  please do not send me off with the news that one of you didn't make it
home. Goddam it! Don't do this to me and don't do it to yourself. Believe it or
not, you are all my advocates, my potential advocates. And you have experi-
enced something in your lives I am sure you will  never experience again. I
know I have. Don't ruin it through one poor choice. Get home tonight and let's
celebrate the sun rise tomorrow. Thank you. Good night.”

The party at the hotel was, I suppose, a typical Miami affair, though I
was spent. I laid on the sofa most of the time, listened attentively and inter-
acted with everyone, but rarely sat up. I drank beer with the bottle often resting
on the floor by the sofa. It was a sobering moment, though I drank continually.
I wasn't drunk in the slightest, merely spent. This was the last. I put everything
into them, all I possibly could. No one gave it much thought. I was at the end
and no one wanted to disturb my “peace.” Daniel stayed until the last of the
party revelers left and sat on the opposite end of the sofa. After several minutes



of silence besides the soft music playing from my computer, Daniel asked me,
“Well, Gregory, where do we go from here?”

“Daniel, my cousin,” I replied without sitting up or looking at him, “it's
the end of the road for you and me. I have enjoyed every minute of it and have
great appreciation for your abilities. You took very good care of me, Daniel,
and for this I owe you a lot. Jeremy and I will get together as we can and edit
the performances and you'll get your cut which is well deserved.” Finally I sat
up and looked to him, reached for his shoulder and squeezed it. “I would never
have done this if you weren't right there from the beginning. Without you, none
of this would have been possible.”

Daniel patted my hand on his shoulder and looked to me smiling. “You
know how hard it is to work in these conditions in places you've never worked
before? They all qualify except Los Angeles, but I only did it for you, Gregory.
I don't think I would do it again for anyone ever, but for you, my cousin, yeah,
I'd do it again. I'd do it anywhere in the world.” Daniel's smile was genuine and
I felt his warmth. We had been through a lot and I was grateful going through it
with Daniel. He rose from the sofa shortly and I rose after him, hugged him
hard and we promised to stay in touch. That we would do.

The True Cross had a run as the number one movie world wide for three
consecutive weeks and when it slipped to number two,  My Brother's Keeper
replaced it as number one. Drake and I, then, were the only two in the entire
movie business who could lay claim as having worked on the two top movies
in any week that year.

The day of the Miami show I started receiving calls from those with
whom I was familiar, quite familiar as a matter of fact. Serena called before the
show. “When are you leaving?”

“The cruise doesn't depart for two weeks.”
“I happen to have two weeks open.”
“Fly in and reserve a room here, Serena.”
“I'm bringing Sofia.”
“We can actually be one big happy family. I want to meet her.”
“You will. We'll fly in tomorrow. I'll call from the airport.”
“I'll be right here waiting.”
Serena called late the following afternoon and had a driver waiting for

all of them to take them to the hotel,  Sofia and Lance accompanying her. I
waited in the lobby and met Serena's daughter of nine years for the first time, a
bundle of energy and occasional youthful spite. Sofia looked me up and down
completely unimpressed. I offered to bend down and hug her but all she would
present me was her right hand limply lifted toward me. I reluctantly shook her
hand and hugged Lance,  who squeezed me hard again,  and hugged Serena
warmly. Serena's body felt warm and soft against mine.

We all met in the hotel restaurant a couple hours later and had dinner
together, Lance, too. Now I had the opportunity to discover who this daughter
really  was,  and she  was  a  pistol,  no doubt.  Often,  she  simply  ignored  her
mother's advice or suggestions and when  I made a suggestion or even a de-
mand, Sofia's typical response would be, “You're not my father.”



“No, I'm not your father and never will be, but I am an adult and you're
not. I have the experience you have yet to gather, Sofia, and I know what's
right or wrong, but if you want to learn the lessons in life the hard way, I won't
be able to stop you. I'm only trying to save you the unnecessary pain and hurt it
will bring, because you have no clue. You only think you do.” She would al-
ways give  me the haughty,  condescending look only  a  youngster,  maybe a
well-off, spoiled youngster, can give. Serena would look at me frowning, a bit
apologetically. All I could think about this mother-daughter relationship was it
was a work in progress and there was a lot of work to do.

After dinner Serena wanted to return to her room with Sofia and spend
some time with her daughter. I had no objection. I hoped it would be quality
time, whatever it meant.

Esperanza called late to tell me she was gearing up for her thesis and
should it be successful she would receive her doctorate from UCLA. To say
she was excited would be to underestimate her emotional position. We talked
for an hour about quite a few things. She congratulated me on my shows. She
had seen some of the clips Jeremy uploaded on YouTube and she thought they
were all excellent. Before she finished she said she missed me tremendously.
“There's no one here, Gregory, who can love me like you do, who will just
hold me like you do,” she stated softly.

“I wish I could see you again before I leave.”
“The one you want is with you now, Gregory. She's brought her daugh-

ter and you're both going to see how you can make a life together. There's no
room for me nor do I want any.”

“You better not disappear from my life, Esperanza!” I warned her. “You
better stay in touch or I'll have to hunt you down. Don't think I won't.”

Esperanza laughed. “You have my number. You should call  me some
time. I like it when you call  me. I won't change my number...unless you be-
come a pest!”

“I don't think you could get over the shock if I became a pest.”
Esperanza laughed again. “No, I don't think you could do it. You're way

 too laid back.”
Jana called me later, late at night, after her day on the set of the movie

she was working. I was sitting in Serena's suite on a sofa next to her. Sofia was
already down in her separate bedroom. Jana wanted to wish me well on my up-
coming trip, she had always enjoyed my company, and hoped we would see
each other again soon. “Only you and me, not that I don't like Serena, but-”

“She's right here sitting beside me.”
“Serena's there with you?” Jana asked a bit warily.
“Right here beside me.”
“Is she listening?”
“Well, she can't hear what you're saying. Want me to relay it to her?”
“Don't you dare!” she warned me. I laughed.
Serena asked me what Jana said. “Why don't you ask her yourself?” I

put my phone back to my face. “Will you talk to her, Jana?”
There was a very long pause. “All right,” Jana finally grumbled.



I handed the phone to Serena and they talked for twenty minutes. I had
time to finish my glass of wine but left it empty. At one point Serena stopped to
get  a  pad  and  pen  and  wrote  down  Jana's  number.  Several  times  Serena
laughed heartily. I could only hear Serena's end of the conversation but it was
lively to say the least. “How could I say I didn't enjoy it, Jana?” Serena once
asked in disbelief. “You know how it ended.” Indeed. I knew how it ended.

After twenty minutes I got my phone back, the one I exchanged for an-
other which worked in Europe and most of the rest of the world. No number
change which made it more palatable. It was a smart phone. I was now a part
of the third millennium. Yee-haw! Ride 'em cowboy! I reminded Jana she occa-
sionally worked in Europe,  and should she be there while  I was there,  we
should see each other. She could visit me in Baden Baden or I could visit her.
“You have to let me know first, Jana.” She promised she would.

Once I got through the first night when Serena and her daughter ar-
rived, I stopped drinking beer. I drank wine, not a lot and only with Serena, but
nothing else. I made a conscious decision to be on my best behavior with this
nine-year-old terror, and if nothing else kill her with kindness. The parenting I
deferred to Serena when she was present, and made suggestions otherwise, un-
less I knew harm was coming. Once we walked in a mall, ostensibly to look for
clothes  and other  sundries,  and  Sofia  disappeared  from sight.  Our  backup,
Lance, left us to stick with Sofia. I could have used backup when I raised my
daughters. Both could disappear at a moment's notice, and of course you never
get notice. You simply turn around and they're gone. Yeah, her mom had her
hands full and I wasn't completely prepared to fill in as necessary. I had no idea
what necessary comprised and Serena and I didn't talk about it much. We had
no commitment and didn't anticipate one soon. All I had to do was keep Sofia
from hurting herself while in  my care. I could do it. Sofia may have been a
nine-year-old dynamo—kinda like her mother come to think of it—but she was
still nine years old. Wait until she's fourteen. Oh the fun we'd have then.

Jennifer called unexpectedly. She wanted to know when I'd be in Eu-
rope. “We have to see each other, Gregory. We'll be so close, in a place that's
not where you're from which is the best part.” I didn't disagree with her. I said
I'd call her when I arrived. She didn't want to talk with Serena. “I talked with
her last week.”

Mildred called me, too, to wish me, “Bon voyage, Gregory. Don't sup-
pose I'll ever see you again, but I hope you do well. It would be nice if you
stayed in touch, stud.” Stud? I hadn't heard that in my reference ever.

“I might see you fairly soon. If the movie receives any Oscar nomina-
tion,  I'll  have to  be in Los Angeles for the week. I'll  definitely head up to
Gilroy then.”

Mildred thought it a good idea. We talked about the garlic and its wild
success, though we both expected it. One of her cats disappeared and one of
her geese succumbed. All in all, though, Mildred was in good spirits, a wel-
come voice as I counted the days to departure. Since she called while Serena
was in my room was not so welcome. I had to explain yet another woman with
whom I had experienced yet another sexual episode. Serena's face was what I



would never consider welcoming. She didn't say much but she wasn't happy ei-
ther. Well, you were in France calling me once a month instead of every week
like you promised. You gave me shit for not calling. Can't you take it?

I  even got  a  call  from Desiree,  my insurance  agent.  She  wanted  to
check with me about my insurance plans, unnecessary in a few days for an auto
I would be selling, but she wanted to know how I was. She was worried about
me. “How's your life going?” I asked, to turn the tables.

“Well, you know my husband,” she mumbled.
“If you  still haven't decided you  should work together, then you two

should get a divorce and work alone, because you're doing it anyway, under
some ridiculous pretense.” I came to my senses quickly though. “But that's
only my opinion. I don't live with either one of you. What do I know?”

She was upset but I calmed her down after a few minutes and listened
to her for another hour.  Hey, I listened! I heard every word. I have learned a
few things in sixty some years and one of the most important is if you don't lis-
ten, you'll get burned. I've been scalded in the past. It fucking hurts.

Will called me and Ken called later the same day. They both had the
same advice or worry, depending on perspective. I had to weasel it out of both,
since neither would come right out and say it. “It's about Robin, isn't it?”

“Just don't shut me out, okay?” Will replied.
“Is that what Robin did with you?”
“We all have career objectives and sometimes...we drift apart.”
“You know I'm a manic depressive. Lord Pacifico warned you and you

and Ken were very concerned when you first heard it. You reminded me about
Robin later.” I paused for a moment. I had once spoken with Will about Eddie,
my friend from high school.  There's  a reference to him in the first  fIdGits
book. “First, there's Eddie, I read about Hemingway, then Robin. Eddie was
too young and probably prone to depression. Hemingway, Robin, both old, ac-
tive in their younger years, now their bodies are rebelling. My body's been re-
belling for years.  Hell,  I  can't  even smoke marijuana because it  makes  me
retch, Will. It's been true for decades...This business we're in, the one I'm leav-
ing to pursue my future work, is littered with the carcasses of the used up, the
abandoned, the lost,  the depressed, the lonely, the gifted with a tragic flaw.
Their graves are everywhere, but if you and I drift apart, it's the choice we both
make. If you're gonna hang some shit around your neck and feel guilty about it
for the rest of your life, then do something about it, because I'm never going to
shut you out. You watch what I'm going to do in Africa, my cousin. Hell, if you
want to, Will, you can come there and join me and we'll do it together.”

“What  are you  going  to  do  in  Africa?  You've  been  saying  it  for  a
while.”

“Show you how to do it the right way. Show you how to make a self-
sustaining,  self-sufficient  community  with  only  a  few  resources,  and  love,
peace, cooperation, and dedication. With only that, and in a fairly harsh envi-
ronment. And it's only the beginning.”

“It sounds interesting,” Will commented. “Maybe I will check it out.”
“Maybe you ought to.”



Ken called later, same conversation, same result.  “I'll never shut  you
out, Ken. If we drift apart it's the choice we make. You have your business and
I've left it to make  my business, all out of my head, a delusion perhaps. See
what I can make from scratch. I did it with the screenplay in six days. If you
don't want to be involved, fine. Don't ever say I didn't invite you.”

The week before I left Drake was in town promoting the movie, the last
of his rounds for this one. We were planning to hook up before he left for Mon-
tana, but I said to Serena in the morning, “Let's go down to the TV studio and
fuck with him during his interview.” She loved the idea so we did, talking to
the show's producer and staying out of sight.

The interviewer finally said, as Serena, Sofia and I stood off stage in
the darkness of the set, “Drake, you've worked on two very successful movies
this summer with quite a list of names, such as Serena Dominguez and Gre-
gory Hess. In fact, you worked with Gregory on  both of these movies. What
was it like to work with these people?”

“Well, Gregory is a character, you know. He has this kidding, teasing
quality about him, and he'll say some of the most outlandish things.”

I walked right on the set and proclaimed, “Don't believe a word Drake
says. He makes it up as he goes along.”

The interviewer smiled and Drake knew he was set up. He said as he
rose from his chair, “You make it up as  you go along. Everybody knows that
about you.” When I reached him we hugged each other tight and warmly.

“Don't pat me on the back, bro.” Drake laughed. “Hey, I'm not inter-
rupting anything, am I? It is only Drake.” The interviewer bid me to sit down
next to Drake as one of the grips brought a chair. I sat down and looked at the
interviewer. “You know, we'll probably need another seat. There's a cute little
Mexican actress standing over there and she'd like a seat to rest her legs, and
I'm all for resting those legs.” Serena walked on stage and Drake rose and they
hugged while a grip grabbed another chair and set it next to mine.

Drake looked at the interviewer. “You set this up, didn't you?”
The interviewer pleaded, “Don't look at me. It was their idea.”
“We all know Drake needs a little help now and then,” I said turning to

Drake and watching him wince. “I mean, even last winter, Drake invited me to
stay with him in Montana through the holidays because he  really needed the
help, which is not to say Drake is helpless,” and Serena and Drake pitched in
with me for the next part, since I had been using this little routine over and
over and everyone was quite used to it, “I'm implying it, but I'm not saying it.”
Drake put his fist against my chin and laughed.

Serena,  Sofia  and I  were  not one  big,  happy family over  these two
weeks. Sofia was proud and spoiled and hadn't budged an inch. When Serena
asked me what I thought about her daughter, I responded, “She's a spoiled brat,
Serena. What do you want me to say? You know I won't lie.” Serena insisted
she wasn't spoiled. She was having a hard time adjusting to life in the States,
having essentially lived her younger and more formative years in Europe. I
pointed out those younger and more formative years in Europe included living
in the lap of luxury, but I'm sure it had nothing to do with how spoiled she had



become. It was a contentious issue between us and I usually avoided it.
We slept together like a couple should, though, always in her suite, but

we had sex together maybe every other day. Fine with me. I thought it was a
positive development. It demonstrated Serena wasn't always thinking she had
to have sex with me to keep me happy.

John called the last week to apologize his schedule was so packed he
couldn't make it to Miami to see me off. He told me, though, he would soon
take a vacation, a long vacation, to spend time at his place on the lake. “Which
one? You have two there.”

“Yes, I have two homes there. So?”
“Do you have a favorite?” I asked facetiously.  “Is  it  the first or the

last?”
“All right! Knock it off! I was only telling you because Baden Baden is

not far from there. I was planning on coming to see you.”
“Like I've always said, John, you're welcome any time and I'll change

my plans to include you.”
“Same with my wife?”
“Only when she comes with you. I'm not getting in the middle of that.”
The day before I left—which was hectic ensuring everything was ready,

I wouldn't have any problem with my passport since I had shaved and cut my
hair with a stylist who came recommended by Bernard, I got a carrier for Little
Boy since the cruise ship and trains all required carriers for animals to board
but they could be free in private rooms and all my rooms booked to Baden
Baden were private, I sold my car to a local dealer since my youngest daughter
advised she couldn't get to Miami to pick it up and her disappointment was
quite evident when I wouldn't pay for her flight—Gloria called me. “I thought
you should know.”

“Know what?”
“I'm three months pregnant.”
“And I'm the father?”
“I  haven't  had  sexual  intercourse  with  anyone  but  you,  Gregory,  in

years,” she advised, and got a little combative when she added, “Are you going
to make me get a paternity test?”

“No. I take your word for it,  Gloria. You wouldn't  lie to me, would
you?”

“No.”
“What do you want, Gloria? What should I do?”
“I want you to help support my child.”
“Our child,” I corrected. “It takes two.”
“Our child.”
“So, when do we get married, Gloria?” Her silence was telling. “I'm

only teasing. I know you won't marry me and I won't marry you. Marketing
people seem to have no sense of humor.”

“It's not funny, Gregory.”
“It wouldn't be funny if you were going to abort the child, Gloria, but

you're going to have this child, yes?”



“I am, yes.”
“Good. I'm happy to hear it,  and with marriage out of the question,

what do you propose?”
“I want you to pay two thousand dollars a month for support.”
“Are you still working?”
“Yes. I will work until about the last two months.”
“All right. I'll start paying you two thousand a month the first month

you stop working and from then on.”
“You're not going to fight me on this?”
“No, but I am going to make a small demand. It won't be anything you

can't handle and you should do it for me out of respect and consideration for
the father of our child.”

“What is it?”
“I want you to compile a list every month of those things you purchase

in connection with our child, including rent and the like. I don't expect you to
keep it close to two thousand. I only want to know what you're providing for
our child out of consideration for me. I won't object to how you want to raise
our child, as long as it's loving and not abusive, and a very good way to assure
me is to constantly include me in all of it. I may have a suggestion or a ques-
tion. I expect you to listen to me as I will listen to you. Do not go and have our
child and shut me out. That will piss me off and demonstrate you don't care
about me so how can I be assured you will care about our child? This is not an
unreasonable request, is it?”

“I will do it for you, Gregory. It's not unreasonable.”
“Would it be unreasonable to ask you to send pictures of our child regu-

larly?”
“No, I can do that, too.”
“Would it be unreasonable to ask you to send pictures of Mama every

once in a while?”
Gloria laughed. “You don't want to see pictures of Mama, do you?”
“Why not?” I laughed. “I love Mama. I  trust Mama. She trusted  me

once, or have you forgotten?”
“No, I remember...I haven't forgotten.” Gloria was silent for a while. “I

think I'm still in love with you, Gregory. I think about you. I think about the
trip we made together in Canada, all of it.”

“Then, this last request will be easy for you.”
“You started with one and now it's four, Gregory!” She laughed.
“If I'm in the States, and I will call first, I want you to make an effort to

let me see our child and, by extension, Mama, too. I won't interfere with any
relationship you have, but I will want to see our child and I'll  want to hug
Mama. I don't think that's unreasonable either.”

“Call me to give me plenty of time, Gregory. I would like it.”
“We're in agreement, then?”
“Yes. I agree to all of it.” She was relieved. “I thought this would be

hard. I thought you would argue or even deny. Why did you make it so easy?”
“It would be like taking it out on the child, taking it out on Mama, and I



certainly harbor no ill feelings about either. I want to help both.” I went silent
for a moment to wait for her reaction but Gloria remained silent. “May I ask
you a personal question, Gloria?”

“Of course.”
“Why didn't you make me wear a condom? You  knew you could get

pregnant, didn't you?”
Gloria replied calmly, “I wanted your baby.”
Down to  a  big  bag stuffed  with  clothes,  a  suit  bag for  hangers,  an

overnight bag, my computer backpack, a carrier with Little Boy stuffed in it
and whining his disapproval non-stop, and his assortment of items, we stuffed
it all in the limo with Serena, Sofia and Lance accompanying me to the depar-
ture dock. We were greeted by cruise helpers and between the two helpers and
myself, we got it all into the tiny private room on the ship. Once it was packed
in there I walked out to the deck and around the land side of the ship. There
were the three, Serena, Sofia and Lance, waving at me as I waved back. I knew
I wouldn't see Serena for months, maybe years, and she knew it, too. She cried
when I kissed her goodbye before I boarded. I cried too. Even Sofia waved.
Maybe she was glad to be rid of me. It's  cynical. It's  also logical. Before I
reached Europe Serena's husband filed for divorce in a French court. They had
married in France so France had jurisdiction. The next shot in the war had been
taken.

It took ten days before I reached my first European destination, having
made stops in the Mediterranean and Spain, but finally reaching Le Havre, the
Harbor. Now I really felt my gut wrenching. I was on my own in a foreign land
and there was no going back. I thought the show biz life was over and I had an-
other path to carve. I wasn't sure what I would do but I would try to stay busy. I
wanted to meet new people, different human beings, forge new relationships,
do and see different things, but I had to catch the train to Paris first, and it
meant moving all my stuff. I couldn't do it without help. Fortunately there was
plenty. I had been treated quite well on the voyage and dined with the Captain
twice, being something of a celebrity of higher stature than most of the Cap-
tain's passengers. Everyone I met on the cruise was quite friendly, thoughtful,
interesting. No one treated me like a celebrity which was good. I didn't have to
kick anyone in the ass.

There was a shuttle to the hotel from the train station which was a re-
lief, with more help, all of it welcome. Little Boy was well taken care of. The
lounge let me bring him inside. There was a band of three young men playing
some rock and other tunes, but the singer recognized me and announced my
presence in  “his” audience.  Soon,  I  was inundated by quite  a  few patrons,
many of them speaking rapid French, and I had to continually apologize for not
speaking French. “Je ne parle Francais.” I must have spoken it thirty or forty
times. When the singer came over I thanked him for mentioning me. “Don't do
me any more favors, okay?” He wanted my autograph. I scribbled something
for him. “It won't upset you if I don't ask for your autograph, will it?”

“No,” he said. “Nobody knows me...yet.”
I made a list of things I needed to do once I arrived at the train station



in Baden Baden. I added things and refined it as I sailed across the Atlantic.
What I had to accomplish more than anything else was making it to the train on
time in a packed Paris station, leaving at nine in the morning. I was up at four
and tended to Little Boy, gathered all my stuff and struggled through the hotel
lobby, with help, to the shuttle, and to the Paris station. It would be a challenge
but I was up for it and I recruited a helper with cash incentive, franks I had ex-
changed in Le Havre. I had marks, too, for Germany, and euros for either. I
would probably need them for a taxi and a little help from the driver. It was all
touch and go, but I figured I was ready for it. I had a ferocious cat to keep ev-
erybody honest, and I made it to the train in plenty of time, so much time I
grabbed some breakfast in the dining car before we got started, and we arrived
in Baden Baden, Little Boy and me, in the early afternoon.

With Little Boy whining inside his carrier I grabbed my big bag and
overnight bag and made my way to the exit door of the car when one of the
porters, though they don't call themselves using the name, asked if I needed
help, in English no less. I thanked him and he grabbed some of my things from
the room and we walked together to the door, down the steps to the platform
and  he  snagged  a  luggage  rack  immediately.  He stayed  by  the  rack  and  I
grabbed the carrier and the rest of Little Boy's necessities and met him on the
platform, where he steered the rack through the station and out the door for me.
He asked where I was going and I told him I had no accommodations yet, so I
wanted to find a driver who could help me. I wasn't in need of much except it
would have to be for an extended stay, maybe a year or more. The young man
signaled one of the taxis waiting off to the side, the taxi pulled up, out stepped
a man about forty or so from the driver's side, which would be the right side,
and introduced himself  as  Heinz.  The  two spoke quickly  in  German,  after
which the porter immediately disappeared into the station, and Heinz walked
up to me with his right arm extended. “Heinz,” I said to him with a smile, “do
you have any objection to a hug?”

“You hug?” Heinz asked, smiling back. “I thought you Americans only
shook hands.” He came right up to me and hugged me warmly. “Welcome to
Baden Baden, Gregory, is it?”

“Yes. Thank you.”
“You need a place for a long stay?”
“I do. It's kind of a working vacation. The consulate sent my papers to

the mayor's office but said I should find a place first for an address before I
pick them up.”

“What will you be working on, may I ask?”
“Mostly research of records, family history.”
“You have family here?”
“My great-great-grandfather came from Baden Baden.”
“What was his name?” Heinz inquired, now with great interest. I wrote

it on a piece of scratch paper he had handy and pronounced it with the tradi-
tional German. Heinz glanced at it briefly and smiled widely. “I know many of
these people. You may be related?”

“Perhaps. We're all probably distantly related.”



“I shall contact some of them, if you'd like. They would enjoy meeting
you.” Heinz paused for a moment. “What would you like for a place to stay?
Hotel? Cottage? I know many, and some you couldn't find unless you knew
about it locally. Some don't advertise at all. They take travelers who happen to
hear about them and meet them so both parties can approve. Arrangements like
this happen frequently, Herr Hess.” Heinz used my real surname.

“I'll tell you what I'd like, Heinz. I'd like something close to the Rhine
where I can walk frequently along the bank, so it doesn't have to be in or near
town. I can get around. I'd like two bedrooms, in case I have company. A nice
kitchen but nothing fancy. And they have to allow my cat. I'd like to have the
place cleaned up regularly and it would be nice if there was a good dining spot
nearby. Any thoughts?”

“You would prefer a quiet cottage, no?” Heinz asked and I nodded. A
look of recognition suddenly crossed his face and he smiled wide. “You're a
writer, Herr Hess, are you not?” I nodded and smiled and he quickly walked to
his taxi, leaned way inside to the passenger seat, and lifted something from it.
When he returned he held a book in his hand. He flipped it to the back cover,
pointing to the picture. It was the recently published German edition of one of
my books but I couldn't tell which one from the back cover and the text was in
German, of course. “I knew your name was familiar. This is you!”

“You busted me, Heinz. My cover is blown now.”
Heinz laughed and flipped it to the front. “I read the other two.  Very

good. I read a lot while I'm waiting in my taxi. You will sign it?” I took the
book from his  hand,  opened  it  to  the  acknowledgment  page  and signed  it
quickly. Heinz took the book and cradled it under his right arm and announced,
“Herr Hess, I know the place we will try first. They live only a block from the
river and they have a guest room or rooms on the top floor, but they usually
keep it open for company or family. They have, in the past, taken boarders, but
they have to meet them first. I think, though, Herr Hess, after Herr and Frau
Schekter meet you, they will like you. Come,” Heinz bid me as he reached for
one of my bags, “let's load my taxi and I will take you there now.”

Once we had stowed everything in his trunk or in the front seat I sat in
back on the left side so I could face Heinz easier as he drove through and out
of town. The carrier sat next to me and I opened it and pulled out Little Boy,
set him on my lap and petted him and he immediately stopped whining.

Heinz turned to see the cat on my lap when he heard his whining stop.
“He seems very content now. He doesn't act much like a cat, though. He's not
moving around much like most cats do.”

“He's an old man, Heinz. He doesn't have the energy to do it any more.
He doesn't scratch things like most cats do. He doesn't wander around at night.
He prefers to be around me and sit and be quiet, eat when he whines at me to
eat, and generally sleeps a lot. He never makes a mess at all.”

“They will like that. Will he stay in your arms if you hold him and
stroke him?”

“Usually, but even if he squirms a bit and wants down, he'll stay next to
me.”



“When we arrive, bring him with you.”
Heinz took me through part of the town to a collection of stores and

shops and pulled into a spot. “Come, Gregory,” Heinz advised as he opened his
door and stepped out, “we make a stop to get something corrected.” I looked at
him skeptically. “Please, I will show you. Come. Please.”

I put Little Boy back in the carrier, apologizing, and got out of the taxi
to follow him. We walked down a street until we reached a movie theater with
a small marquee. He pointed to the sign, in German, and translated for me. “It
says, Gregory, 'Our feature. The True Cross.' Your movie, no?”

“Yes. You know a little about me, don't you, Heinz?”
“I didn't know your last name, Herr Hess,” Heinz replied, and pointed

inside, “and they don't either, but they should, don't you think? A fine German
name like yours?” When I smiled he waved me to follow inside and I did so,
reluctantly. He hugged a man standing off to the side and said something to
him and the man's eyes got wide and he came over to me immediately, wanting
to shake my hand, but I told him through Heinz that I hug. The man gave me a
huge bear hug. He said something to Heinz and disappeared through a door.
“He is going to correct their sign now.” He returned through the door carrying
a box of letters for the marquee, which had Antonio's name, Serena's name, and
my name as “Gregory Hess.” I watched him as he changed it to my real sur-
name as folks walked by and asked what was going on. Soon, people were
coming up to me and wanting to shake my hand—none of that—asking for au-
tographs and I was swamped. I looked to Heinz with a kind of helpless expres-
sion and he moved in and ordered everyone to back off and I thanked everyone
with Heinz translating. Someone asked in English what I was doing here and I
replied I was staying for a while to do some research and writing. The theater
owner asked through Heinz if I would attend one of their shows soon and I
promised I would but I wanted to get settled first and I'll be back. He gave me
another bear hug. Heinz winked at me as he said we should be going and while
we walked back to the taxi, he remarked, “Now, he'll have a full house tonight.
When they see  that name they'll  really be interested in the movie.  Nobody
knew, Herr Hess. Now everyone will know.” I didn't know whether to thank
Heinz or curse him. Instead I kept my mouth shut and forced a smile.

Herr and Frau Schekter were both waiting for us in their  front yard
when we arrived at their house in Hügelsheim, a small village on the Rhine,
fifteen minutes later. Herr Schekter stood about five feet ten inches, a bit of a
paunch but not overweight, a little slouch, but his graying hair cut reasonably
short and his demeanor portrayed a man of considerable status. He seemed to
be in his upper fifties. His wife, Frau Schekter, left an even deeper impression
of wealth and status. Younger by several years, she possessed the prototypical
German woman's face, sleek with prominent cheeks, blue eyes set apart, thin,
almost pursed lips, and blond hair, though she may have dyed it. She stood
about five feet six but commanded a presence. Both were smiling and quite
hospitable as Heinz drove his taxi into their drive before the house. Heinz had
called them before we left town so they were waiting for the writer and movie
star to pay them a visit. When I stepped out of the taxi with Little Boy in my



arms, Frau Schekter immediately came up to me and wanted to hold the cat.
“Just stroke him and he won't struggle or want to get down. He likes it.”

After a few moments, Frau Schekter said, “He's quite docile, isn't he?”
Frau Schekter's English was impeccable. She had studied in the States and she
was the breadwinner of the family, having earned considerable respect as a fi-
nancial planner throughout Europe. She could pick and choose her clients now.

I focused on Herr Schekter. “I understand from Heinz you have a top
floor available for living quarters, perhaps for a year, maybe more?”

“Well, yes,” he replied, a bit perplexed. “Are you staying in this area
for that long, Herr Hess?”

“Please, call me Gregory, and, yes, I have some research I want to per-
form and a little writing to go with it. Did Heinz not tell you?”

Frau Schekter interrupted with a smile as she stroked Little Boy inces-
santly.  “Heinz is  well  known for,  shall  we say,  leaving out  a  few details.”
Heinz tried to look nonchalant and innocent. “It's not a fault of his, Gregory,
only a convenient consistency.”

“I like that, Frau Schekter,” I said, truly impressed, “but I don't want to
put you out. I can find other accommodations.”

The couple immediately conversed in German for several minutes and
Heinz remained silent. Finally, Frau Schekter smiled to me. “Would you like to
see the top floor before you decide?”

I smiled back. “I would love to.”
I followed Frau Schekter through the front door while the men stayed

behind. Their house was sumptuous and furnished with many antiques, much
of it baroque style, with a Viennese blend. The house was not big by any mea-
sure but it was suitable, as Frau Schekter explained.

“Your English is very good, Frau Schekter.”
“Thank you, Gregory. It was my minor when I studied at the University

of Chicago, but, please, my name is Matilde, and everyone with whom I'm fa-
miliar calls me Matty.”

“Matty, I'm curious,” I said and she stopped to face me. “You and Herr
Schekter had a discussion about the top floor?”

She had looked somewhat severe, but her expression eased into a smile.
“Oh, Wilhelm always has family come to visit during Oktoberfest, but I said
they could stay at a hotel and wouldn't object when they knew they could meet
an international writer and movie star.” Her smile turned challenging.

“Provided I'm home,” I smiled with an equal challenge.
Between the dining, living and kitchen rooms and the bedrooms at the

far left of the first floor, there was a staircase to the second floor and up we
went. Bedrooms again to the left, a bathroom, a large study and library, a sort
of playroom and lounge area, and the second floor was mostly used by their
two children, a boy and girl, a year apart, and both in their first years of col-
lege. Neither would be home until much later. “They have lives of their own,”
Matty said simply, “as most young people now.” A door stood next to the door
of a full bathroom and when Matty opened it, there was a small staircase rising
toward the back of the house. The stairs came to a small landing and rose in the



opposite direction to the third floor, railing on the inside of the staircase and at
the top above the bottom section of stairs.

The top floor consisted of two bedrooms with a shared bathroom, a liv-
ing room with sofa which folded out into another bed, a small dining alcove
before a small but fully functional kitchen. From the alcove there was a door
leading outside to a balcony, which ran almost to the edge of the house, yield-
ing to stairs all the way to the ground below. Matty showed me the door out-
side from the alcove could be locked and entered from outside, so I could come
and go without having to enter or exit their house and the door at the staircase
could be locked from inside as well, thus maintaining complete privacy should
I wish. I liked that, I said. Both doors to the shared bathroom could be locked
from either side, but I did express the wish to have a second bathroom for the
guest bedroom. Matty suggested, as had others who had stayed, the bathroom
on the second floor next to the staircase could serve as such and the children
were now away from home most of the time. “Well, I could make it work, if
I'm visited by a woman I know and her little daughter.”

“Are we going to have many women friends here,  Gregory?” Matty
asked quite seriously.

I took heed of her serious expression and tried to reassure her. “I don't
imagine I will,  since they would have to visit  me from thousands of miles
away.” I paused for a moment thinking about the women in my immediate
past. “Although one is carrying our baby as I speak.” I raised my eyebrows and
shrugged my shoulders.

Matty looked me up and down. In a calm tone she commented, “Well,
then, Gregory, it seems you too have a convenient consistency.” I bit my lip but
stared right back at her. “We would appreciate it if you would avoid any rau-
cous or extremely late night revelry. We enjoy our peace and quiet and expect
you to respect that aspect of our lives.”

“None of that, Matty,” I promised. “I prefer peace and quiet myself.”
Matty continued to look at me, sizing me up. A thin smile appeared as

she stated, “Good. Would you like to stay here, Gregory?”
“I would. This fits perfectly.”
“Let's go downstairs and talk.” She beckoned for me to move to the

stairs first and once outside in the front yard we discussed the lease amount,
which would be two thousand marks per month, due on this day every month
as long as I wished to stay, they would clean the rooms upstairs once a week,
including linen  change,  and I  was invited  to  dine  with them at  their  usual
times, though they did not always eat meals at home. Dining with the Schek-
ters, as both explained, would be a treat from them. I could take advantage of
their hospitality in this manner at no additional charge. “We invite you to eat
with us at your convenience, Gregory,” Matty advised warmly, “simply let us
know. After a few days you'll know our typical routines.”

I didn't have the two thousand marks on hand, but Wilhelm shook it off.
“The banks are open tomorrow. You can get it then. Tonight you stay here and,
if you wish, join us for dinner.”

My attention turned to Heinz and the two of us carried my stuff up to



the top floor in two trips. While we moved back and forth, I asked Heinz what
his schedule was tomorrow. He owned the taxi and sometimes worked for one
of the taxi companies but most often worked on his own. Tomorrow he in-
tended to work his own schedule so we made a deal he would arrive at the
Schekter's house at ten in the morning, drive to the bank and the mayor's office
and I would have everything situated once I returned to pay the Schekters.

The Schekters didn't live on the Rhine. Their house was a block from
the canal but the house was only about three or four blocks from the Rhine
river and it was easy to get there. There were several dining establishments
within a walk of thirty minutes and it was all quite pleasant. There was even a
nightclub nearby. Before dinner I met Conrad, the son of twenty years, and he
was  pleasant,  polite  and  mannerly,  but  became highly  inquisitive  when  he
learned about the movies in which I appear. He was, in an amateur sense, a stu-
dent of video presentation and, naturally, had his own YouTube account and a
small number of followers, so his questions were more about how we did a
scene with respect to camera movement in conjunction with actor movements.
I knew a little about it, working and listening to Carey and the cinematogra-
pher  and  lighting  engineer.  It  was  refreshing  not  having  to  talk  about  the
celebrity part of it. You know, what's Serena like? What's Antonio like? What's
Drake like? What's Diane like? They're all, like, human beings, similar to many
others and different in their own unique ways, kinda like other human beings.

The dinner was delightful and Matty explained her daughter, Anna, had
turned nineteen and was spending the night with her boyfriend. Conrad cor-
rected her by stating Manfred was her  closest male friend. He smiled wide-
eyed at me. “She has many, Gregory!” He laughed heartily. Matty only shook
her head lightly and Wilhelm shrugged his shoulders.

After dinner we talked a little in their living room drinking the rest of
the wine from dinner. Conrad was going out for the evening but he invited me
to come along. I declined. He also claimed he had heard I like to drink beer. “I
have heard Pacifico, to be exact.”

“My reputation precedes me, I've learned.”
“Pacifico will be very hard to find here.”
“Germany is  well  known the  world over  for  making excellent  beer,

Conrad. If I like beer I'm in the right country for it.” All smiled. He even of-
fered some of the beer in the refrigerator on the second floor but I declined. “I
can survive. I have some settling in to do. Have fun, though.” I excused myself
before he left, but turned to Conrad before I walked down the hall to the sec-
ond floor stairs. “I hope you'll keep the offer open, Conrad. I may be an old
man on the outside, but I still feel and think like a kid.” I glanced first to Matty,
then Wilhelm, adding, “I like to think so. Maybe I don't but I let others decide.
I try to consider myself someone who can't be put easily into the usual box of
expectation.” I glanced back to Conrad. “If you spend enough time with me,
Conrad, you'll discover I party as hard as any of your mates.” Again, back to
the parents. “I won't do that here, though. This isn't the place and I respect it.”
It was taking a risk saying it in front of Wilhelm and Matty, but I prefer hon-
esty. I can party as hard as almost anyone. I choose the time and place.



The following day went smoothly. Heinz appeared at ten and we drove
straight to a bank, where I opened an account and the manager wanted my au-
tograph. “I charge for that. Buy one of my books and I'll sign it for you.” He
promised he would. Whatever.

At the mayor's office I picked up my visa papers and met his secretary.
She said the mayor would be disappointed to have missed me. “Here's  my
phone number.” I wrote it on a piece of paper. “Give it to him with my invita-
tion to call me any time. I'd especially like to get an authentic street sign for a
particular street, but you don't have the street here in Baden Baden.” She asked
what street and I told her. She promised to relay the message to him.

I asked Heinz to stop at a market so I could get a few things. I asked
him what he would buy for beer and he suggested a couple. I thought I'd try
both. What the hell? Who's gonna stop me? I got back to my new residence be-
fore three and paid the Schekters what I owed in cash. They never insisted on a
lease and I refused a receipt. We were on terms of honor only. I had great ap-
preciation for it. Try accomplishing it in the States.

I had dinner with the entire family and met Anna. She was quite the
sight, very attractive. No wonder she had many close male friends. If I was her
age I'd want to be close to her. She had the personality and the drive to match.

I relaxed over the next two or three days, doing relatively nothing ex-
cept calling everyone on my personal list with my new address and chatting a
little. I wasn't in the mood to chat long, even with Serena, and often made ex-
cuses to get off the phone. This was my new life for a while and I wanted to
enjoy it while I could. I didn't care what anyone else thought.

Soon  my  mornings  consisted  mostly  of  coffee  and  writing.  I  often
would have lunch with Wilhelm and Matty and enjoy their company. Some
days I would walk along the canal or over to the river and Matty or Wilhelm or
both would accompany me. I had the impression they had lived in their house
for so long they had worn out the appreciation of exactly where they lived. I re-
member about the second week I was walking with Matty along the banks of
the Rhine river. “I look out over the edge of this bank, Matty, and I can see the
history, feel the history of this one small piece of land and water. The many hu-
mans who have stood here and gazed across the landscape, have struggled to
live, to survive, to love, right here, the thousands, tens of thousands, the strife,
the warfare, the bonding, the notion that across this small river is an entirely
different nation, and the nation over there and the nation over here have en-
gaged in struggles and skirmishes and even long, drawn-out wars over...dis-
agreements.” I turned to Matty since she was listening intently, even to some
extent with a certain appreciation of how I formulated my thoughts and spoke
them outright. “I wonder, Matty, when we will all come to the understanding
we are all in this together, and trying to make it separately will be a failed exer-
cise? It will lead to failure.”

Matty stepped closer to me and touched my arm gently. “You may be
far too romantic for this time in life, Gregory,” she advised. “Perhaps you think
too much of some people.”

Matty removed her arm from mine but I looked in her eyes directly.



“Perhaps, you think too little of some people, Frau Schekter, and, perhaps, you
have legitimate reasons to reach that conclusion. I won't argue with you.” I
waved all around us. “This is the only home we have, Matty, the only hos-
pitable place where we can all live, grow and prosper. To destroy this home, to
destroy ourselves, is to render all of this pointless. If we cannot learn to live to-
gether, we shall all learn to die together. It will be a painful and irreversible
lesson, and while  I am alive, I will do all I can to avoid this quite possible,
quite probable, conclusion.” I saw Matty's face in a state of consideration of all
I had said, thoughtful consideration. “I do it for my daughters, Matty, for your
children, too, for all who come after me. They deserve it. They do not deserve
the many prejudices and misconceptions and misunderstandings and the vitriol
and hatred which comes with it. No child is ever born knowing who their ene-
mies are. They are taught this, Matty. They are taught who to hate.”

I  had  been putting off  the theater  owner for  my appearance  since I
thought it would be fun to have John with me. The owner didn't pressure me.
He was quite content to keep showing our movie while it  was consistently
playing to a packed house. Word had gotten around the small region I was
there,  at  least  temporarily,  and  I  was  often  greeted  by  name  by  complete
strangers. I called John to hear when he would be headed this way. “The next
couple weeks, Gregory. Where are you staying? Hügelsheim? Where is that?”

“On the Rhine river,  John, a few miles west of Baden Baden. It's  a
small flat on the top floor of a cottage where a couple and their adult children
live. It's nice, John, and there's plenty of room for you and Pamela to stay and
be quite comfortable.” I paused a moment. “Oh, one other thing. When you do
come here, they're showing  The True Cross at one of the theaters in Baden
Baden continuously to packed houses. I met the owner and he asked me to
make an appearance some time. Let's you and I go and have some fun with the
German version. I haven't seen it.”

“It's captioned, you know,” John reminded me.
“Well, I wanna see if anybody laughs.”
“Two weeks. Let us get settled a few days and I'll call for arrangements.

Why don't you send me some pictures where you're staying. I won't mind it but
I think Pamela will have to see it for herself before she'll decide.”

“Look for them in a day or two.”
Conrad took me out a couple times to European style discos with loud

music, blaring lights, and lots of young people. I thought I was the oldest at
any time but I would spot someone who I thought might be older. It was dis-
tracting but Conrad was the sport and always stuck close, often introducing me
to the many acquaintances who would meander by. I met quite a few twenty-
something women but only flirted briefly. I had no real interest, if you can be-
lieve it. The second night we ran into one of his old acquaintances from board-
ing school days, a young man a year older named Bruno. I always pictured a
Bruno to be a big, hulking type, but this Bruno was long and lean with long,
sleek, slick brown hair, and handsome as all hell, yep, even beautiful. Bruno
took an instant liking to me and we talked and were inseparable the rest of the
evening and into the morning, since he invited me to his place and I accompa-



nied him with two  female friends of his. We partied into the early morning
hours, one accompanied him to bed, the other drifted off into the other bed-
room and I stretched out on the sofa. I awoke in the morning when the second
came out of the bedroom to use the bathroom, wearing only her birthday suit.
She  didn't  even  look in  my direction  until  she  came out  of  the  bathroom.
“Good morning,” she said and smiled.

“Good morning. You look comfortable.”
She stopped. “I  am comfortable. Why don't you take that off and get

comfortable, too?”
“I'm not so sure I would be comfortable once they were off.”
She smiled even wider. “I've seen it already. I watched your movie.”
I smiled as wide. “I guess I can't plead I'm shy, huh?”
“You won't make me believe it.” She turned toward the living room and

walked past me into the kitchen. “I'm hungry, Gregory. Let's see what Bruno
has to eat.”

“First things first. I have to take these clothes off or you'll think I re-
jected your invitation, and I wouldn't want you to think that!” I started remov-
ing my clothes but I couldn't remember her name and I wanted to speak with
her using her name. While she looked in the refrigerator and some cupboards, I
added, “Sometimes when a lot of things are happening around me, I forget
people's names, and I apologize, but I have forgotten your name.”

She stopped immediately and looked to me with a huge smile. “Greta.
You had quite a lot to drink last night. I'm surprised you didn't wake up and
wonder where you were.”

I had my shoes and socks and shirt off. I stood up from the sofa and un-
buttoned and unzipped my pants as I responded, “I  remember driving here,
Greta, with you squeezed up against me in Bruno's large, luxurious limousine.”
I sat down to Greta's laughter, since Bruno drove one of the smallest Citroens I
had ever seen. There was hardly room for two let alone four. I pulled off the
pants and briefs, gathered them all up and set the pile in a little space next to
the wall and out of the way. I walked into the kitchen and up to Greta while she
watched me.

“You do look more comfortable.”
“I only make it look that way.” I walked past her to the refrigerator,

brushed her shoulder with my right hand, and added, “I'm an actor, you know.”
I opened the refrigerator door. “I wonder if Bruno has any coffee in here.”

“Oh, that's a good idea,” Greta said and looked in one of the cupboards
and removed a bag of coffee beans. After a few minutes of grinding and prepa-
ration, she had coffee brewing for all of us. I found some rolls and a bottle of
water and sat down at the table to eat and wait for coffee. Greta pulled out
some yogurt and sat  down next to me. A few minutes later the coffee was
ready, and she got up to get two cups and poured coffee for both of us and
brought the cups to the table, handing me my cup. We sat there, completely
naked, and drank coffee and chatted for a while. Greta was a student at univer-
sity and her folks were well off. It was the weekend and she had no studies to
prepare for. This weekend she felt like partying. “I didn't think I would meet a



movie star, though.”
“You haven't. I'm not a movie star.”
“You don't act like one.”
“It's because I'm a writer.”
“I haven't read any of your books. Are they any good?”
“If you consider infection good. They may not be good but they leave

an infection.”
Greta laughed. “Is there a vaccine?”
“Hardly.”
We both took sips from our coffee cups and were silent for a few mo-

ments when Greta broke it. “Why didn't you come with me to bed, Gregory?”
I looked around her face before I answered. “I wasn't invited, Greta.”
“Do you have to be invited?”
“Yes, I have to be invited. Once I'm invited I know I'm welcome.”
She looked forward, thinking a few moments. Suddenly she rose from

her chair and put out her hand while holding her cup in the other. “Come with
me to bed,” she offered. As I rose from my chair, she added, “And bring your
cup.” I took her hand and walked with her to the bedroom and she closed the
door behind us. She led me to the bed and stopped to place her cup on the table
next to the bed and motioned for me to do the same, which I immediately did.
Greta sat on the edge of the bed and I stepped up to her as she reached out and
slipped her hand around my penis and stroked it, watching it come alive and
grow. She held it firmly and began to drop her head while I watched her and
could feel her lips reach my penis.

“Greta!” I said somewhat forcefully. It got her attention and she leaned
slightly to look up at me. “I like what you're doing but it never gets me off. I'd
much rather have my cock inside you, unless you don't want that.”

Greta sat up and asked, “Should I lay on my back?”
“Let's start there, I'll lay next to you and we'll see what happens.”
I moved back and Greta rose from the bed, pulled the covers and sheet

down, and laid on the bed on her back, lifting her arms to me and I settled par-
tially on top of her. Normally, due to confidentiality and promises, I would stop
here, but Greta had an open policy about her sex life in that she didn't care who
knew or what details to omit. Neither applied. She was so open about it my fa-
vorite memory is standing with her during a break in a performance while she
talked with a female friend of hers. The friend has noted Greta and I touch
each other frequently with obvious affection and asked if it's more than that be-
tween us. “Oh, I've fucked Gregory many times,” Greta answered.

“What's he like?” the friend asked further.
“He's okay,” Greta replied, very nonchalant. Such a vote of confidence

from a young, twenty-two-year-old woman who cums in multiples more times
than single or none combined. I'm okay. I wonder what an ecstatic lover would
be. Would it be ten orgasms? I always find her amusing. Greta still makes me
smile and laugh.

My phone had been ringing in the living room constantly but I ignored
it. I was enjoying fucking this young woman with a great body, all five feet



four, blond and Germanic, muscled and confident. When I finally waltzed out
of the bedroom completely naked, intent on determining who was constantly
trying to summon me via telephone, Bruno and the other woman were sitting
on the sofa, fully clothed as he strummed away on his acoustic guitar. Bruno
stopped as I walked out into the living room and I glanced at him wearing
nothing but a smile and grabbed my phone while the woman tried to look any-
where but at me. As I walked past him, I said, “Don't let me stop you. Need to
make a call.” I had almost passed but I focused on her and asked, “Did you
sleep well or did Bruno keep you up all night?” I didn't wait for an answer. I
wagged my finger at Bruno. “Shame on you.” Bruno smiled and started strum-
ming away again but her face was near shock. I closed the door. A few mo-
ments later I opened the door a crack and asked, “Is there coffee left?”

Bruno looked to me with a huge smile. “Help yourself,” he offered.
I turned to Greta on the bed. “Would you like some more coffee?”
“I would love some more,” Greta said smiling widely. “Thank you.”
I walked to the table,  grabbed both cups,  walked through the living

room to the kitchen and filled both cups. When I reached beyond the sofa, I
stopped and looked at the other woman, whose name I had forgotten also. “I'm
not really naked. I'm a magician and this is an illusion. Some day, if you're re-
ally nice, I'll tell you how I do it.” She smiled but Bruno burst out laughing.

I  checked my voicemail,  about a dozen overnight,  six from Conrad.
Most were imploring I call him. His mother was worried. I called Conrad first.
“Your mother's not worried about me, is she?”

“You left with me but didn't come home with me and she thinks I aban-
doned you,” Conrad replied.

“You told her what happened, didn't you, Conrad?”
“It doesn't matter, Gregory. She says I have to be responsible for you.”
“Is she there with you now?”
“She is.”
“Let me speak with her, Conrad.”
I heard him say something, Matty said something, and she came on the

phone. “Gregory, are you all right?”
“Of course. Did Conrad tell you I went home with one of his acquain-

tances, Bruno?”
“Yes, but he should have brought you home first.”
“It wasn't convenient, Matty, and I know what I'm doing.” There was

silence for a few moments. 
“You went out with Conrad but didn't come home with him,  and  you

didn't call us to let us know where you were and you were all right. It makes
him, it makes  us, responsible for what might happen. You understand, don't
you, Gregory? It puts us in a difficult position and I may have to tell Conrad he
can't go out with you any more. I can't have this, Gregory!”

“It was much too late to call you.”
“And you couldn't  call  us this morning because?” She had me now.

“There is also the matter of a cat upstairs whining incessantly since he depends
on you.”



“I apologize, Frau Schekter,” I said softly, busted. “I should have called
this morning. As for Little Boy, I gave him extra dry food in case and I will be
back late this afternoon.”

“Herr Hess, should you go out with my son again and not come home
with him,” Matty warned me, “you will call us to let us know you are safe. You
are a grown man, are you not?”

“Yes, Matty,” I replied in defeat.
“While you stay with us I insist you act like one,” Matty stated emphat-

ically, “or we shall have to send you away. Do I make myself clear, Gregory?”
“Yes, Matty,” I repeated.
“I expect to see you soon. Your cat will appreciate it.”
Ah, the responsibilities and obligations of interaction combined with

pet ownership. I can't take off with someone late at night, walk around during
the day naked with a similarly unclad companion, chill out, and fail to alert my
surrogate family. No can do. I had been doing it for so long, following impulse
without regard for anyone else, it was my way of life. Lately I've had demands
from a movie production, demands from a cute little Mexican actress, demands
from a Latina doctoral student, demands from the mother of a baby I had fa-
thered, demands now from a highly charged German matriarch, not to mention
the unceasing demands of a creature which stood barely a foot off the floor but
had a mouth and knew how to use it. I told you I hadn't reached any significant
level of maturity yet, and I wasn't going to get there soon either.

Segment Fifteen
I now had a predicament. I had to return

to my room to satisfy a cat and the woman
running the household and do it soon. I set
the phone on the table and turned to Greta. “I
have a small matter of a cat I need to take
care of very soon.”

“You brought a cat to Germany?” Greta
asked, intrigued. “That's not a small matter.”

“Well, he's a small cat, but he talks big.”
Greta smiled. “You have a talking cat?”
“It's more of a whining cat. He has differ-

ent whines for different needs.” I rose from
the bed. “I'll see what Bruno has planned.”

I walked to the door and Greta rose from
bed. “I'll put my clothes on and join you.”

With Bruno and his companion still on the sofa as he played guitar, I
strolled to my clothes pile, noting Bruno's whimsical smile, grabbed my briefs
and slipped them on. As I pulled on my pants I asked, “What are your plans,
Bruno? I need your help.”

Bruno stopped playing and rested his arms on the body of his acoustic
guitar. “I was going to hang out here and play. What help do you need?”

I pulled my shirt over my head and settled it as I said, “I'm in deep shit



with Conrad's mother.”
Bruno laughed. “Ah, yes, Frau Schekter. She can be a handful, Gregory.

I avoid her.”
“Well, I apologize right now, Bruno, because you may not be able to

avoid her today. I have to get back and take care of a cat.”
“You brought a cat to Germany?” Bruno asked in disbelief.
“Greta asked that very question.” I walked to the sofa with my shoes

and socks. Greta came from the bedroom dressed and sat in a chair facing the
sofa. “I asked what your plans were, Bruno, because I'd like to come back and
jam with you. I used to play bass years ago and I know some licks. I can play
percussion. I haven't jammed with anyone in a long time. What do you say?”

“What  about  the  girls?”  Bruno asked.  He turned  to  his  companion.
“Lorna, do you want to go and see Gregory's cat?”

“Not really,” Lorna replied, frowning. “It's a cat, Bruno.”
“I want to see this talking cat Gregory has.”
“I'll pay for the gas, Bruno,” I suggested as I tied my left shoe. “Let's

run to Hügelsheim, I'll feed the cat and leave him plenty for the night, and run
back here. Wuddayasay?”

“We can bring back some dinner,” Bruno suggested further.  “I don't
have much here. What would you like, Lorna?” Bruno rose from the sofa and
set his guitar on its stand along the wall.

Lorna shrugged her shoulders. “Bring me back what you would eat,
Bruno. That will be fine.”

Bruno turned to me. “Ready?”
I stood. “Ready. Let's roll.”
Greta stood from her chair. “I'm coming too.”
The three of us packed into Bruno's Citroen like sardines or maybe  I

was packed like a sardine in the back behind the passenger seat and Greta.
Bruno roared along the expressway and arrived at  the Schekter  house fifty
minutes later. I convinced the other two to come with me to the door, where we
were greeted by Frau Schekter, stern and unsmiling. Bruno put his hands be-
hind his back and was very deferential but Greta smiled widely with her greet-
ing. She enjoyed the deference both men displayed to the woman of the house.

Once we reached the second floor Conrad was in the hall and Bruno
stopped to chat while Greta and I proceeded upstairs. The whining cat was un-
failing and Greta bent down to stroke him while I prepared his food bowl and
checked the litter box. I decided to empty it. Greta carried him to his food bowl
and placed him before it, where he sniffed a moment and devoured most of the
wet cat food. I changed clothes and stated the observation it was almost impos-
sible for me to stay overnight anywhere with Little Boy so old and needy.

“You shouldn't say that!” she scolded me. “He's such a good boy.”
“Why don't you take him?”
“I can't take your cat.”
“See! Easy to place blame, harder to correct it, isn't it?”
Greta fixed a challenging look my way. “Well, if  this is what you call

care, you're not doing a very good job of it.”



I circled around her and slipped my arms around her waist and set my
head on her shoulder. “He is very easy to care for, Greta. Three or four feed-
ings and he always tells you when he's hungry. He sleeps most of the time. His
whining will sometimes drive you crazy, and he'll want you to stroke him now
and then, maybe a lot. He won't run away, he won't tear up furniture or carpet,
he doesn't make a mess. He's actually a better companion than most humans,”
she patted the top of my head, “probably even better than me.”

“You want me to take him, don't you?” Greta asked, but playfully.
I  leaned back and released her  but  turned her  around to face  me.  I

looked at her suspiciously. “I would have to inspect your living quarters, espe-
cially your bed. He prefers sleeping on a bed.” I nodded to  my bed with his
warming pad on it.

“We'll have to perform this inspection soon, don't you think?”
“I believe I have the time  tonight for an inspection. How does  your

schedule look?”
“Tonight would be ideal.” Greta put her arms around me to squeeze me

lightly.
I poured more dry food in the cat's bowl and picked him up to sit down

with him in one of the chairs and stroked him for a few minutes. I placed him
on the bed and nodded to Greta it was time to leave. On the second floor Bruno
and Conrad were still in discussion when Conrad apologized for calling, hav-
ing to do so at the insistence of his mother. I assured him his mother was right.
I should have called in the morning. We all moved to ground floor where we
were met by Matty. If I was leaving, when could she expect me to return?

“I'll be back in the morning, Matty. Little Boy will need some attention
then. Perhaps we'll have lunch together? Or am I banned from your table?”

Matty finally  smiled.  “Lunch would be fine,  Gregory,  but  don't  you
think you're overdoing it?”

“I'm an old man, Matty, older than you. This is something of a vacation
for me, and I'm as close to retired without having to sit in a rocking chair as I
can get. I've lived long enough to deserve it, so I'll enjoy it while I can.”

We piled into Bruno's car and made a stop for dinner at a deli and short
order place, though they're nothing like what one would find in the States. The
variety of meals they prepare and cook is astonishing. I ordered a sandwich
and some dumplings and once our meals were ready, and I paid for it, we drove
to Bruno's flat for the evening.

Bruno had a reputation in the area as a very capable guitarist and vocal-
ist, but often strong willed and demanding, too demanding. He was between
bands and not in much of a mood to start up with another. He was a very good
guitarist, though not one of the best I had heard, but he could hold his own in
his chosen genre, which was hard rock. Perfect. It would be my chosen genre,
if I could actually play music. I told Bruno I once played bass guitar and tried
to play guitar chords and I showed him how I could play simple bass licks for
blues and country on his acoustic.  I could also play percussion and drums,
though mostly simple four-four time. Bruno showed me chords on the acoustic,
he got out one of his electric guitars and we jammed for a bit. It was fun. I



hadn't jammed with a fellow musician in decades. We made a night of it. Bruno
was encouraging, giving me many tips for playing notes on a guitar versus a
bass guitar. “Don't hold your fingers so tight between the frets on a guitar. The
strings aren't as massive so you don't need to hold them so tight. Practice that
for a while.” It made a difference. I was starting to think I might like to do this
for a while, play music. Why not? I had the time. It was my life.

We jammed with the girls watching and listening or sometimes having
their own conversations, but nobody thought much of it. It seemed natural and
Bruno would smile frequently and be very encouraging. It was close to eleven
and Greta reminded me, “We wouldn't want your inspection to occur too late,
would we, Gregory?”

I smiled but noted the curious look on Bruno's face. “Home inspection,
Bruno. I wear many hats.” He smiled.

Greta announced there was a bus which ran between villages and cities
all day and night and one of the stops was about ten minutes from Bruno's flat.
Bruno offered to drive us there since it would take only a couple minutes so we
piled in the Citroen and grabbed the next bus ten minutes later. A few short
stops and a half-hour later we were walking to Greta's flat. Another half-hour
and we were inside her small bungalow and naked in bed. I set the alarm on
my phone for seven.

Greta lived barely twenty minutes from the Schekters and she had me at
my flat before eight. She could only drop me off since she had to get to univer-
sity for classes and study but she promised to call before evening. We would
decide what to do then, about Little Boy, and about an evening together. In a
short time we had grown quite attached and she really thought nothing about
spending so much time with a man who was almost four decades older. “You
may look old but you act like a little boy most of the time.” Doesn't take long
for most humans to figure it out.

When Greta called late afternoon, she was on her way to the Schekters
and I told her to come up the back stairs to my room. When I heard her knock,
she stepped in after I shouted to enter and walked to me sitting on the sofa with
my computer to the side, sat on her knees before me and wrapped her arms
around my neck. I turned and smiled and she kissed me long and passionately.
I had a brief thought about taking her right into the bedroom but I let it pass
without action. Little Boy whined from the disruption, sitting beside me on the
sofa, so Greta released me and stroked him. “Let's take him with us so he can
have a proper home, Gregory.” I knew Greta would take better care of him
than I would. Her routine was more stable and she loved him. He was like no
other cat she had met before.

I went downstairs to tell Matty and Wilhelm I was moving Little Boy to
a friend's flat where I could visit him regularly but be free to come and go as I
wished. Matty was not happy about it, reminding me it was my hope to eventu-
ally return with him to India. “And I will,” I promised her. “I'm not giving him
up. He's still my cat, but where he'll be staying, it's more stable and regular.
He'll be much more suited to it than staying here alone and waiting for me.”

“I  think  you're  being  selfish,  Gregory,  since  it  seems you're  merely



passing off your responsibility to someone else.”
“He'll be well taken care of and I'll see him most every day. What he

wants more than anything else is to be with someone. He hates being alone.”
Greta carried his empty litter  box and a sack of his  essentials and I

made two trips for his food and the carrier in which to place him, but we were
at Greta's flat minutes later and Little Boy was sniffing around and checking
his new digs. He got acclimated in no time while Greta prepared dinner for
both of us. She wanted to show me how she could whip up a fine meal in a
short period. It was delightful, drinking excellent German brew and eating au-
thentic German cuisine lovingly prepared and cooked by a most attractive host-
ess. I was liking my decision to leave the States for Germany. She had to study
and I watched her as I fiddled on my smart phone or looked at her books, all
German text except for her English textbook. At one time Greta asked if  I
could help her with her English class. “As long as it's not too advanced. I've
never been an excellent writer, simply an excellent storyteller.” Late into the
evening, with me yawning, Greta closed her books and we went to bed, though
I barely remember fucking her and falling asleep with her head resting on my
chest and Little Boy whining his disapproval at times.

In the morning Greta fixed coffee and took a bath before she left for
university. I mentioned I should return to my place and get cleaned up and put
on a change of clothes. Greta looked at me warmly and suggested, “Why don't
you bring some of your clothes here? You know you're welcome to stay. Con-
sider it an invitation.” She smiled widely at her last sentence.

“Well, I  could pack an overnight bag and some clothes on hangers in
that bag.”

Greta appeared frustrated. “You could leave some clothes and shower
items here, Gregory. I have the room.”

“Wouldn't it be like moving in, Greta?”
“It would be more convenient than what  you're  proposing, but I sup-

pose you'd want your bags ready in case you need to make a hasty exit.” She
turned away to go into the bedroom for something.

I followed her to the bedroom door and leaned against it as she gath-
ered her things for school. “Do you want me to move in with you, Greta?”

Greta stopped to gaze at me. “It would be better than you staying with
the Schekters, Gregory.  I certainly wouldn't charge you rent.” I frowned and
her expression changed to sorrow. “Do I not love you, Gregory?”

“You do.”
“Am I not in love with you?”
“You are.” We were both silent for a time, staring at each other. Greta

broke,  reached  for  her  knapsack  and  tried  to  walk  out  the  bedroom but  I
blocked her. When she looked up at me, I added, “I would live with you for the
rest of my life, Greta, and enjoy every moment of it, but what would you get?”

“I would be with someone I love and want!”
“Until halfway through your life, Greta,” and she searched my eyes,

“and I would be dead. Half your life ahead of you, most of your adult life spent
with me, and you would be at an age for a woman when it's hard, very hard, to



meet someone who will accept you for who you are at your age at the time, in
your forties, Greta. This is the life, long-term, you would have with me, forty
some years left to live and all without me. Why would you ever do that? Just
as importantly, why would I ever let you do it to yourself?”

Greta was exasperated, frustrated, too. Her face was flush and she was
moving anxiously, trying to push past me. “I need to go. I can't be late.”

I let her squeeze past me and take a few steps. I was thinking about
what to say next. I let it out. “Greta, can we please go day to day for right now?
And talk more about this later, tonight, tomorrow, whenever we can and when
neither of us is in a rush to leave?”

She had stopped but now she turned to face me and replied, “I do want
to talk about this more and we will, if you will.” She took a deep breath. “Get
your bags. Shall I pick you up this evening?”

“I don't know. I may be with Bruno. I'll call you and let you know.”
“Please do,” Greta said, calmly now. She turned and left the flat.
Heinz to the rescue. My trusty limo service, in a bright blue Mercedes

with taxi sign, arrived at Greta's address punctually and drove me straight to
my flat at the top of the Schekters' abode. I rang the front bell and Wilhelm an-
swered, wondering why I didn't use the back stairs, to which I replied so you
would know I was here. Heinz followed me inside to my room where I show-
ered while Heinz watched TV on my dime. I packed two bags but left them be-
cause I didn't want to carry them to Bruno's flat. Bruno was up when I called
after  ten—don't  call  Bruno before ten—and he had nothing planned except
hanging around his flat, although he said a friend might drop by later in the af-
ternoon. “Come on over, Gregory,” Bruno invited. “You're welcome any time.”

I grabbed my computer backpack and Heinz drove me to the nearest
stop on the bus circuit, which would eventually take me to a stop ten minutes
walk from Bruno's flat. I paid Heinz and said, “I don't know what I'd do with-
out you, Heinz. I can depend on you.”

He smiled. “For what you pay me, Herr Hess, I'm always available.”
I rang the bell at Bruno's flat a little after eleven and he hugged me after

he opened the door. He offered coffee and a roll and I accepted both. Soon, out
came guitars and we were strumming along together like the night we jammed
away. I took a break in the afternoon, my fingers hurting as they were starting
to blister, which is something I've been through before. When I called Greta
she was at her flat feeding Little Boy and herself and asked what I was doing
for the day. “Jamming with Bruno. There may be another musician friend of
his come over this afternoon. Then, we'll have a three-way.”

Greta laughed. “I can think of a better three-way.”
“Ah, I don't want to share you. Why don't you come over here after

school? We'll have dinner, enjoy ourselves with good friends, we can go to my
place and get my bags and maybe talk for a while. How's that sound?”

“All right, it sounds fine...I'm sorry about this morning.”
“Talk to me, Greta. Don't assume. Just talk to me. I listen.”
“I know you do. I have to get back. I'll see you about six.”
Klaus  arrived in  the  afternoon,  bringing his  portable  electronic  key-



board and a set of small speakers he carried in a separate case. He had prac-
ticed and trained on classical piano since he was a small child and could play
many of the classical piano compositions, but when he became a teenager his
passion became like ours, hard rock. Klaus could play guitar and bass compe-
tently and percussion, too, but he preferred keyboards. Bruno and Klaus had
met years before but had never played together in a band, always separately,
but each respected the musical abilities of the other. Bruno would play a song
from his computer through his sound system and we would all jam together
with the song, either showing me notes, keys, chords. I certainly enjoyed it,
though the acoustic guitar I was strumming was often lost in the amplified
sounds of the other instruments and the song itself. I didn't care. I could hear it
and hear myself make mistakes and try to catch up. It was fun.

We would take breaks for a while, listen to various songs and discuss
them, start up again, go on through the afternoon. It seemed like it was no time
before Greta appeared but it was already six in the evening. We all decided to
walk to a restaurant close by and we ate and drank for almost two hours before
we drifted back to Bruno's flat and started jamming again. Greta sat next to me
on the sofa,  Klaus sat  before a table with his  keyboard and Bruno strolled
around the living room with his electric guitar dangling from his neck, thrash-
ing away. I had enough with my blistering fingers, so I showed Greta, who
looked at them in shock. “You're going to have those on my body?”

I grabbed her and pulled her closer. “I'm going to put them on  your
body now!” She tried to wiggle and squirm away but I wouldn't let her. “Cu-
mon and sit on my lap, little girl, so I can love on you.” Greta returned my
smile and threw her legs over me and lifted up to set her butt down on my legs.
She put her arms quickly around my neck and kissed me hard and full and soon
I was rubbing my hands over her smallish breasts.

Bruno loudly proclaimed, “You two should take that to a private room!”
He pointed to the second bedroom. “That room's available, by the way.”

Greta stopped kissing me, leaned away and said, “We should be going,
Bruno. It's late and I still need to take Gregory to his place for some things.”
She turned to me and stroked my cheek. “Don't you think we should go?”

I nudged her to rise and Greta stood. “I enjoyed it, Bruno. We should do
it again soon.”

“Tomorrow. And we should get you your own guitar soon.”
“We should do it,” I agreed. I grabbed my computer backpack which I

had never opened.
“What did you bring there?” Klaus asked.
“I have some songs on here you guys may never have heard. I'll play

them for you some day.”
“What time will you be here tomorrow?” Klaus asked me.
“In the afternoon. Bruno?”
“Perfect. I got nothing planned.”
Greta and I talked while she drove to my flat and I had to tell her about

Serena. She was disappointed. She thought there was something else holding
me back, is how she said it. I insisted it was best for both of us not to think



long-term. “To be a widow at forty or forty-five, Greta, it's not a satisfying life
for you. I do love you, I do want you, and I cherish the time we spend together.
I want it to go on like this for as long as possible.”

We agreed to disagree about what the length of time comprised “as long
as possible.” We would spend what time we could together. Greta did say one
thing I appreciated. “I can be stubborn and I can get angry, but you make it im-
possible, Gregory. I even try to push you, to make you say something to me in
anger so I can lash out at you, but you refuse to do it. You look so calmly, so
peacefully, you make it impossible for me to be stubborn and angry with you.”

Greta did a little strip tease for me and I teased her until she warned me
I better fuck her now. This I did, making her cum twice before I blasted away.
After she awoke in the morning I flipped her onto her stomach and felt her cum
three times while I pounded hard against her ass and blasted away again. She
liked when I  suddenly surprised her  with sexual  aggression and she would
never resist. Greta always stated her agreement whenever I suggested that once
she was naked with me her body belonged to me. Greta wanted me to have her
body, to own her body, once it was unadorned.

The rest of the week followed this pattern, sleeping with Greta in her
flat,  spending  some of  the  morning with  Little  Boy,  swapping  clothes  and
things from my flat, eating lunch once or twice with Matty and Wilhelm, jam-
ming with Bruno and Klaus in the afternoon, dinner when Greta arrived from
school, and back to her flat.  I was writing nothing and enjoying it. I hadn't
lived like this since I was out of school but I never slept with a woman every
night. If I ever considered the incongruity of it all I ignored it and switched my
mind to something else. I was having a ball.

Saturday Bruno decided to mix it up. When Greta and I arrived at his
flat  he announced we were going to a store for some items, a music store.
“We're going to get you a guitar, amplifier and a set of headphones, so you can
play and still be quiet. We wouldn't want you to disturb Frau Schekter.”

Klaus drove us to Munich and Bruno's favorite music store.  Browsing,
Bruno would grab a guitar and slide up and down the frets, maybe hand it to
me to try, or I would grab one and try it. I spotted a short scale Fender Mus-
tang, powder blue with a white face plate, pulled it off its stand, sat down and
strummed it. It felt good. One of the guys in the store grabbed a strap and of-
fered to plug it in one of the amps so we could hear it. I played the opening
licks of a song to which I had introduced Bruno and Klaus, after I fiddled with
the pickup settings, and it sounded good. I liked it. It wasn't heavy, the short
scale fit my style more, so we tried it plugged into one of the Fender amps.
Even better. Sold. We tested some headphones with the amp off but running
through the headphones. I had the whole set now and bought everything. The
Mustang was fairly cheap since it was used, same with the amp. We drove to
Bruno's apartment, once he and another guy exchanged phone numbers. This
guy had been testing bass guitars and the four of us actually jammed for a few
minutes. On the drive back Bruno smiled. “If we can get Martin to drive out of
Munich and jam, all we'd need is a set of drums.”

This wasn't going to happen soon, even though we spent the rest of the



day jamming at Bruno's flat with our groupie contingent, now growing with
Klaus' main squeeze, Dora, joining Greta and Lorna. We stayed up jamming
until two in the morning, Klaus and Dora leaving, and Greta and I sharing the
second bedroom. Before noon my phone rang.

“Pamela and I are planning to drive your way tomorrow,” John said,
“so what are your plans for the week, Gregory?”

“Entertaining you two, I imagine. There's plenty to do and show you
around, so get on over here.”

“We'll drive as far as Baden Baden and then call. How's that sound?”
“Perfect. I'll give you directions, though if you have GPS, it will take

you right to my place.”
“All right. We'll see you then.”
That's why it wasn't going to happen soon. John and his wife were on

their way to visit and I would be their host for the week. Greta was unhappy.
Instead of spending time with her, sleeping with her, I would be at my place as
the launching pad for carousing with an older couple, significantly older, closer
to my age. Bruno was stoic. “We're gonna keep jamming and wait for you to
rejoin the group. Why don't you leave the guitar and amp here?” I didn't really
want to lug it back and forth from my place or Greta's place, so I offered no
objection. This new development probably meant only one more night with
Greta, followed by an entire week of celibacy. The things I do for good friends.

I called Heinz in the morning and told him I might need him in the
early afternoon, but I wasn't sure when. I would try to give him about an hour
notice. Greta took me home before she went to university and I promised I
would call her every day. I wanted to see Little Boy during some of the week
and she liked the idea she had my cat. “You can't really spend too much time
away from me when I have your cat, can you?” she challenged me. No, you're
holding him for appearance ransom.

I called John later in the morning to get some idea when they would
reach Baden Baden. He thought they would arrive close to noon. “When you
reach town, pull over and call me. I'll be in town and we'll meet and have lunch
together, then drive over to Hügelsheim and you can check out my pad.” I
called Heinz, who picked me up twenty minutes later and drove me into town
and I walked around a little, nodding to the many folks who recognized me. I
was sitting on a bench in the square when John called and I gave him direc-
tions where to park and where we would meet. Less than a half-hour later there
were hugs all around. I hadn't seen anybody from my previous life until now
and I had been in Europe over a month.

“Are you getting much writing done?” Pamela asked me at the restau-
rant after we ordered.

“Hmmm, well, not really, at least not lately.”
John smiled. “So what  have you been doing that made you leave the

U.S. so soon, Gregory?”
“I bought a guitar,  John.” I went into the whole story, with Conrad,

meeting  Bruno,  driving  to  his  flat  in  the  tiny  Citroen  squeezed up against
Greta,  everything which had happened over the last  week or more.  Pamela



shook her head at times and glanced to John with some concern.
“Serena's going to be in Europe soon, for the divorce, in a few weeks is

what she said before we left.” John shook his head and wagged his finger.
“She's not going to like that, Gregory.” He continued shaking his head slightly
as he looked about. “One of these days you're gonna run head long into that
temper of hers.” His head stopped bobbing as he looked straight at me. “You're
gonna remember I warned you!” He laughed and Pamela smiled.

“She can put an end to all of it, John, taking her seat next to me, as I
promised before thousands of witnesses. Even Greta knows about her and she
doesn't like it either.” I shook my head. “She's all of twenty-two years old,
John, and she wants to live with me for the rest of my life. I told her, 'You can't
do that. You'd be a widow at forty-five.'” I laughed and caught Pamela's gaze.
“She'd be a widow, Pamela, at a younger age than when your husband finally
got married. She would already be married and widowed. I don't think so.”

Pamela asked about my friend from India. “Oh, he's the ladies'  man
now,” I replied with a laugh. “He lives with Greta.”

“You pawned your cat off on this young woman of yours?” John asked,
incredulous.

“I sort of suggested it and Greta sort of accepted it. It's a more stable ar-
rangement for him. For a while I would be gone all day, maybe all night. Now,
she feeds him before university, comes home for lunch and feeds him, too, then
home about dinner time and feeds him and we see each other then and I spend
the night, usually. Sometimes, I'll feed him in the morning, spend time stroking
him and giving him attention. It works better this way.”

“Man, how things have changed for you.” John shook his head.
We enjoyed a delightful lunch and drove to my flat. I took both to the

front  door  and  Matty  greeted  us  with  great  enthusiasm.  “It's  nice  to  meet
friends of Gregory who are more his age,” Matty said, in her off-handed way.

“You're not even my age, Matty,” I replied, with a big grin.
Up to the third floor and John and Pamela appreciated the furnishings,

the layout and the room. Pamela said it all. “This will do, John. I can be com-
fortable here for the week.” She smiled warmly.

“Let me suggest: We'll keep the door to the bathroom locked on my
side so you both have private access to the bathroom up here and I'll use the
bathroom on the second floor. This way, Pamela, you're only having to share a
bathroom with your husband and you'd have to do it in a hotel anyway.”

“Thank you,” Pamela replied.
I helped bring their things up to the flat and we sat in the living room to

discuss what to do the rest of the day. I suggested a walk along the river and
canal and we could make an evening at the nightclub for dinner and drinks.
They could meet the locals who already knew who I was and there wouldn't be
any of the ape-shit stuff “celebrities” get in the States. John was well aware of
it, which is why he had two homes in Europe. Hello!!!

He brought me up to speed on the movie's success, exceeding four hun-
dred million in gross, well on the way to a half billion before disk, file and
view-on-demand sales, not to mention licensing and fees for network presenta-



tions. “We did all right, John,” I said very nonchalantly. “Well, you did.”
“There  you go again,  Gregory,”  John criticized.  “If  there's  anything

about you that rubs me the wrong way, it's how little you think of your own ac-
complishments, how little you contributed.”

“You  and  I  know,  John,”  I  responded,  calm and  level.  “Some  day,
young man, you'll come to realize the praise from others holds far more credi-
bility in everyone's perception than your own self-praise. It takes a while for
those others to recognize it, but I'm a patient man. It never takes forever.”

“There's a lot of people in the business talking about you. They think
you've created a model which could revolutionize the movie industry and I
couldn't  agree more.  I  think you  have revolutionized the business,  shook it
completely, and then you walked away.” John shook his head in disbelief. “You
could really blow it up if you wanted to, Gregory, and I'd get on board for just
about anything you wanted to do. That's how much I think of your abilities.”

I smiled and glanced to Pamela. She smiled warmly to both of us. “I
don't think I said 'never,' John, so I  could come back at any time for 'further
disruption.' I almost would enjoy the buzz it would create. 'What's he gonna
do, now?' I could reply, 'Oh, I'm only here to send all the MBA's with the cre-
ativity of worms into some other industry where they're more suited.' I would
definitely enjoy that one.”

We bought a bottle of wine from the nightclub and had a drink or two
before bed. In the morning I walked downstairs and asked Matty if we could
all have breakfast together. She was actually looking forward to it and appreci-
ated I came down to ask her. After breakfast we climbed up the stairs to the flat
and my phone rang a few minutes later. After some initial confusion about who
was calling me on my cell phone, I realized it was one of the attorneys for Ser-
ena, one of her divorce attorneys. The reason for the call from one of Serena's
attorneys is they had recently received the list of witnesses the husband in-
tended to call and mine was one of the names listed. “What does that mean?” I
asked the attorney.

“It means you may be called during the trial or perhaps have to coordi-
nate with the French court for deposition proceedings,” the attorney said. “Of
course, if it comes to a deposition, we'll be there with you, as Serena will in-
sist, and you may bring your own representatives.”

“I don't want to testify in Serena's divorce. I don't have anything to do
with it.”

“Their side, Mister Hess, apparently thinks otherwise. You'll have to
testify or be deposed or the court can order a summons, which can be used for
extradition. That would mean arrest.”

I had a momentary flashback to feeling my shoulder gently pushed by a
soft, warm hand until I awakened. In my head I heard a sultry, Mexican-ac-
cented voice say, “My marriage is over.” Well, little girl, your husband doesn't
agree with this assessment yet. When I flipped the phone closed the scowl on
my face was obvious. “I don't think I want to hear this,” John remarked.

“Serena got a list of the witnesses the husband wants to call,” I said
looking to John in disappointment. “My name's on it.”



“Yeah, that's not good.”
I flipped my phone open. “I have to call Serena.”
Serena was expecting my call. I said I was not mad with her. It wasn't

her fault but she needed to keep me out of it if at all possible. Her attorneys
need to get me stricken from the list because the knowledge they have about
me was gained illegally. She said they all knew it and they were trying hard to
have this  aspect of the whole mess recognized and accepted by the French
court. It may not be possible.

“If you can't have me stricken, Serena,” I said sorrowfully, “then you're
sunk. I will not be coached and I will not lie.”

“I'm trying, Gregory.  We're trying,” Serena assured me. “I don't want
you involved in this any more than you do.”

It should have put a damper on the whole day but I wouldn't let it. “Cu-
mon,” I said to Pamela and John, “let's go into town to the theater and meet the
owner and make a date for an appearance.  It will  be fun and we'll  wander
around the square and I'll introduce you to some of the folks I've met since I ar-
rived. The whole freaking town knows who I am by sight.”

We spent the day wandering around Baden Baden, the square and some
of  the  farther  removed  places.  We  strolled  past  the  building  housing  the
mayor's office, so I suggested we drop in and see if the mayor was available. It
so happened he was there and he welcomed me, welcomed all of us, into his
office. The first thing he did, when we were all comfortable in our seats, is say,
“Herr Hess, you couldn't have had better timing. It just came in.” He looked at
me with a wicked pleasure, stood up and walked to a side of his office where a
long table was located. He reached down behind it and pulled out a black street
sign with white, Gothic lettering. “The mayor of Munich sent it and we re-
ceived it yesterday, with his compliments.” It was the street sign I had men-
tioned to his secretary the second day I was in Germany. The mayor held it out
so we could all read it.

John glanced to me with a big smile. “You've got your own street, Gre-
gory.”

I smiled back. “Damn straight. Now, wherever you visit me, John, no
matter what the address, no matter what continent it may be, you'll always be
on my street.” I stood up with the mayor's nod toward me and he extended the
sign, which I took and looked over proudly. Yeah, that's what I've wanted for a
long time. My very own street. “What's the mayor of Munich want for it?” I
asked the mayor.

“Only to call his office and make an appointment at your convenience,”
the mayor replied. “He wants to meet you. He said he appreciated your work.
He's read most of your books and seen both your movies. I am a big fan, too,
and a bit humble you should decide to live and work here, Herr Hess.”

“Well, Mayor, come to the theater early tomorrow evening. John and I
will host the show at seven. I'll take questions and I could use a translator, if
you'd like to serve as one.”

“I would be honored.” He turned to John. “And you will be there, too?”
“That's what we agreed,” John said, smiling. He turned to me with a



frown and added, “Though it's supposed to be a vacation.”
“That's why I'll be the only one answering questions. He's on vacation,

but he'll sit up there anyway. You won't be able to miss him. He'll be the hand-
some one.”

We had dinner on the square and after dinner I asked if they wanted to
see my friend from India and his new home. They both liked the suggestion so
I called Greta. She was working on her studies but said she would welcome all
of us. Twenty minutes later we were at her flat. When Greta opened the door I
watched their reaction. They were a bit stunned. Greta looked good. I think she
fixed herself up a little before we arrived, but I knew their reaction concerned
her age. I introduced everyone and kissed Greta softly and we all went inside,
where we were almost immediately greeted with the familiar whine, since he
wandered out from the bedroom during the commotion. I went right up to him
and stroked him a little. “Now, don't act like no one gives you attention. You
know you're very well taken care of here. Greta takes very good care of you,
doesn't she?” I picked him up and went to the sofa to sit down with him on my
lap. I looked to Greta. “We don't want to interrupt your studies, Greta, so we
won't stay long.”

Greta frowned. “I don't have much more. Please stay.” She glanced at
John and Pamela for approval.

John responded, “We're not in any hurry.”
I set Little Boy down to his disapproval and suggested as I stood, “I'll

host, Greta. Would you care for a glass of wine, and, please, make yourselves
at  home.”  I  stepped  up  to  Greta,  who  was  smiling  appreciatively.  “First,
though, I need a hug from this little woman.” I slipped my arms around her as
she did the same and squeezed me hard.

“I already miss you,” Greta whispered.
“Think I don't?” I whispered back. I said in a loud voice, “Finish your

studies. Close the door if you have to and join us when you're done.” Greta
nodded and walked into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.

I grabbed a beer from the refrigerator for my consumption, since I al-
ways had a stash of beer in Greta's refrigerator, and grabbed a bottle of wine
from her little wine rack on the kitchen counter and opened it, pouring a glass
each for John and Pamela and brought the glasses to them in the living room.
Before I sat down with the cat majestic, I turned on her sound system to this
station I had found which played light jazz, soft stuff, great for background un-
der conversation. I let his highness back on his throne and John remembered he
had a picture on his phone to show me. I could barely read it but it was from
Michael's restaurant, on a sign at the front facing the sidewalk which stated, for
a limited time, his signature dish would feature garlic grown in the San Fer-
nando valley by me from stock provided by Mildred, and next year Michael
would use garlic from his own garden grown under my tutelage. “When you
see Michael again, tell him he's a man of his word.”

“He loves your garlic so much, Gregory, he wanted me to tell you you'll
never pay for a meal in his restaurant ever.”

I smiled. “And you should tell him from me,  two can play that game



and he can't  stop me from paying for some other person's meal.” John and
Pamela laughed.

John said Serena and Michael split the garlic from her garden and the
small bulbs they gave to Jose for next year's planting along with most of the
seeds. Michael took the rest of the seeds. Michael had set enough room in his
garden for five hundred plants, and Serena said Jose had planted close to a
thousand. I had started a garlic boom. Good garlic can't be grown there? Bull!

Pamela said, “She's a pleasant woman, but she's very young, Gregory.”
“Greta's over eighteen, Pamela, which makes her more mature than I

am.”
Greta finished her studies about ninety minutes later and came out to

the living room to join us. She wanted wine so I opened another bottle and
poured everyone a glass, though I had another beer. John and Pamela talked
with Greta about her studies and discovered her major was biology, and micro-
biology in particular, and her intent was to achieve a doctorate in medicine, but
in research and its applications for humans and animals, too.

As the evening wore on, when Greta suggested she drive back to my
place and have them follow so they won't get lost and she would come back
here alone, John made the suggestion I should drive back with Greta. They
would be fine at my place by themselves and he was sure Matty and Wilhelm
wouldn't mind. I said Matty and Wilhelm would love it since John and Pamela
were a step up in class from me. When we all arrived in the two cars at my
place I guided John and Pamela to the back stairs, turned the light on for them
at the bottom and told John the switch to turn off the light was right next to the
door and gave him my key. I waited until they reached the top and entered my
flat and turned off the light. Returning to Greta's flat I fed Little Boy one last
time and Greta and I engaged in our usual escapades.

Very early in the morning, before daylight, my phone rang. Groggily I
answered it and heard the voice of my electronics friend, the man who discov-
ered the listening devices and the camera in Serena's bedroom. I asked him
what time it was in L.A.

“It's in the evening some time, Gregory. Why?”
“Because it's five in the morning here.”
“Oh, sorry, but I thought you'd want to hear this right away.”
“Well, I'm up now so let's hear it.”
He reminded me about his friend, the celebrity photographer, whom he

had introduced to me months before. It took a while to remember. The two had
met in school many years before and the photographer friend had this idea I
was the next big thing in L.A. and the movie biz in particular. My electronics
friend and I, one day, were having lunch together when he saw his friend hang-
ing around trying to get shots of me. I told my friend to invite the guy over and
the photographer came to our table and sat down with us, reluctantly. I asked
the photographer if he was reluctant because of the usual disdain from celebri-
ties about photographers like himself. Of course, he replied, they all hate us. I
told him I don't hate the paparazzi, as they're commonly called, because it's
their job. I think it feeds celebrity worship but I can't stop it and when I'm out



in public like this I have no expectation of privacy and, just as you are reluc-
tant, I'm reluctant to be considered a celebrity but I don't get to choose it either.
If you want to take my picture while I'm out in public, do so. I won't make any
attempt to stop you. Hell, I might even pose for you. All I demand is you stay
out of my way. Do not harass me. You can talk to me. You can ask me ques-
tions, but do not interfere with me. I have the same rights as any other citizen
out in public. We have no expectation of privacy but we do have a right not to
be harassed. No one, not even a photographer or reporter, has a right to harass
any one. As long as you respect it, you'll have absolutely no problem with me
while I'm out in public. The photographer appreciated the sentiment and many
of my pictures which were published while I was in Los Angeles were taken by
this particular photographer, and many of them I posed.

“Yeah, I remember him. What about him?”
“He has photographer friends, you know, paparazzi, all over the world,

Gregory,  and they  share leads  and jobs  and pictures,  all  manner  of  things.
Sometimes, I think it's  like a brotherhood the way he talks about these pa-
parazzi friends of his.”

“And?”
“And  sometimes it  turns  out  to  be very  worthwhile,  a  collaboration

which makes money, sometimes a lot of money, for all involved.”
“And?”
“He has a friend in France who has pictures of Serena's husband.”
“What kind of pictures?”
“Compromising pictures, Gregory, very compromising.”
“Very compromising as in with other women having sex?”
“Not over the phone, Gregory. You can see them yourself, though.”
This is when it all started getting secretive and discreet, like being an

agent for an intelligence unit, a unit which didn't officially exist. He gave me a
user ID for a secure web page I had to deduce. It was something only he and I
knew and I had to tell him I knew what the user ID was. I did. It was some-
thing only he and I knew but I can't tell you. You have to trust me. He said he
would  send  the  link  and  the  password  by  email.  The  password  would  be
changed twenty-four hours after the email. Get on the web page and look at the
pictures. I could download them if I wanted. Do it soon. I promised I would.

I couldn't sleep now so I rose and made coffee, letting Greta sleep. My
computer was at my place. I wanted to see these pictures and soon and tried to
remain calm until Greta awoke at six-thirty and immediately asked where I
was. I came into her bedroom with coffee for her and told her I had a call this
morning and she remembered my phone ringing and I answered but she went
right back to sleep. “I have to get to my place and check my email and follow
through on what I learned from the call.” Greta rose from bed, kissed me, and
went into the bathroom to take a bath and get ready. I fed the ferocious cat and
put on my clothes. We left for my place an hour later and I called John to ask
him to unlock the back door for me.

I ran up the back stairs, into my bedroom and started up the computer.
After this interminable period, I checked my email and there was the message



from my electronics friend. I clicked the link, entered the user ID, the pass-
word, and my next stop was a screen full of thumbnail pictures, about twenty
in all. When I checked the links, each was to another picture, so I opened the
link to the first one. It took a while to load on my screen because the picture
was  huge,  over  ten  megapixels,  but  the  details  were  sharp.  As  I  scrolled
through the entire picture, it was a shot of Serena's husband in an embrace with
a fairly famous international model.  At least Serena's husband is consistent.
What was it Matty said? Convenient consistency?

Glancing through the thumbnails, these pictures were very compromis-
ing, as my friend stated. I think these pictures are going to change the balance
in a certain divorce war. I downloaded the first picture which took a couple
minutes and pulled down the rest over the course of the next half-hour. John
came in to see what I was doing. I asked him to let me finish with the rest and I
would show him. When I was done, I shouted, “Okay, John. Come and take a
look.” When I heard Pamela ask what was going on, I added, “Don't let Pamela
come in, John. The fewer people who know about this, the better.” He told her
to wait in their bedroom. I pulled up the first picture and scaled it down so we
could see the two faces.

“That's Madeline, oh, what's her name,” John said, quietly. “I've  met
her. She's a French model, and that's...Serena's husband?”

“There's more, John. This is one of the most innocent of them. If we
can authenticate them with dates and times, Serena's divorce is over.”

“What are you gonna do?”
“I have to get these to Serena and do additional research.”
John rose.  “Normally,  I  don't  bear  ill  will  for  anyone,  but  since we

found out about all those bugs and cameras he had installed in her house, I
wouldn't actually mind if every one of these pictures found their way on the in-
ternet for everyone to see.”

I smiled as I looked up at him. “I think just the threat, John, will be
enough. I'd like to have all  those recordings I'm sure he has destroyed and
somehow confirmed. This is the leverage.”

I called Serena's number even though I knew it was late in L.A. but I
wanted to leave her a message. “You have to call me as soon as possible.” We
had breakfast and lunch with our hosts when my phone rang with Serena's call.

“I am in possession right now, Serena, of some compromising pictures
of your husband. I need you to call your attorney and get down to his office
this morning and call me from there. I'll have you tell me his email address and
I will send him a link and he'll go to the link and you'll both see those pictures.
Don't wait. Do it now. Call me right back.”

My electronics friend called back, wanting to know what I thought of
the pictures. I told him they were fascinating. What does your photographer
friend want? My friend's response was his friend wanted five thousand dollars
for the pictures and I should wire the money to my electronics friend. I could
use his paypal account. I wouldn't need a password, only the account name. I
did it immediately. These pictures were every bit worth it, especially if it meant
I would never testify in the trial.



Serena called back. She would be at the attorney's office in two hours. I
apologized to John and Pamela for not being much of a host, but they both un-
derstood. I uploaded all the pictures onto my writing web site in a directory I
created and was unlisted. It took a while. It seemed to take forever, actually,
but Serena called, I sent the link to the attorney's email, the attorney confirmed
receiving the email while she was on the line, clicked the link, saw the thumb-
nails, clicked on one and there it was in full resolution. “Oh, God!” was Ser-
ena's only reaction.

“Pull them all down now, Serena.” The attorney did so and in a few
minutes checked each one. All were good. “Okay. I'm going to delete them.
I've got more research to do on them. I'll talk to you very soon.”

I walked out into the living room where John and Pamela waited. “But
before I do all that, we've got a starring role at a theater in town, Mister Drury.
Mrs. Drury, I'm sure, would enjoy accompanying us and we'll have dinner at a
sausage restaurant I'm fond of, at my expense of course.”

You need a thorough understanding of  sausage as it pertains to Ger-
many versus, say, the U.S., because there's no comparison between the two,
other than the wide divergence of what you'll get for sausage in Germany com-
pared to the U.S. John knew this. Pamela did not. After our dinner of sausage
Pamela had a far different understanding. What they do with sausage in Ger-
many is, hell, profound. I knew it would be and it's why I suggested it. Pamela
loved it so much she wanted to come back the next day. I told her you have to
take a little time away from it once you've been affected. Time gives you the
ability to truly appreciate it. It takes a day or two. Pamela considered my sug-
gestion merely teasing and assured me John would set me straight. I said John
doesn't tease you enough so you should be thankful you married him and not
me. John, for his part, kept his mouth shut. His smile, when he was not being
watched by Pamela, spoke volumes.

We walked to the theater and were astonished to see a line extending
down the block and around the corner. “I didn't think the theater sat this many
people, John.”

“It probably doesn't and a lot of them will be turned away.”
About halfway up the line Greta, Bruno and Lorna were waiting. Greta

smiled. “Didn't think I knew, did you?”
“Word  gets  around,  apparently.”  I  leaned  to  kiss  her  on  the  cheek.

“You've already seen it, though.”
“True, but you weren't there for questions,” Greta replied, and I sus-

pected a hint of deviousness in her expression, “and I have a question to ask.”
“Only if I point to you.”
Pamela remarked, “Oh, I would love to hear Greta's question.”
“You need to tease your wife more often, John. It helps keep them in

line, you know.”
“Heeding marital advice from you,” John quipped, “is like listening to

the Swiss boast about successful military campaigns.”
The mayor was waiting as was the theater owner and we were ushered

into the theater  to  seats  set  aside towards the back and the right  side.  The



movie didn't start for forty-five minutes and I already wished I had a beer. I
had to settle for bottled water. I watched the movie mostly trying to make sense
of the German captions, though it wasn't painful to listen to like the Spanish
dubbed  version.  It  was  still  my  voice  saying  my lines,  which  was  painful
enough. There was laughter, amazingly, at the times when the lines or actions
were supposed to be funny. Good. Now we can dispel the myth Germans have
no sense of humor.

Most  of  the  questions  were  the  usual.  Was  I  nervous  doing  nude
scenes? What was it like working with Jennifer and Serena and Antonio? Was
it difficult having John as your boss? I liked this question. “Only when he was
present, which thankfully was infrequent.” John remarked, “I couldn't be on
the set often because Gregory was so unruly.” “You'll have to pardon, John.
He's on vacation and has been sworn to silence, so feel free to ignore him.”

I pointed to a cute little blond with blue eyes and she stood up. Immedi-
ately, I advised, “State your name for the authorities, please.”

The cute little blond smiled, biting her lip, and said, “Greta.”
“Do I know you?”
“You may have seen me around.”
“Oh,  I'd  remember  you.  There  aren't  many  blond  haired,  blue  eyed

women in Germany.” That brought a round of laughter as I rolled my eyes.
“No, not many at all. I have to go to Sweden for that!” When the laughter died,
I said, “Your question, beautiful lady.”

“I'm curious.” There was the hint of deviousness again. “How many
women are you in love with?” This brought some interesting comments and a
little laughter. I heard John, over the noise, say, “This I want to hear.”

“How does it pertain to the movie?”
“Well, you're in the movie, so I'm asking you that question.”
“Well, let me ask the audience a question first, and see what kind of re-

sponse we get, generally speaking, so here's the question, audience members.
Is it even possible to be in love with more than one person?” This drew a wide
range of responses, but most agreed it was possible. “All right, so most of you
say it's possible, and I agree, and let's further agree that 'in love' means the
same as 'desire' or 'want.' So, if I'm alone, I can desire many people, and have
and do today, but if I'm with one of those people, that's the one I desire. It gets
complicated when there are  two or more people in my presence for whom I
have a desire. What I won't do, is ask any of them to leave.”

Greta stepped right in. “So, what would you do?”
“You're gonna get to the bottom of this, aren't you, Greta?”
“I want you to get to the bottom of this,” John loudly commented.
I turned to John. “You're on vacation! Be quiet!” I turned back to look

to Greta. “I'm never going to ask any of them to leave, Greta. I don't care how
many there are, and it won't be so complicated. When it gets  complicated  is
when it's time to sleep. What do I do? The easiest thing to do is say, 'I'm sleep-
ing alone tonight. You all make your own sleeping arrangements.' It's easy be-
cause I didn't have to make a compromising choice, and no one else has to, ei-
ther. Everyone sleeps alone, but that's no fun. Who likes to sleep alone? No-



body! So, when I think about this, the best option, it seems to me, depends on
how big my bed is. If my bed is big enough, we all sleep together. This way,
nobody sleeps alone. And if my bed isn't big enough, then I say, 'Tonight, I
sleep alone. Tomorrow, I'll go out and get a bed big enough for all of us.' Prob-
lem solved. Until, somebody decides to bring up the subject of sex.”

I rose from the table on which I had been sitting and paced before the
audience, my performance mode. “So, when it comes to sex, what do I do?
Here's what we know. Everyone else has to share. That's not a good develop-
ment for humans, to have to share. Humans have evolved so we are an unshar-
ing, ungrateful lot.  Nobody wants to share anything today. 'Hey, it's mine, not
yours. Get your own.' And we extend it to other humans, as though other hu-
mans are property, too. No, sharing is too hard for humans, but I won't make
the choices. The others would have to decide among themselves and I would
honor whatever decision is agreed, even if it's sleeping alone, because I'm not
choosing. See, it will never come to that, because everyone else will know they
have to share, so they'll all eventually leave, because nobody shares.  If, how-
ever, they decide I have to choose, that's easy for me, because even if it's be-
tween only two people, I will never choose one. I will make a choice, though,
because if you make me have to choose, I will choose none of you, and then I
will send you all away to sleep alone. So, if you make  me choose, I choose
none.” I stopped to stare right at Greta. “Greta, I don't know if you like that an-
swer, but it's what I would do. I would choose none.” I could tell by the disap-
pointment on her face Greta did not like my answer.

I took the last question from the last row, and a woman with brown hair
about shoulder length and wearing glasses rose from her seat, about average
height for a woman, but with a poised stature. She said her name was Pia and I
knew I would remember her name. She wanted to know, since she had read my
comment I probably would never make another movie, why I wouldn't con-
sider  making another  movie.  “Well,  Pia,  it's  a  good question.  Some people
have said I'm pretty good at this, although I'm not convinced, but it's simple,
really. I have other things I want to do, things I am compelled to do in the next
few years, and those things don't include making movies. I might later. I might
not. I won't say. I won't commit. I'll  say it's  not likely. I don't love making
movies, Pia. I don't. I can tell you, from having worked with so many while
making  the  two  movies  I've  finished,  most  of  those  people  love making
movies, and it's why they continue to make them, but I don't.”

Remaining behind as people brought copies of my books or something
to autograph and I had satisfied everyone, I left the theater to rejoin John and
Pamela outside. Greta, Bruno and Lorna, the latter two already introduced to
John and Pamela, were milling with the older couple and I immediately sug-
gested we walk the few blocks to the beer hall and have a beer or two before
calling it a night. It was still early and there were no objections. I asked Greta
quietly if she had any objection to my slipping my arm around her waist be-
hind her back. She smiled, turned to me and kissed me. “You asked because
you weren't sure if I was upset, didn't you?” Greta asked.

“It's better than to assume.”



“It  would upset me if  you didn't.” My right arm slipped around her
waist and behind her back and we walked to the beer hall, where we ordered
various beers, all delivered at room temperature. They had cold beer but almost
no one in Germany drinks cold beer at a beer house.

Soon, the woman from the back row came over to our table, smiling
and carrying a book. When she reached me, I asked, “Pia, isn't it?”

“Yes,” she said with a huge smile, “you remembered.”
“I felt I was going to remember your name for some reason. Sometimes

I do. Sometimes I don't.” I looked at the copy of Midnight Blue in her hand. “I
would have signed it at the theater.”

“It's not mine,” Pia said as an apology. “It belongs to my very good
friend, Helga, but she couldn't get a ticket. I was the very last.”

“I'm sorry to hear it. Let me make up for it a little.” I wrote something
long and winded and without committing any of it to memory. I returned it to
Pia and she thanked me and walked back to her table, where another woman
with shining red hair waved. Must be Helga. When Pia reached Helga, the two
immediately kissed. I think I know which way those two lean.

I wanted to go home with Greta again, but I had to dismiss the possibil-
ity and told her so. I had a pressing and immediate concern to resolve. When
we got to John's car to drive back to my flat, I called my electronics friend. He
confirmed he got the money. I needed specifics to go with the pictures: names,
dates, times, places, a description of each picture so that I, or anyone else like
Serena and her attorneys, could match each picture with its corresponding de-
tail. “My photographer friend expected it, and so did his friend, so he sent a
document with all of it. I received it after the pictures and have already for-
warded a copy to your email. If there's anything unclear, let me know and I'll
get you the additional info. Enjoy!”

Perfect. I looked at the pdf document and everything was in it, all the
information the attorneys would need to corroborate the names were at those
places on those dates. I called Serena and told her this news and advised I had
sent a copy to her attorney's email and to get a copy, if she wishes, from him.
Once all of the details were corroborated by Serena's attorneys, which took
about a week, all the evidence was provided to the husband's legal team, which
also happened to be his financial empire's legal team and would prove embar-
rassing to him later. Serena's husband soon capitulated.  I surrender! It didn't
help his cause when Serena's team contacted all three models with their evi-
dence and advised all three that, should the case go to trial, all of them would
be called to testify. Those were certainly three phone calls the husband won't
soon forget.  The eventual agreement was full  custody of Sofia to Serena, a
written promise he would destroy any and all recordings from his surreptitious
and illegal surveillance installations, a written waiver of the pre-nuptial with a
settlement of twenty-five million dollars to Serena along with the fifty thou-
sand in alimony per  month,  and  her agreement  all  pictures  and documents
would be destroyed, too. Both parties agreed to never discuss the surveillance
installed, the pictures of the husband's dalliances, or anything concerning Ser-
ena's relationship with me. Both legal teams would monitor the other for com-



pliance and would have to provide written authentication to such compliance. I
suppose what hurt him the most was he filed for divorce under the grounds of
infidelity, yet all but one of the dalliances he had been photographed doing oc-
curred prior to my ever meeting Serena, and this had been the only infidelity
Serena ever committed in her life. It's suspect, though. Like my marriage, the
terms of her marriage had been substantially and unilaterally altered, and just
as I viewed the change in my marriage, she considered her marriage over and
done with before she walked into my bedroom the first night. Though I was
never a party to any of this, I destroyed everything I copied. However, I'm not
under any gag order, though I have yet to comment on any of the pictures or
the surveillance other than what Serena had told me when she returned from
France with that news. The most damning of the pictures was a sequence of six
shot in rapid fire. It starts with the model and the husband, both naked, stand-
ing in a hotel room and ends with him on top of her with her legs spread. I sup-
pose it was difficult to explain away.

The rest of the week John and Pamela stayed was pleasant, even relax-
ing, and we drove up into the Bavarian Alps for a day trip. I spent two more
nights with Greta and saw John and Pamela off, back to  one of his vacation
homes Monday morning.

I called Heinz my trusty chauffeur who whisked me to the bus stop and
by noon I was at Bruno's apartment playing electric guitar with fingers which
had used the time off the week before to harden into steady callouses. By now,
Martin had dropped in a couple times and he did so this day, too, along with
Klaus. It was getting a bit crowded and a little louder than the folks in Bruno's
building appreciated. Prevailing sentiment was we needed a practice pad, some
place where we could jam without regard for how loud or obnoxious we were.
Everyone would keep their eyes and ears open.

Enter  Josef,  drummer  and  percussionist  extraordinaire.  Martin  and
Bruno met him at a nightclub in Munich, when Martin convinced Bruno to
come to Munich to this joint where a wide variety of musicians were known to
hang out. Josef was sitting in on percussion for one of the bands playing and he
and Martin struck up a conversation. Josef was between bands and not looking
much toward playing any more. His older peers were mostly doing other things
than playing music and he'd had a bad taste of some of the young, and often
rich punks, as Josef called them, in and around the southwest end of Germany.
Martin must have had some persuasive power, though he probably closed it
when he mentioned they had a guitarist who was sixty years old. Josef had to
meet this guy, himself on the declining side of forty. On top of that Josef lived
near Stuttgart in a converted warehouse, staying in the loft renovated for living
quarters. He actually lived only a few minutes from Bruno. How convenient!

Days later we were all gathered at Josef's warehouse, plugged in and
jamming away with a full band. Since we had the room, Klaus drove his small
van with all his equipment, mikes, a sound system, three keyboards, maracas,
two conga drums. He emptied his entire musical instrument collection, tam-
bourines, he even brought a dobro. I told him I knew where all his extra cash
went over the last fifteen years. We practiced the ten songs we had been work-



ing over the last couple weeks and Josef picked them up quickly. He was good.
We worked on timing, and the lyrics mostly, stopping when it fell apart and go-
ing over it again and again, and starting it up once more. Everyone had a say
and nobody took anything personally. We were actually trying to assemble a
real hard rock band. Martin had to leave early but we worked on stuff without
the bass. It was a Thursday and Martin had to work Friday and drive out after
work, about a two hour drive. Before he left Bruno suggested Martin stay at his
flat through the weekend since we were pretty close to having a thirty minute
set down and complete. Martin agreed and it's what we did, working on the set
and considering and adding more songs. When we split up Sunday night we
had a thirty minute set ready and a second well on its way.

That's how it all started, a few details most haven't heard or read. Most
know by now the band Duck and Cover with Gregory Hess—the with part
coming at the insistence of all the others and over my objection—played two
gigs, both recorded by Conrad and residing deep in the servers of YouTube,
and I left the band after the second gig. What most  don't know is what hap-
pened and how it happened. I've heard some dark shit about it and it wasn't like
that. If it was anything it was me. There wasn't any pressure. There was only a
considerable amount of emotional disappointment and mental fragility. Listen,
I'm not as tough as I seem. I can break down. I was close to breaking down
during the promotional period for  The True Cross. Because so few even sus-
pect is testament that I can hide it well, until it's so overwhelming I crack.

Leading to the gig in Stuttgart near the end of Oktoberfest, I was away
from Baden Baden for days at a time and hardly saw Greta at all. Josef and I
hit it off from the first time we met and I crashed in his loft, leaving only to
grab beer and food. I practiced on the Mustang all day until I was so comfort-
able playing my parts I could do it with my eyes closed. Two days before the
gig Greta came out to watch and listen, and to see me. We hadn't seen each
other  in  four  days.  She  wanted  me to  know one thing.  Little  Boy seemed
lethargic and had practically no appetite. I went home to her flat with her and
saw it myself. He was barely getting around and his whine was almost pathetic,
but when I felt around him he got quiet and would sleep in my lap. I thought he
was only missing me but I decided to stay with Greta the night before the gig
to see how he would do. That next day he was a little better and he ate some.
He didn't seem to whine as much and during the night he was fine, too. The
day of the gig he was a little slower, ate less but he didn't whine much and
slept on my lap many times, very content it seemed. I practiced when I could
with the boys and we drove in three vehicles to the gig with a friend of Klaus
running the sound.

We had no lights. We didn't want them. We only cared about the music
and how we delivered  it.  We barely  acknowledged the  crowd—which was
pretty large for a disco type place at something like four or five hundred—and
were so tight we had almost no dead time between songs. We would launch
into the next one once Bruno and I set our pickups and nodded to each other
while the other boys watched. Either Bruno or I would start every song and
once we were ready, which took no time really, we were into it. If you've seen



the recording you know what I'm talking about. The crowd knew they saw and
heard something. They appreciated it. We got our money, having decided early
on we weren't  charging chump change because we thought  we were  damn
good, and we all made a few bucks. It more than paid for the gas. We hauled
our stuff back to the warehouse and partied for an hour or so.

When Greta and I drove back to her flat, Little Boy lay on her bed and
never moved. He was already cold when we returned. I asked Greta if she had
an old linen sheet she didn't mind losing and she dug one up for me. I tore it in
strips and wrapped the ferocious cat in them and set his linen wrapped body
out on Greta's porch. In the morning I called the mayor of Baden Baden—he
had invited me to his house twice and I had met his wife and children, had din-
ner and interesting conversation so he had become more like a close acquain-
tance whom I could trust—and told him about Little Boy and what I planned
so how could I accomplish it? He said to give him a little time to make some
calls and he would call me back. When the mayor called me back about three
hours later I was to meet with a park and forest official several hours out from
Baden Baden and up in the hills and mountains of the Alps. The mayor also
suggested a certain funeral home where I could take his body and they would
keep it in one of their coolers until his “going out party.” We did it and drove
over to my flat so I could tell Matty and Wilhelm. Matty was almost distraught.
It surprised the hell out of me. I always considered her rigid, disciplined and
impassive. I made something like two dozen phone calls to everyone I could
think of who met him, to Erin first, Esperanza, all the boys from the movie,
Chuck, Mildred, Serena, Jennifer, the band mates, even Daniel, and some oth-
ers who knew him. What was I going to do? they all asked. Send him off on an
authentic Indian funeral pyre, the closest I can get in the Alps. I scheduled it
for late morning the following day and Greta and I drove up to the park and
forest official along with about ten other vehicles, axes and saws at the ready.
We built a pyre about six feet high, put Little Boy's body on top of the plat-
form, and set it on fire. It took nearly ninety minutes for it to collapse and we
stayed until it was only a smoldering heap. We put it out and scattered it, at the
direction of the official. Conrad recorded it and gave me a copy, which I still
have. I never cried. Some did and asked why I didn't. “Because Little Boy feels
no pain any more and I know he did. Why cry about it?” If there was anything
to cry about: I never got him back to India and I  could have. I could have
started in  India,  but  it  would  have  thrown off  my whole  path.  Little  Boy
couldn't hold out that long. At least he had a proper send-off attended by many
who loved and appreciated him.

The second gig came three weeks later. Josef knew quite a few promot-
ers and club owners scattered around southern Europe since he had played vir-
tually everywhere over twenty years. One of these club owners offered us the
equivalent of a thousand dollars if we would play at one of his “parties” for at
least an hour. It meant we needed these two sets complete so we had our work
cut out for us. I suppose, in retrospect, I should have seen it coming. When
Greta and the other girls  were at  the warehouse,  Josef—being arguably the
most extroverted of all of us—would regal them with stories of his travels and



gigs and experiences and sights and sounds and on and on. Often it would only
be Greta and Josef chatting away endlessly. I didn't think much of it. I still
went home with Greta when I could. The two or three days leading up to the
gig Greta and I spent apart and I stayed at the warehouse with Josef. The gig,
in a small town in France and the name escapes me, meant I had to go through
“state procedures” for a work permit and the like, but I got it with the able help
of a woman in the German government, and the whole thing went off without a
hitch. The hall was bigger than the first and there was a bigger audience. The
sets were tighter, we put on more of a show, with posturing and theatrics, and
we earned our money. Word was getting out. Duck and Cover could fucking
rock. We were almost ready to introduce some original tunes, composed quite
literally by all of us, but we weren't quite ready to play them yet. We got back
very late, all of us tired and Greta and I left to go to her flat, I thought. Instead
she drove me to my flat, announcing she was driving back to the warehouse to
spend the night with Josef. She told me about how she felt about him, how she
felt or how it had  evolved to how she felt about me, blah blah blah. Hell, if
you've broken up with someone—who hasn't?—you know the blah blah blah.
It wasn't the blah blah blah which rubbed me the wrong way. I was beat. I
could barely concentrate on what she was saying and almost nodded out twice.
This, I knew, would be my future should I stay in the band. I didn't have the
energy for it and I didn't have the fortitude to practice endlessly with Josef and
see the two of them being intimate time and time again.

Bruno, Klaus and Martin all descended upon my flat days later to con-
vince me to reconsider and stay in the band. “My mind's made up, mates. I'm
not going back. I don't have the energy nor the drive any more. You don't need
me and you can find a replacement. You'll be fine.” They were, and are. They
still play together today and never changed the name, still Duck and Cover, but
they dropped the “with” part. That was good. I hated it.

Greta and Josef soon married. She was in a marrying mood. Later she
got in a divorce mood so now they're an ex-couple. I still hear from Josef on
occasion and the other band mates, too. I tell them they should come to India
and do a gig. “It's too expensive.” “So, do a bunch of gigs. Do I have to set
them all up for you, too?” “Yes.” Musicians. They have no collective initiative.

There  are  no  celebrations  of  Thanksgiving  in  Europe  unless  it's  by
Americans living abroad. Since all the Americans living abroad whom I had
met since I arrived in Europe never became close friends or acquaintances, I
politely declined the few offers of a Thanksgiving dinner and spent the fourth
Thursday of November alone. Maybe not alone, as I recall I had Heinz drive
me into town since everything was open for business because it's not a holiday
and I took up residence at the beer house. There I saw Pia again, with her good
friend Helga. It seemed every time I stepped into the beer house I saw Pia. It
was so routine she invited me to their table and I truly enjoyed myself. Pia
asked where my girlfriend was.

“I've never had a girlfriend.”
“Where's the blond woman with whom I see you frequently?”
“She has a new lover. I got old for her.” I sucked down more brew.



“I heard you left the band, too.”
“I can't have any secrets in Germany, can I?”
“Not when everyone knows who you are here.”
She was trying to squeeze it out of me, though I didn't know why. I held

no sexual attraction for her. It was certain. I couldn't see how my work had any
effect on her at all. It was only entertainment, right? It's all I ever did, right?

“There is a light in you, Gregory,” Pia stated quite seriously.
“Excuse me?”
“I have seen it. I saw it after the movie when you answered questions.

That  light  kept  everyone's  attention,  even  enthralled  them.  You  do  it  here
sometimes. So what do you do with it? You piss it away, Gregory. You're doing
nothing with it. You're not writing are you?”

I looked down. “No,” I mumbled.
“Pissing it away.”
I sat up, smiling. “Drinking it away. Pissing it away comes after.”
Pia shook her head in resignation. It was the end of this stream of con-

versation. We talked about other things but I began developing a real apprecia-
tion for the plain, doughty brunette with big glasses. She was an accountant, no
less. This brought a discussion of accounting and the life which goes with it.
She was quite familiar with it, having lived it for ten years, but she had hung
up her shingle in Baden Baden three years before and her traveling days and
nights were mostly in the past. If she had any vice it was beer, but only at the
beer house. She claimed never to drink beer at home, though not me, of course.
Every place is a beer drinking establishment for me.

I didn't count them at the time and when I try to recall the last two
months of the first calendar year I spent in Europe, I consider it to number four
or five severe depression episodes. They were bad, all lasting at least a full day
and most of the time spent in bed. One was so bad I scared the shit out of
Matty, who threatened to have me taken to hospital. I remember spitting at her
the promise that should she do so, when I was released I would leave her house
immediately and I would instantly write about her and my prose would hurt her
more than anything else. Other than this—and the fact I never answered my
phone so when I  did finally climb up I had days of messages to return—all I
can write  is  these moments,  moment after moment,  were extremely dark.  I
won't dwell on them, not here, not even in recollection. It's not that I can ignore
them. I find it impossible. I simply and consciously choose to switch to some-
thing, anything else, should my mind wander back there.

Beer doesn't help, so, of course, I would drink lots of beer and be spin-
ning. There would be no writing. There would be nothing of any substance ac-
complished at all. Because so many occurred in such a short period of time, I
truly  considered  myself  near  the  end.  Hemingway,  Robin,  Eddie,  they  all
flashed in and out of consciousness. When I finally climbed up, each time I
would try to make amends with the Schekters, call Heinz for a drive to town,
and head to the beer house, where I would invariably see Pia and her supposed
girlfriend, Helga. Soon, the rumor mill in the area began talking, speculating.
The American is losing it. I could see in some of the eyes which would stare at



me not concern but almost scorn. It fed the spin downward and soon I was in
the hole again but I would always climb back up, and Pia would be at the beer
house, when she finally told me, “That's enough, Gregory. You are coming to
my house  for  dinner  and  entertainment  this  Sunday.”  I  don't  know why  I
agreed, but I did it in a particularly disrespectful manner, because I replied, “Is
that because Helga's gone and you're lonely, Pia?” I have to give Pia credit. My
attempt to insult her had absolutely no effect. She said very calmly, “If you
don't come to my house Sunday, I know you'll fall down again, and I will not
allow it, Gregory, so I will come to your flat and carry you to my house myself
and don't think I can't!” Even though I had been drinking a lot of beer I was
still  a  skinny nothing  and I  knew Pia  had the  strength  to  carry  me if  she
wanted. I surrendered.

The Sunday before Christmas I called my trusty chauffeur, Heinz, who
apparently never takes a day off, and had him deliver me to Pia's drive at the
side of her modest house which served as her business office, too. When Pia
answered her door bell,  I  saw behind her about ten feet away a tall,  black
woman, almost as tall as me, maybe an inch shy, but this is Europe and they
measure height in centimeters, not feet and inches, so this tall, black woman
must have been two or three centimeters shy of my height. She wore an attrac-
tive smile, though, on an attractive face, too, attached to a head atop a well-
shaped, full featured, hourglass body covered by a V-neck T-shirt revealing a
tease of breasts underneath and jeans of the more fashionable variety. We were
immediately  introduced  by Pia  so  I  would  know I  was  having  dinner  and
drinks with Magdalena, who preferred to be addressed outside her profession
as Lena, the 'e' pronounced like a long 'a.' I wasn't there long when I noticed
the two women frequently touching each other, in the manner like you would
touch someone as you walk past them, you know, a seemingly innocent brush
of the arm or shoulder or waist or back. You know, the kind which lets the per-
son know you're here and you're welcome to touch me, too, the kind of touch
which says, “I'm ready to escalate if  you are.” You know, that kind of touch.
Great! I'm going to have an evening of it with two lesbians. I'm gonna love
this.

“So, you're the writer who doesn't write anything?” Magdalena asked.
“Somebody's gotta do it, and I'm pretty good at it. What's your line of

work, Lena?”
“Criminal psychologist, and I'm pretty good at it, too.”
“Excellent! A very good writer of empty pages and a very good shrink

who cracks the minds of criminals. I suppose, though, unless I'm a criminal,
you'll have a hard time cracking my mind?”

“I  think  your  mind's  already  cracked,  Gregory,”  Lena  said,  smiling
widely, “based on what I've heard from Pia.”

“I practice, Lena. You can't get good at anything without practice.”
That's how it started. Magdalena wasn't impressed much with me and I

didn't understand why she was there, so I soon asked both about their relation-
ship,  in the manner of, “How do you gals know each other,  meaning, why
haven't I seen you around, Magdalena?” It was something like this, and the re-



sponse I got from both was, well, they actually  had been lovers, maybe even
still are lovers, but Magdalena was there in Pia's house to meet me.

“You're not trying to set me up, Pia, are you?” I asked with a frown.
“Lena knows about you, Gregory. She wanted to meet you. It was her

idea.”
“I've  heard  you can  be  funny at  times,”  Lena said,  smiling  widely,

“though not lately.”
“European women have a different sense of humor, Lena,” I explained,

“but you're not the typical European woman. If I may, I'd say you're more of an
African woman. This doesn't offend you, does it?”

“I  was  born  in  Rhodesia,  what  is  now  Zimbabwe.  My  mother  is
African, my father German. We moved to Germany when I was five...No, it
doesn't offend me. I am African.”

“You  are a very beautiful African,” and Lena smiled in acknowledg-
ment,  “yet  Europe  is  now your  adopted  continent,  so  I'm wondering  what
you've adopted from Europe and perhaps what you've kept from Africa.”

“Such as?” Lena asked suspiciously.
I smiled widely knowing where this was going. “When I was doing per-

formances in America, I would do a bit about the anti-hair brigade, noting men
in the anti-hair brigade usually don't shave their underarms and women in the
anti-hair brigade usually don't shave their heads, but that's  American women.
Some European women and many, if  not most,  African women don't shave
their underarms. How about you, or is it too personal?”

Lena laughed and so did Pia. She pulled back the left sleeve of her T-
shirt to show me the considerable mound under her left shoulder. Lena laughed
again and asked, “What do you think?”

“I like it,” I said, with a big grin. “Do you shave your legs?”
Lena frowned. “I do.”
“Do you shave your pussy? That's probably too personal, huh?”
Lena smiled wide. “I wouldn't want to  talk about it,” Lena teased. “I

think one would have to see it.”
“Does one have to make an appointment?” I teased back.
“Not necessarily. It would depend on the circumstances.”
“I wonder how I could influence those circumstances, perhaps in a way

you may never  have experienced.” I  paused, thinking. “How often has  one
licked the mound under your arm, Lena?”

Both women burst out laughing, while I held a huge grin. When she
gained control, Lena scoffed, “You wouldn't lick my underarm.”

“Sure I would, and I would push my tongue through that bush all the
way to your skin, to see if you're ticklish under there.”

She smiled but said seriously, “I'm not ticklish there.”
“And you know this because you have felt a tongue licking there?”
Her expression displayed uncertainty. “No, but I'm not ticklish there.”
“Ummmm, yeah,” I responded unimpressed. “I think I would  have to

do it, to make you prove your last statement.”
Lena was skeptical. “You wouldn't dare lick my underarm.”



“I would, under one condition.”
“I knew it, Pia,” Lena said, smiling and turning to Pia. “He has a condi-

tion.”
“It's not a demanding condition. You may even consider it flattering.”
Lena turned back to me still smiling. “Let's hear it.”
“You know you'll have to take your shirt off if I'm going to lick your

underarm,” I explained, and Lena nodded, “but I have to insist you not squirm
or wiggle or make it so difficult I can't lick your underarm like I should, so I'm
going to have to hold onto you some way, since my head and mouth will be
committed to a certain area, and it means your bra will have to go, because I'll
want to hold onto one of those big, beautiful breasts of yours, Lena. That's my
condition.” I knew they were big but I didn't know they were beautiful. I was
making a fairly easy assumption. “Meet it, and I'm going to make you laugh,
because I know you're ticklish there.”

Lena smiled so wide I knew she would accept. A few moments later she
responded, “Well, Gregory, I think you're going to do some licking soon, be-
cause I'm going to hold you to it.”

“Oh, I can tolerate licking the mound under your arm while I'm holding
one of your big, bare breasts. It will be my pleasure.”

Lena turned to Pia, who was sitting next to Lena in fascination, and ex-
claimed, “Wow, Pia! I didn't expect this.”

“Pia, my charming hostess.”
“Oh, I'm sorry. I was listening to you two. Yes, Gregory.”
“What do we have to drink?”
“I have some beer. I bought it for you. We're having wine.”
The dinner was excellent, the talk was interesting, and as the evening

progressed I was finding Lena exceptionally attractive. I wanted her, wanted
her that night, but after the licking discussion, teasing and flirting were mini-
mal. I  was feeling like my old self and both women were frequently smiling
and laughing with me. When the time approached ten Pia made a comment
about having to work the next day, unlike some other people.

“Come, Gregory,” Magdalena commanded, “I'll drive you home.”
We said our goodbyes and I followed Lena to her car. She drove us

straight into the drive, parking the car away from the other cars, and turned off
the ignition. She turned to me. “You have some licking to do, Gregory. You
promised.” She smiled and I thought I caught a bit of deviance in her smile.

“You'll have to come with me, Magdalena.”
“Do you think you can make me cum?” Now her smile was deviant.
“Let's get past the licking you deserve first, and we'll move on from

there.” Lena opened her car door, I opened my door and we both stepped out
together. I walked around the left side to the front and when I reached Lena, I
instinctively slipped my right arm around the back of her waist to hold onto her
side. She instantly slipped her arm around my back and I could feel her fingers
crawling to my side and settling in a grip there. Reaching the back I guided her
close to the house, flipped the light switch and we ascended the back stairs. “I
think you spend too much time alone, Gregory,” Lena remarked as we stepped



up together. “You should have someone with you, someone who appreciates
you and will keep you from yourself, because when you're alone you only have
yourself, Gregory, and you don't seem to be doing a good job taking care of
yourself alone.”

“I never make anyone leave, Lena.” We reached the top step. “All can
stay as long as they want, you too.” I dug out my key and unlocked the door.

“You take care of me, Gregory, and I'll take care of you.”
I opened the door, motioning for her to step inside. As she walked past I

stated, “Sounds a lot like cooperation.” I reached for the light and flipped it off.
Lena walked past, turned to me as I stepped in and closed the door.

When I turned to face her, she said, “Yes, exactly. We can cooperate. Wouldn't
it be better than being alone?” She stood her ground.

I looked at her shoes and let my gaze move up her body slowly to her
face, which was smiling. I smiled. “If you're going to make sense like that,
Lena, and look the way you do, and smile the way you do, I'm going to have to
kiss you and pull your body against mine.”

Her body posture changed to one of challenge. “Talk is talk. You need
to take action, Gregory.”

Magdalena possessed, in my humble observation, a fabulous butt and I
decided it was time to hold onto her butt, even if it was through her jeans. I
stepped to her, slipped my hands over the sides of her waist, around to her back
and down over her butt and pulled her tight against me. We both leaned to the
other and our mouths were instantly locked in a kiss which was long and in-
creasing in intensity until our lips parted and our tongues met and wiggled and
wrestled  freely.  Her  arms  reached  around  my back  near  my neck  and  she
pulled me tight. My penis was hard and I knew she could feel it. I leaned my
head away slightly, locked in a gaze onto her big, black pupils. “I want to be a
man of my word, Lena, but I want to take you to bed right now and fuck you.”

Lena smiled wickedly.  “You said we should do the licking first  and
move on from there.”

I turned her by grabbing her arm. “Let's go.” I pulled her along with me
to the living room. “On the sofa here.” We reached the sofa and I stopped,
turned to her, and grabbed the bottom of either side of her shirt. “This has to
go.” She raised her arms in surrender and I pulled her shirt up and over her
head and arms and dropped it to the floor. She immediately reached behind her
and seconds later the back straps of her bra swung at her sides. I smiled as I
looked in her eyes with her smile encouraging me. “And this too,” I said, and
slipped her shoulder straps down her arms and dropped her bra to the floor
next to her shirt. Her bare, black breasts were big and beautiful and her nipples
were already large. If this is an indication of the rest of her body it is going to
be an extreme pleasure fucking this woman. Lena was quiet, content to let me
take charge. “Let me sit down and you sit on my lap, your right side facing
me.” I sat and she complied instantly, leaning away from me, her right arm
lifted high, and I slid my right hand over her stomach up to her left breast,
cupped it, lifted it and let it fill my hand as I squeezed hard. I pushed my face
in under her arm and shoved my tongue into her big, black, furry bush until I



reached her skin. I licked my tongue against the skin of her underarm and Lena
giggled. I knew it. I wiggled my tongue against her skin and she giggled more.

Lena pushed her right arm down. “Stop. That's enough.” I lifted my
head and looked in her eyes as she gazed into mine. Those are bedroom eyes.
“You win.” She slipped her arms around my neck, bent her head toward me
and kissed me fully,  completely,  and my hand holding her  breast  squeezed
hard, but parcheesi was calling.

“Ever play parcheesi? We should play a game. Winners have certain ad-
vantages,  and there are interesting rules branches, and...” I stopped because
Magdalena was looking at me like I was crazy.

“Are you insane, Gregory?”
“It's ranked number four, description-wise. Of course I'm insane.”
“We are not playing parcheesi, Gregory.”
“We're going straight to sex and fucking?” Magdalena's stare was un-

broken incredulity. “You will play a game of parcheesi with me at some point,
will you not?”

Apparently the look on my face shattered her demeanor. Lena broke out
laughing for several seconds. When she got hold of herself from her outburst,
she replied, “At some point we'll play, but you and I have something more
pressing, don't you think?” I  knew what the something was, but I could fuck
and play parcheesi simultaneously, and it never seemed impossible before. I
also realized my suggestion would go no further. Maybe it's an African thing.
Maybe once Lena understands some of the rules branching and the outcomes
from those, she'll have a different perspective, but since we're not playing...

In seconds I swung Lena 180 with her back lying on the sofa.  This
woman has some mass—Lena's no lightweight—but it was nothing to me. Her
breasts and bulging nipples needed attention. This was easy and each nipple
expanded to fill my mouth considerably. You can imagine what I was thinking,
though if it wasn't that it's time for the next step, you'd be wrong. Go back and
start reading this from the beginning! You're not paying attention!

Encouraged by Lena's harmonious, low, sultry moaning, I unbuttoned
her jeans, pushed the zipper down fully, and, once I lifted her legs and pushed
them above her head, I held a handful of her jeans and panties. Three seconds
later the handful had shifted to her knees and I was scoping all the terrain of
Hidden Valley. There was a triangle of coarse black hair pointing opposite her
head, but below this point was soft, delicate, sensitive flesh, hairless. I knew it
was sensitive because I rubbed it hard and Lena's response was to moan loudly,
and louder the harder I rubbed. This qualifies as sensitive.  She's a criminal
psychologist. I should probably engage her in some short conversation, remind
her I consider her my partner. “You're already wet, aren't you?”

Lena was biting her lip when she muttered, “You should fuck me.”
That's enough conversation,  but  since I promised Magdalena, like the

others, to keep the details to ourselves, here's what I can write and still be true
to my promise. I left her jeans and panties where they rested. I sat up on my
knees to keep her legs up—I loved the view—to pull off my shirt, settled her
legs on my shoulders and pulled down my pants and briefs. You can figure out



the rest. Lena did cum for me. I had to take her word for it, but over time her
sounds and body actions have always been consistent when she cums. Lena's
orgasm, though, is not physically detectable, but when she  does have an or-
gasm the sounds from her mouth and the movements of her body are consis-
tent. It's the same way every time, even in multiples.

When I finally reached  my tipping point and erupted inside her, Lena
exclaimed, “Yes, that's what I wanted from you!” She meant every word.

I left my missile inside for a minute, looking over her face, her bare
breasts like pancakes with those enlarged, swollen nipples, down to her vagina,
and I exclaimed, “Goddam, Lena! You are one hell of a fuck!”

Lena's smile was so big it looked like the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Won-
derland. “It's what you needed, Gregory.” Indeed.

I pulled out and set her legs down on the sofa. “Please don't move,” I
implored as I gathered my pants and briefs. “I'll be right back.”

I held my pants up under my penis and slipped awkwardly into the
bathroom for a washcloth. I ran it under hot water and quickly swabbed my pe-
nis and pulled up my briefs and pants. I rinsed it out under hot water, squeezed
out the excess and came back to the living room, holding the cloth in my left
hand. I slipped my right arm under her bare thighs, lifted her legs again, and
wiped her naked, visible and exposed vagina with the warm cloth, all around,
over her bush, along her thighs, and over her bare ass. “My God, Gregory, this
is so sweet,” Lena gushed. “No man has ever done that for me.”

I smiled as I caught her gaze. “Maybe it's because you've been fucking
cave men, Lena. Welcome to the third millennium.”

“Take my clothes off, Gregory,” Lena commanded. I did as I was told
and it  was the last time she wore any clothes—other than when the house-
keeper came to clean the rooms Wednesday as on every Wednesday—the entire
time she stayed with me this week, until Thursday night, after we fucked one
more time before she had to leave to get a night's rest for her work the next
day, Friday. She did any and every thing the whole week with no clothes on at
all,  except  for a couple hours Wednesday.  It  was her way. She never wore
clothes at her place. She would get home and immediately take off her clothes
and never put any back on until she had to leave. She wasn't changing that for
me. How could I object? Especially whenever I  had the urge to fuck Lena
while I looked at her naked body no matter where she was in my flat and came
up to rub her, she would say, “Do you want to fuck me?” I would say, “I do.”
She would always say, “I'm not stopping you, am I?” I immediately fucked her.
That is  cooperation.  Sure,  Magdalena was  doing  the  cooperating,  but  she
wasn't complaining, and I sure as hell wasn't complaining either.

How did she get to stay at my apartment for four whole days? This was
the plan Pia and Magdalena devised. It's why I was invited Sunday night. Sun-
day was the last day of Magdalena's ten day shift as a criminal psychologist.
Ten days on, four days off, a two week cycle. When I fucked her the last time
Thursday,  I  said,  “Now,  I'm going to  be  alone  for  ten  days,  Magdalena.  I
thought you were going to undo it?”

She put her hand to my cheek and smiled as she replied, “My love, I



can't drive here every night, but I will drive here when I can. I can't have you
be alone long, but when I do drive here to see you, take care of me, Gregory.” I
could only smile. I knew I would. I wanted to.

While she stayed at my flat those four days and we never left the house,
we talked about a lot of things, mostly in my life. She's a psychologist, remem-
ber? She wanted me to stop drinking while I was alone. “Drink with me,” Lena
suggested. “I won't be away long, Gregory, and it's all you have to get through.
Then, you can drink with me.  Please, don't drink alone.” I followed her sug-
gestion and she came to see me three times over those long ten days, but Mag-
dalena saved me. I was going down.

Segment Sixteen
Magdalena  wasn't  away  from

my flat sixteen hours when she called
Friday. “When you have a depression
episode,  and  manic-depressives  have
them—you are a manic-depressive—so
when  you're  in  a  depression  episode,
since you take no drugs of any kind, is
there anything which helps you get out
of it?”

“Yes.”
There was a pause. “Well, what is it?” she asked, exasperated.
“If someone is there, someone I know loves me, and they rub my back

gently while I lay on my stomach, after an hour, maybe an hour and a half, it
usually gets me out of it.”

“And this works for you?”
“Yes, usually. I can't remember when it didn't, but...”
“But what?”
“Usually when I come out of it like that, I want to fuck this someone.”
“So it has to be a woman?”
“If I'm going to fuck this someone, yes.”
I heard Lena laugh through the phone. “Is that it?” I could sense some

disbelief in her tone.
“Yes. Why?”
“You only need to be married, Gregory.”
“My ex-wife wouldn't do it for me. She always insisted I talk about it.

It's the last thing I want is to talk about it, but she acted like I was a child or
something. Marriage doesn't mean anything if there's no understanding, Lena.”

“No, you're right. You need to be married to someone who knows what
to do and understands you.”

“So what's your point, Lena?”
“Why aren't you married to someone who will do this for you?”
“Because  she  lives  in  Hollywood,  lives  the  Hollywood  life,  all  the

glamour, gala, superficial crap, and she won't ever come to me.”
“So, go to her! It would be best for your health, Gregory!”



“Not living  that life, Lena. The depression would be worse. I know I
wouldn't be happy. It would kill me. I have already been there. I'm not going
there again.”

There was silence for a long time. “You said you can't talk about it
when you're in one of your episodes. Do you mean you cannot call me if you're
in one? If nothing more than to ask me to come and rub your back?”

“I have never called anyone, Lena.” I could hear her exhalation of de-
feat. “I would do it, if I could reach you and ask you to do it and I would wait,
but you can't let me down. If you let me down I will never do it again.”

“You have my cell number, Gregory, and if you leave me a message
you need me to rub your back, I will come to you and do it. I promise you. Just
call me.”

“Do you do this for every manic-depressive you meet?”
“Only those with whom I am in love, Gregory.”
“You hardly know me, Magdalena.”
“You are not going down now, Gregory, not after you've met  me. You

will call me when you have your next episode. I will come to you.”
Lena was at my flat in time for dinner on Christmas day, a dinner she

brought with her. This was her Christmas gift to me. My Christmas gift to her
was spending about an hour reading my latest writing to her after dinner. Lena
was completely naked and lying on the sofa stroking her breasts and vagina
prominently while I spoke. I asked her once if she was paying attention. She
immediately rattled off the last couple sentences verbatim I had read. “Why
would you think I wasn't paying attention?” she asked me, all while she contin-
ually rubbed her vagina.

“I don't know, Lena. Maybe it's because if  I rub your pussy, it  takes
about all my attention. That's probably why.”

Lena laughed, lifted her hips from the sofa, and rubbed her vagina vig-
orously. She settled back down with a huge smile. “When I do it, I don't think
about it much, Gregory, but when you rub my pussy, oh, I love how it feels. I'm
wet immediately.” She blew me a kiss.

Magdalena drove over for a few hours Wednesday and Friday evening,
always shedding her clothes once the back door was closed. I couldn't see in
the new year with her presence but she called me about a half hour before mid-
night and talked with me to keep me on the phone until we reached midnight.
“I'm not going to wish you a happy new year, Gregory. This new year is going
to be different for you and me, because I'm not leaving you.”

“Are you driving here tomorrow to stay on your days off?”
“Of course,” Lena said laughing. “I want you, don't you know?”
“Good, because that would make me happy, and I'd rather you make me

happy than just wish it.”
“You take care of me, Gregory,” Magdalena said, which she would say

frequently, “and I'll take care of you.”
Those four days every two weeks were supreme bliss. This tall, beauti-

ful, black woman lounging around in my flat, naked and unconcerned, was a
delight to behold. Magdalena acted as though it was no big deal to lie or sit or



stand  or  walk  with  my eyes  following  her  every  move.  She  didn't  parade
around or tease me. She acted like she was wearing clothes, even though she
was quite aware she was fully naked and the sight of her naked body was en-
chantment. She told me once when we were talking about her being constantly
naked while I often wore at least a pair of shorts, “You wear or don't wear
whatever you want, Gregory, although I do like your body. I enjoy looking at it
like you enjoy looking at mine. I appreciate you look at my body so often. It
would worry me if  you stopped.”  Stop looking at your  body,  Lena? When
would that unbelievable event occur?

You may ask, was I constantly horny? No, not constantly. There were a
few brief moments when I wasn't horny. I would actually write for hours in the
morning while sitting on the sofa with my computer on a small table, and Lena
would often lie on the sofa with me, fully naked, with her feet across my lap,
sometimes with her legs spread wide, so should I glance to my left I would
gaze upon her fully visible, naked vagina between her spread legs, and she
would smile sweetly when I looked up to her face, keeping her legs spread
wide. “You like making it a challenge for me to write, don't you, Magdalena?”
She would make no reply, though she would continue to smile sweetly.

When Thursday passed Lena would call me every day, not at the same
time, but always every day. Sometimes the conversation would be short, a few
minutes, others the conversation would last nearly an hour. She promised me,
from her first work stint, she would drive over at least three times. She would
always say it was more for her and would end with, “Why is it so hard for you
to believe that I want you, maybe even more than you want me? I get wet for
you instantly when you start, Gregory. And  you're the one who always says,
'It's all in your head.' So, what do you think is in my head about you? I have to
come see you during my work days. It's not enough to lie in my bed thinking
about you until I have an orgasm. So, yes, Gregory, just  thinking about you
makes me cum. Why is it so hard for you to believe it?” Maybe because I don't
hear it often, like once every forty years, approximately.

The last work Sunday rolled around again and Lena pulled up, came up
the back stairs and walked right in. Why lock the door? As soon as she closed
the door behind her, off came her blouse, followed by her bra. They would be
dropped to the floor as she would take small steps toward the living room. I sat
on the sofa and watched her stand on one leg and pull off a shoe and sock. She
would take another step and she would balance while she removed the other
shoe and sock. She would take another step and her slacks would be unbut-
toned, unzipped and pushed to her knees, and out would come one leg, another
step, and out came the other, another step. Two more steps and her panties
were pushed below her knees, they would fall to her feet, she would lift one
foot through them, take a step and flick them to the floor. She would smile and
take the remaining steps to the sofa, sit next to me, wrap her arms around my
neck and pull me down with her, and we would settle with me on top, her
hands wrestling with the button of my jeans, the zipper, and she would push
my jeans and briefs to the middle of my thighs and wrap her legs over my legs.
She had full control of my erection, rubbing it around Hidden Valley, and in



seconds I was inside her. Neither of us said a word.
Since the first day I met Magdalena I was back into writing. My newest

novel was half complete by my estimation. I would read some of it to Lena,
and, yes, she would rub her vagina while I did so, and she liked what I would
read to her. I told her she was not impartial. “I will never be impartial when it
comes to you, Gregory,” she replied calmly, a mere statement of fact.

Serena called during this stay. It was unusual, not for her to call me be-
cause she would call faithfully every week, but it was usually on the weekend.
“They released the Oscar nominations, Gregory.” She was excited. “They nom-
inated you for best original screenplay. What do you think about that?”

“I have to go to the show now, don't I?” I asked, flat and uninspired.
“Aren't you excited?” Serena asked in disbelief.
“Not particularly. Did we get any more?”
“I'm disappointed in you, Gregory! Yes, we got four. What's wrong with

you? Your nomination means others in the business think you are a real talent,
something we've all known from the beginning. You should be proud.”

“What's going on?” Lena asked, sitting up from her prone position on
the sofa.

“I appreciate the recognition, Serena. I will gladly be there and mingle
and be nice and show my appreciation, but I never did any of it for awards. I
did it because I was compelled at first, and then I worked hard on the movie for
you and all the others. I was not going to let any of you down, no matter what
it took, and it took a lot out of me. If I had it all over, I'd do it all again, and I
wouldn't hesitate, even though I would know how difficult and hard it was. I'd
still  do it again...if  only to see your smile every time we wrapped a scene.
That's what kept me going...I miss your smile.”

There was a moment of silence. “I miss you.”
“I wish you were here, Serena...Can you hold for a second? I have a

friend here who wants to know what's going on.”
“Gregory, please, it's not another woman, is it?”
“Her name is Magdalena and she is one of the best human beings I have

ever met. Please don't get mad and hang up. I want to talk to you more. Give
me a few seconds, okay?”

“All right.”
Before I could say anything, Lena asked, “Is that the love of your life

from Hollywood?”
I cupped my hand over the phone and replied, “Yes.”
“Is it Serena?”
“Yes.”
“What's happening? What's going on?”
“Serena said they released the Oscar nominations and I received one for

best screenplay.”
Lena threw her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek. “See! Other

people recognize your talent, Gregory!” Lena exclaimed. “It's not only me and
I'll bet Serena thinks so, too.”

“She does.”



“What else?”
“We got four nominations. Let me find out the others.” I removed my

hand from over the phone. “Did they nominate you, Serena?”
It was a second or two but Serena replied, “Yes. Best actress, but I have

a lot of competition.”
“We all have a lot of competition. What else?”
“Carey for best director and...” Serena hesitated, “we received the nom-

ination for best picture!”
“Are you excited, little girl?” I asked, warming up.
“Yes, and you should be, too.”
“We didn't get any minors? Not even best costumes? Hell,  ours were

authentic.”
“No minors,” Serena replied, a bit dejected. “Talk is the winner for best

costumes is the French period piece.”
“The one with Malkovich?”
“That's the one.”
“Geez!  How many French period pieces  does  he have to  do? You'd

think a regular Joe from Mount Vernon, Illinois would want to concentrate on,
oh, heck, pictures based in America, but I guess it's hard to compete with those
fluffed up hoop skirts. Christ! Design those costumes, shoot it in France, and
you're guaranteed an Oscar for the clothes you wore. What crap!”

“You're sounding like your old self, Gregory. I was really worried about
you for a while.”

“You could have come to see me. It's not like you couldn't afford it.”
“You'll be coming here soon. I'm looking forward to that, you know.”
“It's not the same, Serena, but it is better than not seeing you at all...You

should know I'm not the same person when I'm with you than when I'm with-
out you. Your presence, Serena, in the same room, I'm not the same. You al-
ways have my full attention.” I knew when I said it, Lena was right next to me
listening and she would get the full gist, but what I said was reasonably true
and I wasn't going to lie or be evasive in order to avoid hurt feelings.

Serena's  response  was  lower  in  tone  and I  almost  couldn't  hear  her
when she said, “Maybe I should have come to see you. You didn't sound right
for weeks, but you still managed to make me smile and laugh over the phone,
except for the couple times when you didn't answer. Maybe I should have...”

“It's in the past, Serena,” I assured her. I waited a moment. “Do you still
love me?”

“I always will love you.”
“Do you still want me?”
“There's no one else I want but you.”
“No one else sits in your seat, Serena, and I told you no one ever will.”
“What about Magdalena? She's probably sitting right next to you, isn't

she?”
“Yes, but she's not sitting in your seat, Serena. No one is sitting there. I

want you to sit there.”
“You know, Gregory, I'm quite  aware of how you work these things,”



Serena said, and I could tell from her tone she was feisty and a little upset. “If I
was there with you, where would this Magdalena be sitting? And I would have
to share you, wouldn't I?”

“But you're  not here, Serena, so I'm not going to answer. Come here
and make me answer.”

“You can be such a bastard, Gregory!” she said, with some real venom.
“And you're not married any more. The one tie which kept you from

me, which kept you from being mine, which kept me from being yours, is now
untied and no longer exists, but you're still not here, Serena.”

“I can't leave like that, Gregory,” Serena moaned. “This is my life and
has been for years.”

“And if the life you lead can fill the hole in your heart because I'm not
there, Serena, then it's the life for you. I won't interfere or intervene. It's your
life.”

“You can come here.”
“It would kill me. That life would kill me! Here's how you would know.

When I stop drinking beer and start drinking the hard stuff, and I would, be-
cause I would  want to die. I would hear it from your lips, Serena. 'Just this
once.'”

“Please don't do this to me,” Serena begged. She was hurt.
“I want to see you soon,” I said, making amends. “I will be in Califor-

nia soon. It will be like there was no time when we were apart. It will always
be this way with us. I haven't given up. I won't give up on you. I still want you
more than anyone else. I will  always want you more than anyone else. You
know! I want the one who resides in the space between your ears. The one who
has slowly revealed herself over days and weeks and months, the one I call lit-
tle Serena. Remember her? She's the one I want.” I waited a moment and deliv-
ered the final blow, from the old Gregory, the one who had some wit. “She
comes in a package deal. I get  you and  her all for the same admittance fee,
which is nominal and hardly worth mentioning.”

Serena laughed. I was back. She was back. “Now you're going to make
it hard for me to wait for you, Gregory,” she said and I could hear her warmth
returning, “but I will. I will because I love you and I want you and I want to
see you and hold you and all of that. Don't wait too long, dear. You can stay
with me. I would love that.”

“Let me get what I need to get in order here, Serena. I will call you
soon. I promise. It will be a matter of days, so hold on, okay?”

“Okay. By this weekend?”
“Yes.”
I set the phone on the table and looked to Lena. “Please come and sit on

my lap, Lena. I want to talk with you and I want to do so while I can touch you
and hold you and you can do the same.”

Lena hesitated and I could see a disappointment, a hurt on her face I
had never seen before.  “You said-”

“I know what I said, Lena. You will make it harder for me to talk to you
now if you don't sit on my lap. Please.”



Lena let out a deep breath, but she lifted, turned and scooted onto my
lap while I helped guide her. When she sat down, with her head above mine, I
looked into her eyes and waited for hers to lock onto mine. When they did I
slipped my arms around her bare waist and held her close. It took a few mo-
ments but her arms slowly lifted and her right arm drifted around my neck
while her left hand reached my cheek and gently rubbed over it. “I'm not the
one you want, am I?” she asked me calmly.

“Oh, I didn't say that, far from it.”
“But Serena's the one you want more than anyone else,” Lena coun-

tered. “That's what you said.”
“Remember when you said I should get married?”
“Yes.”
“But you never offered to marry me, Lena. Why didn't you even sug-

gest it?”
Lena turned away. “I don't want to be married, Gregory. Not to you or

anyone.” She turned back to look in my eyes. “I want to be free to do as I want,
to come and go as I want.”

“And  you  want to  come here  often,  as  often  as  possible,  with  me.
True?”

“Yes.”
“And you know I never send you away. You leave because you have to.

True?”
“Yes.”
“Would you leave me if you had to share me?”
Lena closed her eyes. When she did, I could see the track of a tear run

out from the bottom of her left eye to the bridge of her nose, before she re-
moved her left hand from my cheek and rubbed it away. Slowly, haltingly, she
replied, “I don't know how to answer, Gregory. I don't know how I could share
you.”

“You won't marry me to ensure you won't have to share me, but you're
not sure if you  could share me, so you  would leave me. What other choice
would you have, Lena?”

Another tear appeared but Lena ignored it as she looked straight into
my eyes. “Would you want me to leave?”

“Would it make you happy?”
“No!” Lena shouted loudly.
“Because it does make you happy when you're with me and you know

it makes me happy when you're with me, too. True?”
“Yes.”
“And you could not be happy with me and make me happy if there was

someone else present?”
“I don't know.”
“You do too know. You know you can make me happy no matter who

else is present. You know I can make you happy no matter who else is present.
Who else is there doesn't matter.”

Lena looked at me defiantly. “I don't know that, Gregory. No one else



has ever been with us. I don't know how I would respond to that change.”
“Well, you might have to put some clothes on.”
Lena smiled. “Would that make you happy?”
“Not necessarily.” I laughed and she laughed with me. “But you might

not. I walk around sometimes with no clothes on, too. I like the freedom.”
“That's what I like. The freedom to do as I want.”
“What if you could have this freedom but still have to share me?”
“How would I share you?”
“There's only two things you would have to share. My attention and my

sexuality. I can't give everyone my full attention and I can only have sex with
one at a time.”

“You told Serena she always has your full attention.”
“It was embellishment, Lena. Serena never needs my full attention. She

needs my attention when she craves it.  You are the same. You never need my
full attention. You need my attention when you crave it, and you get it then, do
you not?”

“Yes.”
“I can make you happy, Lena. I can make Serena happy, too. You can

make me happy. Serena can make me happy. If you both  cannot bring your-
selves to the prospect of sharing all of our lives, then we will all be unhappy,
because you will force me to choose, and I will choose neither of you. Do not
make me choose, Lena! If you want to leave because you cannot bring yourself
to live like that, I can't stop you. It's your choice. Make me choose and we'll all
be unhappy. This to me, though, is the fairest choice to make if I have to make
it and I will.”

Until  this  phone call,  with Magdalena sitting beside me on the sofa
naked and content, I had  never considered anyone else  but Serena. I remem-
bered what I had said to Greta, but I never considered she would even push it. I
thought she would drop out, and, to be honest, I  expected  Greta to drop out.
She was  way too young, but Magdalena was not. Lena was thirty-nine years
old and soon to be forty. She was not too young. She would be in her sixties
once my life expectancy reached its limit, but it's  significantly different than
forty-something. Hey, I  think about these things. They fucking  matter to me.
Commitments are serious things. You better think of all the possibilities. You
have the brain. If you tell me you can't, you're only a lazy fuck. Maybe that
special someone ought to keep looking for somebody special, since it ain't you.

Magdalena was like no one else I had ever met, and in and of itself it
may not be much, but it was what she brought to our lives which made the dif-
ference.  She  was  always  calm  and  poised.  Nothing  rattled  Lena,  nothing
pushed her to hysteria.  She would never scream at me or anyone else.  She
would never do it. Simple. It was nearly impossible to embarrass her, and if
you did you would inevitably be ashamed. I never embarrassed her. I learned
quickly to do so would expose me as someone I could not be. Magdalena loved
me and was in love with me, wanted me, possibly even more than I did her.
She kept telling me so. I had a hard time believing it and I  still have a hard
time believing it. She was such a beauty in every way, with such a fantastic,



improbable mind to go with it, I could  not believe her thoughts and feelings
about me were stronger, emotionally, than mine about her. Magdalena would
never waver from her expression, though. She never has. It wasn't right from
the beginning, but when I flirted with her about licking her underarm and I
wouldn't quit,  she began to think I was someone she would probably never
meet again and regret for the rest of her life. She wasn't going to let me go.

I knew, too, Serena was thinking about having to share me. I wasn't go-
ing to bring it up with her. I did with Lena because she wasn't the first. Serena
was the first. Lena had to know about Serena because she would learn about
her sooner or later. I promised Serena she would be the only one I would com-
mit to but with Lena in my life now, I couldn't honor the promise. I wanted
them both. I also found it extremely unlikely it would ever get to the sharing
aspect so I wasn't going to make either decide now. I figured one, maybe even
both, would drop out of the race of keeping up with me. I knew what my future
held, with a long stay in Africa, and a long trip by train and whatever else
through the stans, including Pakistan, and this trip I would take alone because I
wouldn't risk any other life but my own. If I survived, then I would be in India.
I always figured that's when it would come to a head and both of them? I was
sure one or both would drop out, fall away, give up. I wouldn't have to choose
and I still hadn't broken a promise. It's a low-life way to be, but I wasn't set-
tling down and both knew it. They could always be with me. Both knew it too.
I figured neither would.

Despite her obvious disappointment, Lena sat on my lap when I fin-
ished and kissed me with her arms strangling my neck and her lips racing
around my face. When she broke away after several minutes and my erection
was pushing up against her thighs, I suggested, “Let's take a bath together.”

Lena smiled but said, “Your bath isn't big enough for both of us.”
I smiled back. “We'll make room. I'll wash your hair, you wash mine.

I'll wash your back, you wash mine. I'll take care of you. You take care of me.”
“It sounds like cooperation.”
“It is.”
Lena rose from my lap to stand before the sofa, saying, “First, though,

if we're going to get cleaned up, let's get dirtier, Gregory.”
I gave my biggest grin. “I'm going to have your body again, Lena?”
There was her smile of deviance, pure sexuality. “Since I walked in and

stripped off my clothes, when has my body belonged to me and not you?”
“My choice?”
“Your choice.”
I knew the situation did not call for parcheesi. Fortunately, I had man-

aged to get her to play the game so I did not risk being in violation of the Con-
clusion clause, Parcheesi Self-Preservation sub-article, and I was well within
the effective limit of ninety-nine. Quietly, over the years, my status has risen
among  the  international  Parcheesi  Rules  councils  so  I  take  it  seriously.
Parcheesi and confidentiality. They are sacrosanct. Instead, I rose from the sofa
and pulled her by her left hand into the dining room alcove to the small table in
there. I kissed her fully and rubbed her big, bare, beautiful breasts, holding



onto her ass and bending her back a bit to grab each one of her breasts in turn
and rub them all over my face. I turned her quickly around, pushed her back as
she bent over to place her face right on the table, and, well, you can imagine
what happened. I enjoyed the bath too. Lena didn't complain and with a smile
stuck on her face over the next two hours I think she enjoyed it.

When Lena left Thursday night she knew what I would do. I wanted
one more days off period with her and I would fly back to California the Friday
after and I would not return to Europe until after the Oscars show. With Lena
gone I started thinking more about California. I had to. John's office was get-
ting more media requests for me, as a nominee for best screenplay, and I would
have to deal with media again. I hadn't dealt with media in months, since I set
foot in Europe. I blew them off with “I'm on an extended vacation and unavail-
able  for  anyone.”  Word had reached the  States,  though,  about  the  last  two
months of the year and rumor was the focus of many requests. I told John I
would deal with all of them once I returned to California but not until then.
Please put them off with that promise. John had no problem with it. Things had
changed considerably since I left. I was now both a legitimate movie star and a
movie mogul. I could put off anyone. I was hot. In some respects, due to my
conspicuous absence, I was hotter than anyone involved with The True Cross. I
knew when I returned a lot of folks were going to try to get me back in the
movie business and I would  entertain their  suggestions and offers.  I  would
probably reject them all, but I would avoid “never.”

I called Serena about my plans. “Until the week of the show, Gregory,
when John's company will book rooms at one of the better hotels, probably in
Beverly Hills, and we'll all stay there together through the show and into the
week, you should stay here with me. I want you here with me.”

“Would you be holding me hostage, Serena?”
“No.” She laughed. “You know my offer has never changed for you,

Gregory. You may come and go as you please. I would prefer you don't leave
often, because I enjoy having you to myself.”

“It's been quite a while, little girl, since I had you to myself, so, maybe,
what I should do is book my flight so I arrive  really late, and by the time I
reach your house, you'll be so tired waiting and I'll be so tired from flying, I'll
pick you up and take you to bed and have you right then.”

“Ummmm,” Serena moaned. “I'm in my bed alone. Are you going to
talk dirty and make me cum?”

“You  should  use  your  imagination,”  I  said,  disappointing  her.  “You
have a lot of memories to draw from and every one of them features me. You
relive those moments until I arrive and we'll make some new ones.”

“I love how you think,” Serena cooed.
I  had a  lot  on my mind about  this  upcoming excursion  and a  lot  I

wanted to accomplish. I called Esperanza,  now Doctor Esperanza, who had
moved out of the apartment and lived somewhere in the sprawl of Los Angeles.
She was on as a non-tenured faculty member at one of the colleges in the area.
UCLA wouldn't take her to the consternation of herself and several other pro-
fessors but she was doing well. She looked forward to seeing me again, but re-



minded me she was going to miss not seeing a little cat any more. I was quiet
and she understood. I said I didn't want to dwell on him. I only hoped I made
his life a little better in his last years.

I  called Mildred to  tell  her I'd be making a trip  to Gilroy soon and
would like to see her, all of her, every inch of her. “You haven't changed a bit,
have you, Gregory?” Mildred asked with her usual cackle.

“I have to retain my reputation as incorrigible. Otherwise I lose credi-
bility.”

I called Jana, to let her know. She reminded me she deserved a spank-
ing from the night in New York. “You are bound and determined to keep me
hard in anticipation, aren't you, Jana?”

“Oh, you're not hard for me! I don't do that to you, do I?”
“Keep it up, woman, and when I do get you alone, I may not even ask. I

may go right into your spanking.”
“Now you're teasing me.” She followed with a low moan.
I couldn't forget Gloria. She was seven, eight months pregnant. I was

already paying her child support since she had stopped working. She sent me
an accounting for the first month and it was the usual, including a crib and
other expected items. She sent me scans of her ultrasounds. “It's a girl,” she
said. “You wanted a boy, though, didn't you?”

“I wanted a human being, Gloria, and I figured since the child's mama
meets the requirement quite well, and she's one of the better human beings I've
met, the child would likely be human. It's good enough.”

“Come and see me soon, Gregory,” Gloria implored. “I want to look in
your face. And make me laugh. It gets harder to do it now, you know?”

“I hope you have it while I'm there. Will they let me in?”
“I'll raise hell if they don't.”
“I wouldn't want to be the nurse on that end of the discussion.”
I called Jeremy Rensdorf, who shot all the performances, and Daniel,

who produced them. Daniel's was a courtesy call but I wanted to let him know
I'd be in town and we should hook up. Jeremy and I needed to finish the edit-
ing for the performances. This was one thing I really needed to accomplish so
we could make them available for sale. I gave Jeremy a date when I considered
I was settled in,  had spent a reasonable amount of time with Serena—who
would want  all of it but knew she wouldn't get it—and told him to book the
studio for three or four days, all day. “We're going to work on it non-stop and
complete them all, Jeremy, so be ready.”

“I'll be ready,” Jeremy assured me, “but you're the old man, you know.”
“Have endless coffee and beer, Jeremy, and I can work miracles.”
“I wouldn't bet against you, Gregory. Some people in this business bet

against you. They're no longer in the business.”
“Deservedly so.”
I made calls to other people as the mood hit me. Of course, when Lena

dropped in for one of her three promised visits during her work days, I dropped
it all unless I was called. I would try to make it short and sweet. I knew Lena
wanted my full attention, since she craved it. If I missed the hint, she said it out



loud. “You better give me your full attention, Gregory, because I crave it now.”
She got it, sometimes from behind, sometimes facing each other, sometimes in
bed, sometimes on the sofa, sometimes standing up pushed against the wall.
We would talk, too. We weren't complete sexual deviates, merely borderline.

When her  days  off  period rolled around toward the end of  January,
Magdalena  walked  in  as  always,  stripping  completely  naked  before  she
reached the sofa, her clothes scattered on the floor to be picked up later, maybe
at the exact time when she was leaving Thursday night. These four days and
four nights, though, Lena announced, were going to be memorable. She looked
at me severely and warned, “You're going to take care of me  a lot, Gregory,
and I  mean a lot.” Lena did mean a lot. Sunday night was the usual, except
Lena drove once we hit the bed.

Monday I worked on my writing in the morning, spending the better
part of two hours hammering away on my computer keyboard. Lena rose from
her sitting position on the sofa, pushed away the table with my computer, and
ordered me to lift  up. She unbuttoned and unzipped my pants, pulled them
down with my briefs to my ankles, wrapped her right hand around my penis,
and sat down in my lap. Immediately she bent low and slipped her open mouth
around my penis so I could feel her lips and tongue slide all over it. She had no
intention of giving me a nob job and she stopped after a few minutes, but when
I asked her later, she said, “It's been a while since I put your cock in my mouth,
and when a woman does this for her man, she's telling him she appreciates his
manhood, don't you think? Because I do appreciate yours.” Message received.

It was cold outside, being January on the continent still  hundreds of
miles from the Mediterranean, but we weren't leaving the apartment for any-
thing. Every Sunday before her days off period, I went out in the morning and
bought  everything I  thought  we would need until  Friday,  so we lacked for
nothing. When we finished our tryst Monday morning, she rose and grabbed a
warm washcloth from the bathroom and wiped off my penis, very gently, very
lovingly. When she finished she bent down and kissed it, dropped the cloth on
the floor and pulled off my pants and briefs. “I want you naked with me all
day, Gregory,” she commanded. I raised no objection.

About mid-afternoon, she was playful as she sauntered into the kitchen
for a glass of wine and invited me to come and get a beer. When I walked into
the kitchen, she held a half glass of wine and started to bump her bare ass
against me. I retrieved a bottle of beer and opened it while she kept bumping
her ass against me. “What are you doing?”

She smiled big and wide and ordered, “Don't move.” She stepped up
closer and grabbed my penis and stroked it until it was hard.

“More?” I asked in disbelief. “You do recall I am an old man?”
“Well, if you can't because you're an old man, perhaps you should learn

to control your penis.” Her smile was every bit as big and wide as it could be.
She dropped my penis, stepped up to the counter, placed her glass on it, folded
her arms together on the counter and bent over to lay her head on her arms.
“This is a familiar site for you, Gregory. I know you know what to do.”

I looked at her very round, bare, spectacular black ass bent over for me,



noting the familiar position any woman may adopt should she want to say, “I'm
ready and waiting for you to fuck me. Any time now.” It took me about fifteen
seconds until I was fucking Lena. I don't think it was any more than that. I had
placed my beer beyond her head on the counter. I recall once we were done,
and I had been to the bathroom and wiped Lena while she still stood bent over,
I grabbed the bottle and took a drink of warm beer.

Monday night we went to bed together late but she was still in control.
In fact she ran the show every day. This night before we even reached the bed
Lena said, “I want you to spank me for a while, Gregory, and make me beg
you.” I knew what we'd be doing for the next one to two hours, which is ex-
actly as you might imagine. Sorry! No further details forthcoming.

It was like this through Thursday, with enough variation to keep it inter-
esting, and all of it orchestrated by Lena herself. I asked her Tuesday morning
if she was working up a competition, something she knew would be hard for
any woman, new or old in my life, to compete against. Lena smiled as she said,
“When you leave for California Friday, you will not easily forget this week,
Gregory. That is my intention and I will succeed. You will not forget.” Oh, hell,
she was right. I didn't even have to see  any women in the next two or three
months and I would still have enough memories from this week alone to keep
me going on the solo sex front constantly.

Neither of us had worn any clothing at all since Monday morning and I
wanted no interruption so I called Matty Tuesday afternoon. “I want you to
skip cleaning my room tomorrow, Matty.  I'm leaving for America Friday. I
won't be back for a month or more. I'll pay you for the next two months before
I leave and you can clean the room after I'm gone, but no cleaning tomorrow.”

“Is that woman with you again, Gregory?”
“Magdalena is with me, yes. You know her name, Matty. You know her

car is parked in your drive. We never hide it when she's here.”
“I will say this, Gregory, since she has been coming here to your flat,

you have been a different person. For a while we weren't sure about you.”
“I have apologized many times for my behavior, Matty, especially when

you threatened to send me to hospital. It was a bad time for me but Lena has
helped me get over it and she won't let me get there again. She knows me very
well, understands me perfectly. She's a criminal psychologist, Matty! But...you
have a hard time accepting her because she's black, don't you, Matty?”

“It's not that, Gregory-” Matty started.
“It is because she's black, Matilde,” I interrupted. “Admit it. Admit you

have so little experience with black people you have a very difficult time trust-
ing them, considering them as though they were welcome in your house. But
it's only through your lack of experience which colors your perception. Don't
make bland, empty excuses, Matty. Admit it.”

I had pushed Matty where I knew she didn't want to go, but after the
hospital incident, she had taken a much more concerned approach with me.
She had even talked to me intelligently about depression and she knew exactly
from what I suffered at times. I felt she could be pushed and handle it. “You
are correct in that I have little experience with black people, Gregory. I give



you that because it's true. I don't know this Magdalena, though, and you don't
make any effort to introduce us-”

“Matty, both of us have been up here all along, but let me tell you about
Magdalena. Lena prefers to wear no clothes while she is at home, and she feels
at home here with me. When your cleaning person comes up here, she has to
put her clothes back on, and she's never happy about it, but this is who she is. I
would introduce you, all of you, but would you accept her at your dining table
if she were naked?”

Matty laughed heartily. “You know the answer, Gregory.”
“So let her be who she wants to be with me and accept the fact that if it

wasn't for her, because she saved me from myself, instead of taking me to hos-
pital, maybe you would be having me sent to the morgue. I believe it! I know
who I am, and I was going down, until I met Magdalena.”

Matty  was  silent  for  a  few  moments.  “Perhaps,”  she  said  slowly,
calmly, “we should meet this Magdalena. She seems to be very influential to
you and very important. It would be nice to talk with her and get a better un-
derstanding of her and she of us.”

“When I get back from America, Matty, we will have this meeting, all
of us. She'll put some clothes on, so will I, and we'll come down and have a
morning or afternoon or even an evening together.  Frankly,  Matty,  I would
have done it sooner, but she has been focused on me and my focus has been on
her since the day I met her. I count the days when she's away and when I can
expect to see her again. That's how much I think about her.”

“Good. So no cleaning until you leave Friday. I will respect that. Please
have a safe journey and come back to us. I...do enjoy your company here, Gre-
gory. I was thinking the other day how nice it was when we walked along the
bank of the river together. I would like to do it again soon.”

Thursday night Magdalena fucked me one last time, third time that day,
like the others, three times every day. I was certain I drained every drop I had
inside her. I never failed to cum for Lena this week. I didn't have to make up
stuff in my head to do it either. She made me excited and aroused every single
time. Magdalena knew what she was doing and told me as much before she left
in the cold and dark of a February night. I had to tell her what was on my mind.
“Lena, my love, there is no way I will forget this week with you. I have never
experienced  anything like it and, unless you can do this again and again, I'll
probably never experience anything like it again. Now that you are leaving me
and I won't see you for weeks, I have to know. I have to know you won't quit
on me, that when I return, and I will, you will come back to me, because...” I
couldn't finish. I struggled for the words for several moments, until the tall,
beautiful, black woman stepped close to me, placed her right hand gently on
my left cheek, and leaned forward to kiss me softly.

“Call me often, Gregory,” she said calmly. “Don't let too many days go
by so I don't hear from you. You'll have the time. When you get back, I'll be
here as soon as as I can drive here.” She lifted my head so we could look in the
eyes of the other. “I will miss you, too, you know. Call me and I'll know I'm
still in your mind, in your love.”



Since they still allowed two carry-
on bags for international flights, I packed
my  essentials  in  one  bag,  grabbed  my
computer  backpack and called my trusty
chauffeur, Heinz, who whisked me to the
Munich  airport  in  plenty  of  time  to  go
through  security  and  board  the  plane.  I
was facing a flight of over  twelve hours
which would put me on the runway in Los
Angeles  about  eight  in  the  evening,  as-
suming the flight remained on time. I didn't care. I knew I'd have to drink cans
of Corona, and not Pacifico, but it would suffice. The meal they would serve in
first class didn't excite me. Keep bringing those disposable cans of Corona and
be polite and mannerly, steward or stewardess. Keep 'em coming. I only took
two bags because I knew I would be buying new clothes while I was in Los
Angeles and I would buy a new bag and put them in there and check it. I had it
all planned, since I knew I would hook up with Drake. He was going to expand
my wardrobe, whether he liked it or not.

We were nearly on time and I walked out the terminal and saw the sign,
“Gregory Hess.” It was spelled correctly. I got the guy's attention and told him
to lead on. I had it all. Out the arrival floor and a walk of several hundred feet,
toward the conspicuous limo parked along the curb with several of L.A.'s finest
congregating about,  and the driver said, “Please give me your bags,  Mister
Hess,  and I'll  put  them in the  trunk.  There  is a  surprise  for  you inside.”  I
handed him the bags and opened the handle of the door and was greeted by a
number of people shouting, “Surprise!” Those people would be Serena, John
and Pamela, Drake and Andrea, and Serena held two glasses of champagne and
lifted the one in her left hand closest to me. I took it and quickly sucked down
a sip, grinning the whole time. I looked to John, on my right, who held my at-
tention by lifting his glass of champagne, and said, “Some day, Gregory, you're
gonna come to realize we all love you.”

“Oh, hell, John,” I said and tipped my glass, “I've known it forever, but
let me apologize if I didn't show you I knew it all along, so please forgive me.
How's that for a toast?”

“I'll drink to that,” Drake said loudly and all did drink to it. I climbed in
as the driver came around and closed the door behind me. Serena sat alone in
the far seat from the door I had entered and I walked in a stoop and sat next to
her on her right. John and Pamela sat in the seat closest to the driver and Drake
and Andrea sat in the seat across from me.

I put my left arm around the back of Serena's neck and set it over her
left shoulder, and said, as I switched the champagne glass from my right hand
to my left, “Hugs will have to wait, but there's one thing better than a hug.” I
placed my right hand on Serena's cheek and gently turned her face toward me
while I leaned forward and I kissed her, slowly, fully, for quite a while. The
limo pulled away from the curb but we still remained locked in a kiss for a
minute or two. It lasted so long Drake leaned over from his seat, tapped my



right shoulder, and said, “There are others in the limo, too, Gregory.”
I pulled away from Serena, looked right to Drake and said, “I'm not

kissing you, Drake. I think Andrea will suffice, won't she?” It brought a bit of
laughter at Drake's expense, who scrunched up his face as he looked to me. I
smiled, it made Drake smile, and Andrea leaned forward, lifting her left hand
to Drake's face and they kissed. I glanced over to John and Pamela as they
kissed. I leaned back and turned to Serena, who was watching me all smiles.
“Kissing is much better than a hug, isn't it, dear?” She leaned toward me and
kissed me again.

She leaned away and asked, “It's been a long day for you, hasn't it?”
I shook my head and took a sip of champagne. “One of those rare days

which lasts more than twenty-four hours.” I removed my left arm and sat back,
glancing to Drake first and John. I raised my glass when I had their attention.
“To the better halves, gentlemen.” The three of us lifted our glasses and took
sips while the ladies smiled.

When we were through Serena glanced to Pamela and Andrea and said,
as she lifted her glass, “To the boys.” The ladies lifted their glasses and sipped.

“Okay, now that we've dispensed with the formalities, let's hear all the
juicy shit that's happened since I left.” Once the laughter subsided, I heard it
all. I love Hollywood gossip. You would think these people would make an ef-
fort, somehow, to be discreet. No. They let it all hang out. From falling down
drunk,  caught  in  bed  by  the  spouse,  admittance  to  rehab,  I  heard  it  all.  I
couldn't believe the names. “Not her?!” “None other.”

John wanted to hear about my adventures after he and Pamela left but I
told him I didn't want to talk about it tonight. I wanted to get some rest and I'd
talk about it tomorrow. “You see, John, I've been thinking about what I'm going
to do once we arrive at Serena's house, and I've decided what I'm going to do.
It may seem spontaneous when we get there, but I've been planning it.”

Serena put her hand to my cheek and turned my face toward her. “What
have you been planning, little boy?” She wore a serious expression on her face.

I smiled. “Nope, little girl, not until the time comes.” I downed the last
of my champagne and Drake handed me the bottle. I poured some more in my
glass and turned back to Serena as I sat back in the seat. “Hope you don't have
any plans for tonight, because you're gonna cancel 'em. They'll have to wait
until  the morning.” Serena looked at  me intensely,  not knowing whether to
frown or smile. Instead, she bit her half lip, her speed bump expression. Good,
little girl, it's what I want you to think.

The limo pulled up Serena's drive to stop before the promenade at her
front door and we all filed out, everyone still holding a glass of champagne.
The driver came around and opened the trunk to remove my bags and I went to
hug each, starting with John, and Pamela, Drake, Andrea. Each got a short but
firm hug. When I came to Serena, though, I said, “You're not getting a hug.”
She frowned as I reached for her glass of champagne, and I glanced to the
driver setting my bags on the drive. “Give me this!” Serena surrendered her
glass to me. I quickly downed its contents and handed it to Drake. “Hold this,
please, Drake.” He took the glass in his free hand. I downed the contents of my



glass and handed it  to Drake.  “And, this,  too,  please.” He took the second
glass. I walked to Serena's right side, bent over as I put my left arm against her
back, and swept my right arm against her legs just above her knees. She fell
against my left arm and I lifted her off the drive into my arms, as she struggled
to keep her dress down around her thighs, since it was four inches above her
knees.

“What do you think you're doing, Gregory?” Serena asked while the
others laughed.

As I lifted her and settled her in my arms, I said, “One of you fine gen-
tlemen will be so kind as to open the front door for me, and if someone will
carry  my  bags  inside,”  I  started  to  walk  toward  the  door  as  John  quickly
stepped through the promenade and opened the door, “I have about a football
field to cross, but I'm going to reach the end zone and score a touchdown.”

I carried her past the promenade, through the open front door, and in-
side her house, while everyone was still laughing. Serena argued, squirming a
bit, “We were going to have more champagne and talk, Gregory.”

“It will wait 'til the morning, Serena.” I carried her toward the bedroom
wing. “You have a date which you will not break.” I looked in Serena's face
and she was trying to frown but she couldn't stop smiling. “I am gonna score,
little girl, and you aren't stoppin' me.” Finally, she tightened her arms around
my neck and rested her head against my shoulder. I carried her through the
bedroom wing, past the turn and yelled. “John! Open Serena's bedroom door
for me, please!” He ran past us to the end of the hall, opened Serena's bedroom
door and a few moments later, struggling a bit, I carried her past the door, all
the way to her bed and laid her on the left side. John was watching at the door
with a huge smile, but as I turned to walk to the door, I smiled and said, “Now,
you'll excuse us, please.”

“Oh, sure. Here, I'll get the door.” He closed it behind him.
I walked back to the bed. Serena was biting her lip again, as I sat on the

edge against her hips and bent toward her, placing my hand on her cheek. I
kissed her hard and passionately, pushing my tongue against her mouth until it
opened. Her arms slipped around my neck and she pulled me against her force-
fully. When she broke our kiss, kissed my cheek a couple times and leaned
back, she said, “You weren't kidding about 'having me,' were you?”

I lifted up a bit, locked on her black pearls, and asked, as I slid my right
hand over her left breast and squeezed it through her dress, “Who else would
carry you from your drive straight to your bed, Serena?”

“Only you,” Serena replied softly, in a sensual tone.
“Thank  you.”  I  squeezed  her  breast  harder  and  watched  her  mouth

tighten. “Does your dress have a zipper in the back?”
“Yes.”
“Turn over. It's coming off.” I sat up to give her space and she rolled

over on her stomach, her arms at her sides. I reached for the zipper and looked
for the hook, found it, unhooked it, and pulled the zipper down to her waist.
“Sit up on your elbows.” Serena sat up on her right, then her left. I pulled her
dress from her shoulders down to her elbows and she laid back down while I



pulled it over her arms as she pulled them out. I grabbed the bottom hem of her
dress on either side and slipped it over her waist, her legs and past her feet. I
shook it from the shoulders and stepped to one of the chairs and set it over the
back. Serena never moved a muscle. When I sat down I unhooked her black
bra, grasped her right shoulder and pulled her toward me so she rolled onto her
back. I grabbed the shoulder straps of her bra and pulled it away from her and
dropped it to the floor, reached for either side of her black panties and pulled
them off her hips, over her legs, past her feet and dropped them to the floor. I
locked onto her gaze, noting her huge grin, and she lifted her arms to me. “You
belong to me tonight.” I didn't move.

Serena still held her arms to me and finally said, “Yes.” I moved into
her arms, bent down and kissed her fully and rubbed my right hand over her
bare breast, listening to her muffled moans.

I lifted my head to catch her gaze. “I think I should tease you a little.”
Serena's expression changed to concern. “Don't tease me, Gregory,” she

pleaded. “Don't do it to me. I'm already wet and ready.” I sat up and looked
down at her bush as I pushed my right hand between her legs and she opened
them for me slightly. I pushed a finger against the lips of her vagina and it
opened, soft and wet. “See?” I looked into her eyes. “I am ready. Just fuck me,
Gregory. Don't tease me.”

I didn't argue. I didn't bother with parcheesi. I would have to unpack
my bag. What's the use? Serena was naked and ready to be fucked, which is
exactly what we did, orgasms all around, one for me, two for her. It had been a
few months for Serena since Miami. Once disengaged, I rose and wiped Ser-
ena's vagina with a warm cloth first. I walked back to the bathroom and wiped
myself, climbed on the bed and was unconscious two minutes later.

Serena awakened early and rose,  though I  barely acknowledged her.
She walked to the bathroom, emerged wearing a robe and kissed me. “Stay
here and sleep, Gregory. I'll bring you coffee soon.”

I went right to sleep until Serena returned carrying two cups of coffee.
She set them both on her night table and sat on the edge as I sat up. I reached
for a cup and sipped some coffee. I glanced at her robe hanging loose over her
chest, her breasts teasing me through the opening. Setting the cup on the table I
said, “Scoot over here closer.” She did and I leaned forward as she leaned to
me and we kissed. I slipped my hand in the opening of her robe and pushed it
over her breast and lifted it and squeezed it. I heard her say, “Ummm.”

I leaned away. “Is Sofia up yet?”
“No. She won't be up for another hour or so.”
“You know, Serena, I don't get to fuck you in the morning often. You're

always up so early and there were always things to be done.”
Serena smiled. “Fuck me now.”
I told her to stand up and she did. I rose and stepped before her, untying

the belt of her robe. I grabbed, squeezed and rubbed both of her breasts and
kissed her hard and full, she pushed her face against mine and locked her hands
behind my head. I kissed her all the way to her left ear. “Turn around and bend
over for me.” I leaned back. Serena turned around and bent over, resting her



head on the bed between her arms. I lifted her robe, set it on her back, rubbed
her bare ass, and slipped my hand into the crux of her legs. My finger opened
her vagina, wet and soft and warm. I slipped my finger slowly in and out as I
said, “You're already wet, Serena. What have you been thinking?”

She didn't even turn back to look to me. “You know I'm ready, Gregory.
Don't make me wait.”

I did not! This was new territory. I almost never fucked Serena at night
and again the following morning, but she was ready. She told me later, she had
been sipping coffee, ate a light breakfast, and sat at her dining table gazing out
the window, thinking the whole time about fucking me. “I guess it would get a
girl wet, huh, Serena?” She bit her lip and smiled.

Of course, I walked into the bathroom for the warm cloth and when I
returned, Serena laid across the bed on her back, her legs spread wide and dan-
gling off the bed at her knees. I began wiping her gently. “I think you love wip-
ing me for the extra viewing time with my legs spread wide.”

I smiled and replied, “It has its fringe benefits.”
When I walked back to the bathroom to wipe myself, Serena rose from

the bed, tied her robe and opened one of her closet doors. I walked out and she
was holding a blue terry bathrobe. “I bought this for you.” I took it and put it
on. Grabbing our cups we walked to the dining table to meet John, Pamela,
Drake and Andrea. Before I could sit Luisa appeared to ask what I'd like. I
glanced around the table.  “Will anyone gag if I have eggs and garlic?”

John and Drake muttered and started to get up, both laughed, and Drake
grabbed my shoulders. “Sit down, old man, and order your breakfast.”

I had the usual as the talk drifted to last night. John teased me, “You
know, Gregory, a man carries a woman to bed on their wedding night.”

I took a sip of coffee. “I don't really follow convention, John, as you've
probably noticed.”  He nodded.  “I  would  imagine  most  men wouldn't  carry
their wives about a hundred yards or more, but Serena's not my wife. She's my
partner, whether she admits it or not. I do a lot of things for my partner.”

“Like what?” Andrea asked, a smug expression on her face.
“When I'm  through,  I  do something for her every time,” I said,  and

turned to Serena to add, “or is it too personal?”
Serena smiled wide and said, “Go ahead.”
I looked back to Andrea. “I wipe her. I go to the bathroom and run a

cloth under hot water and wipe her with a warm cloth.”
Pamela said, “You don't?!”
Andrea said, “Where do you wipe her?”
I glanced to Pamela. “I do.” I glanced to Andrea. “Now, where do you

think?” I noticed both men looking around at all but their respective wives.
Serena lifted her hand and brushed my cheek. “He does, every time.”
Pamela remarked, as she glared at  John, “That's  very thoughtful and

considerate, Gregory.”
Serena set her cup down and leaned on her elbows against the table to

look around to everyone. “It was hard listening to those recordings my ex-hus-
band played, but I smiled when Gregory was talking about the 'adjoining bath-



room.'” She looked to me and we both laughed.
Drake smiled inquisitively. “What about an adjoining bathroom?”
“Do you know when it all started, Drake?”
“No, I haven't heard it from either of you.”
I smiled as I explained, “It was the second night I was here, when Ser-

ena made the offer I could stay as long as I wanted while we worked on the
movie. Remember now?”

Drake looked a bit shocked. “It was that soon?”
“She sneaked in my bedroom, Drake, and woke me up.”
Serena smiled and looked around as she confirmed, “I did.”
There were a few heads shaking as I further explained, “Anyway, when

we were...done, I said, 'At this precise moment, I would get up, go to the ad-
joining bathroom, get a cloth, turn on the hot water, soak it and squeeze out the
excess, return to bed and present you with a warm cloth,  but...'  And Serena
said, 'you don't have an  adjoining bathroom.' And she started to giggle and I
had to put my hand over her mouth.” I looked to Serena, smiling widely, and
we both laughed again. “Later, Serena asked me why I didn't lock my bedroom
door. What do you think I said?”

Andrea said, “It better be good.”
“I said, 'Why? Do you have serial killers running around your house at

night,  Serena?'”  All  laughed and Serena  flopped her  head against  my arm.
“Then, she asked, 'Were you expecting me?' I said, 'Oh, sure. I  expect one of
the most wealthy, successful and famous women in the world to sneak into my
bedroom at night. Happens to me all the time.'” More laughs. My breakfast was
getting cold so I started back on it.

Drake shook his head, looking to Serena. “I didn't  know it  was  that
soon, Serena.”

I looked to Serena, whose face turned very serious. “I was in love with
Gregory, Drake. I am still in love with him. I will always be in love with Gre-
gory...Don't you remember when he walked from his car? What a walk! He
does walk like he's the cock of the walk.”

Drake glanced to me with a devious smirk. “That's subject to interpreta-
tion, Drake, and she's not impartial.”

Serena slapped me lightly. “I thought as he was walking I really want to
know this man, so he says, 'What defcon level did I hit?' Remember?” Drake
and John both nodded, even chuckled a bit. “And he wouldn't shake my hand.
'I prefer a hug. It's more European.'”

Drake said, “And you weren't going to give me a hug until I said, 'I pre-
tend to be European.'” Now everybody laughed.

Pamela, though, turned serious. “But why did you sneak into his bed-
room that night, Serena? Wasn't that really the end of your marriage?”

Serena looked to Pamela. “After I heard about the three women in Seat-
tle, Pamela, I wondered why I did it, too.” Serena turned to me. “And you tried
to make a joke about it in New York. What's the matter with you?” I sized up
Serena. She was not amused.

I turned to John. “Didn't you warn me about her temper the last time I



saw you?”
John shook his head. “She hasn't even begun, buddy boy.”
Serena was glaring at me when she asked, “How many have there been,

Gregory, since I sneaked into your bedroom that night?”
I stared back at Serena for a long time, a minute or more. No one dared

speak. “What difference would it make, Serena? It's something you shouldn't
know anyway, nor do you have a  right to know. You can't divorce me. We're
not married. You can tell me to leave. You know I will. Do you want me to
leave?”

Serena continued to stare at  me but her mouth turned into a frown.
“Why am I not enough for you?”

“Because we're in a turf war, dear.  You won't  live on my turf and I
won't live on yours. We have reached a point in our lives, our experiences to-
gether, where compromise does not appeal to either any more. We both have
formed the  opinion caving into  the  other  will  make us  hate  each other.”  I
paused as I scanned the faces at the table. “One thing  has changed, though,
since we all started this.” I focused on John. “Remember when we started this,
John? Remember when I said you'd have a hard time justifying a million dol-
lars for a screenplay by an unproven screenwriter, someone who had written
only one screenplay? Remember?”

John nodded. “Of course I remember.”
“But I'm not nobody any more, am I?”
“No. You've made a name for yourself. We all know it.”
I turned back to Serena. “You gave me an opportunity. John gave me an

opportunity. I not only met your expectations I far and away exceeded them.
Did I not?” I glanced to both as each reluctantly nodded. “I'm not out of your
league any more, Serena, and it's taken me a while to grasp it, to grasp I com-
mand the attention of a lot of people so  now, I have to be careful what I  do
with this command, with this attention, because it can be bigger than the busi-
ness, bigger than  any business.  That's why I won't come back here. There's
nothing left for me to accomplish.” I turned to John. “Hell, John, I'll walk into
your office some time this week, and I  could hug  every one of those people
there, and when I release them I could say, 'You know, if it wasn't for me, you
wouldn't be here. You'd be working some place else.' And it would all be true,
wouldn't it, John?” John hung his head. I turned back to Serena. “You would
have a say, Serena, in my personal life if you were in it every moment, but
you're not, and it's  your choice. Those moments when you're not there, you
have  no say and I refuse to answer to you about it, because  you made  your
choice not to be there. Instead, what you crave is the adulation and the atten-
tion of the millions who are still willing to give you that. One man's attention
is not enough for you, so you will stay here as the millions begin to dwindle as
you get older and, well, let's face it, you won't be  attracting  them any more,
and it begins to dawn on you how vapid and vain this whole place really is, un-
til all you ever have to remember is where I am, because as long as I'm still
alive, it's the one place where you will always be welcome and you'll receive
the attention you crave and deserve. But while I'm off doing my thing and



you're here, it doesn't matter who or how many are with me while I'm doing my
thing, because it's none of your fucking business. You make it your business
when you're  in my personal life. When you're out of it, you're out of it com-
pletely.” I looked Serena up and down. “Do we understand each other now?”
Serena would only stare blankly at me. I had finished my breakfast so I stood
and scooted around the chair. “I apologize for being a hard-ass with everyone. I
never want to be considered one, but you should learn, little girl, if you want to
find balls in France, or wherever the  fuck else you want to look, maybe you
should prepare yourself for another letdown, since you still have a zero batting
average, like I said before those thousands. Your track record with men is noth-
ing to shout about.” I turned to walk to the front door for my bags. “Thank you
for bringing in my bags last night.”

“I did,” I heard John say.
“Thank you, John.” I grabbed my bags and walked down to Serena's

bedroom to leave my computer. I showered and dressed in the bathroom with
the spa, bringing my clothes and overnight bag with me. All during the shower
I considered what I needed to do once I stepped out of the bathroom. I had to
make amends, with everyone, but especially Serena. I had been too harsh.

I left the bag in the bathroom and walked out of the bedroom wing. I
could hear talk in the Great Room so I walked in. “Where's Serena?” I asked.
Everyone else was there but her.

John softly replied, “She said she was going to her bedroom.” I apolo-
gized to John first, but he wouldn't accept my apology. “What you said con-
cerning me, Gregory, is true. You're not the best diplomat,” and that brought
chuckles, “but you're right. Most of those people would be working some place
else if it wasn't for you.” There was more but that's enough. I hugged him and
he hugged me harder. That was a first.

I started on Drake but he wouldn't let me  get started. “I got you in-
volved in My Brother's Keeper, Gregory, because I knew you would help the
story and you did exactly that. You made the story better and Kurt tells every-
one. You made the story. And then you performed one of the best roles I have
ever worked against.”

“Yeah, we did have fun with it, didn't we?”
“You think I didn't appreciate it?” Drake asked in disbelief.
“Well, you started it.”
John asked, “Started what?”
“Drake would try to throw me on this line, but I would pick it up and

throw him, and we'd go back and forth, and Melvin, hell, Melvin was about at
his wit's end with us.” Drake and I both laughed. “Here's the thing, John. As a
writer, I want to put everything in there, what I consider perfect, but  I'm not
perfect. So Drake does these improvs, and I follow, and after a while, I improv
and Drake follows. And some of those ended up in the movie, John, but do you
hear  Drake  bitchin'  and  moanin'  about  a  screenplay  credit?  He contributed
some of it and got no credit.”

“That's why I wanted you on the movie, Gregory,” Drake said, beam-
ing. I had to hug him, too.



I asked the men if I would be out of line if I kissed their wives on the
cheek,  should  either  let  me.  Pamela looked to me and said,  “You've never
kissed me on the cheek, Gregory.”

“It is more European, Pamela.”
I kissed Pamela on her right cheek and she hugged me. Andrea wouldn't

decide  or let me decide which cheek to kiss. “You'll have to kiss both, Gre-
gory,” Andrea insisted.

“Oh, that's a tall  order from a hard body like you, Andrea.” Once I
snuggled up to her,  she wouldn't  even let  me kiss her.  She did the kissing.
“Good thing your husband doesn't get jealous.”

“He thinks you're an old man and no competition,” Andrea said, “so
we'll let him think that.”

I looked out of the Great Room toward the bedroom wing. “Now comes
the really hard one.” I started slowly walking that way. Without turning back I
said,  “You'll  know I failed when you hear Serena scream, immediately fol-
lowed by me running with my bags, saying, 'Where's that driver?'”

I knocked on Serena's closed bedroom door. “May I come in?” No an-
swer. I opened the door, since it was unlocked, and peeked through the open-
ing. Serena was lying on the bed on her stomach in her robe. I opened the door
enough to take a step inside. “May I come in, Serena?”

“What do you want?”
“I want you to lay there and feel something.”
“You're not fucking me!” Her tone was spiteful. “I've had enough!”
I took another step inside. “I'm not fucking you, Serena. I want to rub

your back.”
“Why?”
“Because I want you to feel it.” I waited a moment. Serena said nothing

so I closed the door and walked across the room to her bed. I sat on the edge
slowly and reached my right hand to the middle of her back and slowly rubbed
it over and over. I did it for several minutes non-stop, over and over, until I
pulled up my legs and settled on my side on the bed facing her. Again, I put my
right hand on her back and rubbed it, changing it occasionally by stroking the
back of her head with my left hand, alternating between rubbing her back most
of the time, and stroking the back of her head. It was close to an hour, almost
ten in the morning, and Serena suddenly rolled toward me so I stopped as she
settled on her back and locked her gaze on mine.

“You hurt me,” Serena stated.
“You asked me a question I could not possibly answer without hurting

you.”
Serena narrowed her eyes. “I could do the same thing, Gregory. There

are many who want me and I've been turning down many.”
“The reverse holds true for you. When I'm not in your personal life, you

can see whomever and do whatever you want. I have no say.”
“We could make a commitment, Gregory, and you could go off and do

what you want but without sex, and I would be here and I wouldn't see anyone.
You could come back and stay a while. I could go and see you for a while. We



could try it, Gregory, or are you afraid?”
“I  won't  do that,  Serena.  A year,  maybe more,  without  you, without

your warm body next to me at night, sleeping alone every night, no, I won't do
it. I had six years of no sex, sleeping alone. I've had enough of it.”

“I could do it,” Serena said, with an expression of defiance.
“Have you gone six years with no sex?”
“No, but I could,” Serena said, trying to be convincing.
“I'll bet you could if you had to, Serena, so when you do, you call me

and tell me how it felt, how little you felt alone, lonely, unloved, uncared for.
You could start today. Wanna go for it?”

“Stop, just stop!”
I  looked  back  and  forth  between  her  black  pearls,  quiet.  Moments

passed. “Did rubbing your back and stroking your head feel good?”
“Yes,” Serena mumbled and her hand reached to mine and she grasped

it. “Is that what you wanted, to make me feel better?”
“I knew I hurt you, Serena, and I don't ever want to hurt you, certainly

not intentionally, but I did. I apologize for hurting you, so, please don't ask me
that question again. I thought rubbing your back would help you feel better. It's
what helps me feel better, what brings me out of my hole.”

Serena's face looked concerned, even worried. “What hole? What do
you mean?”

I pulled my hand out from under hers slowly, rose from the bed and sat
in one of the chairs, slumped over. I looked down to the floor. “I had several
depression episodes, Serena, a few months ago. They were...not good, but you
weren't there to help me. No one was there to help me. I can't have a commit-
ment and fall into one of those holes with no one there...” I looked up and Ser-
ena had sat  up on the bed,  her face now very concerned but said nothing.
“Wouldn't you have a good time going up to accept my Oscar next month since
I couldn't because I was dead. I wanted to die, Serena, and I knew how to do it.
I knew where to get the drugs to do it and I thought about it often. The woman
I rent my room from threatened to send me to hospital. I was close, very close,
until I met Lena, and she pulled me up and has kept me there. Without her,
maybe you would be going to the Oscars alone. She was there, Serena, and you
were not, and it makes me think, of the two of you, which one can I depend
on? Can I depend on you or can I depend on Magdalena? If you had my experi-
ence, Serena, which one would you depend on?” I sat up and back in the chair
and put my head on the back of it to stare at the ceiling.

It was several minutes, all quiet, all silent, no movement or sound at all.
“Why didn't you call me and tell me this, Gregory?” Serena asked, breaking
the silence. “If you had told me and asked me, I would have come to you.”

I lifted my head from the back of the chair and fixed my gaze on Ser-
ena's face. “I don't know how to ask, Serena. I don't know how to talk about it
because I don't want to talk about it at all. I don't know what to say or what to
ask. I won't beg and I don't want to appear weak. I'm stuck and I don't know
how to get out unless I do it myself.” I stopped and frowned severely. “And
with you halfway around the world and hours and hours, if not days to reach



me? That is really stretching what I can handle.”
“But you didn't even give me a chance, Gregory,” Serena argued and

she frowned severely. “How can you decide on who you can depend on if one
doesn't even get a chance?”

“Lena had never met me before, didn't know me though she knew  of
me, but she took it upon herself to do everything she could to help me, and she
still does it for me. We have no commitment, but she will do it for me, drop ev-
erything to rescue me. If you and I, Serena, have a commitment,  you would
have to drop everything for me if I called and needed your rescue. Now, how
am I going to get it if, say, you're on set and it takes hours before I even get a
call back? How am I going to depend on that?” Serena dropped her head. “You
knew I was a manic-depressive from day one. I told you I have these episodes,
usually few in number, but I do have them. This is what you walked into when
you sneaked into my bedroom, but I think it's far more than you're prepared to
deal with. You should look for someone else, someone whose condition is far
less demanding.”

Serena looked up and focused on my face. “So, I should give up on
you, Gregory? Is that what you want?”

“No! I will always want you, even when I know I can't have you any
more,  and it  will  hurt.  I  wanted you from the start,  and  you do something
which tells me you want me as much. Doing the movie was easy for me, Ser-
ena. Chuck reminded me, how you would be on the set so serious and ignoring
everyone and then I would walk on the set and instantly you're all smiles. You
would do it every time, and those smiles were for  me. And I knew it. It was
easy to do the movie with your response like that all the time. It's what you do
to me, Serena. When your smile appears and I know it's for me, there is noth-
ing I cannot do. Who is going to replace it in my life? No one, that's who.”

Serena looked a bit devious in her expression. “If there's  nothing you
cannot do when I smile for you, Gregory, you could stay here with me forever,
couldn't you? You can do it.”

“I could do it. I can do most anything, put up with most anything. I
have a very high tolerance, a threshold for pain, and I could do it, but I would
become increasingly unhappy, and the smiles on your face would appear less
and less as you become increasingly unhappy, and we could both start spiraling
downward, but at least we'd go down together. Wouldn't that be fun?”

“You don't know it for certain, Gregory.”
“I know who I am, Serena, and you keep hoping I don't, but I know me

better than you do.”
“You keep saying no one can predict the future, so you can't know for

certain, Gregory.”
“No, I can't predict the future but I can analyze the probabilities, and it's

what would  probably happen.” Serena frowned. “Look, there's an immediate
future right in front of us, and I can analyze the probabilities for this immediate
future, if we take the right steps now. I am here with you, so make me want
you, Serena, make me ignore everyone else, because in all probability I'll make
you want me, and you do want me, do you not?”



Serena smiled. “You don't play fair, Gregory.”
“They say,” I said, my deviant smile fixed, “all's fair in love and war,

and we are in a love battle, girl, you and me. There's going to be pain at times
and joy, maybe joy most of the time, so let me make a suggestion.”

“What's that?”
I rose from the chair and stepped to the bed. “Stand up and let me take

your robe off so I can look at your beautiful body for a few moments.” Serena
looked to me skeptically but rose from the bed to stand before me. I untied her
robe and slipped it off her shoulders and arms and tossed it onto the bed. I
stood before her and looked up and down her naked body and when my gaze
reached her face, Serena was smiling. “Let me hug you tight.” I put my arms
around her and she did the same and I hugged her tightly and slipped my hands
over her back and down to her ass and squeezed it tightly too. Serena pushed
her face before mine and kissed me. After a few moments I leaned back and re-
leased her, turned her gently to her side and slapped her bare ass softly. “Get in
the bathroom, put on some clothes, put on make-up if you want, and let's walk
out and entertain our guests and enjoy each other.”

Before Serena moved to the bathroom, she lifted her hand to my face,
smiled, and said, “All right.”

As she walked to the bathroom, her fine butt switching and swaying so
seductively, I added, “Make me want you, Serena, and I'll make you want me.”

Serena didn't even bother turning around when she responded, “You're
gonna lose this battle, little boy.”

She put on a T-shirt and a pair of shorts and skipped her make-up. Ser-
ena did it for me and I knew it. I also knew she would want me to acknowledge
it. “I love the face you put on for me.” She came at me with a fist raised, smil-
ing the whole time. “Thank you.” I grabbed her fist and was instantly kissed.

We walked out together to the Great Room, where everyone was still
gathered. Sofia was with her nanny swimming in the indoor pool and Serena
went there first.

“We were waiting for you to run past us with your bags, Gregory,” John
said, teasing. “You must have caved, since we all know how demanding Serena
can be.”

“She can be demanding, John,” I said calmly as I sat in a chair next to
everyone. “I usually meet or exceed them, even though I never came here the
first time expecting to do so.  And, I've never chased her either, unlike other
people.” In my time in the biz, I had learned a few things. There was a time, a
very short period, when Serena and John had met and John had taken a fancy
to Serena, but she had never shown him that type of interest and he quickly
dropped it. Few people knew about it, Serena had never spoken to me about it
and I had never mentioned it before with John, but I thought it was true since I
had heard it from several people. When I said it I looked right to John and
wouldn't look away until he did. When John did look away, I wanted to break
the tension, so I said, “I heard Gloria's on maternity leave, John.”

He looked back to me and smiled. “She is. She's about due, too.”
I smiled and asked, “Did she say who the father is?”



“No. Of course, I never grilled her about it.” He shook his head. “Al-
though,  I  really  wonder.”  He  looked  at  me  inquisitively.  “I've  known  and
worked with Gloria for a long time, Gregory, and she's a little more partial to
her own gender, shall I say.”

“I'd like to go over and see her soon, before she has her baby.”
“Let's see what we all have planned for today and tomorrow,” John sug-

gested, “and squeeze some time in there to pay her a visit.”
Pamela asked, “You haven't seen Gloria since you left for Europe, have

you, Gregory?”
“I haven't seen her since I left for my tour, Pamela. I didn't even know

she was pregnant until she called me to wish me goodbye before I left Miami.”
Drake smiled. “Gloria still talks about her trip to Canada with you.”
John looked my way with a grin and his eyes narrowed. “Every once in

a while, Gregory, as she got bigger and bigger, Gloria would say to me, 'Your
office, John, always seemed a different place to work when Gregory was here,
didn't  it?'  I  would say,  'Sure.'  She would say,  'He has  that  way about  him,
doesn't he? I miss him.'” His grin got bigger. “She sure took a liking to you af-
ter she got back from Canada.” His eyes got narrow. “What did you two do up
there together?”

“She didn't tell you, John?” I asked somewhat facetiously.
“Well, she said you two met all the theater owners and signed all the

deals. I knew that. And she said you would have dinner together and some-
times talk and plan in one of the rooms. She also said she took you out for the
night in Toronto, dinner and dancing, and she enjoyed it.” John laughed. “She
said you weren't much of a dancer.”

“She could shake it, John. She was a delight to watch.”
Drake suddenly chimed in with, “And that was it, Gregory? Nothing

else happened?” He was grinning mischievously.
“I believe you are implying something, Drake?” I noticed Serena enter-

ing the Great Room from the indoor pool.
Drake shook his head. “You have a reputation, Gregory, in case you

didn't know.”
“What reputation, Drake?” Serena asked.
Drake looked behind him a bit  sheepishly.  Pamela and Andrea wore

somewhat  sympathetic  expressions I  noted.  “Well,  Serena,  you know about
Gregory's reputation.”

Serena dismissed it. “I don't want to talk about it, Drake. What brought
it up?”

John stated calmly, “We were talking about Gloria.”
“Oh, God, she's big, Gregory,” Serena said, smiling in disbelief. “She's

having a girl, too. It's a little rough on her, but she's doing well. She's in good
spirits. You haven't seen her since she was pregnant, have you?”

“No, Serena, I haven't. That's what I said, I would like to see her.”
Serena sat down next to me. “She won't say who the father is, though.

She told me, 'I want to protect him. I'm not sure he wants it known he's the fa-
ther yet.'” She looked at Drake a bit severely. “And you think with Gregory's



reputation, he's the father?”
“I don't know, Serena,” Drake said, stumbling in embarrassment. “Only

Gloria knows.”
“And the father,” John added. “Gloria said he's already paying child

support.”
Serena shook her head. “Well, at least he manned up on that one.”
“Let's go and see her, soon,” I suggested. “I want to see that big belly

on that little woman.”
“We'll all go tomorrow,” John suggested. “How's that sound?” All were

in agreement. “I'll call her later and we'll figure a time.”
“Have  you  been  giving  Sofia  swimming  lessons,  Serena?”  I  asked,

looking her way.
“She's been getting lessons. She loves to swim.”
“Does she know all the strokes?”
“I don't know,” Serena said, thinking about it. “What strokes?”
“All of them, at least the ones I know.”
“You mean, you can actually swim in a pool, Gregory,” Drake asked,

teasing, “and not just skinny dip?”
“You're not doing that again, Gregory!” Serena warned. “I'll beat you.”
“Cumon!  It's  contributing to  the  delinquency of  a  minor,  Serena,”  I

protested. “I can go to jail. Who do you think I am?”
“Sometimes I wonder,” Serena replied. It brought much laughter.
When it settled down I said, “I could teach Sofia the strokes, if she

wants. There's six I know of, by the way.”
“You can swim that well?” Drake asked. “You hardly swam at all when

you were here.”
“I was on an amateur swim team one summer. We even won a bronze

medal in one event and that wasn't expected. We weren't the best squad on our
team.”

“I can swim pretty well, too,” Serena said.
“Do you know all  the  breathing  techniques  and  methods?  Can  you

make competition turns at the end of the lane?”
Serena thought about it for a moment. “Maybe.”
“You know all that?” Andrea asked.
I counted them on my hands. “There's free style, breast stroke, butter-

fly, back stroke, side stroke and dog paddle, six I know of. Did you know they
can put little babies in a pool, even push them under the water, and babies will
use the dog paddle, rise up to the surface and stick their heads out of the water?
All instinct.” I looked around and had everyone's attention. “Could be because
they've been swimming around in a placenta for nine months, but it's specula-
tion on my part.” A short round of chuckles ensued. “After a child reaches
about three or four, they have to be taught how to swim. Most have developed
a fear of water babies haven't developed yet.”

Serena looked admiringly at me. “If you want to teach Sofia, do so.
That would be nice of you, Gregory. You seem to know a lot. What else do I
not know about you?”



“I can throw a frisbee pretty well.”
“I can throw a frisbee,” Drake said.
“We never  did have a frisbee on the set,” I said, thinking about both

movies, “neither one, and I always forgot about it.  I  could teach you some
things about throwing and catching. Can you catch it between your legs?”

Drake looked to the ceiling and mumbled, “Um, maybe.”
“Behind your back?” I asked but didn't wait for his reply. “Or do the

thumb toss?” I swung my right hand at Drake and flicked my thumb. “I can
throw it right at your gut, Drake, like a screaming fastball and you better be
prepared to really snag it or it will bounce off your hand and hurt. That one
comes in with the fastest rotation of all of them.”

Serena looked even more admiringly at me. “That's the tip of the ice-
berg for you, isn't it?”

“Well, while you guys were all focused on acting and building your ca-
reers, I was learning about things in the real world you don't have the experi-
ence.  You  may  consider  yourself  worldly  and  sophisticated,  Serena,  and  I
wouldn't argue, but there are a lot of things you have no clue about.” I looked
back to Drake. “How far can you throw a football, Drake?”

Drake smiled and replied, “I can throw it pretty far.”
“Can you throw it sixty yards, spiral, on the fly?”
“You can throw a football sixty yards?” John asked, incredulous.
“I've thrown it farther,” I said in all sincerity. “It was pretty cool. I was

with the referee supervisor, a guy from the athletic department, maybe about
six foot and built, you know. So the game I'm refereeing is at halftime and he
wants to toss the football  with me. I'm standing on the forty yard line,  the
fifty's in front of me, and he says, jokingly, 'Cumon! Let's see how far you can
throw it.' I keep telling him to go farther, go farther, and when he's about on the
fifteen, I heave it and he has to really run to catch it on the fly in the end zone.
Then, he tosses it back about thirty yards, this wobbly crap and it doesn't even
bounce all the way to me. It was funny.”

“You got into sports a lot when you were a kid, didn't you?”
“Even when I wasn't a kid any more, Drake. We played tackle football

in college without pads or gear, only our street clothes. It was fun.”
Serena shook her head. “That's not fun. That's crazy.”
“Cocky, arrogant, conceited, insane and incorrigible.” I was looking to

Serena. I turned quickly to Drake. “I believe that's my reputation, Drake.”
“Oh, yeah,” John agreed.



Segment Seventeen
    We all had lunch soon after, Sofia join-
ing us.  Sofia was more cooperative and
enthusiastic than I remembered from Mi-
ami.  Mom's  making  a  difference.  I  had
fruit and a glass of water. I talked to Sofia
about  swimming  and  her  response  was
encouraging.  I  put  on  my  cutoffs  later
that afternoon, a pair without holes, and
showed her the strokes and breathing on
the strokes, and how to make turns at the
end of the pool. It was a lot for her but
she seemed excited to see me do all of it
and then try it herself. It was even more

fun doing it  with Sofia while everyone else sat  in chairs around the indoor
pool. After I went through some strokes, breathing techniques and methods and
turns, I heard it from the gallery. Serena yelled, “Why didn't you do this be-
fore? You're showing my daughter things I didn't even know.”

At times I had been holding Sofia on top of the water so she could
show me the stroke I had just shown her, so I replied, “Well, if you'd put your
bathing suit on and get in here with me,  little girl, I'll hold you like I held
Sofia.” With a dramatic flare, I added, “And I promise I won't grope or fondle
you, at least, not much.”

That was enough for Serena. Up from her chair and she promised, “You
give me a few minutes, Gregory, and I'll make you keep your word.”

As she was walking away, I yelled, “You better put on the skimpiest
suit you've got!” Serena stopped, turned and smiled, as I lowered my voice for
the others. “It cuts down on the water resistance while you're swimming. You
all knew that, didn't you?”

A few minutes later, Serena returned wearing—you guessed it—one of
her more revealing bikinis and a bathing cap. She paraded a little bit around the
pool, with the usual catcalls from the boys, except from me. Before she waded
into the pool at the shallow end, Serena made a comment about my  lack of
comment.

“I'd make a comment about what's under your bikini, Serena, but I think
I'll be more discreet with your daughter present.”

Sofia looked at me questioningly. “What does that mean, Gregory?”
“It means, sweetie,” Serena replied as she started to wade into the pool,

“Gregory has no idea what he's talking about.”
Sofia looked at me wide-eyed. “You have no idea?”
“I have brain damage, kid.” I gave her a crazy look while I shook my

head wildly. “You better swim away fast.  I'm coming for you.” Sofia dived
away and thrashed hard.

Serena waded toward me as I came to her and when we reached each
other, we slipped our arms around the other. “You still look hot in a bikini,



dear.” Serena kissed me slowly and moaned for me so everyone heard. It was
all I could do to keep Junior in place.

I held Serena as we went through some strokes and she would show me
what she learned, sometimes struggling, but it was fun. I skipped the butterfly.
“Your bikini top, Serena, is not well suited for that stroke, unless you want to
go fishing for it on the pool bottom. I won't mind.” When Serena did a turn at
the end of the pool from free style, throwing her legs wildly over, and flopping
down on the water, her bikini bottoms slipped nearly to her mid thighs, and she
had to stop, stand and pull them up. I was standing next to Sofia. “I've seen
that before, Sofia.”

Sofia looked at me in shock and shouted, “When?”
“In  my  dreams.”  I  winked  but  I  don't  think  she  was  convinced.  I

laughed, along with many others, as Serena bobbed around a bit embarrassed.
“Well, that's why the girls all wear one-piece suits in competition. Of course, I
never expected your bikini to come off like that, Serena. You believe me don't
you?” She shoveled water at me to show how much she believed me.

It was fun. We all enjoyed it. We stayed in the water for quite some
time, and eventually everyone went to put on their bathing attire and we were
all in the pool together. Serena put on some music to enhance the environment
and even the nanny joined us. Luisa brought drinks and put several bottles of
Pacifico in the refrigerator for me. We dived and swam and shoveled water at
each other  and cuddled.  We only got  out because it  was time for dinner.  I
hadn't spent this much time in the water in years. Serena  did look hot in her
bikini. In my humble opinion, though, she looks even hotter with no bikini.

The dinner was exceptional, as always with Serena. She loves her food.
After, the six of us sat at the table to sip more wine and chat, then moved into
the Great Room to await the arrival of some of the producers, Gary, Beverly,
Pat and Casper. They arrived with spouses or loved ones within a half-hour and
talk began to gravitate toward me and my “adventures” in the old country. Be-
fore I really got started, John's phone rang and he spoke for a minute with a
publicist friend, put the phone away and stood, announcing, “I'm going to turn
on the big TV, Serena, to CNN. They're having a show on some of the Oscar
nominees tonight and I learned they're going to have something we all might
be interested in.” He turned on the TV and set it for satellite channels, tuned to
CNN. After a few minutes about some of the nominees, they got to Serena and
did a couple minutes on her. I didn't really see or hear anything spectacular so I
don't remember any of it, but they segued from Serena to me as her co-star,
“although that's not their  only link, we've been told, especially now that Ser-
ena's divorced.” Clever. Ha-ha. “Speaking of Gregory Hess, we did manage to
scrounge up a couple of videos from the internet which you may not have seen.
First we'll let you see and hear a little of this one. The band, incidentally, call
themselves Duck and Cover.” They played about a half-minute of our version
of Fall on You.

Loudly, I said, “Well, I don't have to explain any of this.”
“What does this band have to do with you?” Gary asked.
“Watch on, Gary. They're going to tell you in a little bit, I'm sure.” A



few seconds later an arrow appeared above my head on stage and one of the
hosts of the show advised the viewers the arrow is pointing to Gregory Hess.

Serena, sitting next to me with her arm wrapped around mine, asked,
“You played in a rock band?”

John  immediately  added,  “I  thought  you  were  going  to  take  Ry
Cooder's advice and stay out of music.”

“I live in a different hemisphere now,” I replied to everyone's amuse-
ment. “I was wondering when you would find out about it. That's our appear-
ance in Stuttgart. There's another, about twice as long, from our gig in France.”

“You guys are pretty good,” Drake said.
It wasn't all. Following the band video came a surprise for me, because

the next video they showed featured the constant roar of an engine, the type of
engine you might find in a quite large wood splitter. “This, apparently, was
recorded shortly after they finished shooting The True Cross. It's a competition,
we're told, between this man, Drake Matthews working his giant wood splitter,
and...this man, Gregory Hess. He's the one splitting wood the old fashioned
way.” They show me, as the camera was zoomed in, whacking on a big log on
the ground until it finally splits in half and both halves fall away.

Loudly I asked, “And who would have recorded that?” I looked around
the room to John, and Pamela, and Drake, and Andrea. All were trying to feign
innocence.

Drake flipped his thumb to Andrea. “She did.” Andrea slapped his arm
but smiled wickedly at me.

“How long has it been up?” I asked Andrea.
“Last week,” she replied,  her wicked smile plastered on her face. “I

gave a copy to a friend and my friend posted it using their account.”
“So, Andrea, do you recall getting a waiver from me to use my image?”

I asked with mock severity.
She didn't flinch. “Sue me.” She added, “While you two were getting

your gloves and all, I went into the house and grabbed my video camera. I
recorded the whole contest, but we edited it down to about twenty minutes.”

I looked around to the others who were there. “And all of you knew she
recorded it, didn't you?” Nods from all, even Drake. “And didn't say a word to
me about it, did you?”

“It was confidential, Gregory,” Serena stated with her best serious tone.
That brought a round of laughter at my expense.

I looked over to Drake,  who was smiling with great amusement. “It
would have been embarrassing for me, if I had lost. Lucky for me your maul
worked flawlessly.” My turn to smile.

“It's kind of funny, Gregory,” Drake said. “You can hear on the video
some of the comments from everyone on the porch as we're going at it. Some
of them are hilarious.”

“Well, they should be, Drake. Many of those on the porch are entertain-
ers. I'd be disappointed if the comments were bland and dull.”

“Why did you play in a rock band, Gregory?” Serena asked.
“I met Bruno.”



“And Greta.” John had to throw her in there.
“Yet another woman,” Serena moaned. “I should have known.”
“If it's any consolation, she dumped me for the drummer.” This com-

ment produced muted laughter.
“You probably deserved it,” Serena stated. She still held my arm.
“It's a good thing you don't get jealous, Serena,” Drake said, trying to

start something.
“Why bother, Drake? He'll fuck anyone with two legs and a vagina.”
“Hey, I have standards.”
“Oh, pardon me,” Serena said sarcastically. “And if she has an attrac-

tive face and a nice butt.”
“That's better...And her proportions are good. That, too.”
“I would prefer not to talk about this,” Serena warned me.
“Would you like to see one of our concerts? Your screening room can

show videos from the internet, right?”
“Yes. Is it the full concert?”
“Start to finish. Both of them are up there.”
“Are they any good?”
“You can start one up and if you think it's not, we'll do something else.”
“Does anyone want to watch Gregory play rock star?” Serena asked.

The general consensus was “what the hey?” We moved to the screening room
and I sat at the control seat. I liked Serena's setup because the control station
had a real keyboard and you could enter the full URL of a web page and the
screen would display it. I had to get my computer to pull up the URL, but the
video from the Stuttgart concert was up on the screen in minutes. I yielded the
control seat to Serena once it started so she could adjust the volume or any-
thing else to her preference and sat in the back row.

Into the third tune and Pat loudly stated, “You guys go right into the
next song pretty quickly. That's a very tight sound, Gregory.”

I loudly commanded, “Pause it here, Serena.” I waited for her to pause
the video, which she did moments later. “Conrad shot both videos. You remem-
ber meeting Conrad, John, Pamela?” They remembered. “Conrad was good
about focusing on Bruno, the other guitarist, and me when we finished a tune
and started up the next one. As a band we decided either Bruno or I would start
each song, and when you watch after this song ends, look at Bruno, because he
starts the next one. What you'll see is he's fiddling with his guitar and I am fid-
dling with my guitar, too. What we're doing is changing the switches on our
guitars which control the pickups, because they change the sound, the tone or
the timbre, if you wish, of the guitar. Each song is usually different. Nobody
else really has to change anything, so we can't be ready to play until Bruno and
I have set our pickups, and since Bruno opens the next song, he's the starter so
everyone watches him. When he nods we launch into it. We practiced it a lot,
Pat, hours and hours. That's why it sounds tight. We wanted a tight sound. We
weren't going to play before an audience like we were some lounge band.”

“How long did it take to get to that point?” Drake asked.
“Once we had the drummer and a place to be really loud and obnox-



ious, it took about three weeks. We already had the songs for this set. We got
the drummer up to speed and practiced each song until it was right and then we
practiced the change from one song to the next, so we had agreed on the order.
It took almost three weeks and we practiced almost every day and some days
we would be at it for maybe twelve hours. We got pretty serious about it.” I
glanced over to Serena. “You can start it again, Serena, or you can shut it off if
you think it sucks.”

“Maybe I should shut it off,” Serena suggested to the groans and disap-
proval  of  others.  “I'm teasing,  Gregory.  You all  sound very  good.”  Serena
turned toward the controls and added, “You continue to amaze me, little boy.”

Halfway into it there is a slight, lounge-like pause, as I step up to the
mike when we're ready and say, “This next one's for a little Mexican girl I
know.” Immediately I slam into the opening chords of Love Me to the Max. I
heard John shout, “I wonder who that little Mexican girl is.”

We finished the set with Nemo, and the last bars from the piano Klaus
plays, Bruno and I harmonizing the last verse, and Josef finishing with a roll
on the high-hat. We liked this end to the set, because the last words we sing
are, “No, I don't care if I'll be no one in the end.”

When the screen popped up with the usual You Tube selections, every-
one was silent. I sat back in my chair with my arms crossed, smiling. I knew it
was good. The sound was decent, the camera work very competent. Conrad did
an excellent job so it doesn't look or sound like an amateur. I thought it appro-
priate to add a little comment, so I sang, “So, cumon, baby's holding back, so
cumon, give me all you got, love me to the max, so love me.” I stood up and
looked to John. “I meant a specific little Mexican girl.” I walked past seats into
the second row, saying, “Excuse me, excuse me, excuse me,” until I reached
Serena, pulled her up from the control seat, wrapped my arms around her and
kissed her hard and full. When we broke I said, “That would be this little Mex-
ican girl.” Serena slapped my ass.

“Should we applaud now?” Andrea shouted.
“I need to go get my hat, so I can pass it around and you can put lots of

cash in it.” I started to push away from Serena. “I'll be right back.”
“You're not going anywhere,” Serena stated and yanked me back to kiss

me again. When we broke the second time, everyone clapped.
It was all we cared to watch. We could watch the second gig, which I

said was better, at a later date. Serena closed up the screening room and we
moved back to the Great Room, where the topic of conversation was what hap-
pened in Germany after the gig in France. I didn't want to talk about Greta, so I
mentioned Greta driving me back to my flat to go to Josef. “What really ended
my stay with the band was how I felt after the France gig. I was completely
wiped.  I'm not  a  young man any more  and I  don't  have  the energy or  the
stamina to do it continually. Bruno, my fellow guitar player, Klaus, our key-
board player, and Martin, our bass player, tried to keep me in the band, but
they couldn't mount any real argument. They knew I couldn't do the work end-
lessly. I can't. I have a lot of great memories, and let me tell you something.
For  five  arrogant,  egotistical  bastards,  which  we all  were,  although maybe



Martin's not so bad, while we were practicing over and over, nobody came
unglued about anything anyone said. We all listened to each other and didn't
take anything personally. We wanted to sound like a hard rock band who knew
what we were doing and how we sounded together.” I paused for a moment
and I locked onto Serena's gaze. “It was a lot like how we worked together to
make our movie, putting aside our personal differences to create something to-
gether we could never accomplish alone, except it was, at times, more intense
and more instantly gratifying, working on one song over and over, failing over
and over to get it right, and, finally, we go all the way through perfect. It was
like doing a scene and it keeps getting messed up, over and over, until we all
get it right, and you want to launch right into the next one...When Bruno taught
me how to play guitar in three weeks, I knew something was going to come
from it.  It  drove me,  until  the  France gig,  and I  couldn't  work like  that.  I
couldn't do all the live playing. It's too demanding for a band trying to establish
itself, but I learned I can play music, the kind of music I want to play.”

When I grew quiet the questions persisted concerning what happened
next. I listened without any visible or audible response, as almost everyone,
Serena included, asked. “What have you heard?”

John responded first. “I heard you fell down, bud.”
“More than once, John.” I took a huge gulp from my beer.
“How did it  happen, Gregory?” Serena asked and her arm tightened

around my arm.
This was going to be difficult. Trying to explain how I fall down the

hole, knowing it's only in my head, but I can't get out without a long and ardu-
ous effort, is not easy for me to explain. It's why so few can ever really under-
stand it, and understand me. It's  not rational, it's not logical, it fails every test
anyone can ascribe to me, so it makes so few be able to understand it, because
it  is  so  anti-me.  I  honestly  believe it's  why my ex  could not  get  her  head
around it. It is so  unlike me. It is also why usually the depressed, those who
suffer from it, are the few who do understand the depressed. I attempted to ex-
plain often what triggers the descent is some failure on  my part to do some-
thing, to say something, I  knew should have been done or said but for some
flaw, in my personality, in my behavior, I held back, and now it's too late to fix
it. Down the hole I go, propelled by self-loathing, because I hate myself, hate
myself so much I want to die.

“I can tell you, once I have fallen down the hole, I will spend hours
thinking the same thing over and over, because I do think about you, all of you,
over and over. I think about how you will hear the news, from a phone call,
from a newspaper, on the internet, someone whispering in your ear, over and
over, Gregory is dead. He killed himself. I won't have any pain any more. Feel
that.” I sucked down the last of my beer and rose from my chair. “If you want
to know, I'll tell you all of it, because I'm not done. There's more, but I'm going
to get another beer.” I looked to Serena and waited until she locked my gaze.
“And what you're gonna hear, you're not gonna like, Serena, but you  should
hear it, so you can  never say I kept it hidden from you.” I walked from the
Great Room to the kitchen, grabbed and opened another bottle of Pacifico. I re-



turned to the Great Room and sat right next to Serena, as before. She slipped
her arm around my arm as I settled to get comfortable and she held on tight.

“You'll recall, John, after we did our appearance at the theater and we
went to the beer hall, a woman came to our table with a book for me to sign
and I called her by name, I remembered her from the Q and A at the end. Re-
member?” Both John and Pamela nodded. “Pia is her name, and she would be
at the beer hall every time I went, not every day, or every other day, but I
would go frequently, and she would always be there with her friend, Helga. We
would talk, though, and I could tell from the expression on her face she was
thinking I'm not the same person. Eventually, since I went alone, she would in-
vite me to her table, so one day in December, she wanted me to come to her
place for dinner and drinks. She invited me, and I insulted her by saying she
must be lonely because I hadn't seen her friend for a while. She wouldn't take
no for an answer, even telling me she knew where I lived and would come for
me and carry me there if she had to. Pia's not a small woman. She could do it
and I knew she could, so I said yes to be nice and I went to her place, a week
before Christmas. That's where I met Magdalena.”

I took a drink from my beer and looked around, thinking about what to
say next. “It took me a while. I didn't know what to think. There was this tall,
beautiful, black woman, who seemed to be interested in me, but she was hold-
ing back, too. She wasn't certain where this was going either. She was born in
Rhodesia, Zimbabwe, but moved to Germany when she was five and I teased
her about what she had adopted from Europe and what she kept from Africa. I
used the anti-hair brigade spiel and it turned out she doesn't shave her under-
arms. I asked if she shaved her legs. She shaves her legs! I asked if she shaved
her pussy. Hey, give me the opening, I walk right in. I'm not apologizing. She
said she wouldn't  talk about it, but depending on the circumstances someone
could see it. I wondered what I could do to influence those circumstances, like
licking the bush under her arm, right to the skin and see if she's ticklish. Oh,
she insisted she wasn't ticklish there. 'Yeah? When was the last time someone
licked your underarm?' Of course, no one had. I said, 'that's what I'm going to
do, to make you prove you're not ticklish there.'

“That was the end of it. We had dinner, we drank a little, we all talked,
and at the end of the night, Lena offered to drive me home. She pulled into the
drive and shut off her car, reminding me I promised to lick her underarm. Well,
let's go. I did as I promised. She  was ticklish, as I  expected, and Lena didn't
leave my flat for four days. It's what the two of them had planned. Sunday was
her last day of work when she had four days off, ten days on, four days off.
And once her clothes were off she never put 'em back on, except Wednesday
when they cleaned my flat, but once the cleaner left, her clothes were off. It's
what she does at home, she wears no clothes, and Lena felt at home with me.

“She left Thursday night, wasn't away twenty-four hours and she called
to ask me about my manic-depression. Since I didn't take drugs, was there any-
thing to get me out of it? I told her if someone rubs my back for an hour, hour
and a half, it usually gets me out of it. When I'm in it, though, I don't really
want to talk or be talked to, but she made me promise if I fell into the hole



again, to call her and say I need to have my back rubbed. Lena promised she
would come to me and do it...Lena knows who I am, she understands me, she's
never away from me more than four days at a time, and those four days off ev-
ery two weeks are days I look forward to. I know when I go back to Germany
I'm not going to be alone. There's going to be someone I can depend on.”

I took another huge gulp of beer as the silence permeated the room. “I
am criticized from all quarters about things which happen based on whom I
meet, and to all of you, these human beings I meet all seem random, but it's
not, even though the reason may never be revealed to me. I know it's not ran-
dom. I run into John. From this meeting I write a screenplay. John shares it
with Serena and the screenplay speaks to her, and everything else comes from
it. I move to West Hollywood and meet a whole new set of human beings, and
I meet quite a few women along the way, and some of these women have en-
joyed my company and wanted me, as I wanted them. I never chased one. They
came into my life freely and it all followed from there, because I was free, too.
I had no commitment with anyone and I still don't.

“But I've met others. One came here, this house, and pulled out a shit-
load of gifts from the now ex-husband, stuff the lady of the house had no idea
was here, including a camera in her own bedroom. Nice! That wasn't enough,
and her divorce didn't look very promising, until something tipped the balance,
a  pretty  big something,  so the  now ex-husband ripped up a  pre-nup which
would have left the wife with nothing and paid her a settlement of twenty-five
million, not chump change, kids.” I turned to Serena and waited for her to look
straight into my eyes. “Any one of you can weigh the scale of all the things
I've done with you and for you, and you won't have to look very hard to see
which way the scale tips, but should you ever think it's tipped the wrong way,
you tell me to get out of your life forever and I will, because I'll know I'm no
good for you. When you do tell me, I'll insist you look me straight in the eyes
when you say it, so I can see the look on your face to convince  me: you're
right. I'll be out of your life starting now and I'll never want to see you again.”

I sucked down the last of the beer and knew I was cruising through
them. I didn't care. I rose, gently pulling my arm from Serena's grasp. “I'm not
pointing fingers at anyone and I think all of you are forgetting right now how
much I  do love  you.  What  you don't  understand yet  is  the fingers  will  be
pointed at me, and soon, and if you tend to stand by my side, those fingers will
be pointed at you too. If you're not prepared for it, you'll take it out on me. If
you do take it out on me, it will be the last thing you ever do with me, because
I won't have the time to coddle you and beg you and plead with you. Either be
strong with me or go and hide where it's safe. I also promise you I will never
speak with you about this again. You either get it now or you will never get it.”
I turned to walk to the kitchen and said, “I'm going to have another brew be-
cause I am fucking thirsty.” I stopped, turned and in my most pleasant voice
asked, “Anybody want anything?”

I heard chuckles and “No” and so forth. I said my peace to those with
whom I had worked on the movie, the huge project we all completed together
which changed everything. I was cocky, arrogant and conceited and felt every



bit of all three descriptions. My star was rising and my status was reaching the
heights  of  many who were sitting in  the room, in  some cases  had already
eclipsed theirs. With Magdalena pulling me back into myself over these last
weeks, I had regained my swagger. If Serena would accept what changed I
could stay with her for these few weeks and enjoy it. If she wouldn't accept it I
was going to push her to end it. This was the beginning salvo. She was going
to discover, as many of the others in the room, being free had consequences,
but I had accepted the consequences and was fulfilling my obligations. It was
simply going to shock some once they knew.

Serena stayed right next to me the entire evening. She would not aban-
don me and as difficult  as I  had made it  on her—in front  of many of  her
friends, those with whom she had been familiar for years before she even met
me—she refused to separate. I had said all I wanted to say. Now I wanted to
show her I appreciated her open display of affection and devotion. I wouldn't
let her hold my arm and instead had it draped over her back or shoulders con-
stantly, occasionally rubbing her skin with my hand. Every once in a while, for
I did it several times, I would turn and kiss the side of her head. Serena would
turn to me and gaze into my eyes and her expression was warmth and apprecia-
tion. If things were turning it was starting this day and night. It would never go
back where it was. I would not let it.

When we retired to her bedroom I told Serena I wanted her to undress
and I would do so. Then I would do something for her I had never done before.
“What is it?” I told her to remove her clothes, pull the cover and sheet down,
and lie on her back and I would show her. Once she was naked and lying on
her back and I had removed the last of my clothes, I crawled on the bed to her
and kissed her long and passionately, rubbing my hands over her bare breasts,
and kissed her to her chin, over her throat and neck to her breasts. I gave each
breast as equal treatment as possible, lifted my head slightly to see into her
eyes, and asked her to spread her legs for me while I lifted my legs out of the
way. She spread her legs wide and I kissed down to her navel, licked it as she
giggled, and kissed all the way over her bush, scooting further down as I pro-
gressed. I summoned the cunning linguist and Serena shivered into her orgasm
a few minutes later.

I sat up on my hands and knees, my knees between her legs. “You love
it so much and cum so easily, Serena, you need to start asking me to do this for
you. This is what makes me happy, to know I gave you an orgasm.”

Serena smiled. “But it's not what makes me happy, Gregory.”
“Because you're so selfless, girl, but I want you to be selfish about it at

times. You have to make me happy about this, too. It's what I want from you.”
Her hand reached to my head and rubbed my hair. “All right, I will start

asking, but you have to fuck me after, every time, and starting with this one.”
I wasn't planning on fucking her. I was beat. My talk had taken a lot out

of me and I drank several beers. I was planning on fucking her in the morning,
but her demand was something I couldn't ignore. I did as commanded. Serena
had another orgasm, her mouth swimming around my face, her legs rubbing
and lifting and dropping on the backs of my legs, and her hands and arms grap-



pling with my back and ass constantly. I had mine moments later and it was
probably one of the quickest copulations we had experienced. She held on to
me tightly until  we detached and I  wiped Serena,  her smile and her gentle
touch on my arm unwavering.

When she awoke very early in the morning, her stirring awakened me,
and I grasped her to keep her from rising from the bed. Onto her stomach I
pushed her and we both had another quick session which reached orgasm for
both  of  us.  Serena  was  happy  this  morning.  So was  I,  though  I  think  the
parcheesi board was sulking.

The six of us, John and Pamela, Drake and Andrea, and Serena and I,
drove together to visit Gloria in the early afternoon. When we arrived and Glo-
ria greeted us, hugging all, I looked at the huge stomach on the little woman,
how she waddled,  holding her arms under her stomach. She showed us the
baby's room with the crib and all the decorations and things one might expect
for a baby's room. It was enough to tire Gloria, though, and the women helped
put together refreshments and the like while Gloria sat in the living room. At
one point Drake and John left to help in the kitchen and the two of us were
alone. Our eyes locked on the other and I smiled. “You are very big, Mama.”

“You made me this way, Papa,” Gloria responded, her smile wide and
innocent.

“I've heard you told some the father doesn't want to be known, but I'm
not ashamed or afraid, any of it. I want you to tell everyone today. I don't want
it concealed, hidden. I want everyone to know unless you want to hide it.”

“I love you, Gregory, and I love you're the father of our child. I didn't
know what you wanted, with Serena...”

“We shouldn't hide things, Gloria. Hiding is like lying. Lying  creates
problems. It doesn't resolve them. I never expected you to get pregnant and
have our child, but it happened and I'm not running away from it. I want it out
in the open and only you can do it.”

“All right,” Gloria said, smiling. “I wanted to be sure. I wanted to avoid
anything  which  might  hurt  you.  I  wasn't  completely  honest  with  you  in
Canada. I wanted you then because it was my time and I wanted your baby.”

“It's okay. It happens. I'm an adult. I knew what I was doing. You made
me want you and I could have stopped but I didn't want to stop. I want it out in
the open, though I know there's never going to be anything between us, Gloria.
It doesn't mean I don't love you or the baby you're carrying.”

She couldn't respond because the rest of the group came out to the liv-
ing room with drinks and food for all. Small talk ensued and we let on like
nothing was up.  Serena was upbeat  and enthusiastic,  finally  asking Gloria,
“Have you seen or heard from the father recently, Gloria?”

“Oh, Serena, my dear friend,” Gloria said warmly, looking to Serena, “I
have seen the father recently.” Gloria paused for a moment and glanced briefly
in my direction. “The father, Serena, is right here in this room.”

Serena looked shocked and glanced to John and Drake, but instantly her
gaze locked on me. “Gregory is the father of your baby, Gloria?”

“He is, Serena,” Gloria responded. “He is the father of our child.”



Serena held her  focus on me.  “You knew this  yesterday,  didn't  you,
Gregory?”

I looked to Serena in disbelief. “Of course I knew yesterday. I've al-
ready sent Gloria money for the child.”

“Then why didn't you say so yesterday?” Serena asked, though her tone
wasn't raised or combative.

“Because Gloria didn't say anything, Serena. I had to talk to her first.”
“Why would you have to talk to Gloria first?”
Before I could respond, Gloria interrupted, “I wasn't going to tell any-

one, because I didn't want to interfere with your relationship. You're the one
Gregory wants, Serena, and if you thought I or anyone else was trying to take
him away from you, it wouldn't be right.”

“You're having his baby, Gloria,” Serena argued.
“He doesn't want me, Serena,” Gloria argued back. “He wants you.”

Gloria turned to me. “Would you marry me, Gregory?”
“You know I won't marry you.”
“Then, why...?” Serena asked and never finished.
“Because I wanted a baby, Serena,” Gloria replied. “I wanted my baby

to have a very good father, a father unlike all the other men I've met. Gregory
is unlike all of them and I wanted him to be the father of our child.”

Serena was quiet. We all were quiet, until she broke the stillness, look-
ing to me with her eyes misting. “I want your baby, Gregory. I want you to fa-
ther our child.”

I smiled widely but my tone was serious and considerate when I re-
sponded, “There is nothing more I would love than to have a baby with you,
Serena. I know it would be a very beautiful child considering the mother and I
wasn't so bad, but you're at a dangerous age to have a child. Combined with the
history from your first pregnancy, having a child would not be a wise decision.
If something were to happen to you, I would have to raise our child at sixty-
one years of age. Yes, I could do it, but it would break my heart to have to do it
without you. I don't want to lose you for that.” My eyes never lost focus on
Serena's face as she breathed deeply and exhaled loudly several times. I rose to
stand before her and put my arms out toward her. She rose after a few moments
and we became lost in a tight, winding hug for a while, with Serena's head
pressed against my shoulder. I rubbed her back hard and continually. She lifted
her head, pulled her arms from my back and placed her hands on either side of
my head and kissed me deep and sensually.

In bed Serena wanted to drive and ordered me to undress, pull down the
cover and sheet and lie on my back on the bed. Once Serena undressed she
slithered up to me and kissed and licked my mouth, lifting once to tell me to
rub her breasts but don't kiss them. She kissed and licked my body down to my
crotch and I watched and felt her mouth and tongue swirl all over my erection,
her mouth sliding up and down. I let her do it for a couple minutes and told her
she's not going to get me to cum this way. Serena expressed her disappoint-
ment, telling me I did it for her and she owed me.

“You don't owe me anything, Serena. You don't even owe me your love.



You love me because you want to, and you showed me how much you love
me. I've never had an orgasm that way, and there may be some things you can
try which will get me there, but I'd rather we do them another time. You know
where I want my cock, Serena, and you're driving.”

Serena sat up, straddling my legs and holding my erection. She smiled
deviously at me. “Can you see?”

“Oh, yes.”
You'll have to imagine what I saw but I can tell you that somehow—be-

cause with the woman on top, this position seems to make it more difficult for
me to reach orgasm—with Serena's constant kissing and licking of my mouth,
cheeks, neck, even my ears, I blasted away again. Her orgasm came right be-
fore, tight and as distinct as always. Of course I got up from the bed and wiped
her. She lay on her back with her legs spread and grinning like a little girl
while I wiped her. Damn, it was sexy.

In the morning I awoke to a pair of lips slowly and sensually kissing
my cheek. My left arm was free beyond Serena's body and I lifted it against her
side and pushed her to move on top of me, which she did immediately. She
drove again and we reached orgasm simultaneously,  one of  those rare  mo-
ments. After I wiped her while she wore her little girl grin, Serena said, “I'm
learning how to get you to hit me just right, Gregory.” I was sitting up on my
left elbow looking into her eyes while she stared back smiling. “You are such a
perfect fit for me. Did you know that?”

I laughed lightly and replied, “No, but you're the second woman who
told me so. Did you know that?”

Serena smiled wider. “No. Who told you?”
“A woman who is the love of my life.”
She appeared disappointed. “I thought I was the love of your life.”
“You are. You always will be. I've met two of you in this one life and

you'll meet her, too.”
“How will we meet?”
“I'm inviting her as my guest to the Oscars, Serena.”
“I wanted us to go together, Gregory,” Serena complained.
“We both can take a guest. It's once in a lifetime for her and I want her

to experience it. I'll even put up her and her husband somewhere and they can
both come to the party after.”

“Is she the married woman you've talked about?”
“She is, yes.”
“Are you still in love with her?”
“I am. I always will be, but nothing's going to happen. It's in the past.”
“Why would you take her to the Oscars and not me? I wanted that, Gre-

gory.”
“Because I want to watch her walk around in amazement and listen to

her gush about this person and that person, gush while she's meeting them, and
everyone there will be amazed at her simple enthusiasm, her warmth and atten-
tion. You will like her, Serena. She knows everything about you. You'll get to
know everything about her, even things about me you didn't know.”



“If you don't go with me, I have to go alone, again,” she complained.
“We can all arrive together, Serena. There's no rule we have to arrive

separately or even as a couple. All three of us can arrive and leave together.”
Serena wasn't too happy when she remarked sarcastically, “You would

like that, wouldn't you?”
“I would! Everyone will be asking about the other woman. I'm not go-

ing to tell anyone. It's none of their business. Let them speculate, all while you
act like it's no big deal. You can do it, Serena, because it isn't a big deal, and
you're an actress. You can act. In fact, I predict you'll win best actress.”

“Oh, I will not,” Serena insisted, dejected.
“I predict things will be different this year. There's going to be quite a

few surprises.”
“Why do you think so?”
“Because the business is not the same as it was even at last year's Os-

cars. It's changed. We changed it, Serena, you, me, John, all of us. You watch.
There will be a few surprises and one of them will be your Oscar for best ac-
tress.” I paused for a moment, noting the skepticism on Serena's face. “Hell,
Serena, yours was the best performance this year. I've seen all of them. I had to
to vote. No one else holds a candle to you, especially considering how strange
our movie was. You should have been speaking Spanish. It's almost completely
a Hispanic movie, yet you delivered your English dialog perfectly, a language
not your native tongue, girl. This is different from the painter movie. There's
no animosity about the character you portray because it's  all fiction. Nothing
embellished or stretching the truth because it's  all made up. And the scene in
the bedroom after the telegram. That's the clincher. You did the whole range in
this movie and you're going to be rewarded. Mark my words.”

When John declared his observation I brought only two bags for a long
stay at breakfast, I announced, “It's because I have Drake at my disposal.”

“I don't think so, Gregory. I am not at your disposal.”
“Yes you are, bro, because you and I are going clothes shopping today.”
Serena laughed. “Now that's an idea. We'll all go clothes shopping.”
Drake shook his head. “You had this all planned, too, didn't you?”
“You're the best, Drake.” I laughed and all joined me, especially An-

drea.
“Ah, honey,” Andrea teased, “you know you have to do it. Gregory is so

helpless in that area.”
“She knows me too well, Drake. You can't win.”
Soon we were descending upon boutiques and everybody bought some-

thing. I, naturally, bought a significant wardrobe and a bag to put it in for the
flight back. Drake noted that, as significant as the new wardrobe added up, it
still  wasn't  enough if I wanted to wear something only once.  “Maybe we'll
have to do it again and I'll get another bag, too. I can check two bags.”

I spent the rest of the week and weekend with Serena constantly in my
presence. I swam with Sofia and Serena several times and Sofia got better and
better with the strokes and her breathing. She was enjoying her swims in the
pool and Serena and I would talk about it at night together. Our sexual episodes



began to diminish slightly—twice a day is hard for me to do for more than a
few days—but it didn't diminish the level of affection we gave the other. Ser-
ena seemed to feel less upset or disappointed with the  other women. Some-
times she would bring up the topic, perhaps curious why I would want this one
or that one. She would ask me what attracted me to one or another, stating she
knew me well enough. It wasn't  only the body which attracted me. It was al-
ways, it would  always be something else, maybe more than one thing else. I
would tell her as honestly as I could and she would stare into my eyes with an
interest which was not accusatory or condemning, but fascination. She would
often state the same conclusion. “You can't stand to be alone.” I  can, but if I
have an option to be with one who attracts me, whom I want, and I know wants
me, I choose that route. I'm still free. Make me commit and they all go away.

Early Monday of my second week back in L.A. I was to meet with
Jeremy and begin the serious editing of the shows. Serena wanted to know why
I wouldn't come back home to her. That's how she said it. “Three or four days,
non-stop, and we'll complete them. Once they're done we can market them.
Jeremy and Daniel and David have been quite patient about it and they have a
stake. I want to get it done quickly, no distractions, no breaks other than short
naps right at the studio. Then, I'll come back home to you, woman, because I'm
going to want your affection and your full attention.”

“As you should,” Serena advised.
Jeremy and I  discussed the guidelines for editing.  We only had two

cameras at every performance, so we could look at both shots before deciding
anything. What we both agreed before we shot any performance was to keep
the other camera out of either camera shot as much as possible, unless it tended
to set a poignancy which would be lost without it. For example, the dialog Tom
and I in New York spontaneously created has a poignancy which is lost if you,
as a member of the  video audience, have no idea  all of it took place with a
camera only a few feet away from us. It makes Tom's participation all the more
impressive because he cannot ignore a camera recording everything he does
and says virtually in his face. The guy is a member of the theater audience until
he becomes part of the show because I made him be a part. Tom did great, all
under the glaring glow of a camera feet away. That's why the video shows the
camera so close to us on occasion. You as a member of the video audience
should know I'm having a running dialog with someone who is not a profes-
sional entertainer with another camera right in his face. This choice, though, of
keeping the other  camera  out of  the shot  meant  the close-ups were mostly
zoom, and it's  hard to keep a performer who paces quickly back and forth
across the stage in the shot. Yes, many close-ups were missed because of it, but
it made a better performance for the audience in the theater. This was always
my primary goal, giving those who shelled out first the best experience.

The guidelines were simple. Pacing would primarily show a wide shot.
Moments of compelling facial expression would be up close, if the shot ex-
isted. We would occasionally split the screen, especially for the missed close-
up shots. Anything else and we'd use our best  judgment.  We agreed on the
guidelines and started work on it because we both understood working on this



non-stop would mean there would be times when only one of us was working
while the other was resting. It may sound complicated but it wasn't. The deci-
sions of what shot or combination was relatively easy. We ran right through the
first two quickly. What took the longest was rendering the edits together for the
final composite and playing it through to satisfaction. Every one was ninety
some minutes. That alone is nine hundred minutes watching to the final deci-
sion.  That's  fifteen hours  alone!  We finished  in  three  days.  We didn't  fuck
around, yet another rule of mine. When it's time to work, get it done. Don't fuck
around.

I called Serena late Wednesday to tell her I would be home early in the
morning. “You're going to be done with it that soon?” she asked in total disbe-
lief. I told her three or four days and she insisted it would be closer to a week.

“It's work, Serena. I don't fuck around. In fact, the only time I do fuck
around is with you, but it's not work. It's all play.”

“As you should,” Serena again calmly advised. I loved her mind. It was
also nice to drive up to her gate in my rental, punch in a code, watch the gate
swing open knowing eyes were watching me on a screen, drive up to the prom-
enade, open the door with Serena's extra key, walk into her bedroom, strip off
my clothes and be fucking the little woman moments later. I was married.

They all told me to buy a tuxedo. “Don't rent, Gregory. Get your own
tuxedo.” And wear it when? I was renting. I drove into town before the week
was up and accomplished my task. It would be ready for a final fitting next
week, the same place with the old goat, actually two of them, brothers, with
many of the family working for them, too.

I had promised months earlier Serena and Esperanza would meet. With
Serena riding beside me in the rental we drove to Esperanza's new residence
Saturday. To me it is always cumbersome and nerve-wracking to watch and lis-
ten to lovers of mine, to women who know me so intimately there is practically
nothing they don't  both know about me, but I always expect antagonism and
animosity. Jealousy knows no bounds and to some degree I can feel it, too. I
expected I would run into Ed at the Oscars, one of Serena's former lovers, and
I wondered how it would turn out. I was on the other end here, but Serena and
Esperanza hugged each other immediately  and warmly as soon as Esperanza
opened her door. I had to clear out they were so accepting of each other. They
chatted away endlessly. I stepped out to Esperanza's porch off her dining room
and drank  two beers  by myself.  They like each other so much maybe  they
should be lovers. To give you an idea of how surprising Serena could be, she
held  no jealousy or bad feelings about Gloria because they had known each
other so long and had experimented together in the intimacy field. “Does this
surprise you?” Serena asked me. Nothing fucking surprises me with you. Ser-
ena is, at times, more free and uninhibited than I will ever be.

When Esperanza and I could talk about the future I was considering for
Africa, Serena sat with us. She was not missing this. Esperanza asked me what
I was trying to accomplish. “To set up as close to a self-sufficient and self-sus-
taining mini-environment as possible, one which will support one to two hun-
dred human beings on fifty acres or less.”



“You do know how difficult it will be?”
“Why set a goal easy to achieve, Esperanza? What's the purpose? Any-

thing easy for you or me is easy for everyone. It's already been done. Shoot for
the top of the mountain, the highest mountain. Otherwise, what is the point?”

“What do you plan to do?” Esperanza asked, her curiosity now totally
piqued.

“We're going to build our own electricity generation equipment, solar,
wind. We have to capture water. I've thought about it a lot. We may build a
small reservoir but I think the maximum will be through a water tower. It re-
quires a pump but if we provide the electricity for it, the expense is minimal.
With one to two hundred people living on a refuge, we have to deal with waste,
human and consumption. Human waste can be diluted for fertilizer. I need fur-
ther research and advice, but I've used human urine for fertilizer and I had ex-
cellent results. Organic waste can be compost for future soil enhancement but
it can also be heated and turned to gasoline. I've seen it done. We'll buy bulk,
cheap cooking oil. Used cooking oil can be filtered and run in diesel engines.
We have to reach as close to zero waste as possible and I know I can achieve
it.” Both women stared at me intensely. I locked onto Esperanza's gaze. “I need
soil analysis, local climate analysis, to help us decide the plants to grow. Water
is a serious consideration. Plants and crops needing lots of water have to be re-
jected. In Africa, and I'm considering northern Mali near the desert, the climate
is temperate year round. There is absolutely no reason plants and crops cannot
be grown year round, as long as we can provide sufficient water. For a self-sus-
taining home to have as many as two hundred human beings we must achieve
plant and crop growth year round. In this area of the world it is critical.”

Esperanza turned on her debate mode. “How are you going to house
two hundred human beings on fifty acres or less?”

“Bunk rooms. They'll be separated by gender. A thirty foot by thirty
foot room will house seventy-two human beings, six rows, three bunks high,
four bunks per row and each row has its own closet and storage for twelve.
Four rooms designed like that houses two hundred and eighty-eight. Yes, it's
spartan. No one is going to do this unless they really want to.” I glanced at
both women. “The future will dictate what we can and cannot do collectively.
There may be a time in the immediate future when a three foot by six and a
half foot bed is paradise. For many, all over the world  in the present, that  is
paradise.”

“What are you going to do for food?”
“Besides plants and crops we grow, we'll have goats, sheep, chickens,

and a few cattle, mostly for milk. Do you have other suggestions? I'm asking,
Esperanza, because I know what you've studied and what holds your intense
fascination.  I want to take your  study and turn it into real world application.
Some people are doing this already, but not on this scale. For a handful of peo-
ple there are too many variables to be tweaked because the output is small.
With this size of community, we can discover quickly what is merely hopeful
thinking and what can really work. You know what's at stake, Esperanza. You
know the world is changing, the climate, and we will soon face cataclysmic



consequences. If everyone ignores it, millions, billions of innocent human be-
ings will suffer, will die, all of it needlessly. I'm not ignoring it!”

“This  is  a  dangerous part  of  the world,  Gregory,”  Esperanza stated.
“There are Tuareg mercenaries, it's close to where the Ebola virus originates,
you'll have mosquitoes carrying dengue fever or malaria, perhaps. That, by it-
self, is enough to deal with.”

“All the beds will have netting which self-closes. We'll deal with all the
other factors as we need to. I'm going to Africa soon to scout locations and re-
cruit volunteers and get the appropriate advice on land purchase and dealing
with the government and the locals.”

“Make your selection soon and get me soil samples,” Esperanza en-
couraged. “At least I could get that done for you before you get started. Do a
proper water and rainfall analysis, too. Do you need help with it?”

“I would appreciate any help you can give.”
“All right. I can start next week. I have colleagues and contacts from

Africa, too.  I can get you a list  of people who might be interested in what
you're trying to do and help.” She looked at me with a twinkle of admiration.
“You've been considering this for a long time, haven't you, Gregory?”

“Long before I met you, dear.”
“That's why you were so reluctant to have sex with me,” Esperanza

said, smiling at me and turning to Serena. “You were planning to use me for
this little endeavor of yours.”

I smiled as I glanced to both women. “You can back out any time, Es-
peranza, especially if you think I'm using you. I'm only asking. You have the
expertise, the intelligence and the initiative to help me greatly, but I only want
it if you give it willingly. Otherwise, I'll find someone else.”

“Oh, I'll give it willingly...I still love you, old man.”
“And you owe me for stealing my lines. I am a writer, you recall.”
Esperanza smiled widely. “Sue me for copyright infringement.”
Driving  back  from  Esperanza's  residence  Gloria's  roommate,  lover,

whatever,  called to tell me Gloria was beginning contractions and they were
going to the hospital. I thanked her and said I was on my way.

Gloria's roommate had left their residence while we were all visiting
Gloria because she didn't want to see  me. Ellen held a bit of animosity con-
cerning me, since Gloria had fucked me while the two of them were supposed
to be having a monogamous relationship. Gloria had discussed it with her, hav-
ing me father a child without my knowing their plans, but it still left Ellen with
a certain level of jealousy, especially since Gloria had decided I would be in
the delivery room and not Ellen. The two had a talk, came to an agreement to
call a truce, and Ellen agreed to call me when the time came. At least she was
true to her word.

I looked over to Serena as I drove. “Do you want to come with me to
the hospital or shall I drive you home first?”

“I'm coming with you,” Serena replied, with a frown I should even ask.
“Will you call the others and tell them, please?”
“Doing so as I speak, driver.” Serena pulled out her phone. “Let's go.”



We drove into the hospital parking lot about forty-five minutes later and
were up in the labor room with Gloria twenty minutes after. She sat with her
legs over the edge of an examining table, still in street clothes, Ellen sitting on
her right holding her hand. I sat on Gloria's left and took her hand when I of-
fered mine. I squeezed her hand, smiled as I looked in Gloria's face, and asked,
“How far apart are they now?”

“About twenty minutes,” Gloria replied, smiling.
“How are you feeling?”
“A little nervous,” Gloria said, tense and letting out a deep breath.
“Do your rapid and deep breathing when the contraction hits, Gloria,

and push when we tell you to push and you'll be all right. So will the baby.” I
squeezed her hand again. Gloria smiled back to me and her tension seemed to
ease. “How's the pain?”

“Nothing I can't handle.”
“They can give you a shot if it gets bad. The ex did it both times.”
“I think I can handle it,” Gloria assured me. Her gaze was stoic and de-

termined and I thought she probably could handle it.
“Have the nurses been here to examine you?”
Ellen responded, “One has been here and took her blood pressure and

other things. The doctor is on her way. Should be here in thirty or forty min-
utes. She was at home so she's not with another patient.”

“Well, now it's a waiting game, Gloria, and since this is your first, we
could be here for a couple hours before delivery or well into the night and into
the morning.” I smiled at Gloria deviously and glanced at Ellen and Serena.
“Won't that be fun?” Serena stepped up to me and slapped my thigh. “We'll
need pillows. We could have a pillow fight.” I looked directly to Gloria. “We'll
excuse you. You have a valid reason.”

“You're so thoughtful, Gregory,” Gloria remarked sarcastically.
John and Pamela arrived barely before the doctor did. By then Gloria

had two more contractions, the last coming eighteen minutes after the previous.
The doctor arrived in her street clothes, did a very preliminary exam, asked
some questions and advised Gloria  remove her  clothes  and put  on a gown
while the doctor would get prepared and determine who would help from the
hospital staff. When the doctor left, John and Pamela rose and left for the wait-
ing room down the hall. Ellen, Serena and I stayed with Gloria to help her re-
move her clothes and put on the gown. I got down on my knees and began to
remove  Gloria's  shoes,  but  Ellen  suggested  I  should  leave,  too.  I  glanced
quickly to Ellen, up to Gloria, and said, “I've seen Gloria naked before, Ellen.
I'm not leaving.” Gloria rubbed the top of my head as I removed her left shoe,
and smiled to Ellen. Serena and Ellen helped Gloria remove her button down
blouse and bra and I had her shoes and socks off. “Help her lie on her back
while I pull off her slacks and underwear. Then we'll help her stand up and put
on her gown.” In a couple minutes Gloria was sitting on the edge of the exam-
ining table with her gown clasped in the back.

I left for the bathroom after a few minutes and told John and Pamela
they could go back in any time. When the doctor returned for a longer and



more thorough exam, she asked who the father was. When all said it was me,
the doctor turned to me. “Are you going to be in the delivery room?”

“I insist. I know to stay out of everyone's way, encourage her to breathe
deeply during her contractions, and tell her to push hard when the time comes.
I'll hold her when I can. I know she's doing all the work, but it's our baby. I've
done this before, twice.”

“Okay,  Dad.  You're  in.  We'll  get  you  some  scrubs  when  the  time
comes,” and the doctor looked at Gloria,  “and it  seems to be several hours
away, but I'll be here the whole time.”

Two hours elapsed and the contractions were coming ten minutes apart.
The doctor advised once Gloria was dilated to five centimeters, she would be
moved to the delivery room. It wasn't anticipated for, perhaps, close to two
hours. “How's the pain?” the doctor asked.

“It's intense during the contractions,” Gloria responded, “but I'm fine. I
want to try to do this without any shots for pain.”

“Well, you don't have to. We'll need your full attention, so if the pain
does become unbearable, let me know. It won't harm the baby, Gloria, so keep
it in mind. Everything seems to be fine, though. You're doing great.”

It was a long time from her arrival until she was dilated to five centime-
ters and moved to the delivery room. It was nearly nine, and the actual delivery
could be several hours away. Gloria was a champ, though. I told her she was
such a hard body, it wasn't surprising to me she was going through all of this
with that hard body toughness. “It's barely like running ten miles, is it?”

“When the contractions come, it is,” Gloria replied, with a grimace. She
gazed in my face and smiled.

“You tough it out, little woman. That's what I always admired about
you, Gloria. You had a toughness I had no desire to meet up against.” I bent
down and kissed her cheek and her left hand rose to rub my face.

“You never said that to me before.”
“For the longest time, Gloria, I wanted to keep things between us cor-

dial, respectful, professional. I didn't want to get closer and it's what I thought
you wanted, too.”

She smiled with her eyes locked onto mine. “Things change.”
“They always do.”
Close to ten-thirty and the action picked up. She was almost fully di-

lated, the contractions were barely minutes apart, and I told Gloria to hang in
for thirty minutes or less. The time was coming.

It didn't take thirty minutes. The doctor never left the room and could
see the movement beginning. The little baby girl was making her way to the
outside and soon the head was crowning. I watched the doctor cut Gloria at the
bottom of her vagina. I half expected it. Gloria was roughly the same size as
my ex and she was cut both times. The baby scooted into the doctor's hands
and passed off to the nurse for washing, weighing, and checking vitals. The
screaming from the baby came quickly. Congratulations, it's a girl, as we all
expected, healthy and fit. Mama was holding her baby girl minutes later, the
last act she performed before they wheeled her to her own room, exhausted.



Gloria was asleep in her bed minutes after she held our baby the first time.
I walked out to the waiting room in the scrubs where Drake and Andrea

had now arrived, having finished their evening's engagement. “Everyone's fine,
baby and mama. Gloria was a champ. You should have seen the look on her
face those last pushes. I wouldn't want to see that face in a dark alley.” Every-
one stood to hug me, one at a time.

“Are you a proud papa?” John asked me as we hugged.
“I'm proud of Gloria and the baby. Gloria did all the work. The women

always do the work, and the baby! It always amazes me how such a big head
comes out of such a teeny, tiny opening.”

Serena kissed me on the cheek. “I still wish it was our child.”
I leaned back to drown in her big, black pearls. “Sometimes, Serena, I

wish we had met earlier, before you met your ex, but then you wouldn't have
Sofia, and you don't want to make a trade like that. You take what you get in
life and make the best of it.” Serena hugged me tightly. After a minute or so, I
said, “I'm going to stay here with Gloria until she awakes to see if she's hungry
and wants me to get her something. They'll bring the baby in then, too, if we
ask, and I know she will. I'll get to hold her. Once I check on Gloria and see
she's okay, I'll drive home. You can come to her room if you want, but she's
asleep. She's exhausted. The baby's with all the other babies so you can stroll
down there and get a glimpse through the glass.”

The others left about a half-hour later but Serena refused to leave. Glo-
ria awoke after two hours and she was hungry so I left to get us all something.
I had to drive around for a while but I found a Chinese place open all night. I
ordered a mix of different dishes, more than I thought the four of us could eat
so that, hopefully, everyone would be satisfied, and brought it back to Gloria's
room. We all sat and ate, smiling, laughing, enjoying the time, the company,
the moment. Gloria said she appreciated having me there with her, holding her
hand and encouraging her. It was a great relief to her, knowing I had already
been through it before and I never displayed a sense of urgency or panic. “You
had it all together, Gloria. You did better than my ex, and she was pretty good.”

A nurse came in to check on Gloria and we all urged her to check the
baby and bring her in. A few minutes later, the nurse carried the baby girl,
wrapped up tight in a blanket, and we all got to hold her. When I gave the baby
back to Gloria, I smiled as I asked, “Well, little woman, what's this little girl's
name going to be?”

Gloria  smiled  as  she  looked  to  me.  “I  think  her  name  should  be
Gretchen. Gretchen Marie. Marie is my mother's name.”

“So you are going to stick with 'G'?” Gloria nodded. “Gretchen Marie. I
like it.”

“I was hoping you would.” I stepped closer, bent down and kissed Glo-
ria full on her mouth. Gloria watched me as I stood. “Thank you. It was nice.”

I brushed her cheek with my left hand. “You deserve it, Gloria. You
were great.” Hugs came all around, even Ellen and me. A few minutes later as
it was approaching three in the morning, Serena and I said our goodbyes as
mama and baby still needed time to rest. I assured Gloria I would be back the



next day to check on everyone. I  did,  spending most of the afternoon with
mama and baby. I brought my camera and took many pictures. Eventually ev-
eryone involved with the movie got copies. At times even Serena digs them out
and shows them off. She had them all transferred to glossy photo paper. When
she shows them Serena usually says, “If I can't have Gregory's baby myself, at
least Gloria was an excellent substitute.” I told you Serena was changing.

Believe it or not, I called Lena at least every three days, often with Ser-
ena sitting beside me. I would tell Lena Serena was sitting next to me and she
would tell me how “awkward” she felt. “You're a criminal psychologist and I
can make you feel awkward?”

“I'm not in love with the criminals I study.”
“I am in love with  you, Lena, and I am in love with Serena, but  you,

Lena, are my life line in Germany. If you're not there when I get back—I will
be back—my life will be excruciating. Don't give up on me. Don't quit on me.”

“I'll never give up on you, Gregory. You're the one I want, the one who
makes me happy and comfortable.” She paused. “It's hard for me to talk freely,
to think you can talk freely while Serena is right there listening. I know how
much you love her and want her. It's like I have to compete.”

I thought about a response for a moment. “It's like I live in two places.
In fact, I do live in two places. When I'm in Los Angeles, I live with Serena.
It's what she wants. It's like we're married. I have my own key, my own code
for the gate. I can come and go as I wish, but mostly I wish to be right next to
Serena, even now as I'm speaking with you. When I'm in Germany, I practi-
cally live with you, Lena. It's what  you want. You come and go as you wish
and I'm always home and know when you're coming and look forward to it. I
count the hours, the minutes. I would give you a key if you wanted. It's like
we're married, though I know you don't want it, but I know you think we are,
in many ways. Some day, you'll have me come to your place and you'll share
that with me. I'm not going to stay in Germany and you know it.  I'll go to
Africa next, India, and it won't be the last stop either. I don't know how either
one of you will keep up with me. Frankly, I don't think either one of you will,
but it's not going to stop me. I am going to live in these places, see the rest of
the world and experience it like I really live there, not like I'm some tourist on
a short and tidy junket, ready to leave at a moment's notice. You are both in-
vited to come along, but I think you're both too headstrong, too tied to your ca-
reers and your lifestyles. I can't change it but I'm not altering my plans either.
When my life is open to you, Lena, to Serena, to anyone who wants to be there
with me, I cannot make it any more open. I don't understand why it's so damn
hard for you or Serena to take. I'm still right there with you, right with either
one of you. Do not make me choose one or the other, because I'll choose the
third option. Neither!”

Again, it sounds harsh but I've lived a considerable amount of my life
without anyone, not even close friends to see regularly. As bad as I got late the
year before, as much as I was truly  saved by Magdalena, I could walk away
from her, walk away from Serena. In this life at this time in  history women
don't often chase men, especially beautiful, successful women. They have their



pick, or so they think. I never expected either one to chase me, to follow me. I
had already become resigned to the prospect my time with either woman was
temporary, far more temporary than a human life, a matter of a small number
of years, maybe only months. I had other ambitions. To settle for either would
be to discard my ambitions. No can do.

I called Mildred near the end of the week and she wanted me up there
pronto.  “Where you been hiding,  stud?” I had unleashed a monster.  Serena
knew about it. She only warned me when I came home to have enough to fill
her tank. Good thing I wasn't masturbating. Boy, would that piss Serena off.

I drove up to Gilroy and called Mildred as I pulled off I-5. She asked
me if I remembered how to get to her place and I rattled it off. “Good, you re-
membered. I'll be waiting outside for you. It's a nice day today, isn't it?” It was
a nice day for February off the coast, though it can get chilly at night, often be-
low freezing. I arrived less than an hour later and Mildred was waiting. She
asked about Little Boy and I gave her the latest, but I wasn't inside her house
with my stuff for thirty minutes and she was already giving it to me.

“Like this dress?” Mildred asked, wearing another print dress like the
last one.

“You always look good in those, Mildred. You fill 'em out nicely.”
“Yeah, I still  have some shape left in me.” She cackled like always.

“And look at this!” She lifted her dress to her waist and showed me her bush,
dropped her dress, turned around, bent over and lifted her dress to show me her
bare ass. She stood, her dress back to normal, turned with the goofiest smile on
her face and added, “Oops. Forgot to put on my undies. Must be gettin' old.”

I laughed at the whole display. “You are incorrigible, Mildred.”
She laughed. “Two can play the game, Gregory.” She walked toward

me and grabbed my hand to take me out of the spare bedroom. “Cumon, stud.
You an' me got a date in my bedroom.”

“I only got here, Mildred,” I protested, knowing it was futile.
“I ain't had any in a year, Gregory. I'm tired uh waitin'.”
“You hadn't done any of it  in years before you met me, Mildred. You

weren't complaining then.”
She stopped as we reached her bed and turned to face me. “Well, then,

Mister, you are obviously a  bad influence.” She turned to face the bed, bent
over it with her face smashed on the mattress, pulled up her dress with her
hands behind her back until her bare ass was exposed, and added, “We've been
properly introduced, Gregory, so we can skip the kissing and foreplay, can't
we? You remember what to do when you see me like this, don't you?”

Hmm. I was wondering at this precise moment how I was going to save
some for Serena. Women can feel the volume blasted out through the genital
appendage attached between a man's legs and my factory's getting old. If it was
subject to civilization dictates, it would have been refurbished and remodeled
decades ago. I considered whether I could convince Serena the problem was I
only needed a minor surgical correction. I wonder if it's in Grey's Anatomy.

I  managed to convince Mildred to skip sex for the night. I'm an old
man, you know, but still  a man. I can only blast  away once and I have to



recharge the cylinder. Women can go all night, all day, as long as they're wet.
You can't ignore the physical differences between genders. Mildred bought it.
Relief! I was inside her vagina the next morning. I sold a few hours.

I helped her around the farm/ranch Friday and Saturday. Friday night
we drove into town in her psychedelic van. There was no drinking alcohol but
we ate and socialized at a place with food and drink and music. Several older
gents greeted her and even asked to dance,  but she declined all.  When she
stepped to the rest room, one of them, a tall, well-bellied good ole boy came up
to me and asked me what I was doing with Mildred. I looked him up and down
and said I was enjoying her company. I imagine you've known Mildred for
some time, haven't you?

“Ever since she moved into that place out there. I built some of those
buildings.”

“They're still standing. That's a testament to the work you perform.”
“You're one o' them movie boys, aincha?”
“I am. Not only do I act, before that happens, I write 'em.”
“So, you must think you're better 'an us, huh?” I started to see this esca-

late beyond control. The guy was easily six and a half feet tall. I was far out-
matched.

“Look, there's  no question if you and I had a misunderstanding, you
could put me in the hospital with hardly any effort, but Mildred and I came out
here together. Now, I haven't known her as long as you have, but I know her
pretty well nevertheless, so if you want to make a scene with me, I suspect
you'll have to make one with Mildred, too. I wouldn't want to be on that end,
would you?” The big guy thought about it a moment or two and walked away.

Before I left Sunday morning Mildred and I had another quick meeting
and I remember her saying this was likely the end. “I'm never going to see you
again, am I, Gregory?”

“Never say never. You can't predict the future and neither can I. When I
think of you, Mildred, and I do frequently, I miss your smile and your sassy at-
titude. You are a joy to be around.” She slipped up against me and held me
tight and I returned her hold. She kissed my beard, which was longer than she
had ever seen it.

“Don't shave it off, Gregory. I like this mountain man.”
Everyone from the movie was upset that I would be away from L.A.

Saturday, since John's production company hosted a big pre-Oscar party. Lots
of movers and shakers with the usual media contingent, but I would be, yet
again, conspicuously absent. “Tell them I'm fucking a seventy-year-old up in
Gilroy so she'll put me in her will and when she dies I'll inherit her ranch. She's
got no immediate family, but she's got great garlic.” Somehow the word didn't
get around like that. It was more like “Gregory's predisposed.” I think it means
I'm being prepared for disposal, yet another landfill disaster.

When I  returned Sunday afternoon and pulled up to the promenade,
there were producers and actors and crew people and all kinds who came out
of the house to greet me. Literally there were fifty or more people standing in
Serena's drive waiting for me. I turned off the rental, climbed out the driver's



door to “Surprise,” and “Welcome back.” I quieted everyone and yelled, “What
is the meaning of all this?”

Chuck stepped through the group and held something in his hand as he
said, “We figured, cuz, to keep you around like you're supposed to be, it would
take a large number of us to subdue you and I brought the straightjacket!” He
held up a straightjacket, a prop from an agency. All the group got a good laugh.

I walked to Serena and hugged and kissed her. When we separated I
stepped to Chuck, put my arm around his neck and said, “It won't be necessary,
Chuck, and here's why. My status has grown considerably since I was here last.
I'm an Oscar nominee now. This means I'm special. Last time I wasn't special
enough, but not any more. So, now, we're gonna have our Hollywood party in
the big shower, and, hell, we may even ban Serena! Cumon! Party in the big
shower!” I dropped my arm from Chuck and walked into the house, waving
everyone to come along.

While all were laughing and shouting, Serena yelled, “There is not go-
ing to be a party in the big shower!”

I moved through the crowd, past large greetings, determined to get in-
side and have a beer, but I yelled back, “Just ignore her, folks! Serena's not
special enough any more.  Hell, she's only an immigrant!” This brought even
more laughter, but I got inside and yelled, “There better be Pacifico out and
ready for consumption!” Someone said there was quite a lot in the Great Room
and it's where I headed. There was a staff of party attendants and I caught the
eye of one at a stand-up bar and advised, “I need a bottle of Pacifico, thank you
very much.” The young man popped off the cap and handed me the bottle. I
took a long swig and let Serena slip up next to me, her fist shaking in my face.
I placed my hand over her fist, pushed Serena's arm down, and slipped my arm
around her  back to  pull  her  close.  “Thought  I'd  forget?  'You're  not  special
enough for  the  big  shower.'  Right  now,  you know I  could  go  into  the  big
shower and bring a lot of these people with me and there's nothing you could
do to stop it.” I watched Serena bite her half-lip.

Chuck reached me. “You missed one hell of a party last night, cuz.”
“Sorry, cuz, but I had a date yesterday.” I glanced to Serena. “I got a

date tonight, one I'm not going to break either, but it's time to party, isn't it?”
We partied, well into the night and early morning. I took breaks from

beer guzzling to keep my shit together, but I ran into quite a few folks I had
never met. Most would be attending at least some function from the Academy
this week. In case you didn't know there are several official functions run by
the Academy throughout Oscars week and I would be at more than one. John,
Will,  Ken,  Drake,  their  wives,  all  the  other  producers  except  Gloria,  were
there. It was a giant bash. Lord Pacifico made an appearance, having returned
from another hunting expedition, though he couldn't bring himself to shoot the
tiger this time, and, as expected, the natives simply do not know how to party
in the jungle. “So pedestrian!” There were several actors from a couple of Ser-
ena's more recent movies, the ones with “slapstick” and “goofball” humor, you
know, those kinds of movies, and one came up to me and asked about Jasper.

“Jasper's retired, man. Hangs out at his beach front bungalow in the Ba-



hamas now.”
“So he's not looking for any more celebrity look-alikes?”
“Nope,” I replied, swigging from the beer bottle. “Now he's even rec-

ognized. Time to retire.”
“A lot of people think you got slighted with no nomination for acting.”
“My Brother's Keeper wasn't a strong enough movie, so it didn't sur-

prise me. As for the other, well, they've never nominated an actor for an award
from a movie where the actor shows his penis. Did you know that?”

He laughed. “No, I didn't know that.”
“It's why a penis costs the most, more than breasts, a butt or a vagina,

because every actor knows they're pissing away an acting nomination. Gonna
cost you big bucks for that!”

He laughed even more heartily and said, “I hear you play guitar now.”
“I hear you play guitar.”
“I do. In fact I brought one.”
“Mine's in Germany.” I started to break away. “Hold on. I'll go get it

and we'll jam.”
I walked through all the party rooms, since all were in use, and out to

the patio, where the outdoor pool sat silent and unused. Eventually some made
comments about the party where I did the cherry game and skinny dipped in
the pool. In my best Lord Pacifico, I said, “My dear chaps, I believe I have ma-
tured beyond that now. In point of fact, I only remove my clothes to clean my-
self or to perform outrageous sex, once I'm invited, of course. However, I  do
receive many invitations. In further point of fact, I believe I've received an in-
vitation for tonight. Can't miss that.”

Well into the wee hours of the morning the party had dwindled to a
small handful of die-hards. Serena looked spent, the wine having caught up
with her,  and I  slipped up to  her  and wrapped my arms around her.  “Had
enough, my love?” I asked her, gazing into her slightly clouded black pearls.
She kissed me.

“Shall we go to bed?” Serena asked me.
I grabbed her wine glass from her hand and set it on a table. I put my

right hand in her left, turned toward the hall to the bedroom wing, and said to
anyone who noticed, “Good night.” Serena followed me as I walked slowly but
she stepped quickly, dropped her hand from mine, and slipped her arms around
my waist from my right side. I put my arm around her back and she leaned
against me while we walked to the bedroom wing, down the long hall and into
her bedroom. We both were too smashed and tired for sex. We made up for it in
the morning.

Tuesday we all shuffled into town to check in at the hotel in Beverly
Hills. Now the parties would really get started and get pretty wild at times.
Sure, you'll hear about some of the wild ones after the Oscars, but some of the
parties before the Oscars can be just as wild. At times I'd run into people famil-
iar with my rep, and they'd tease me, “You still have your clothes on? Those
parties where you swam and paraded around naked are legendary, Gregory.”

“Are we having outrageous sex yet?”



“Not yet.”
“When that starts up, these clothes are comin' off. Wouldn't miss that!”
It was much like this the rest of the week and into the weekend: parties,

drinking, eating, sleeping, always with the little Mexican girl cuddled against
me. There were occasional meetings with media people and I attended all and
played nice. Every time I attended one with several others, from either movie
and sometimes from other movies, the questions seemed to come to me more
than anyone else. Am I really through with movies? I was asked over and over.
“Until I work on another one, yes.” When will that be? “As soon as I show up
on the set. Probably not before then.” So, you will make another movie? “Once
I've signed and it's scheduled, I'd be committed.” Have you signed for another
movie? “Not yet, but there's always tomorrow.”

Jennifer and Antonio arrived Wednesday, separately of course, Antonio
with his wife and Jennifer coming stag. Serena and I shared a room at the ho-
tel. It was all open between us and nobody paid it any mind, except Jennifer.
She wanted me in her room, and let both of us know as soon as she arrived and
came down to our room. I sat silent and looked to Serena for a few seconds,
looked to Jennifer for a few seconds, and rose from my chair. “I'm going down
to the lounge for a drink. You two figure this out.”

Serena shot back, “Don't you leave me like this, Gregory. You know
what to say.”

“And here's what I'm going to say, Serena. When you commit to me ev-
eryone else is out. Until then, if you're going to ask me to decide between you
and anyone else whom I desire, I'm going to choose sleeping alone. We've got
two beds here. You'll get one all to yourself and I'll take the other. Otherwise,
work it out between the two of you.” I walked straight to the door without any
further word from either and had a drink in the lounge. When I finished, I had
another.

Returning, they had decided Jennifer could have me that night in her
room and Serena would sleep in our room alone. “Why should any one of us
sleep alone? Why would you decide that?”

“I'm not doing that again, Gregory!” Serena exclaimed.
“I did not suggest it, Serena. We're staying in a suite. The bedroom is

separate and the door can be closed for privacy. We do what we want to do
that's private, then we all sleep together. We've all seen each other naked be-
fore. There's no shock value in it. We can all sleep together so no one sleeps
alone. We're adults. Can't you women act like adults for once?” I really was
disappointed in their decision making. It made no sense.

“What about in the morning?” Serena asked.
“If it comes to that, to something which should be private, one of you

will wait out here. After, if we all still want to sleep some more, the one who
waited out here comes back to bed. Are you going to tell me we can't make it
work? Again, we're adults. Try being one.”

“I hadn't really thought of it, Serena, but I think it would be okay. I'll try
it if you will.”

“You said about the night in New York, Serena, you didn't like having



to watch.  It hurt  to watch.  You know what Jennifer and I are going to do,
though, and you've decided it's okay. What I've proposed you still don't have to
watch, and you won't have to sleep alone. That does not make any sense, Ser-
ena. No one should have to sleep alone.”

“All right,” Serena let out loudly. “Are you happy, Gregory?”
“Yes, because no one's sleeping alone. Now I'm happy.” I looked to

Serena and smiled. “And if you want to wear something to bed, do it. Come to
think of it, I may have some longjohns with the flap in the back. I'll wear those.
We'll  all wear something, maybe mukluks, or winter coats,  anything so we're
not embarrassed or uncomfortable. We wouldn't want that.”

“You enjoy this too much, Gregory,” Serena said but she was smiling.
“I  want  you  sleeping  next  to  me,  Serena.  I  want  your  warm body

against mine.”
“And mine, too,” Jennifer said.
“And yours, too. I hope the two of you can decide which side you get.

Don't make me have to go down to the lounge again.”
This  night  I  whipped out  the neglected parcheesi  board and handed

each a die. Jennifer rolled a five, Serena a three, so Jennifer had her parcheesi
moment, and I came out from the bedroom naked and pulled Serena up from
the sofa, kissed her and we walked into the bedroom together. Serena removed
her nightgown and we all slept together against each other, naked and reason-
ably content.

When  Serena  stirred  first  in  the  morning,  waking  me,  she  instantly
slipped her hand down to wake up Junior, demanding I concede parcheesi de-
feat. Jennifer continued to sleep with her back to us and Serena tried to move
on top, but I rolled her onto her back and pushed her legs apart with my knees.
Before I started anything I whispered, “Jennifer is still in bed, Serena.”

“If she wakes up, she can watch.” You don't really play parcheesi fair,
do you, Serena?

The three of us spent the day together, since most of the festivities and
media events involved those from The True Cross. Jennifer whispered at one
point in my ear, asking me if I enjoyed the previous night, since I did not wear
a condom. I told her it's what I prefer because I can feel everything. She asked
if I liked what happened in the morning.

“What happened in the morning?” I asked Jennifer.
“I knew you were fucking, Gregory,” Jennifer admonished. “You woke

me up. I pretended I was asleep. I didn't want to disturb you two and I didn't
want to see that.”

“If it's any consolation, Jennifer, it was Serena's idea not to wake you.”
“I figured it was. Two can play that parcheesi game.”
It was on. Serena won the parcheesi roll and had her parcheesi moment

at night, but when Serena stirred early next morning, awaking both me and
Jennifer, I found myself in Jennifer's instant embrace—she didn't even wait for
me to concede—and she kissed me and rubbed me until I could feel her hand
slip around my penis. Serena began to rise from bed until Jennifer said, “I was
awake yesterday morning, Serena, and I didn't see anything because I kept my



back turned.  You didn't wake me but I heard everything.  You can turn your
back, like I did for you.”

“I was trying to be considerate and not wake you to make you get up,”
Serena tried to explain.

“Then get up and go!” Jennifer stated, with a bit of emphasis not neces-
sarily derived from consideration. “You don't have to stay if you don't want.
Just leave!”

Jennifer was almost on top of me so I slapped her bare ass with my left
hand hard and she uttered, “Ow!” I said, “Play parcheesi nice or I'll give you
more.”

Serena looked to me with a smile. “You should spank her. I'll stay and
watch that.”

“You can stay and watch this,” Jennifer said, starting to mount me.
I stopped Jennifer and rolled her onto her back with her protest. Serena

never rose from bed. Instead she settled down a couple feet away and turned
her back. With Jennifer's legs resting on my shoulders, her moans and sighs so
deep and loud, I  could see Serena move frequently as the sounds certainly
made her restless. I tried to ignore it, so, yes, occasionally, I plead ignorance,
though I attribute this instance to my parcheesi experience. Jennifer's legs on
my shoulders wasn't doing it for me, so I flipped her onto her stomach. I wiped
her once my member was dislodged.

I thought this was how it was going to be for the rest of the week. Jen-
nifer was even getting flak because she was never in her room. “I have things
to do. I'm busy.” Since pretty much everybody with the movie knew where she
was, it didn't hold much weight. I don't think Jennifer cared. I think Serena
didn't care what anyone thought. As much as Serena didn't like what was tak-
ing place right next to her in bed, she told me it was better than getting up and
waiting in the other room. She didn't want to do that at all. “So, you'd rather
not sleep alone?” I asked her. Serena kissed me softly.

It was going to be different, though, because Friday was another day of
media stuff, a gathering of our movie people, and a trip to one of the minor Os-
car presentations and functions. This wouldn't make much of a difference, ex-
cept Jana was up for an award. I hadn't spoken to Jana since I returned to Los
Angeles. Can you blame me? I had plenty to do to keep my attention. I figured
I would run into Jana at some point and when I looked over the list of nomi-
nees from this particular ceremony, I wondered what the hell else can happen?

How about when Jana saw me in the crowd she slipped through as I
watched her and planted herself right next to me through the entire event, even
screwing up the “seating arrangements” so presenters and organizers were pan-
icked? How about when they announced her as the winner for best set decora-
tion,  and she rose from the general  audience,  all  of  us,  instead of her “as-
signed” seat, taking the long way around the theater where it was held and
gave her acceptance speech? The contingent from her own movie glowered at
her but she was unapologetic. I thought it was extremely cool! I had an im-
mensely high appreciation of Jana after this. We stayed until the bitter end, al-
most  midnight,  and we four,  now Serena,  Jennifer,  Jana and me,  discussed



where to go next. What the hell? Jana had a suite in a five-star hotel paid for by
the movie production, including room service and the like. Shit, let's go.

Champagne and three randy women, all of them well-endowed, experi-
enced and reasonably well-adjusted, as far as avoiding uncontrolled fits of jeal-
ousy. Okay, Jennifer was a stretch but she was improving. I notice things like
that. We had food delivered to the room. At times I felt outnumbered. Other
times I felt like one of the girls. I can't say it was surreal, but it was so close to
being something I couldn't even imagine, it was almost there. They all seemed
to take turns arousing me, one after the other after the other, on and on. I was
triple-teamed this night. You didn't hear me cry uncle. I may have been over-
whelmed but I was going to suck it up. It was the least I could do as a represen-
tative of my gender. I was the only one there. No one else was going to pick up
the slack. I had the advantage of feigning a tired composure. “Oh, we can't
have that,” I heard. Indeed.

When we had a chance to discuss it like adults, we all agreed Jana and I
should have the bedroom and its privacy. When the door closed, separating
Jana and me from Serena and Jennifer, she slipped up to me and held me tight,
whispering in my ear I promised I would spank her. I looked at her incredu-
lously. “You just won an Academy Award, Jana. You need a spanking for that?”

Jana gazed into my eyes resolute. “I've been bad since I last saw you,
Gregory. I have. I deserve to be spanked and you're the one to do it.”

“So you're not playing parcheesi?”
“No.”
“All right,” I said, resigned, “but I'm going to tell you what I'll do be-

fore I do it. Then, you can change it if you want.” Before I did anything further
I walked out, turned on the TV for the ladies, and told them to leave it on. Both
asked why I turned on the TV and turned up the volume. “Because I'd rather
you hear this, and I'd do the same for either one of you. Get my drift?” I almost
reached the door when I turned around. “She won't play parcheesi. Okay?”

I went through it all with Jana. She wouldn't change a thing. I did ex-
actly as I told her, not one improv. When she came for me with my fingers, she
was in such an excited state she was pulling at the bathrobe tie around her
wrists. I didn't make her beg me. I stripped naked quickly and took care of her
in short order. Jana came for me twice and I blasted away at the end. She was
happy, I was happy, and her bare ass was still crimson when the ladies joined
us. Serena actually slept on the outside next to Jana, their arms entwined.

I awoke early, before anyone, since my monster champagne headache
was raging behind my forehead. I wiggled out from under Jennifer, who awoke
briefly and fell to sleep again when I laid her back down. I rose from the bed to
scope the bathroom, found an aspirin bottle and swallowed two tabs with some
water.  Walking out the bathroom I stepped across the bedroom to the main
room and ate a little of the food from last night, sitting on the sofa. I laid my
head on the sofa back and rubbed my forehead, which was pounding. Reaching
for a bottle of water, I opened it and took a sip when Serena walked out from
the bedroom and sat next to me. She put her hand to my face and I turned to
her as she kissed me softly. “What's the matter?”



“I have a raging headache.”
Serena looked disappointed. “So we're not having our morning wake-up

sex?”
I smiled briefly and frowned when my head sent another pain reminder.

“Not today.”
“Here,” Serena beckoned me to turn away, “lay across my lap and I'll

stroke you.” I did so, looking up into her face, as Serena slowly stroked my
forehead and top of my head, over and over, smiling openly. I hooked my left
arm around the back of her waist and closed my eyes to feel her hands and fin-
gers  move slowly,  gently  over  my face,  without  moving for  a  half-hour  it
seemed. Jana and Jennifer came out to the room, one after the other. Jennifer
lifted my legs and sat next to Serena, setting my legs across her lap, while Jana
sat on the large, padded arm of the sofa, occasionally stroking the side of my
head with one hand, and stroking the side of Serena's head with the other. I
watched Serena smile and close her eyes.

“Are you spent, old man?” Jennifer asked.
I looked to Jennifer smiling. “My headache's about gone but I could lay

like this all day.” I glanced to Serena. “How are your legs? Am I too much?”
Serena smiled. “I'm okay. Your head's better?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Serena put her hand to her mouth, kissed her hand and placed it over

my mouth and I  kissed it.  She let  her fingers  move over  my mouth and I
opened my lips to let her push her finger inside and I sucked on her finger. I
laid across Serena and Jennifer for a half-hour as the women talked about the
festivities and functions for the day and congratulated Jana again. They all con-
tinued to stroke me and rub me and it felt so good I didn't want it to stop, but
Serena said she was hungry which started talk about breakfast. Jana rose from
the sofa, looked up the menu and each of us chose something. Jana called room
service to place our order and in a half-hour room service knocked on her door
and she invited the boy in wearing her robe while we waited in the bedroom.
Jana called out and we ate in the other room, giving her a little grief because
she kept her robe on while we all ate our breakfast at the table completely
naked. Eventually Serena called her driver to pick us up at Jana's hotel and
Jennifer and Serena dressed and fixed themselves up in the bathroom while I
dressed, kissed and fondled Jana, opening her robe and teasing her.

Saturday provided more Oscar functions and media meetings. Out came
the tuxedo, which I would be wearing almost constantly for the next thirty-six
hours. More minors were awarded and we played nice with everyone. Jana was
at this Oscar event and the four of us sat together again, drawing a great deal of
attention,  though none of us cared.  A certain actor,  well-known and having
been around for a while—who also happened to have grown up in Illinois—
collared me to ask how I could have three women so drawn to me. He insisted
they were drawn to me. “I think what you have to understand more than any-
thing else is that I'm not the draw. I may be the common underpinning, but I'm
not  the draw. Those three women enjoy the company of  each,  too.  If  they
didn't, they wouldn't be around me. I certainly enjoy their company, all three,



because each is different, and because they enjoy each other's company, I don't
have to be so attentive. At times I can be in the background while they interact.
I actually enjoy that part.” I remember the actor making some comment about
sexuality, perhaps there was some bi-sexuality involved. “You know, I don't re-
ally care about it,” I said, knowing this would be the last discourse we would
conduct since I would be excusing myself, “because it doesn't matter. Maybe
one has to fuck you to hang with you, but I don't have that requirement. I have
one. Get along, cooperate. As long as you do, you can hang with me forever. I
will never send you packing. And, now, if you'll excuse me...”

I called Desiree to see where she was and how she was doing. They
were still an hour or more outside Los Angeles and didn't expect to arrive at
the hotel for two hours. “We're already pretty beat, Greg, so I think we'll have
to pass on catching up with you tonight, but I'm really looking forward to to-
morrow.”

“Did you pick up a very nice dress?”
“I think so. I know I have to look my best. I hope I don't disappoint you

or Serena. Is she really coming with us?”
“Yes, and watch what happens shortly after we arrive.”
“Why?” Desiree asked, intrigued. “What will happen?”
“Oh, she'll have to step away from us because all the photographers

will be screaming for shots of her but they won't want either one of us.” I
laughed. “Just the way I like it.”

I managed to hang in at the function, keeping my best face forward,
like it was all routine and I enjoyed it. I hated most of it. It comes with the ter-
ritory. “Welcome to show biz,” Gary reminded me when we chatted briefly. I
smiled a lot, though, since Jana, or Jennifer, or Serena, or any combination of
the three were always a mere few feet away. I could smile easily under those
conditions. An actress whom I had met once previously whispered, “I wasn't
aware Jennifer was so fond of you, Gregory, but she is, isn't she?”

“It's my charisma because it couldn't be anything else. You saw it in the
movie.”

She laughed. “Oh, I don't know. It may be all those hours without any
clothes on. You get attached after a while. Know what I mean, Gregory?”

“I could write my next screenplay and put you in it. Convince your hus-
band.”

As we were readying to leave for the hotel,  Jana asked if she could
come with us. No one had an objection so the four of us walked out as it was
wrapping up and climbed into the limo together. Before we arrived I called
room service for food and drink to be delivered to the room in forty-five min-
utes, which was pretty good timing because we were in the room forty minutes
later. I was getting the hang of timing for drives from here and there, almost
like I actually lived here for years. When room service had everything set on
tables and I had provided a quite reasonable tip, I said, “Ladies, may I propose
I help you out of those outrageously expensive gowns which you are borrow-
ing so you avoid spilling anything on them which you may regret.”

Serena smiled. “And what about your rental, Mister Cheap Skate?” The



other two women loved it and laughed loudly as they stared defiantly.
“Then I'll start and no one eats.” I removed my tuxedo and all its trap-

pings. When I had stripped to my briefs, I said, “I don't really need these ei-
ther,” and pulled them down, stepped out one leg and flicked them aside on the
floor. Walking to the bathroom I grabbed and threw on a robe, put my tuxedo
on its hanger, opened the door and set it on the handle. The hotel would clean
and press it by morning. I walked to the sofa, removed the robe and tossed it
away. Naked and unconcerned I asked, “Who goes first?”

“Take mine off, please,” Serena said and turned her back to me. She
stepped out of it moments later and I held it up for her to place on a hanger.

Jennifer  said,  “I'm next,”  and immediately  turned her  back.  Off  her
gown came, I held it for her as I had for Serena and she placed it on its hanger.

I stepped to Jana, put my hands on her waist and kissed her. “The last
one  gets  a  kiss  because  she's  so  patient.”  I  raised  my eyebrows  and  Jana
smiled, turning her back to me. Her gown was off in moments and I held it for
her like the others.

“Let's eat, drink and be merry.” I rubbed my hands together, and poured
glasses of champagne for all while each filled a plate. I brought two glasses,
one each for Serena and Jennifer, and set each at their places, and grabbed a
glass for Jana immediately to set it where she was already sitting. All sat at the
main table together while I filled a plate, grabbed a glass and sat on the sofa
alone. I observed all three sitting and chatting, eating and sipping champagne
and enjoying themselves, each still in their underwear.

Serena glanced to me, noting my smile, and asked, “What are you smil-
ing about, Gregory?”

I smiled even wider. “I'm enjoying the moment, Serena.”
“You look comfortable, Gregory,” Jennifer remarked. “I like you in that

outfit.” She laughed, glancing at Serena and Jana, who laughed with her.
Jana said, “He should wear it more often.” They all laughed again.
“At least the boys aren't stuffed in a pouch. The girls are still in their

cups, though.”
“I think he wants to leer at our breasts,” Jana commented.
The girls laughed again but Serena said, “I don't mind.” She reached

behind her back, unhooked her back strap and removed her bra. “He can leer at
this, too.” She sat up and pulled her panties off her hips, down her legs, over
her feet and tossed them next to her bra on the floor by the table. “He's harm-
less.” Jennifer immediately followed by removing her bra and panties, setting
them in a small pile next to the table.

Jana rose from the table. “I need help.” She walked to me and stood be-
fore me as I rose from the sofa, turned her back and I unhooked her back strap.
She turned to face me and I slipped her bra off her shoulders, down her arms
and dropped it to the floor. “One left,” Jana said, smiling. Pushing her panties
off her hips, I dropped to my knees and pushed them to her feet. Jana reached
for my shoulder for balance, lifted her right leg through the panties, set her foot
on the floor and lifted her left leg through. I set her panties on her bra and
stood, letting my eyes take in the sight of her fine naked body from her feet to



her face.  She put her arms out and I  stepped to her, embraced her and we
kissed slowly for a few moments, then more passionately.

Serena loudly declared,  “Hey, take that in the other room!” She and
Jennifer laughed.

Jana pulled away and laughed, while I smiled. “I'm still hungry, food
hungry, and we have champagne.” Jana walked to the table and sat in her chair.

We all went to bed together, Serena and Jennifer on either side of me,
Jana sleeping next to Jennifer. Serena awoke first, as usual, and called for cof-
fee. Soon the rest of us joined her when the coffee arrived from room service.

There was a breakfast served in one of the rooms of the hotel arranged
with the production and we decided to go down and have breakfast with our
movie people. Everyone looked a little haggard, ourselves included, but since
it was fairly private no one cared much. All four of us shared a table and Anto-
nio, who had been making different rounds since he arrived, came over to our
table, grabbing a nearby chair, and sat down. “What's this I hear about Jasper
retired?” he asked me, smiling big.

“A lot has changed since last year, Antonio,” I replied, between bites.
“Now, everywhere Jasper goes, people think he's Gregory Hess.” I sipped from
my coffee cup. “You know he wasn't much of a celebrity look-alike. He pre-
ferred running the show, not being one.”

“The price one pays for fame, Gregory,” Antonio noted. “After tonight,
my friend, you'll get even more of a taste of it.” He patted my shoulder.

John wandered over and commented, “Well, if it isn't the three muske-
teers and d'Artagnon.”

The girls laughed but I responded, “It's more like the three stooges and
I'm Shemp, the one who's not as funny.”

Serena looked up at John. “He's right, John. He's  not the funny one.”
She glanced at the other two as they laughed lightly.

I shrugged my shoulders, looking to John. “Humor at my expense.”
“If anyone deserves it, you do.”
“I appreciate your undying support, John, as always.”
“Looking forward to this afternoon and evening, Gregory?”
I turned to Antonio. “Looking forward to five or more hours after noon

with no drinks except water? No, I'm not looking forward to it.”
John said, “Some bring flasks, you know.”
“I'll tough it out, John. I'm from the midwest. We're used to nothing.”
After we finished our meals we mingled for a while, giving and getting

hugs and chatting and laughing with all the folks from our work together, now
almost eighteen months in the past. Jana whispered she felt more comfortable
if she stayed next to me since it wasn't her movie, even though she knew and
had worked with many in the room. Often we would walk, stand to talk with
our hands grasped together like we were a couple, and no one paid it any mind,
not even Serena or Jennifer. Sometimes we would step next to one or the other,
and Serena or Jennifer would slip her arm around my waist as I would do the
same and we would stand and chat, all while Jana stood next to me with her
hand in mine, and no one paid it any mind at all. It had all become normal and



I hadn't had sex with any of the three since Friday night. It didn't matter.
When we returned to the room, all four of us, I called Desiree to remind

her to be ready when we would pick her up. My tuxedo, now cleaned and
pressed, awaited us at the door and I brought it inside. Once I hung up with
Desiree I grabbed a bottle of Pacifico and enjoyed a beer after breakfast. It was
after ten in the morning, close enough to noon for me.

Serena secured the bathroom to begin her preparation ritual and Jen-
nifer went to her room to do the same. Jana would not be attending the main
event and she was a little sad about it, saying she would be without us, without
me, until the parties after. We were both leaning back on the sofa, I leaned to-
ward her, kissed her and her arms circled my neck to pull at me. “You didn't do
anything last night or this morning. It's not like you, Gregory.”

“It's still morning.”
“Think you can get me wet, old man.”
I slipped out of her arms and rose from the sofa. “You don't know until

you try.” I reached for her hand and she took it as she rose with me. We strolled
into the bedroom and I closed the door. I motioned for her to lie on the bed and
Jana sat down and swung her legs up to lie on her back. Once I had her jeans
and panties bunched at her ankles, I rubbed her right thigh close to her crotch.
A few seconds and I pushed my hand between her thighs. Moments later we
both knew the answer. “I think I can get you wet.” Jana smiled and beckoned
me with her arms. Crawling onto the bed, I pushed my knees between Jana's
knees and settled on top of her. I must have been horny because it wasn't even
twenty minutes and I was erupting inside her. She must have been horny, too,
because when she heard me doing what I always do when I blast away, she
reached her orgasm and I was held so tightly I could barely move my projectile
in any direction. As I lay on top of her I was thinking how nice it was for Jana
to make her inquiry when she did, leading to this. Now, I won't be horny dur-
ing Oscar night. I had to wipe Jana with a towel in the bedroom. I couldn't get
into the bathroom because Serena had the door locked. Women tend to do that
in bathrooms. Have you noticed?

Serena and I, via our limousine for the evening, dropped Jana off at her
hotel and picked up Desiree at her hotel. Desiree looked very good. She had
taken my half-kidding seriously since  her  dress  was cut  quite  low and her
breasts were pushed up with what I assumed was a new bra. I had no doubt she
had spent an hour or more applying her make-up, too. For a woman her age, a
year older since we were in the period when she had a birthday but mine was
still to come, she was very attractive, even alluring. I had flashes of yesteryear
when she walked to the limo and I helped her inside.

I introduced the two women and both were gracious and compliment-
ing. Yay! Get us through the next five hours. This was the initial meeting, and I
was still apprehensive, but in minutes they were chatting away like old friends.
Soon, Serena asked Desiree if she remembered meeting me the first time.

“When he sat down next to me, Serena,” Desiree replied, enthusiasti-
cally, “I was hoping something would come from it because I really liked him.
I wanted to know him better.”



“You never told me you liked me right away.”
Desiree turned to me with a frown of disbelief. “Do you think I would

have stayed when the teacher advised us to get up if we didn't like our seats be-
fore he did his seating chart and I didn't like you from the start?”

“I apologize for the interruption,” I responded, contrite and smiling. “I
won't let it happen again.” It didn't happen again. I let them go on and only
spoke when spoken to until we reached the theater, where we had to wait in the
“limo line” until we could get out in front of the theater and walk the red car-
pet. Fine with me. I had a chance to suck down two more beers. I would need
them. I faced more than five hours before it was through. Being a producer
listed for best picture, I would have to stay until the bitter end.

With our turn for the carpet walk, I stepped out first and waved to both
sides without really looking at anyone—I was learning the rules of the game—
and leaned in to help Serena step out so she could start her waving—the crowd
got appreciably louder when she became visible—and leaned in to help De-
siree out. Desiree waved to both sides, too, with a little flick of her wrist and
was all smiles when she said, “God, I'm nervous, Greg.”

“Hold on to my hand,” I said, offering my right,  “watch where you
walk, smile a lot, and you'll be okay.” I looked down the long entrance where
many attendees  were scattered,  media folks with microphones  and cameras
scattered with them. “If anyone comes up to talk to me, stay right next to me
and keep holding my hand. I won't let go unless you let go. Okay?”

“Okay.”
Serena had taken a few steps toward the entrance and we walked to her

so I could lean on her right side. “Take my hand or walk alone?”
Serena turned to me with a smile and reached for my left hand. The

three of us slowly walked along the entrance together. We didn't get far before
Serena let go and walked toward the photographers amid the shouts for her to
do so and did her best posing and smiling. I saw an actor I had previously met
chatting with his escort, another attendee and her escort and I nudged Desiree
over to them when I saw him see me. Soon, we were all introduced and the ac-
tor asked Desiree if she was nervous. Desiree replied, “Oh, God, yes!”

“Well, if you feel nauseous, try to hold it until you get inside or the pic-
ture will make the rounds for years.”

“I'm glad I came over to chat with you, Josh. You've been a big help.”
“On the bright side,” Josh responded, “she'll be famous.”
“I don't think I want to be remembered for that,” Desiree remarked.
It  took about  a  half-hour  of  chatting,  picture taking,  a  couple inter-

views, when the three of us, each woman grasping one of my hands firmly,
reached the door inside and the real mingling began. The mania soon came to
the forefront and whenever anyone commented about my being with multiple
women again, I capitulated. “You know, I beg endlessly and they eventually
break down. As long as you have no sense of shame, they'll go along out of ex-
treme pity. Works for me.”

We found our contingent and I hugged everyone. When I introduced
Desiree she told everyone we had met at school more than forty years before.



Oh, the eyes lit up. John announced, “That settles it,  Desiree. You're sitting
next to me so I can learn all the dirt about this guy.”

John meant me so I advised, “Won't do you any good, John. Desiree has
been sworn to secrecy or she can't attend the party after.”

“She's on the list, Gregory.”
“Guess what Gregory used to do while he was seeing Desiree?” Serena

waited while everyone had a chance to ask and Desiree smiled. “He was also
seeing other women, too. Obviously, this is not a new development.”

Drake exclaimed, “That would make it pretty much in your character,
Gregory!” Laughs.

“Convenient consistency.”
As we all slowly made our way to our seats, occasionally Serena would

break away from me and chat with attendees and I would move with Desiree
gripping my hand tightly and mingle with those I recognized and respected.
Once  I  introduced  Desiree  she  began  gushing,  as  I  expected.  She  was  all
smiles, though, and everyone she met liked her right away, as I expected. At
times Desiree did most of the talking, as I expected.

Before we reached our seats I made it a point to find the rest rooms,
though it wasn't difficult. There was a line, mostly on the female side, waiting
for entry. I had to remark to Serena even millions of dollars of net worth won't
get you entry to a rest room immediately. It's like being at a sports venue. Talk
about high class dropping a notch. Desiree said it was like being at a packed
bar with a big dance floor and great entertainment. You're going to enjoy it ex-
cept when you have to go the bathroom. “Serena's used to living in France but
they don't do their business on stair landings any more. There's your march of
progress but now you have to wait in line.”

I sat flanked by Desiree to my right, with John sitting, as promised,
next to her and chatting with her frequently, and Serena to my left, who often
had her arm wrapped around mine. It seemed interminable. Serena leaned to
Desiree at one point and told her the screenplay presentation was coming up
soon and it would be a good time to visit the ladies' room and they both got up.
John smiled as he looked over to me. “So, Gregory, your insurance agent is an
old lover. Do you get a special rate for that?”

“The stuff in your hair makes you funnier, doesn't it, John?” I said it
loud enough several sitting around us heard and laughed together. “Although
it's true. Every time I perform certain actions, my coverage goes up.” It pro-
duced even more laughter, enough that folks working for the production came
over to advise us to keep this stuff to a  minimum while the show is on air,
please. It produced more muffled laughter from those in the area and I said, in
a lower tone, “Like I can stop it. They don't know me very well.”

An actor attendee sitting in the row before us turned to me and said, in
a low tone, “They should have had you on as part of the entertainment.”

“They asked but I couldn't pass the physical. I couldn't keep spinning
the mouse wheel.” He liked it. I leaned forward. “They were also worried I'd
do my breast dispenser routine, thus spoiling the mood. Highly undignified.”

An hour and a half into the live show, Charlize Theron and Harrison



Ford were introduced and came onto the stage to  present  the best  original
screenplay award. This is the one. Desiree gripped my arm in hers and Serena
set her attention to the stage. Somehow, I sensed everyone in our contingent
got a little nervous, anxious and more attentive. Charlize and Harrison went
back  and  forth,  speaking  the  words  scrolling  from the  teleprompter  about
screenwriting and screenwriters.  Talk about the Federation, Harrison. Make
the connection from Star Wars to Star Trek. It didn't scroll on the teleprompter
so Harrison remained silent on the free association front. When the spiel finally
concluded,  Harrison held  the  envelope  but  handed  it  to  Charlize  and  said,
“Why don't you have the honors?” Charlize took it, struggled to open the enve-
lope, and after a few moments, Harrison took it back, ripped it open, set his
gaze starward to avoid seeing it, Charlize leaned to the microphone with the
glass surroundings, and stated very formally, with a staid delivery, “And the
winner is...” She smiled and I think she was trying to find the winner in the au-
dience  as  her  gaze  darted  about.  With  a  more  pleasing,  even excited  tone,
Charlize announced, “Gregory Hess for The True Cross.”

I knew I was up on the split screen with the other four nominees, for
those of you watching at home, but I wasn't giving the procedure my undivided
attention. I never expected to be the winner, though with five nominations and
only one winner, you can win any Oscar despite the possibility almost four out
of five votes were cast against you. It gets even worse for best picture when
they sometimes expand the category to as many as nine, meaning almost eight
out of every nine members of the entire academy could vote for any other pic-
ture and your picture could still win. In most countries when this kind of voting
happens, they conduct runoff elections. They never give you the percentages of
the votes cast for any category at the Oscars. Runoff elections would be a lo-
gistical and presentation nightmare. You guys at home would love it. Hell, so
would I, but since I wasn't paying undivided attention, I sat for a few moments
motionless until Desiree nudged me hard and everyone around me was giving
me their congratulations.

I said softly, “Oh, shit!” I rose from my seat and scooted along the row
to my right but John rose, blocked my way, and hugged me hard. He whispered
in my ear, “Congratulations, old man.”

I whispered, “Wish you could go back and break my nose now?” John
smiled, turned to let me through and grasped my shoulder and squeezed me
hard as I squeezed his hand. I had been so lacking in attention I only heard Ser-
ena congratulate me. As I reached the end of the row, I turned to catch her gaze
and kissed my hand to wave it to her. I made a slow walk down the aisle to the
stage, glanced around and when I saw a familiar face or heard a familiar voice
I stopped and acknowledged the person. A couple of attendees, on very good
grounds with me, stepped out to hug me and I hugged them back. I walked up
the steps toward Charlize first, who put out her hands and I grasped them and
said, “You look delicious as usual, Charlize.”

She continued smiling big but warned me, “I know all about you, Gre-
gory. Congratulations, anyway.”

Harrison held the Oscar prop. I walked to him as he held it toward me.



Smiling, but in a mock derogatory manner he said, “Congratulations, old man.”
I smiled and followed his lead. “Thank you, even older man.” Harrison

held back a laugh but patted my back as I took the statue in my right hand and
stepped toward the microphone and its glass surroundings.

Segment Eighteen
While someone ripped my ac-

ceptance  speech  and  posted  it  on
YouTube minutes after I delivered it,
the  Academy  eventually  invoked
DMCA and yanked  it  so  they  could
post their own version. It was edited,
of course, so unless you watched the
show or were one of the millions of
views for the first one, you missed it.
Despite the fact I never wrote the speech itself, I had rehearsed it in my mind
many times, and I remember it word for word, so here's the entire speech.

“I trust this won't lead you to greater expectations as it will surely result
in your disappointment and heartache...There are requirements for this cate-
gory or one  cannot be nominated. 'We shall create a literature award on the
condition it be made into a movie and shown in at least one theater in the U.S.,
because,  after all, this is the  American Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, not the Mexican Academy.'”

I pretended writing a letter. “Ides of March. Happy Birthday to Me! My
Dearest Serena. The reference to Mexican Academy was meant only to serve
as an example. Please, do not take it personally. Incorrigibly, Gregory Hess.

“To make a movie from a screenplay takes hundreds of human beings,
three hundred and forty-eight, to be exact. Without their hard work, dedication
and effort, this award would never be possible, so I will accept it on their be-
half because  I didn't earn it! Heck, I have these lunatic thoughts in my head
and pound them out on a computer and they go away. That's not writing. That's
insane! So all who worked on the movie deserve this award, and I will give it
to them eventually. How I do it, you'll have to stay tuned.

“I  must  thank  my  screenwriting  colleagues  for  the  recognition  this
award represents. I thank you all, and leave you with this advice.  Next year,
double-check your ballot to ensure you left your marks where you intended be-
fore you send it in so that something like this never happens again!

“Last, I want to thank the entire Academy—boy does that feel like high
school—for your invitation to this shindig. All the attendees are looking fabu-
lous and it's quite a sight to behold, but when is the bar gonna open? Cumon!
It's way past noon or is this some kind of Lost Anglos thing?

“Thank you for your indulgence.”
I turned around and walked away, in the wrong direction, and Charlize

had to  lean toward me and tell  me,  “This way, Gregory.”  I  walked to her.
“You'll have to take my arm, Charlize. I'm too nervous.” She wrapped her arm
around mine. “You really are incorrigible.” My last words to her as we reached



the edge of the stage were, “Everyone says it like I should be changing soon.
That's not incorrigible. That's indecisive.” She laughed, we were off-stage and
out of sight, and Charlize said, “Again, congratulations, old man.” She leaned
to me and kissed my cheek. Harrison had walked ahead of us but stopped and I
glanced to him, turned my cheek, and said, “I'm ready for your kiss, Harrison.”
He shook his head, said, “Not in this life,” and extended his right hand. “It's a
hug, Harrison, or nothing.” He smiled, dropped his right hand and we hugged
lightly. “Congratulations, again, old man. Nice speech, too. I'm sure you'll hear
about it.” When we separated I said, “It's always 'old man.' I guess only the
ladies who are special to me call me 'little boy.'” Charlize heard it and com-
mented, “You do act like a little boy.” I smiled at her. “I can't shake him.”

I was escorted back stage to the press room, where all the winners go to
meet with the press and expand their speeches since they tend to limit the win-
ners to forty-five seconds or so. Of course, the bar is  never open, since there
isn't one, because it's all entertainment now, not like the old days, and I made
that comment in the press room. I  even intimated I would come back here
again if I wasn't nominated, but only on the condition they bring back the old
times when it was like a banquet with a meal and drinks and tables. The way it
is now does not represent progress to me.

It was a while before I finally returned to my seat, which was during a
commercial break so everyone had a chance to hug me. I heard quite a few
comments about my speech, from all over the theater it seemed. One of the
screenwriter nominees even loudly proclaimed, “No wonder I lost. I can't com-
pete with  that.” I replied, though not as loud as he could hear, “It's probably
because he'd have to write it and then perform it. He's only a writer.” Our con-
tingent enjoyed it.

I wrote on a piece of paper something for Serena. “As for me taking it
personally, Gregory, no, I didn't. We all know you're an old man, and it's past
your nap time, so you're probably just cranky.” I handed it to her.

“What's this?” Serena asked.
“If you want, Serena, should you win, you can say that as your response

to what I said.” She read it and smiled.
It seemed like forever—or close to an hour, take your pick—when we

finally got to our next award, best actress. This time Serena gripped my arm
like a vise and Desiree sat in rapt attention. I was thinking to myself as the
teleprompter kept scrolling,  yeah, yeah, yeah, let's get to it, will you, please!
Finally, the actor enlisted to make the presentation got to it. “And the winner
is...Serena Dominguez for The True Cross.” Serena, of course, completely lost
it. She couldn't take her hands away from her mouth in absolute shock for mo-
ments and moments. I leaned to her, all on camera naturally, and said, “They
will not bring the award to you, Serena. You will have to get up and walk.” It
seemed to snap her back to reality and she slapped my arm, stood and scooted
along the aisle to John, who hugged her tightly and she hugged him back and
kissed his cheek. Way to go, John.

You've seen her acceptance speech. It's almost classic. Actress from a
foreign land with English as an acquired language can barely speak intelligibly



and frequently breaks down in tears. At one point I turned to Desiree and said,
“That's why I love her so much. She breaks down and completely loses it when
the pressure's on. I  love  an underdog.” Desiree chuckled. Serena managed to
get to me and remembered the note I wrote her, pulled it out, and said, “I can't
say this.” Why did I write this screenplay for you again? Remind me. After the
shock and the press meeting,  Serena returned to her seat and I hugged and
kissed her as she did the same. “Nice speech. Are you suffering from late stage
autism?” She whacked me on my shoulder, her face beaming. “Told ya, ya'd
win.” She hugged me and kissed me, this time a little more energetically.

Carey did not win and I don't care who did so they don't get any ac-
knowledgment here. Best picture went to another entry, a gung-ho action flick
about real men protecting us poor, helpless, freedom loving, democratic types,
like either of those stereotypes actually exist today or ever did. As a full mem-
ber of SAG,  the Screenwriters Federation and the Directors Guild, I  had to
watch the movie and vote and I did. I had to grit my teeth and rattle off snide
remarks to no one, since no one was with me, to do it. Of the best picture nom-
inees, my opinion was it was the  worst movie of them all. Either I'm out of
touch or everyone else in the academy is. I'll pick me. I  prefer to be  out of
touch when it means I retain what little sanity I still possess. Granted, this little
sanity is minuscule, possibly not even worth measuring.

Fortunately the award for best picture brought an end to my need to at-
tend and I was not sticking around for the “show biz” conclusion. I said to Ser-
ena, “You can stay since it will be a while before the limo arrives but Desiree
and I will wait outside.” Serena nodded and stayed. I expected her to try to
bask in her new glow. Too bad you couldn't bask up there on the stage. That re-
ally would have spoken volumes. Desiree was reluctant to go but since I was
insistent she came along without argument.

On the way we ran into Ironman, who said to me, “Gustavo, did you
see this?” He showed me his smartphone with a picture of me on stage.

“What is it, Ironman?”
“It's the video of your speech. It was posted minutes after you delivered

it. It already has over two hundred thousand views.”
“Well, that's nice, Ironman, but did any of them hear what I said?”
Ironman looked at  me apologetically.  “Now,  that I  can't  answer,  al-

though, I heard it and I still have no clue what you were talking about.”
“I had no clue either! I thought I was the only one!”
For convenience sake we went to Desiree's hotel and picked up her hus-

band, who wore a nice suit and looked like a mountain man like me. We ex-
changed civilities and I told him, “Sit down, have a beer and enjoy. I never
bore you ill will and I hope you'll do the same for me tonight.”

“Thanks,” he said, reaching for a beer. “Nice speech, by the way.”
I can honestly say I have never attended an event where there were four

lovers of mine present at the same gathering until this night at this party. That
every one of them knew about every other one made it even more improbable.
This certainly will never happen again. That it  has and with even a greater
number of lovers present should make my head spin. It doesn't, probably be-



cause I'm numb from the shock which started this night and hasn't diminished.
I have no other plausible explanation.

Serena took off for parts unknown, surrounded by a constant stream of
well wishers. She was in such a state of euphoria, or shock—if pushed I would
choose the latter—she didn't even say goodbye or kiss me or anything. Her
hand slipped from mine and we weren't close to each other for hours. Desiree
disappeared for a while, too, but more at my instigation. “You should mingle
with your husband, Dez. It's looks better.” I was surrounded by well wishers,
too, and could make my way through the party at a pace equivalent to a couple
yards per hour. Snails move faster. I was so swamped I had to continually get
other people's attention to get another's attention to get yet another's attention
for a glass of champagne or a refill. That all involved did it without hesitation
is a perk for the current Oscar winners. People at the parties will do it for you
when you win an Oscar, since you have been elected king or queen for the
night. Although, in truth, they're trying to help you get smashed so everyone in
the biz can talk about how loaded you got on your coronation night for the next
several decades. “Remember when...” is something you hear frequently at Os-
car parties.

I wasn't at the party long before I felt a warm hand wrap around my
wrist and slip down around my hand, so I looked to my right and Jana stood
next to me, instantly leaning to me to kiss me. “Congratulations, Gregory.”

“Congratulations, again, Jana. If you hadn't been working your movie
when John called, they never would have nominated you. You know it, don't
you?”

“It  would  have  been  fine  with  me,  because  I  would  have  met  you
sooner.” I had quick flashes of how uncomplicated that would have turned out
on the set and realized how blessed I truly was with those who watch over me,
what I know as my “something bigger.”

Jennifer eventually made her way to me and when we met we hugged
and kissed long and passionately,  despite  all  the people around us.  I  heard
someone ask, “Are you two going to take your clothes off now?”

When we separated I turned in that direction and loudly shouted, “Well,
if we could change this party into a theater and have everyone shell out twenty
bucks, I'll do three guns.” Jennifer laughed almost uncontrollably. She remem-
bered the scene. Heck, she couldn't forget it. I didn't help because I wore my
mania cap. It was the only item of “clothing” I wore, other than the gun belt.

I meandered through the party for the next hour with Jennifer on my
left side, my arm constantly around the back of her waist, and Jana on my
right, her hand entwined in mine. Desiree caught up with me and I introduced
her to Jana, since she had met Jennifer at the show earlier. Desiree leaned to
ask me in a lower level, “You've fucked Jana, too, haven't you?”

When Desiree leaned back, I replied, “That's confidential.”
Desiree shook her head in disbelief. “Greg, you won an Oscar, and now

you're  in  the  same  room with  Serena,  Jennifer,  Jana,  and  me.  That's  four
women you know intimately.  How lucky can you be?” She smiled warmly
though.



Jennifer and Jana both turned their attention to the two of us. “I can
honestly say, the crowd here is not hostile, since there are several who I know
love me very deeply and I can truthfully say I love each one as deeply. I never
stopped loving you, Desiree, and I always will.” Without looking at Jennifer or
Jana, I added, “I love Jennifer and I always will. I love Jana and I always will.
I love Serena and I always will. When any one of you is next to me, I'm not
certain you know how it makes me feel, so I'll try to tell you. Any one of you
makes my heart soar when you're next to me, so imagine what I feel now when
three of you are next to me.” Desiree stared into my eyes for a few moments,
leaned to me while she raised her right hand to my cheek and kissed me. I
turned to Jennifer, who smiled sensually, turned to me as her arm around my
waist tightened and kissed me. I leaned away from Jennifer and felt Jana's free
hand on my left cheek turning my head and once I did, she leaned and kissed
me. Since my heart didn't explode, this is proof of our family heritage of little
or no heart trouble. I thank my ancestors for quality genes.

After this display of affection I considered we had been there about two
hours and I was tiring of standing and walking. I thought we might be able to
find a place to sit if we made our way to one of the back corners of the giant
hall. I expressed the thought to the women in my presence and we all moved in
the direction where we saw a group of chairs and sofas, most being occupied,
but once we arrived several stood up, some offering their seats to the Oscar
winners, Jana and me. Jennifer, Jana and I sat on a sofa, the two flanking me,
and Desiree and her husband sat in separate chairs near us. The catering group,
with waiters and waitresses in uniform, regularly came in our direction so we
lounged, drinking champagne or whatever we fancied and scooped appetizers
when presented with such. The many who came by would wish Jana and me
their  congratulations,  with  the obvious  facial  expressions  of  disbelief  when
they would see both Jennifer and Jana touching, holding or squeezing me while
I did the same with either. Word was getting around and I was adding to a
growing reputation. I didn't think much about it. When I  did think about it I
wished Magdalena was there. I missed her, even though I was encircled by
women I loved and wanted too.

As  the  night  turned  into  early  morning,  beyond the  appointed  hour
when the coach turns back into a pumpkin, Serena arrived in our little nest area
and immediately sat down in my lap between the other two and kissed me long
and passionately. When she leaned back with her arms squeezing my neck, she
said, “Congratulations on your Oscar, Gregory.”

“I heard this was your first, my love. Was that a hell of a role this guy
wrote for you?”

Serena kissed me again, leaned back, and said, in her sultry manner, “It
was.”

“I heard he wrote it because he's obsessed with you.”
Even more sultry, Serena said, “He is, but there may be something he

doesn't know.”
“What would that be?”
Serena smiled warmly, her sultry manner fading, as she replied, “Since



I met him, I'm as obsessed with him.” Her expression changed to a look of un-
certainty, even a vulnerability, little Serena. My smile widened, I watched her
face change back to a smile, and I gently pulled my hands from Jennifer and
Jana and slipped them around Serena's back, pulled her to me and kissed her.
Even with all the noise around us I could hear Serena moan.

I had given up the champagne, to the obvious disappointment of many,
but I stuck with beer and water. It was going to be a long night, as I antici-
pated,  and while  I  had  been personally  invited  to  a  dozen separate  parties
around town, I knew I wouldn't attend any of them. Our party would be going
strong well into the morning as John had planned, since he spared no expense
to demonstrate to the entire  business  his little  production company had the
means, the abilities, and the desire to match anything the big studios could do.
We talked about it several times leading to Oscar week and I always encour-
aged him to do so, but I knew my encouragement was unnecessary. Despite my
spoiling his euphoria temporarily last summer when I stepped away from it,
John frequently reminded me the moment I discussed how we could steal the-
aters from the studios by approaching the owners personally and distributing
our movie ourselves, he was all in. He had honestly never considered all of my
proposal in the past because he never expected to lose money at the box office,
even though the studio providing distribution was taking its cut from his bot-
tom line. It was simply an easier business decision to make because he didn't
think he or any of his people had the expertise and the fortitude to go the long
haul and curry the wrath of all the studios. “We all still have to work with them
once our little independent endeavor is complete,” John explained. “We're ac-
tors and producers and movie support people and we all work for studios on a
regular basis. Once you're blacklisted in this business, Gregory, you're crippled
for work the rest of your life.” Not if you start your own full-time studio.

Throughout the early morning my legs would cramp and hurt with one
of the women sitting on my lap, so I would ask her to rise so I could rise and
meander around while the women kept our seats. This was the time when the
real late night, early morning revelers would arrive at other parties, the parties
most in the business expected to be going into the morning and beyond. It was
during one of my forays around the hall stretching my legs when I ran into
Mister Washington, one of those in the “reveler” category, often renowned for
it, as I had learned. “Just the man I wanted to meet,” Mister Washington said to
me when he was close enough to be heard and I had noticed him in the crowd.
There were still a lot of people at our party and many were coming inside. He
stuck out his right hand.

“If I can't hug a person it makes me suspicious,” I explained, “because
it's a hug. I'm not groping or fondling you.”

Mister Washington smiled big. “I should have known. I've heard about
you.” He pointed at me with a smile, put out both arms somewhat timidly but I
stepped to him, wrapped my arms around his back and squeezed him. “Nice
hug,” he said.

I released him, smiling, and asked, “Now you've met me. Wanna chat?”
“First, though, I want you to meet my wife.” He turned to the beautiful



woman standing to his left. She was all smiles and immediately put out her
arms and I hugged her lightly. When we separated I looked to Mister Washing-
ton. “Now, explain to me how a white boy from the midwest would write an
award-winning screenplay set in eastern Mexico, creating a movie with a pri-
marily Hispanic cast and practically no dialog in Spanish,  except to win the
heart of a certain little Mexican actress.” The smile on his face was huge.

I smiled back warmly. “It's supposed to be confidential. Can you really
be certain I won the heart of some little woman, Mister Washington?”

“Please, call me by my first name,” Mister Washington insisted.
“At a time in the future I shall address you by your given name, but let

me explain.” I glanced to his wife, who was smiling with great interest at our
rapport. “You would agree should I address you as 'Mister Washington,' it is a
sign of respect?”

His smile was infectious. “Yes, but it's also formal and you needn't be
so formal with me.”

“It is formal and it is respectful, but today I shall address you as 'Mister
Washington,' because I want you to leave me with one overriding thought: I
have the utmost respect for you. You may have an easy-going manner, as I
have heard from many who have worked with you in the past, but you also
have a no-nonsense approach when it's time to work, and I have a great appre-
ciation for this trait from any human being. When it's time to work, focus and
get it done. Your acting ability, however, is probably second to none, since you
have demonstrated a range few, if any, can exceed, and this talent fascinates
me, to the point where I truly consider writing another screenplay and making
another movie when you're a part of it. I'm sure you know I'm reluctant to do
any  of  this  again.”  I  watched  him,  still  smiling,  nod his  acknowledgment.
“Therefor, if I'm going to do it again with your involvement I must have your
undivided attention and enthusiasm, which I know I must earn, but I can't ac-
complish this  trust if I don't have  your respect. The one method I  know will
earn someone's respect is to show them, unequivocally, I respect them, I hold
them in high esteem, and to address you until you leave as 'Mister Washington'
is  the  method  I  choose.”  He  continued  to  smile  while  he  shook  his  head
slightly. “Although, I want you to know I can be informal and put you at ease
and still  address  you as  'Mister  Washington'  and you will  eventually  think
nothing of it, except I continually do it to reassure you of my respect.”

Mister Washington lifted his  arm to place his  hand on my shoulder.
“Well, I don't want to argue with you, Gregory, since I think it's futile to do so.
Word gets around, you know.” He smiled and let his arm drop to his side.

I reached for his right arm and grasped it lightly. “Come. We'll chat and
I'd like you to meet some friends of mine and bring your lovely wife with you.
She's the better half, isn't she?” They both laughed. “I mean, it's what I've al-
ways thought, until I got divorced, and then I thought we were equal so I might
as well make it on my own and take my life back. It's what I convinced myself
to think and it may be a delusion, by the way.”

Mister Washington put his left arm around the back of his wife's waist
as she did likewise as he explained, “She is my life, Gregory, so there would be



no getting my life back if I left her. I'd have no life.”
“Oh, thank you, baby,” she said and squeezed him.
“I said it may be a delusion. I'm never in denial. I consider all possibili-

ties.” We started drifting toward the back corner of the hall, with our running
conversation  often  interrupted  by  those  greeting  Mister  Washington  or  me,
congratulating my award, and we would both politely return the greetings.

Once we reached the sofa and chairs surrounding it, all were wearing
smiles of recognition of one form or another. I introduced Mister Washington
and his wife to Jennifer. They had only briefly greeted each other in the past.
Jana and Serena both advised they needed no introduction and Mister Wash-
ington explained he and Serena had many conversations previously and Jana
had worked on one of his movies and he congratulated her on her award. I in-
troduced the couple, then, to Desiree and her husband and Mister Washington
asked how I knew them. “Long story.” John and Pamela sat at the end of the
long sofa and needed no introduction, but both rose to offer their seats to Mis-
ter Washington and his wife. The couple sat next to Serena, who was in the
middle. Jana rose, since it was her turn, so I sat between Serena and Jennifer
and Jana sat in my lap and put her right arm around my neck. I leaned a little
forward so I could keep eye contact with Mister Washington.

Mister Washington focused on Jana, who looked straight at him smil-
ing. “I heard you were seen with Gregory, but I thought it might be a mistake.
Apparently, I was mistaken?”

“Since I  met Gregory,  I  think about him frequently,  even when he's
away from me. He has his life to live and I understand. He'll be away from me
more than he'll be with me, and it will happen soon.” Jana paused to look to me
with a frown and when I returned her frown, she lifted her left hand to stroke
my cheek. “The way he makes me feel when I'm with him, though, is like no
other. I have never felt this way with anyone else, so when he's near, I want to
be with him. I know it sounds strange or maybe complicated, but it's how he
makes me feel. It's how he makes us all feel.”

Mister Washington smiled huge focusing on me. “Do you have some
kind of hold on them, Gregory? And didn't I hear you became a father again?”

I laughed and nodded. “I don't have a hold on anyone, Mister Washing-
ton,  not like some  grip.  It's  more a persistent thought,  one which won't  go
away. You  may have heard me explain about attachments, the mental, emo-
tional attachments we create in our minds concerning another human being?”
Mister Washington nodded. Many of my  performance routines had become
quite familiar, especially to those in the entertainment business. “I don't create
someone's attachment to me.  They do. I create  my attachment, and I am hon-
estly, truthfully, and appreciatively attached to each one and I don't want to let
go of any of them. Getting to where it is now has not been easy for me or Ser-
ena, Jennifer or Jana, but I will not choose, because I cannot. I cannot choose
one because I must then send away all  others and I cannot do that since it
would mean I must exclude someone from my life.  Exclusion violates an es-
sential principle of my life, my way of life, which is  inclusive only, for I will
not exclude anyone except for betrayal. No one here, Mister Washington, has



betrayed me and we all cooperate, which is the only rule I demand to remain in
my life. My life, my world, my circle of influence, is big enough for anyone,
for everyone, because we can all live together. The only thing which holds us
back is in here.” I paused a moment to poke my finger against my temple. “It's
not  easy to experience, because it requires a sharing and a selflessness com-
pletely contrary to  what  seems entirely instinctive,  but  it's  only one's  brain
which inhibits one, which manufactures the conflicts and the revolts. Once one
conquers one's self, an evolution occurs, and when I observe how it evolves I
am amazed myself, as you would be, too, because everyone begins to develop
their own separate attachments to each other. You see,  I know what will take
place when one can change and then control what churns inside here.” Again, I
poked my temple. “One begins to understand it was only me who brought ev-
eryone together. Everyone else is responsible for making it work, not me.

“Let me explain influence.” I took a gulp from my beer bottle. “There
are three types of influence, positive, negative and ambivalent. An ambivalent
influence is one of little value, equivalent more to an absence, not a presence.
Both positive and negative influences have their expected results, but here's
where everyone trips up. We are only considering influence, not command. For
example, do you really think I  command Jennifer, or Serena, or Jana?” The
couple both shook their heads. “An influence, whether positive or negative,
simply allows those in the sphere, in the  circle of this influence, to  consider
what they may not have considered previously. Should this consideration bring
action, then, Mister Washington, who is ultimately responsible for the action?
The one who influences or the influenced?”

Mister  Washington  carefully  considered  my question  for  a  few mo-
ments, smiled at me, and replied, “Those who take action are responsible for
their actions, so my answer would be the influenced.” He smiled a little devi-
ously, though, when he added, “But the action can legitimately be considered
impossible without  the  preceding  influence.”  He  smiled  triumphantly.
“Wouldn't you agree, Gregory?”

“I would agree completely, Mister Washington. In fact, I will always re-
tain a desire that my influence would  inspire others to take action and I will
never deny it. Thus, we reach the separation of the influences, the differences
between positive and negative, because each, Mister Washington, comes with
the same desire, to inspire others to take action.” I paused to suck some more
brew, turned to flash my devious grin, noting Mister Washington's equally de-
vious grin, and added, “So, let me propose an example. If I had never written
The True Cross, do you honestly think Serena would have received the award
for best actress tonight, or even have been nominated?”

His smile was warmly following my reasoning and I could tell I was
making a mighty impression. “No, she wouldn't have been nominated.”

Serena patted my leg and interjected, “I agree, but it seems to make
what I did something less than it was, Gregory.”

“No, you're wrong, Serena, because you are thinking of it more like a
command than an influence,  so follow me on this, listen to me closely. There
was a time when the words in the screenplay spoke to you, influenced you so



deeply, you spent much of an entire day in such a detached mood with every-
one that  everyone recognized it, and I'm talking about the day the two of us
went to all your doctor friends. Remember?”

Serena hung her head and softly said, “Yes.”
“You were so emotionally distraught you accused me of having a death

wish, and I know you remember it.”
“Yes,” she replied softly, lifting her head to gaze into my eyes.
I smiled warmly. “We spent the ride back to your house discussing the

entire story, so you understood it was a story I was compelled to tell because it
had something to say I considered very important and you finally agreed. Ser-
ena, my love, from then on everything you did for the movie was from your
own actions, unencumbered, all from your own willful decisions. You, your-
self, did it. I never performed your role, dear. You did, all of it. It was what you
wanted to do and you were so into it, Serena, you would have run over anyone
who got in your way. Now, in all honesty, who owns this award? You? Me?
You're the one who took action, Serena, not me. I influenced you, and you have
no doubt about it, but the result of the influence was the action you took. I will
never take credit for your acting because I'm not responsible for it.  You are,
Serena, every bit of it.” I watched Serena's face turn from uncertainty to enor-
mous appreciation. “And your actions on the set made me so proud of you...”
Serena opened up such a big smile she grabbed my neck and pulled me to her
to kiss me fully.  When she released me I glanced at  the couple beside her.
“None of us are born in isolation and raised on an island with no one else there.
We are all under an avalanche of influence almost every moment of our lives
and you cannot escape it. It, therefor, becomes imperative one become profi-
cient at discovering which influences are positive and which are negative, em-
brace the positive and discard the negative. This is  not an easy task, Mister
Washington, and what makes it harder more than any other aspect is the confu-
sion almost everyone holds between identity and identification.”

I paused for a moment to let it sink in. Mister Washington soon asked,
“Between identity and identification? Explain what you mean, Gregory.” His
smile had subsided. He was more into an intense focus on what I would say.

“I don't know what you know concerning what I have said publicly and
privately.  John often  tells  me I  may  be  too  philosophical.”  I  shrugged my
shoulders. “The way I live my life, Mister Washington, is not haphazard. I al-
ways try to retain a focus so I can properly consider every course of action I in-
evitably take, that it's the right course of action. I don't care what anyone else
thinks, since it seems to me to be the proper response. Would you agree?”

Mister Washington nodded his head. “I would agree. It certainly seems
a philosophical approach to take. So what about identity and identification.”

“Identity  and  identification  are  philosophical  points,”  I  explained.
“First,  to define both, identity is who you are and what you are in here.” I
poked my temple. “Identification is the superficial appearance, sound, smell,
touch, even taste which emanates from any human being. It's how each of us
instantly identifies another human being. For example, Jana could start speak-
ing  like  Serena,  with  her  beautifully  sultry,  husky voice  and accent,  and  I



would think,  who the hell  are you?” I  hugged Jana and all  chuckled.  “She
would still be the same person in here,” and I gently pressed Jana's head, “but
her identification has changed to me so I'm not certain who she is, for a while,
should it happen. What I need you to understand is the absolute difference be-
tween identity and identification. Each is unique and distinct and should never
be confused. So, how have I done so far, Mister Washington?”

He smiled widely and replied, “Very well, Gregory. I follow identifica-
tion. What about identity?”

“First, understand the four attributes of every human being which helps
to establish identification. They are: color or race, gender, where you're from
or where you were born, and the language you were taught by those who raised
you. These four attributes serve  only as a means for your identification, be-
cause they are  not a part of your identity. Indulge me now to let me explain
where the confusion begins. Suppose I were to ask you, Mister Washington,
'who are you?' And,  you  immediately reply to me, 'I am a black man from a
southern state who speaks English.' However, you didn't tell me anything about
who you are. You simply told me what I could already see and hear, though
maybe not so much the southern states thing, but I know you're from there. My
point is, in this response, you are confused between your own unique identity
and your identification. Are you still with me?”

Mister Washington gave me his unique twist of the head with his lips
pursed,  smiled,  and said,  “You haven't  lost  me.  I  see  the  difference.  What
else?”

“Those four attributes, color, gender, where you're from, and your pri-
mary language, are all attributes for which you had no opportunity to choose,
and because you had no choice in any, none can be considered a part of your
identity, who you are, because your identity is a unique contrivance. You, Mis-
ter Washington,  create your own unique identity, with the endless, ceaseless
influence around you from the moment you're born, when you came into this
world. It would be foolish and naïve for me to state, because you can be identi-
fied as a black man, it had no influence in who you are or how you developed
into who you are. Wouldn't it be foolish and naïve?”

“Of course,” Mister Washington replied. “Since you yourself are not a
black man, you have absolutely no idea what it's like to be a black man in this
country, so I agree. For you to say it had no effect on who I am today would be
foolish and naïve, and frankly, stupid.” He smiled when he said it.

“And I may be a lot of things but I'm not stupid.”
“No, I don't think you're stupid.”
“Such a vote of confidence!” I exclaimed amid more laughter. “Thank

you, Mister Washington! To further clarify identity, all of us here, all of us ev-
erywhere on this big blue spaceship, have had parts of our identity shaped by
the attributes of our identification due to the influence around us, because hu-
man beings interact with each other often with an instinctive behavior derived
from the four attributes. These influences come from experiences, so I can eas-
ily say a black experience will not be the same as a white or an Asian, a man
will have different experiences than a woman, where you're from will foster



different experiences as will your languages. These different experiences, in-
fluences, become the building blocks for your identity, and what every human
being should do, upon reaching an age where you can reason and think logi-
cally, rationally, and detach from the experiences the emotion and the reaction
you remember, you can begin to discard the negative influence and embrace
the positive. You can determine which is worthy and which is not. You can be-
gin to assess the right way to be and the wrong, and when you begin this build-
ing process you truly begin creating your unique identity, who you are, what
you value, what is important and essential to you to continue to want to live
and work and grow in this world...I'm almost finished but how am I doin'?”

“You should run for office,” Mister Washington advised, and there were
laughs all around. “I'd vote for you.”

“I'm not leading. You don't need leaders. You're fully capable of leading
yourselves.”

“But  we're  collectively  lazy,”  Mister  Washington  added.  “See?  I've
heard some of your statements.”

“Show biz is like a big high school, thus, the reference to high school in
my speech.”

“And the cliques and tribes and the endless recruiting for tribes,” Mister
Washington commented. “I've heard all of this, too.”

“And you understand it all, don't you?”
“Of course. It's why I came to this party, Gregory. I had to meet you.”
“And I have a great appreciation for those who listen and will think, be-

cause, honestly, Mister Washington, I don't say these things and do what I do
because I'm so full of myself I have to strut around like I'm saying, 'look at
me.' There are times when I have a profound disgust to think I have to consider
myself a human being, the same kind of being as those around me, when I see
and hear and feel what some say and do out of pure ignorance, because they
choose not to think and, instead, to ignore and react blindly...But let me finish
here. Because your identity is inside your brain, between your ears, no one gets
inside, no one can examine your identity. It is hidden, but you slowly reveal it,
through your actions, reactions and interactions with any human being. You re-
veal it slowly through what the rest of us can see, hear, feel, smell, and taste,
though the latter's reserved for those with whom you are really close, such as
the lovely wife  sitting  next  to  you,  Mister  Washington.  I'll  bet  she's tasted
you.” All laughed heartily with the sentiment. “So I imagine the rest of us are
not going to taste you to enhance our idea of who you are.”

Mister Washington laughed and remarked, “No, I think it's unlikely.”
“One's identity is revealed, then, over time and the longer one has inter-

action with you, as with anyone, they  learn more about who you are, what
your values are, what's important to you. And if they can actually  think, they
also learn to separate your identity from your identification, to the point, Mis-
ter Washington—if they have truly reached a stage of human enlightenment—
where they assign absolutely no relevance to your four attributes—color, gen-
der, where you're from and your primary language—and interact with you only
on the basis of your true identity, since they have separated your identification



from your identity. And I will tell you this, Mister Washington, in all candor,
once you have reached this point with another and they have reached the same
point, from this moment forward, all your interactions will have true meaning,
but not until this point, when both of you reach it. And should you continue to
confuse identification with identity, you shall remain merely a servant of those
who possess a similar attribute or several, for they will yank your chain, and
you shall be their puppet. Only when you recognize the difference between the
two and fully embrace it will you be the master of your fate and not until then.
Otherwise you shall remain the servant of others. Thus concludes my discourse
on identification and identity, and I challenge all seven billion of you to argue
against it, because you will all lose the argument. It is a universal truth, a law,
like the natural, physical laws. You can ignore them, but should you fall over a
railing twenty floors up, you're not gonna fly. You're going to plummet straight
to the ground. Splat! It's the law. It cannot be undone.”

Serena  looked to  me and commented  loudly,  “Life  and wonder  and
fun.” She turned to Mister Washington, whose expression was inquisitive. “I
said it once about Gregory.” She turned to me and asked, “Do you remember?”

“Oh, yeah. You said it to John, before we started shooting the movie,
and I was embarrassed because what you said so nailed me, but it was still very
early in our relationship, and I tried to explain to John...” I looked a little em-
barrassed and saw Mister Washington's expression of wonder. “Serena and I
were already very close by then, but we couldn't be open about it, not to any-
one including John, but she said some things to John about me I didn't expect
her to understand and it surprised me greatly. I didn't expect Serena to know
me so well, and I didn't how to react. I mumbled something to John and got out
of there. I never expect anyone to figure out so quickly who I am, but I will tell
you, Serena grew enormously in my eyes after it.”

“As I should!” Serena loudly proclaimed, and laughter followed. “I said
Gregory can act like a little boy one moment and say the most profound thing
the next moment and be either one at any time he chooses because he's not
afraid to be either one and he is more free than any of us will ever be. I said he
could write this wonderful screenplay, he could be a producer and be responsi-
ble for the financial end of the production, would perform as Gustavo effort-
lessly, and do all of it like it was nothing, because what he really can do is
make everyone around him feel calm and peaceful and comfortable, like little
boys and girls, and always to have fun. This is what he's good at, to make ev-
eryone around him feel comfortable and have fun. Gregory is the essence of
life and wonder and fun and he makes you feel so at all times.”

“Thank you, Serena,” I said as humbly as I could muster.
Serena turned to me. “You're welcome, my love. It's true.”
“Okay, Gregory,” Mister Washington, his smile firmly planted, asked,

“when are you going to write this screenplay I'm going to want to work on
with you with my undivided attention and enthusiasm, as you put it?”

“You're gonna put me on the spot, aren't you?” I asked with a smile a
mile wide.

“You started it!”  Mister  Washington said,  smiling just  as wide.  “I'm



holding you to it.”
“Damn!” I exclaimed. “If it was anyone else!” I shook my head amid

the laughter. “Now I am gonna have to write the screenplay, because you're go-
ing to tell everybody about it, aren't you?”

“Damn straight!” Mister Washington proclaimed. “I'll put your feet to
the flame.”

“Yeah, it will hurt,” I said, shaking my head again, “but I  do have an
idea for a story which figures you prominently. I won't write or finish it for a
while, but you and I will stay in touch. I'll want to talk to you about the story at
times, because I'll value your input. And if we do it, I do it, because it will be
my project, since I've promised everyone if I ever make another movie it will
be my movie with everyone's collaboration, but I run the show completely, it
will be totally unconventional. Why not make a movie more like a play?”

Mister Washington was intrigued and asked, “In what way?”
“From start to finish, it's nothing but the story. Not one credit will ap-

pear on the screen. The audience of the theatrical release sees only the story.
Credits they get from a web site and on disk or file we include a separate entry
for all credits, but not one credit in the formal release, like a play. No one pa-
rades on a stage holding a board with the name of an actor or director when
you go to a theater to watch a play. I want to make a movie the same way.”

I  saw the  enthusiasm draining  from Mister  Washington's  face  as  he
muttered, “I don't know about that.”

“Then, Mister Washington, if your ego's too big to deal with it, I would
rule you out. The story is king and the actors, director, everyone, are all play-
ers, pretenders to the throne, because the story is king. Period.”

“I've heard you say that, too,” Mister Washington said, and a thin smile
crossed his lips.

“And if you know me well, you know I will entertain no argument,” I
said, my eyebrows raised in challenge. He was still considering it. “All will get
their proper and due credit, but not on the screen competing with the story. If I
do anything further in this business, Mister Washington, everyone is going to
understand my unwavering and rigid position is the story is king and everyone
supports the king or goes some place else to work. No more discussion.”

“Well, it  is unconventional,” Mister Washington agreed. “I'll  have to
consider it further, Gregory, but I won't outright refuse it, yet. What else?”

“Consider this. With my first novel, someone told me I should not write
in present tense, it will confuse the reader, they won't be able to follow the
story, it's too difficult with flashbacks and flash forwards. I thought, fuck that!
You're saying it as a typical kneejerk reactionary statement. You think too little
of the reader and too little of me since you're insulting my ability to write as
though I am incapable of avoiding mixing tenses like a complete amateur. I
wrote it in present tense as a challenge.”

“I figured you did. I have copies of all your books but I haven't read
them all. I did read that one, which is Midnight Blue, if I'm not mistaken.”

“You are a fan?” I asked in shock.
“You are a hell of a writer,” Mister Washington advised, “as people are



discovering.”
I smiled with true appreciation. “Let's turn everything on its head. It's

been done on a  very limited basis, but think, for example, about  you playing
the lead role which might be a white woman, and you portray the role, acting
like one might expect a white woman to act.  And all the other roles are open
for any actor or actress with nothing corresponding to the four attributes I dis-
cussed earlier.  Every role  is  jumbled,  scrambled.  Can the audience follow?
Most will say the audience can not follow the story. It will be too confusing.
They will say it, not out of practical experience, but from a typical kneejerk re-
actionary position, because they think so little of the audience, the people out
there in the public, but I don't think that. I think highly of the people out there,
the typical audience member. They are not brain dead. In fact, I am of the con-
trary opinion. I think very little of many of the people in this business, Mister
Washington, while I think highly of the people out there. I have lived out there
most of my life. I know those people. I have no clue about many of the people
in this business and it is my firm opinion they have no clue who they are either.
Shake it up and perform the role you're given, like it's supposed to be per-
formed.  Can anyone follow? The story is  king.  Everyone follows the king.
Don't tell me it can't be done. It can, by someone who has true vision, true clar-
ity, true focus. They will follow the king and by doing so, they'll get the mes-
sage, and if it's done right, we can throw in all the philosophical points of truth
so the message is complete and final. Then, I will never have to make another
movie again, because I can truthfully say, 'I've said it all.' How's  that for un-
conventional?”

Mister Washington's curiosity was high. I could tell. “So, where's this
story of yours? What's it going to concern? Give me a brief idea.”

“It's only preliminary, as far as characters, setting, and plot, but there's
room for it to grow. I want the biggest message to surround influence. I have a
strong opinion, a belief as it were, that we are all immortal, not in the sense our
bodies or minds will never die, but that we will never die through our  influ-
ence, we will always leave behind who we are and what we are through our in-
fluence. Did you ever hear it?”

“No, I don't recall it,” Mister Washington replied, with a frown.
“I only did this routine about influence in Atlanta, which was my most

philosophical performance. I asked Jeremy, who would post parts of the shows
on the web, to limit this one because I considered it my best, where I put it all
together as one giant jigsaw puzzle now fully complete. Influence is what you
leave behind which shall never die, Mister Washington, and as time elapses
and grows longer and longer from when you left this world, it's true fewer and
fewer will be able to ascribe the influence to you, but it has not died. It still ex-
ists in the hearts and minds of those who pass it on, who have learned this is an
influence to be embraced and not discarded. What should it matter if it can no
longer be ascribed to you? For if  that's the reason you do anything in this
world, so you  always get the proper credit, then your heart's not in the right
place to begin with, and you'll melt away into the nothingness you deserve.”

“I want to see the Atlanta performance, Gregory, because I have heard



from people who were in the audience it was quite profound.” Mister Washing-
ton held an admiring expression.

“Available for purchase on the web this week, Mister Washington.”
“Good. I want to know more about this story, so let's do stay in touch

and discuss it...You know, Gregory, there really is no one in this business like
you. No one. And you should stay in it, because I think you would bring such
an enormous impact it would be felt for decades. We all know what you did
with John and all the studios are shaking from it, but this is one small aspect of
what you can do. I'm also familiar with some of the people who worked with
you, both movies. They all told me the same thing. Working on the set when
you were present was like nothing they had ever experienced. I heard it count-
less times and from people who are not prone to exaggeration or being fooled
easily, people with years and years of experience. And they all said the same
thing about you. If your story is anything like you are beginning to imagine it, I
want to work with you on a set every day and make it real.”

“I have a pretty good idea who most of those people are, Mister Wash-
ington, and they said many of the same things about you, because I asked. You
are a supreme talent. On the set, I could direct this movie, and we could create
magic together, because magic is illusion, and if you take a camera and have
actors and actresses move and say things in the right way, you create magic
with a camera and microphones and create the illusion of grandeur and under-
standing and enlightenment which can be monumental and impossible to ig-
nore. What I believe, Mister Washington, is while I sit on the set pretending to
direct, to point the direction of the movie in the way I wish, I'm going to watch
you astound me continuously, so much I really will have very little to do or
say, other than, 'That was perfect. That's a wrap.' You'll make it so pleasant an
experience I might want to do it again. I came back here from Europe and
promised myself I wouldn't say 'never again.' If I could make a movie which
would provide this kind of experience I would truly consider doing it again.”

“You'll have a role for me, won't you?” Serena asked, flickering her
eyelids.

“And a role for me, won't you?” Jennifer asked, flickering her eyelids
even more.

“You'll need set decoration, won't you?” Jana asked. She brushed my
cheek.

Mister  Washington  laughed  heartily.  “You  see,  Gregory,  and  you
haven't even started. Wait until you announce you're making the movie. You'll
be swamped with requests. That's how much people respect your talents.”

“It won't be until I reach India,” I proclaimed, and glanced around at
universal disappointment. “I won't be able to make the time until then.”

“Then  it's  settled,”  Mister  Washington  announced.  “We start  tomor-
row.” He smiled gleefully.

Serena turned to Mister Washington and advised, “Gregory means he
won't do anything until he finishes with what he intends in Africa, probably
two years or more.”

“What are you doing in Africa?” Mister Washington asked, incredulous.



“A huge experiment and you're welcome to participate.”
“Africa's  a  big continent,  and it  would depend on where.  There  are

some places in Africa, Gregory, where a man like you would wind up dead.”
“We can talk about Africa, too,” I said, as I pulled out my cell phone.

“I've barely begun planning it and I don't anticipate being there until near year
end.” I prepared my phone to add a name and handed it to him. “Put your
phone in here, please, and use your given name. I won't receive a call from
anyone else with your name, I assure you.” I watched him punch it in and hand
me my phone. He pulled out his phone, fiddled with it and handed it to me.

“If you would, please.” I punched in “Gregory Hess” and my number
and handed it back to him.

“Africa,” Mister Washington stated, rubbing his chin. “Why Africa?”
“It's  symbolic,  Mister Washington. It's  where we  all come from, for

there is no other credible evidence to refute it, is there?”
“Africa. You're going to leave your influence there, I presume.”
“Or perhaps be influenced,” I said, smiling. “It works both ways.”
“We should talk again, soon,” Mister Washington advised and he rose

from the sofa, joined immediately by his lovely wife. I nudged Jana and she
rose from my lap so I could stand. I hugged him again, hugged his wife and
walked with the couple toward the entrance as he explained there was another
party he wanted to attend and he was quite pleased to have finally met me.

Before he left I grabbed his arm gently and took him aside from his
wife. I whispered so only he could hear, “There's one thing I've been meaning
to ask you and it is: how did a man like you end up in bed with Paula Patton
and  cameras rolling to capture the whole thing?” I leaned back from Mister
Washington with my huge smile, the one which says, explain that one.

Unfazed, Mister Washington said, “Now I could ask you the same ques-
tion. How does a man like you end up in bed with Jennifer Montez and cam-
eras rolling to capture the whole thing? Answer me that?”

My smile  wouldn't  quit.  I  expected his  answer.  Dodging is  what it's
called but I knew he wouldn't answer me. I would answer him. “If I told you
the  truth  you'd  never believe  me,  but  it's  times  like  these,  the  Oscars,  the
shindig it's become, the before and after, I run into Jennifer, who always re-
minds me, not in words, only a look which says, 'Don't you ever forget it, little
boy, never forget.' And you know what, Mister Washington? I never do.”

Mister Washington laughed loud and hard, so much his wife asked what
we were discussing. “Not a thing, dear. Let's go to our next stop.” He turned to
me and added, “Call me soon. I enjoy talking with you. You have a way which
keeps me intrigued. Take care of those lady friends of yours.”

“Top most on my mind,” I said and the couple walked out the door.
While it was the most memorable meeting of the party there were many

others. They all left me with the strongest consideration I should do this again
and make my own movie. I hadn't felt this since  My Brother's Keeper. On a
different front I was growing tired and sapped, which I reasoned was due to
staying up until five in the morning, when we all had reached our limit. In my
case, though, I was feeling sapped and drained because I had a cold virus de-



scending upon my body. I wouldn't feel its distinct effect until I awoke in the
afternoon. In the meantime we took Desiree and her husband, both half asleep,
back to their hotel, where I helped both inside and up to their room. It was a
mighty struggle. The girls were only slightly better when we reached the Bev-
erly Hills hotel. Serena still had her wits about her and helped Jennifer while I
held onto Jana as we all made it to the room, where Jennifer and Jana merely
collapsed in the nearest resting place, opposite ends of the sofa. I lifted their
legs off the floor, retrieved extra pillows, one for each, and grabbed an extra
blanket they would have to share. Both were out. I managed to help Serena out
of her gown and pulled off my clothes and crawled into bed. I was out in min-
utes with Serena lying beside me.

Early afternoon Serena was awake and rubbing me. I remember awak-
ening to her sensitive and sensual bidding with a shiver. “Ooh, is that from my
rubbing, Gregory?” she whispered seductively.

“Afraid not, hon,” I said, feeling my nose stuffed up. “I'm coming down
with something, probably a cold.”

“Oh, no. You don't have it in you this afternoon either?”
“Close the door, Serena, but you'll have to drive.”
Up she rose from bed and closed the door, after checking on the other

girls, still sleeping. Serena drove and I managed to erupt, although it was more
like a whimper. I did feel her orgasm but I never kissed her the entire time.
“You don't want what I have.”

“I'll probably get it anyway.”
I  laid in  bed most  of  the day.  I  had no energy and felt  like crap.  I

snagged the box of tissues and called down to the desk to have them bring
more which they did in short order. When I felt up to it I ordered some food
from room service and lots of iced water and juice. For their part Serena, Jen-
nifer and Jana all doted on me, often stroking my head while lying next to me
or sitting on the bed with me.

John had a dinner planned, the last get together for the production, as
we all would be checking out in the morning. I had no strength or resolve for it
and stayed in the room. The girls attended as I insisted and I told them to tell
John I deeply regret not being able to make it but I want him to know he has
been the best host I've ever had, other than Serena. Serena left me with a kiss.

When the three of them returned ninety some minutes later, the boys
were with them and everyone congregated in the bedroom around me as I lay
under the covers and looked like shit. The first observation I made as things
quieted once all were in the bedroom was this. “Except for Jana and Jennifer,
this feels like the first day I met all of you. I look like shit and you still make
me feel welcome.”

Ken said,  “Gregory,  I  never  disagreed with you when you said  this
business runs on appearance, but if anyone could smash the prevailing view, it
would be you. No one seems to give a shit what you look like in this business.
That's how much respect you command, bro.”

John smiled and added, “So much respect, Gregory, Oprah wants to do
a special with all of us Friday, but she absolutely insists you be on it.”



Serena jumped in, sitting next to me on the bed and stroking my cheek.
“She said she wouldn't take no for an answer, Gregory.”

“I feel like shit, Serena, and if it's  this Friday, I'm still gonna feel like
shit.”

“No one will care, bro,” Drake chimed in. “You are the prince of Holly-
wood and now everyone's talking about your next picture. Word's getting out
from Washington.”

I looked to Drake and smiled. “If I do, it will be a while, but I always
say, patience is a virtue.”

“I can wait!” Will said emphatically.
I looked to John with a sneaky expression. “Do you  really think you

could work for me, John? You know I'm one of the worst diplomats ever cre-
ated!” This brought a round of laughter.

John looked sneakily back. “You mean we couldn't be partners?”
“Only in the sense of movie ownership, which we all would share, but

once we sit down and discuss some matter, any matter, and still can't reach an
agreement, you defer. I run the show.”

John looked thoughtful but he wasn't holding back a smile very well.
“That would be hard. You don't have any experience as an executive producer.”

“Oh, I can produce executives,” I responded smiling wide. “I'll set the
record.” Laughs followed. “You can do it, John, be the number two man, be-
cause you know those times when we disagree will be so few they won't really
matter.  They won't  measure up,  and you won't  get upset about them either.
You'll think, well, maybe his idea will work like he thinks it will. I won't put it
past him. And if it doesn't, I'll be the first to admit you were right. And if it
does work, you'll be the first to admit I was right. It's mutual respect, don't you
think, buddy boy?”

John looked at me wide-eyed but said facetiously, “You don't seriously
think I have that much respect for you, Gregory, do you?”

“Well, I recall one of us offered the other a partnership in his produc-
tion company last summer and I wonder which one?” I replied, smiling wide. It
brought more chuckles. “With you leading this whole endeavor, John, I have
become a very wealthy man, beyond my wildest dreams. I merely helped with
it and you went along when it made sense. You never grilled me about it. You
gave me the freedom to try to accomplish it and I consulted you when I needed
to and it all turned out right in the end. So, here's my management style, John,
which is not so different from yours, except perhaps on the diplomacy side.” I
paused for laughs. “If I was to hire you, we would agree on your scope, and I
turn you loose. I don't care how you do it, as long as you treat those under you
with respect, and I know you will. The only time we would ever have a dis-
agreement is when it becomes clear to me you're not getting the job done, so
our typical discussion would be, 'Where are we, John?' You would tell me. I'd
say, 'Great. Anything for me?' You'd say, 'No.' I'd finish with, 'I apologize for
the interruption. Please carry on.' You can't work for a manager like that?”

John smiled. “Well, maybe I could, under the right circumstances.”
“It's what I'd do with everyone. If I agree someone can do something, I



delegate and stay out of it. The only problem I would ever have is if this some-
one can't get the job done. Then I'd ask, 'Why? What can I do to help?' If, after
this, they  still can't get the job done, I'd have to let 'em go. We both made a
mistake. Move on. Maybe I'd reassign them. Maybe not, but if someone says
they can do something and I have reasonable cause to believe they can do it, I
give 'em free rein. I don't micro-manage anybody. I have  my responsibilities.
It's enough on my plate. That's my management style. Just don't try to pull the
wool over my eyes, so to speak, and do not lie to me. Lying is betrayal. I never
forgive lying.”

Jana spoke up in her wonderfully cheery voice. “I'd work for you under
those conditions.”

I looked over to Jana and laughed. “You're an Oscar-winning set deco-
rator,  Jana.  I'd  have to  consider  your request  to  work for  me for,  what? A
nanosecond? Gee, I don't know.” I scratched my head and said it like a doofus.
Everyone laughed. “Cumon! I'm not an idiot. I'd hire you in a heartbeat.”

John smiled and said, “Well, when you get there, Gregory, we'll talk.”
I smiled back. “I would hope we would, and I'd pay serious attention to

any concerns you would have, because I would consider my movie blessed if I
had you on the team.”

“Hell, we'd all work for you on your movie, man,” Ken said, enthusias-
tically.

“Well, Ken, wait for the story. Let the story be your guide.”
“The story is king!” Will stated.
“And everyone and everything is a pretender,” I finished.
Jennifer argued, “You have to come with us to Oprah's show, Gregory.

She wants us all on, and Antonio and I don't want to go if you're not there.”
“All right. I know I'll feel like shit but I'll be there.” I looked around de-

viously. “Maybe with all of you there I can hide in the background, like with
the bad boys.”

Serena laughed. “No way, Gregory. Oprah told me she wants you front
and center. She knows about that and those bad boys.”

“All my secrets have been bared. I can't do the electron microscope bit
any more. I can't do Jasper any more. I'm running out of things to do to have
fun.” I looked around at all the shaking heads. “Well, not really, because I al-
ways invent new ones. I'm pretty good at it.” I turned serious. “When do we
leave for Chicago, and, you know, after Chicago I fly to Europe.”

Serena drooped her head and asked softly, “To be with Lena?”
I rolled over to Serena's side and squeezed and held her thigh. “I wish I

could be honest with you, Serena, and tell you what I truly feel, but I fear it
will hurt you and I do not want to hurt you.”

Serena looked up at me with a strong appearance. “I know you miss
her, Gregory. I know well how you feel about her, after all she's done for you.”

“I know you have to leave us, Gregory, leave me,” Jana said, and every-
one grew quiet,  “and I  wish you wouldn't,  because I  know who you are.  I
watch you when I'm with you and I see it all the time, that you are the most
loving and accepting person I have ever met. And the more time I spend with



you the more I want you for myself. Remember when Desiree said you were a
lucky man last night?”

“Yes,” I replied softly.
“You're  not  lucky  at  all.  You  brighten  everyone's  life,  even  people

you've just met. You give your little half-smile and everyone accepts you and is
warmed by it, because you are so loving and accepting and trusting and every-
one senses it. Everyone knows it. One of the things you said to me when we
met the first time and you were with me at my house, you said, 'When you love
someone, truly, freely, love someone, you must let them be free. You can't treat
them like a pretty bird and keep them in a cage, because a pretty bird is pretty
when it can be free. When you cage a pretty bird it dies a slow and ugly death.'
I never forgot it, and every time I think of you, wish you were with me, I re-
member what you said. It would never be right to have you for myself, because
it would be like putting you in a cage where you couldn't be free. Don't misun-
derstand me, Gregory, when you leave for Europe and you leave us, you leave
me, it's going to hurt. I know it will hurt, but you can't be put in a cage. It
wouldn't be right, so what will help me get over it is knowing you're out there
flying and making so many other people's lives bright and shiny, sharing the
gift you have of love and acceptance and respect and trust. You possess enough
for all...There have been times, Gregory, when I walked around with you this
week and I was in awe how easily you do it. There's no one else like you.
There never will be.”

“You're coming with us to Chicago,” I said, gazing to Jana.
“I can't,” Jana argued. “I wasn't invited. I'm not a part of this.”
“You are now! I'll buy your ticket. I'll pay for your hotel.” I glanced

around. “Anyone have an argument?” I focused on Serena and Jennifer but
both simply shook their heads. “Good. It's settled. When do we leave, John?
You're the boss.”

“We can leave tomorrow. Oprah's paying for it all, and if you call her
about Jana, I'm sure she'll take care of her, too. None of us want to argue with
you about anything, Gregory. Hell, I agree with Jana completely. I have been in
awe at times with you this week, watching you charm and astound people in
this business whom I consider, from experience, to be treacherous and disgust-
ing, and they walk away from you with this deep look of impression and re-
spect,  and you do it  every  time.  It's  like  there  is  no  boundary  you cannot
smash, and I've felt this about you for a long time.”

I sat up and smiled warmly to John. “I'm not jaded, cynical and distrust-
ing in this business, John, because I haven't paid my dues like all of you have. I
paid those dues out in the real world, where I am jaded, cynical and distrusting,
when it comes to working for someone else. The corporate world has no loy-
alty to its employees but demands the same from each. Sorry! Loyalty is a two-
way street. I worked for you, John, because you extended to me an opportunity
of a lifetime and with it a loyalty to me, and I hope I rewarded your loyalty
with my own, because it is a two-way street. I won't work for anyone else but I
am also fortunate I no longer have to. I can work with anyone who will work
with me and I will keep an open mind about anyone for one very important



reason, and I'll give you an example from this week.”
I stopped, reached for a tissue and blew my nose. “Excuse me.” Every-

one laughed. “A couple nights back, someone, I won't say whom, was chatting
with me and took it upon themselves to warn me about Serena, how she could
be so explosive and temperamental. This person went on to tell me about sev-
eral of her explosive moments and I listened attentively. At the end this person
asked me, 'So, do you understand what I mean when I say she can be destruc-
tive and explosive and you better be prepared for it?' And I told this person it
was all very interesting but each one of those events have one thing in com-
mon, other than involving Serena, so can any of you imagine what that would
be?” I glanced around the bedroom as everyone shook their heads. “The one
thing  they  all  have  in  common  is...I...wasn't...there.  And  if  you  think  it
wouldn't make a difference, then you don't know me very well. It's why I don't
care about someone's past before they met me. Everyone gets a clean slate with
me. It's why I could hire someone, John, who you may consider treacherous
and disgusting, as long as I think they can do the job, they'll get the opportu-
nity to show me they can do it and get along with everyone else. Because if
you can't get along, you can't cooperate, you will face the wrath of God from
my own mouth. Why? Because  I reach for the sky, to  be God like, and you
have come into my world with my blessing and have befouled my garden, for
this  is my garden, from my own mind, my creation. I have created a garden,
and neither you, nor anyone else, will befoul it. I have spent a lifetime creating
it and the best part of it all is that everyone who enters has already eaten the
knowledge apple. Ignorance is not a virtue in my garden, even though there is
an innocence attached to ignorance.  I teach you innocence can be achieved
even though all the knowledge of the world may be at your fingertips, because
innocence is a state of mind, nothing but in here.” I tapped my head. “Serena
said it so eloquently. 'Life and wonder and fun.' Yet there are two references in
the Book which lift the veil of God, so one may be God like. 'God is love.' En-
ter my garden and one shall experience life and wonder and fun, all guided by
one indisputable aspect, love. Once you reach for the sky, and build your own
garden, you learn there is nothing you cannot achieve, because you will attract
those who will help, not because you command them, but because they have
been influenced. Thus, you achieve great things. You can achieve large accom-
plishments through other means but they never last. The True Cross, John, will
last forever, because its message is timeless.” I paused to look around at the
faces mesmerized in a bedroom in one of the swankiest hotels in Beverly Hills.
What a place for this monolog! I decided to shatter the spell. “But I could be
wrong!” It worked and all were laughing and chiding me. “Hey, I'm not per-
fect. What do I know?” I knew they would think about what I had said, and, in
some cases, what I said would be ever present in their minds, and they would
never forget it. Leave an influence to embrace.

It was set, once I called Oprah. She was delighted to put up Jana. After
all she was an Oscar winner, too. Oprah asked, “Would it be prying if I asked
what your relationship is?”

“I could construe it as prying, Oprah, but why should I hide anything?



She is a very close and dear friend and everyone appreciates her presence.”
“That's the extent?” I heard her chuckle.
“You know how I regard what takes place behind closed doors. It's con-

fidential,  but  if  Jana wants  to  explain  it,  she  has  my blessing.  I'm neither
ashamed of it nor do I consider it necessary to hide. I retain others' confiden-
tiality, Oprah, because most people are not where I am.”

“And soon you'll be back in Europe?”
“At least I get to spend a few more days with Jana along with everyone

else. Otherwise, I'd be spending those days in Chicago missing her and trying
to make sense of why she can't be with all of us.”

“And you'll want a separate room?”
“I can share a room with Serena, if it's what she wants, a suite with sep-

arate bedroom, living room, bathroom. You may have heard it's what we did all
last week, sharing one room, but I leave it to Serena and you. It's not some-
thing I demand but I would enjoy it.”

Give Oprah her due and Serena too. When we all arrived in Chicago the
following evening Serena and I were sharing a room. The manager behind the
desk as we checked in called Serena “Mrs. Hess.” She laughed and I corrected
him. “It's Mister Dominguez, sir. We flout convention.” Since the entire contin-
gent was standing near the desk waiting to check in or waiting for the rest to
check in, we all had a good laugh.

Will stepped up and loudly asked, “So, Mister Dominguez, what shall
we do for the rest of the evening?”

“I'll have to consult with my name sake, Will. You know I'm under her
incessant command.”

“And if that were true, you wouldn't be smiling, little boy.”
“Au contraire, my beautiful lady, since your commands and my prefer-

ences so often correspond. A perfect fit is how you described it once.” I smiled
and Serena dropped her head briefly but raised it holding a big smile.

It was a very large group of us, since all were traveling with private se-
curity. We had an entire floor to ourselves and the elevators had all been pro-
grammed to skip the floor except for the one in the back of the hotel, which
would constantly be surrounded by various security folks from the contingent
and security from the hotel. This was the first time I had traveled with every-
one from the movie with this level of policing. It was refreshing Jana had none
and, of course, neither did I. We were staying at a landmark hotel not far from
the lake in one direction and the nightclubs and music venues available on
Rush street to the other. Being back in Chicago, what I considered my stomp-
ing grounds, I suggested to Jana we walk down to Rush street and make an
evening of it. Serena wanted to come, too, but it meant Lance had to accom-
pany all of us. Others wanted to come with, of course, their various security
posses in tow. I called a meeting in John's room without the security folks and
explained we can't all shuffle down to Rush street with all this security detail.
We won't be able to get in any place and we'll only bring attention to ourselves
trying to do it. Let's all find things to do in smaller groups tonight, we're sched-
uled to meet with Oprah tomorrow and maybe she'll have suggestions and we



could arrange to reserve an entire place. It took time to sink in but everyone
came to their senses and Serena, Jennifer, Jana and  I, along with Lance and
Jennifer's security man, spent the evening down on Rush street. We all had a
good time, even the security guys, since we pretended to be three couples out
for the evening. Some people did recognize us, usually Jennifer or Serena, but
no one went ape shit. I figured as much. Rush street has a reputation as some-
thing of a dangerous place but I've never had a single incident in that regard
there. I'm not saying it's not. It's only I haven't had the experience.

We didn't stay out late since I still wasn't feeling well. I went through a
couple of travelers tissue packs and it was chilly, though not as cold as it can
get in Chicago the first week of March. We walked back to the hotel with Jana
and me in the lead, Jennifer and Serena behind, and Lance and Raymundo,
Jennifer's  security  man,  bringing  up  the  rear.  I  was  dug  in  with  my  cold
weather clothes and drawn up as I often am when I walk in cold weather. I am
definitely not a fan of cold weather, and it made Jana have to walk next to me
without any touch from me at all. I knew she didn't like it but she never com-
plained. About halfway I stopped and huddled with the ladies. “Let's decide
where we're all sleeping.”

“Why should we change anything?” Jennifer asked.
“Serena?”
“You know I'd rather have you to myself,” Serena said and glanced to

Jana, who looked down, “but I agree with Jennifer. Why change anything?”
I looked to Lance. “When we get back, Lance, we're all staying in Ser-

ena's room. Do you have to rotate with the other guys watching the elevator?”
“And the floor, too,” Lance said and Raymundo nodded.
“All right. You know where everybody's staying.” I turned to walk to-

ward the hotel again. “I'm freezing. Let's get a move on. Now I remember why
I moved to the west coast.”

“Germany won't be any better, my love,” Serena said behind me.
I turned around to her but kept pace with Jana. “Yes, I know. Why don't

you warm me up when we reach the hotel room?”
“Oh, I can do that,” Serena purred.
“We all can do that,” Jennifer said.
“Cumon,” Jana said, as she reached for me to turn me forward. While I

had my hands stuffed in my coat pockets, she wrapped her arms around my
right arm. “Let's get going, old man.”

Once  we  entered  the  hotel  room  I  went  straight  to  the  bedroom,
stripped off my clothes and climbed onto the bed under the sheet and blankets.
I was cold and I didn't feel well enough to stay up. The girls ordered some
room service, wine and appetizers, and when it arrived they sampled a bit and
talked among themselves, low enough I couldn't hear them. I wasn't tired so I
had not fallen asleep. I was quiet and trying to warm up, which was working.
Jennifer came into the bedroom carrying a glass of wine and closed the door
behind her. She sat on the edge of the bed holding the glass before me as I
turned to look to her. “Would you like a sip of wine, Gregory?” I sat up, took
her glass and sipped a little. It felt good going down, a warm sensation. Jen-



nifer reached for the glass, I handed it back to her and she rose and placed the
glass on the night table. She removed all her clothes, lifted the sheet and blan-
kets on her side, and climbed onto the bed. She crawled over me, settled on top
and kissed me while she rubbed her body, especially her hips, against me. I
went as long as I could keep up, about a half-hour. I didn't feel well, my nose
was still running, and my body ached. I apologized but she would have none of
it. “It felt good,” Jennifer assured me. “I loved it.”

“What about the others?”
“Let us have a few more minutes.” She kissed me all over my face and

when my penis fell out of her vagina a few minutes later, she rose to enter the
bathroom. I heard water running, stop, water running again, and she entered
the bedroom with a warm washcloth in her right hand. She wiped my penis and
said, smiling as she looked in my eyes, “It's my turn and I'm happy to do it.”

“Thank you, my love.”
Before she placed the washcloth back in the bathroom, she opened the

bedroom door silently. Neither Jana nor Serena came in immediately and I was
so beat I soon went to sleep.

The morning brought more of the same with no real improvement on
my part. There were three women scattered around me, naked and comfortable,
until I turned from one side to the other, as I could only sleep fitfully, yet I
heard no complaint. If my tossing and turning awoke any, each would move
and adjust for my change in position and fall to sleep again. Serena was up
first, as usual, and ordered coffee from room service and greeted the bell per-
son at the door in her robe. Jana and Jennifer both rose from the bed with the
noise in the other room and joined Serena but I stayed in bed, still  feeling
beaten, cold and tired. Well, I  was warm under the sheet and blankets but I
knew if I rose from bed I'd be cold instantly. I was awake but I couldn't hear
anything said between them. Jana came to the bedroom door and asked if I
wanted coffee. “Thank you. I'd love some.”

She walked in holding two cups, set them on the night table and pointed
to the one closest to me. “That's for you.” I sat up, reached for it and took a sip
while Jana walked to the bedroom door and closed it. She wore nothing and
walked back to bed slowly, easily.

“That's why I can't hear your talk. You're discussing the arrangement.”
Jana sat on the edge of the bed, reached for my face and stroked it sev-

eral times. “We know you don't feel well, Gregory, and you may not be up to it
and it's okay.” She glanced down. “I can't speak for Serena or Jennifer, but I
would wait for you, as long as it takes, because I have no interest in fucking
any man but you.” She looked up to capture my gaze and smiled sincerely.

I smiled warmly. “That's why I wanted you here, Jana. Somehow, you
get it.”

Jana smiled briefly, rose from bed, and lifted the blankets and sheet to
slide onto the bed, scooting close to me. She sat up, reached around me for an-
other pillow and set two of them at an angle against the headboard to rest the
top half of her body. I did the same. “I loved what you said the other day, Gre-
gory. I had been trying to find the words to describe how I feel when I'm with



you, what it feels like, and here you go with your garden, and I thought, that's
it! That's what it feels like. When I'm with you it feels like I've entered this gar-
den of calm and peace and serenity.” She looked to me with a smile, wide and
open. “Why would I want to be anywhere else?”

I gazed forward. “It works both ways, Jana. It always will, and you all
are teaching me things I didn't know before. I'm learning I can depend on you,
on Serena, even Jennifer.” I turned to Jana wide-eyed and she laughed lightly.
“She wiped me last night. I didn't even get out of bed.”

Jana put her hand on my thigh and rested it there while locked on my
eyes. “Concede parcheesi and I will wipe you, too, this morning, if you're up
for it. It's the least I can do, we all can do, for letting us enter your garden.”
She turned to look ahead and laughed lightly. “I love it. It's so symbolic, but it's
so true at the same time.” She turned back to gauge my understanding.

I gave my half-smile and watched her face smile with it. “There are a
lot of things one can do to warm me, to get me in the mood, Jana, so it's not
only how beautiful you are on the outside.” I was feeling a surge in an area of
my body about midway down. “One of them is when you show me how beauti-
ful you are in here.” I tapped her left temple lightly. “It makes me want you
when I know you want me, so I concede parcheesi defeat. It's your show now.”

Jana glanced in my face first, glanced midway down, noticed the bump
in the blankets, and locked on my eyes with a hopeful expression. “If you're up
for it, Gregory, will you lick me first? Then I'll ride you and I'll drive.”

I smiled to her big and wide. “I always said you only have to ask and
while  I'm not  really  up  for  it,  my  penis  seems to  think  I'm Superman.”  I
shrugged my shoulders and Jana laughed. “Who am I to argue? Lay on your
back and talk to me about what you like. If I'm going to lick you, I want you to
cum for me.”

When I assume the persona of the cunning linguist I have learned every
woman is different and there is a wealth of techniques and positions and move-
ments which affect each to get them toward an orgasm or turn them away from
one. Our sexual experiences had reached a point where Jana was quite com-
fortable talking about her body and its many and varied parts, so she guided me
exactly to what I should do and how to do it. Her eruption began after several
minutes, her moans were loud and regular and her hips wiggled and shook for
seconds. I felt her hands squeeze either side of my head as she lifted it, and I
was looking into her eyes of fire. “Get up here so I can kiss you. I need to kiss
you now.” I crawled up to her, settled on top of her body, her hands still grip-
ping my head, and she lifted up and kissed me hard as we settled on the bed.
Her lips, mouth and tongue moved across my face and she soon rolled me onto
my back, kissing and licking my face, climbed above me, and rode me, driving
in top gear. Maybe it was the combination of sickness or weariness and her ag-
gressive and ceaseless movement. I don't know. I wasn't dreaming up a sce-
nario, but it was something, because I erupted twenty minutes later and Jana's
kissing and licking picked up as furiously as before. When I blasted the last
time, my final whimper, Jana moved her head to my side and whispered in my
ear, “Thank you.” I was speechless. I held onto her back as tightly as I could.



Don't move, little girl.
When we became disconnected, as she promised, Jana rose from the

bed, wiped herself first, and returned to the bed with a warm washcloth and
wiped my penis. She wasn't through, so when she lifted the cloth away, she
grasped my limp penis  in  her  free  hand,  bent  low and kissed  it  once.  She
looked up with this innocent expression on her face and noted my look of dis-
belief, of wonder. She giggled. I wish sex could be like this every time. I think I
could find the strength to do this on my deathbed.

When Jana rose from the bed to return the washcloth to the bathroom, I
rose and put on my robe hanging in the closet. While she opened the door and
walked out  to  join  the  others,  I  pulled  off  the  top  blanket  and wrapped it
around me, walked into the main room and sat on the sofa, adjusting the blan-
ket for warmth. Serena asked sympathetically, “You don't feel better, do you?”

“I feel a little better, Serena. My body doesn't seem to ache as much as
last night.”

Soon Jennifer and Jana dressed to leave for their respective rooms to
prepare for the rest of the day. Serena asked who should get ready first and I
told her she should. I'll drink a little more coffee to wake up. “Take your time,
love. Look good for me since it's your turn next.”

As she walked into the bedroom, without turning around, Serena said,
“Oh, so you've figured it out, have you?”

“It takes me a while. I am an old man.”
She stopped, reappeared at the door and waited for me to look to her.

“You only pretend to be an old man when it suits you.” She smiled widely like
she won the lottery.

“I can't put anything past you.”
She disappeared into the bedroom but loudly proclaimed, “And don't

you ever try!”
While Serena took up residence in the bathroom, the door locked of

course, John knocked on our door and I rose from the sofa wrapped in the
blanket to let him in. “How you feeling today, old man?”

“A little better.” I sat back on the sofa. He entered and took a seat on
one of the chairs. “Do we have any plans for today, boss?”

“We booked a restaurant in midtown for a couple hours for dinner, and
Oprah is hosting a small gathering later. No one has to go, though.”

“Serena will want to go and she'll want to drag me there, too.”
“Drag you there? Sounds like you don't want to go.”
“Oh, it's not that. When I get one of these things, flu or cold, I wish I

could stay in bed for ten days and let it pass. Every time I get up to do some-
thing, I'm trying to focus on what I'm doing and fighting the damn thing, too.
You know what I mean. Everybody gets these things at times. It takes a lot out
of you for a while.”

“I  know what  you mean.  You'll  survive.”  John gave me his  wicked
smile.

“I tend to.”
When Drake arrived ten minutes later, once all three of us settled again,



I asked, “The better halves are both getting ready, aren't they?”
John and Drake both laughed and Drake asked, “How do you figure

this shit out, bro?”
“Because I'm too lazy and sick to get up or I'd be down at your room!”
Jana knocked on the door and she settled, followed by Jennifer about

fifteen minutes later. Serena emerged from the bathroom minutes after Jennifer
arrived and when I watched her walk across the opening the door gave me into
the bedroom, I caught sight of her outfit and the face she put on. She wore a
dress about three inches from her knees with her legs bare and heels about two
inches high that made the muscles in her legs contract and add definition. She
looked so good I was already thinking about how fun it would be to take it all
off and we were starting our day. “You look great, Serena, even with that face
but I know you had to.”

As loudly, like no one else was there, Serena remarked, “If it was only
you, Gregory, I would have been done much sooner, but I have an image to
keep up. This is what I do for a living and I can't ignore it.” She had been re-
turning things to her bag on the dressing table but she appeared at the door and
added, smiling to me, “You  have been good about it lately. You hardly said
anything about it at all last week. I thought you were very considerate.”

“At times you two sound like a married couple, you know that?” John
insisted.

Jennifer chuckled. “They do, often. They talk to each other about what
they want and what they should do. They consult with each other all the time. I
think of them as a couple, John, maybe not married but they're inseparable.”

Serena had turned to lean against the threshold and she smiled at Jen-
nifer. “Do you know he carried me all the way to my bedroom from my drive-
way when we arrived at my house, Jennifer?”

Jennifer laughed. “John said that. He carried you right to your bed?”
Serena laughed. “I thought he would drop me.”
“Hey!” I protested.
“You were huffing a little at the end, Gregory.”
“Thanks to John for getting all the doors.”
“You were a man on a mission.” We all laughed.
After a few moments, Serena's expression turned serious as she looked

to me. “I think I would like to be married to you, Gregory, and I've been think-
ing I could also live with the company you attract.” She paused for a moment
to glance to Jennifer and Jana. She turned back to me wearing a mild frown. “If
you weren't so set on seeing the world, I  would marry you, and share every-
thing with you, compromise right down the middle, and make room for your
company. It's hard for me to say, let alone do, but I would, knowing you were
right there with me every day. I would do it.”

I now had a new appreciation for Serena. She was so far beyond who
she had  been I was almost looking at someone I had recently met, someone
new to me. I was putting together some words to say, but John interrupted.  “I
really don't know how you do it, how you all do it.” He paused a moment to
glance to all three women and catch each one's gaze. “It's all supposed to be



everyone against the others, no one gets along, everyone is jealous and angry
and upset, and no one wants to share. And it all revolves around this one little,
old guy. I don't get it. I'm sorry, but I don't get it and I don't think I ever will.
That's what I think. I don't know how you do it.”

“Do you think it's been easy for me, John?” Serena asked. “Gregory did
promise me he would only commit to me,” and she turned to me with her eye-
lids narrowed, “didn't you?”

“I did.”
“What changed?” Serena asked, calm, inquisitive.
“Everything.” I wrapped up in the blanket tighter and shifted on the

sofa. “Everything in my life changed, and I can tell you when it started.”
“When?” Serena walked over to the sofa to sit beside me.
I watched her walk past me and waited until she sat and settled. “The

moment you shook my shoulder the second night, Serena, it changed every-
thing. Until then I thought nothing would ever happen between us, other than
we would be friendly, tease each other, harmlessly flirt, but the movie would
finish, all of this would conclude, we'd be where we are  right now, with the
Oscars over, and we would go our separate ways and probably have little to do
with each other ever after. Because I could not believe you could ever want me.
That's ludicrous.” I looked away and I felt her hand touch my arm and wrap
around it. “I let you drive because I really thought this isn't happening. This
does not happen to me. Instead there's a repeat the next morning in the bath-
room, but the rock was on your ring finger, keeping up appearances and I knew
I had to get out. I had to get my own place because I couldn't stay with the
woman I wanted more than any other and not be able to show her the simplest
acts of affection, knowing she wants me as much. Hell, why don't you put a
bullet  in  my  brain?  But  you  couldn't  divorce  your...spouse  and  that  was
that...You would have had to do it quick, though, because it was only days later
and I was in Spain wooing the little Spanish flirt over there.” I pointed to Jen-
nifer and she laughed. “You shook my shoulder, Serena, and every moment
forward I had the self-confidence to interact with every woman I met, begin-
ning with Jennifer and I needed every bit of it.”

“You told me it was your charm,” John said, half-kidding.
“If you knew the truth, John, you'd want to go back thinking it was the

charm, but you're not gonna hear it today from me or Jennifer.” I looked to
Jennifer. “Right?”

“It's between you and me, Gregory,” Jennifer replied softly.
I still held my gaze on Jennifer. “Once I arrived, you treated me like

shit for hours.” I glanced around to every one. “She called me a pig, at one
point, all dressed up but still just a country pig.” Jennifer hung her head. “If I
hadn't had the self-confidence Serena helped me reach, I would have walked
out then, but I dished it back, and said something Jennifer thought, rightly so,
meant I was making fun of her. It's what she asked. 'Are you making fun of
me?' I replied, 'Of course I'm making fun of you because if I had to tell you the
truth I'd call you the bitch that you are.”

“You did not say that?!” Drake blurted in disbelief.



“I  did,  and more,  but  I  sensed after  a while  she was testing me,” I
glanced to Jennifer and smiled, watching her smile return, “and you've told
me.” Jennifer nodded. “It led to...other things, and, may I tell them where you
were, where we both were, when you called John, or is it too personal?”

“No, it's all right.”
“Jennifer called you, John, not only from her bedroom, but from her

bed.  That's  when she decided to do the movie and  not before.” John looked
skyward and Jennifer's expression was resolute. “So, if you think you did some
mighty strange things to make our movie, if you knew the  whole truth, I got
you beat...although, I will say, I enjoyed every minute of it. Did you?” I looked
to Jennifer and she smiled a mile wide.

“And Jana,” I continued, looking in her direction, “what can I say about
you?  Except  if  I  didn't  possess  the  self-confidence  instilled  from Serena  I
would never have approached you. I would not know what to say, what to do,
and I would have walked away, and you would never have missed me.”

“Don't make me think so, Gregory. I wanted to talk to you.”
“But you weren't going to take it upon yourself to do it, were you?”
“No.”
“There were four things I found so attractive about you. You have a

great body, that's one, and when you turn away, you have a great butt. That's
two, and I love 'em both, but even from a distance, your face is so beautiful,
and I would catch you smiling at me, and, god, Jana, those dimples pop up in
your cheeks and I melt. Every time you smile for me, Jana, I melt.” I gazed at
Jennifer.  “It's  the same with you, Jennifer.  Every time you smile  for  me,  I
melt.” I gazed at Serena. “And I already told you this, but it's still true, Serena.
Every time you smile for me, I melt.” I turned back to Jana and locked on her
eyes. “But I had to find out more about the woman with great dimples.” Jana
smiled wide and her dimples were prominent. “See?” Everyone looked to Jana
and she tried to hide her face.

“Stop, Gregory,” Jana protested, but she was laughing.
“Chuck introduced us and she put out her hand, and you know what I'm

gonna do, so Chuck vouches for my hugging ability, and Jana, somewhat reluc-
tantly,  allows me to slip my arms around the back of her waist and hug her.
And now we began our little cat and mouse dance. Remember?”

Jana was all smiles and tried to hide her dimples when she said, “Yes.”
“Will  you tell  her,  Drake,  her  dimples  look fantastic  so stop hiding

them?”
“Your dimples look fantastic, Jana, so stop hiding them,” Drake echoed.
Jana  was  still  all  smiles  when  she  looked  to  Drake.  “Thank  you,

Drake.”
“They do look fantastic, by the way,” Drake added.
“Hear, hear!” John exclaimed.
“Thank you, guys,” Jana said.
“See? Don't you love the way she is!?” I asked loudly.
“Gregory!” Jana warned.
“So I said I wouldn't squeeze her too hard because she didn't have a lot



of padding. And Jana says, 'I'm not fragile.' I asked where I could find her sig-
nificant other. Jana says, 'I prefer my independence.' I asked if that meant inde-
pendent at all times or would she share an evening with someone. On and on,
all while I'm still holding her in our hug, because I'm not going to let go until I
know she'll stay next to me, she won't walk away. She has a hand on either side
of me but she doesn't drop her hands and she doesn't nudge me away. When I
did release her, she slipped her hand down in mine and we were next to each
other the rest of the night, into the morning, and she whisked me away in her
limousine to her place, and...” I paused to catch Jana's gaze with my own. “I
enjoyed every moment of it, because she had my full attention. And here's how
you know. It's New Years Day. I did not watch a single football game the entire
day, not even a replay, highlights, anything. I haven't done it since I lived in
Kansas and I didn't have a TV and I didn't visit anybody either. We're talking
more than thirty years ago, guys!”

“That must have been hard!” Drake commented loudly.
“I didn't even think about it, Drake. I wanted to learn everything I could

about  Jana.  I  learned  early  she's  not  very...forthcoming.”  I  watched  Jana
scrunch her face. “She's somewhat reserved, but she's not shy or uncomfortable
around people she doesn't know well. It's the way she is. She waits for the right
time to open up and shine and she's pretty good at picking those times, but she
would answer any question I had for her. I asked her about her history, her ro-
mantic history, if she would talk about it, because I talked about mine if  she
asked. It wasn't she didn't like men, it's she had found so many of them disap-
pointing. So I asked her how she found me so far. We're sitting on her sofa and
she turns me by holding onto my head, kisses me passionately while she twists
me around and shoves me down on my back on the sofa, crawls on top of me,
lifts her head from mine while she sits over me on her hands and knees, locks
onto my gaze and says, 'That answer wasn't very verbal or did you want me to
answer you in words?' I love her sense of humor.” Laughs everywhere and
dimple girl smiled wide, her eyes sparkling.

“Why did all this happen? Where was Serena?” I turned, remembering
my coffee. It was probably getting cold, so I grabbed the cup and took a large
swallow, continuing to hold the cup. “Serena's in France, back with hubby. She
promised to call me every week, so she called twice in November, and the first
Sunday in December and it was the last I heard from her when I met Jana, and
then the first Sunday in January, first Sunday in February-”

“I couldn't call you except the first  Monday when he would go to his
monthly board meetings and be gone for hours, Gregory,” Serena interrupted.

“And when I asked why you weren't calling every week, did you tell
me this?”

Serena hung her head and softly replied, “No.”
“To be honest, during late winter and early spring last year, with all go-

ing on with your movie, Drake, and my shows, I almost  never thought about
Serena, except she's back with hubby, everything's all nice and cozy, so it's
pretty much over between us, and I spent two weeks in Gilroy with Mildred
before my San Francisco show and loved every moment, and didn't miss Ser-



ena at all.” I took a sip of coffee. “I did Portland and Seattle. Everybody knows
about it so I won't say a word.” I looked to Serena, focused on her face and
wouldn't look away. “And when you finally came back, I treated you very cool.
I didn't visit you at your house. I stayed detached, professional, because I was
utterly disappointed in you. But the rape accusation surfaces and you come
busting into John's office and ream me a new asshole, and when you're done, I
asked if it's over. You said, 'No, it's not over between us.' I said, 'Then why
won't you talk to me. You weren't afraid to talk to me about everything. Now
you won't talk to me about anything. Our relationship's not improving. It's dis-
integrating.' When I walked out the door, John, she let everybody in the office
know what had been going on in France.” I glanced over to John and watched
him wince with the memory. I looked back to Serena somewhat severely. “Ser-
ena,  I kept our relationship, I kept our love and desire for each other, under
wraps. You were the one who couldn't keep it together. You told John while we
were still shooting there was nothing going on. You lied right to his face, like it
was nothing, nothing of consequence, until I reminded you you lied. You broke
the one rule of confidentiality, it's no one's business, and now you will have to
lie  constantly  until  the  truth finally  comes  out  and  then  everybody  knows
you're a liar. You dropped pretty far. You fixed it with John, which was good.
You followed my advice because you knew I was right, but you lost it in the
office that day.” I took another sip of coffee after I shook my head in disbelief,
watching Serena staring down at the sofa. “We had to keep it under wraps, Ser-
ena, because you were still married, even though you considered your marriage
over when you shook my shoulder, like I considered my marriage over. The
terms had been changed unilaterally, I never agreed to them and neither did
you, but you did what you did, Serena, because you wanted to. I never forced
you. I have never forced you to do anything. I place no demands on you, Ser-
ena, not one. Jennifer did what she did because it's what she wanted.  I never
forced her. Jana is the same. I never forced her. Mildred, too. You all did what
you did because it's what you wanted, and I will never demand anything from
you, other than to calm down if you get crazy and belligerent, and since none
of you ever do...” I set my coffee cup back on the table. Everyone was quiet,
thoughtful. I hadn't spoken about this to anyone at length and my  reputation
had grown to something I could have conceived as a monster but I ignored un-
til now. I shifted on the sofa to sit with my legs crossed and drew them close
with my arms around them and stared at Serena, who finally lifted her head to
look at me searchingly.

“And  what  about  Gloria?”  I  watched  Serena's  face  tighten.  “Gloria
came onto me in Calgary. I will never forget it. I put her off, Serena. I was try-
ing to mend what had broken between you and me, and I said to her we need to
get a good night's rest. We need to close these deals in Calgary in the morning
and this has to be our focus, and she walked away like my answer was nothing
but a stall. I shit you not. She walked away like she knew she was going to get
what she wanted and it was only a matter of time. I can't forget it because I
couldn't sleep worth shit. I kept thinking about her curvy little body moving
around so deliciously and every time I thought it, I would also think, goddam



it, Serena. Why can't you divorce him and make it solid between us so I won't
ever think about or want  any of these women? I can dismiss them all. But it
wasn't going to happen, not soon, and when we got to Toronto, I couldn't resist
Gloria any more. Hell, she wore her damn skirt. When does she wear skirts?
That  day.  I  didn't  know all  she wanted  was my baby.  All  I  knew was  she
wanted me any way I wanted her, so I took her, with her absolute approval.

“Everything was changing, Serena, and you sensed it. Flying back from
Europe, after we all went there and kicked the studios in the teeth, I was wiped.
I think I drank two bottles of champagne by myself and would sleep it off on
the long flight, and every time I awakened it was because I felt this warm hand
stroking my face and when I opened my groggy eyes, I felt a pair of sensual
lips press against mine. Goddam! It felt great! We get back to Los Angeles, and
it's back to keeping up appearances again, until my friend comes out to your
house,  the  first  time I  had  been to  your  house  since  you came back from
France, and he found all the stuff. Ray's dismissed, you have to fly off with
Lance to rescue your daughter,  and I'm left  having to  tell  everybody about
what's been in your house for years which you couldn't discover on your own,
and I snapped. I told everyone as they should have been told, on your behalf,
because it's all I have ever done for you. I have protected you from day one. I
helped you get through your stumbles on the set. I calmed you down, coached
you, all with Carey's approval, because he knew I could reach you and you
would listen and you would always pull through on the next take or takes after.
I did it for you without hesitation, because I love you more than anyone else
and I expected you felt the same for me, but all you ever seem to be concerned
about is your image, how you appear to all others, without regard to me. Oh, I
don't honor you, because I was with her, and it would never end, so when you
flew off to France, that was it. It's time you take charge of your life, and if you
want me in it, you choose, but I'm taking my life back, and the commitment I
promised you is null and void. If you want to stay in the house of mirrors, do
so. I won't interfere. I have  my life to live. I smashed my mirrors and they'll
never be replaced. Those days are over!”

I swung my legs off the sofa and scooted tight against Serena. “Lean
against me, Serena, please,” I requested softly. She did and her head rested on
my left shoulder as I slipped my left arm around her waist. “I have pushed you,
Serena, since I arrived. I have, truthfully, tried to punish you, to force you to
make your final decision, from your own self-respect which I always consid-
ered huge from you, and I would get the explosion to end it all, but you won't
do it,  even though you know I won't honor what I promised you long ago.
You're never going to have me to yourself and I have been waiting for the ex-
plosion, but you won't  go off on me. I don't know what to think of it. I don't
know if you think I'm going to come to my senses, I will finally realize I can't
live without you. I don't know. I  can live without you. All those months in
France, no Serena. All those months in Germany, no Serena. I can do it be-
cause I already have. I will remain free with no commitment, no marriage, to
anyone for as long as I live. You are free to come and go as you wish. All are
free to come and go as they wish.” I bent forward to look in Serena's face and



waited for her to look back in mine. “And if John can't figure out how we do it,
I can't figure it out either, and the most likely outcome is I will probably live
my last days alone, because I couldn't commit to anyone and they all leave me
for this one and only reason. So be it. I will still be free, as free as I possibly
can be, and I will accept the consequences. I'm an adult and I know what I'm
doing. We're  all adults and we have to weigh what's best for our individual
lives and suffer the consequences which come from those decisions. If I have
hurt you, have disappointed you, Serena, I did not do so intentionally. Every-
thing has changed, except your idea of commitment. It's still the same, but if I
accept it, that will hurt me. I will not let you hurt me, Serena, even if it means I
will never see or speak with you again. I can live with that hurt. I cannot live
with the alternative.”

John's phone rang. His voice was the only noise heard. “Pamela's  fi-
nally ready, so I'll  be going to my room,” John announced, rising from his
chair. Before he moved to the door he confronted me. “I still don't understand
it, Gregory, although I understand your position now. I understand your need to
be free, since I did it for a long time, too.” He glanced to both Serena and me,
back and forth. “I don't understand how you two cannot be together though. I
have watched you both for a long time and I have seen myself how each of you
affects the other and I have always thought it was a good effect, that each of
you brings out the best in the other. This would be a positive influence, would
it not, Gregory?” I smiled. John looked toward the door. “It would be painful
for me to watch you two go down as star-crossed lovers, to have it end that
way,” and he glanced to both of us once more, “because I think it's so unneces-
sary.” Without a word from anyone John stepped to the door, opened it, walked
out into the hall and let the door close behind him.

Segment Nineteen
  Leave it to John. I am long-winded and
sputter,  but with  a  handful  of  sentences
John  reveals  his  infinite  wisdom.  Did  it
dawn on either of us? I knew he was right.
I  knew we brought  out  the  best  in  each
other. I knew Serena had strength where I
was weak and I also knew I had strength
where Serena was weak. We had our dif-
ferences  and  I  had  struggled  mightily  to
overlook  whatever  language  barrier  we
might have and certainly not to bludgeon
her to death, figuratively, since I had a rea-
sonably  high  command  of  the  only lan-
guage  we  could  use  to  communicate.  I
knew there were many times Serena would

dream of communicating with me in Spanish, so she could kick my ass, figura-
tively, of course. There were other things going on with Serena, though, some
of which she had no firm grasp on yet. She was moving into uncharted territory



in her life, places where she had never been. She knew she would be moving
into these places. She simply didn't know how they would manifest themselves
once she entered the waters.

Drake left soon after, and with only the four of us again I felt more
comfortable. John's words, though, played in my mind like a broken record.
Serena tried to remain calm and unaffected, sitting next to me  motionless. I
thought of many things to say, like riding into Hollywood after my adventures
in Africa and India to rescue the poor damsel in vanity distress and ride off into
the sunset. I would have said it differently but any reasonably intelligent person
would have gotten the gist. I settled for, “The term 'star-crossed lovers,' Serena,
is an old literary term used to describe two people whose paths cross and in a
short period grow to love and cherish each other immensely but, due to some
twist of fate, of destiny, drift apart, and will never be together for the rest of
their lives but will never be able to stop thinking of the other and what that lit-
tle time and that enormous love represented.”

Serena turned to me with an expression of anticipation. “Do you think
it's what will happen to us, Gregory?”

I looked to Serena with uncertainty. “I don't know, Serena. All I know is
this. If you follow the analogy, the literary premise John made reference to, the
last chapter hasn't been written yet. That's the one with the big climax, you
know.” Serena smiled. “I know where you live, woman. I will always know
where you live. I'll know how to find you. You'll know how to find me. If I
can't stand the heartache, I'm coming for you. If you can't stand the heartache,
you  better come for me.” Serena slipped her arms around me and held me
tight, resting her head against my shoulder.

The entire group, spouses and security people alike, all had dinner at
the restaurant John arranged and all of us descended onto Oprah's mansion for
what was explained to me as a small gathering, a get-together of Oprah's folks
and ourselves. Once there, though, it became clear it was, more than anything,
a planning session for the show to be shot Friday. Oprah's production people
were in full force, but it was loose and informal, certainly not tense and high-
powered. There were plenty of drinks and food so it was truly more of a party
atmosphere than work. Still, much of the conversation revolved around what
the focus and intent of the show should resemble. When we all arrived and got
comfortable in Oprah's large entertainment room, all were encouraged to sit
wherever we wished. I plunked down right in the middle of a sofa and Jennifer
sat on my left, Serena at my immediate right, and Jana, with a frown she only
revealed to me, decided to make it appear conventional and sat in the open
space of the sofa next to Serena.

Once we were all comfortable the first sensation I noted was Jennifer's
arm draped around mine but Serena sat ramrod stiff next to me, her hands in
her lap and her left leg crossed over her right. John and Oprah spoke most of-
ten and it was quiet enough that I, along with anyone else, could hear the main
topic of conversation. If others spoke it was mostly whispers unless someone
wanted to add a point to the main topic. The first humorous event was when
one of the servers approached me from behind the sofa, having received Jana's



request and Serena's request. “Please bring me a bottle of Pacifico, if you have
it. Thank you.”

Oprah stopped her  discussion and turned to  me.  “That's  one thing I
have corrected from last time, Gregory, since I only had Corona, and I apolo-
gize.”

“No apology necessary, Oprah,” I assured her. “I think it was something
Serena forgot to share, but she had a lot on her mind back then. I don't think
my preference for Pacifico was top of her list.” Polite laughs abounded and
Serena pinched my right thigh.

It soon was obvious Oprah's intention for this show was to highlight the
seeming improbability of all of us coming together to make, in her estimation,
one of the best movies of the previous year. This, naturally, would put me front
and center. I threw it out there, calmly and certainly not in an effort to be con-
tentious, and I had already apologized to Oprah concerning our last encounter.
“You know, I hate this stuff, Oprah. It's like a retrospective, looking in the rear
view mirror,  and maybe patting ourselves on the back, but I can't focus on
what's ahead of me, what's in my immediate future, if I spend too much time
looking in the rear view mirror. I don't think anyone can.”

“That's why I insisted you be on this show, Gregory. I want you to ex-
press your sentiment,  your opinions,  because they not only will  add to  the
show, I think they will greatly enhance it. You have a  way about you, young
man, usually polite, mannerly, quiet and respectful, until you do speak and then
it's earth shaking, in my opinion. Your show here still astounds me.”

“Yeah, it was special to me, too. Maybe I'll walk out after you introduce
me, Oprah, carrying a car horn and honk it twice. You'll get it, won't you?”

With everyone laughing at this imaginary scene, Oprah, finally getting
a grip since she was laughing the most, said, “Oh, I not only would get it, Gre-
gory, I think I would be disappointed if you didn't walk out with a car horn.”

“That settles it! I now have a mission to complete before Friday.”
The questions and discussion started from the very beginning, the infa-

mous meeting at the rest stop between John and me, the screenplay I cranked
out in six days, my refusal to fly and instead drive, making Serena have to wait
an extra day, all of it. Most of the time I sat quietly listening to everyone else
explain the insanity and the incorrigibility, and when I did speak it was always
to emphasize how insane and incorrigible I truly was. The mania of the first
day and Lord Pacifico making an appearance. Everyone had something to say
about Lord Pacifico and I sat there amused. Occasionally, I would lean and
glance over to Jana and watch her return my smile.

Oprah grabbed my attention. “Now, I have heard from the others, Gre-
gory, you have created these characters, and you go into them every once in a
while. Where did Lord Pacifico come from, by the way?”

“Oh, that's  easy.  Serena wouldn't  let  me use her big shower.” There
were many laughs, Serena's the loudest. “She said I wasn't special enough for
the big shower. I said, 'You take great pleasure in crushing a man's ego, don't
you?' You shoulda seen her, Oprah, she's got this look of total seriousness on
her face when she says, 'I  live for it.' And I said, “That's it. You leave me no



choice but to bring out the big guns.' And I shouted, 'Let's party!' I walked into
her Great Room where all the others were, said something and added, 'And I
believe I have a beer in here with my name on it.' Will said, 'Over on the table,
Pacifico.' And that was it, Lord Pacifico, who stayed for a few minutes to make
his demands for the party. 'We shall have drinks, music, dance, all manner of
drugs, needles by special request.' Ken says, 'Needles by special request?' 'Ser-
ena, my dear, this man requires needles.'” Laughs everywhere. Oprah is in fits.
“It's what I do, Oprah. That's how Lord Pacifico got his big break, because Ser-
ena wouldn't let me use the big shower, the Hollywood party shower. I get you
back.”

“I missed all that,” John shouted.
“John missed the Lord Pacifico show because he was pining for his

new bride somewhere.” I smiled with my eyes narrowed to John. “You could
have stayed, buddy boy.”

“I should have stayed, as much as everybody keeps reminding me.”
Oprah asked, “What about...Jasper?”
Antonio laughed and volunteered, “Jasper T. Roseberry!”
“Enrico  Rodriguez!”  I  shouted  back.  “Do Enrico,  Antonio,  and  roll

those r's.”
Antonio went right into it and the laughter kept coming. When it finally

subsided, Oprah asked, “You two actually went out together and did that?”
“Oh, yes, Oprah!” Antonio exclaimed so seriously. “It was one of the

best times I have had out in the public. I wasn't Antonio. I  was Enrico Ro-
driguez,” and he rolled those r's with great exaggeration again, “former bar-
tender from Barcelona, now working for Jasper T. Roseberry.”

“I could barely keep it together, Oprah,” I said, laughing at the memory.
“It's why I chose the name, Enrico Rodriguez, because Antonio could roll those
r's with such exaggerated emphasis, and he always wanted to say it, so with the
least provocation, 'I am not Antonio! I am Enrico Rodriguez!' And I am doing
everything I  possibly can to  keep from bursting out  laughing and giving it
away. He was trying to make me burst out laughing.” We both laughed. “That
was the first thing he asked me, Oprah, when we finally caught up with each
other last week. 'What's this I hear about Jasper's retired?' Not, 'How have you
been, Gregory? How's the world treating you?' Nope, he's  gotta know about
Jasper.” I turned to look to Antonio and smiled as I wagged my finger at him.
“You wanted to go out with Jasper again, didn't you?”

Antonio laughed heartily. “Oh, no, not me,” he protested.
Oprah changed the subject and got serious. “What was it  like doing

those nude scenes, Gregory? I know you've been asked many times, but it re-
ally could not have been easy, was it?”

I pondered the topic for a moment, considering my response. “I was
very nervous at the beginning. The first scene we did, Jennifer and I, was one
which started with both of us naked, so we're on the closed set, I'm sitting in a
chair wearing a robe, Carey is ready and wants Jennifer up and ready, so she
stands and removes her robe. I take in  that sight of Jennifer in all her naked
glory, the sound engineer is right next to me, with all his clothes on, and I said



to him loud enough for all to hear, 'Goddam, Sam! I hope  I don't get kicked
outta bed!'”

Jennifer, sitting right next to me, burst out laughing, along with every-
one else, and I stared at her. She lifted her right hand and patted my cheek,
when she finally got a grip, and said, “That was what it was like, Oprah. Gre-
gory would keep coming up with these funny comments and I was laughing
more than anything else through all of our nude scenes together.”

“Three guns was my best,” I said completely straight-faced.
Jennifer burst out laughing, again, saying between laughs, “Please, no!

Don't start that again!”
I wanted Carey there with us, but he was preparing another shoot and

couldn't make it. Oprah said, “Carey has frequently said that about you, Gre-
gory, that during the shooting of the nude scenes you had everyone on the set
laughing hysterically.”

With yet another straight face, I responded, “Apparently, when I'm not
wearing any clothes, I'm funnier.” Laughs and I sipped my beer. “No, I  was
nervous, so what I do a lot to deflect the tension, the nerves, is try to make
light of everything...We took forever to wrap three guns, because she couldn't
stop laughing.”  I  flipped  my thumb to  Jennifer.  “Carey  would  think  we're
ready.  He'd  say,  'Action!'  I'd  make  some movement,  and  Jennifer  burst  out
laughing.” More laughs. “I didn't think  that was very professional.” Jennifer
slapped my thigh. She was hysterical.

Another change in subject and Oprah pulled out a sheet of paper. “A
couple months back, Gregory, William McConnell was quoted as saying this.
'Gregory was the most prepared actor I have ever worked with. He knew his
lines inside and out, he knew exactly when and how to make his movements,
and  he  always  delivered  the  proper  emotional  impact  to  every  one  of  his
scenes, so much so I was often in awe because he has no acting experience? I
would never have believed it.' This from an actor who has garnered some well-
earned praise for his acting ability, too. I know some have stated or published
comments you may have been slighted not having received a nomination or ap-
propriate recognition for either of your roles. How do you feel about it?”

It grew quiet, eerily quiet. I took a sip from my beer and looked at the
bottle with a sly grin. “May I do the show drinking from never-ending beer
bottles, Oprah?” Everyone laughed. I smiled contagiously and looked to Jana.
“We could have Jana bring me a new one and take away my empty. Then she
has  something to do.” More laughs while Jana tried to suppress her smile. “I
don't do anything for awards, Oprah. I don't care about them. I'm not going to
keep the one I have. You'll find out what I'll do in good time...I never had any
intent to act. Serena pressed it. We did a screen test and everyone liked it.  At
that point my only intent was to keep up with everyone so as to not let anyone
down. That's what drove me, so when I'm doing a scene with Jennifer, I can't
let her down, with Serena, I can't let her down, with Antonio, I can't let him
down, with William, I can't let him down. It's what drove me, what pushed me
to, hell, Oprah, stagger through the long days of shooting, sometimes fourteen,
sixteen, twenty hour days. And there were many days when I was wiped, just



beaten, but I got up on time and did it again the next day because I would not
let these people down, but I will tell you this. I am horrified at the hours these
people put in and I think it's  wrong. Other than my relatively good-natured
complaints about those hours, because you all remember I frequently called
you 'slavedrivers,' right?” I waited for the various acknowledgments. “I never
have voiced my extreme disapproval about the hours I put in, which we all put
in, but I do disapprove. Here's why, Oprah. Three people were hurt making our
movie, hurt on the set. All had been working more than twelve hours when they
were hurt. I have never discussed this with anyone from the movie, but I think
it's wrong. John would have a difficult time changing it, because everyone in
the business says that's how it's done. That's how it's always been done. You've
made movies, Oprah. You know exactly what I mean. To those established in
this business it doesn't matter if it's right or wrong, only that it's how it's always
been done. With that attitude you make no progress at all.  You improve noth-
ing. So I will be adamant about it: if I ever make my own movie, there will not
be a single day which extends beyond twelve hours. Period. I will fire the di-
rector who does it. Twelve hours is enough, because if  that had been the rule
on our movie, not  one person would have been hurt. I was  there on the set
when all three of those people were hurt. I didn't think it was funny or neces-
sary.” I scoured the faces of all of my entertainment brethren in attendance and
not a single one could face me longer than I faced them down. Since everyone
knew I was right it made it all the more imperative I add, “I will want you to
ask me that question, again, Oprah, on your show. I want the world, and there-
for, everyone in this business to know exactly how I feel about it, because I
find it disgusting, appalling and depraved. Does that make my attitude pretty
clear about it?”

“Why didn't you discuss this if you felt so strongly, Gregory?”
“Because I  love these people I worked with, Oprah, and they weren't

prepared to so dramatically change their work model. We already had changed
a lot. How many screenplays has this guy written? One. How many times has
he acted? Never. John stuck his neck out, quite possibly to have it chopped off.
Serena stuck her neck out, with the same possibility. How far can I push these
people, Oprah? When are they gonna crack? It's easy for you to be skeptical
now about why I did what I did, but can you imagine reading in one of the
trade rags, 'first-time screenwriter and actor demands limit to twelve hour days
on shoot.' You would have thought, who the hell does this guy think he is? But
I can do it  now, and most will pay attention. Everyone in this room is paying
attention right now, because I have a track record of enormous success behind
me which garners attention, it commands attention. Sometimes, Oprah, it takes
a complete outsider, someone who has no attachments to a business whatso-
ever to examine it, take it to places it's never been, and so thoroughly shake it,
everyone else pops out of their perpetual daze and realizes,  yeah, that makes
sense. Because,  often, trying to do it from the inside means you are working
against yourself  and your career and all the objectives and dreams you have.
They constantly keep knocking you down. The one from the  outside though,
has no ties, no bonds, nothing anyone can hang over their head as some persis-



tent threat to their continuing livelihood. The outsider can throw  everything
into the pot.  I call your bluff. I'm all in. How about you?” I looked at Oprah
with the eyes of Grigori Rasputin. I had made my case, and quite successfully I
might add.

Eventually, we got to where I thought we would reach. Oprah asked me
directly, “How personal can we get,  Gregory? What are you willing to talk
about and what aren't you?”

“Why don't you get personal with everyone else first and then me last,
Oprah? I like going last. If I'm in a line I prefer being last. The view's better, if
the line includes females. Yep, that view's better.” Laughs.

Serena  loudly  exclaimed,  “You and  your  butts!”  This  brought  more
laughs, though not from me.

“Hey, I gave up cigarette butts for you,” I said turning to Serena. “I'm
not giving up female butts. I'm not doing it. I don't care how much you scream
at me. I like what I like and I like that.”

“I don't think we could do that on the show,” Oprah observed. “Here's
what I'm getting at, Gregory-”

I had looked at a clock in the room and it was close to midnight so I in-
terrupted her, “You have to get to it quickly, Oprah, because it's close to mid-
night, the witching hour, and soon I'll turn into a pumpkin.”

“Stop it,” Oprah growled. I loved it.
“Oh, you're gonna have to do that on the show, Oprah. I'm gonna get

that out of you. 'Stop it!'” I growled it like she did. Oprah sat trying to look se-
rious and business-like but she wasn't doing a very good job hiding her smile.

Finally, regaining her composure, she asked in a calm, well-mannered
way, “What will you discuss about your personal life, Gregory? A lot of people
are curious.”

With an equally serious manner I calmly asked, “Well, I suppose sexual
intercourse is off the table, I would assume, being a family show?”

“Are you going to be serious about this?” Oprah asked while everyone
chuckled.

“Drake has reminded me several times since I got back from Europe
that I have a reputation, right, bro?”

Drake was waiting. “You do have a reputation, Gregory. It's fodder for
a lot of speculation. You should see some of the stuff they write about you in
the tabloids.” This brought an immense amount of laughter.

I looked to Drake and responded, “Well, considering I started my At-
lanta show with, 'I'm a visitor to this planet,' I imagine every one of them must
include  extraterrestrial  aliens.”  More  laughs.  “I  have  told  everyone  here,
Oprah, my life is an open book, I have nothing to hide and there's nothing I've
done for which I'm ashamed. I also had to remind them of confidentiality. Ser-
ena has struggled with it at times.” Serena voiced her disapproval while every-
one else  had a laugh at  her expense.  “I  suppose you want  me to set  some
boundaries?” I glanced to Oprah and she nodded. “I will not talk about Seattle
at all so don't ask. I will not publicly comment on it. I think it's how I will al-
ways treat it. Serena has asked me about it, but I won't tell her and she's never



asked me about it again. If it's anything, it's the rape accusation which came
from it, and it has soured me on everything connected to it. I was fortunate the
other two stood up for me and were honest enough to refute the other woman's
story and she eventually recanted. The facts speak for themselves and I won't
add anything else to it. I'm not ashamed of anything which happened, although
I was surprised. Who would think an old man could attract groupies?” Laughs
from all corners.

“If there's nothing to be ashamed of, Gregory, would you do it again?”
Oprah asked. Her smile was certainly mischievous.

“Oh, hell, no!” All were laughing now. “If for no other reason, Oprah,
than this little woman right here,” I flipped my thumb to Serena, “would cut
me from ear to ear, and push my forehead so my head would flop to my back
and the last thing I would ever hear is, 'I warned you, little boy.' I'm not doing
that again!” The laughs were even more enthusiastic.

Serena remarked loudly, “I never thought of  that one! I'll have to re-
member that!”

Oprah went right into her serious mode. “Why haven't you married Ser-
ena, Gregory? Why aren't the two of you married yet?” When my response was
not forthcoming, she turned to Serena and asked, “You would marry Gregory if
he asked, wouldn't you, Serena?”

“I would but he'll never ask me.”
“Why not?” Oprah asked her. Serena looked to me. Oprah looked to me

and asked, “Why not, Gregory?”
“I won't marry and I won't commit. I may change my mind. It's possi-

ble. More likely, though, is I won't. John is right. He said it this morning. We
bring out the best in each other when Serena and I are together.” I glanced to
Serena who nodded her head. “So, we're not quite the same when we're apart
and we both know it.” Serena nodded again. “Marriage is hard for me to con-
sider,  Oprah.  Remember the cherry game, kids?” I glanced around at  those
who were there and all nodded. “Drake, you remember. Remember how old I
was, because all anyone had to do was be younger, so do you remember?”

Drake thought about it a few seconds. “You said you were twenty and
something. What was it? Seven months? Is that it?”

“Right, Drake. Thank you.” I looked back to Oprah. “From that mo-
ment until I married, because I've been married and divorced, until I married, I
never went six years sleeping alone, but I did after I married. Think I want to
rush into that?  Marriage is  such a  crock!  You haven't  married Studman.” I
watched Oprah frown severely, readying a comment, but I raised my hand. “I
apologize for bringing you into it, but marriage makes me wary, as I'm sure it
does for you. I think John has set some kind of record for marriage wariness.” I
put my hand out to John. “Don't, don't, don't. I'm only teasing you. You had
your reasons. Everyone does. Even Serena, with her marriage. It's a huge step
for anyone and we all typically swim around in our heads thinking, do I really
want to throw away my independence? How heavy is that ball and chain?  And
I know the answer. Ask Will.”

“Oh, no, Gregory,” Will protested. “Leave me out of this.”



“I do that. I pick on people, Oprah, randomly it seems, but in Will's
case, not so, and all you have to do is look at Katherine. She's not in the busi-
ness. She is Will's very convenient escape when the business so presses on him
he can't stand it any more.” Will smiled and nodded slightly. “Everyone here,
Oprah, including you, has at least  one escape route, to escape from this busi-
ness for a while. For Drake and Andrea, it's Montana. For John and Pamela, it's
Europe and his two homes, although he won't tell me which one is his favorite.
Is it the first one or the last?”

“Okay, stop it,” John warned, laughing.
“See? He's so predictable. Ken and Penelope, their bunker somewhere

on the east coast. It's so secretive, I haven't even been there. Will and Kather-
ine, same thing. Antonio and his beautiful wife can fly back to their place in
Spain. Jennifer, her house,” I looked to Jennifer apologetically, “oh, excuse me,
her villa, in Spain.” Jennifer poked me smiling. “You, Oprah, have your plan-
tations, or resorts, or whatever you call them in Hawaii. Serena has her man-
sion out in the sticks of L.A. Even Jana has her escape, and she's not on the ap-
pearance end of this business. She's more in the background aspect, but when
she's had enough, she can have her limo whisk her into the hills of north Holly-
wood and kick back. She has a great walk-in shower, by the way. Accommo-
dates several.” More laughter.

“Gregory!” Jana warned.
“Even I have an escape. Everyone else calls it Germany. My point, dear

lady, is we all have an escape route when the pressure from this business be-
comes like a vise squeezing our heads, so we flee from it all to get the vise re-
moved before it makes our heads explode. I've only taken it one step further. I
won't come back and plop down into the middle of it again.  If I decide to do
another movie, and it's becoming more and more likely since the huge gossip
with the surname 'Washington' keeps  blabbing away,” and laughter filled the
room, “I knew looking at his face I was never going to hear the end of it.” I
looked skyward. “If I do another movie, Oprah, it will be no-nonsense, I'll run
the show, I'll put it all together with the help I recruit, we'll shoot it, I'll edit it,
I'll market, distribute and promote it. I'll be so busy I won't be sitting around
like a sitting duck waiting for the vise to tighten. I'll be in and out. And it's still
quite possible I could do another one after that and another. Success or failure
will have a lot to say about it. I won't be living the Hollywood, entertainment,
movie biz lifestyle. When I'm done, it's back where I came from, maybe India,
maybe I'll go to Japan, China, Australia, South America, wherever I want to go.

“Where is Serena in all of this?” I asked myself out loud. “Where does
she fit in all of it? It's up to Serena. She knows she's always welcome no matter
where I am or what I'm doing. If she shows up unannounced, I change my
plans so she's included. I try to do it for everyone I know. When it comes to
marriage, I can't do it now, but she's making it harder, Oprah, for me to keep
saying, 'No.'”

“How so?” Oprah asked, wearing a sly smile.
“Because she keeps changing the negotiating terms!” I said, with mock

fluster. I looked to Serena, who was smiling slyly. “You would marry me and



accept the company I attract? Where did that come from?” Serena laughed and
Oprah looked to her with an intense curiosity.

“What is Gregory referring to, Serena?”
“Gregory  does attract  company,  Oprah,”  Serena  explained,  smiling

openly. “He attracts people who want to be next to him. He attracted me, the
very moment I first saw him, and I wanted to be next to him.” Serena paused
for a moment and I glanced to Oprah, noting her smug smile directed to me. I
shrugged my shoulders and Serena pushed my right shoulder. “He attracts peo-
ple who want to be next to him. It's what he does, and I don't even think he
does it deliberately. It just comes right out of him, like it's some natural course
of his being. I wanted him. I wanted that, but I couldn't have him at the time,
and I couldn't make him commit to me when I couldn't commit to him, so,
now, he does have company, those who are attracted to him, who want to be
next to him, even though we all know we can't have him to ourselves. We still
want to be next to him.” Serena glanced to Jana who returned her glance. Ser-
ena glanced to Jennifer, who was already staring intently at Serena.

Oprah smiled like she knew what it all meant. “But, Serena, you would
marry him and still allow this company? How could you do it?”

“I'm doing it now and it hasn't been easy,” Serena replied, frowning to
me and some laughed nervously. I glanced without any focus all around the
room. “I never dreamed or expected it would come to this, but I never dreamed
the man who wrote The True Cross would turn out to be Gregory, everything
he is, in every way he is. I didn't think that man existed. I dreamed about that
man. Ever since I was a girl I've dreamed about him, but until Gregory stepped
out of his car and walked along my driveway the first day, I had never met that
man, but there he was, flesh and blood.” Serena paused, looked to me and I
could feel her gaze. I turned to look into her black pearls, very liquid, almost
wet. She slipped her arms around my right arm and I pulled my left from Jen-
nifer  and  set  my  left  hand  tightly  onto  her  wrists.  Serena  smiled  warmly,
squeezed my arm and turned to John. “John was right this morning. I do know
Gregory brings out the best in me. My life has never  been the same since he
walked into it and it never will be. I don't want to go back to that life. He's not
like any man I ever met, and he makes me feel unlike any of them ever did, not
even close.” Serena paused and the room was very quiet. She turned back to
me and smiled. “Do you remember when you talked to me about smiling and
laughing?”

It took me a few seconds. “Oh, the one about what you'll never hear?”
“That's it,” she replied, so enchantingly, so warmly.
“You'll never hear someone say, 'That's it! I've had enough! You make

me smile and laugh too much and we're through!'” Putting in the right empha-
sis the room was entirely awash in laughter. “See? Nobody's gettin'  up and
walkin' away. 'I've had it!'”

Serena squeezed my arm. “I can't remember smiling and laughing as
much as I have with Gregory, because the memory doesn't exist.  It's true. I
smile and laugh more with Gregory than with anyone else I have ever known,
and I miss it when he's not around. No one else can take his place for it.” She



looked down to the floor. “I have come to think, if I have to share him to have
that, I can do it. It won't be easy and it's not what I really want, but if it means
he's next to me every day, I will try to make it work.”

“And how do you make it work, Gregory?” Oprah asked, smiling to me
deviously.

“I don't make it work. I don't. This is what's so hard for everyone else
to  understand.  Everyone  thinks,  you  included,  Oprah,  it's  something  I do,
somehow I make it work, but I don't do anything except be myself and enjoy
everyone there.  They make it work.  They make the hard choices which arise
from this kind of arrangement. I honor their choices, because the only time I
intercede is when I am too tired, wasted, or sick as I have been the last couple
days, and I say, 'I can't. Not now.' And they honor it. If I do anything to make it
work, it's that I absolutely insist no one sleeps alone. And no one sleeps alone.
Right?” I said it loudly and glanced to the three women sharing the sofa with
me. All nodded and smiled, too.

Oprah shook her head and focused on me. “How did you get to such an
unconventional arrangement, Gregory, and, especially, when everyone accepts
it? It's not supposed to work like that. You know that, don't you?”

I looked up to the ceiling for a moment. “Yeah, it's  not supposed to
work like that. Marriage or a commitment is the convention. It's what every-
body can handle, although I've been known to be unconventional, a little.”

“Maybe a lot,” John interjected, with great laughter from all.
“But it has been working, Oprah. We have been sharing the same room

for days now, the four of us, and everyone here  knows it. It's not something
we've been hiding or even could hide. There are a lot of factors involved, four
of the biggest being ourselves, as each of us has a tendency to want to be inde-
pendent and selfish, but we manage to keep it under reasonable control while
we're together. If there's something we can all point to and agree helps to make
it work, more than other things, is the rule to remain in my life is cooperation.
Everyone has to cooperate, to get along with everyone else, and the rule isn't
only for when we're all together. Serena has known about it from the first day.
She's known should she become belligerent, to explode in my face, I'll get up
and walk right out of her life and never see her again, and never want to. It's
the beauty of my world, my life. It's mobile. It goes everywhere I go. It belongs
to me. When my world intersects with another world which won't cooperate, I
get up and leave, or if it's my residence, I'll warn you once to cooperate, and if
you won't, I'll make you leave, because I'll throw you out. This is the one as-
pect of our arrangement everyone takes to heart. Cooperate. Get along. And the
other is no one sleeps alone. It wasn't going to be how it all started, when I let
these two decide.”

I pointed to Serena and Jennifer and shook my head in total disbelief.
“And Serena started with 'You have to set Jennifer straight.' No, dear, you and
I don't have a commitment. I'm still free to do as I please and what pleases me,
if I have to choose, is we all sleep alone. We've got two beds here, Serena, so
you'll sleep in one and I'll sleep in the other. Or...you two decide. I told them I
would go to the lounge and have a drink. I had two.” I paused to let the laugh-



ter subside, noting both Jennifer and Serena wore similar expressions of em-
barrassment. “So when I returned, what do you think these two brilliant social
stalwarts came up with on their own?” I shook my head in total disbelief again
but no one interrupted. Everyone was fascinated. “I'll stay in Jennifer's room
and Serena will sleep alone. I said, 'Why should anyone sleep alone?' Serena
reminded me about an experience we had which I won't go into, and said, 'I'm
not doing that again.' I said, 'I'm not suggesting it, Serena. We're in a suite. It
has a private bedroom with a separate door. One stays out in the main room,
the other is with me in the bedroom. When the private stuff is over, everyone
goes to bed together. No one sleeps alone.' It's not like it's never been done be-
fore. There are whole cultures, often in harsh or extreme environments, though
it's not even a requirement, and whole families, even multiple families all sleep
together. No one sleeps alone. That's what we do. We sleep together, each of us
with a warm body or bodies next to each one of us, and we sleep. It's what
we've been doing for days now.” I paused for a moment to glance briefly to all
three, Jana first, Serena next and turning to Jennifer. I turned back to Oprah.
“And it seems to work, Oprah, and the reason I can say it with a great deal of
confidence is, since we've been doing it  this way, no one yet has complained
and said, 'I can't do this any more. I'm going to sleep alone.'” Laughs and all
three smiled widely. “They make it work, Oprah, and I only step in when I
think there's a better alternative. When they decided Serena sleeps alone, how
is that a good idea? No one should sleep alone. When you, or anyone, consid-
ers what is best,  no one thinks sleeping alone is better than sleeping with an-
other human being's body right next to you, keeping you warm while you keep
the other warm. No one thinks sleeping alone is best.”

Oprah asked as delicately as possible, “Do you sleep with or without
clothes?”

“Oh,  we all  wear  mukluks,  of  course.  After  Jennifer  arrived,  we all
went to the department store the next morning and bought our mukluks.” Since
everyone was laughing, especially the three girls, I kept going. “We took Jana
later and got hers, too.”

Amid the prevailing laughter Oprah advised, “Mukluks are a type of
shoe, Gregory! You wear shoes to bed?”

“At least we're not naked! We're wearing bed attire since we only wear
our mukluks in bed!”

Once the laughter had died a bit, Oprah asked with a laugh of her own,
“I'm not going to get an answer, am I?”

“Other than what I said, um, no,” I replied. “I love how John said it
though. 'I don't get it,  except it all revolves around one little old guy.' That
would be me, the one little old guy, and there's not even two of me, let alone
three. Well, I still have my teeth.” Laughter again. I sucked down the last of
my beer and held up the empty bottle. One of the servers immediately brought
a full one and took away the empty as I thanked him.

Oprah had one more question about it and when I caught her gaze, she
smiled slyly again. “So, Gregory, since Serena has said she would marry you
and accept the company you attract, what's really keeping you from marrying



her?”
“She's got you there, buddy boy,” John remarked, joined by several in

laughter.
I took a big, long gulp from my newly refreshed beer bottle. “I could do

the show and still drink endless beer, Oprah. Heck, you might even loosen me
up, dear.” There was more laughter, even from Oprah, who was also shaking
her head, trying to frown. “The biggest reason  right now is that she is, and
wants to remain, in the middle of all the show biz stuff, to keep stroking her
movie career, modeling, attending the glamour and gala events which seem to
pop up every week, this stuff. I won't be involved with it on a regular basis, as
I've already said, mainly because I don't have to, and the reason I don't have to
is because I am the quintessential outsider. I came out of nowhere and shook
the business to its core, and if I come back and make another movie, it won't be
only to make a movie. I'm going to shake it again. But it wasn't only the finan-
cial or business aspect I sent seismic quakes through, it was the artistic aspect,
too. Long before I even wrote the screenplay, I had carefully and thoroughly
considered the role of Cecilia, her role would be the most fully developed and
would be, by far, the one which grows and adapts the most over all others. And
you can't argue because it's there in the movie. I fully intended to expose the
entire range in this character, so the actress who portrayed her would be forced
to expose  her entire range,  and since  she wouldn't  have anyone else in the
movie competing against her, it really would force, if the story and the movie
turned out as good as I thought it would, the entire acting community to be un-
able to ignore the performance of this actress. Since I only had one human be-
ing in mind as this actress, I think I succeeded on that level, too, but the actress
had to deliver. So you  see and hear the arrogant, dismissive party girl from
Vera Cruz arrive at the ranch for the first time and treat Gustavo like a slave.
You see her fall from a horse while she's trying to learn to ride like a man and
seethe with controlled rage when Gustavo refuses to help her back on the horse
as she has demanded. You see her confrontation with the major, holding a dou-
ble-barreled shotgun, and you know, by the look on her face, the major under-
stands he's not going to have a chest if he pushes this little woman any further.
You see her straighten her dress and push her hair from her face when Gustavo
explains the mule reference, which, incidentally, is the scene we did for the
screen test. You see her deep admiration for Gustavo as they sit at the dinner
table when he interrupts and silences Esteban and the oldest sister, calmly fin-
ishing with, 'Not at the dinner table.' Birthing the calf with Gustavo during a
hurricane, shearing the sheep without him, and her frustration with the progress
or lack thereof. I put it  all in there, because I wasn't going to let the acting
community in the academy overlook and ignore the performance from this ac-
tress. And I was going to do it with the most impressive achievement of them
all. Cumon, Oprah! Guess that one!”

“Tell me, Gregory, please,” Oprah said, smiling. I still had not looked to
Serena.

“This actress was going to deliver her role using an acquired language,
English,  instead  of  the  language  she  was  taught  from birth,  Spanish,  even



though it should have been in Spanish. And the clincher? The bedroom scene
after the telegram. I did not have to be on the set, Oprah, but I was not missing
it, and I sat next to Carey and watched Serena deliver her scene in one take,
and when Carey called it a wrap, she got up and avoided me completely, and I
knew as soon as she turned away why, because there was a look of hurt on her
face when she glanced to me. That's what I went through creating, developing
and writing the screen play and what I went through making the movie. Time
and time and time again,  I watched Serena deliver exactly what I expected
from her role, from Cecilia, because I wrote it that way. Oh, she struggled. At
times, she struggled mightily, but she would not quit. She always looked to me,
Oprah, when she struggled, with this fierce determination I always interpreted
to mean, I am not going to let you down, Gregory. I can do this. And she al-
ways would. When they rewarded her the other night, it was the culmination of
my intention all along, but this actress had to deliver. I couldn't do it for her.
She had to do it, and, man, did she ever.”

Serena tugged on my arm. “Look at me,” she demanded.
I turned to look to her and watched her eyes dance back and forth until

Serena lifted her right hand to my cheek to hold my head steady, leaned toward
me and kissed my lips slowly. When she leaned back a few moments later, I
said, “See? I've unleashed a monster. She can't stop acting. Now, she's ad-lib-
bing.”

Serena pushed me. “You know I love you.”
I  slipped  my arm behind  her  neck,  grasped her  right  shoulder,  and

pulled her back against the back of the sofa with me. “I don't know what she
has left to achieve and I'm not going to push her or rush her to leave, to step
out of the middle of it. We haven't discussed it and I want her to take her time.
I think, maybe after I finish in Africa, she'll be ready. And this is off the record.
I won't state this publicly. I don't want Serena with me in Africa. I don't know
what's going to happen there. It's not because I think she doesn't have the balls,
the strength, to deal with it. It's there will be a great amount of uncertainty tied
to it, it will require my complete attention and resolve, and I don't want to add
to it  the responsibility which I  would have to  assume with Serena and her
daughter there with me. The biggest reason is this. Everyone here, John, Drake,
Will, Ken, Jennifer, Antonio, and their loved ones, are all close friends of both
of us.  If  something were to happen to Serena and/or  Sofia,  they would all
blame me, rightly so, and I cannot live with that. Africa is  my endeavor, not
Serena's. I don't want her there. If we  were married, Serena would feel obli-
gated, and I don't want that. Instead, I think if I give her the time to pursue
whatever she wants to further accomplish in show biz by separating from her
to accomplish what I can in Africa, then maybe we'll both be ready. I'm not
taking a wife to Africa. I'm not doing that.”

Oprah looked to Serena warmly. “What do you think about it?”
“I don't want to go to Africa,” Serena stated calmly, “and I don't want

Gregory to go either. If we could discuss it, I would strongly consider compro-
mise. I would consider stepping away from show biz, as Gregory calls it, if he
would skip Africa, but he won't. He's set on it.” Serena smiled but her eyes



were serious. “He's incorrigible, you know.” Even I laughed.
“Bad beyond correction or reform, and you can't possibly reform me.

Correct me?” I narrowed my eyelids at Oprah. “How so?”
“Yes, that's you, Gregory,” Oprah agreed, laughing.
“We're not going to end up as star-crossed lovers, as John has consid-

ered.” I engaged John's gaze. “He worries about it because he thinks it's so un-
necessary. Here's how it will probably go, though. I'll be in India and Serena
and I will be chatting by phone and I'll ask her how things are going in the
middle of vanity fair, and she'll say something like, 'It's going okay. I miss you.
I want to see you again soon.' I'll say, 'You can do the okay stuff from here,
Serena. We can go back to it any time, you know. We have the means. You're
still unmarried so you're hauling in your fifty-thousand dollar alimony check
every month. It will pay for a few flights back from India. Cumon, girl!' She'll
say, 'Well.' We'll hang up and I'll get to thinking about it and say to myself,
'That's it. My mind's made up.' And everybody here  knows when my mind's
made up, nothing's stoppin' me. I carried her to her bedroom that night and
didn't drop her.” I paused for a moment to let everyone finish laughing and
take a swallow from the beer bottle. “I fly to L.A., drive out to her house, say
the magic words at  her  gate,  walk in,  and tell  her,  'You and I  got a  flight
booked to India. Don't bother packing, because the first thing we're going to do
when we get there is get you a new wardrobe, so let's go.' I'd throw her over
my shoulder, tell Lance to grab Sofia, and carry her out to the car, which is not
an easy task, Oprah, because Serena is not a waif of a woman. She's filled out
quite nicely. In fact, it's the one thing I love about women.” I turned to look to
Katherine and held her gaze. “You're saying when you gain weight, it  goes
there, there, and there, and you are essentially starving yourself for, what rea-
son again?”

Katherine could not contain herself. “And why were you looking at me,
Gregory, when you said that?”

“Because you're the thinnest here, Katherine,” I replied, deviously, “and
since Will won't bring it up, I certainly will.” I smiled at her wide and chal-
lenging.  Katherine  wanted to  look at  me sternly,  but  she couldn't  keep her
smile from intruding. “And if you ever have a problem with him, you call me
right away and I'll get this man straightened out. He may be a rough, tough,
Boston boxing boy, but I will  shame him to correction.  And if  that doesn't
work initially, I'll hunt up and recruit his mother and she'll finish the job, and
don't think I won't!”

Will laughed. “I remember the shotgun scene, when we wrapped.” He
turned to Oprah. “Gregory was on the set, which he often was when he was not
called,  and I  walked over  to  him and said,  'I  was looking at  Serena and I
thought for a moment she might actually pull the trigger.' Gregory said, 'Which
is exactly why there is no scene with Cecilia pointing a gun at Gustavo. I'd
have to be out of my mind to stand before Serena with a gun pointed at me.'”

I looked to Katherine and waited until she caught my gaze. “I was only
teasing you, dear, but let me tell you something. I've been meaning to tell you
this for a while. When we all arrived at Drake's place, and Little Boy popped



up on the window, I  cannot forget  the sound of your beautiful,  empathetic
voice saying, 'Look, everybody, it's Gregory's friend from India.' Every time I
think of it, and it's one of my fondest memories, your voice is the only voice I
ever hear in my head, your beautiful, lyrical, empathetic voice.”

Katherine's face lit up so bright I was enthralled. “That is so sweet,
Gregory.”

“Sweet, that's it,” I said smiling warmly back to her, “beautiful, lyrical,
empathetic and sweet. I love it!”

“Followed by the look on Serena's face,” Will said. “Your friend from
India is a cat?”

“Well, that, too,” I agreed, and with everyone laughing, Serena leaned
and pushed me, and I pulled her closer with my arm.

“You can be such a bastard,” Serena said, but she was smiling openly
and everyone laughed some more.

Oprah looked to  me with  uncertainty,  not  following,  and asked,  “A
friend from India that's a cat? And you're a bastard?”

More laughter, but everyone was looking to Serena, who was mildly
embarrassed.  “Well,  Gregory had been talking for months about this  friend
from India who he was protecting, whatever, and the whole time it was this lit-
tle cat, and he did it all to see if he could make me jealous.”

Oprah smiled slyly and asked, “And did he make you jealous, Serena?”
“Well,” Serena said, hesitantly, “yes, but that's beside the point.” She

couldn't finish because there were many hoots and lots of laughter. “All right!”
Serena said loudly.  “He did and I'm glad it  was just  a cat.  There! Are you
happy?” Serena beamed, though.

When it calmed down I said, “There's not going to be any star-crossed
lovers. If Serena won't come to me, and I imagine she won't, because she's too
proud and she's a woman, and women typically don't do it. They don't chase
men. In that case I'll go to her and I'll throw her over my shoulder if I have to,
but I don't think it will be necessary. I'll simply use her own words against her
if she puts up any resistance. 'My life is better when Gregory's in it.' It will be
enough.” I felt Serena's head fall against my shoulder.

“Are you like this all the time, Gregory?” Oprah asked, smiling widely.
“No, I wore my mania cap tonight,” I replied amid the many chuckles.

“You know, I'm here at your place, Oprah, amid a number of performers, and if
there's anything a performer, an entertainer, appreciates, it's a performance. I
don't need more incentive! It's like I told John, when we were discussing Gus-
tavo, and he said, 'You don't have any acting experience.' No, not formal, but
I've been acting all my life. It's sometimes hard to tell whether I'm acting or
not, because I have a lifetime of acting experience. I can go on and on with
some scenario,  Oprah,  and have  you completely  convinced,  even though I
made it all up, and I'd wait for the one moment when you would reveal to me
your full conviction in its truth, let you hang for a few moments, and say, 'Hey,
I was just kidding.' I would watch you, Oprah, watch your face go through the
whole gamut of emotions, and it would always leave you with the thought,
'How can I tell? How can I be certain?' Here's what will help you to be certain.



“Pay no attention to  the man  before the  curtain.  He  may be acting.
We've all seen The Wizard of Oz. Use it, too. 'Pay no attention to the man be-
hind the curtain.' Give neither attention, because they may both collude on an
illusion. Instead, set your timeline in your life. Set it the moment you meet the
man, and use your timeline for proper comparison. If your life after you met
the man is better than before, there's your clue. If it's worse after you met the
man, there's your clue. Acting is an illusion. Acting is pretense. Acting  does
not provide a material improvement in your life, and this is how you interpret
the clue. Is there an improvement or not? Pretty much everyone has heard me
say it using myself as the context, but I don't think I've said the reverse, yet the
reverse is just as true, so if I look at my life after I met Serena, is it better? It is.
After John? Yes. Will? Yes. Ken? Yes. Drake? Yes. Because we weren't acting.
We checked our egos and differences at the door, stepped through the door and
cooperated and worked together toward one common goal and achieved it, all
three hundred and forty-eight once it was complete. It wasn't acting, because
we made it real,  we achieved what we had  all set out to do together, so it
doesn't surprise me so many think so highly of  our achievement. We weren't
acting in the first place. We took action. That's different. We weren't forming an
illusion. We were making it all real. What we achieved is so impossible to ig-
nore because we were all in. You may suggest if I wasn't all in first, no one else
would have been. I think it's a moot point, because everyone was all in when
we started, but I would also counter if you have to pick one person, it's Carey.
He was  the  director  and everyone will  always think  of  The True Cross as
Carey's movie and no one here is going to object. It  still doesn't take away
from the fact that all of us, all three hundred and forty-eight, were all in. If you
want to discover why something didn't reach its potential involving more than
one human being, I can tell you to stop looking. Don't waste your time. Some-
one wasn't all in. Someone was merely acting. That's how you tell. You have to
think a little, but you can tell.”

“May I be in your next movie, Gregory?” Oprah asked, only half face-
tiously.

“Well, you might be, but it may be a demanding role. I'd have to ask
you, 'Are you sure you can perform the role of Oprah? I have to hear it from
your lips.'”

We all left Oprah's mansion in an excellent frame of mind. How do I
know? The limo carrying John, Pamela, Serena, Jennifer, Jana and I pulled up,
and we all agreed I would sit in the back and John in the front. Jennifer wanted
in first, to the back seat, and I followed. Serena was looking to Jana. “You're in
next, Jana. Please.” Jana climbed in and sat beside me while Serena rode in the
front with John and Pamela. It was late but room service was still open, so I
took orders and called them and asked to have it waiting at the front desk. No
problem, Mister Hess. Indeed. When we arrived there was a bell person wait-
ing with the tray on wheels, we all went to the room Serena and I supposedly
shared, all six of us, Drake, Will, Ken and Antonio all meandered in and out at
various times, spouses, too, and on occasion most if not all of the security guys
wandered in. After the first knock and allowance for entry, Serena propped the



door open and we all  mingled  and partied late  into the morning.  My cold
wasn't any better. I ignored it and the company helped.

I whispered to Serena as we sat on the sofa, “I'm not going to be able to
do much tonight, Serena. You deserve better. Let's wait until morning.”

“I agree, love. I need the rest, too.”
“I'll miss taking your clothes off, though. I want to reach up your dress

briefly.”
Serena put her hands on either side of my face to turn me directly to

her. “You can still take my clothes off, Gregory. I know you like to undress me
and I love it when you do.”

It only lasted a few minutes behind a closed bedroom door—I had un-
dressed Serena and she, in turn, had undressed me—and I opened the bedroom
door to invite Jennifer and Jana inside. Jana looked at me shocked. “You can't
be done already?! Are you getting too old?”

I adopted my old man routine. “Aaah! You young pups are all the same,
thinkin' I can't keep up with you! Nonsense! Now where's my cane? And who
moved my rockin' chair?!” I wouldn't let Jana pass me, as she was shaking her
head with my display, while Serena and Jennifer laughed. “Come here.” Jana
acquiesced and slid up next to me. We hugged tightly, when I glanced to Jen-
nifer as she was beginning to unbutton her blouse. “Jennifer, listen.” I turned
back to look in Jana's eyes while still holding her. “I wanted to undress Serena
in private and let her undress me. We're going to rest until the morning, but I
always enjoy undressing a woman. If you and Jennifer allow me, it will give
me great pleasure to undress you both before we go to bed.” Instantly Jana
raised her arms to the ceiling so I could lift up her pull-over blouse, and I soon
undressed her completely, with the obvious result I had a fairly prominent erec-
tion, duly noted by the entire female assemblage.

Before I could undress Jennifer, she reached down with her right hand,
grasped my hard-on, and asked with mock disbelief, “And Serena agreed to
wait until the morning?” She turned to Serena on the bed. “You can see this,
can't you, Serena?” The other women laughed with Jennifer.

“He doesn't wait for anything, Jennifer. He doesn't even wait for you to
wake up.  He wakes you up. You know it. He prods you and bumps you and
rubs you, saying, 'Wake up, woman. Stop sleeping your life away!'”

There were more laughs from the females and when Jennifer stopped
laughing, she agreed, “Well, that's all true.” She looked to Jana. “And you were
worried he's getting too old? I think the answer to your question is sticking up
in the air about as far as it can reach, Jana.”

“Come here, you little Spanish flirt,” I commanded Jennifer. I began
unbuttoning her blouse. “Let's get you bare-ass naked before I have to take you
over to the chair, pull your slacks and panties down and spank your bare ass.”

“And  that's supposed to  gain  my cooperation?”  Jennifer  asked with
wide-eyed disbelief. “Right now, Gregory, I'm wondering who you think I am.”
I pulled the tail of her blouse out from her slacks, pushed it down her arms, and
dropped it to the floor.

“Turn around,” I commanded and Jennifer did.  I unhooked the back



strap of her bra, but before I removed it, I put my arms around her in a bear
hug, and dug my teeth into her neck, wiggling my mouth all over her neck.

“Stop!  Stop!  Stop  it!  Please!”  Jennifer  shouted.  Serena  and  Jana
laughed loudly.

I stopped, turned Jennifer around, pulled her bra off her shoulders and
dropped it on the floor. “Cumon!” I commanded and led her to the bed. “Lay
down.” Jennifer laid down on her back at the edge of the bed, and I unbuttoned
and unzipped her slacks.  I  reached under  her butt  to  the back waist  of her
slacks, pulled them toward her feet until I could hook her panties, and yanked
them both to her knees. Jennifer giggled, and Serena and Jana laughed. “Now
you know why I enjoy undressing you. It can be fun, and I enjoy when you un-
dress me.” I  grabbed the bottom legs of Jennifer's  slacks at  her ankles and
pulled her slacks off her legs, over her ankles and dropped them to the floor. I
looked to Jennifer and added, “Did you enjoy that?”

“Can I put them back on and do it again, Gregory?”
“No.” I hooked her panties and yanked them over her ankles. “Now

scoot.” I lifted the blankets and sheet and climbed onto the bed. Serena soon
crawled over to my right side, and lifted the blankets and sheet to lay beside
me while Jennifer and Jana made room. With all of us now comfortably to-
gether under the sheet and blankets, each of us dozed off in due time.

In the morning Serena and I were up first. She lifted the phone immedi-
ately and called down for coffee. We put on robes and chatted and played with
each other in the main room until the coffee arrived. Once it was on the table
and the bell person left, I suggested we take a bath together. Serena loved the
idea. “We have never taken a bath together. What do you have on your mind,
old man?”

“Oh, I thought I'd wash your back and you wash mine, I'd wash your
hair and you wash mine, and if anything pops up, well,  gosh! We'll probably
have to deal with it.”

“What do you think could possibly pop up?” Serena asked as inno-
cently as she could muster.

“Now I'm not sure, but I always love a surprise. Surprise me!”
We kept the bedroom door closed so the other girls could sleep undis-

turbed, and I gently opened the door and checked. Both were still asleep be-
cause it  was early. Since we had everything we needed in the bathroom and
were  wearing  robes,  we slipped  into  the  bathroom.  I  led  and after  Serena
closed the door silently she locked it. “Don't lock the door. They may need to
use the bathroom. I think both have enough sense to knock first, and if we're in
the middle of something, I'll ask them to wait a few minutes.”

“All right,” Serena agreed, as she unlocked the door, removed her robe
and draped it over a hook on the back of the door. She looked to me all smiles,
naked and beautiful. “I don't suppose you stop thinking about others, do you,
Gregory?”

“I'm not perfect.” I set my robe on another hook, turned and slipped my
arms around her. “I make mistakes and you know it, but I try to remember I'm
not the only one here, not in this space, this time, this life, this planet.”



In her deep and sultry voice, she said, “Yes, but you're mine, now.” She
reached down and grasped my penis. “And this belongs to me.”

I looked at her with mock severity. “Now, Serena, my love,  I am the
writer. If you want to be a writer, you have to come up with your own lines and
stop stealing mine. That's plagiarism.”

Serena  released  my penis,  reached around me and spanked my ass.
“Shut up and get the bath ready. You belong to me.”

Once the bath, which was a spa with all the outlets, the works, was full,
we settled in and Serena got right to it, considering my erection was so preva-
lent. With her orgasm achieved, its usual distinctive feel and sounds accompa-
nying it, I erupted shortly after. We lounged in the bath, taking our time, watch-
ing Jana first, followed by Jennifer, timidly enter the bathroom to do their busi-
ness. Both protested initially but managed to overcome their reluctance. “I sup-
pose the next time we all do this together, we should demand two bathrooms,”
I observed. “What do you think, my love?”

“We should insist,” Serena agreed.
John came down early and the gals let him in. “Where are the two love-

birds?”
Jennifer replied, “In the bath getting wrinkled and old, I imagine.”
John, in his usual impeccable manner, went right through the bedroom

and knocked on the bathroom door. “Are you two treading water? You haven't
drowned in there, have you?”

“John! So nice of you to drop in. If you enter I will have to kill you.”
“Now, be nice,” Serena advised.
“Excuse me. Have a cup of coffee first! Then I will kill you.”
“That's better,” Serena commented.
“I'll wait out here, Gregory. I have  no intention of entering. I do not

want to see that, but Oprah called and made some plans for all of us tonight.
Take your time and when you come out, we'll talk. And I  am going to have
some of your coffee. Thank you.”

Oprah had booked a restaurant, the entire establishment for the night,
their entire dinner time. There was something like forty people or more, in-
cluding some of the local news and celebrity types. It was quite the bash and it
was clear once we all arrived it was a good thing I had already accomplished
my mission and brought the result with me.

I had worn my winter jacket as it was getting colder but it provided a
pocket big enough for my mission's result. As we all started to get comfortable
and there had already been some introductions and coats and jackets were be-
ing collected, one of the employees from the restaurant reached me to ask for
my coat. I announced loudly for all to hear, “Just a moment. I have something
Oprah needs to see.” I waited for the attention to focus on me and when Oprah
and I locked gazes, I pulled the car horn out of the pocket, honked it twice,
lifted my right leg up and raised my eyebrows twice with my best innocent,
adoring Harpo imitation.

Of course Jana, Jennifer, Serena and I all sat at the same table with
Drake and Andrea. The talk was boisterous, loud and humorous. Laughter was



frequent and at times one or two would actually complain they needed to stop
laughing because it hurt.

“Well, being a common purveyor of smiles and laughter,” I observed,
“there perhaps is a time when someone might say they've had enough. I would
normally give you a half-hour reprieve, but in this case, I'm not the only pur-
veyor so you're gonna have to suck it up.”

“Or leave!” someone else shouted, amid more laughter.
“Isn't that what they said on the Titanic?” I asked loudly, “or was it,

'This is your Captain speaking with an important announcement. We are sink-
ing uncontrollably, so it's every man, woman and child for yourselves. Carry
on!'”

“That sounded a lot like Lord Pacifico,” Drake shouted.
“Ah, Sir Drake makes his usual pointed observation, and a welcome

one at that,” I said, Lord Pacifico unleashed. “And, yes, I have returned from
my latest hunting expedition, and as before, I could not bring myself to shoot
the elephant, so I have come all this way to party with those who know how to
do it right. The natives simply do not know how to party in the ceaseless grass
of the plains. So pedestrian! So let us have music! And none of that country
and western rubbish. It's so bloody awful!” I was in my element. “You see,
John, if  you hang around long enough you'll  hear  everything said that first
night, except for maybe a couple things.”

“You're gonna leave things out?” John asked in disbelief. “Your life is
an open book!”

“Oh, I'll tell you at one time we were all up and dancing and then some
shaking music came on and this little woman,” I flipped my thumb at Serena,
“started really shaking it, turning around and shaking it, shaking it closer and
closer until she was shaking it right up against my hips, but that wasn't stimu-
lating! Oh, no! I kept it together. I wasn't gonna let that ruin our evening!”

Like the previous night, I was the center of attention. Talk gravitated to
my Chicago show and one of the local folks asked how I could do that, switch
from one thing to the next thing to the next thing and do it so quickly.

“I can't do it all the time,” I replied. “When I can, it's free association.”
“Just like Robin,” Will remarked.
“It's a lot like that but he was the best. I don't think anyone will ever

beat him, but it's hard and easy to explain. It's simply one thing leading to an-
other, which  seems random, but what I'm doing, or as a better analogy, what
I'm thinking is: take this a little this way, then throw this in there to take it that
way, and keep doing it. What I am always consciously thinking is, take the way
as far as I think it should go before it becomes dull and people stop following
where things are going. I can tell you when you start to work on free associa-
tion, after a while you begin to sense very appropriately when you've reached
the end of this way and it's time to switch to that way, so you're not even really
thinking about it intensely.” I took a sip of beer from my bottle.

“I'll give you an example of how it works, and how you could actually
consider doing it yourself, although you have to be quick about it, because if
you're too slow, others will  interrupt, but I'll  do it  slow so you can follow.



There's all kinds of ways to start it. Here's one. You make up a voice and say an
obvious cliché. 'All hands on deck!' The association is going to be 'hand' or
'hands,' and this bit would start throwing out all the cliches that come to mind
quickly with 'hand' or 'hands.' And if you want to be visual with it, since it's
'hands,' you can put your hands up, too, and do things with your hands. So, 'all
hands on deck.'” I raised my hands above my head slightly while I wiggled my
fingers, letting my left hand rise higher than my right. “I have already thought
of the next association, so my left hand is above my right. 'I need a hand up!'” I
used my left hand to lift my right. “'Give me a hand!'” I grasped my right hand
with my left and pulled it to my left. “'Give yourselves a hand!'” While still
holding my right hand with my left I pulled it away from me. “'Don't hand me
that!'” I slapped my right hand with my left. “I decide now this is enough so I'll
make my next association with the last bit. What am I going to use? I'm going
to associate the last phrase with an expectation. What would you expect if you
heard someone say that phrase? Here's what comes to  my mind. 'Because it's
nothing but an empty promise!' In that phrase, is the next association. What am
I going to use? 'Empty.' So, I'll use a voice and say, 'How do you  know it's
empty?'” I used my right hand to talk to my left. “'Why, look for yourself!'” I
used my left hand to talk to my right. I used my right hand to  open my left.
“'There's  nothing  in  there!'”  I  spoke  my  right  hand.  “'And  you  were
expecting?!'” I finished speaking with my left. “That's an example of free asso-
ciation, but it only leaves a  mighty impression when it's delivered rapid fire.
This one might take about fifteen seconds but when you do it fast, you leave
everyone in a daze following it. The key is rapid delivery and I can't do it all
the time, maybe even hardly at all, but I edited the Chicago show a few weeks
back and I was amazed. I was amazed I did it for ninety straight minutes, with-
out an appreciable break, except for laughter. Ah! The pause that refreshes!” I
sucked from my beer.

“When I saw you in the audience, Oprah, it almost shook me, because
you didn't tell me you would be there and you had the opportunity, but when I
walked out on the stage and did my shaking routine I knew how I would start. I
had Oprah, who I would associate with Harpo, to the Marx brothers, to Hitler
take-off movies, most not well-received, to World War II, to more Hitler take-
off movies,  all well-received, to the symbiotic relationship between business
and government, as represented by Nazi Germany, otherwise known as fas-
cism, to more associations revolving around fascism, to 'Gee! That sounds like
this country!' Once I got there, Oprah, I knew what the next association would
be. In fact I knew where it all was leading once I got to fascism, because my
firm opinion is this country is either fascist or a plutocracy, and I vacillate be-
tween the two, and I don't care what you or anyone else think it is. After all, I
am the poster child for incorrigibility. You're not convincing  me you're right,
and if we tangle about it long enough I'll probably convince you that I'm right.
But it led to plutocracy, to a term for when everything is screwed up, 'Mickey
Mouse shit', to Pluto, to a very good imitation of Pluto, to 'Isn't that the Attor-
ney General?' End of entire bit, which was the  right way to end it, because,
above all else, if I want to use free association, I  better make it funny, espe-



cially at the end. That allows me, waiting for the laughter to subside, to set my
next bit. That's how you do it. That's what you can do with free association, if
you do it right.”

I remember one of the others present made a comment about how diffi-
cult it seemed to be, even though she could follow it. “I don't see how I or most
other people could do it so rapidly,” she finished.

I listened to her politely, looking to her as she spoke, but when she fin-
ished, I glanced for a moment to Will, followed by a glance just as long to Ken.
“The reason Robin could do it so well is the same reason I can do it, though
not as well as he could. It's because we both refused to consider 'child like' as
something to avoid or to shed. In fact, should you wish to flatter me you could
tell me I'm 'child like.' Flattery, though, is still something I consider very skep-
tically. Remember, what was his name, oh! Benjamin! Remember Benjamin in
New York, Drake? 'Are you trying to suck up to me?'”

Drake smiled widely. “I remember him. You did the family counseling
with his girlfriend about the boyfriend-girlfriend thing. It was good!”

“Now, he wasn't trying to suck up to me, but it's the point I'm making.
Don't suck up to me. Eventually I'll figure it out and have no respect for you.
'Child-like' is thinking, acting like a child. How? You ask because you don't re-
member what it was like. You've been an adult too long! You don't make those
connections any more, but children make those connections every moment. To
a child, everything is connected. If you want to be good, even great, with free
association, the one thing you  must do, is suspend your adulthood, shove it
right out of the room, and immerse yourself in the child you once were. Be-
cause,  once you  made those connections, you recognized those connections,
you may have even spoken those connections,  they came  right out of your
mouth. But since you entered adulthood you have found it impossible to sus-
pend your adulthood with its supposed logic and rationality, so you no longer
make those connections. Free associations can never be achieved remaining in
the adult aspect of human life. You must be a child, or you will fail.”

Jana suddenly spoke up. “Child like is  often how I think of you, Gre-
gory.”

“Did I not say when you choose the time to open up and shine, Jana, it's
always at the right time?” I asked the room. “Did I not say that?” I looked to
Jana with great appreciation and she smiled warmly, even confidently, while I
heard both John and Drake affirm. “It's easier for me to do than you. I have
grown daughters, in their twenties and thirties making their own lives, and I
have never  considered myself the stern, over-bearing, strict fatherly type, ex-
actly what most of my contemporaries are. I'm not that. I will never be that. I
will always try, really try, to look at everything in this world with wonder, and
fascination, and awe, and pull all of it in to try to understand it, to learn from it,
like every child alive. I will do it for every thing except one, when you fight.
For that I will take no part and I will walk away. I will let you drown in your
own delusion, for you will never create a better world that way and the tragedy
is you will lie to yourselves in your pathetic attempt. And should you succeed,
you will break my heart, for, while John talked about star-crossed lovers the



other day and how it seems so unnecessary, you will break my heart with your
fighting because it is completely unnecessary!”

This, I thought, would be the end of it. I had segued from free associa-
tion to fighting to make my point, but the continuing talk permeating around
the  room wouldn't  let  go  of  my  “fighting”  reference.  Discussion  followed
about terrorism and other regrettable and dangerous  enemy types. I was very
disappointed but I stayed out of it and let others—some of whom I found a new
and deeper appreciation—explain their positions or  their absolute wisdom in
these matters. Oprah noticed I had said practically nothing about any of this
and we were all well into the meal. At one point, during an obvious lull, Oprah
engaged my attention and observed, “Gregory, you've hardly said anything re-
cently. Have you lost your mania cap? Has it fallen off?” Her smile was warm.
She meant no offense or insult whatsoever.

“Well, I will tell you, Oprah, anyone who would support a position to
violently oppose any enemy, perceived or otherwise, should properly consider
me your enemy, because I will never support you. Ever! So you may as well do
away with me quickly, since your position is so superior, because my position
will never change. I shall  always oppose you...” I raised my hand and Oprah
commanded the room to let me finish, all by facial and body gestures. It was
impressive.

“I took a walk along the Rhine river with a woman from whose family I
rent my little, insignificant flat in Germany, and I can't help thinking of all peo-
ples in this world recently, Germans and their supporters have committed some
of the most atrocious, appalling and depraved acts against other human beings
perhaps ever, with the absolute belief it was right, and I, myself, am descended
from Germans. Her generation has struggled with both the national and the in-
dividual repercussions of this horrific time of our collective experience, so as
we walked along this storied waterway, I couldn't help voicing my wonder at
the history of this one small corner of our world, the home we all share, and I
remember her touching my arm and saying, 'You may be too romantic for this
time, Gregory. Perhaps, you think too much of some people.' I told her perhaps
she thought too little but she had her reasons and I had no desire to argue with
her. I told her I choose to do what I do and all which goes with it not for you,
but for your children and their children and their children and my children, too.
I do it all because no child comes into this world knowing who its enemies are.
We, who are already here, teach this tiny, helpless baby who its enemies are.
We teach children who to hate!”

That was the symbolic nail in the coffin, because all the  hawks in the
room chose, from that point forward, to argue with ridicule instead of logic, ra-
tionality and reason to support their positions. Here's how you can tell  you
won: once the competition starts  insulting you,  you're the winner! They have
no position any more to defend because you have so thoroughly blown it to
smithereens, all they have left is to insult you! Game, set, match! Next!

I  thought it was over, until one of the guests couldn't keep his mouth
shut. Granted, I shouldn't think less of someone if they happen to be black and
comb their hair over in some weird wave like they actually have a part in their



hair,  and  look like  they're  right  out  of  Uncle  Tom's  Cabin.  I  really,  really
shouldn't think that, and I didn't and hadn't for a long time, until this night with
his off-handed, pseudo-sexual reference of how I got my big break.

“What the fuck did you say?” I exclaimed in total surprise. It was as far
as I could get.

“You need to muzzle that right now,” John warned him.
Drake slid his chair three feet from the table and stood. He turned to the

gentleman and said, “Except for this being at Oprah's invitation, I'd normally
provide you one of two options. Either I'd leave or I'd take you outside and per-
suade you to leave. Since you've got the mouth, which one are you man enough
to tackle?” Like some fucking surreal western, Will and Ken, sitting at a differ-
ent table together, at the exact same time slid their chairs out from the table and
stood with Drake, turning and staring at the gentleman.

“Drake!” Oprah commanded.  When he turned to  her  reluctantly she
nodded her head. Slowly Drake sat down but Will and Ken still stood. Oprah
turned to the gentleman. “That was uncalled for.” She wiggled her finger at the
gentleman. He stood up and walked over to Oprah. The two of them whispered
together for about a minute. The gentleman walked back to his seat and sat
down. Oprah motioned with her hand to sit. Will and Ken slowly sat down.

“Please accept my apology, Mister Hess,” he said, looking at me some-
what dolefully. “That was completely unacceptable on my part and I deeply re-
gret saying it...I have no cause to suggest it and I have no other excuse to pro-
vide you. Please, I beg you, accept my apology, even though there may not be
any excuse for it.”

I took a deep breath and looked long to Oprah first. “I never want to
hear about this again. It means it never happened and therefor never goes be-
yond this room. That is the only way I shall ever accept your apology. You bet-
ter hope, then, everyone else in this room is a lot less loose with their tongues
than you are, or I will make you regret what you uttered until you die.”

Despite the snag in the proceedings everyone was still in good spirits. I
had dismissed it and told everyone I had while we were waiting for the limos.
Again it was the six of us together and this time Jennifer sat with John and
Pamela, Serena and Jana flanking me on the way back to the hotel. Like the
night before everything revolved around our room and Serena spoke up first.
“Why didn't you just go over and deck him, Gregory? If you can tear apart
logs, you can put him on the floor.”

Before I could answer Drake interrupted. “Gregory's not going to do it,
Serena. He's not going to pop someone to defend your honor, not even  his
honor. He'll do it if he thinks your life is threatened, but not  solely for your
honor.”

“Why not?” Serena demanded from me, loudly.
“Because Gregory won't fight for honor, Serena,” Will explained. “He

will only fight to protect himself and those he loves, and when he's forced to
do it, he will kill the offender.” Will looked over to me and I returned his gaze.
“Is that right?”

I nodded. It wasn't enough, not for Serena. The next half-hour or so was



a constant berating of my manliness, or lack thereof. I attacked her and back
and forth we went. Escalation was on the proverbial doorstep, so I toned it
down, even pleaded this is not the way to go to bed, angry and resentful.

“I'd like to go to bed with a man, for once!” Serena shouted. During all
of this, most  were trying to calm us down, but in the end none of it worked.
The only thing which worked was when I rose from my seat and walked out
the room.

“Where are you going?” John asked.
“For a walk.”
“You might want to take your coat, Gregory,” John advised.
“I'm walking now, am I not?”
I walked, rode the elevator down to the main floor, strolled to the lobby

and asked for a room.
“But you're already booked at the hotel, Mister Hess,” the desk clerk re-

minded me.
“Do you have a room or not?”
“Yes, sir.”
The only bell person at the desk offered his services. “Grab one of the

carts, follow me, and stay out in the hall when I get my things from the one
room. It could get nasty.” He did so and I pushed the cart in the room and
grabbed my stuff, no matter where or what condition. Serena didn't say a word.
The boys asked me what I was doing. “I'm taking my things to  my room. I
think it's best for everyone concerned, or not concerned. Whatever it may be.”

I was in no mood to party or stay up and brood. I stripped down to my
briefs and climbed into bed, still sniffling and coughing from the cold. I ex-
pected no company. I wanted none. The phone rang about an hour later. Jana
wanted to know where I was. “In my room sleeping, at least I was until the
phone rang.”

“So we all sleep alone tonight, is that it?”
“Roger that.”
“You really are not as free and independent as you think you are.”
Resigned, I said, “Room four fourteen. Same rules as always. You're

welcome when you arrive.”
Fifteen minutes later there was a knock. I rose from bed and opened the

door for Jana. I let her in but we hardly touched. After she entered, I walked
past her to the bed. “I don't want to talk. I want to sleep.” I climbed into bed,
still wearing my briefs, the signal Jana interpreted to strip to her underwear,
which she did, and climbed into bed next to me. When she slipped her right
arm over my chest, I lifted my right arm to her head, she lifted her head and I
set my arm under her as she laid her head back down. I went back to sleep
soon after.

I  was up before Jana and went  straight  to  the bathroom and took a
shower. The noise woke her and she came into the bathroom, since I rarely feel
it  necessary to  lock the bathroom door,  to  wash her  face,  hands and arms.
Completing it, she dressed and waited for me. When I finished dressing and
preparing I walked out. “There's a restaurant down the street. They serve a



good  breakfast,  different  varieties  of  coffee.  Here,”  I  grabbed  my  leather
jacket, “wear this if you want to join me.”

“Don't you want to have breakfast with the others?” Jana asked, as she
grabbed the jacket.

I pulled my winter jacket from the hanger. “No.”
The breakfast was good, the coffee was good, our conversation mini-

mal. John called. Drake called. Inevitably, Serena called. “So how did that real
man feel last night?” I greeted her.

“Don't be that way, Gregory. I'm sorry. Please. Come back here.”
“You let a complete outsider say something and drive a wedge between

us, Serena. You couldn't walk away and let it die in the dust where it belonged.
Instead, you used it to attack me. I can't depend on you, woman, to act civilly,
to recognize and do the right thing. You are going to repeatedly react emotion-
ally and irrationally without a single thought, except to protect your bloated
pride. You can proudly sleep alone for the rest of your life, as far as it matters
to me. Or you can hook onto the next Don Juan who comes along. Whatever.”

“Where's Jana?”
“Having breakfast with me.” Click.
“You need to rise above your anger, Gregory. You are still angry.”
“Lena would  never have said that.  She would never have acted that

way. She will never let  anyone drive a wedge between us. She knows better
than that.”

“And all you want to do now is go back to Europe. Isn't that it? I don't
even matter any more.”

“Get out of that hell hole, Jana, and you're welcome to stay with me as
long as you like, or you can stay there and suffer like the rest.”

I cast a pall or perhaps rendered all under a glum and depressive cloud.
Jana was so unhappy when we returned to the hotel, she tore off my jacket,
thrust it at me, went straight to the back and rode the elevator up to the floor to
join the others and attend the wake. I took the regular elevator to the fourth
floor, pulled out my computer and spent the next six hours, with breaks, writ-
ing on my latest work. I hadn't written anything in so long it took me a while to
regather my writing habit. John called again, wondering whether I would ac-
company all to dinner as planned. “I want to be alone, John.”

“Why are you punishing everyone, Gregory? You do this regularly, you
know, buddy boy. Go off and punish everyone else, punish me. What did I do
but defend you?”

“All right,” I said softly,  then louder,  “all  right,  John! When are we
leaving?”

“Why don't you come up here now?”
I grabbed my winter jacket, rode down to the main floor, walked to the

back of the hotel, and approached Lance. As we waited for the elevator, with
his serious, business-like demeanor ever present, Lance said calmly, as a state-
ment of fact, “You let it swing both ways, sir. You lift them up just as easily as
you tear them down.” He turned to me to stare into my eyes. When I did he
gauged my understanding and, as the elevator door opened, added, “We may



provide the security but we all know who sets the mood.”
I  entered the elevator and watched him as he stepped in to punch the

floor number, stepped out in front of the elevator, crossed his arms and contin-
ued to stare at me until the elevator door closed to my great relief. When I
walked around the corner of the hall from the back elevator, Drake was stand-
ing in the hall and exclaimed, “The golden boy returns!” He was all smiles and
I stepped up to him and hugged him tightly. “Yeah, you've still got that.”

Still holding my winter jacket, I hugged everybody, even Serena, who
kissed me, too. It seemed like it was all forgotten, after I entered the room we
had previously shared and sat in one of the chairs, once I secured my usual bot-
tle of beer. “Come and sit with us, Gregory,” Serena said. “Please.”

“I'm not going to punish you all, as John suggested. It's not fair and it's
not right. It's petty. Lance, at the elevator, told me I swing it both ways. I lift
them up as easily as I tear them down. I should not possess such ability, but I
also think I always have, as my aunt once told me when I was a young man.
She said I didn't smile enough and it was one thing I should work on, because I
didn't seem to realize that when I smile I light up the room. Her words. I light
up the room.” I took a sip of beer. “I want to get through tonight, do the show
reluctantly tomorrow, though I'll wear my mania cap and keep you in stitches,
stay here a few more days, and fly back to Europe, because, while I have en-
joyed all of the time with you, Serena, and all of the time with every one of
you, Jana, Jennifer, all of you last night proved to me the one indisputable dif-
ference between each of you and Lena.  Lena will  never let  anyone tear us
apart. Nothing anyone else can say or do has any effect on how she feels about
me or will act with me. She is above it and you are not, Serena. My only advice
is get there, and until you do, you better know I will give you exactly what you
want. When you want someone to drive a wedge between us, you will get it,
because there's no discussion with you. Your mind's made up, as there's no dis-
cussion with me when my mind's made up. We're both obstinate, stubborn and
pig-headed, not a very good combination of traits to have in order to continue a
working relationship, as I once told you. As you'll recall it was a few moments
later I walked outside to your patio, which was followed by our discussion
about my being in love with you. I'm still in love with you, but we're right back
where we started, which seems like no progress to me.”

“What do you want from me, Gregory?” Serena demanded, a little em-
bittered, best as I could tell. “An apology, is that what you want?”

“I want no apology, Serena. I expect, no I demand, so here is the only
demand you will ever receive from me. I  demand you treat me carefully and
cautiously as though I was the most endearing object in your life, because if
you fly off on me again by reacting to something  outside of us, when it be-
comes clear to you shortly after that it's over forever, the only blame will fall
squarely on your shoulders, as it should. I have no room for it in my life, I will
not tolerate it again and I will dispose of it like the cancer it is!” I sucked an-
other gulp of beer and turned my head away from her.

Serena's next action saved the moment, saved, in essence, our relation-
ship, our unflagging desire to stay together, because she rose from the sofa,



walked to my chair, dropped to her knees with a thud, and threw her head and
arms over my lap. She would not move for minutes, until she felt my hand
stroke the back of her head. She lifted her head to lock her gaze on mine and I
studied her face: remorseful, apprehensive, questioning, begging for forgive-
ness. I am not embellishing. The expression on Serena's face  begged for for-
giveness. “Sit on my lap, please,” I asked her. Serena rose from the floor, sat in
my lap, wrapped her arms around me tightly and settled her head on my right
shoulder. She remained in this position for a long time. She would not rise
when I finished my beer so John grabbed another for me and took my empty.

When we readied to leave for dinner, Serena and I were wrapped in the
arms of the other and I held Jana's hand in my left. “What about me?” Jennifer
pouted.

I separated from both to step to Jennifer and slipped my arms tightly
around her body. I stared into her eyes. “Kiss me like you mean it or I'll take
you into the bedroom and get it out of you.”

Jennifer's smile was deep and playful. “That's supposed to get me to
comply?”

I pushed my hands down over her ass and pulled her tight against my
hips. The expected surge occurred moments later. I leaned to her ear and whis-
pered, “I know you can feel it. It's your turn next.”

“Didn't Jana get her turn ahead of me?” Jennifer whispered back.
“No. I think it's why she was upset after breakfast and came up here.”
“That's not what it was!” Jana protested. “I didn't want to sleep alone

and I wanted you two to get over it. You wouldn't get over it, Gregory.”
“Cumon!” Jennifer insisted, wiggling from my grasp as I released her.

“Let's all have dinner together and be civil.” She took a step toward the door as
everyone began moving in that direction. Jennifer turned her head back to me.
“And I will sit next to you on the drive, sit next to you at our table and sit next
to you on the drive back. Those are  my demands. More than one of us can
make demands, Gregory. Don't you ever forget it!” She turned to look forward
and walked out the door while Jana and Serena laughed.

Jana let me by, intending to be the last to leave, put her hand on my
back to rub it softly, and said, “Follow your own advice, Gregory, and please
treat us carefully and cautiously, too.” As the door closed behind us, everyone
stopped momentarily  in  the hall,  attentive,  and Jana  reached me again  and
pushed me lightly forward. “Do that for  me, Gregory, and I will miss you so
much, I will  have to go to Europe so I can feel  that again.” I took her hand,
slipped my arm around Serena, who was still right next to me, and we made
our way to the main floor and outside.

While I wasn't as loud and obnoxious as I often am, I was not detached
at the dinner either. I was generally quiet but smiled frequently. Jennifer and
Serena, to my immediate right and left, respectively, worked between them-
selves to keep me smiling. I was pleased. On the drive back to the hotel, Jen-
nifer whispered we should all party late, forget about last night, put it behind
us. “This means that you and I will be much too tired to do anything tonight,
which is just as well. I prefer having you in the morning.” Who am I to argue



with a little Spanish flirt carrying such a soft, round, and delicious body?
We all partied late, nearly three in the morning. We weren't scheduled at

the studio until one in the afternoon. Serena awoke first, rose from the bed, put
on her robe and went out to the main room, closing the door behind her. When
Jennifer started having me, Jana awoke and muttered, “I don't want to get up.
Let me lie here with my back turned.”

I was silent but Jennifer chirped, “That's fine.” It didn't interrupt  her
idea of having me.

I wasn't going to cave to Jennifer, though. I had my own idea of having
her, and I wasn't going to take “no” for an answer. Lying on her back I kissed
and licked her body from her mouth to the top of her black triangle of pubic
hair. “What are you doing, Gregory?”

I looked up to her face and slyly smiled. “Since you won't ask, Jennifer,
I'm going to take it upon myself to do it anyway, so you guide me on what gets
you excited.”

“But that's not what I want, Gregory.”
“Tell him what to do and you'll love it, Jennifer,” Jana muttered.
“A satisfied customer.”
“I'm feeling uncomfortable with an audience. I'm not used to it.”
“You fucked me with six people watching and a camera rolling, Jen-

nifer. Focus on me. Guide me to what makes you shudder, dear. Think only of
me. Okay?”

“Okay.” Jennifer smiled in acceptance and rubbed my hair.
“Spread your legs for me.” Jennifer did so as I made room. Occasion-

ally I would ask, occasionally she would direct, but ten minutes later Jennifer
shuddered, with a guttural groan in accompaniment.

Instantly, she pulled my head from her crotch. “That was good but now
I want the other so much. You have to give it to me right now.”

“How do you want it?”
My legs were between hers and she started to turn over onto her stom-

ach so I had to lift my legs out of the way quickly. As she settled on her stom-
ach, she commanded, “Pound me and make me cum like you always do.”

As I started preparations, I couldn't help glancing to my right to Jana's
bare ass facing me too. I resisted reaching to her, slipping my hand below and
pushing my fingers into what I knew would be a wet reception. I resisted but I
couldn't stop thinking it. I really did pound Jennifer so she shuddered two more
times before I exploded inside her. I actually thought, quickly, a  summary of
the whole week and more,  even considering the previous night  and its  ex-
tremely contentious atmosphere. I wondered if there was any other way I could
have handled it.  How exactly  could I have stayed on the floor,  even in the
room, and opened Jennifer. It was her turn. How could I have done it? Serena
and I were the senior couple and our relationship seemed to drive the others.
How could I have done it? How could I have ignored the contentiousness ev-
eryone had already witnessed between Serena and me and taken Jennifer like
nothing had happened, especially right there in the same room with Serena?
Was I truly as free and independent as I claimed? Really? Was I?



I wiped Jennifer as she lay smiling big and wide on her back with her
legs spread full. As I took the now cool cloth and wiped it over and around my
penis, Jana turned onto her back and gained my attention as I stared into her
face easily. She smiled warmly, soothingly, even invitingly. As I glanced down
to slide the cloth over my penis one last time I looked right at Jana's conver-
gence, her smooth, bare and  long legs seeming to jut right out of her torso.
“What are you looking at?” Jana teased. I didn't answer her. Instead I chucked
the cloth to the floor and slipped my right hand across Jana's hips and slowly
pushed my fingers down between her thighs. With an even bigger smile, Jana
asked, “What do you think you're doing, Gregory?”

Feeling my fingers reach the roundness of her ass, I looked up to lock
my gaze on Jana's eyes. “You're wet already, aren't you, Jana?” I paused and
made no movement.

“You can't do anything anyway,” Jana insisted, but her expression was
uncertain.

“Open your legs and answer my question first.” I was serious. I wore no
smile. I still looked only in Jana's eyes but I felt her legs ease around my hand
as she spread them. I lifted my middle finger and felt it push into her, greeted
with an unmistakable moistness which invited it further. Inside I pushed my
finger to its maximum, left it where it was and watched Jana's face tense and
her mouth form a wide and open circle. When she finally looked to me, I said,
“Stroke me and get me ready.” Instantly her right hand slipped around my ap-
pendage, making it inflate again.

“I think I should leave,” Jennifer mumbled but made no effort to rise
from bed.

I  glanced to  Jennifer.  Jana  was  stroking  me vigorously  and when  I
glanced back to Jana's face, her expression was arousal. Jennifer still lay on her
back with her legs spread wide, her left leg touching my left. My erection was
full and I pulled my finger from Jana. “Spread your legs, Jana. I may not be
able to cum for you but I want to be inside you right now.” As her right leg
pushed against my right I lifted it and set it between her spreading legs, lifted
my left leg and set it next to the right. I glanced and saw her leg reach, even lift
over Jennifer's closest leg. I was inside Jana in moments, listening to her won-
derful groans and moans and sighs, her smooth, bare, long legs sliding over
mine and rubbing up and down them, feeling her hands sliding down over my
back to my ass and pulling at me hard, rhythmically as I plunged into her, over
and over. I laid down completely on her and we kissed in a rolling, passionate
way, lips and tongues all over, everywhere. My chest would rub tightly against
her bare breasts and her breasts would squeal and Jana would invariably gig-
gle, rest for a moment, and go at it deliriously again. I moved my head to one
side and she whispered, “Right there. Yes, that's it. Keep it there. Yes.” She
reached her orgasm seconds later and I erupted, more like a temblor, a few
short minutes after.

When  we  had  both  grown quiet  and  motionless,  Jennifer  softly  re-
marked, “I didn't think a man could do it, cum twice like that.”

Jana turned to her and they both looked to each other. “I don't think he's



an old man at all. I think he's a sex  machine masquerading as an old man.”
They both laughed, heartily, too, and made me laugh with them.

“Don't think I can do this all the time because I can't, but I looked at
your bare ass, Jana, and I wanted you, too. And I thought you were wet.”

“How could I  not be?” Jana complained,  smiling so wide I  thought
she'd eat me. “Ummm. Two for one, Gregory. You can't beat that.” Who can?

One after  the other,  the three of us came out  of the bedroom, each
heading straight for the coffee. I let the gals get theirs first and after I poured
my cup and sat on the sofa next to Serena in her robe, I watched Jana and Jen-
nifer dress and get ready to go to their respective rooms to finish preparing for
the day. Serena soon patted my thigh. “We don't have much time to get ready
for the show, Gregory. Let's take another quick bath together.”

“I'll draw the bath now.” I rose to walk to the bathroom to get it started.
A few minutes later Serena joined me.

“What are you going to do with all your stuff in your room?”
“I'll use yours.”
“We won't do any of the other stuff, okay? It's not my turn.”
“Oh, yes, it is, but I couldn't do anything anyway.”
“So you and Jana did do it yesterday.”
“No, we didn't, Serena. We did it just now.”
“What about Jennifer?” Serena asked, not following. “She didn't com-

plain? I find it impossible to believe.”
“Jana was after Jennifer.” I checked the temperature of the water.
“You fucked them both?” Serena blurted, louder than I wished.
“Sshh! I can hear you.” Serena seemed to calm. “I came for both, too.”
She shook her head in absolute, total disbelief, walked to the back of

the bathroom door,  and hung her  robe.  “What  is  with  you,  Gregory?” She
turned to face me and shook her head again. “Men are not supposed to cum
twice.” Her expression was incredulous. “Don't you know that?” Suddenly, her
face broke into a  big smile  and she laughed.  “You really  are from another
planet. What planet are you from?” She moved next to me and began to shake
me as I leaned away from her in feigned fear. I couldn't stop smiling. “What is
the  name of this planet? I want to  know!” She stopped shaking me. “Get in
there.  You come  twice,  one right after  the other? If  you ever tell  me again
you're an old man, I am going to slap you back to reality. Jennifer, then Jana.
My God! Where are you storing all that?”

We huddled with Oprah in the green room a half-hour before the show
to agree on all the topics to cover and the appropriate questions. One of the
first we discussed was the extent of my personal life and by easy extension
Serena's personal life. I expressed the view no one would get the arrangement
aspect,  it  was  temporary  anyway,  and  if  it  was introduced  it  would  force
Oprah, in fairness to  everyone, to let Jennifer have her say and also let Jana
have her say, too. Jana, though, had no part in the movie, which is supposed to
be the focus, so it would be too confusing. We shouldn't talk about it at all.
Keep it to Serena and me. All agreed.

There's about nine or ten of you who haven't seen the show so the fol-



lowing is for you guys. Everyone else can skip this part. Oprah did her intro-
duction to the show and introduced everyone, one after the other. They had the
seats for us in two rows and Oprah was kind enough to provide a chair for me
which was wider, significantly, than the other chairs, but had no arms. This al-
lowed me to remove my shoes and sit cross-legged, which I did at times. As we
were going through the intros I could see it would be Serena and me last. I
wore my winter jacket from the green room, without Oprah's knowledge, and
everyone played along. When Serena was called she went out, hugged Oprah
and sat in the chair right next to her. I was called last. Walking out on stage as
cool as a cucumber wearing a winter jacket, Oprah knew it was coming. She
even backed away a few steps, but I made her come back, grabbed her right
hand, twisted it, put my right leg on it, honked the horn hidden in my jacket
and gave her the sweetest,  most  desirous pose with my eyelids fluttering I
could  deliver.  The  in-house  audience  loved  it,  Oprah  smiled  infectiously,
played along graciously, and it set the mood. One of the staff came over for my
coat before I sat so I pulled out the horn and gave it to Oprah. “I want you to
keep this, dear.” She accepted it and handed it off.

I did Lord Pacifico, as expected, and performed Jasper with Antonio as
Enrico, Drake as Bernard, and Oprah asked if I had anyone in “my stable” as a
look-alike for Serena. “Consuela Alvarez, the delectable honey behind the taco
stand in Zihuatanejo,  who speaks very little English. Poco. Serena said she
didn't think it would work so I never added her to my stable. I mean, if you're
gonna do this with Jasper, you have to have the right attitude, and since her at-
titude sucked, she's out.” It drew a punch to my left shoulder, naturally.

There was a brief part of the show recounting our decision and actions
to distribute the movie, concentrating on international theaters and practically
skipping America. I talked, also quite briefly, about meeting with Canadian
owners, which led to Gloria and the baby. “You're a papa again, aren't you?”

“I am, although the women do the work. Gloria did it all. She was a
champ.”

“You were in the delivery room?”
“I was. I watched the little girl squeeze through, her big head through a

teeny, tiny opening.” I shook my head in obvious disbelief. “I mean, it defies
physics. Take an object roughly the size of a  big grapefruit and push it com-
pletely through another object roughly the size of a tennis ball. Okay, kids, for
your next science experiment, figure that one out. And everyone tells me, 'well,
a baby's head is so soft and malleable and can be squeezed together to make it
smaller,' and I'm thinking, you're starting with a grapefruit, remember, to get it
inside a tennis ball, remember. It is absolutely no wonder a baby cries like a
banshee after all of it. How would you feel if  your head was squeezed to the
size of a tennis ball? And don't forget Mama's trying to squeeze it all out of
there. Giving birth is the one thing I never want to do. Thank you, ladies! I let
you have that one. You can have it! Keep it, please!”

We got to the Oscars and Oprah showed a portion of my acceptance
speech, from the beginning through the paragraph ending with “You'll have to
stay tuned.” Oprah asked what it all meant. “My God, Oprah!” I said, feigning



shock. “If you can't figure it out, what hope do I have?” She gave me her “Cu-
mon! Get to it” look. “I don't recall thinking anything, and if you watch and
listen, you have to agree, 'Yeah, he's not thinking. He's not in his right mind.' I
stood there looking out at all those fabulous attendees in amazement that my
mouth was opening, words were coming out, and they were in English, no less.
Once I started I immediately thought, I am actually going to get through this
without soiling myself.” It was one of my best lines of the show.

This segued to Serena's award and I was quiet as the two women chat-
ted about it. Oprah, with her hint of mischief, looked to me and asked, after
Serena told her I had predicted she would win, “What did you think, Gregory,
when she was up there at the podium?”

“Well, first of all, I kept thinking, as she was stumbling around,  she's
gonna start her speech any moment now,” I replied, amid a good deal of laugh-
ter. “At one point, I turned to the woman sitting next to me and said, 'That's
why I love her so much. She loses it and breaks down completely when the
pressure's on. I love an underdog.'” Another pause to allow the laughter to sub-
side and Serena pushed me, but she was laughing hysterically, too. “I gave her,
Oprah, one of the greatest come-back lines  ever, and what does she do? She
opens up the piece of paper I wrote it on and said, 'I can't say this.' My immedi-
ate thought was, Why did I write this screenplay for you? Remind me.”

Oprah asked, “What did you write for her?”
“'As for me taking it personally, no, I didn't. We all know you're an old

man, it's past your nap time, and you're probably just cranky.' Thank God you
weren't like that on the set or after a couple days I would have been begging
John, 'We've got to find another actress for Cecilia, because the one we've got
now can't say this, then she can't say that, then she can't say this again. We've
exhausted the entire script, man, because she can't say any of it.' That's the one
English phrase you do have down pat. 'I can't say this.'” Serena shook her fist
at me. “To the moon, Gregory!”

When Oprah got to the personal, Serena and Oprah did most of the talk-
ing,  quite  the  opposite  of  the  other  night.  Oprah  finally  asked  me  why  I
wouldn't ask Serena to marry me. “Because I won't marry and I won't commit.
Not right now. I may later. I may not. Serena wants to stay in the middle of the
entertainment world, improve her acting career, modeling, her make-up busi-
ness, and attend those events. I have no interest in that and have other things I
want to pursue in the immediate future, so I think it's good we separate for a
while and pursue those goals separately. I think it will give us both an opportu-
nity to try to accomplish our separate goals, assess their ultimate value, keep-
ing in mind each is doing these things without the other, and what really is it
worth? I think we will probably come to the same conclusion independently,
which is, 'Yeah, I can achieve this goal and I feel good about it, but I don't
want to do any more of this without you.' We'll talk about it over the phone and
I'll  probably fly,  maybe from India,  back to L.A., and I'll  say, 'Are you all
packed?' 'Yes.' 'Sofia ready?' “Yes.' 'Let's go.' And we'll fly back and forth from
India to L.A. or from wherever to L.A. And that's how we'll do it from then on.
And the reason I think it's how it will turn out is because Serena already said it.



'My life's better when Gregory's in it.' And my life is better when Serena's in it.
Those are two very strong sentiments. I don't ever see them diminishing so that
either one of us could overlook them. It's not gonna happen.”

It was a good show. I enjoyed doing it. I think everybody else did. It's
two hours, though. I have to pause it and take potty breaks whenever I watch it.

Oprah had a reception for all of us at her mansion. There were very few
guests other than ourselves which I appreciated. It was a kind of cocktail min-
gling,  followed  by  an  excellent  dinner  in  her  huge  dining  area  with,  you
guessed it, the table extended. This was followed by the reception portion in
her entertainment room which went into the morning hours. We were all pretty
loaded on the drive back, quiet but content. Jennifer was asleep when we ar-
rived at the hotel. I helped her up to our room and laid her as comfortably on
the sofa as possible and advised everyone we're all beat. We'll meet up in the
morning. I undressed Jana first and she climbed into bed and was asleep before
I undressed Serena. When Serena undressed me she grabbed my penis, which
was not so limp, and said, “Tomorrow morning it's my turn.” I knew it. That's
not news. It wasn't what she meant.

Segment Twenty
Serena was up first, as always.

She put on her robe and ordered coffee.
Jennifer awakened earlier, came to the
bedroom, removed her clothes and was
sleeping in the bed with all of us, still
sleeping,  as  was  Jana,  when I  awoke
and rose from bed to put on my robe
and join Serena. We kissed each other
softly, warmly, and sat together on the
sofa, holding the other. “When the girls
get up and come out for coffee,” Serena said, “soon after, you and I will go
back to the bedroom. I want you all to myself this time. I have plans.”

“You do?” I  asked facetiously.  “I  suppose you're  not going to share
these plans until the appropriate time?”

“That's right. Not until it's time.” I hugged her tighter. I liked the idea.
I never would have guessed her idea anyway, despite Serena being one

of the most selfless lovers with whom I have some experience. Jennifer had
proven to be selfless. It took a while. Jana was selfless. She almost never of-
fered a suggestion of position or manner, almost never objected to mine, and
always ended with a frantic display of wild affection directed at my head or
neck. Lena was the most selfless, by far. She would give herself to me at all
times, never refused me, even during her menstrual periods, though I would of-
ten show restraint then. All listened to me and took me to heart when I ex-
plained trying to provide oral sex to me was essentially a waste and a lost
cause, except for Serena. She was bound and determined and that was her idea.
She was going to “give me head,” as she so daintily put it, and I was going to
guide her in doing so. “You don't have to do it,” I explained.



“I don't have to have sex with you at all. It's what I want. If you've al-
ways said one thing, it's 'I'll do whatever you want, even if it's no sex.' You say
it all the time, little boy, so that's what I want. I'm going to give you head.”

“A blowjob.”
“I'm not going to blow on your penis. You don't need to have your penis

blown, do you?” Serena suddenly flashed her sly and sexy look. “Unless, that's
what will make you cum.”

“Probably not. Well, let's get started.”
Soon I was watching my erect penis disappear, partially, into Serena's

mouth and reappear,  over  and over.  Serena was not  a  swallower.  I  already
knew it, and I also knew she wasn't going to conquer her gag reflex in the next
few minutes either. Instead, I suggested, “That may be one of my problems,
Serena, watching. It's probably psychological. Hell, what am I saying? It's all
in my head. Come up here, though, turning your body so I can't see, and twist
close enough so I can rub your ass but I can't get my fingers inside you. That
may be another of my problems.” In seconds, Serena had turned her body so
her head and top half cut off my vision and her torso was aimed slightly toward
me, close enough I could rub either half of her fine ass. She was back at it and
I could feel her lips and tongue sliding over my erection. “Okay, Serena, stop
for a moment and look at my penis, my erect penis, especially at the head. See
how the top of the head kinda folds around to the bottom?”

“I know what a penis looks like, Gregory,” Serena said, dismissively.
“Do you want me to guide you or not?”
“Okay, I see it. What about it?”
“Where the fold is at the bottom, the little indentation there, it's pretty

sensitive. Here's what I suggest you try. Give all your attention for several min-
utes to just the head. Don't even put it fully in your mouth, concentrate on
stimulating any way you want, your lips, your tongue, your fingers, whatever,
be gentle, and every once in a while really go after the indentation, lick it, kiss
it, rub it, try that, and if you're hitting home with me, Serena, I will give you
every indication.”

Serena did so and it  felt  great  and I  gave her  every indication.  She
mixed it up, too, and down she would go over the shaft, and up and back to the
point of least resistance. I kept encouraging her because she did make it feel
very good and she wouldn't quit. After some time—I couldn't begin to tell you
how long as I had no concept—I could feel it getting close. “You're getting
close, Serena. Don't stop now.” I looked over at her sexy bare ass, watching my
hand swirl across it, push it and squeeze it and change its shape so easily like
mashed potatoes, and I suddenly gripped the back of her head with both hands
to keep her from moving and grunted furiously. A minute later my last eruption
concluded and I emitted a loud “Aahhh!” Once my penis reached the useless,
limp stage, Serena sat up and looked at me with a grin so wide and full of ac-
complishment, she might as well have won the Olympic gold medal. I could
see in the corner of the right side of her mouth some of my semen, but she had
swallowed all of it without one sound of trouble or apprehension. I was truly
impressed. I was looking at the only woman who could get me to cum orally. I



thought she didn't exist. She finally laid on top of me at my continual urging
and I couldn't stop kissing her for minutes.

“You know I won't be able to fuck you now.”
“It's okay. I got what I wanted, and I'm the first.”
“You are.” I was all smiles.
Serena lifted her head and looked at me severely. “You better never for-

get it, little boy.”
I called Magdalena after breakfast. It wouldn't be late and she'd proba-

bly be home. I went to the bathroom and closed the door because I wanted pri-
vacy. I told Serena I was calling her. She frowned but politely nodded.

“I'm coming home this week, probably Monday or Tuesday.”
“That's good,” she said, very excited. “It's during my days off.”
“Of this I am aware, my dear. Is it not perfect timing?”
“Wellll, perfect would be arriving tomorrow night.”
“We're all checking out tomorrow but I don't want to rush. I want to see

everybody off and see if I can find a flight which will be in the air all night so I
can drink and sleep properly.”

“I thought it's what you'd want, to see everyone off. I know you love
them all, Gregory. It's really all you ever do.”

“Thank you, Lena. I've missed you. I want to hold you again so much.”
“Book your flight and call me. I'll call Heinz and we'll come and get

you.”
“You can come by yourself. That would be better.”
“I don't like driving in Munich, Gregory, and Heinz would love to see

you again. I saw him a week ago and he said it's been a rough month for him. I
think he could use your boost in income.”

“I could give him a boost for sure.”
Lena laughed. “He would like it. He loves you, too.”
“Yeah, Heinz is definitely a character.”
“You attract them, Gregory. I'm a character, one you couldn't imagine.”
“I couldn't imagine you, ever. And I have one hell of an imagination.”
“I love you. Come back to me soon.”
“I love you, too. I will. I promise.”
It was short, sweet, basic. I knew as soon as we both entered the flat in

Hügelsheim, it was not going to be as sweet. I looked forward to it.
I came out into the main room and the door was propped open. Besides

my favorite  ladies,  John,  Pamela,  Drake  and Andrea  had various  positions
staked out and the conversation seemed to concern what to do our last night. I
sat on the sofa squeezing between Serena and Jana and leaned back.

“We haven't been out to a nightclub this week,” Drake offered. “There's
one on south Michigan supposed to be pretty exclusive, hard to get into, and
has quite the entertainment and music offerings. A friend of mine told me he
knows one of the owners and should be able to get us in if we want to go.”

“What's the dance floor like?” Serena asked.
“I've heard it's very big and often packed. Is it good or bad, Serena?”
“Depends.  We could  go  there,  see  what  it's  like.  I  have  ideas,  too.



John?”
“Can we set a time with this owner?” John asked Drake.
“I'll have to check with my friend.” Drake pulled out his phone to dial a

number.
John looked to Serena. “If you want to sit and listen to music, Serena,

there's  a  very  nice,  comfortable  place  in  midtown which  features  different
types of music. I think, if I remember correctly, they used to feature Latin style
music on Saturday.”

“What about dinner?” I asked.
“We have all kinds of options,” Serena responded.
“There's a restaurant down on Rush street with a room blocked off in

the back that can be reserved and is quite private. They have great steaks, other
meats,  seafood, fresh and flown in daily,  and fantastic salads.  I  could walk
down there in a while and see if I can book it if we all want to go.”

Drake put his phone away. “My friend said the owner would be more
than happy to have us show up any time we want.”

“You wanna shake it tonight, dear?” I asked Serena.
“I need a dance partner,” she responded, followed by oohs and aahs.
“There he is,” I said, pointing to Drake.
“Leave me out of this,” Drake remarked.
“I'll dance with Gregory,” Andrea suggested. She looked straight to Ser-

ena with a serious demeanor. “I'd love to.”
“All he does is wiggle his hips, Andrea.”
“I know. I've seen him wiggle his hips. I think it's sexy.”
“I,” I interrupted, “think I'll take a walk and see about the room. John?”
“I'll go with that.”
“Anyone object?” There were no objections. I stood and added, “I'll

check with Will and Ken.”
Both walked in the room as I said it and Ken asked, “Check with Will

and Ken about what?”
“Steaks,  seafood,  salads,  private  room  in  the  back,  down  on  Rush

street.”
“Book it,” Ken commanded.
“I'll come with you,” Jana said, rising from the sofa.
I walked toward the bedroom. “Grab your coat. I'll wait for you.”
We agreed on seven for dinner and the manager recognized me as soon

as I walked in. The room was reserved beginning at nine, so we took it for two
hours. This was the last time I would be pulling around in a limo convoy for a
while. It's impressive to drive down an alley in a line of three limos, pull up to
a back door, have the security guys climb out, bang on a door, and be whisked
into a restaurant through the kitchen right to a private room away from all oth-
ers and with a dedicated wait staff. You could do it, too. It only takes bucks.

The dinner was fine, not spectacular, but the company, all of us together
and probably for the last time made it special. There were toasts galore. I made
three. The first was to the original six. I promised them, “I'll never forget how
it all started. How about you?” I already knew the answer. My second toast



was to the spouses, all of whom, Katherine, Penelope, Pamela and Andrea, had
all shared many precious moments with me and had never considered me other
than a worthy friend and companion and confidant. “The most amazing thing
to me of all of it,” I concluded my toast, “is you're all still married, and I know
your husbands pretty well.” I received flak from the surrounding penis gallery,
so I added, “Drink up, boys. Sometimes the truth hurts, so in this case you bet-
ter toast your wives!” The third I saved for last. “Always save the best for last,
because it's the incentive to get you through the crap which comes before it, so
this last toast is for the women who are so influential in my life. There's Ser-
ena. She has to be tops. She took it upon herself to transform me into a compe-
tent producer, an actor of some repute, probably ill but the jury's still out. I may
have hung the jury. But the biggest surprise she pulled was to transform me
into the man who is the object of her undying affection and since she was al-
ways the object of my undying affection, I have been in a perpetual daze ever
since, which is a testament to my ability to function under almost any condi-
tion since most can barely tell. There's Jennifer. She greeted me the first time
we met with her unique brand of rudeness, challenged me to show her what
I've got, which puts me at a distinct disadvantage since I don't have much, then
ignored it all and accepted me anyway. I think it had something to do with the
air in Spain, but I don't know how I could ever have gotten through all those
very revealing scenes without her there, because she always put me at ease,
and proved completely trustworthy since she always slept with a little cat shar-
ing her bed and never told a soul. Thank you, Jennifer, since it allowed me to
spring it on Serena. There's Jana. When I met her she was the essence of sweet,
demure and calculating. I think it took me about ten steps and I'm convinced
she had each one calculated. She'd take a step back. I'd take a step forward. An-
other step back. Another step forward. Yeah, it was about ten steps and I think I
met her final calculations, since she let me stay next to her, and every time I'm
in her presence it's really all she wants, to be next to me, and when she is next
to me, I feel all of her, every part of her being. It always makes it really hard
for me to let her go...I am incapable of  ever forgetting everything which has
happened since I walked out to the limo at the airport. It hasn't been special.
It's been the sweetest dream I have ever been fortunate to wake up to and real-
ize I wasn't asleep.” I looked down. “I wish it could last forever.” After a mo-
ment I raised my head. “To Serena, Jennifer and Jana. I will love you always!”

The night at the disco wasn't what I had hoped it would be, although
I'm never sure when I step foot in a loud, thumping place complete with the
ceaseless glare of strobe lights, so blinding it would put many in a state of near
epileptic fit. True to her word we were barely situated at a very large table
when Andrea pointed to me and then pointed to the dance floor and I rose to
meet her and we walked off to dance, mostly with me wiggling my hips. My
glance to Serena revealed her frown, which she immediately turned to resolve,
pointed to Drake and out they came to the dance floor. Andrea would occasion-
ally grab my waist or turn her back and sweep in close to me and I would pre-
tend I couldn't see her butt swishing and swaying. I must have been acting very
well because the appendage halfway down my body behaved.  Imagine that!



We danced for quite a while, even after Serena and Drake returned to the table,
and they actually put in a slower tempo number or two in the set and it was a
pleasure to wrap around Andrea and sway gently with her. “You're not as bad a
dancer as Serena makes you out to be, Gregory,” Andrea said in a tight clench.
“It's the partner, I'm sure,” I responded. I leaned back to look to her with a
smile. Andrea leaned forward and kissed me on my right cheek.

I made the mistake, while coming back from a solo run to the restroom,
to be greeted by a woman about thirty or so who asked if I was Gregory Hess
and I actually paid attention to her advance. It led to her request to dance with
me and I accepted. I thought nothing of it. We danced for two or three songs
and she  was nice  and courteous,  although she  was quite  aggressive  in  her
dance moves. She had the body to do those kinds of things. I was somewhat
winded, apologized and thanked her, saying I thought she was a fabulous dance
partner, and we separated as I returned to our table. I sat next to Serena, who
practically ignored me, until Drake stood and walked around our table to stand
behind and squeeze my shoulder. As I leaned to him he said, in no uncertain
terms, “Do not dance with anyone other than from this table, Gregory, ever!”
He didn't  even wait  for  me to  say  anything.  He quickly  stood up straight,
walked back to his seat, and avoided looking at me for some time. I wasn't
feeling all that hot any more when I caught John's gaze and he nodded his head
to one side while looking to me so I rose when he did and followed him off to
an area of the nightclub a bit more open. He leaned to my ear, shouting above
the din, “You don't dance with anyone else, Gregory, when you're in a group
like ours. It tends to create problems which may make all of us have to deal
with. She may want to come over to our table, invited or not, and she may have
a boyfriend, or some male friend, who'd like nothing better than create a scene
with somebody famous. Whether you like it or not, Gregory, you're famous. It
makes you a target. You need to be cognizant of it at all times or you'll pay a
hefty  price  for  your  innocent  trust.”  I  nodded,  reluctantly.  What's  better?
Hanging with a group of famous people, all of whom I treat like real human
beings with real feelings and thoughts, but having to be aloof, cautious and
fearful when we're all out with the public, or going it alone while I can still be
my true self?

I didn't dance any more, not with anyone, even though Jana wanted to
dance, Jennifer wanted to dance, even Serena tried, late, to get me out to the
dance floor. I said I wasn't feeling well, a hangover from the cold. I hardly par-
ticipated in conversation, though I spoke when spoken to, short and abrupt. I
smiled though. It kept everyone at ease. It was a game and I was learning the
rules as we played. I even smiled at my dance partner as she waltzed near our
table, and looked right back to Serena as she kept talking and everyone else ig-
nored her and she walked away. We stayed until some time after midnight and
the drive back to the hotel was uneventful. Even though we were to check out
by noon, all congregated in our room and champagne and food were ordered
from room service so the party could continue.

John brought it up. “You can't do it, Gregory. I'm sorry, but you can't.
You have to be careful and you have to consider all of us, too.”



I rose from the sofa, set my beer on the table, and walked around the
convergence of chairs behind John's chair. I rested my hands on either of his
shoulders. “I am the closest to you, John, of all the boys here, and one of the
reasons is you explained it  much more diplomatically,” I paused and engaged
Drake, “than Drake did.” There was a bit of laughter, even from Drake and
John. I squeezed John's shoulders, rose away from him and slowly paced about
the room, not really engaging any gaze. “I  have been considering you, all of
you, especially concerning what I would do, what I  should do, in the future.
You all know I'm fairly incorrigible, so keeping it in mind, you're going to
eventually conclude I'll never hire security, I won't take the steps you do to live
your lives the way you do, and it is completely unacceptable for me to change
to someone I don't know and cannot recognize. Now, I'm not going to argue
about the wisdom or the foolishness of this decision, because it's not your life
anyway, and just as I have no say in your life,” I turned, paused and glanced
quickly from one to the next, all through the room, “you have no say in mine.
I'd rather go down in some tragic disaster, always having been true to myself,
than to go on in the body and mind of a complete stranger...I'll go it alone for a
while, John,” as I had settled on John's gaze, “and you will all deal with every-
thing which looms in your immediate futures. Should we gather together, sepa-
rately, or in any combination, I shall consider all of you for another outing like
this and politely decline, for your own safety, and should it even escalate fur-
ther so that any meeting with me should cause you apprehension or even dread,
then this should be the moment we part ways forever, because I will never
have that on my conscience, or in any part of my life, for that matter.”

While everyone, even everything,  seemed to take on a somber, glum
mood, my lesson was over, and, as always, it was time to bring it back where it
belonged. I walked over to the sofa, grabbed my beer from the table and sat
again  between  Serena  and  Jennifer.  “John,  it's  not  something  to  crash  the
evening and send everyone into disillusion and despair when you only have to
consider me, too. Consider who I am, John, and what you appreciate, what you
cherish, about me, and then consider who I would be if I were to change as dra-
matically as I would have to to adopt your caution. I would be someone dra-
matically different, and you'd be wondering where  I went. Where did  I go?
Well, I had to bury the old Gregory, because he's dead, dead and gone, and you
don't want to kill me, do you, John? You don't seriously want that, do you?” I
looked  at  John  with  great  apprehension.  “You're  not  packin'  are  you?”  It
brought the necessary laughs I anticipated.

I may, quite possibly, be truly oversexed, as I am reminded of the con-
versation I had with Tarantula barely a week before. Surely you remember the
conversation, the one where  I was accused of being into sex too much, so I
warned Tarantula about his goat farm dream: I would fuck his goats, systemati-
cally, at night, one at a time. Yes! One at a time. Yet, I was lying in bed now
with two very beautiful and very naked females, the oldest having already risen
from bed, as she is forever wont to do, and robed herself again and was sitting
somewhere beyond the closed door, sipping room service coffee, because it's
not her turn, while the next oldest is lying beside me and whispering in my ear



about her latest dream, her latest naughty sex adventure, in which she becomes
the most selfless of the selfless and sacrifices her singular, independent turn at
the last possible minute so all may experience one final moment of carnal ex-
hilaration, provided by the lone male purveyor, being me, and I was seriously
considering it! “Jana will do it, I'm sure. You only have to convince Serena. We
only have to convince her.”

I rolled my body and turned my head so my lips were but fractions of
an inch from her ear. “You cannot be serious, Jennifer.” I turned my head to
look up to the ceiling.

Jennifer turned her head so her lips were fractions of an inch from my
ear. “Don't tell me the sight of all three of us naked and bent over the bed sim-
ply waiting to be fucked by you wouldn't be the sexual memory of your life-
time, Gregory!” She turned her head to look to the ceiling.

I turned my head, lips nearly touching her ear. “How does your mind
dream up these things? You must be a man trapped in a woman's body.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Jana mumbled. “Now I can't
sleep.”

Jennifer sat up, turned and propped herself on her left elbow to look
across me to Jana. “Whose turn is it?”

Jana rolled onto her back, groggy eyes trying to remain open, and com-
plained, “You want me to get up? Right now? Is that it?”

“When do you think you'll see Gregory again, Jana?”
“Why do I have to think about it now, Jennifer?”
“Would you like to have him inside you one more time,  this morning,

right now?” Jennifer explained.
Jana suddenly sat up and focused on Jennifer. “How?”
“We could stand before the bed, bend over and have him go right down

the line,” Jennifer said. Immediately she emitted a deep, almost sinister laugh.
“Don't listen to her, Jana. She is seriously out of her mind.”
“And we could all have him one last time,” Jana contemplated, “all at

once, or, one right after the other?”
“Right next to each other. We could even be touching each other.”
“God, you're getting me wet! When did you come up with this?”
“I was dreaming it last night.” She laughed her deep, almost sinister

laugh again.
“She's out of her mind, Jana! She's loco, bonkers, loony, completely

lost in space, way out there. Do not pay attention to the crazy person!”
“Hush!” Jana admonished and actually swiped her hand at  me. “We

won't be able to convince Serena. It, kind of, happened once between us, Jen-
nifer, and she was, well, she was upset with the experience, having to watch, I
think. She can't really stand experiencing it, Gregory fucking someone else.”

“But she  has experienced it,  with me, too,” Jennifer conspired. “She
can handle it, Jana, especially when she knows she'll be on the receiving end,
too, know what I mean?”

“And she doesn't  have to look,” Jana considered. “She can bury her
face in the bed so she can't look.”



“Exactly!” Jennifer exclaimed.
“Both of you are completely ludicrous!”
“Stay out of this!” Jana admonished, and this time she really slapped

me. “How can we convince her, Jennifer?”
“Let's go out there like we are, each get a cup of coffee, sit on either

side of her and talk to her about it. I want this to be how it ends, Jana. This has
been so special to me. I have never experienced this before. I never thought I
could share any love of mine with any one else, but, first with Serena, and we
added you, this has been very, very special to me. I will remember this time in
my life forever, and I want it to end in a way all of us will never forget.”

Jana's face turned starkly devious.  When have I seen that look on her
face? Never? “Let's go!”

“Oh, ladies, please, this is not a good idea.” In all truth, since I may be
oversexed, it was both a good idea and a bad idea, at the exact same time. Yes,
even mutually exclusive terms get blown clear out of the water when it pertains
to me. I cannot explain it, other than some strange and prevailing cosmic ab-
normality which has yet to be considered by a single astro-physicist.

They both crawled out of bed, hopped onto the floor, opened the bed-
room door and sauntered into the main room cheerily, with big smiles, lots of
teeth clearly visible. I wondered seriously how Serena could possibly counter
this devastating one-two combo, except Serena  is incredibly stubborn, obsti-
nate and pig-headed. It would certainly bring the two young pups back to real-
ity. I laid in bed wondering how I got into this mess, and if it turned against
me, how I could possibly get out of it. One-two-three? How am I going to sat-
isfy  that? When did  old become the accepted synonym for  super? Okay,  so
what if I defy the Viagra generation? Those old porkers have been suppressing
for decades. Ha! Caught up with you, old fart, didn't it? I've always wanted to
say it.  But! Excuse me ladies, I haven't even done two like that...Except I  did
do two like that and even came for both. Me and my fucking history.

A few minutes later and here come all three, led by Serena wrapped
tightly in her robe, all smiles. “I love the idea, ladies,” Serena said, staring at
me with her teeth clenched, “and you know why?”

“Why?” the other two asked in unison, sirens on a mission.
“Because  we get to see if our  little boy can deliver,” Serena replied,

“since he knows I can deliver, don't you, little boy?” Jana and Jennifer let out a
similarly deep, almost sinister laugh. Serena wasn't even smiling. I thought she
was enjoying this  too much, like she was expecting to crush a man's ego and
was certainly looking forward to it.

“You know, for the senior woman of the bunch, I am extremely disap-
pointed in you, Serena,” I said calmly, still  motionless in bed. “Now I know
where your allegiance lies.”

Suddenly, she smiled big and wide, untied her robe, slipped it off her
shoulders and over her arms, grasped it in her right hand and tossed it to a
nearby chair. She put out her arms slightly. “Get up, Gregory, please, and make
us love you so that we can make you love us.”

After I kissed and rubbed and fondled each one in due time and never



in a hurry, I  know you'll find it incredibly difficult to believe  any of it took
place. Damn if it didn't and  just like Jennifer dreamed. Oh, hell, I get horny
thinking about it. I was so into it I talked dirty, but using each one's name so
there would be no confusion. When have I done that before? When have I done
that since? Same answer.  Never. I was  systematically fucking  one at a time,
one right after the other. It wasn't your goats, Tarantula. You have been spared.
In fact you can have your goat farm. I will not interfere. Hear that, Tarantula? I
don't care any more about your goat farm. You may raise your goats in peace.

The rest of the morning  was somber and glum. We all tried to make
light of it but none of the joking and kidding and teasing ever stuck. A few mo-
ments later and we were right back where we had been. I had gone to my room
and looked up flights from Chicago to Munich. One was leaving at nine at
night, arriving about one in the afternoon, Munich time. They had a seat open
in first class, actually several. I only needed one. I booked it and went back up-
stairs to stay with the rest until they all left. Will and Ken, Katherine and Pene-
lope, with security detail, were first out, booked on the same early morning
flight to Boston. “Well, at least you'll have first class mostly to yourselves,” I
said. “Have a can of Corona on me. Here.” I handed each a five spot. “Don't
say I never contributed to your delinquency.” Everyone got to hug them before
they started toward the elevator. I hugged their security guys, too.

Close behind was Drake and Andrea, having to make several connec-
tions to Helena. “It's gonna be cold there, bro. Bundle up, stay warm, and my
best advice is keep your lovely, two-legged furnace next to you.”

“I will, bro,” Drake said as we hugged. “We both have some potential
excursions, business and otherwise, we're considering in Europe over the next
year. We want to see you if we do.”

I looked down to the floor, and back up to Drake's face. “I'll be upset if
you don't.”

“We will,” Andrea said as she stepped up to me and wrapped her arms
around me. “I love you very much, Gregory. I think about you frequently.”

“Thank you, Andrea.” I kissed her right cheek.
The last to leave were all leaving together, Jana and Serena on the same

flight to Los Angeles with Lance, Jennifer, Antonio, his wife, Raymundo, and
the security man for Antonio, all on a flight to Madrid, and John, Pamela and
their security guy on a flight to Munich, back to Europe to one of their  two
homes on the lake. “First or last? Cumon, John!”

“First, okay, Gregory, this time, it's the first. You know, we could have
all flown back together.”

“I didn't honestly know when I was going, John. I am flying out tonight
at nine. I prefer flying at night, overnight if it's long. I sleep better.”

I hugged Jana. She was crying. I leaned close to her ear. “Don't cry,
please, baby.” I had never called her “baby.” I added, “I'm ready to cry, too.”

Jana leaned away,  staring at  me intently.  “Sometimes crying can be
good for you...baby.” Jana smiled and when I chuckled, she laughed. “I will
come and see you soon, Gregory, because...I won't be able to stand not having
you next  to  me.”  She practically  lunged into my arms,  sweeping her  arms



around me and squeezing me tightly.
I stepped to Serena and placed my hands in hers. “Which brings me to

the calm, cool, collected one of them all.” I dropped my hands to slip my arms
slowly around her back and pull her against me. “Are you going to leave me
and be like the rock?”

“No, Gregory. I know I'm sleeping alone tonight, but I know you won't
be very soon.”

I placed my hands on her shoulders and leaned away, staring into her
black pearls. “Then, dammit, Serena, drive to the airport soon, let the airline do
the rest of the work, I'll pick you up in Munich and I'll be by your side always,
especially when it gets dark. I know how you are when it gets dark, woman.” I
looked back and forth from one eye to the other, leaned forward and pushed
my lips against hers, and in one sliver of motion Serena was pulling me hard
against her as her head swung from side to side rapidly. I had to grab the back
of her head and push it to one side, kiss her softly against her cheek, and hold
her steady to stop her from racing.

There was nothing of mine left in our room, so I went downstairs with
everyone, collected their room keys, kissed and hugged Jennifer, Jana, Serena,
kissed Pamela and Antonio's wife each on a cheek, and hugged everyone else.
At one point I was admonished for being outside without a jacket but I said I
would  survive.  “It's  the  warmth of  the  moment,  you know, bittersweet,  al-
though mostly it's bitter.” I waved as the limo, the big one, pulled away from
the curb at the back of the hotel, walked inside and nodded to one of the hotel's
security guys who had been at his post every day all week, and checked every-
one out of their rooms at the desk. Upstairs I went to my room, pulled out my
computer and got back to work on Fractures, which would be my next pub-
lished offering, and found myself in the midst of another dramatic parting in
that story, and occasionally became lost in thought between similarities. I had
room service deliver a late lunch and before I could step in the shower and be-
gin preparation for departure, my phone rang.

“I miss you, my love,” Serena cooed across the wireless expanse.
“I love you forever, Serena, my partner, my equal. Where are you?”
“Driving into town. We'll take Jana home first and then I'll hug and kiss

and hold my daughter. I miss her so.”
“Give her a kiss for me, please.”
“She'll want more than one, Gregory. She's in love with you, too, so

you've captured both our hearts, little boy...She so loves swimming now.”
“She is getting good at her breathing and turns.”
“She had a good teacher.”
“Has. Don't make it past tense, Serena. You'll make me think I'm never

going to see you again.”
“Has...What would it be like should we come to Germany to visit you,

Gregory? Sharing you is so hard for me. You know it, don't you?”
“I know it's hard for you. Sharing  you would be hard for me, too. I

could do it, though, knowing you were with me, in the same room, the same
house, the same residence, every day.”



“I don't know if you could, Gregory. I don't think you really understand
how hard it truly is.”

“Then how can you do it, Serena, if it's so hard?”
“It helps when the company you attract, Gregory, is as selfless as I am

and wants nothing more than to get along with everyone else...Here. Speak
with one. She's been very patient.”

There was a moment of silence. “Are you getting ready to leave?”
“Very soon. You caught me as I was readying a shower.”
“We  won't  keep  you  long,  Gregory.”  Silence.  “I  will  never  be  the

same,” she finally remarked, softly, wistfully.
“I  can't be the same. I have been thinking all day, how can I possibly

keep you in my life, Jana? How can I keep Serena in my life? How can I keep
Jennifer in my life?”

“And Lena, too.”
“How can I keep all of you in my life? Especially when I look at my-

self honestly and I know I don't really deserve one of you.”
“Don't say it, Gregory. Don't ever think it! Always remember your gar-

den. You have created a beautiful garden where we all can relax and enjoy the
company, can enjoy you and the company you attract. It's the company you at-
tract, Gregory,  only the ones who know how to get along and why it's so im-
portant. So right!”

“Why do you get it so easily, little girl?”
“Because you make me  want to learn from you, Gregory. I  thought I

knew it all, had seen it all, and you came into my life and instantly showed me
there's so much more. I want to learn from you, because there's still so much
more you can show me, isn't there?”

“I want to think that.”
“You know it's true, Gregory. It's all there in your heart, and I will come

to see you soon. I promise you.”
I turned off my phone, readied, packed and checked out of my room. I

walked out the front entrance of the hotel where the bell captain stood and
hailed a taxi to drive me to O'Hare. No one recognized me, no one stopped me,
and I relaxed to kick back for a long journey. Never again would it be like this,
like the last five, six weeks, surrounded by human beings many of you would
recognize, interacting with each one like they were real human beings, with
real feelings, thoughts, ambitions, fears, just like you, just like me. This part of
my life was over. For eighteen, nineteen months it had been the highest highs
and the lowest lows and everything in between, a slice of time in my life which
had produced the most improbable success almost anyone can imagine. Most
can't imagine it and I had slipped below the radar, cruising along in a zone of
improbability where no one could imagine anyone or anything flying. With the
bombing run, the sneak attack, having proved so improbable yet so wildly suc-
cessful, there would be no more sneaking for me. In fact the enemy was plot-
ting its revenge as I rode out to the airport, unheralded, a mere insignificant
taxi rider joining millions of other insignificant travelers on our ways to points
of unconcern. The enemy, though, was very concerned and the plot was gaining



traction and moving into a higher gear. Before I set foot in the Munich airport
the following day, it had started, the counter attack. The onslaught cometh...

I shuffled through the tunnel, driving and being driven by fellow pas-
sengers, into the huge expanse of the terminal where the jet was parked at the
Munich airport, and she stood beyond the ropes before the walkway through
the airport, the tall, beautiful, black woman, who had come to symbolize in my
mind the purest of love and acceptance. She stood with the widest and most
open smile in the terminal. Behind her was the sidekick of mine, though he al-
ways did the driving, Heinz the able-bodied taxi driver, always at my ready. I
stepped beyond the ropes, reached Lena, dropped my bags at my sides and
swept my arms around her, lifting her off the floor. After we kissed each other
furiously, Lena said, “That was a welcome I wasn't expecting.”

“I can still surprise you, surprise my African queen?” Lena placed her
hands on either cheek to freeze my head in place and kissed me frantically
once again. When she finished I flashed my focus from one of her dark and
perfect pupils to the other. “Let's get my bag, get out of here, so we can tie our-
selves inextricably in my flat and forget about the rest of the world for a while.
I have been dreaming that for the last twelve hours.”

I hugged Heinz tightly and he hugged me as tightly. When we released
I advised, “I have a heavy bag down at baggage claim for you, Heinz. Did you
bring your muscles today?”

“Permanently attached,  Herr Hess,”  Heinz said beaming.  “Always at
your disposal.”

As we stood together waiting for the bags to start winding around, I
turned on my phone and noted there were nearly twenty messages, some leav-
ing recordings in voice mail, some text messages. I responded quickly to the
texts, most from my loving companions of the last few weeks, a note I got your
message, arrived in Munich without incident, will chat at length soon. Simple.
I left the voice mails for the drive back to Hügelsheim.

I used a pad from Heinz to write any pertinent detail from the messages
and called, starting with the first. If I couldn't get through I would leave a brief
message, like my texts. If I did get through, I would chat with the caller briefly,
letting them know all was well, on my way to my flat, Lena is more beautiful
than I could recall and I had the most trusty taxi driver in all of Deutschland at
the wheel. What could possibly go wrong? The last message was from my edi-
tor at the House. It was urgent, she said. It would have to wait for a few hours.
It was still too early to call her in New York.

We arrived at the flat an hour later and I decided to enter through the
Schekters'  front entrance by ringing their doorbell. Wilhelm opened the door,
and upon seeing me with my arm draped around Lena's arm next to me, he
turned and shouted something in German. Matty immediately appeared from
the direction of the kitchen, wearing an apron, and smiled so openly at both of
us I knew it was the right decision. “Come inside, all of you, it's much too cold
to stand out there,” Matty invited.

I  urged Lena before  me.  “Let  me introduce  everyone.  Lena,  this  is



Matilde, or Matty, and Wilhelm. Wilhelm, Matty, meet Lena.” They all greeted
with hands outstretched, while I turned to Heinz. “Heinz, please bring the bags
here to the door and let me pay you so you can make some more money before
the day is over.” Heinz obeyed in the next couple minutes and I paid him luxu-
riously.

We all sat in the Schekters' living room and Matty provided both Lena
and I a glass of wine and we talked for a short while. I explained I would have
to make a call soon to my publishing editor, we were going upstairs for a while
for some “moments of confidentiality,” as I explained and Matty smiled know-
ingly, but I wanted to know when she was planning dinner.

“Around seven,  I  would  imagine,  Gregory,  but  please,  call  down if
you're delayed. I have...missed you here, so do not, in any way, feel rushed.”
She looked warmly to Lena. “I am so glad to have finally met you, Magdalena.
I know you mean so much to Gregory, and, therefor, so much to us. Is that not
true, Wilhelm?”

“You  are a  sight  to  behold,  Lena,”  Wilhelm said.  “No wonder  Herr
Hess is so smitten.” He laughed heartily and Lena couldn't help laughing, too.
Matty shook her head and frowned at her husband.

“That is not all Gregory considers, Willy,” Matty commented.
We walked up the stairs to my flat, leaving the bags for later, and as

soon as we reached the last step, I brushed the back of Lena and said, “Get pre-
pared in your usual impeccable manner while I call Nancy.”

Lena pulled off her sweater and let it drop to the floor. “Your editor?”
“Yes. She said it was urgent. Usually, when she says it in a message, it

is of some urgency to her, though not always to  me.” I pulled out my phone
and  rang  Nancy's  number.  After  I  reached  reception,  I  was  shocked  I  got
through. “I can't believe I didn't have to leave a message!”

“I told reception to send you through,” Nancy advised, “even interrupt
my call. It is urgent, Gregory. Have you read yesterday's Wall Street Journal?”

What an unusual request from Nancy. She  knew I  almost never read
any news publications, at least certainly not regularly. “No, I haven't. Why?”

“You have to read it, Gregory. Hugh Bolden's article, page three. It's
quite disturbing, and everyone here thinks we  must provide some response,
but, of course, we can't do it without your approval or acquiescence. You need
to read the article and I mean soon!”

“What's it about, Nancy?”
“It's an attack, Gregory. You  know I've been expecting this for some

time. Okay, here it is. Now we have to deal with it.”
“You don't sound your normal self, Nancy. Usually, you're more calm

and unaffected than I am.”
“They're not only taking you to task for your views, whatever they may

be, through your work, they're attacking you personally, Gregory, and not only
your movie work. They're after everything you've written and published, your
own and through us. Everyone here is of the same opinion. We cannot let this
go without a response, but you have to be on board.”

“I have to read it first and get back with you later today. Why don't you,



while you're at it, throw some things together you are all considering so we can
pool our thoughts? Send it to my publishing email. I'll talk to you soon.”

“Please do that, Gregory...You know, I'm a little  peeved at you since I
didn't get to see you at all on your trip back to the States. It makes me wonder
about our relationship. You must not think much of me, huh?”

“I never had any inclination to be anywhere but L.A. Chicago came up
because of Oprah, but don't blame me, girl. Your employer shot down the trip
to L.A.”

“Like  I'm to blame so you take it out on me? And I  wish you would
stop calling me girl! How many times do I have to say that, Gregory?”

“When you get older than me, Nancy, you'll get your wish. But we're
both under the strangest phenomenon. You get a day older and so do I. I've
been  trying to  stop it  on my end but  it's  completely ignored!  Besides,  if  I
meant it to be offensive and insulting, I could use much more lush language to
convey. I can think of a word which begins with 'c' for one, but you'll never
hear it from my lips, ever, so take it for exactly how I mean it, girl, to remind
you of the woman whose heart was open, conciliatory, admiring, and  young
when she courted me to come to her House.”

Nancy laughed. I wouldn't let her forget. “Call me soon. I'll be waiting,
like I always do for you.”

Let me explain, as briefly as possible, Nancy.
Once it had become known I was to be involved in the making of The

True Cross and I had run through the first week's media blitz, many began re-
searching  me,  some being  media  types,  some  being  hungry content  types,
Nancy one of the latter. She found a wealth of info on me in a very cursory ex-
amination of what she could scrounge on the internet and immediately knew I
had published four books, all on my own. Since I still made some electronic
versions available for free, she pulled down all of them and decided to begin
with  the  first.  When  Nancy  discovered  she  couldn't  stop  reading  it,  even
though it wasn't what  she considered well-written, followed by her incessant
crying when she expected the rescue of the condemned man, only to read about
his execution and the way it was uniquely presented, it gave her cause to con-
sider me a writer they might want, even treasure, at the House. Before the cam-
eras started rolling on The True Cross, I had already spoken with Nancy a half-
dozen times.  I  thought she was trying to wear me down, but she was both
adamant in her resolve and flattering and admiring in her comments, about me
and my published work.

I wouldn't commit, though, so imagine my surprise when she connives a
trip out to the west coast and rings  my bell at my apartment. Nancy was the
only member of the entertainment business who not only had the balls to come
to see me in my sanctuary, she was the only one to execute on it. I held her in
great esteem after this event, and we spent the entire evening together, walking
down to the Chinese place  for  dinner—my treat—and talking  late  into the
morning, each of us twirling around in the computer chairs in my apartment,
drinking a large quantity of Pacifico beer. I had to help her downstairs to her
taxi, which didn't surprise me. What  surprised me was the attention, riveted,



she bestowed upon me the whole night,  with no expectation of what might
come of it. Nancy doesn't swing that way, you see, and she made it known
early, but it had no effect on my response to her. This surprised me even more. I
didn't think a woman who truly swung that way could ever consider anything I
wrote valuable. I didn't think they could get past the sexual connotations which
permeate, literally bathe, my written work. She understood it for what it was. I
do it deliberately to  make you rise above your own prejudices.  Become the
whole, Nancy said, not the sliver to which you have degenerated. I signed with
the House the next week, on the condition I only deal with Nancy concerning
anything with the House. If she leaves, I am released contractually. When their
publishing of the third edition of my first book reached number three in sales
of their fictional offerings, Nancy was flying high and taking me with her.

Before I could retrieve my computer bag from downstairs my phone
rang. It was John. “Have you read yesterday's Wall Street Journal? It came to
my attention from a media friend of mine and I've read it.”

“Hugh Bolden?”
“That's the one. You've read it.”
“Not yet, John, but I will. Both you and Nancy. I assume it's scathing?”
“It might be a mild way of putting it.”
“Who is this Hugh Bolden?”
“That's another interesting aspect of this  article.  He's a senior editor

there, but he normally relegates himself to governmental and international is-
sues. Why those guys at the Journal would publish something like this under
his by-line is very curious. He never steps into the entertainment arena. I was
always under the impression he thought it was beneath him.”

“That is curious, John.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I have to read it first and I will do so soon. Nancy wants me to discuss

with the House a response.”
“I want to know, too, Gregory. You and I are still  intertwined, so to

speak. I consider an attack on you an attack on me, too, buddy boy.”
“You're always in my corner, John, and you know how it makes me

feel, don't you?”
“I do, so don't keep me out of the loop. If you want any advice, you

know how to reach me. I would never insist on how you respond. I trust your
judgment completely. You're pretty damn good at explaining yourself and your
intentions. Don't keep me in the dark is all I'm asking.”

“I won't. I'll probably  want to run some things by you. You're pretty
good at this game, too. I've noticed how well you respond to attacks on you
and how well received your responses are. I like that in my corner, know what I
mean, John?”

“I  know what  you mean.  In a  way I'm looking forward to  your  re-
sponse. This guy's no lightweight. On the other hand, Gregory, I don't consider
you a lightweight either. This is just the beginning, though. I have read every-
thing you've published and I've always wanted, have looked, for the time to sit
down with you and discuss it but we haven't had the time yet. We're both here



in Europe now. Let's do it soon.”
“Come here at your earliest convenience, John. I'm like you in all of

this. I think it's only the beginning. But here's the rub, buddy boy, of all the
things you've brought to my attention I may be lacking on what I can expect on
the fame front, this is the one I  have been expecting,  and preparing for, all
along.”

Before I was reading anything, I had a small matter of providing some
level of satisfaction directed to a particular female who had been sitting on the
sofa next to me completely uncovered while I chatted away endlessly on my
phone. “We have a date in bed, my love,” I said, gazing longingly at Lena,
whose expression instantly changed from a patient aloofness to sheer pleasure,
“where I  intend to ravage your body mercilessly until  you beg me to stop,
which I assume will never be emitted through those beautiful lips of yours.”

We both rose from the sofa while Lena turned to grab the waist of my
shirt to begin pulling it over my head and advised, “Just so you know how
quickly I  want  that to start,  I'm going to help you remove these ridiculous
clothes of yours so I can begin to ravage your body.” A minute later I was com-
pletely naked and sitting on my hands and knees poised over Lena's body as
she lay on her back, spreading her legs before me. Her initial reluctance to my
suggestion was short-lived and once I adopted the persona of the cunning lin-
guist, the language coming through Lena's mouth contained no words but I un-
derstood its meaning fully. Her body shook minutes later and she immediately
pulled me over her and pushed me down on top of her. When her hips lifted
slightly I was inside her in seconds and she soon began the rolling portion of
our meeting, pushing me onto my back, and I rolled her over on her back, with
whomever was on top lifting and pushing and sliding, and back to the bottom,
and over and over. I forgot how many times each twisted the other, but Lena
came for me again in a flurry of constant movement and pulled and pushed and
rubbed and kissed and  urged me, patiently and lovingly, to erupt inside her.
The constant attention worked its charms and I filled her tank by emptying
mine. When my appendage returned to its typical useless dimensions, I rose
and readied a warm cloth and returned to wipe my sexual match while she
smiled warmly, fully and appreciatively, lying motionless as I rubbed the cloth
anywhere near the convergence of her astoundingly sensual legs. Lena asked
me to bring the refreshed and warm cloth from the bathroom so she could do
the same for me, and I did, of course, so that she could, of course. After some
minutes of lying partially on top of her beautiful, full and naked body, rubbing
my hand incessantly around her chest and bare breasts, I said, “Okay, I have to
get up and read this article. The outside world is interrupting my peace.”

“It's the price you pay for thinking and sharing your thoughts, Gregory,
which you are, after all,  compelled to do, my love.” Lena looked at me slyly
and added, “But you did take care of me first, didn't you?”

I rose from bed. “I may be compelled, Lena, but I have priorities.”
I pulled up the article, read it, and saved a copy on my computer for fu-

ture reference. At first I was disappointed. It was not the usual claptrap from
the  conservatives, who conserve nothing but their own wealth, which is also



inaccurate, since it is their full and incessant goal to  not conserve but to  ex-
pand, meaning from you, kids. They have more and more and you have less
and less, and they use any and all means at their disposal to accomplish it, and
since they have more means than you do, they generally accomplish this goal.
The rest of the entire Earth is not conserved. Its sole purpose, to conservatives,
is to be raped, pillaged and murdered, and not in any particular order, only
whichever seems to be the most convenient at the time. What I determined as
the course of action, which would unfortunately be reaction, is to avoid over-
reaction. With that objective firmly set I pulled up my publishing email and
read the suggestions from the House Nancy sent me. I  pulled it  down and
saved it for future reference. With both up on my computer I called Nancy.

“What do you think, Gregory?” she asked as I got right through to her
again.

“You guys are taking this very seriously, Nancy,” I replied, not intend-
ing to be facetious at all. “I'm getting right through to you. I'd like this recep-
tion when we discuss my next book, you know.”

“Gregory!”
“Listen, Nancy, it's a very well-contrived piece of claptrap, and not the

usual  claptrap,  very  well  written claptrap.  I've read  your  suggestions  and I
agree with all of it, but I would ask you to consider toning it down a bit, as it
tends to make me consider it overreaction, which is a horrid path to take when
reacting to someone's action. He's taken action, we react, and he has the upper
hand. My strongest suggestion is to make your  official reaction to his article
short and sweet. His article is full of opinion, which are not statements of fact
and should not be construed as such, so make the point. I have opinion, too,
and I  never construe them as statements of fact. Please make this point, too.
Last, I have every right to elucidate my opinion like everyone else in this coun-
try and my  occupation has no bearing on the right whatsoever, but  should it
have a bearing, then one might ask why a writer from the Wall Street Journal,
with such an impeccable record of discourse and opinion in governmental and
international matters should stoop to the level of entertainment news to strike
at such an inconsequential and insignificant  entertainer. It seems like such a
step down to us. Put something together as a formal press release and call me
to read it to me for my agreement, please, but if you put some of what I just
said in there, I would appreciate it. In the meantime I'll write my own response,
individually and separately from yours, and I intend to use humor to mock the
poor  man.  As  John  advised  me,  he's  no  lightweight,  so  why has  he  truly
stooped so low to attack a mere entertainer? Or does he consider me  much
more than that? And I might challenge him to debate. I like the idea, Nancy.
Should he accept, I won't be reacting, I'll be acting, and I'll turn the tables on
this condescending fuck, like I have for all of them.”

“You're not concerned about any of it, Gregory? Hugh Bolden is well
respected.”

“You know, Nancy, the one thought I had for the longest time was, why
are these people coming down from their league to consider me? John, Serena,
Drake, Will, Ken, why were they so willing to step out of their league to deal



with me? It's because, Nancy, they knew I was out of my league. I wasn't where
I belonged.  I belonged in their league. For some reason, Hugh Bolden thinks
this same thought. I don't belong in the entertainment league, I belong with the
big boys, where he thinks he is. Better to knock me down before I successfully
create the impression with everyone else than to do it when I'm already there. I
know what you're thinking right now, Nancy. This idea is completely self-serv-
ing and far too self-righteous. I think far too highly of myself with virtually
nothing to justify it. But you have to ask yourself, why does he think that? So
much so he'll stoop to attack an entertainer for  political aspirations? Some-
body's worried, Nancy. This means I'm touching a nerve. Time to add some
pressure to that touch. And humor will do quite nicely. Hugh Bolden may end
up regretting all of this, especially should he end up as Hugh Buffoon.”

I called John to let him know how it was going. I read him the sugges-
tions Nancy had sent me, told him what I was considering and the gist of my
conversation with Nancy. “It seems a little weak, Gregory,” John advised.

“In our history, John, you and me, how many times would you advise
me I was overreacting? Would you choose none, a few, many, or all?”

“A few, that's what I would pick.”
“And every time you would tell me so, were you advising me I had

chosen the correct course or the opposite?”
“The opposite. Overreacting is not the wise course.”
“Consider what you're saying, then, John. It is better to react mildly,

even if it's perceived as too mild than to overreact. When one overreacts, not
only does it allow the actor, the one who acted, to grab the first blow, but over-
reacting makes the first blow seem appropriate, deserved. I am not going to let
Hugh Bolden's action, an attack on me,  ever seem appropriate. I'm going to
treat it exactly as it is, an unexplained stoop down from him. To me, John, the
perfect analogy is an adult trying to step into a debate between children be-
cause  one of those  children is  too dominating.  It's  not the place for adults,
John, so why is Hugh Bolden  compelled to stoop down to a child's debate?
Where's the honor in it? Would you do it?”

“I see your point but before you send it off, read it to me, first, please. I
think you're right about overreacting. Maybe I took it personally. Why haven't
you taken it personally?”

“Remember when we were all at the restaurant with Oprah and those
other folks and I made the statement about fighting and it seemed to start a
whole other debate about enemies and terrorists and ended when the guy made
his flippant remark about me? Where he implied I must have gotten my big
break by sleeping at the top? Remember?”

“Yes. How could I forget it? I told him he better put a muzzle on talk
like that.”

“And Drake immediately stood up and said his peace and Will and Ken
stood up to like back him up. Remember how all that went down?”

“Yes. What's your point?”
“I was attacked personally, John, but all of you reacted strongly.  That

put Oprah on immediate notice. She had to do something. If I had reacted too



strongly, you all would have waited and it would have changed the whole out-
come. If I wait, to formulate my proper and considered reaction, it also gives
everyone else who may be outraged an opportunity to defend me without me
doing anything. That frames the entire course of this, John. I'll let stand a per-
sonal attack on me to await the reaction of others, because  together we are
strong. If everyone always waits for me to fight first we're not as strong to-
gether. I know what I'm doing. Put your faith in  that, John. I know what I'm
doing.”

I hadn't put all of this together on my own without any action from out-
side. I had pulled up the day's letters in the Journal, and there was a letter de-
fending me. It wasn't as well written as Bolden's article, but it was there, in
their paper, published no doubt to display an objectivity. I also suspected, as I
often did when I would consider news organizations at the time, there were
others and the letter they published was of the weaker variety. Still, I recog-
nized it for what it was. A strong statement by the person who composed it.
Why? Because it had no self-serving value whatsoever. A selfless act by some-
one sitting out there somewhere who had no vested interest in me at all. I knew
John was thinking, pushed from the deep recesses of his memory, a conversa-
tion I had with him when I explained once one lets others speak highly of one
it tends to lend credibility far more than should one do the high speaking one's
self. I would stick to a humorous response and challenge Hugh Bolden to de-
bate me, on any subject he should choose. That was exactly how I proceeded.

First, though, I did research on Bolden himself, a Harvard man. I called
Will and Ken, enlisted them, so to write. Soon, I had a wealth of information
about him, all first hand, some of it, quite frankly, hilarious. I had opportunity
to speak with the sources. “You can't use my name,” I would hear frequently.
“Oh,  don't  worry  about  that,”  I  comforted  them.  “Mr.  Bolden,  I'm certain,
knows all the rules about confidentiality as far as it applies to the press, but I
wonder how far he'll go supporting a government trying to eviscerate the first
amendment. Your name will never go past me. I wonder how he treats  that
when the pressure's on.” It was, in a very real sense from my perspective and
my confidants' perspectives, enormously conspiratorial. I loved every minute
of it. I would even call Will or Ken so I could laugh about it with them.

Nancy managed to get me contacts inside the Journal itself, those who
had frequent interaction with my target. It's exactly how I considered him. He
thinks  he's going to target  me? Two can play the game. Don't ever forget it,
kids. When you target someone you can just as easily become the target.

I decided I would use the Sunday edition of the Journal for my response
as they had chosen the Sunday edition for their attack. I was not sending a let-
ter to be “edited for length and content.” Sorry. No can do. I'll publish my re-
sponse in full, complete and without editorial review. I called the advertising
arm of the Journal and sent them my quarter-page response. “Are you sure you
want this to run as is?” the advertising manager called to ask.

“Are you going to tell me you're not?” I asked back and immediately
added, “because the New York Times has already promised me the space in
their paper for my response. I could add in that response the Wall Street Jour-



nal refused.”
The Journal that Sunday published the “ad” which was my response to

the Hugh Bolden article and the game was on. Of course, everyone on-line
took quick note my response was a quite humorous effort to mock, ridicule and
insult,  intellectually and with good intent,  the venerable Hugh Bolden, who
had stooped to the entertainment arena to have his shining, almighty views dis-
seminated. I knew when the Hugh read it he was not going to like it. I wasn't
sure what his reaction would be. I was dreaming he would overreact. Shit if he
didn't.

Thus  began  the  infamous  Bolden-Hess  debate  which  ran  in  the  es-
teemed Wall Street Journal for two straight months. I knew from the insiders
with whom I could conspire at the Journal that, often, the discussion in the edi-
torial confines of the paper itself would be limited to Hugh's extreme desire to
end this charade and the publisher's desire to continue it indefinitely since sub-
scriptions to the paper at one time increased more than fifty percent immedi-
ately prior to the debate's beginning date. Damn, I'm hitting them where it re-
ally hurts, in their expanding wallet. I would often call Nancy at a specific
time so she and all the cohorts at the House could listen via speaker phone to
my latest  debate response.  There were times when the laughter through the
speaker was so deafening I had to wait several minutes before I could continue
because I knew no one on their  end would be able to hear. John, at times,
couldn't stand it. “Stop!” he would scream. “I can't take it any more!”

In economics I would call the top professors, the most renowned ex-
perts, and they would take the time to discuss the topic with me. This is why I
ridiculed him in my initial ad, that Hugh Bolden had all the limitless resources
of the Wall Street Journal at his disposal. He should surely be able to wipe his
ass with me. No contest. I simply had the cojones to call anyone, any expert,
and I  was  persistent,  and  got  expert  comments.  I  even called  conservative
think-tank types who would actually talk to me intelligently. Of course, I never
took their comments to heart. I always bounced it off people on the other side
whom I respected tremendously and would speak with me at will. It was, be-
fore it finally ended, the written joust of the century and everyone respected
me because I had coerced such a highly placed individual as Hugh Bolden into
doing it. “How did you do it?” I was invariably asked time and time again.
“With guile and cunning, no less,” I would reply. “It's how I got people to
watch my cat while I was away, but I always took them to dinner and occasion-
ally bought them wine. In the end I'll do the same with Hugh. Watch me.”

And I did. In the end he rose up the white flag and surrendered, though
it was never posed that way in the official notice from the paper. I flew into
New York the next week and very discreetly Hugh Bolden and I attended, in a
very private room at his favorite restaurant, to dinner and drinks, only the two
of us, at my expense, and we toasted each other. He wanted to shake hands but
I would have none of it. “Somehow, I expected that you wouldn't and I would
have to, somehow, hug you,” Hugh remarked.

I hugged him, though he was a little on the nonparticapatory side, but I
responded, “You know, Hugh, the longer this went on, the more I could sense



you grasping the power humor brings to an argument, so I'm glad we've ended
this now. I want you to continue what you're doing and stay out of my arena. I
can deal with the competition as it is. I don't need any more, especially when
it's appearing in the Wall Street Journal.”

When the Journal published the last response from our debates, the fol-
lowing week their subscriptions dropped thirty percent.  The final repose on
their part came when the publisher called me, personally, to extend a virtually
open invitation to compose regular diatribes to be published in the Journal ex-
clusively. “Don't take this personally. This is not directed at you, but you can
tell your boss from me, you know who I'm talking about, the  top dog, that I
would never consider working for him, he can take the offer and stick it where
the sun don't shine, which would be any street in Beijing with his Botox blond
where he frequents, and where one can't see a blue sky because of the perpet-
ual discharge of unregulated factories and automobile engines. Pass it on.”

“I will,” I was promised. I imagine it was. I also imagined the reaction.
I have been told by those who  should know it was of the  overreaction  type.
Perfect.

I had lit a fire under Esperanza. When I met with her in February she
was still cautiously finding her place amid all the other faculty at Cal State
Northridge, fine tuning her own study program. She felt no pressure but she
didn't want to step on any toes either. The university's Botanic Garden and its
fledgling but committed focus on regional crop, plant and resource studies had
made her consider the university, once UCLA had declined her, and when she
landed there, she was welcomed by all, though she knew she was the “new kid
in town.” Having spent most of the last two years as the “new kid in town,” al-
beit as a genuine senior citizen, I knew what it meant. When she called me to
advise me to “get out here at your earliest convenience, and I mean earliest,” I
took her request to heart, so after I met with Hugh in New York, I left the Big
Apple the next morning bound for L.A. Of course it also meant I would see
Serena, too. Old habits die hard.

I  hooked  up  with  the  driver,  who  followed  me  to  baggage  claim,
grabbed my big bag off  the carousel  and we strolled  out  to  the  limo,  sur-
rounded by L.A.'s finest. I walked with the driver to the trunk and left my other
bags for stowage, stepped to the door, which opened immediately, pushed open
by Serena, all smiles. Sitting inside were Sofia and Jana. “Welcome back to
L.A., old man,” the two women shouted.

“Love you, too. Please don't have any champagne for me. I'm not in the
mood for it.”

“Good,” Jana said and handed Serena an opened bottle of Pacifico, who
handed it to me, “for the lord of the realm.”

I stooped and stepped in as Serena stepped back to her seat. I kissed
Serena, stepped to Jana and kissed her. I looked to Sofia. “I suppose you want
a hand shake,” I said in a teasing manner.

“Gregory!” Sofia exclaimed, hands on her hips in defiance.
“Come here, ya little squirt,” I said and she climbed over her mother

and I hugged and kissed her. “Out to your place, dear?” I asked Serena.



“Of course,” Serena replied. “Are you meeting Esperanza tomorrow?”
“Have to call her to confirm the time. You're not working?” I asked

Jana.
“Taking some time off. There hasn't been anything offered my way that

truly excites me, so I'm biding my time. I'm so glad you could come out. I miss
you.”

“I miss you all, even the little squirt.” Sofia popped me on my shoulder.
“Like mother, like daughter.”

The limo drove us to the promenade about ninety minutes later and the
driver helped bring my bags inside and pulled the limo around back. I started
to take the two small bags down the bedroom wing when Serena stopped me,
saying, “Gregory, I think I'll have you stay in one of the bedrooms.”

“I would prefer sleeping with you, Serena.” I glanced behind her to
Jana, who dropped her head as if to ignore us.

“I'm going through...some changes, Gregory.”
“Yeah, five-oh. I haven't really been thinking you're fifty, my love. That

is a time for change.”
“So, I don't really feel comfortable about that,” she said, gazing at me

with a frown.
I set the bags down on the floor. “Do you feel comfortable talking about

it with me? I'd like to know what you're going through is all. I've been through
this with another woman. I'm not insensitive about it. I only want to know and
help you if I can. No demands, Serena. You know I won't make demands.”

“Would that have been Desiree?” Serena asked.
“Let's go in the Great Room and talk,” I suggested and started to move

that direction. “I want to hear what you've been feeling physically, emotionally.
It's not a big secret or something to hide or feel ashamed. Every woman goes
through this when they live long enough, Serena.”

“All right,” Serena said and followed me to the Great Room. Jana fol-
lowed tentatively and Sofia raced into the room to sit down before anyone else.

As we walked into the Great Room, Serena shouted to Luisa to bring
me a bottle of Pacifico. We all sat down together on one of the sofas. After
Luisa left me with the beer, Serena began. “I haven't had a period, Gregory, in
months, really since January. I have hot flashes, often, all over my body, and
usually when they start I get a tremendous headache. It's hard for me to do any-
thing except lie down. And...it's getting hard for me to get wet.”

“Well, that explains why you don't want me sleeping with you.”
“Why don't you want to sleep with Gregory, Mama?” Sofia asked.
“It's not that I don't want to sleep with Gregory, Sofia,” Serena said.
I cut her off. “Let's not go there, kid.”
“Go where?” Sofia asked.
“Let's go swimming instead.  I bought a pair of swimming trunks be-

cause I knew I was going swimming with you, Sofia. Why don't you put your
suit on, get Carla to join you, and I'll meet you in the pool soon. Okay?”

“Oh! Kay!” Sofia exclaimed, bounced up and ran off to her bedroom.
Once Sofia disappeared I turned back to Serena. “It's up to you, Serena,



but I'd rather you not sleep alone while I'm here. If you think it's going to cre-
ate complications for you, though, I certainly will not pressure you.”

Serena finally smiled. “Well, it's you and your  morning routine more
than anything else, Gregory. It  is something that's very hard for me to forget,
since I can depend on it so well.”

I smiled widely. “Well, a rooster crows in the morning and I have a
cock that rises. What can I say?” Jana and Serena laughed. “Let me make this
suggestion, Serena. Let's decide tonight and enjoy the company until then.” I
glanced to one and the other of the women. Both nodded. “Good,” I announced
and rose from the sofa. “In the meantime let me put my bags in one of the bed-
rooms and get my trunks out to get ready for Sofia.” I turned to Jana. “Are you
planning to stay?”

Jana looked down briefly and back to my eyes. “I wasn't. Serena came
to get me so we could both see you.”

Serena smiled. “You should stay, Jana. When Gregory goes to see Es-
peranza some time tomorrow, he can take you home then. Stay.”

Jana  smiled  almost  timidly.  I  stepped  before  her,  leaned  down and
kissed  her.  “There.  It's  settled.”  I  moved  before  Serena,  leaned to  her  and
kissed her. “It's a rough time for you, little girl, but I'll sit and hold you for
hours if you want. I've done it before.”

Serena looked in my eyes appreciatively. “I know. Take the bedroom
closest to mine, please.”

I moved my bags to the bedroom, finished my beer and put  on my
swimming  trunks.  I  jumped  into  the  pool  next  to  Sofia,  drenching  her  of
course, and we played for a while, until she was ready to practice her swim-
ming techniques. Often, I would climb out of the pool and have her race its
length, from one end to the other and back, and I would sit on the edge and talk
to her about what she did, both right and wrong, and she would do it again.
Eventually Serena and Jana joined us at the pool, Serena smartly wearing a
one-piece suit, Jana wearing a skimpy bikini. With Carla, Sofia's nanny, wear-
ing her bathing suit, and Carla was a looker, too, I couldn't help thinking how
nice it is to be in Serena's household with this much scenery. I noted it out loud
and added, “It's a good thing I had my libido surgically removed or it would be
difficult to keep my animal desires in check.”

“What does that mean, Gregory? Animal desires?” Sofia asked.
“Go ahead and explain that one, big mouth!” Serena remarked.
“It means it's a good thing I'm not an animal, Sofia,” I explained, “oth-

erwise I'd be right after you, little girl, coming right straight for you, due to my
brain damage of course.” I threatened to jump into the pool to come for her.

“Not that again,” Sofia complained, and swam away from me.
I caught Jana's gaze. “Want me to teach you the butterfly stroke?”
Jana laughed. “I know what you're after, old man. Trying to pop my top

off so you can leer. You must think I'm slow or something.”
“You've been hanging around Serena too much. That's my problem.”
Like many other afternoons when I was last at Serena's we cavorted in

the pool until dinner was served, with Luisa's usual fine fare for our consump-



tion. After dinner I called Esperanza, who was still on campus in her office,
and arranged a time to meet. “Two in the afternoon,” Esperanza suggested.
“Meet me in my office and I'll have someone here to meet you.”

“Don't tell me. I want it to be a surprise.”
“Oh, you'll be surprised, old man.”
That night Serena insisted on sleeping alone and Jana insisted on sleep-

ing with me. I didn't argue. I let Jana decide what to do and she decided she
would have me at night and again in the morning. I didn't argue this either.

While we lay in bed together summoning the strength, and desire, to
rise from bed, Jana and I talked about whether she needed to get back to her
place—she didn't—and whether she would stay with Serena to provide her,
more than anything, companionship and a sympathetic ear, which she would.
“Look, I don't know if she's sexually attracted to you or not, Jana. We've never
discussed it in any depth and I don't care. It's not my business so I'm certainly
not going to question her about it, nor you, either. I do know one thing. Serena
does appreciate you, Jana. She likes who you are, what you say, how you act.
You have a calming effect on her. You almost never get rattled and you're not
easily embarrassed. You're very open and honest, and that she certainly appre-
ciates. But I know, from my discussions with her these months I've been away,
she's been out here at her place often by herself and with the changes she's ex-
periencing, and every woman's experience is different, Jana. You know that by
talking to older women yourself. They're all different. It's not a good idea for
her to be alone so much. Please, stay here with her and provide her the com-
pany she needs and will appreciate. Will you do this for me, please?”

I knew Jana wouldn't refuse. I was doing it as delicately as I could, be-
cause I was learning about Jana, as she was learning about me. I could rely on
her. I could depend on Jana to do the right thing, but I had to be cautious with
her, too. I didn't know, exactly, what I could place on her shoulders before she
would crack. I had already seen her crack. She was so furious with me about
Seattle she wouldn't speak with me for months. It wasn't jealousy. Jana is prob-
ably as far from jealous as a human being can get. She was angry because she
envisioned I had put my health and my freedom at risk, serious risk, and it an-
gered her because she thought I was  far better than that. She was absolutely
right. She told me she suspected one of them was trying to set me up, long be-
fore it became the truth of the matter. Do you see why I trusted her so much?

Serena's driver took me to meet Esperanza in the early afternoon, drop-
ping me off. Esperanza promised she would get me back to my home, my sec-
ond home in L.A., Serena's spread. I walked into Esperanza's office without
knocking, since the door was open. It was a tiny office, but her smile as she
glanced to me stepping past her threshold was all welcoming, not a hint of dis-
comfort. I walked along the side of her office giving me access to her as she
stood, set my clipboard on her desk, and I reached her and hugged her tightly. I
had  noticed  the  woman  sitting  in  a  chair  opposite  Esperanza's  desk,  but  I
wanted to greet Esperanza first. When she released and slid her right arm down
to the back of my waist, she turned to the woman, and said, “Gregory, I want
you to meet the most pleasant surprise I can offer you. Meet Keetana Farabé.”



The woman, dressed in a flowing robe of purple, light shaded purple
like lilac, rose from her chair with a hesitant smile, a woman the color of mild
coffee, with a face so angular and stunning, I thought she must be some tribal
princess. I moved to hug her, but she held out her hand stubbornly, and Esper-
anza said, “In Keetana's culture, men do not hug unmarried women, Gregory.”

“I am very pleased to meet you, Mister Hess,” Kitana said, in a lilting,
almost tenor tone.

I grasped her hand lightly, smiled as I stared into her eyes, so striking
and sure, and said, “The pleasure is all mine, Ms. Farabé.” She looked down
immediately. When I released her hand I reached for the clipboard and opened
it to a blank notepad. “May I ask you, Ms. Farabé, how you spell your name, in
English?” I lifted my clipboard to show her. “When I talked with Esperanza
yesterday, she said I would be surprised, and when she says something like this
to me, I know it's something I'll want to remember, so I thought I should take
notes, and the first note I should take should begin with your lovely name.”

Kitana smiled warmly, and very briefly, glancing to Esperanza. “Well,
you did say he would be charming.” Both smiled. “Keetana Farabé. K-I-T-A-
N-A F-A-R-A-B-E, with an acute accent, the one which leans to the right.” I
wrote it out on my clipboard and showed it to her. “Very good.”

“And here's the surprise, Gregory. Kitana is a graduate student finishing
her masters at Cal State Northridge before she returns to her homeland...Mali.”

Kitana  now  smiled  somewhat  deviously  to  me.  “Surprise!”  Both
laughed. “Esperanza has told me about what you have in mind to do in Africa,
that you mentioned Mali, and I thought it is so wonderful. Why Mali?”

“It has a unique history, Kitana. In fact, all of west Africa has a unique
history, especially with Islam and Muslim conversion. Throughout most of the
Middle Ages, the period in Western civilization often considered the medieval
period, Muslims were converting all over west Africa, but, most often, it was
not a radical conversion, and scholarly pursuits were encouraged, rabidly en-
couraged. There may have been a time when the most learned and scientific of
all who lived could be found in your own neighborhood, Kitana. To me, it is an
honor to continue in that method in whatever small way I can conjure.”

Kitana smiled but her expression soon turned to a serious, even fore-
boding nature. “You will discover, Mister Hess, should you pursue your dream,
in Mali, it will be exceedingly difficult to obtain the cooperation you will need,
when all will know you are a white Westerner and non-Muslim. Are you not?”

I smiled. “I am, and please call me Gregory.” I looked at her and waited
momentarily. She nodded with due formality. “I find it almost amusing, Kitana,
when everyone says, 'It will be difficult, exceedingly difficult.' Of course it will
be,  because  if  it  wasn't  exceedingly  difficult,  everyone would  be  doing it,
which is exactly why I choose, deliberately choose, Kitana, to attempt what no
one else will do. It is exceedingly difficult. Surely it may lead to failure, per-
haps failure is more likely than success, yet when everyone performs the easier
tasks, the ones which often lead to success, however meager the success may
be,  no one is forging through the difficult tasks,  no one is attempting to dis-
cover the paths of success through the difficult tasks, and there is no progress.



Everything stalls and the conditions for most in the human world degrade, sim-
ply because their numbers grow but with the same output to share. The human
world has forged through all the easy tasks. The only tasks left are the exceed-
ingly difficult ones. That's not going to stop me from trying.”

Kitana smiled as she engaged Esperanza's gaze. The two exchanged cu-
rious looks of understanding. “I recall you described him once as a man with
an incurably romantic soul.” She smiled wide and full, so much teeth I was
stunned briefly. “Do you remember telling me that, Esperanza?”

Esperanza smiled, then laughed. “I did tell you that, Kitana.”
With her smile just as wide and full of teeth as it was moments before,

Kitana said, “May I ask you a question, Esperanza, of a personal nature, but it
is not my intent to offend or intrude?”

Esperanza turned serious. “You may. I won't take any offense to any-
thing you ask me, Kitana. It's what I'm here for.”

Still with her smile full of teeth, Kitana asked, “Are you two lovers?”
I laughed and quickly interrupted, “I like this woman, Esperanza. She

will get to the heart of the matter. Now I want to hear the professor's response.”
Condescendingly, Esperanza glanced to me and said, “Thank you, Gre-

gory.” She turned to Kitana and smiled. “I don't think 'lovers' is the appropriate
term, Kitana. I am very familiar with Gregory, and I dearly love him, and if I
may speak for him, he dearly loves me.” I nodded. “He talked me into watch-
ing his  cat when I first met him. He was going off here and there. He never
should have had a cat!”  I  laughed and Esperanza laughed with me. Kitana
smiled as she looked from one to the other. “But we would spend hours talking
and listening, and I learned how smart, and sensitive, and caring, and consider-
ate, and wise he truly is, and I grew to love him dearly. You will soon find, Ki-
tana, that this man will value your opinion. He will listen to what you say and
he will take it to heart, but if what you say leads to some roadblock and what
you said was not  convincing, Gregory will convince  you otherwise. Gregory
can be quite persuasive.”

“And so can you, Esperanza,” I interjected. “Don't sell yourself short.”
I turned to Kitana. “But your question, Kitana, while not directed to me,  in-
cludes me by its very nature. What you must understand about me is whatever
takes place with me behind closed doors, anywhere and anything which is pri-
vate, does not go past me. It is confidential and therefor no one's business but
ours. Anything which Esperanza and I have conducted in private, conversation
or otherwise, is  our business and to be shared with any other  only by mutual
consent. I have nothing to hide, I am certainly  not ashamed of anything we
have done together, but I also have no interest in sharing it with anyone either.”
I turned to Esperanza and locked my focus on her dark and sparkling pupils. “I
feel this way because I do consider it precious, something which belongs to us,
without regard to anyone else.” I watched Esperanza's face open into her beau-
tiful smile. Like a snap of my fingers I turned it around, glancing to Kitana and
letting my sight capture her stance from heel to head. “Is that a boubou you're
wearing? Is that what you would call it?”

Kitana turned quickly to me and smiled but with an air of uncertainty.



“It is.” She paused. “So you do have some knowledge of our culture.”
I smiled. “Very little, I'm afraid, but I do know about that. It's a name

which creates an image for me which has nothing to do with your culture.
When I hear 'booboo,' I think of a name on the wall of the Vietnam memorial.
That was his nickname, Booboo, but you are wearing this gorgeous robe called
by the same name, though it's spelled differently. Things like that, these coinci-
dences, I cannot forget.”

Kitana turned back to Esperanza, wearing her big, toothy smile. “He
can be  quite charming, Esperanza. You were certainly correct in that assess-
ment. Does he ever turn it off?” The two of them laughed.

“Occasionally. He has his objectives, you understand.”
“Yes, well, he'll have to forget about it with me,” Kitana stated firmly.

The two laughed again.
I took the seat next to where Kitana had been sitting and learned Kitana

had insisted in meeting me first with Esperanza to gauge, particularly, my char-
acter and my aim, before she would consider helping me, even in the slightest.
“I have decided you have passed my test, Gregory, but you must  never think
this is an open invitation,” Kitana stated. “Should you do or say something un-
forgivable, I will end my cooperation immediately. Is that understood?”

I instantly gave her my consent. I liked this woman. I had the strongest
gut feeling, should I reach some obstacle, if I could keep her on my side,  she
would destroy the obstacle. I thought I would only have to stand and watch.

Soon we were off to one of the administration buildings and a room
designated  as  the  African  union  area.  Kitana  was  up  there  in  the  ranks  of
African students at the university and had virtually unfettered access, exclusive
to the African students only, along with their invitees. Esperanza and I were in-
vited to meet with other African students, two of the few from Mali. I met Al-
fred, with maps of Mali, quite detailed, including topology, climate, roads, crop
and plant outlooks. The two, Kitana and Alfred, both majored in Biology, and
in particular, food science. Wouldn't you know it? Right up Esperanza's alley.
There was Bernard from the Engineering school, specifically Electrical Engi-
neering. What a coincidence. I looked to Esperanza for a few moments, wait-
ing for her to look to me, and when she did, I smiled with an expression of
knowing and appreciation. She returned her best expression of slyness. We dis-
cussed  where we could attempt to build such a  compound as I had described
earlier to Esperanza. We had to consider that east and north of the Niger river
was mostly desert, nearly impossible to convert to productive crop land. This
part of Mali, also, was rife with those hostile to Westerners, specifically white
Westerners. Below the Niger river, to the south and west of its bend toward
Niger, was more fertile land, and any land within, say, twenty kilometers of the
river was extremely susceptible to flooding. All of us agreed, though, that in
general the territory best suited for what we—because I had long ago in the dis-
cussion conceded this was no longer my pursuit—wished to pursue should be
south of the Niger, far enough from the river to avoid most of the flooding, and
be roughly between Gao and Timbuktu, though both were situated on the other
side of the river. Alfred made the one comment I took to heart when he said,



“You're going to want to set up closer to the river, Gregory, or to the border of
Burkina Faso. The closer to Niger you get the more you increase the possibility
of attracting the wrong element, those bent on making white people like you an
example. You do understand me, do you not?”

“I do, Alfred. They have, quite recently, kidnapped white tourists and
journalists, and killed at least one, and I think, in this regard, one of our strong-
est considerations is security. I think we will have to have an armed contingent.
I don't really like the idea but I don't see how we can accomplish  anything
without it.”

“And that creates an even more difficult task, Gregory,” Kitana said.
“Creating an armed contingent, as you call it, introduces difficulties for the au-
thorities, including national, regional and local. Most will consider it nothing
more than a militia and a foreign one at that.”

“Which is why it cannot be comprised of foreigners. An armed contin-
gent must be from the local populace, and this whole endeavor is not for me, I
have no intention of  keeping it for myself, I fully intend to turn it over once
I've reached my objectives, so I must have people on the inside who trust me
and believe completely in what we want to achieve and can convey this trust to
others. I will finance the whole operation in the beginning and I will continue
to raise additional funds for its perpetual existence, including, perhaps, a trust
maintained and controlled by someone I trust to operate it properly. Yes, it's my
stated goal to achieve self-sufficiency and self-sustenance, but I'm not fool-
hardy. Starting something like this without adequate funding is equivalent to
digging its own grave before you start. I have the resources and I have the gen-
eral vision but I cannot accomplish any of it without huge cooperation by those
who stake their own reputations in making it succeed.”

Kitana looked to Esperanza briefly. “I do see how he convinced you to
watch his cat, Esperanza.” That brought a huge laugh from everyone.

Out came a climate study produced by Esperanza,  a  general  one of
northern and eastern Mali, since Esperanza had anticipated my desire to avoid
the more populous and fertile territory of Mali, the western sliver or panhandle.
She promised a much more detailed, extensive and exhaustive study of the area
we were now considering, going back as far as records would be easy to ob-
tain. “It will give you a sense of trends, Gregory,” she advised.

“Unfortunately, Gregory,” Alfred added, “those trends, for rainfall par-
ticularly, are down.”

“I  don't  consider  it  unfortunate,  Alfred.  It  makes  what  we wish  to
achieve far more imperative, and when explained properly, far more easy to re-
cruit responsible human beings who can help. Consider this. When things start
to get bad and go from bad to worse, what do most people do?”

Bernard  spoke  up immediately.  “It  tends  to  pit  people  against  each
other. It brings strife.”

“A sense of panic, wouldn't you call it?” Everyone, even Esperanza,
nodded in agreement. “Now, I have never been perfect when faced with it, a
sense of panic all around me, but when I do sense it, I try to keep a level head.
I don't race around thinking time is of the essence and  my life, and  only my



life, hangs in the balance. If the disaster is not immediately impending, I recog-
nize the necessity of reducing the panic around me because I also  know one
collective trait available to any set of human beings. Survival is far more likely
when  all in that set of human beings cooperate than when each goes off on
their own. You see, there is a fallacy which persists in all of human thought
throughout thousands of years of civilization, and it is the concept of survival
of the fittest. It is a complete fabrication, because it has never been the fittest
who survived. It has always been the most  cooperative who have survived.
Those human beings in a set of human beings who could put their differences
aside and cooperate fully have conquered, conquered the vagaries and chal-
lenges of their environment and their human foes alike. Human cooperation
succeeds. Human selfishness fails. Human history is  full of that very lesson
and everyone ignores it.”

When our meeting adjourned for supper it was clear what the next steps
should be. Kitana, Alfred and Bernard would all be traveling back to Mali for
the summer. Kitana would approach those whom she considered members of
the national government and administration most sympathetic to our aims and
gain advice on how to proceed. Alfred and Bernard, together and separately,
would research and perhaps even visit places for the eventual location. I would
stay in contact with all so that, should it be deemed time for me to visit Mali
myself, I would be ready. Esperanza urged us to locate and settle on the com-
pound as soon as possible so she could receive a large enough soil sample to
analyze  for  crop  and  plant  selection.  Before  leaving  I  hugged  Alfred  and
Bernard but instantly put out my hand to Kitana, which she took, first in one
hand then set her other hand on top. “It has been a true pleasure, Gregory,” Ki-
tana said and her smile was all teeth. “I do want this to succeed.”

“This has been a better start than I imagined, Kitana, and I truly appre-
ciate your interest and your help, all of you. I hope some day, before my part in
all of it concludes, and I leave it all to you to continue, I have opportunity to
hug you as easily as I can hug Alfred and Bernard.”

“It won't be in Mali!” Alfred stated loudly and we all laughed, even Ki-
tana.

With my clipboard in hand, having written out notes across four or five
pages, Esperanza and I left the African union on our way to her parking space.
“We'll have dinner at my place, Gregory.”

“Grilled cheese?” I asked facetiously.
“No grilled cheese, old man. I can whip up a fine meal, Gregory, tradi-

tional, from my mother and aunt, both of whom are exceptional cooks.”
“Of the Mexican variety. How excellent! I was thinking Mexican.”
“Because Chinese is not my heritage?” Esperanza asked teasingly.
“Professor,  you are  one  of  the  most  astute  at  deducing  my deepest

thoughts,” I teased back.
She pinched my right arm. “You can drop the shameless flattery, Mister

Hess. I only respond to truth and sincerity, remember?”
“I  shall  await  your  culinary  concoction  with  my  mouth  watering,

whether  or  not  I  help it  water  with  a  bottle  of  Pacifico,  although  I would



choose with, so let's stop and grab some on the way.”
“You know, Gregory,  I  see you on the television or read about  you

somewhere and what I always remember is what you or anybody who talks
about you so often says, and it's always 'incorrigible.' You have to be the only
one in the entire world whom everyone would use that one word to describe.”

“And everyone says it like they expect me to change soon.”
“Not in this life.”

Segment Twenty-One
Esperanza's  culinary  concoction

was magnificent, and the entire time she
worked on it,  for nearly an hour and a
half  once  we  reached  her  house,  she
apologized  frequently.  At  one  time  I
looked at her and said in all seriousness,
“You are so un-professorial, Esperanza, I
wonder how in the world you convinced
professors  at  UCLA to  help  you.  You
must possess  some guile  and  cunning,
but you hardly ever expose it to me!”

In  her  sly  Esperanza  look,  she
replied, “Oh, I've treated you to a taste of
my  guile  and  cunning,  Gregory.  I  can

think of a night I held you in my arms and thoroughly convinced you to take a
step you were not willing to take.”

“And I remember a night when you laid on top of me and I talked about
our...incompatibility.”

Esperanza stopped her preparations, came to me as I sat on one of her
stools at the kitchen and put her arms around me from behind. “You made me
cry then and you'll make me cry now, so please don't remind me, Gregory.”
She squeezed me tight. “Please.”

I patted her hand on my side. “I'm sorry, my love, and you are a love of
mine.”

She stood, dropping her arms from my side. “One of many.”
“Don't let me interrupt your meal preparation, dear. Ignore this old man

sitting on his stool sipping a beer.” I turned around to smile.
` Esperanza  stepped  back  to  the  stove.  “Don't  remind  me,  Gregory,
please. It took me weeks to get over it, to stop having it constantly depress
me.” She stirred one pan and checked another. She looked directly in my eyes.
“You probably didn't think anything of it, went on your way to your shows, and
off to Europe, and never thought a thing about me.” She smiled when she fin-
ished. She knew it wasn't true.

I glanced at my shoes and looked back in her dark and sparkling pupils.
“I had a singular purpose, Esperanza, and I was going to accomplish it, without
distraction.” I looked to my shoes again. “Late at night, every night, I could not
escape my thoughts, and you and your vision and your likeness and your very



being would sneak into my consciousness and I would, quite honestly, I would
dream about you and I would have you for myself and I would inevitably ex-
plode thinking about you, because I thought I could never have you any other
way. You would never be mine, as I told you, the circumstances would never
allow us to be one.”

For  several  seconds,  maybe  minutes—I  have  no  idea—Esperanza
worked her magic throughout her kitchen silently. Finally, she looked to me
and smiled. “You make it so hard to appreciate others whom I meet, Gregory,”
she said, laughing and waving her spatula at me. “You set the bar so high, old
man. Goddam you!” She laughed gregariously and I was laughing with her.

“You only have to tell them about a skinny old man and that should be
it. If they can't get past  that, they have no shot!” Esperanza's laugh was deep
and I sensed, and felt, renewed desire.

After dinner and a little time to relax and drink wine or beer, Esperanza
suggested she should take me home. It was getting late and she was looking at
a long drive ahead of her. “I wasn't  expecting to stay, Esperanza. I certainly
didn't bring a change of clothes, not even a toothbrush. Shame on me!” From
her seat opposite me in her living room she smiled. “I didn't know what you
would feel, how you would react, what  you would want more than anything,
but if it won't completely disrupt your schedule, I don't want to get in your car
and drive forever to Serena's house, get out, say goodbye and watch you drive
away knowing you'll be driving forever, when I can stay here with you. As al-
ways, it has to be what you want. You decide. I will do whatever you want, so
if you're ready to go, then let's go.” I stood and polished off my beer.

Esperanza looked at me sideways. “What about Serena?”
“I'll call Serena. She'll understand. She's going through...changes.”
“Changes? What changes?”
“She's fifty years old, Esperanza. She hasn't had a period for  months.

We didn't even sleep together last night. Don't get me wrong. I'm not punishing
her and I'm not abandoning her either. She has this to deal with now and it's
huge...I can call her so she knows what's going on and won't worry about me.”

“It doesn't seem very considerate, Gregory.”
“What do you suggest?” I queried her intently. “I have been here be-

fore. The last one had no interest in intimacy whatsoever. None! Should I force
myself into it?”

Esperanza thought for a moment. I gave her all the time she needed. I
wanted to know what she thought. My last experience with menopause was, to
put it mildly, frustrating. “Why don't you try sleeping with Serena one night,
as though you were both married and she  can't tell you to sleep on the sofa,
like she did yesterday. She told you she would marry you, didn't she?”

“Yes.”
“Make her honor it as though it were true,” Esperanza advised. “And be

on your best behavior, young man.”
Best behavior, be on your best behavior. She added “young man.” It

was one of her tactics, designed to get my attention should all else fail. Esper-
anza may have been a young woman, young compared to me, but she knew a



lot of the tricks already. She had a point. I never had the opportunity to push it
with the other woman. It wasn't practical. I  could push it with Serena and I
could justify it, too. I had already slept many nights with Serena and engaged
in no sex, period.

I wasn't done, though, with Esperanza. “You have a very valid point
there, Professor. Let's hop in your motorized vehicle and head out there right
now so I can put it into practice. Cumon! Ms PHD! Let's get moving. I enjoyed
my stay with you and your company and your wonderful cooking and food, but
time's wasting. Move it. Cumon!”

Esperanza knew I was teasing. I had seen her light, the desire in her
eyes. I knew what she wanted. I wanted it, too. She broke down after a few
moments, smiled in defeat, and announced, “I'm much too tired to take you
home now, Gregory. I'll take you home in the morning.”

“Oh, okay,” I said facetiously. “Look, is it too much to ask for a blanket
and pillow so I can be comfortable while I sleep on your sofa, dear?”

“You're spending the night with me, Gregory. Please, be nice.”
I looked to Esperanza with my eyelids narrowed. “So. It's okay if I put

it off for Serena  tomorrow as long as I stay here tonight. Is  that what you're
aiming at, Professor?”

She walked over to me and put her finger on my lips, slowly sliding it
back and forth. “Try what I suggested tomorrow with Serena and take care of
her then. Take care of me tonight.”

You would think, after all the times I hear it, that I  take care of the
women who are special to me often, frequently, as in: it's what I do. They keep
telling me and I never hear a complaint. I'm not suggesting anything, and I'm
especially not advising one do  whatever I do to  take care of them. I always
have a fairly good idea what they  mean when they say it. If I  don't I always
ask. That's my best advice to you. If you're not sure, ask. Make them explain it.
Hell,  women make you explain  everything,  don't  they? Women have in  my
past, and my past is long. Sixty years does it.

I  called  Serena  and immediately  asked how she was feeling.  “I  am
burning up all over, Gregory, and I have a massive headache,” Serena struggled
to say. “I'm lying in bed, hoping it will go away soon.”

“I'm going to stay with Esperanza tonight but I'll be home in the morn-
ing.”

“And leaving the next day?”
“I was thinking that. Do you want me to stay a little longer?”
“I would like you to stay forever, Gregory.”
“Well, let's talk about it in the morning when you're feeling better. In

the meantime I should let you go. It sounds like a real chore for you to just
talk, Serena.”

“I hurt all over, Gregory. This is not fun.”
“Let me make you the center of my attention starting tomorrow and for

the rest of the time I'm here. I want to think if I hold you, it would help.”
“I don't know.” Serena was silent for moments. “I'm not very lovable

right now.”



“I will hold you then, Serena. All day if I have to. We're going to try it.
Just get through tonight.”

“Make it early, Gregory. Now, I'm missing you.”
I made one suggestion to Esperanza and she agreed. I wanted to un-

dress her before I undressed. I wanted to watch her body, her well crafted, sen-
sual body, slowly revealed second by second, and with that labor concluded, I
wanted to run my gaze from her head to her feet as she stood before me com-
pletely naked. I removed every article of her clothing, one at a time, with Es-
peranza's ever-present smile of approval. She was as toned and fit as I remem-
bered. “How can someone as beautiful, tanned and fit as you, Esperanza, ever
have  any  desire  for  me?”  I  asked  her  as  I  looked  back  up  into  her  eyes,
sparkling, sensitive and inviting.

Esperanza reached out for me and rested her forearms, one over each
shoulder.  “You seem to forget  a  woman's  desire,  Gregory,  doesn't  focus so
much on the man's body as what the man brings with him, and that has always
been my attraction to you. Always.”

“Take my clothes off and you run the show. I'll belong to you tonight.”
Esperanza opened her mouth into a cavernous smile. “Exactly how I

envisioned it.”
It was divine, though it shouldn't be confused with some religious expe-

rience. Don't mistake it for that, although  I might worship at  that altar. She
wanted to roll around a bit, so when Esperanza was on the bottom I would
soon be turned over onto my back, but soon I would hear her whisper, “Roll
me over.” I would send her tumbling onto her back, all the while fully engaged.
I did want to cum for her and I tried and tried, an hour or more, until she whis -
pered, “It's okay if you can't. I know you can't sometimes. It's okay.” I stopped
and kissed her apologetically and we waited for my member to fall out from
her warm, wet and soft confines. I was up and in her bathroom moments later,
returning with a warm cloth, and I delicately wiped her legs still spread wide.
“I love it when you do that, Gregory. Do you do it every time for every one?”

“It gives me great pleasure, Esperanza,” I said smiling wide as I fin-
ished, “a very small act I perform out of love. It's why I insist. Let me perform
this small act because I love you.”

Esperanza sat up and moved toward the edge of the bed. “Lie down, old
man. It's my turn.” She returned from the bathroom moments later and wiped
me gently, thoroughly. We fell asleep entwined in the arms of the other and
awoke together about six.

“If you want to get there early, we should get up soon.”
“Remember when I said oral sex was too androgynous, that one could

conceive a man performing it as easily as a woman?”
“Yes, and it's why you didn't really like to do it and I understood. So?”
I rolled onto my side to look in her eyes. “Lately, I've been doing it a

lot, becoming the cunning linguist, because my partner enjoys it immensely,
each one has enjoyed it immensely, and it's what I want her to feel.”

“Is that what you want to do with me now, Gregory, become the cun-
ning linguist?” she asked and laughed.



I laughed. “Well, you won't ask, because you remember what I said, so
I'm suggesting. I want to do it, mostly because I never have for you and I want
to experience it with you. I want to know how you'll react, what sounds I'll
hear coming from your lips, how your body will move under me while I move
my face all over between your legs. I want to know what it's like, with you.”

Esperanza laughed. “You're full of surprises in the morning, aren't you,
Gregory?”

I lifted my eyebrows questioningly. “Shall I?”
With a sultry tone which I adored because she used it so infrequently,

Esperanza said, “You shall.” She laid flat on her back, spread her legs wide,
and with her hand atop my head, let it follow as I pushed my head down to the
convergence of her legs to her torso. It took a while, with interruptions at times
when I would lift my head and ask her what and where I should concentrate
my efforts since Esperanza was not so forthcoming, but she eventually shook
from a deep and unexpected orgasm and rubbed the back of my head steadily
with both hands. When I lifted my head to catch her gaze, she smiled warmly
and asked, “They all want you inside when you finish, don't they?”

“Quite often, my love.”
“It's what I want, too, but we're never going to get out of here, and Ser-

ena, the love of your life, Gregory, you know it and I know it, needs your help
and your attention now.” She looked over at the bathroom opening, and I sat up
and rose from bed to enter the bathroom. I returned with a warm cloth, wiped
her sensitive zone at the top of her luscious, muscular thighs, and she added,
“Though, you are going to make me want you to fuck me again,  soon, damn
you. I think you enjoy leaving me like this.”

“Well, if I can't have the sexiest, most deeply intelligent professor in the
world for mine, to do my bidding at will, then, hell, yes, I'm going to leave her
with a multitude of dreams which will make her wet. That will teach her. She'll
know there's a few things she hasn't learned yet. I do it all for love.”

“Your love is twisted, old man. Do you know that? Twisted.” Esperanza
laughed.

She flew us  through back streets  and off  streets  in  her  electric  car,
juiced up overnight and charged for flight, silently and, at times, producing
tremors of impending catastrophe. I was reminded of another car trip I had
taken long ago with another Latina and kept trying to reassure myself it didn't
end in disaster then and probably wouldn't now. The thought comforted me for
about a half minute until Esperanza blindly darted into an intersection for a
right turn at a blistering pace. I thanked those who watch over me there are no
more milk trucks making home delivery. How fitting a death for the man who
would refuse milk from that type of dispenser.

I spoke the magic words at Serena's gate and we both watched it swing
open so Esperanza could zip silently over the hills and slam to a stop at the
promenade where  Serena  stood,  forcing  a  smile.  They exchanged waves,  I
leaned to kiss Esperanza goodbye, and she roared, with the vehicle's electric si-
lence, around the drive and over the first hill. I stepped up to Serena, slipped
my arms around her and hugged her tightly. “I should probably fall to the drive



and kiss the asphalt that I am lucky to still be alive.”
“You really can't take it when a woman races with you, can you?”
“I like slow and easy. You got a problem with that?”
“Cumon, old man, old, fearful man.” She turned and turned me as well

toward the promenade and her front door. “Did you have breakfast?”
“Eggs and garlic. What could be better?”
“You and your garlic.”
Jana sat at the dining room table sipping coffee and I separated from

Serena to sweep around behind Jana, lean and kiss the right side of her neck.
She lifted her shoulders to squeeze me away and I smiled as I sat next to her,
sitting between both. Luisa arrived and I ordered my usual.

Jana calmly turned to me holding her cup. “I slept alone last night, Gre-
gory. We both did.”

“No one's sleeping alone tonight.” I flashed a look of challenge to Ser-
ena. “I'm talking about sleeping and nothing else. It's exactly what we would
be doing, Serena, if we were married. You couldn't kick your husband out of
bed because you're experiencing your woman change, so we're going to pre-
tend we're married until I leave.”

“And where does Jana fit in this marriage, Gregory?” Serena asked in
her combative manner.

I turned to Jana before I answered. “Should she approve she can sleep
on your other side, Serena, so you're warm on both sides. She's done it before.
I've seen her.”

Jana merely turned her head to me. “What makes you think you can
come in this house and order me, order us, around?”

“I can't and I don't think that. I can't make you do anything you don't
want to do, but you are upset I did not come home last night, to this home, for
this is my home, is it not, Serena, from the first day we met, you have always
considered it my home, too?”

“I have always wanted you to consider it your home, Gregory.”
“And you are both upset I did not come home, are you not?”
Jana was still facing me. “You asked me to stay but where were you?”
“That's the point, Gregory. We know where you were, though. Did you

enjoy yourself? Did Junior enjoy himself?”
“Good question. Very good question.”
I reached for the cup at my seat and poured coffee from the pot on the

table  as Luisa brought  me my breakfast  and set  it  before me.  “Thank you,
Luisa.” She retired to the kitchen and I started on my breakfast and ate quietly
for some minutes, noting neither rose from the table nor were they scowling.
There was tension. “May I finish my breakfast before I answer, please?”

Jana calmly replied, “I want to hear some answer, Gregory. I'm not go-
ing anywhere.”

“It is nice to be home, isn't it, Gregory, where you are well taken care
of?” I glanced to Serena blankly as she sipped her coffee and looked away.

I ate the last of the eggs, the last link of sausage, and, as I ate from the
last slice of rye toast, I said, “It is nice to be home with you, Serena. Home is



where one should be taken care of and you always do. I am welcome and you
always make me feel so. I  am grateful.” I reached for my coffee, took a sip
while I turned to Serena. She glanced to me, flashed the briefest of smiles, and
looked straight ahead. “I have been through a lot with both of you. On a very
personal level I have been through even more and much of it I have never dis-
cussed with either of you.” I set my cup on the table, leaned back in my chair
so I could more easily look to one or the other, and crossed my arms. “Almost
a year ago, you may recall, Serena, our relationship, should I call it that, was at
its lowest. John would schedule us for the movie promotion so we would be
separated. You wanted nothing more than to avoid me and I wanted the same,
avoiding you. There wasn't much love there or would you disagree?”

I waited a few moments and Serena said softly, “I had very little love
for you then, Gregory.”

“You, Jana,” I turned to look to her and she focused her gaze on my
eyes, “were still seething about Seattle. We hadn't spoken in months. We had
even less of a relationship.” I watched her gaze drop away from my eyes and I
looked forward. “The one who I could talk to, to whom I could confide about
anything and who never judged me, I  almost threw  her away, in my anger
which was  supposed to be directed at you two.  She wouldn't talk to me for
weeks, but I would have to see her frequently, and then watch her walk away
from me like I  didn't exist.  And I  thought at  the time  I was right,  I hadn't
brought all of this on me, I didn't deserve this, that, what the hell, fuck you all.
But the last week, those last few days, I had calmed enough, I knew I messed
up, I wasn't blameless. I couldn't make amends with you, Serena. You were still
angry and wanted no part of me. I couldn't make amends with you, Jana, be-
cause you wouldn't talk to me at all. I made amends with the only one who
would still listen to me, when  she finally calmed enough. We talked about it
last night, but Esperanza wouldn't dwell on it,  because she remembered she
laid on top of me last year and I told her the truth of what she meant to me,
what I truly felt. If there was such a thing as a soul mate, I had finally found
her, in the form of a woman lying across me, twenty-something, driven, ambi-
tious, with a clear vision of what she wanted to do with her life and how she
could accomplish it, but what she could never consider is to be saddled with an
old man,  someone who will  die and leave her  alone with  half her  life still
ahead of her, and I thought it was so unfair. And I remember lying on her bed
that night, both of us crying, because it wasn't fair...

“Esperanza won't go back there because it's still too painful for her. It's
what she told me, she knew this was the end for us, I would go off to do my
shows and take off for Europe and she was certain she would never see me
again, it took her weeks to get over it, and when it came back to her it would
depress her, and she couldn't really talk about it even now. It would make her
cry all over again. But I had to tell her the truth from my end, that for weeks I
wanted to avoid distraction so I could do my shows, but I couldn't avoid think-
ing about her late at night, I couldn't stop my consciousness from falling into
dreaming about her, because I wanted her, and I couldn't have her, this was the
only way I could have her, to dream about having her, loving her as intimately



as I had already done. She was who I dreamed about those first few weeks. I
dreamed about Esperanza, that she was somehow mine at last. I certainly did
not dream about either one of you.”

I finished the coffee in my cup, leaned forward for the pot, and filled
the cup again, taking another quick sip. “And then both of you came to see me
in New York. You both made me put you front and center again, because you
made amends. You forced me to put you back in my life, though you disap-
pointed me that night.” I glanced at both, noting their heads slightly bowed. “I
still didn't know what to do with you, Jana.” I looked to her and waited for her
eyes to lock on mine. “I knew you took the time and went to considerable ex-
pense just to see me, but you left, and I talked with you once before I left for
Europe, but I still didn't know. What do I do about Jana? Where does Jana fit?”
I paused to turn to Serena and waited for her eyes to lock onto mine. “And you.
You came to see me in Miami. We spent two weeks there together every day,
with a nine-year-old terror in tow.” Serena laughed lightly. “And every night
we slept together. We were, in my mind, like a married couple on a long vaca-
tion, and when you drove me out to the port where the cruise ship sat waiting,
we were both crying, or have you forgotten?” Serena would not take her eyes
off me but slowly shook her head. “I  never forgot about Esperanza, though,
and she called me before I  left,  which started up more thoughts about  her,
though you, Serena, were very good at keeping them at bay, so much so, when
I did leave I was already regretting it.” I set my cup on the table, leaned for-
ward to place my elbows on the table and looked ahead.

“When I think about Jana and Serena, I can't ignore you're both in the
entertainment business which is your livelihood, your careers, where you feel
you belong, are productive,  where you're a whole person. And I  also think
about what I know when you were both little girls, and how, in a very real
sense, both of you were raised in privilege, from families who were well-off,
way above the vast majority around you. What I admire the most about both of
you is that, while you had a head start on everyone else, you both made your
way successfully in this business without resorting to nepotism, not mommy or
daddy or their relatives, no! You both made it on your own, through your own
merits, and you know as well as I do, how rare it is in this business. Agreed?” I
glanced at  both and noted their  smiles and nods of agreement.  “Esperanza,
though, is different. She's from the rest of us, Serena, Jana. She was not raised
in privilege and everything she has in this world she had to work hard to get it
and she has earned every bit of it, like me, though I know you'll both disagree.
You know what I've told you about my childhood, that I, too, was raised with
some privilege not dissimilar from either of you, but I rejected it. I could have
walked right into Daddy's workplace and made a very comfortable living for
myself, but it's not what I wanted, and I paid dearly for it. I have lived out of
my car and had practically nothing, but somehow, Serena, I reached out to you
and you were receptive and,  you, more than anyone else,  changed my life. I
can never repay you, Serena, not even in multiple lifetimes. With you, Jana, I
am discovering as aloof as you are, as careful and cautious and uncommitted as
it seems in how you proceed, the more comfortable and welcome I make you



feel, you reward me by becoming the one on whom I can rely, on whom I can
depend. So when I can renew feelings which have never disappeared with a
woman with whom I can truly identify and admire, I can't help wanting to be
with her as long as I can, and the more we talked last night, and the more I
watched her face and her actions, I knew it's what she wanted, too.”

I sat back in the chair and crossed my arms. “I can not avoid it. Some-
body's going to be hurt and it didn't matter which way I turned. Somebody's go-
ing to be hurt. But I wanted one more night with Esperanza, because I may
never have it again, and when she decided it's what she wanted, too, it meant I
was going to hurt Jana and Serena...My only defense is I can stay here, in your
home, Serena, if you'll allow me to continue to consider it my home, until Sat-
urday night. I don't have to be back until then, and the more I think about it, I
could even stay longer. Lena will understand. She won't like it. It will hurt her,
too. No matter which way I turn, somebody gets hurt. I love you all and I try to
love each one of you equally, because you each make me have thoughts and
feelings and experiences which are unique to you, and I cherish each one, so it
is impossible for me to choose only one of you. For me it would be like chop-
ping off both of my legs and an arm. I could never be whole. Instead I try to
juggle each one and try not to drop one and I imagine, since I am so far from
perfect I  will drop one, and another, until you're all gone from my life. But I
can't choose...If it  hurts too much send me away. I will honor it.” I looked
down to the floor under the table. “You deserve better.”

For some time it was quiet with little motion from anyone. “You really
do make it hard to stay mad at you, Gregory,” Serena proclaimed, and I looked
over to her as she stared out the window of her dining room, holding her coffee
cup near her lips with her elbows propped on the table.

“He really  is a  master  at  it,  Serena,”  Jana commented with a slight
chuckle. I turned to look to her and she sat looking out the same window and
took a sip of coffee.

“Would you have married Esperanza if she would have you?” Serena
asked, turning now to look to me when I answered.

“If she would have me, yes, I would have married her, even knowing I
was setting her up for half a lifetime without me. I would have, but she would
not take that road, Serena, because she always sensed, no matter how deep my
feelings were about her, I would always want you more. It didn't matter what I
told her, how much I tried to convince her, she was always going to believe it,
and, being the incredibly smart and intelligent woman she is, she's right. Every
time you pop back into my life, Serena, I want you like I always have. You can
be away from me for years, and as soon as I see your smiling face in person, I
want you just like the first time.” I had been looking to her intently while I
spoke, but I lifted my right arm and shook my finger at her. “You, you little
Mexican flirt, are like the sunshine I've been missing because of all these end-
less, dreary days. The clouds part because here you come, here are those rays
of sunshine, now how can I get that light  alone, so it shines  only on me, but
still not lose any of this other light around me. You make it hard, woman, re-
ally hard.” Serena smiled. She liked that. She would always tell me so. She al-



ways remembered sunshine.
“Where do I fit in, Gregory?” Jana asked, not hurt, not defensive, sim-

ply wanting me to define our relationship.
I looked to Jana somewhat apologetically. “I feel a sense of loyalty to

Serena, Jana, which I cannot deny her. She's been there since the beginning.
She came to me first. Serena threw away her marriage for me, Jana, and it's ex-
actly what she did. She threw it away so she could, at least, try to have me, for
as long and as much as she could. You didn't throw away any type of relation-
ship for me. You had none and it's what you still wanted when we met. When I
left your house two days later there would be no change, no committed rela-
tionship, only friends, although I would probably be a friend who would know
you at your most intimate. True?” Jana nodded with a warm smile. “Where you
are now, with me, is, perhaps, a little farther than I am with you. I think, if you
look at it honestly, Jana, you want me more than I want you, maybe only a lit-
tle, but I think it's true. I think when you know you can be with me it's nearly
impossible for you to choose to do something else, and it's  not true with me,
because, even with this trip, I was going to be with Serena. Out of my sense of
loyalty to Serena I was not thinking of seeing you, Jana. When I come to Los
Angeles I want to see one woman without question, and she is Serena. I know
what she would feel if I came to L.A. only to see you, Jana. It would crush her
so I won't do it. And the hardest part I have to tell you is should Serena insist I
not see you while I'm in L.A., I will honor her request.”

“Maybe you should leave, Jana,” Serena said, facetiously. Jana looked
to her with a severe frown, though. Her face displayed a brief hint of hurt.

“Let me finish, Serena.”
“I was only teasing, Jana,” Serena said contritely. “I don't want you to

leave.” Jana smiled thinly.
“You two, though, have grown close, since I helped bring you together.

I never told Serena to call you, Jana, to tell you I was coming here. She did it
on her own, because she loves you, too, and I think you love Serena, the love
of a human being for another human being. Serena also knows, as do you Jana,
that I am in love with both of you, that when you are with me, Jana, I want
you. That when I am with Serena, I want her. That when I undress you, Jana, I
want your body. I want it to be mine, to respond fully to every action I per-
form, and I want those lips kissing, to never stop kissing me. That when I un-
dress Serena, I want her body to be mine, to respond as much, and I want her
to never stop kissing me. And imagine what I really wish when I have both of
you in the same bed, naked. How much I wish there were two of me. I can sit
here right now at this table and imagine all of it and I could go berserk. You
could sign me away to an institution and I would spend the rest of my days sit-
ting on the edge of a bed, drooling.” Both laughed. “That's the catch with you,
Jana, while you're here in L.A. I have to defer to Serena because she deserves
it.” I stopped and looked to Jana deviously. “Which is why I suggested to you
to leave L.A. and be with me in Europe. And when you think about it, and it's
the only problem you consider, is what about Lena? What about her? Lena will
make room for you. She knows I won't push her out. I would never do it, but



she has her work to do, too. And it means, Jana, most of the time, most nights,
it would be only you and me, and every day, I would always be there with you.
You could keep your house in L.A., come back here and work, and I would
have to come back here, too, because I would want to see both of you. I'm sure
it's too much, it's way too much, but I can't get any of you to give up your ca-
reers. You won't do it. As long as you won't quit on me, I won't quit on you. I'll
travel back and forth if it means keeping you in my life. I will do it, for each of
you. I will do it for all of you. That's how much you mean to me.”

“But you're going off to Africa soon and away from all of us,” Jana
complained, “away from me, away from Serena, away from Lena, away from
Esperanza, all of us.”

“I am going to Africa to make a point with those who believe in me and
what I want to achieve and I will make my point and document it, too. Then
I'm going to live in other parts of the world and experience it like you never
will as a tourist and what's wrong with that? Does the big, bad world scare you,
Jana, so you are deathly afraid and cannot bring yourself to even experience
it?” I looked straight to Jana severely and she looked down. “Serena?” I turned
to her but she stared back defiantly. “And I can come back here and make an-
other movie. Make it! Not  piss around waiting for somebody to send me a
script or call me for set decoration. There's my advantage as a writer, one who
knows how to produce, too. I don't have to wait for something to come to my
door. I create the door, open it and take you with me. I take you with me not
only because I enjoy the company, which I do and tremendously, I do it be-
cause I am compelled. You have heard me over and over say it and I will never
stop saying it because of its ultimate truth. We are all in this together, in every
aspect of our lives. I will always extend to you my invitation to come with me.
It's the only decision you will ever have to make, because I will never force
you. You have to come willingly. It has to be your willful decision. And, while
you're there working with me on my movie,  you can stay right next to me
when we wrap for the day, be right next to me, day and night. I won't make you
leave. And if you want to stay next to me when I fly off to live in Japan, I won't
say, 'Well, I want to live there alone, on my own. There's no place for you, you
see.' I won't say that. Do you think I'm crazy?...Wait! Don't answer!”

Both women laughed. When Jana regained her composure,  she said,
“You never  put  it  that  way,  Gregory.  Now I  have  something else  to  think
about.” Her smile was warm, engaging.

I rose. “Will you stand up, please, and give me a hug like you mean it?”
Jana stood, turned to me, and I slipped my arms around the back of her waist to
pull her tightly against me. I felt her arms slip around my back and squeeze me
hard and firm. She leaned back to look in my eyes, leaned forward again and
planted her lips on mine and swirled them across my lips.

When we released we each left an arm across the back of the other and
I turned to Serena. “How have you been feeling so far today?”

“I'm starting to feel warm.” Serena frowned mightily. “I can feel some
pressure building in my head. I'm going to have a headache soon. I know it.”

“Could it be the coffee?”



“It might. I don't know.”
“Well, let's try it tomorrow. No coffee. See what happens. Do you want

to lie down?”
“I think so.”
“Let's go to your bedroom and lie down together for a while. And put

the coffee down.”
“Sofia will be up soon.”
“I'll get up and be with her for a while. She has Carla, and Jana will

help. We'll all help. Let me help you feel better, see what I can do to help.”
I put my right arm around Serena's waist after she rose and she slipped

her left around my waist and we walked to her bedroom while I held Jana's
hand in mine as she walked slightly behind us. When we reached her bedroom,
Jana said, “I'll just-”

“No you won't,” I interrupted and pulled her arm away from the bed-
room. She walked with us and we all laid together on Serena's bed. I held on to
Serena as I laid on my side facing her and Jana snuggled up next to me, tight
against me, her arm across my stomach.

“What is this?!” we next heard, not quite an hour later and shouted be-
tween  the  lips  of  the  youngest  in  the  household.  She  stood,  diminutive  in
stature but over-bearing in posture, one step inside Serena's bedroom door.

Serena didn't move. “Oh, sweetie, come here and kiss me and make me
feel better, please.”

Sofia's bearing relaxed. “Are you not feeling well, Mama?” She took
tentative steps toward the bed.

“Pretend we're not here with your mother, Sofia,” I suggested, “climb
into bed and hold her because she would like that. It would really help her.”

Sofia had reached the bed. “But you are here, Gregory. I can't just pre-
tend you're not. What's wrong with you?”

“That settles it, Serena. Your daughter has no acting prowess whatso-
ever, so you can toss those dreams away.”

“Gregory!” Serena warned.
“What is  he doing in your bed, Mother? And, for that matter, what is

she doing in your bed?”
“Come here and snuggle with me, my love, please,” Serena beckoned,

turning to her daughter.
“Okay,  although  this  is  really  weird,”  Sofia  commented,  but  she

climbed on the bed and crawled to Serena's far side and laid down next to her,
facing her, and smoothed her face. Serena let out  umms as Sofia stroked her
face like only a child would.

We all lay on Serena's bed together for quite some time, a long time, es-
pecially for a child with such energy and enthusiasm as Sofia, but all were
quiet, the only sounds coming from Serena and her soft moans induced by a
child stroking her face diligently, endlessly. I broke the silence. “Did you have
much of a breakfast before I arrived, Serena?”

“I couldn't eat anything. My stomach didn't feel well this morning.”
“We need to  get  you something to  eat!”  I  sat  up,  once  Jana  rolled



slightly away and I patted Jana's thigh. “Come. Let's rise and get our hostess
something good for her, and we'll enlist Serena's very competent and excellent
chef, Luisa.”

As the two of us slid off the bed, Serena asked, “What do you have in
mind?” She was less than enthusiastic.

“I was thinking turkey soup, like chicken soup, only better.”
“I like chicken soup!” Sofia exclaimed.
“Only better, with noodles, vegetables, like small, cut potatoes, carrots,

celery, maybe onions, with a nice stock. Turkey soup, and it comes with trypto-
phan, although no more, really, than other poultry, but if it has a good effect on
you, Serena, we'll dig up your chocolate stash and load you up, because choco-
late has a lot of tryptophan.” I paused for a moment to gauge Serena's interest.
Out  came  Lord  Pacifico.  “Tryptophan  is  an  essential  amino  acid,  one  of
twenty-two. Do not ignore amino acids, the building blocks of life.”

“You make my head spin, Gregory,” Serena complained, and buried her
head in her pillow.

I turned to Jana, with Lord Pacifico at the helm, and advised, “We have
our work cut out for us, my faithful assistant. Follow me.”

“It is a daunting task, Lord Pacifico, is it not?”
“Such as, perhaps, never been faced in all of humankind.”
“Will you two just leave so I can have some peace.”
“Me, too, Mama. Jeesh!”
Luisa, as I expected, was thrilled. She only had chicken stock. “It's hard

to find turkey stock, except maybe around Thanksgiving, Senor Gregory.”
“It will have to do, and why not add chickpeas. They have lots of tryp-

tophan, and barley, too. Oats have lots. Barley is close to oats.” I turned to my
competent, lovely and invitingly beautiful assistant. “I love tryptophan. I don't
care  what  they say about  turkey being so much like  other  poultry.  After  a
hearty meal of turkey and all which goes with it, I feel absolutely  great, so
much that I must loosen my belt and take a wonderful nap, and who doesn't?”
Jana shook her head but Luisa laughed as she gathered ingredients.

After looking in the pantry Luisa announced, “We have barley, Senor!”
“That settles the matter! Turkey soup for all! Bring on the tryptophan!”
“How can you be so sure turkey soup, or, more appropriately, the mira-

cle amino acid, tryptophan, will help Serena?” my endearing assistant inquired.
“I  can't,  dear  Jana,  but...Serena  doesn't  know  that,”  I  replied  and

glanced to  Luisa as she started assembling things on the counter,  “and she
won't, will she, Luisa?”

Without a pause in her action,  Luisa stated,  “I  heard nothing, Senor
Gregory.”

“You are shameless, Gregory,” Jana implored.
“Lord Pacifico will do, madam,” I advised and Jana punched me lightly

on my shoulder.
I cannot state, in all  good conscience, that turkey soup, and by exten-

sion, the miracle amino acid, tryptophan, is the antidote for the debilitating ef-
fects of menopause on women, or any woman, but once Serena had indulged



on the turkey soup concoction which Luisa stirred up, she felt better than she
had felt for weeks. No hot flashes the rest of the day, no headaches, and, of
course, no period. That was, mercifully for Serena, over. No more periods for
her and good riddance.  Cumon! You seriously wouldn't  want me to reverse
that, do you? No woman in all of human history has  ever enjoyed her men-
strual period! Are you that inhumane? Although, to be completely honest, there
are times when a woman is relieved to have her period. I don't have to be ex-
plicit about  when, do I? And those of you on the  male side of the equation
never have to experience that, do you, you fucking dogs?

Serena felt so well in the afternoon we all indulged in her chocolate
stash. In fact, once I realized exactly how much chocolate she had stashed all
over her house, I was stunned, but not to the point of inaction. “This will do,
and this, too. That's nice. Let's try some of it. This, too. Sofia, you would love
this, wouldn't you? Oh, I can see myself slipping this between your lips, Jana.”

“I believe you, Gregory, when you tell me you don't like chocolate all
that much,” Serena remarked, but it didn't stop us. We all ate  far too much
chocolate this afternoon, but we all survived the ordeal. I recall no complaints.

All which remained in the tryptophan experiment concerned only what
might happen in the intimate hours of the evening and following morning. I
thought I wouldn't push it, and when all three of us, Jana, Serena and I, gath-
ered together on Serena's luxurious and very large bed—after I had undressed
both and both cooperated to undress me—I only considered how much I en-
joyed every sensation I could experience with both women next to me, the
touch of their naked bodies so prevalent and fulfilling, since both were so ac-
tive. I was not going to push it but Serena kissed me intently and her body was
spread over mine, so I  instinctively slipped my hand over her stomach, her
bush—I could feel the coarseness of her pubic hair—and she made no effort to
stop me. Onward I slipped my hand between the splay of her legs and, seconds
later, my finger spread, opened and was inside her sacred tunnel and she was
wet,  because there  was  no resistance whatsoever.  Serena  instantly  moaned,
paused one brief moment, and kissed me harder, with more intensity, with a
certain deliberation. I think I didn't push it. I only think it because Serena made
no effort to stop me, to protect herself. I think she was already wet, knew it,
and had no intention to stop me. I  could be wrong, but I  am talking about a
woman who, almost singularly, cannot be pushed to do something she does not
want to do. She is legendary in her business for this very aspect of her person-
ality, her very being. You simply are not going to be successful pushing Serena
Dominguez. She pushes back, usually a lot harder.

No more details, though. I really have to make some effort with the “no
details” promise,  something the average person is going to assign to me as
made with reasonable good faith. This is not easy for me, mind you, trying to
be as open as I possibly can, and I remember this stuff, and I truly enjoy these
strolls down memory lane, and top it off with the fact it's almost as fun when I
put it in words. Then, I have to go back and delete it all, as I had to do with this
one, which happens to be one of my all-time favorites.  Why wouldn't it be? I
fucked one woman while in bed with a second woman, who, during copulation



with the first whispered so we could both hear, “Fuck Serena completely, Gre-
gory. Give her all she wants. Make her love you. Make me love you.” That's all
you get, mostly because if there is an afterlife, Serena will be chasing me with
a hot poker in hand—I have no doubt she knows what to do with it—followed
closely by an irate Jana, who is only behind Serena because Serena slipped be-
yond “irate” hours before. Since neither you nor I can be absolutely certain
there is no afterlife, I must make a reasonable effort to honor the “no details”
pledge. Otherwise, I am spending the next eternity, on the run.

Wednesday was a better day for Serena. She drank no coffee, had no
hot spells, no headache, except a mild and dull one, probably due to lack of
caffeine as I explained, but two pain pills dispatched it after thirty minutes. “I
haven't felt this good in weeks,” Serena told me, right before she wrapped her
arms around me and kissed me long and fully.

“It was only Lord Pacifico. My, how he knows you so well.” She kissed
me again.

We all ate more turkey soup for lunch, though Serena made the com-
ment, “I can't eat turkey soup every day. You're going to have to come up with
something else, Lord.”

We swam in the pool most of the afternoon. I watched Sofia while she
swam lengths, slid into the pool and showed Serena the breast stroke, and held
her as she practiced for a minute or two. “You should become an expert at this
stroke in no time, my love.”

“Why do you say that?”
“Because you spread your legs so well.”
She stood up in the pool and leaned to my ear. “Sometimes I don't even

have to do that.”
I  hopped  out  of  the  pool  to  drink  some  beer  and  relax  a  bit.  Jana

climbed out of the pool,  walked up to me and put her arms at  my sides. I
slipped my arms around her, the beer bottle in my right hand, and rested them
on her back. “When are you going to make me love you, Gregory?”

“Since I said I wanted to recharge this morning?”
“That's right. You're putting me off, making me wait.”
I leaned to her ear. “You were wet last night, weren't you?”
Jana laughed. “How could I not be?”
I looked in her eyes wearing my half-smile. “We should leave the pool

early and I'll make you my appetizer for dinner.”
“I like a man with a plan,” Jana responded, her deviant smile firmly set

on her face.
We left the pool early, after drying our legs and a towel each hanging

from  our  shoulders.  We  couldn't  leave  without  the  third  degree  from  the
youngest. “Where are you going, Gregory?”

“I want to show Jana something.”
“Why can't you show Jana that something here at the pool, Gregory?”

she inquired further.
“Because that something is in the bedroom, and, once I show it to Jana,

and explain it, I think I'll take a shower and get ready for dinner.” I stopped at



the pool entrance and looked back to Sofia. “Will you wash my back for me?”
“I will not!” Sofia exclaimed. She turned away to swim some more but

added, “That's disgusting!”
“Yeah, you probably can't reach.” I turned to follow Jana. “What was I

thinking?”
When Jana and I reached the bedroom, I closed and locked the door be-

hind her,  and pushed her up against  the wall  to  kiss her  slowly.  When we
stopped I pushed my hips against her, both of us barefoot in our bathing attire,
and looked down at our hips to see where we met. “What are you looking at?”

“I'm still a little high,” I said, looking at her face of uncertainty. “Slip
on your high heels.” I stepped back and she walked to the closet and pulled out
the pair of high heels she wore the night they picked me up at the airport. She
slipped them over  her  feet  and walked to  the  wall,  turned her  back and I
stepped up close. I looked at how we met now. “That will work.”

“You're going to fuck me against the wall?”
“Wearing nothing but your high heels, dear. Do you like or do you have

something better in mind?”
“Get these off,” she said, glancing at her bikini. Easy, gone in sixty sec-

onds. “My turn.” Mine was gone in thirty. I liked this sexual encounter, Jana
wearing  her  high heels,  braced against  the  wall.  “Keep it  hitting  me  right
there...I'll cum for you.” She did, moments later. I must have been hitting her
right. Mine was a struggle, but I managed. I wasn't a decrepit old man, yet.

When I share these experiences—
obviously with those I know can handle
it  because  quite  a  few  cannot—most
ask how can I remember these encoun-
ters?  How  could  anyone remember
them?  It's  really  simple.  I  remember
them because they're so memorable. I
give my partners equal credit. Each one
is as responsible for making it memo-
rable. I couldn't do it without them.

When Jana, Serena and I laid in Serena's bed together, I made a sugges-
tion. “We all know I cannot possibly fuck both of you at the same time. That's
when  two of me would come in handy but it's not gonna happen. When my
partner has an orgasm, and I have done it a few times with both of you, I have
reached my goal. It's what I want every time. I want my partner to have an or-
gasm more than my own. And it is not becoming any easier for me to reach or-
gasm, so if I can get my partner to an orgasm, it's my idea of success. I know
with both of you, you want my orgasm more than your own. I know this about
both of you since I have heard this sentiment forever. The problem with my or-
gasm is once I reach it I'm done. And if I reach an orgasm with one of you, I
can't do anything about the other because I'm spent.  So, I have been thinking
there  is a way I  might be able to get both of you to reach orgasm during the
same experience. Hear me out on this...If I lick one of you to orgasm, then I
can fuck the other, hopefully, to her orgasm and have it lead to mine. That way,



I can satisfy both of you to your individual orgasms, and still may have mine,
which would satisfy one of you, but I can only satisfy one anyway. If we try it,
I really am only going to have the energy to do it at night or the morning but
not both. Remember I'm not a young man and I'm not superman either, but I
think I can do it, and do it reasonably well. What do you think?”

“Do you think about this kind of stuff all the time, Gregory?”
“When I'm with two beautiful women whom I want to satisfy more than

anything else like this, yes, I think about this kind of stuff.”
“How are you going to do this, then?” Jana asked. “Who's going to de-

cide who gets the cunning linguist,  your phrase, not mine, and who gets to
rumble?” I liked the way Jana put it all together.

“Well, I would first suggest you decide between yourselves, but if you
want it to be fair and stay with the idea of turns then the one who has the turn
gets to rumble, your phrase, not mine, and the other gets the cunning linguist,
which is my phrase and I like it.”

Jana sat up on her elbow to look at both of us. “So, if we stick with
turns I get the cunning linguist, your phrase and it's okay, and Serena gets to
rumble, my phrase and I like it.”

Jana and I turned to Serena. “What if I'm not feeling well or I can't get
wet? It will happen. What then?”

“I would want to skip.” I turned to Jana. Jana nodded her head.
“That could go on for days, Gregory,” Serena advised.
“This is only for the time when we all share a bed together, Serena. If

you're not feeling well or can't get wet, I still want to sleep with you, and while
Jana is here I want her sleeping with us, too. You know what we did when we
left the pool this afternoon. I don't have to tell you. When you're not feeling
well or can't get wet for days, as long as Jana wants to, we'll go off by our-
selves. And, hell, Serena, the same thing applies to you. Maybe you're out of it
at night or the morning, but during the day you start feeling better. I give you
affection, as I am sometimes crazily motivated to do, and you start feeling a lit-
tle moist where it counts, hey! We're going to go off by ourselves, aren't we?”

Serena chuckled. “I would be disappointed if we didn't.”
Jana put her arm across my stomach and gently rubbed it back and forth

and asked, “When do we start this, Gregory, because judging by what  I can
see, you're about there now?”

“He's premature. He was probably  born premature. He's ready when-
ever I am and often when I'm not. I want to wait until the morning.”

“And who goes first?”
“Jana goes first. She has the date with the cunning linguist. You have a

date to rumble, which comes immediately after all linguistic activity.”
“What about,” Serena hesitated, “having to watch?”
I looked at the ceiling when I answered, “I think Jana's past it, Serena.

If it's a concern for you, whether watching or  being watched, there's turning
one's back or waiting in the bathroom. What other choice is there?”

“Watching or being watched is  hard for me, Gregory,” Serena com-
plained. “I'm not used to it.”



“Then it's either turning one's back or waiting in the bathroom, unless,
one wants to put on a robe and wait in our bedroom. You have to decide. I'm
not deciding. I'm trying to come up with a way I can satisfy both of you so nei-
ther of you has to wait  two days, which is the way it's been going for some
time. I'm trying to fix that. That's all I'm trying to do. Fix that.”

Serena stroked my cheek a few times, leaned toward me and kissed my
cheek. “Let's see what happens in the morning, little boy. I'm impressed you
think up things like this. That brain of yours never ceases to amaze me.”

The morning was successful,  for  me at  least.  I  helped two different
women each reach orgasm and I eventually reached one. It's true I reached two
orgasms in a matter of minutes, not once but twice, yet this has occurred over
the span of some forty years of sexual activity. I think it's about the maximum
for any man, thus bringing into focus the gender difference. Multiple orgasms
is the domain of the female. It's one and done for the man.

Despite her reluctance from our discussion, Serena never rose from the
bed or turned her back. When it was time for her, Serena never said a word
about a need for Jana to turn away, or leave the bedroom. We all went with it
exactly the way it played out, no hesitancy, no demands, no embarrassment. It
seemed all natural, if nature was meant to accommodate two women to one
man. I remembered what Jana had suggested to me from the first time and she
came for me within, maybe, fifteen minutes. I was paying full attention to what
I needed to do, but Serena told me, when I asked her about the whole thing
later when we could speak in private, she had felt this strong urge to engage
with Jana, looking at her body, looking in her face as Jana turned to look to
her, and they were kissing for a while and Serena had reached to Jana's breasts
and rubbed and fondled them. “I've done that, you know,” she reminded me.

I let Serena drive. When I started to climb atop her she said she wanted
to be on top. I watched while she rode me as Jana bent over my face and kissed
me and stroked my cheek, while Serena rubbed the back of Jana's head, sliding
her fingers through Jana's long hair, watched as Jana lifted to turn to Serena
and squeezed Serena's bare breasts and kissed her fully, watched as Serena re-
jected all distraction and brought me to orgasm by working her hips against my
erection to create a feeling inside my head which took me there. When Serena
collapsed on top of me and I swirled my hands over her back, I thought the
only act I hadn't witnessed yet was Serena licking Jana. I concluded it was a
matter of time. I was going to witness it.

At breakfast as I sat between both women and watched them eat while I
sipped  coffee  because  I  wasn't  hungry—normal  for  me—I  brought  up  my
plans, since I had been contemplating them all night. “I'm going to call Lena
this morning and tell her I'll be back in two weeks.”

“She won't like to hear that.”
“No matter which way I turn, somebody gets hurt, Jana.”
“It's the company you attract, Gregory, and the price we pay.”
“And I will probably fly back here before I leave for Africa. I'll want to

meet with Esperanza, since I'm anticipating she'll have analysis results for me,
and I will  have to see at least one woman whom I love and desire deeply,” I



glanced to Serena as she smiled warmly, “and perhaps another woman whom I
love and desire deeply,” I glanced to Jana as she smiled warmly, “if she's not
busy on some movie project.” I saw Jana frown. I brushed her cheek gently.

I turned to look to Serena, who was watching me touch Jana, but she
smiled openly. “So you're going to be the jetsetter you told me you'd hate to
become?”

“When I know I won't see any of you for a year or more, probably celi-
bate the whole time, yeah, I'll be the jetsetter, and I'll want the time alone with
you or Jana or even Esperanza to be memorable, very memorable, because it's
all I'll have for a while, memories.”

Serena took on a serious demeanor. “You better make it memorable for
me, too. Memories are all I'll have once you take off for Africa, little boy. Don't
you ever forget that!”

I called Lena when I knew her work day was over and she'd be home.
We talked for over an hour and, while she was not happy with my change in
plans, she told me she expected it. “It doesn't surprise me, Gregory. I know
how you feel about Serena and I think there's a feeling growing inside you
about Jana, too. I am already sharing you, but I think I have always been shar-
ing you. I think it's good since you've been with her Serena is feeling better.
That doesn't surprise me either. Some day I'll have to go through it, too. I'll try
to get through it the best I can but when you're there, it will help me feel better.
And you'll be there, won't you?”

“If you won't quit on me, Lena.”
“I've always said I won't quit on you, Gregory, so you will be there, just

as I know you'll be back with me soon. I can wait. For you, Gregory, I  will
wait, because there's no one else I want but you. I'll wait for you when you
leave for Africa, what will seem an eternity, because you'll come back to me,
won't you, Gregory?”

“I've said I won't quit on you, Lena, and I can't. I know I'll have sleep-
less nights because I  can't  get  you out of my mind. I've already  had those
sleepless nights.”

“I've been thinking about coming to visit you in Africa. I've thought
about going back to Africa for years. When you're there, what more incentive
do I need?”

“It  would sure make it  easy to  get up and do some work when my
African queen is beside me. You'll have to wear some clothes most of the day,
though, dear, since I imagine there will be a few men in the immediate vicinity,
many of whom will be drooling looking at you with your clothes on.”

“Oh, you don't think I could produce that type of reaction, do you, Gre-
gory?” Lena asked, trying to be sweet, but she laughed immediately.

“You're an African queen, Lena. One look and everyone knows it.”
What was left to make the day complete was taking Jana to her house

so she could pack some clothes, since she had been wearing only the clothes
she had worn or the little she had left at Serena's from a previous visit. Serena
summoned her driver and Jana and I rode out to her place. She asked me how
much  she  should  pack.  “Enough  for  two  weeks,  my  love.  You've  got  two



strong men here to help, so you should look your best, and pack two or three
really nice outfits or dresses. Serena has something coming up next week with
her make-up endeavors, some kind of launch I think, and we're all going, plus
I'm taking us all to Michael's restaurant at least once and I want both of you
looking superb. You are my love, Jana, and Serena is my love, too. I can love
you both and I do. I give you my all. When I go out with you or Serena or even
both of you, I want you looking fabulous, because I know both of you can, es-
pecially when you know you're doing it for me.” Since we weren't in any hurry,
she tried on some of her more fashionable gowns, dresses and outfits. I simply
sat on the edge of her bed while she stripped to her underwear and slipped on
another  selection,  always  making appropriate  comments,  usually  something
like, “Now that looks fabulous. I am going to enjoy removing that from your
body at night.” Some things never change when you're completely incorrigible.

When we returned to Serena's spread, after we put all  four of Jana's
bags in  our bedroom, we all sat in the Great Room sipping cocktails for the
ladies  and  beer  for  me.  I  asked  Serena  if  she  had  done  any  research  on
menopause, specifically foods and drinks to generally avoid or to consume. We
were quite convinced—since she had stopped drinking coffee and still hadn't
felt any hot flashes and the type of headache which would come with it—cof-
fee was a drink she should avoid. Serena had not done any. “It's all in English,
usually, Gregory,” she complained, “and trying to do that kind of searching on
the internet, reading the results in English is frustrating for me, but it's even
more frustrating trying to do it in Spanish. Errrrr!” She was frustrated all right.

“Cumon, you two!” I said and stood. Jana and Serena both rose and we
walked to Serena's bedroom. “Turn your computer on, Serena, and bring it up
to the desktop, and Jana,  you're going to help Serena do some research.” I
smiled as Serena sat and turned on her computer while Jana pulled up a chair
to sit next to her. I leaned in between them, kissed Serena on her left cheek,
Jana on her right, and leaned back with a hand on a shoulder of each, squeez-
ing gently. “And this should help you, too, Jana. You'll go through it like every
woman in the world. Educate yourself so it won't  grind your life to a halt.
That's really what it's done to you except for the last couple days, Serena, but it
shouldn't be that way. And when you find something you think is helpful, Jana,
send yourself the link so you can get it later. And take all the time you want,
please.” I stepped away toward our bedroom. “I'm going to throw on my trunks
and go swimming with your adorable little daughter, Serena, you know, the
one who's falling in love with me.”

Serena turned to me with a deadly smile. “Yes, and if you ever end up in
bed with my daughter, Gregory, I'll cut your heart out.”

I turned to walk away. “Now that's a disincentive I'll remember.”
I spent the rest of the afternoon swimming with Sofia and harmlessly

flirting with Carla. You expect me to change? When would that be? Jana and
Serena, taking breaks to refresh their refreshments, spent the rest of the after-
noon researching menopause. They would experiment with translating through
the browser a page from English to Spanish or from Spanish to English. When
they shut it all down before dinner Serena had a considerable amount of paper



printed from web sites which had useful information, and both women were in
good spirits as we all sat at the dining room table. I was the lone male sur-
rounded by four adorable females, although one was still a minor, having been
warned about a certain surgical procedure by her parent should our relationship
extend beyond a merely platonic one, and another female who was a member
of the help.  Don't have sexual relations with the help. It creates trouble, in
which you will be neck deep. I had warned the New York audience with this
very piece of certain advice. I take it to heart. It's how I got married. Let's see,
how did that turn out again?

In  the  evening we sat  in  the  Great  Room,  Carla  included,  and first
watched the Blu Ray version of  The True Cross, though not the movie itself
but all the stuff we included on the disk. Much of it I sat in meetings with the
other producers to consider but some meetings and decisions I missed, espe-
cially most of the section Movie Within the Movie, which consists of samples
from the outfit John hired to shoot what was taking place on the set. They liter-
ally  had hundreds  of  hours  of  recordings.  We could  have  produced ten  or
twenty Blu Ray disks with only those recordings,  but  it  was fun revisiting
Henry the horse, or listening to the banter and teasing and joking which would
constantly be a part of the proceedings on the set as everything was prepared
and everyone was readying themselves. One of my favorites was finishing a
scene of exhaustive and demanding horse riding, collapsing in my chair when
we wrapped, my hat still on my head, and Serena slipped behind me to lean on
my head, pushing my hat over my eyes and I sat there immobile, until she fi-
nally pulled my hat off and kissed my forehead while I still made no effort to
move. It brought back a lot of memories, and sometimes Serena and I would
try to guess the names of the cast or crew to see which one of us could remem-
ber first. It was such a treat for me because Jana sat on my left and Serena sat
on my right and there was practically no time which passed when I couldn't
feel both next to me, until Jana received a call. We paused the disk and listened
to her talk on the phone. It was a producer offering her a job. Jana thought for a
moment and accepted, giving them an address which wasn't her house to send
the contract. “No, it's not my home address. That's correct, but I'm not staying
at my house right now. I'm with some dear friends for the next couple weeks so
send it to the address I gave you, if you would, please.” Jana sat and glanced
around at all of us, smiling big and wide. She would be back to work soon.
Serena, on the other hand, had left instructions with her agent and publicist she
would not be working for perhaps a year or more. She wanted no further expla-
nation but told both she had no intention of working. Menopause was enough.
Work was out of the question.

This night, though, was a little out of the usual. Jana drank quite a bit. I
stopped drinking beer for a while, for quite a while, in truth. Serena stopped
drinking, too, but Jana did not. When she passed out on my shoulder, I turned
to Serena sitting on my other side, and said, “I've got to take Jana to bed, Ser-
ena.” Serena rose and I, as delicately as possible, rose while keeping Jana up-
right, and helped her to rise from the sofa. She was considerably wobbly on her
legs and I wasn't even sure I could walk with her back to Serena's bedroom. I



also didn't think I could carry her in my arms. Jana was almost as tall as I was
and weighed as much if not more. I had no other choice. I squatted before her
and bent her over my shoulder and lifted up. I wiggled her body on my shoul-
der for balance and carried her across my shoulder to Serena's bedroom. I put
her gently down on her wobbly feet right at the edge of the bed, set her down
on her rear, and laid her top half on the bed with her head on a pillow and lifted
her legs from the floor, swinging them on the bed. I kissed her cheek. Jana was
completely out the entire time.

Serena and I finished watching one of her movies playing on a network.
I liked watching her movies with her and making silly comments about them. I
think Serena hated it, but she would do it every time I suggested it, mostly be-
cause I would tease her when we would run across one of them. “Don't tell me,
Serena! You're ashamed you made this movie!? You couldn't lift it into the pan-
theon of all-time great movies? What kind of actress are you? You're not a B-
movie actress, are you? You mean I'm in love with no one but a  B-movie ac-
tress?!!” Oh, she hated it, with the expected result we would watch it and I
would get every dig in there I could think of. She would keep doing it, though.
I think it was her inflated Mexican pride.

We went to bed early morning, leaving Jana as she was, fully dressed.
The two of us had our wits about us and I was in the mood so I suggested to
Serena I could take care of her. I did so with her full cooperation and guidance.
I liked it. She taught me a couple more things I could use in the future. The
cunning linguist always has room for improvement.

Jana woke early, I suspect at about the same time she noticed her head
was pounding. “Oh, God, my head,” is, I'm fairly certain, the first words which
came from Jana's mouth this morning. I'm only assuming, since I  was asleep
until I felt Jana rustle and utter those first few words. Her next words I do re-
member. “I need my clothes off. I'm so uncomfortable.”

I straddled her and began unbuttoning her blouse. When I unbuttoned to
her slacks, I grasped an arm in either hand near her shoulders and pulled her to
a sit-up position, then pulled out the bottom of her blouse from her slacks. I
slipped her blouse off her arms, reached around her back and unhooked her
bra. Over her shoulders that went, dropped to the floor next to her blouse. I
held her arms and said, “Lie down, little girl.” She did so. I removed her slacks
and panties, lifting her slightly from the bed while Serena pulled the cover and
sheet away from her so I could lay her on the mattress sheet. I took the cover
and sheet from Serena and placed them over Jana, then kissed her cheek. “You
need an aspirin or something, Jana, my little baby?” I leaned to kiss her again.

“Stop, Gregory,” Jana chided me. “I want to lay here and try to sleep
some more.” She turned her back to me, so I crawled in under the cover and
sheet between both, resting my arm across Serena's waist, with her back turned
to me, also. Serena and I only slept about an hour more, when we both arose
together, donning robes for the dining room, coffee for me, juice for Serena.

Serena and I took our time with breakfast, discussing plans for the day.
I wanted to try to get some writing done and we decided we would have dinner
at Michael's the following evening, Saturday. I asked Luisa for a glass of ice



water and when she brought it to me, I told Serena I was taking it to our little
baby in the mistress bedroom.

“Now, be nice, Gregory,” Serena remarked.
“I will, my love. I love her, too. You've seen me love her.”
“Don't remind me, Gregory. You'll make me horny.”
“You can't think of it any time during the day, even those times when I

love you?”
“I don't want to be horny, Gregory. Don't make me horny. Okay?”
“Huh. I can think about it  all day. I can be horny all day and still get

shit done. There's another difference between the genders. I'll have to remem-
ber it.”

“Will you take her glass of water, please, and stop bothering me?”
When I entered the bedroom Jana was lying on her side away from me

and she moaned. She was awake trying to shake a pounding headache. I set the
glass on the table and rubbed her hips gently. “Is it your head?”

“Yes,” Jana replied with some difficulty.
“Is your stomach in turmoil? Can you hold down a couple pain pills?”
“My stomach is fine. It's my head.”
I walked into the bathroom and grabbed two pills Jana preferred for

pain, ibuprofen, and returned. I rubbed her hips. “Turn over and take these.”
Jana slowly turned to me and sat up. I gave her the pills and she swallowed
both and drank some water from the glass I held for her. I took back the glass
and put my right hand to her forehead. “You don't feel hot, so it's not a fever.”

“My head is pounding, Gregory. I just want to lay down some more.”
“Do so,” I urged and Jana laid down and turned on her side away from

me. “I'll come back and check on you in a little while.”
“Thank you.”
When I checked on Jana an hour later she was feeling better, her head

not hurting as much, and she felt well enough to get up. I told her to wait, re-
trieved her robe from our bedroom and handed it to her after she rose slowly. I
walked with her to the dining room and Serena and I sat with her while she ate
a little, both of us refraining from remarks about her drinking last night.

I wrote some in the late morning and early afternoon, drinking coffee
until noon and a couple beers after. I was getting close to finishing Fractures,
and I wanted to complete it soon as I still had reading and rewrites to do. This
has become time consuming the more I write. Jana felt her usual self by the af-
ternoon and came into our bedroom as I was writing and sat on the bed. “You
took care of Serena last night?”

Without looking I replied, “She helps me a lot in that department.”
“So when are we going to rumble, old man?”
“I'm in the middle of this, Jana.” I turned to look to her and she was

pulling up her blouse. “I  am trying to get some work done. I have to make a
living,  too.” I kept watching her, though. I was captive and can't deny it.  I
hadn't noticed she locked the bedroom door.

Jana flipped her blouse to the floor and reached behind her back to un-
hook her bra. “I have learned a few things about you, Gregory, my love.” She



turned her  back to me to slip  her  bra off  and drop it  to  the floor,  while  I
couldn't take my eyes off her. As she stood to remove her slacks, she added,
“You possess an ability to stop whatever you're doing for something else and
start up right where you left off without missing a beat.” She sat on the bed,
pulling her slacks over her feet and tossing them to the floor. She stood again,
her back to me, and slid her panties down her legs, wiggling them to her feet
and sitting on the bed to flick them near her slacks. I sat admiring that brief
view of her ass. She rose from the bed, flashed me a view from front, turned
her back again and pulled the cover and sheet down to the foot. While she per-
formed this action, she proclaimed, “I admire how you can do it, just stop and
start where you left off. It really is a gift. You should be thankful.” As she laid
on the bed Jana turned to me and gave me the most disingenuous smile she
could summon. Settled on her back, I watched her spread her legs from my
side view at the desk. “I admire that in you. Now come admire this.”

I  slowly rose from the desk.  “You don't  play fair,  Jana.”  While  she
laughed I walked to the foot of the bed and gazed at the open invitation at the
convergence of her legs to her torso.

When Jana could see I was locked onto the sight she wanted me to ad-
mire, she slid her right hand down between her legs, rubbed her vagina and
pushed her finger, then two fingers, inside her vagina, moaning softly, closing
her eyes briefly. When she opened her eyes and my eyes locked onto hers, she
smiled with her unique deviance. “Everything's ready for you, Gregory. You
only have to come inside now.”

The only reason I sat down at the desk to get back to writing an hour
later was I still had half a warm beer left to consume. Waste not, want not, at
least not beer.

Serena decided at breakfast she would give Luisa the night off—along
with the next night when we would go to Michael's restaurant—and we would
all eat at a Mexican restaurant in one of the smaller towns out near her place.
We drove there about seven and walked in, and Serena and Sofia were immedi-
ately hugged by the middle-aged hostess. They all knew each other. We were
escorted to the banquet room and took two corner tables pushed together for all
of us, Carla and Lance completing our group. Serena was right about the food.
It was authentic and excellent. This woman knows her food. Whenever Serena
says we should eat at any place, I'm going with her. I know the food will be ex-
cellent. I think it's one of the reasons we get along so well. She never has to
worry about whether I'm going to like a food choice of hers. It's a given.

We returned after the meal and decided to congregate at the indoor pool
and listen to slower romantic tunes. For a while we all chatted amicably. Ser-
ena caught my fixed gaze, gave me her little seductive smile, rose and put out
her arms. We danced slow and easy, arms around the other holding tight. I re-
member her whispering to me, “You can't shake it very well, Gregory, but I
love to dance slow with you.”

“Shaking is something I haven't practiced much, my love, but when I
dance slow, I only hold on tight so it's impossible for you to leave me behind.”

“Oh, I know you won't let me and I don't want you to.”



It was only me for the male partner so I danced with everyone, Jana
next, and I danced with Carla, too. Carla was a little embarrassed when I asked
her to get up, but she held on tight and swayed with me for two songs and I en-
joyed her smile when we finished and walked to the others. “I haven't danced
with a man in months. That was nice. Thank you, Gregory.”

“My pleasure,  Carla.”  Both  Jana  and Serena  wanted  to  dance  some
more with me but I ignored them. “Cumon, ya little squirt, it's your turn.” Sofia
blushed with reluctance but I wouldn't let her slide. I came up and took her
arms resting on her chair. “You weigh practically nothing, little girl, so I could
hold you off the floor and sway with you.”

“That's not dancing,” she complained, but her smile gave it away.
I pulled her out of her chair and holding her hand tightly walked her

away from the chairs and pulled her against me, her head barely reaching my
chest, slipped my arms around her back and swayed with her. Eventually Sofia
slipped her arms around my back and pressed against me, listening to the mu-
sic and swaying every direction I swayed. When the next tune started Serena
and Jana rose from their chairs and walked away from the tables while Carla
laughed as the two of them wrapped around each other and danced slow to-
gether. Both Sofia and I watched them wide-eyed as each would close their
eyes and lean on the shoulder of the other, arms around the back would slowly
move up and down and squeeze. All four of us moved slowly together like two
couples, song after song. It was late but we kept at it. Sofia liked it. After her
initial reluctance I would ask her when the next song started if she wanted to
continue but she wouldn't let go. I think she knew if she did, she was headed
for bed. As it turned out when we finally did move back to the chairs, Jana and
Serena followed. Serena announced it was time for her daughter to go to bed.
“Tomorrow's another day, little one, with more adventure in store, but you have
to sleep to get to it.” Sofia gave a little pouting face but kissed everyone, even
Jana, and both Sofia and Carla left for their bedroom.

I took a seat between the two women as we talked lightly about the day,
teasing Jana a little about last night, laughing a little, smiling a lot. “You two
were quite the sight watching you dance together.”

“How so?” both asked simultaneously, and laughed.
“I'd look over and Jana's eyes were closed, holding you tight, Serena.

I'd look again and your eyes were closed, holding Jana tight. You'd rest your
head on her shoulder, it would reverse and Jana would rest her head on your
shoulder, and I'd watch your arms on the back of your partner, sliding slowly
up and down or back and forth. You both looked very comfortable dancing to-
gether. I didn't feel like interrupting at all, it's how comfortable you looked.”

“I enjoyed it. Did you, Serena?”
“I did! Your arms around me felt warm and you held me tight. Gregory

holds me tight. I like it when I dance slow and my partner holds me tight.”
“I felt you holding me tight, too,” Jana said, but she seemed a bit em-

barrassed when she said it and looked down to the floor briefly.
“I know what I feel when I dance slow with either of you.”
“What do you feel, little boy?” Serena teased me.



“I feel your warm body tight against me, and I feel it move to one side,
then the other, swaying slowly as I sway slowly with you. I can feel my feet lift
a little so I can follow where you move  your feet, all the while holding you
tight and feeling your body move against me. It always feels good.”

“It can't feel that good,” Serena teased me more. “I never feel the surge
you're so famous for.” She and Jana laughed together, glancing to each other.

“I've noticed that, too,” Jana remarked and both laughed again.
I looked to Serena as she smiled teasingly, then Jana, wearing her teas-

ing smile. I smiled my teasing smile. “I'm only trying to set the mood, to hold
you close, feel your head rest on my shoulder and move with me, slow and
easy, feel you so relaxed against me, and yet feel how tightly you hold onto
me, you will  not let me go. And if I set the mood right, the time will come
when that surge I've made famous will occur because you'll be ready, even re-
ceptive,  I  would say.  Why waste  that on the dance floor? Especially  when
Sofia and Carla are here. No, I'll wait until you're ready and set the mood while
we sway together, slow and easy.”

Serena looked to Jana. “Finished with your glass of wine?” Jana nod-
ded, lifting her empty glass. Serena looked to me, seeing I still had some beer
left. “Finish your beer, Gregory,” she commanded. I started to drink from the
bottle when she added, “I think the time has come, don't you, Jana?”

Jana rose from her seat to place her wine glass on the table. “I can't
think of a better time.”

Serena rose from her seat and began walking out and Jana followed her.
“We know about  cats  and dogs.  We're  cats.  He's  a  dog.  He'll  be following
soon.” They both laughed as they walked out of the room as I sat with half a
bottle of beer. I wasn't in the gulping mood so it took a minute or two, but I fin-
ished the beer, rose and set the bottle on the table.

When I reached Serena's bedroom both women were topless and work-
ing the clothes at the bottom half from their bodies as I walked past them. “I
gotta use the bathroom. I will join you both soon.”

“Take  your  time,”  Serena  advised  and  she  glanced  to  Jana  with  a
wicked smile.

I relieved myself, removed some toilet paper from the roll and wiped
around the rim of the stool and seat and anywhere else I thought I should. It's a
habit of mine when I use a toilet which is primarily used by a woman. You dis-
cover after sixty years most women tend to be very picky about  their toilets.
They want them clean, they specifically despise any splatter, and they want the
damn seat down, too. I put the seat down and stepped to the sink to wash my
hands. I dried my hands and stepped back into the bedroom.

When I looked over to the bed, surprise! Only a matter of time. Before
I had removed a single item of my clothing, I was standing a few feet from the
bed watching Serena licking Jana. She sat on her knees prostrate above Jana's
legs spread wide, and Serena's head bobbed up and down, back and forth be-
tween Jana's thighs. I stood motionless until Jana opened her eyes, smiled and
reached her right arm to me in an invitation. I removed my clothes and with
Serena's eventual urging, we all reached an orgasm, though Jana had seconds



because Serena wouldn't move and decided to continue on after Jana had al-
ready shook and moaned loudly with her first. Well, I thought I would witness
it. I keep going places I've never been before. How long will this keep up?

It kept up for the next two weeks. Night after night or morning after
morning, I found myself  somewhere I'd never been before.  Frequently they
would undress each other, team up on me, though only if neither had a stronger
desire to pursue. It had been my suggestion to summon the cunning linguist for
every encounter, but often I wasn't the linguist employed. Sometimes we'd play
parcheesi with three combatants and I would be thoroughly trounced, but the
eventual first and second place finishers would choose each other and even
more surprising: I was often discouraged from participating at all, expected to
sit or lie some distance away and observe. On the bright side neither produced
a substitute penis rendering  my presence unnecessary. No, they both shared
that with considerable enthusiasm, lest my ego deflate. I was still going places
I had never been before, and if I asked, I usually received this answer. “I've
done it before.” I heard it from both. Okay. Thanks for the info.

We dropped in on Michael at his fancy eatin' place Saturday night. I
called for the reservations. She said they were booked. “Would you like to be
added to the waiting list in case anyone cancels?”

“I'm sorry to hear it. I really wanted to take Michael up on his open and
indefinite free meal, since I showed him how to grow that great garlic he fea-
tures in his restaurant nowadays, but tell him Gregory Hess will catch up with
him another time, if it should ever happen, which might be the next time I'm in
the States from Europe or some other far-flung, exotic place I may be living,
and since I rarely come back to the States any more, well, tell him he can cook
that meal for me in Australia maybe.” Silence. For about a minute. “Anybody
there?” More silence but I could hear rumblings going on in the restaurant until
I heard a very loud voice shout, “You just left him on the phone?!”

“Gregory!”  Michael  said  over  the  phone,  very  suave  and  smooth.
“What time will you be here and how many in your party?”

“Michael, how are you, my crazy cooking friend? I haven't seen you in
ages! I'm going to have to sample  several dishes with that marvelous garlic
you've been growing.” Michael laughed. “Listen, Serena and some friends of
mine would like to satiate ourselves about eight this  evening if  it's  not too
much trouble and there will be a total of six. Can you squeeze us in somewhere
in your establishment? That would be the one I've never had the pleasure to en-
joy, you know.”

“Eight it is, Gregory. I have plenty of room for you, my friend.”
When we arrived at Michael's restaurant we were immediately escorted

to our table by the hostess, who apologized several times while we walked past
the main dining area to a more secluded area with only four table arrange-
ments. We all let Serena order the appetizers and when they were brought to
our table, Michael came out with our waiter. I stood up and hugged him, asking
if he had some of the gorgeous garlic he's been growing in the kitchen. “I will
bring you a bulb right now,” he said and disappeared.

When he returned he presented it to me with great flourish. “May I?” I



asked, intending to split it open to one of the cloves.
“Of course. Please be my guest, Gregory!”
I tore the bulb open, grabbing a clean plate, and scraped open a clove,

rubbed it hard, smelled its  extreme pungency, and licked my finger. “That is
some  very nice garlic, Michael,” I said, beaming at him as he beamed back.
“You have done very well, my friend. I am pleased.” I showed it to Jana sitting
next to me. “Rub your finger hard on this, smell it, then taste it.” I watched her
rub her finger over the clove, smell it, giving a look of astonishment, and stick
her finger in her mouth.

“Oh, my god, that's powerful!” Jana exclaimed and we all laughed.
“John warned me about you, Gregory,” Michael explained. “I believe

he said that you said, 'Two can play the game.'”
“Indeed, it is  exactly what I told him. Two can play the game. You're

not buying my meal this night or any other night. You met my terms fully,
Michael. I read your menu. I saw your sign out front. It's enough. You'll buy
some other lucky person's meal tonight. Let me decide. You let me slide and I'll
hand them the cash. I came prepared.” Michael laughed, came to my seat and
we shook hands.

“Deal! I'm not gonna win with you. I know. I'm delighted you finally
came to eat  with me.  Enjoy,  Gregory!  Enjoy,  all  of you!  Serena,  love you
dearly!”

Our meals were all off the charts. Even Sofia was licking her lips and
Lance was in heaven and he had eaten at Michael's restaurant before. Jana and
Carla were speechless. Before we were readying to leave, Michael came out
again to wish us well, and see what I would do. “Michael, my friend, there's
only one uncertainty I have.”

“What's that, Gregory?”
“This free meal you have offered me, through John, how far does it ex-

tend? To just me or to my entire group? And remember this is your largess. It
comes out of your bottom line.”

I must give Michael his due. He never hesitated when he announced,
“Why, my offer, Gregory, extends to your  entire table.” He flashed a look of
mock hurt. “I'm surprised you would even ask.”

Our more secluded room had been occupied the whole time we were
there, but several times during our meal, we had been interrupted by people sit-
ting at two of the tables. There  was one table with two couples I estimated
were in their late twenties who had noticed Serena and I but they all simply
nodded or made some other innocent acknowledgment. Other than this they
left us alone and never made any effort to intrude. I waved Michael to ap-
proach me. “Michael, the two couples over there,” and I pointed discreetly to
them, “would you please find out how much their meal is going to be and let
me know. I intend to buy their meal, at your expense, of course.”

Michael smiled wide. “Give me a minute, Gregory.”
A few minutes later the couples' waiter appeared and came to my seat.

He held in his hand the current receipt for their meal. It was about three hun-
dred and some dollars, so far. I had looked at the dessert prices and figured it in



my head and noted the wine they had been drinking. I figured another glass of
wine for all in my head, too, and assumed five hundred would cover it all.

I stood and walked to the two couples' table and introduced myself to
the nearest male I reached. “Excuse me. I'm Gregory Hess.”

The man said, “I knew it was you.” He stuck out his hand. I wanted to
be polite and not make everyone stand for a hug so I shook his hand. “Andy.
This is my best friend, Leonard. This is his wife, Dorothy, and my better half,
Olivia.”

As Andy introduced each, I reached and squeezed each hand offered. “I
wanted you all to know I appreciate your discretion to leave us to ourselves
and not come over to our table and interrupt us. Serena and I want to thank
you. I knew you recognized us but you kept your shit together,” and they all
laughed, “so we have decided your dinner tonight is on us.” Now they looked
shocked. “Well, not on us. Chef Michael insists I eat at his restaurant for free
forever because I helped him learn how to grow garlic the right way, but he
gave me everything I insisted. It's why my name is on  his menu. Enough.” I
pulled out my cash and flipped over five hundred dollar bills and handed it to
Andy. “This should cover your meal, a dessert for each of you, should you
choose, and another glass of wine. Please accept it with our compliments and
may your future be filled with peace, love and cooperation.” I squeezed Andy's
shoulder, waved, and walked back to our table as everyone rose. We all waved
at the two couples as we left, noting their complete astonishment.

Serena's make-up launch came later in the week, Friday night. She in-
sisted. “I don't care if it ruins anyone's weekend. I'm having it Friday and that's
it.” See? Serena pushes back.

Jana and I accompanied Serena, we arrived at the back of the venue,
and I was soon greeted with a demand. “You'll have to go off with Gerald. See
him with the earpiece and the clipboard? He's producing tonight. You can't go
back stage, not where the girls are dressing. Do you want to come back stage,
Jana?” No wonder I don't like these things. Can you fault me?

I made it through all right. I wandered around the audience and forgot
about both. Well, I didn't forget them. I simply found other things to occupy
my time. I saw Jada Pinkett Smith. She totally ignored me, the mountain man
without a tuxedo. How completely destitute. Her husband, Will, was not look-
ing all too enthusiastic, but when he noticed his wife looked disparagingly at
me, he had to see who that was. Shit, he recognized me.

“You can't be here  stag, Gregory Hess!” Will exclaimed loudly so all
within a hundred yards could hear. “It's so unlike you, from what I've heard.”

“You have the voice, Will, since you used to sing, or so I've heard. Say
it louder so everyone in Palos Verdes can hear. I think they may have missed
it.” He laughed. At least Will has a sense of humor since I was only half kid-
ding.

“What  are you doing here? You  can't  be scoping babes.  You've got
plenty.”

“I see you still have your sense of humor. Ten years in Hollywood and
it's usually history.” He reached me and wanted to give me a brother hand, arm



or elbow greeting, whatever is vogue at the time. “It's a hug or nothing, Will.” I
put my arms out and Will stepped up to me and hugged me tentatively.

“Here with Serena?”
“Well, I came here with her. Don't ask me where she is. No clue.”
“You're Gregory!” Jada exclaimed. “I was wondering who you were.” I

really didn't think she was wondering too long. I think she had come to a con-
clusion instantly. I hugged her anyway. Her hug was less tentative than Will's
hug, I should add and I will.

“Kendall told me about running into you at the Oscars party,” Will re-
marked. “A woman on either side and one on your lap. Yeah, you don't have a
reputation.” He laughed. I didn't but I smiled politely. A little louder he added,
“Congratulations on your Oscar!” He patted my back.

That was all it took. One minute later I had gone from ignored, perhaps
even shunned—I think it's a given—to the darling of the moment, the center of
attention which spread out like a nuclear blast. I actually wished I had a ciga-
rette so I could step outside and smoke and have some peace. You would think
the make-up, modeling crowd wouldn't give a shit about a screenwriter, even
an Oscar-winning screenwriter.  They did though and some of the questions
were so disappointing at times—I am really trying to refrain from writing mo-
ron—that I could barely contain myself. I did, with a smile no less. Thankfully,
Jana, then Serena appeared out of nowhere, or from back stage, something like
that, and Serena and Jada and Will traded whoppers, or something like that,
and I kept trying to fend off the attention I so wished on anyone else. I looked
to Jana, standing by herself, a little out of place but obscure, though she looked
delicious. I wanted that, well, not to look delicious. That will never happen. I
cannot be on anyone's menu.

When I flew back to Germany I was ready. I had enough eye-popping
experiences to last me a lifetime. It may seem out of character and it probably
is. I was beginning to think, though, two women every night seems to slowly
grow out of control. That's what I was thinking. I didn't seem to have any con-
trol with either one. They were going to do what they wanted. I always encour-
aged them to do so. I even told either, then both frequently, “I will do whatever
you want, as long as no one gets hurt.” I wasn't expecting both to be so frater-
nal with each other. You're right if you're thinking I was a little disappointed I
wasn't the center of their attention. I can skip being the center of your attention
since I know you have better things to do. When it comes to Jana, for whom I
love and desire deeply, and Serena, for whom I love and desire deeply, I crave
being the center of attention, and when I'm not, I at least wonder why. Disap-
pointment's not far away from wondering what the heck is going on.



Segment Twenty-Two
When I called Lena Friday, the

day before my flight back to Germany,
she told me Pia had discovered some
interesting  items  featuring  me  on  the
internet, some web sites of curious dis-
position. “Like what?”

“Such as a site that's like a Gre-
gory Hess worship temple.”

“Great!  Just  what  I've  been
missing. Idol worship.”

“There are quite a few of vary-
ing stages of  idol worship, as you call
it,” Lena went on, “but there's even one
with  links  to  just  about  everything
you've done,  links  to  pirate  copies of
your movies, all ten shows, quite a lot.”

“Is the site charging for the content?” This was my only concern.
“I don't know, Gregory. I thought you should know.”
“I'll have to check myself before I talk to Nancy. If it's all free there's

little incentive to shut them down, since the more people who link to them get
my work,  my ideas, my infection. It's always been my intention to infect the
world.”

“Yes, but it hasn't been your intention to denigrate yourself like one of
these other sites.”

“What do you mean?”
“Well, one is titled Why We Hate Gregory Hess. It's pretty scorching.”
“To be honest, Lena, I'm surprised it's taken this long for that sort of

stuff. I don't think you could put me in your general interest category, one of a
mildly amusing, strictly entertainment variety. I've been rather scorching about
the human condition for some time now. They seem to be playing catch-up.”

“Scorching and scathing, Gregory, is how I would describe it.”
“Okay. I'll check them when I get back. I don't want to think about it on

a flight which lasts more than half a day. I'll be too drunk to stagger off the
plane. Besides I have a date with a big, beautiful woman I admire and cherish.
I have to keep my act together for that.”

“I've been saving up for you, too, dear. I'll be ready. How about you?”
“Be at the airport with Heinz. I'll make amends, my love.”
Now I had another item to add to my growing “take stock of where I

am in my life” list. I was going to be working on the list and setting priorities
on the flight back. I had quite a bit already backlogged to accomplish in the
next three months, and the only sex I was contemplating during the whole time
would include just one partner. Multiple sex partners were making me dizzy.

I was very happy to be back where I belonged. I belonged in Germany,
for now at least. When I walked out of the plane into the terminal, there she



was. You couldn't miss her, even with a cursory look around. She stood out like
a sole Caravaggio amid a roomful of Kincade  light paintings. No one could
possibly miss her.

There was Heinz next to her, too, smiling wide, a happy man. I was
happy to see him. I was growing to love the crazy taxi driver almost like a
brother,  so much so I had considered on the flight over the ocean I should
schedule a night some time soon and invite Heinz and his whole family. He
knew so much about me and I hardly knew anything about him.

I walked up to Lena, the beauty who makes light paintings pale in com-
parison, and decided I wouldn't lift her like last time. Instead, I dropped my
bags deliberately at my side and slipped my arms around her and kissed her for
several minutes. I made  Lena break. “Gregory! You won't stop for anything
will you? Even in public!” Lena complained, smiling wide and open.

“Especially in public, Lena. I want everyone to know. Now they do.”
“You  two  should  be  married,”  Heinz  teased.  “That  belongs  behind

closed doors.”
Lena laughed. “You make me so happy,” she gushed. “You came back

like you promised and you make me feel you missed me. Did you miss me?”
I moved closer so I could put my mouth close to her ear. “Sleepless

nights, Lena. I have them because I haven't seen you in days, felt you in days,
loved you in days.”

Lena kissed me quickly and moved toward the baggage area. “Come,
my love,” she said, and nodded to Heinz, “let's get your luggage and go home.”

Back to Hügelsheim and I did the same as last time, right to the Schek-
ters' front door, though Matty opened the door this time. Her smile was so gen-
uine and surprised I couldn't keep my mouth from opening wide as well. “My
dear, lovely Matilde,” I said as she stood and stared at me smiling, “you asked
me when we would walk along the river again. Remember?”

“Yes, Gregory, of course,” she replied, her smile even bigger.
Wilhelm had come to the door to see who it was and it gave me my op-

portunity. “Let's all sit in your delightful living room, enjoy some appetizers or
snacks, whatever you have to serve quickly, and let's all take a walk along the
river, everyone carrying their glass, and I'll carry the bottle of wine and enjoy
ourselves and this wondrous day and not care what anyone says.” I looked to
Matty deviously. “Do this for me, my dear housekeeper, you and your wonder-
ful husband. I have really missed you, please.” Since I wasn't drunk or stoned
—my eyes gave that away—Matty was captive. Two seconds later we were in-
vited into her living room for refreshments.

I didn't have to tell Heinz anything. He simply brought my bags and the
bottle of wine inside the door and I handed him several hundred marks. He
took the notes gratefully. “I would like to walk along the Rhine and drink wine
at my leisure, too, some day.”

Before I walked into the living room I slapped his shoulder. “You and I
and your whole family, Heinz, will experience it soon. I promise you.”

Matty whipped up some finger sandwiches in no time and we all sat in
their living room, drinking wine and munching—mostly me since I was starv-



ing—her little culinary designs. Suddenly, Matty announced, “I can make more
in no time, Gregory. Willy, find your sneakers and the basket and blanket, and
we'll take a walk to the river and sit down for some drink and food and watch
the river traffic.” Immediately, she stood up to disappear into the kitchen and
prepare more food. Wilhelm found his sneakers and the basket and the blanket
and fifteen minutes later  we were all  walking toward the river,  Lena's  arm
around mine as I carried the blanket, and Matty's arm around Wilhelm's arm as
he carried the basket.

We walked to the reserve area on the river bank where it rose close to a
hundred feet above the river, leveled, built many years ago, I set the blanket
down, and we all spread it and sat down. We had brought two bottles of wine,
glasses and food, and we were soon enjoying all of it, enjoying the warm day
with a cool breeze from the river. I talked about Africa and meeting the stu-
dents from Mali. My German hosts were not enthused hearing about Africa.
They knew once I left for the big continent south I may never see them again.
“I don't see how you can accomplish all you hope to do in Africa in such a
short time, Gregory,” Matty implored. “Perhaps, you could do it in stages, and
come back here between them and visit with us. You're not in a hurry to leave
us, are you?” She smiled warmly but she really meant to ask this question.

“It is a dream of mine, Matty, to live in many places in this world, to
live there, not tour. I consider the entire planet my home, not just a small slice
of it, and the human beings who live on it, wherever they are, they are my
cousins. They are my family. I want to re-establish our relationship for we have
forgotten how intricately we are bound together. I'm not getting any younger
and I'm still reasonably healthy and able to get around easily. How long it will
last is anyone's guess, but I'm not taking chances. I want to see, to live in India,
China if  I can get in, Japan, Australia and South America, while I can still
move my two legs with my own power. So, you see, my charming and beauti-
ful hostess,” I nodded to Wilhelm, “I still have much to do,  but if I can get
around, I know a charming older couple who live near the Rhine river, in an
area quaintly called Bavaria, and I'll bet they'd like nothing more than to be
surprised when they open the door to find me standing with a smile, a little
older, perhaps my hair white as snow, but still with the same little boy smile.”

“And with a slightly older woman hanging on your arm.”
I turned to Lena smiling. “With the name Magdalena. I love how that

name sounds.” Lena leaned to me and slipped her arm around my neck.
“Well, I certainly would enjoy it,” Matty commented. “Willy?”
“I'll send my relatives to some hotel should they be upstairs when you

arrive, Herr Hess,” he said, straight-faced, until he looked at Matty and the two
laughed.

We sat on the bank until it was time for the two to ready for dinner.
Lena and I  were invited but I  politely declined.  “I'm full  from your treats,
Matty, and I'm tired from the flight. I'll run my bags upstairs and relax with
Lena until the morning. We'll join you for breakfast, though.”

“I would love it, Gregory.”
Once I had my bags upstairs and the doors locked, Magdalena was al-



ready naked and sitting on the sofa with her legs spread. “Forward, backward,
sideways, how would you like it, my love?” she asked, with a smile big and
wide with lots of white teeth surrounded by her dark and sensual face.

I set down the bags I carried and grinned. “I could pick any and I know
over the next four days we're going to hit them all, my love, but let's take ad-
vantage of your command on the sofa and turn the tide, so to speak.”

Lena looked at me with her devilish grin. “What do you have in mind?”
I bent over, pulled off my shirt and dropped it on the floor. “Why don't

you lay your head on your left side there.” I walked toward the sofa, and Lena
laid out on the sofa to her left. I sat and began removing my shoes and socks.
“Put your right foot on the back of the sofa,” and she did so, “that's it, and lay
there with your big smile and I'll snuggle in between your legs and figure out
what to do next once I rid these pants and the rest.” Once my pants and the rest
were dispatched to the floor, I snuggled between Lena's legs and you can guess
what happened. How many guesses do you need? I'll give you three. Choose
forward, backward or sideways. It's one of those.

After I wiped Lena and she wiped me we retired to bed and I slept to
about two in the morning, rose and set up my computer to check my email and
the links to these web sites Pia and Lena had sent me. I used my fair weather
friend's  publishing  ID  and  left  a  few  messages  on  some  of  them,  mostly
chastising them for descending to idol worship. I appreciate the recognition
and the flattery but there's no balance when it's only me. Focus is good but not
at the expense of tunnel vision. You can't see the whole picture when you look
at it through a tunnel.

I had a different ID for the web sites picking fights with me. When the
title of a web site has my name and includes the word “hate,” we can all safely
assume the web owners have picked me as their enemy. Sneaking behind their
lines and leaving false information may seem like lying, but once you declare
me as your enemy, the nice, polite type gloves come off, and seeding the en-
emy with information which will send them chasing their own tails is all fun.
The ID I use is a “hater” of Gregory Hess. The profile is over the top, yet I had
used it for over a year and no one had figured it out. I was my own worst en-
emy. I planned it that way.

I sent an email to Nancy with the link to the web site with all my stuff.
It  literally had  all my stuff. My most obscure YouTube videos with my pub-
lishing ID. Even my jokes in PDF format. How did you get those you little dig-
ging devil? They were, at one time, published on the web. I had removed them
years before. Oh, well. That's the digital life for you. Pose nude before a digital
camera and copies show up out of “nowhere.” Well, not really. Those copies
have a tendency to perpetually bounce around in the digital universe to...appear
on a web site near you, and since all web sites are, to some degree, near you,
or close enough, it's only a matter of time before the copy of the picture of you
nude has been seen by  all your work colleagues, your family, your friends,
your neighbors in your apartment building, and your significant other. You will
certainly grow tired answering the one question everyone asks, “You posed
nude for what reason?” Bet drinking alcohol had something to do with it.



In the email to Nancy I advised her to ask her corporate digital police to
go easy on the guy. After all the guy's not trying to make any money off of us,
there's only a violation of a rule of ethics. Many on the web have no clue. If it's
free somewhere it should be free everywhere. It's funny how frequently those
who  have  previously  engaged  in  sharing  “free”  stuff  with  all  their  family,
friends,  colleagues,  acquaintances,  everyone,  then  suddenly  get  pissed  off
when someone is  sharing  their stuff  they're trying to sell  to make a living.
Some people, maybe most people, have no sense of hypocrisy. They can't get a
grip on it. Empathy also seems to be at a low-time ebb, I've observed.

I called John because I hadn't talked to him in quite a while. I wondered
if he was still in Europe and if he was, I wanted to hook up. “Where are you?”

“On planet Earth. Where did you think I was?”
“That's my line. You're stealing my lines, John. Write your own.”
He laughed. “I'm sitting out on the boat dock on the lake enjoying the

sunshine, the warm day, and the peace of it all. How about you?”
“I'm in my flat in Germany gazing at my female partner who happens

to be absent of any and all clothing, not that I'm complaining.”
“How is Lena?”
“Very well.  She thanks you. She would like to meet you some day,

when you can squeeze time from your movie producing mogul role. You know,
the one I helped create.”

“You will never let me forget that, just like the door at the rest stop.”
“I haven't even mentioned it...yet.”
“We  should get  together,  Gregory,  and  soon.  What  do  you  have  in

mind?”
“Well, it  would depend on who wants to drive, but I was thinking I

could drive Lena's car to the lake and visit you for once. You have to promise
me Pamela will be there. She'll make it worth my while.”

“I don't trust you as far as I could throw you with my wife. You know
that, don't you?”

“Is my reputation that bad, John?”
“It's worse!” John suddenly broke out laughing.
“Lena will be with me. When you meet her you'll know why I have no

other interest  than to keep her happy,  satisfied and content.  And when you
learn more about  who she is, you'll know my love for her goes a lot farther
than skin deep.”

“When can we expect you?”
“Next couple days. Want to wrap up some things and we'll drive there.”
“Call me the day before you're ready to leave so I can give you direc-

tions.”
I called John two days later for directions and he advised there would

be a stop as I arrived at the lake. “It's run by a police force established by all of
us who live here at the lake. They're quite polite but we limit traffic to local
use. Ask if they speak English. They all do. Then tell them you're visiting me
and I'm expecting you. They'll call me and will let you through when I con-
firm. I know it sounds like a hassle, Gregory, big brother and all, but it's why I



like it here. The lake is a private area, autonomous, and has its own jurisdic-
tion. There isn't any trouble and we're not inviting it.”

“All right. You're right I won't like it but I'll be polite, too.”
They were polite, the two young men with firearms conspicuous but not

drawn, and after the quick phone call we were on our way. The one speaking
directly with me even told me which drive to look for which was helpful. I
turned right at the drive and motored Lena's car to the house. There was no
gate or obstruction at all. John pointed to an area of the drive and I parked
there. After introductions and hugs and kisses, he helped me bring the bags in-
side and up to the bedroom he wanted us to use, which was impeccably clean,
the bed was scrumptious, and the view stepping out on the porch from the sec-
ond floor was spectacular. The blue of the water was mesmerizing.

After John and Pamela showed us around and we had walked down to
the boat dock with John joking he could boat over to his  other house in ten
minutes, we all sat down for lunch and I chose a delightful salad which fea-
tured local fruits and vegetables. When we retired to a large living room, John
brought it up. “I've been meaning to talk to you about some of your work, Gre-
gory. I think I've mentioned it before,” I nodded, “so now's as good a time as
any. I've heard you say you won't  interpret your work publicly, but you  will
speak about it privately, so let me get right to it, if I may.”

“Ask away, John.”
“Gregory, there's growing talk about fIdGits, more than any other, and

the last chapter, the one with the phone discussions between the publishers and
the main character, Non DeScript. You know what I'm speaking about?”

“The references to the Kennedy assassination and September 11, 2001.
Yes, I expect you have some questions about it. I'm surprised, frankly, that you
and the rest of the boys, even Serena, haven't mentioned it much over these last
two years. You've all had ample time to read it and I know Will and Ken have
read it, since they've both told me as much.” I smiled. “Ask away.”

“You don't really think they're both conspiracies, do you?” There he is
again, the John I've known for nearly two years and have grown to love and
admire. He gets to the point.

“Let me tell you, John, there are many devices a writer can use to inject
both a belief or an opinion the writer possesses and to inject a belief or opinion
contrary to the writer's opinion or belief. Many devices. If you have read my
work, as you should read anyone's written work, with a constant effort to deter-
mine not only what the writer intends to convey but how the writer is convey-
ing it, you should have reached the conclusion the device I use most frequently
is  character  dialog.  Once  you  reach  this  conclusion,  which  runs  rampant
through all my work, you need to ask yourself one question. Why does  this
writer use that device so frequently? What is the true purpose? The answer to
the question is not too difficult to reach, John. A writer can  cloak a belief or
opinion which the writer has developed by having a character either state it or
state the opposite, because any and all characters in a work of fiction can share
any or all or none of the traits, beliefs and opinions of the writer. So, if I choose
to have a character share  all traits except  one, I can  cloak the one trait not



shared anywhere in their dialog throughout the work, and I can state, truthfully,
the character, or any character is not me, nor did I ever intend to have the char-
acter be me and state my belief or opinion. I can have Non DeScript state his
belief  and opinion about the Kennedy assassination and Nine-One-One and
still state it is the character's opinion and not necessarily my own.”

“But you can tell me, can't you?” John asked, smiling widely.
“I can.” I smiled as widely, and went silent for some time.
“Well?” John exclaimed in full exasperation.
Since my intent with this “confession” is to share it publicly, I won't re-

veal much of our discussion here. It would lend to my stating an interpretation
publicly and I simply will not do it. I argued the latest in the official unofficial
explanation of the Kennedy assassination is the claim a CIA agent riding in the
car immediately behind Kennedy had a rifle at the ready, finger on the trigger,
and  when  the  car  he  was  riding  in  sped  up  to  stay  with  the  car  carrying
Kennedy  after the shots from the school book depository building, the agent
fell back and his finger pulled the trigger, thus rendering the kill shot. It was an
accident!  The CIA  accidentally shot  and killed the President  of  the United
States, but, due to its very embarrassing nature, this evidence was withheld for
decades. The agent who rendered the kill shot, of course, was full of remorse
for decades, too. This is now the official unofficial explanation of the Kennedy
assassination so as to convince everyone there was never any conspiracy.  All
official unofficial explanations have this one aim in common: to debunk  any
conspiracy challenges. Because they're official unofficial explanations they all
tend to come from people high up in the government ranks who should know,
therefor lending an air of  expertise and  inside knowledge. That these official
unofficial explanations  all tend to come in spurts to debunk a particular con-
spiracy challenge is, in my humble opinion, hardly a coincidence. I ask myself,
well, why haven't we heard that one before? Why did it take so long to bring
that one out? The answer I always conclude is:  because that spin was never
needed until now.

It is problematic and extremely naive to accept this new official unoffi-
cial explanation at face value because it renders so much of the known history
of the entire mess which came from the Kennedy assassination unreliable and
which makes it even more susceptible to conspiracy. All reliable witnesses said
they heard four or more shots, not three. It's not what the Warren Commission
published as the  truth.  Now, here's the official unofficial explanation stating
there were at least four shots, rendering the Warren Commission's findings a
complete fabrication. If that doesn't lend credence to conspiracy you're all in-
sane. The Warren Commission was chaired by Allen Dulles, lately the  fired
head of the CIA, which has now been blamed for the kill shot to the president.
Hmmm. Allen Dulles was not a man who could be called incompetent. No one
would ever assert this trait to him. What other reason would there be to fabri-
cate the lie about three, and only three, shots? To obfuscate the truth? To avoid
public embarrassment for Dulles' former agency? It's what they imply. It was
withheld to avoid embarrassment.  It would create unrest and a sense in the
people their government was incompetent and couldn't be trusted. This is still a



conspiracy, kids. This is what conspirators do. They hide the truth.
All  this  new official  unofficial  explanation  ultimately  reveals  is  the

truth of the conspirators' beliefs. The government, and by extension those who
serve in the government, know what's best for you because you're all little chil-
dren who act emotionally, without deductive reasoning and thought. You can't
know the truth because you would go crazy. You're only toddlers! Yet, this lat-
est admits a conspiracy at the highest and you children were lied to. And here's
their final spin: this is the extent, though. We've come clean. There's no more to
it. Trust us. Again?

The biggest problem with this newest official unofficial explanation is
it now confirmed, for the very first time in fifty years, there was a conspiracy.
The only question which remained was: how deep is this conspiracy? Over the
succeeding  years,  John  and  I  would  have  continuing  discussions  as  more
leaked out from the highest and most secretive areas of the United States gov-
ernment and its conspiratorial fringe. In the end the public shock of how deep
the conspiracy had been buried shook the entire world. Since thousands all
over the world frequently cited fIdGits as the catalyst, I would ride the wave of
growing indignation and revolt, even though I scoffed and skirted away from
the attention. With the increasing number of my seminars, lectures, and col-
lege-sponsored discussions during those years, my words, whether spoken or
written, and especially my actions became the constant call to rally. When this
was soon followed by the revelations of the true events surrounding the day of
infamy, September 11, 2001, the symbiotic relationships between the wealthy
and the powerful in any government, those thin, nearly invisible threads of fas-
cism which snaked virtually everywhere in the world, choking human destiny
like an incurable cancer, began to irreversibly unravel.

The last thing John said to me before we ended this discussion was his
belief I was merely stirring up a hornet's nest. “The more well-known you be-
come, Gregory,” John advised, “the more well-known your work becomes, the
more trouble may come your way. You do understand, don't you?”

“And you probably recall what I said about fingers pointing at me?”
“I recall and I knew what you meant when you said it, because I had al-

ready read everything you had published in novel form by then. I knew exactly
what you meant.” I looked at him defiantly but said nothing. After a few mo-
ments John added, “I will stand with you, Gregory, and defend your right to
say or write whatever you want. I won't necessarily agree with it, but I'll never
go and hide where it's safe. I will never abandon you. Never.”

I eased my look and smiled my little boy half-smile. “Well, then, I be-
lieve it sounds a lot like mutual loyalty. It tends to be the outcome. Neither
abandons the other.” John smiled.

For the week we stayed with John and Pamela, the big and beautiful
and very black woman consistently at my side created an enormous amount of
attention when we could all be seen together. There were only a small number
of discouraging, disparaging looks her way, and by extension, my way, because
most around the lake were welcoming. There were others of various colors
around the  lake  but  for  the  small  number  who displayed those  unwelcome



gazes I concluded the human instinct to join with those of like attributes and
shun those with attributes unlike one is a very strong instinct, though it is born
of ignorance. Thus, the ignorant abound. It is yet another interesting develop-
ment in the human world that the more one ascends to truth, the less one tends
to breed and feed. The ignorant seem to do much more of it, breeding and feed-
ing. You see why I say you have your work cut out for you. I don't include my-
self, of course, because my time has come to an end and I leave it all to you.
Take heart, though. You have able hands, sharp minds and motivation. This I
know. It is not impossible.

The day before we left, John and I were lounging on the dock while the
ladies were in the kitchen working up a meal Lena was supervising. We toasted
to our past successes together. “You have to be one of the luckiest men I ever
met, Gregory. You meet this beautiful woman and something tells you to offer
to lick her underarm which starts what I have seen with my own eyes and heard
with my own ears such an endearing and devoted relationship. That can only
be lucky.”

“Magdalena knew a lot about me before we even met, John. She had al-
ready determined I was probably manic-depressive from what she heard from
Pia and you have to give her credit. She was determined to meet me and see
what kind of person I was and if I passed her test, she was going to help me
with my biggest flaw, my biggest defect. I surprised her with the anti-hair stuff,
maybe because I was more like I usually am. It would have been something,
John, because I did feel very comfortable with both, even though I thought at
the beginning the two were lesbians. It was the way they swung and when they
admitted it I really was wondering why I was there, but Lena was already mov-
ing in my direction, and I didn't give her any cause to change her mind.”

“No, you are lucky, Gregory. I think you own the hearts of Serena, Jana
and Lena  completely. You've earned the affection of Jennifer. When she's in
your presence, Gregory, Jennifer is constantly at your side. Having watched
and listened to all of them as I've spent time with you, you are lucky. If I were
still unmarried, I'd consider any one of them for my wife. They all have it to-
gether and they all have eyes for you. That's lucky in my book.”

“There was a time when I considered the only woman I would  ever
want was Serena, but when I couldn't have her completely, even though I knew
she wanted me, I met each one and learned as fully as I could the qualities of
each, because they are all different...Some days I wish it would have been only
Serena, that there wasn't the huge obstacle of her decaying marriage and she
would have come with me out of the entertainment world so I could marry her.
I'd be happy and I wouldn't know anything about the others, but it's not what
happened.  Now I can't ignore the others and Serena's not high up there any
more. I've learned about some of her flaws and defects the others simply don't
possess. I can't quit on any of them, though Jennifer is a bit more independent
than everyone else, and I like that in her. It means I'm far less likely to try to
keep her in my life because it doesn't seem to be something she wants...And
then she shows up in my life again, John, and it's back to the love and desire
we both have simmering under the surface...I don't know what's gonna happen.



You don't either. No one does, but I love them all and I want them all to stay in
my life, to never leave me forever, because something will be missing...I told
Jana and Serena: if I have to choose one it would be like having to cut off both
my legs and an arm. I could never be whole...If there is an ending most likely,
it's one after another will leave me forever. It would come down to the last one
standing. Maybe it's cruel to an extent, but I can't choose. I won't choose.”

“I still think you're lucky, Gregory, and you're not convincing me other-
wise.” John smiled and lifted his glass. “Here's to those incredible women. I
toast them all because there's one thing I've noticed about you since you've met
them all. You're not as high-strung as you used to be and that's a good develop-
ment.” He laughed and I drank to his toast, the women in my life.

“I'll say this about Lena, John. Since I met her one week before last
Christmas, I haven't had a single depression episode. Not one and not even
close to one. I owe that to Magdalena, and no one else.”

“To Magdalena,” John said, lifting his glass, and we toasted the gor-
geous ebony female.

The day after we arrived back in Germany I received a call from an-
other gorgeous ebony female. “Kitana, how have you been?”

“I have been well, Gregory,” she said in her deep and luscious voice,
“and thank you for asking. How have you been?”

“I have never been better, in all sincerity. We just returned from a week-
long trip to a dear friend's house not far from here. Very relaxing. We enjoyed
it. And I'm preparing to send off my manuscript for my next novel in a few
days. I'm about through the rewriting.”

“That's very good, but I hope it's not as full of sex as some of your other
work,” Kitana responded, a little unfavorably. “Those books you wrote with
the warning on the covers are hard for me to read, Gregory. I skip over it, you
know.” She laughed loudly through the phone.

“It's my contention sex is a natural action of human beings, no less nat-
ural than eating.”

“Yes, but it shouldn't be an action to aspire to as it seems with some of
your characters.”

I smiled because I knew I would have continuing debates like this with
Kitana,  should my dreams and hopes in Africa come to fruition.  “I'd enjoy
nothing more than continuing our discussion about English literature, Kitana,
but I am assuming you have something else to tell me?”

“We will continue our discussion,” Kitana said warmly, “at a later date,
because I do have some news for you, some bad, but most good, Gregory.”

“Well, let's hear the bad first, Kitana.”
“Bernard was injured during his latest trip to the area we all had consid-

ered, though not badly, so don't be too concerned. That's what he wanted me to
tell you right away. Don't be concerned. The vehicle in which he was riding, an
open jeep-like vehicle, overturned on a particularly bad trail and he broke his
forearm as a result, but he's fine now, wearing a cast...There's worse, though.”

“Was anyone he was with get hurt badly?”
“No. There were three others with him. One had some ribs broken, and



the other two came out with cuts and bruises, but the area is heating up, Gre-
gory. The radicals, the ones leaning to violence, are becoming more visible and
threatening. There have been reports of some violence and fighting. I'm hoping
it will reduce soon since the rains are coming, but I can't guarantee it. They are
threatening to focus on Westerners and Christians and their messages are com-
ing more frequently. It is getting dangerous again. I don't want to mislead you.”

“Are there people being killed, Kitana?”
“I haven't been able to get any certain confirmation, Gregory. The re-

ports, rumors or talk are that as many as two villages have been attacked and
there has been one report  of retaliation,  but real confirmation from reliable
sources has been hard to come by. I met a reporter who was in the eastern part
of the country claim he saw part of a village burned but he couldn't confirm the
survivors' claims of deaths because there were no bodies found. This, unfortu-
nately, is how we confirm deaths here, Gregory, from the bodies found. I wish
it  were not so.” Kitana served her  last  sentence with an air  of resignation,
though delivered with an emotional empathy.

“I don't see it getting much better any time soon, Kitana. I expect this,
to be honest. I'll have to take steps, as we discussed earlier, for the safety and
security of everyone. I'm not crazy, though. We'll also have a plan for evacua-
tion. We're not staying in the middle of a war. We'll pull out, everyone.”

Kitana was quiet for some time. “I don't know why you won't recon-
sider, Gregory.  You, more than anyone else, will be a target. They would like
nothing more than to make an example of you.”

“I will tell you quite honestly, Kitana, I am already a target. My life at
this very moment is put up or shut up. I'm sorry to hear you talk like this be-
cause  I'm  putting  all  my  chips  in.  I'm  all  in  because  I'm  not shutting
up...Maybe I shouldn't have you involved if you're so worried.”

Kitana's tone was raised when she remarked, “It's not me I worry about.
I like you, Gregory. I consider you a friend. It would hurt me deeply if  you
were to be hurt, even killed. This isn't your place. This is not where  you be-
long. It's not where you're from.”

“This is my world, too, Kitana. I belong everywhere in this world or I
belong  nowhere.” Kitana did not respond for several moments.  “I will  take
proper precautions. I will not jeopardize the lives of others. Let's try to get to
the next step, finding the right place to begin.”

Kitana sighed deeply over the phone. “That's the bad news. Bernard has
one place he thinks can be considered, and Alfred has two. I have pictures I
will send you. They all look promising. The better news is on my side that I've
been working. There are quite a few here in Bamako who are very interested in
what you have so far laid out to us concerning what you want to accomplish.
Many have expressed an interest in helping,  and the Minister of Agriculture
here in the government is very interested in meeting you and discussing it. My
family is well-connected and my mother and father would also like to meet you
and discuss what you want to do and how they may help. I have been sur-
prised, Gregory, at how many here are so receptive to your ideas.”

“I remember you said I probably wouldn't get much of a welcoming,



but I'll bet my ideas being so well received are due more to the ambassador de-
livering my message than to me.”

“There you are, being charming, again.” Kitana laughed lightly.
“Is it time for me to make a trip there, Kitana? It sounds like it or that

we're close.”
“I think you should come to Bamako very soon, Gregory. At least meet

the people I have talked with and the minister. We, my family and I, may be
able  to  arrange  meetings  with  others  in  the  government  and  organizations
while you're here.” Kitana paused for a moment. “Believe it or not, Gregory,
there are many here who know of you, know of your reputation, what you have
spoken about publicly.  That has certainly surprised me, because you're not a
topic most talk about regularly.”

“Word gets around eventually. Okay, tell Alfred and Bernard to stay in
or near Bamako until I arrive in a few days. I want to get the manuscript off to
my publisher first, then I'll make travel arrangements and call you. Send me
those pictures. Is it possible to send the coordinates for these places? I may be
able to see the layout from satellite photos.”

“I'll send the pictures today, but I'll ask Alfred and Bernard about the
coordinates first.” Kitana paused. “I look forward to seeing you again. Esper-
anza talked with me last week and she asked about you. You should call her
soon. If I were you, Gregory, I would call her today.” Kitana laughed.

“Oh, so you're the matchmaker now, Kitana? Well, I guess you've been
performing the role ever since I met you, and I'm looking forward to seeing
you, too. I can't wait to hold your hands again.”

She laughed. “You don't ever stop, do you?”
“I'm incorrigible, Kitana. You have to take it as the constant it is.”
I knew I had to get to Mali soon, before the summer concluded and the

students with whom I was working would have to leave for America and their
continuing scholastic efforts. I had my list of items to accomplish and one was
still in the works and had to be completed soon, before I left for Mali and
Africa. I called the engraver I hired, who was very good at his craft, or art as he
preferred to call it,  but who was also quite proficient in English. The latter
made it much easier to contact him and discuss progress on his commission.

“How  is  it  coming  along,  Siegfried?”  I  asked  once  he  greeted  me
through my cell phone.

“Very well, Herr Hess. I'm easily two-thirds complete. Of the three hun-
dred, forty-seven you gave me, I have two hundred and thirty done. One more
month and maybe a few days after and it will be ready for your approval.”

“Excellent! Of course at the rate you command from me, I am expect-
ing it will be excellent.”

Siegfried  laughed.  “Raised  lettering  on a  plaque such as  this  is  not
cheap, Herr Hess. You know.”

“I do now.”
“Herr Hess, of these names you gave me, there were three hundred and

forty-eight, and you did tell me to only include those which were not crossed
off from the list and there is one crossed off. I saw it the other day as I was go-



ing through the next ones to do.”
“Don't  bother looking for others,  Siegfried,” I advised him. “There's

only one and it does not belong on the plaque.”
“I thought as much and understand. I only wanted to be certain.”
“And not have you destroy your work in order to do it again the right

way?” I teased him.
“Oh, that would never happen, Herr Hess. I am perfect. Are you not?”
I had my phone at the ready and her number was plugged into it. When

the ring ended because the call I placed had been answered, I asked, “It must
be six in the morning there, Doctor. I haven't awakened the dead, have I?”

“Oh, Gregory, you are such a pain in the ass sometimes,” Esperanza
moaned through the phone.

“Oh, poor baby! I had a talk with our matchmaker in Mali who said she
had talked with you recently and I should call you today and it's still the same
day. I think she wants us to hook up.”

“If you were here right now, I'd slap you,” Esperanza said and laughed.
“Let me think you're lying in bed naked right now, even if you're wear-

ing pajamas, because I have a pretty vivid imagination.”
“I sometimes wonder if it's all you think about.”
“You  think  I  don't remember  the  first  conversation  we  had,  and  I

showed you my apartment and the little cat and I hugged you, and after a while
you complained because I hadn't hugged you since and I said, 'You weren't
ready,' and you were so disappointed because that's what you really liked about
me? And all those meals and conversations at the Chinese place?” I paused a
moment, not because I was mad. Hardly! Except for one time, I could not be
mad with Esperanza. She was like no woman I had ever known and at times I
didn't even think of her as a woman. “I can't ignore you're a woman, Esper-
anza, and your womanly form is especially appealing to me. I cannot ignore it,
because you won't let me ignore all your other traits, too, those not tied only to
your womanhood, but your humanity. You won't let me ignore it, dear, because
it's who you are. Do you think I don't love that about you, too?”

“If I didn't know any better I'd think you were still trying to woo me,
Gregory.”

“Oh, I quit on that a long time ago, when we both set boundaries, and
as much as I hate boundaries, I won't argue. They're best for both of us...”

“Then why are you calling me at six in the morning?”
“It's not me! Blame Kitana, the devious little matchmaker from Mali.

She said to call you today and it's still today, so, anyway, good morning!”
“Will you give me a minute to put on a robe so I can be comfortable?”
“I'm all for you being comfortable.”
We chatted a while, sometimes teasing each other, but often about the

progress in Mali. Esperanza was deeply concerned about the increasing hostili-
ties and suggested I should call it  off or at least consider postponing in the
hope the threats would diminish. “I'm going to do this and I'm not going to
wait. I'm flying to Bamako soon and meet with Kitana and Alfred and Bernard.
We're going out to the sites so I can see them myself and get a feel for those



around us. We'll gather soil samples from each and rush them to you for analy-
sis. Once it's completed we're moving forward. We'll choose one, we'll arrange
to purchase it or secure it in some way, and we'll get started. I have plans and
ideas for water storage and waste disposal, more like waste re-use, we'll have
electrical generating apparatus and current storage to build and connect, hous-
ing we'll need to get on. We must have most of this accomplished before the
rains come. If I don't move on this now I'll have to wait almost an entire year.
The time is now, Esperanza.”

Defiantly, and in a louder tone so I would not mistake it for anything
less, Esperanza asked, “And what if you're killed, Gregory, while all this con-
struction and preparation occurs? What will matter  then?” I remained silent.
“What then?!”

“Then I will be dead and you will all go on with what you want to do.”
“And it will all be in vain, Gregory. Another hopeless, vainglorious idea

by an incurable romantic who reached too far to accomplish nothing.”
“You asked me about the worst-case scenario and trumpet the result as

useless. If you think that, Esperanza, and you wish to be mired in the worst, as
though only the most  negative  shall  always occur,  then perhaps you're  not
well-suited for involvement. Maybe I should find someone else.”

“Damn you, Gregory, you don't know what you're walking into! They
will know you're there. You are inviting them to make you a target. Why can't
you see that?”

“You are asking me to fear for my life, Esperanza, and I do. I fear for
my life over these few remaining years until I reach some natural death once
my body has finally given up, but I fear more for all of you, since I see perpet-
ual, ceaseless misery for most. I fear for my life should I not attempt this...And
you should fear for your life, too.”

Much more calmly and in  a  resigned tone,  Esperanza said,  “And it
would end instantly upon your death, Gregory.”

“You don't know it for certain. You are not a prophet, Esperanza. You
are a scientist, committed to improving and making progress in your chosen
study. If you were to quit because I am now dead, I would look down upon you
as a complete failure, like someone I didn't even know. I would look down
upon all of you in that manner, for you let violence defeat you. Perhaps you
shouldn't live at all.”

Now it was her turn to be silent. When Esperanza spoke I could barely
hear her. “You don't know how I would feel, Gregory, should you be gone for-
ever. In a short time I have grown to admire you and I mean it sincerely. I ad-
mire you. I admire what you have already accomplished, but I admire more
what I  know you can still  accomplish, and you would be sacrificing  that...I
would lose the one man I can talk to about anything, whose opinion I deeply
respect, who I love and cherish more than any other man. And you so noncha-
lantly say I can pick up from it, when I will have been so devastated in a way I
have never experienced. You make it sound so easy.”

“You should have married me, Esperanza,” I responded and she let out
a short laugh, “and if I was your husband I would have to consider your con-



cern, because you would be my wife and your concerns would be my con-
cerns...I would probably heed your concern because I would have a commit-
ment to you, to your life, to your mental and emotional health. But we are not
married and we will never be married and should the worst happen, you will
pick up and do what you are compelled to do because it's what we all do in that
circumstance...When I was an infant, my uncle Wally would come to visit his
sister and brother-in-law, but he always played with me and lavished his atten-
tion on me. He aspired to be a drummer and played a little in bands, rock and
roll bands. One night he was driving his car, lost control and lost his life. I was
barely one year old and when my mother told me Wally would never come to
see me again when I asked, I cried and cried, bawled and bawled and bawled
like a new-born baby. If he had lived I know my life would have turned out dif-
ferently  because  I  loved  him  that  much  and  he  would  have  always  been
around, a younger man I could have confided in and looked to for guidance,
but he didn't live, Esperanza, and I picked up and did what I was compelled to
do. You will, too, should the worst happen. You will not let me down.”

“Can we change the subject?” Esperanza pleaded.
“Let's talk about sex.”
“Stop!” I laughed loudly. “Go to Bamako and meet with my students.

They're my students. Remember! Get your soil samples to me as soon as possi-
ble and come here to get the analysis in person, so I can see you smile and hear
you make me laugh one more time should the worst take place. Okay?!”

“And I'll get one more kiss?”
“If you treat me right, Gregory, you'll get a whole lot more than that.”
“You mean you'll let me audit one of your lectures for free?”
“Treat me right, old man!”
I had my work cut out for me. First up, call my favorite German con-

sulate adviser, residing somewhere in the sprawl of Munich, and get the low-
down on all the preparation I would need for a trip to Mali. “And what is your
intention in visiting Mali, Herr Hess?” Tanya asked. I hadn't met her yet but I
certainly wondered what a Tanya would look like, especially one so high up in
German government representation, since Tanya was the head of her group.

“It's one more national stamp in my passport, Tanya.”
“What you're saying, Herr Hess, is your trip to Mali is strictly plea-

sure?”
“It's close enough for the Fatherland, isn't it?”
I could feel the exasperation, the official kind, the kind emanating from

administrative types, rising from Tanya when she responded, “And what ex-
actly pleases you in a trip to Mali, Herr Hess?”

“Well, there's a certain young, attractive student from Mali who, I sus-
pect, is developing a similar attraction to me, one which may become most ir-
resistible so it will greatly please me to discover whether there is truth in my
suspicion or not.”

There was a slight pause over the phone, punctuated by a loud exhala-
tion. “You do understand we know of your reputation? In this office, we have
compiled  a  file  on you nearly  two inches  thick.  I  can  count all  your  lady



friends, Gregory. They are no secret.”
“I am shocked, Tanya. I don't think of any one of them as a number. I

don't think of them that way. I don't count them...How many are there? Do you
have discreet pictures? I'll bet none of those pictures are as discreet as I've al-
ready done in movies, true?”

I heard more exasperation over the phone. “I don't even want to think of
that, Herr Hess.”

“I always think it's a bad sign when I hear a woman say that. What am I
missing, Tanya? What am I lacking?”

“Herr Hess, Mali is  not a laughing matter!” Tanya warned. I struck a
nerve. “Several German citizens have been killed there in recent years, or are
you completely dense?”

I'd been in Europe almost a year but I was still amazed at how often I
would hear typical American slang. I blame American soap operas, which is a
terrible term. The music is awful in those shows. Would you buy a soundtrack
from your favorite American soap opera? It's true, though, I was making light
of a potentially dangerous excursion and if I had the foresight to see into the
future I probably would not have been so cavalier. Since I am dense I plowed
right through. “When am I finally going to meet you, Tanya? You are so darned
efficient, I simply call you on the phone and everything's taken care of and I
never get to meet you personally. I am simply intrigued with the idea of what a
high-ranking diplomat looks like with the name Tanya. I have to know.”

“You know, Gregory, I live and work in Munich. You know the address
for my office. It is not a secret. You can come here any time you like.”

“During regular business hours, of course.”
“Of course.”
“But in my experience, Tanya, a woman doesn't start to open up until

about eleven, eleven-thirty, sometimes even later. Your office isn't open then!”
I could see Tanya bending over her desk, her free hand rubbing her

forehead hard. “You don't think in my official capacity I would have any inter-
est in that, do you, Herr Hess?”

“You mean your official capacity bars you from having a drink with a
resident alien? Is this the state of affairs all over the world in the age of  the
fight against terrorists? A diplomat is now forbidden from even the friendliest
meeting because they  could be meeting a  terrorist? Hell,  Tanya, under that
overreaching distinction, everyone is a terrorist, even you.”

“I am going to meet you one of these days soon, Gregory Hess. I know
very well who you are and what you stand for. I have absolutely no reservation
about meeting you in the slightest.”

“Come out to Hügelsheim for the weekend. Get out of the city and re-
lax, Tanya. I have a private bedroom right here in my flat which will accom-
modate even the highest any government can produce, and my hosts here are
some of the finest  citizens  Germany can foster.  Matty can cook up a meal
which will make your mouth water.”

Tanya laughed. “Matilde and Wilhelm Schekter. Yes, we know about
them, too, Gregory. I have spoken with both and they have said many kind



words about you.”
“Because they're fine people. As for you, I would extend my invitation

to your significant other, but I know it's unnecessary, Tanya, since I have a file
for you, which I keep on my computer. Two can play this game, you know.”

“Yes, well...perhaps I'll take you up on your invitation some time,  but
back to the original reason for your call. When are you leaving, Herr Hess?”

“After all the shots and vaccinations and however many days I have to
wait for that to clear. I have a pen and paper handy ready to jot it all down,
when my German consulate representative is ready herself, of course.”

I was put on hold while Tanya pulled the official documentation for a
resident traveling to Mali, returned to the phone after a couple minutes and rat-
tled it off. I jotted it down, confirmed with her where I could get all of it taken
care of,  my trip  would remain officially one of pleasure,  not  business,  and
Tanya assured me there would be no obstacle to my trip once I booked my
flight and produced a reasonable itinerary for destinations to be presented to
the government of Mali. “When you do book your flight, Gregory, please call
me with the details, but consider it nothing more than a courtesy call to me.”

“Because you have to keep tabs on me, Tanya?”
“No,” Tanya replied and hesitated for a moment. “It's because I will

want to know when to expect you in Mali so I can begin watching the news
and official reports.”

“And why would you want to do that, Tanya?”
“Because I would prefer you come back to Germany in one piece...and

not in a body bag.”
Even high-ranking diplomats in my surrogate nation needed to remind

me. Now I  really wanted to  do this.  Again,  foresight probably would have
nudged me to some slightly different course of action, but I had none, thus ren-
dering me essentially no different from you. I decided it was time to grit my
teeth and get on with it. I got all the shots, waited all the days, finished Frac-
tures and spoke with Nancy at length, several times, and completed all prepara-
tions. I called the German consulate in Munich with my itinerary in hand. “I'll
fax it  to you, Tanya, so you can put  it  in  my file.  This would please your
higher-ups, true?”

Tanya laughed. “It would. Do one more thing for me, Gregory.”
“What's that?”
“Call me when you're ready to return, please. Then I can make plans to

take you up on your...invitation.”
“Entirely my pleasure!”
Next came a quick phone call to my matchmaker in Mali. I called her

so, “my matchmaker in Mali.” Kitana firmly responded. “I am not your match-
maker in Mali, Gregory. I have absolutely no intention of introducing you to
anyone in that manner.”

“Imagine your relief  should you hook me up, Kitana. From that point
forward you can assign my continual flirting and innuendo to boundless incor-
rigibility, walk away mildly shaking your head because you know it's attribut-
able to a character which is beyond correction or reform.”



“You seem to have little idea what you are walking into here, Gregory,”
Kitana advised, punctuated with a deep sigh. “Many here find your idea of hu-
mor not in the least funny.”

“Then, further imagine what would happen should I be beaten down,
Kitana,  how much fun we could have  then assembling our little  garden of
peace and serenity, you and me. I consider this coming endeavor a challenge
on many fronts, a true battle of wills, so whose will is strongest? Even on this I
am not certain. I know and recognize when to display the trait you are so con-
cerned with and when not to and there is wisdom in driving this along with
care and caution, and I will apply both liberally because success in this en-
deavor is the only outcome anyone will consider. Any other outcome will re-
sult in yawns of disinterest. I also realize, should I be beaten down, failure is
almost guaranteed, and I will come to the realization I am not the man I think I
am, the man I believe I am. Now is the time in my life to put or shut up. Who
am I? This is the moment when I define the answer to that question, for even in
my own honest appraisal of my strength of character and virtue, I  still have
self-doubt. I must silence this self-doubt, Kitana, either through success or fail-
ure.”

No more objections were raised. We were set. In one week I would land
on the runway in the capitol of a third-world country, one whose hostility to
white, non-Muslims was well-documented. I knew it. I wasn't blind with igno-
rance. What I had considered strongly—and told not a soul—was that only one
of those was out of my control. Got a clue which one?

This week I would spend four days in Lena's nurturing presence. It was
everything it had always been, except Lena refused to outwardly display con-
cern. I knew her concern was there. She knew exactly what I was walking into,
but Lena refused to display concern outwardly. She was going to remain posi-
tive and upbeat no matter what, knowing what I would take from it, and know-
ing what I would take from the opposite. In the truest sense, Magdalena be-
lieved in me more than I did. “Every day when I am with you, Gregory, you
show me, you, how much you believe in me, how much I mean to you. Every
day your belief grows stronger and this is all I have ever wanted from you, all I
have ever desired, that you would always continue to believe in me, and your
belief would grow stronger and stronger. Because my belief in  you is strong
and grows stronger every day.”

By contrast I called Serena and had been calling her more often since
her calls to me were coming less frequent. Once when we discussed this new
development, Serena chuckled. “So you  can change, when necessary. You're
not so bent on refusing to pick up a phone and dial a number instead of picking
up a phone to answer. You can call first, can't you, little boy?”

“Is this your aim, Serena, to get me to change?”
“If you are who you say you are, shouldn't your aim be to show those

you love how deep your love truly goes? How deep would you think you could
show me when you never call me, Gregory, when you never even think to call
me?”

The obvious result was I was calling Serena, since our little test of wills



immediately after the above conversation resulted in a lack of communication
of three weeks, a streak broken only when I called Serena. I got the message.
The message I didn't get, at least didn't put together from all the clues fully,
was the true meaning of Jana's nearly continual residence at Serena's house. I
never thought much of it. They had grown closer over time. It happens be-
tween two humans, any two humans. It's all I ever considered. So what if they
had occasional sexual activities together. It's all private behind closed doors.
Confidentiality reigns here. It wasn't any of my business and I knew I could
not make it my business. I would be a hypocrite then, wouldn't I?

I called Serena to tell her I would be in Mali within a week. She simply
advised me to be careful. Since Jana was there, too, Jana simply reiterated Ser-
ena's advice. I should have thought it odd when I heard it that way and nothing
more, but I put more into it. Both have been so concerned about Africa for so
long, they're starting to get numb. It's how I assessed it.

I called Chuck. I hadn't spoken with Chuck in months, hadn't seen him
in longer. “I'm glad you did call, cuz. I've been wondering when your African
expedition would get under way. I'd like you to keep me in the loop on it, Gre-
gory. I have my reasons.”

“What reasons, Chuck?”
“Reasons I can't share with you. Some things are better left unsaid.”
“It's so unlike you, cuz. Deviousness is not a character trait you've been

able to demonstrate to me successfully.”
“It's your influence, Gregory. I've learned a lot from you, my cousin.”
“Knowing you, Chuck, I'll be sitting in the field in Mali planting seed,

I'll hear an airplane, look up and see this banner trailing the plane which reads,
'Good luck on your newest venture, Gregory. Your cousin, Chuck.'”

“Now that's an idea!”
Days later, or nights later, the 737 from Casablanca touched down on

the single runway at Bamako–Sénou International Airport close to two in the
morning. I was awake and very conscious the entire shaky flight, since first
class on flights originating and arriving all in Africa are not what one may be
accustomed to elsewhere. They certainly don't encourage drinking so there was
no sleep for me. Since I was surrounded by all manner of kooky, crazy, or
dreadfully serious representatives of humanity held my attention,  and when
one should be a comely woman from Nigeria who had seen The True Cross in
her own country and was enthralled left me speechless, until she added, “I had
heard, though, the version playing in our country was different than the version
showing in other countries, so on my last trip to France, I decided to see this
different version. But when I saw what was different, oh, my! I couldn't watch
that, Mister Hess! I am not watching that! No thank you!”

Everyone in first class knew exactly to what she referred. “Oh, I under-
stand completely. I can only watch half of it, the half with Jennifer.”

“Yes,” she said, looking at me with lids narrow. “I would imagine so.”
“So imagine what  I was imagining shooting those scenes,  especially

when I had already floated the idea we could simply be suggestive and let ev-
eryone's imagination run wild. You know what the response was.”



“Still,  Mister  Hess,  don't  you  think  discretion  is  the  better  part  of
valor?”

“That's exactly how I put it!”
Even though it was two in the morning, there was a welcoming party

for me waiting at the gate. There's only one terminal in the airport, it's not a
huge behemoth of one, and the width of the terminal would leave one short of
the goal line on any football field. Kitana, Alfred and Bernard were waiting,
along with Kitana's parents, Monsieur and Madame Farabé, as I insisted upon
calling them. There were four others, too, all near the three students' ages and
all students themselves, or so I suspected. I was seriously thinking the most
likely  future  for  Kitana  Farabé  really  was as  an  ambassador,  however  and
whatever the title and full responsibilities conferred. She was a natural.

The four females in attendance all received my delicate handshake, but
the males received a necessary and grateful hug, even Bernard, though I was
careful to avoid squeezing his left arm wrapped in plaster,  minus the sling.
Bernard assured me in three weeks the cast would be off and no more than a
month of strenuous physical therapy would have his left arm back to normal.
“Good. And it has had no effect on your electrical engineering prowess?”

“Hardly, Monsieur Hess. I can perform it in my sleep,” Bernard advised
all.

I couldn't let the hugs and lack of them go, though. Since Monsieur
Farabé was keeping close to me, I addressed him. “Monsieur Farabé, I under-
stand some of the differences between our cultures, but I still find it regrettable
I can only hug those of  my gender. I have no interest in groping or fondling
anyone, or to recognize how one's body feels against mine. What interests me
is what I learn when I  do hug someone, whether the first time or any other
time. I learn my level of acceptance by the one. It is distinct. For example, to-
day I learned when I hugged  you, Monsieur  Farabé, you were squeezing me
harder than I was squeezing you, giving me the indication I had a high level of
acceptance by you, you were probably one possessing an open mind, someone
of generosity, and I had better squeeze you harder so as not to leave the wrong
impression, and I immediately did so.”

Everyone laughed heartily and it put me in good spirits. “You are quite
correct, Monsieur Hess, about our cultural differences, and I did take note you
squeezed me harder than your initial effort.” Monsieur Farabé laughed as did
the other men. “In your culture, handshakes are common, and I know this from
experience. I also know during such a handshake one will receive various lev-
els in how one's hand is squeezed, no?”

“This is true. My own experience has taught me this since I have re-
ceived various levels.”

“In my culture here, hugs between those of the same gender are as com-
mon, and you will discover, Monsieur Hess, the levels will vary, too. Some
men will squeeze you much harder than me as a matter of course. This is sim-
ply who they are.”

“And when I state my observation our two cultures are not so different,
you won't really disagree with me, will you?”



“Not at all. Between any two human beings, they share more similari-
ties than differences, no?”

Alfred insisted on securing my bag from the carousel and carrying it to
the car driven by the Farabés, while the other students piled into a small sedan
to follow. I would be staying at the Farabé household at their insistence, which
had been conveyed from the first conversation I had with Kitana, and we ar-
rived at their house, fairly modest for their status but in a considerably well-
maintained area of the city. On the drive there we passed through rather de-
pressing neighborhoods and these were not ignored by my hosts. They talked
candidly about the blighted areas and we were all in agreement that improve-
ment was a difficult proposition even for those inside, let alone being prodded
by an outsider like myself. In minutes, with my possessions merely placed in
the  spare  room they  had  prepared  for  me,  the  welcoming  gathering  com-
menced.  Lights  in  the  surrounding  neighborhood,  from houses,  villas,  and
compounds, a mixture of sizes and measures of security, seemed few and dim,
but it was, after all, barely three in the morning. You would never have consid-
ered the lateness, though, for the talk and the laughter was loud and large for
the time of day. I had to mention, in the context of observing, that my experi-
ence of gatherings this lively at three in the morning would be from the most
uproarious and obnoxious parties, often featuring a litany of drugs and alcohol.
This wouldn't be the normal state of activity here, would it?

When  the  laughter  and  off-hand  remarks  receded,  Madame  Farabé
commented in all seriousness, “Someone like you, Monsieur Hess, in our home
is not normal.”

“I am abnormal,” I wise-cracked. “I knew it!”
All enjoyed this one except Madame Farabé, who shook her head but

with a smile, nevertheless. “Our daughter has described you perfectly, Mon-
sieur Hess, as I have confirmed since you arrived, including her insistence you
would be quite charming, and you have been all of that, too.”

“In the interest of fairness, Madame Farabé, your daughter  must have
told you I can be equally aggravating.” I looked to Kitana, who was trying to
frown. “Surely she must have warned you about that, too.” I winked at Kitana
and she really did frown severely.

Madame  Farabé  glanced  to  me  with  a  warm smile,  glanced  to  her
daughter with that same warm smile, and replied, still gazing to her daughter,
“Only in the context that you prefer to challenge convention, Monsieur Hess.”
Kitana's frown changed to a smile directed to her mother. Madame Farabé then
turned back to me, her warm smile still fixed upon her face. “And it is my
opinion you do enjoy challenging convention, Monsieur Hess, or have I missed
the mark?”

“You have hit the nail on the head, Madame  Farabé.  You should be a
carpenter. We'll have a need for them once we get going in earnest.”

“I have no doubt,  Gregory, you will find many able carpenters while
you're here. You have that in you, too.” Madame Farabé's smile and tone were
so sincere and genuine, now I was speechless.

As we moved closer to the morning and the impending luminosity it



would  distribute,  my hosts  and fellow attendees  brought  to  light  the  many
meetings already arranged for me, but of even more importance to me the level
of commitment of the four “students.” Briefly during our initial discussion in
California, we had raised the idea of a medical facility staffed by certified and
well-trained medical staff and doctors who would serve both the residents of
the compound and the surrounding community. Kitana and I, during our per-
sonal exchanges, continued this discussion. Two of the “students” at our little
gathering this morning were married to each other and, by the merest coinci-
dence, as I noted verbally, were both doctors. Francois trained as a specialty on
ear, nose, throat and eyes but had also branched into a general practice with a
personal interest in preventive medicine. Francois was thirty-one years of age,
looked barely twenty-five, and smiled and laughed so easily, I told him I'd hire
him to be in my audience for any future performances I might arrange. “You'd
at least have all the people around you smiling and laughing.” Francois, natu-
rally, had only one response. He laughed and smiled.

Malika trained in her specialty, pediatrics, in the UK but she was also
strong in OB/GYN, since she had pushed hard during her long residency to
first assist and then lead on those cases. They learned of each other once they
returned to Mali and were, for obvious reasons, drawn to each other. Both had
established a primary practice in Bamako but in only the three years since their
marriage had frequently arranged rural, remote medical treatment facilities in
various areas, raising the funds to achieve such endeavors both in the country
and world-wide. Once the fund-raising reached the goal, both set out together.
Both had also served in a humanitarian extent in Liberia and had experience
treating Ebola victims, something many of their medical colleagues, unfortu-
nately, were fleeing. Francois, having studied in the U.S., advised me, “Mon-
sieur Hess, you would be surprised at the interest your presence has generated
in the American medical community. I know of many who will gladly come to
serve in a medical facility which you help build, even with the threats we all
know exist here.  I know of one doctor, my age, internal medicine, who at-
tended school right along with me for our years of study and is one of my clos-
est friends. We trade experiences frequently, often by email, even the medical
histories of patients. When I told him about the plans being made here with
your involvement he told me he was anxious to help, even though he knew of
the danger. As he said, 'That's what makes it even more compelling, Francois.
It's the challenge itself.'” I told Francois the next time he communicates with
his doctor friend in America to tell him from me I consider him fearless and
should he come even for only a matter of weeks he can sleep in my bed and I'll
sleep outside, if it comes to that.

Relatively quiet throughout most of our discussion, Mamadou was the
lone government representative, not high up in the administration of the coun-
try but he still held a bureaucratic position of some impact. He hated it when I
addressed him as a bureaucrat. “You should know, Monsieur Hess,  I am the
only one here whose roots are not deep in Mali. My family decades ago fled
the continuing hardships and strife of our homeland, Niger, but here, right here
in Mali, we were accepted and became successful through toil, dedication and



cooperation with our neighbors. We serve our fellow human beings here be-
cause that is our heritage, and so, I do not sit in an office and administer and
bureaucratize for a living. No! I travel to all areas of our country and listen to
my brothers and sisters as they tell me of their concerns and experiences, all of
it having in some way one common denominator: water, clean, potent water to
drink, abundant water for crops. Without this one limited resource, life any-
where is unsustainable. In three years, Monsieur Hess, I have been responsible
for forty-seven water projects in my country, my adopted country.  None of it
would I have accomplished by sitting behind a desk or without the able help of
many in these areas where we built these projects. You have a need for water
and as strong a need to conserve it and to control it. I have done little work out
there where you're considering building your experiment. This was where I in-
tended to focus the next two to three years anyway, so now I can help you and
you can help me, but you will not find me behind a desk, I assure you.”

I gazed, one at a time, to each of the Farabés, parents and daughter, and
asked, “Which one of you was most responsible for bringing Mamadou here,
out of curiosity?”

Monsieur Farabé smiled and replied, “I have known Mamadou's family
for years, Monsieur Hess.”

“Would you use words like fiery, driven, and refuses to quit to describe
Mamadou to me, if I had never met him, Monsieur Farabé?”

“And then some.”
Mamadou smiled large as I turned to him. “I already regret my teasing

you, Mamadou, by calling you a bureaucrat. Will you accept my apology?”
“Without hesitation,  Monsieur Hess,” Mamadou replied,  still  smiling

large.
I turned to Monsieur Farabé. “And instantly forgiving, too. Don't forget

that.”
Nassira, the last remaining woman, had long ago introduced herself to

me, which I would discover was quite unusual for a woman from Mali, practic-
ing self-introduction,  but  Nassira  was no ordinary woman either.  Though I
would learn later from my hosts it was at her strongest insistence that her po-
tential interest and/or role should be the last to be revealed, it wasn't because
she was shy or deferring. She was neither. How she liked to appear in planning
discussions like we all were engaged was to go last.

“And why is that, Nassira?”
Nassira's smile practically bubbled out of her face. “Who doesn't save

the best for last?” We all laughed but mine was the loudest.
“Oh, a woman after my heart,” I commented and Kitana frowned im-

mediately. I had nothing stirring with Nassira. In all honesty she wasn't an at-
tractive woman. She was short, a bit stout, and her face was pockmarked from
a disease during her childhood, so I felt nothing for her in my most superficial
function, except I was enamored instantly by her philosophical bend. The best
for last? It's part of my philosophical bend and I told her so.

“So when one saves the best for last, that's what motivates one to get
through all the hardest efforts, because...” and Nassira paused and said the fol-



lowing louder and much more boisterous, “here comes the best part!”
“No, no, no!” I said loudly, shaking my finger at her. “The moment I

learn you have even one drawing for a building complete, I'm going to want to
see it immediately. I'm not going to wait to get through all the hard parts and
you won't be able to put me off either, Nassira, because I'm going to want to
look at  it  right away so I can say,  'Yes, Nassira.  That will  do. Thank you.'
You're not going to make me wait.”

“Then you'll be looking at drawings very soon, Monsieur Hess, since I
have  been  considering  and  doing  some  rough  drawings  for  several  weeks
now.” Nassira narrowed her eyes as she gazed intently at me, but with a smile
which was enchanting.

“Before I leave I'll want to see them, please.” Nassira nodded.
It was getting late, which means it was early in the morning and the

daylight outside was expanding, so I casually announced I was tired from the
travel and would have reached unconsciousness long ago if not for the delight-
ful company. This was the signal to begin disbanding and movement in the
Farabé household soon followed. I had one more comment,  though. “I was
wrong in my half-hearted attempt at humor to label Mamadou a bureaucrat, be-
cause, in truth, he's not the one here who is the bureaucrat. The bureaucrat here
is the daughter of my hosts and she will frown when I call her that.” I paused
and engaged Kitana, who was frowning. “See? She's already frowning.” This
brought smiles and chuckles from all, even her parents. “She  is a bureaucrat
because of her instinctive talent as an ambassador, as I've remarked to her sev-
eral times. An ambassador  is a bureaucrat but who must have an exceptional
talent to bring people together, and we are all here together only through the
abilities of one of us here, and we all know whom. I am certain, moreover, she
also has tremendous ideas about how to accomplish what we all hope to ac-
complish, and she will share those ideas with all of us, and we'll all contribute
to refine those ideas, but inevitably she will organize and put those ideas in
place and lead them to success, though not as a bureaucrat, but as a genuine
leader, because she has  that in her, too. And the best thing about it all? She
knows it.”

“Charming,  my  child,  is  how  you  described  him,”  Madame  Farabé
softly remarked, “and as Monsieur Hess called it, hitting the nail on the head?”

“Mama,” Kitana said, emphasizing the second syllable and looking di-
rectly to her mother, “our professor adviser described Gregory to me in a num-
ber of ways, all true, but one I find which constantly comes back to my mind is
this she told me. 'No matter what he says, no matter what he does, you can't
stay mad at Gregory. You just can't.' I find that one bit of advice she shared
with me being true the more time I spend listening to Gregory and observing
him. I can't stay mad at him, Mama. I just can't.”

We all meandered into the brightness outside and the “students” said or
hugged or kissed their goodbyes, and I strolled with them, deliberately close to
Nassira. As Nassira began to slide into the small sedan, I said, “Nassira, would
you...accompany  me  over  here,”  and I  motioned  along  the  Farabé's  gravel
drive about ten feet away, “please?” Nassira looked to me with suspicion while



I ignored everyone else and stared only at Nassira. Calmly I repeated, “Please.”
I took a couple steps where I had pointed. Nassira stood up and walked with
me about ten feet away. “Whatever you have been considering, Nassira, for
what we will build, the first item we shall erect must be a prayer facility.”

Nassira really looked to me suspiciously. “A prayer facility?” When I
nodded almost imperceptibly, she added, “What kind of prayer facility?”

“You have a much clearer idea of what we need than I do, Nassira,
something  you  would  be  proud  and  comfortable  to  use,  something  which
would accommodate at least two hundred faithful. I would want it for those
who would be working and living on the compound, so they won't have to
walk far every Friday. I want a facility everyone would respect and would treat
as devout and worthy, and I want this request to remain only between you and
me for now. I want you to think about it, do as much research and planning for
it as you think appropriate. I don't want it to make a statement with some lavish
expense or as ornate as it could possibly be, but I do believe it must stand out
among all the other buildings and constructions, that it cannot be ignored.”

As I spoke this last bit I watched Nassira's face slowly change from
suspicion to understanding and with it a huge smile. “Why would you not want
to share this request with everyone, Monsieur Hess?” Her question, though,
was accompanied by a smile of understanding.

“I want to share it only after you and I have agreed on it, you have com-
pleted all the necessary drawings and notes, and we can all be standing in our
barren compound so I can point to where I have decided it will reside, and say,
'And this will be the site of our initial construction, our prayer facility for the
faithful.' Then, everyone will know we haven't forgotten something.”

Her conspiratorial  grin was evident. “So, you know we have always
been considering the many breaks we will have to endure when so many leave
for prayer, to walk to their village to pray, and everything will come to a halt,
except for the few who are not Muslim, and not one of us has even considered
such a facility on the grounds. How did you know this, Monsieur Hess? I am
very curious, or did Kitana tell you?”

“Kitana knows nothing of this and I want it to remain that way, so, how
would I know? Because I am still certain you all are considering this with re-
spect to what a Westerner would expect, instead of completely considering it
something which fits intricately into its surroundings so adeptly it would seem
like it's been there forever. Perhaps, what we do, the actions we perform on the
grounds might be of some Western influence, but the whole of this endeavor
must be African, Nassira, and it must reflect the heritage and the culture which
surrounds it.”

Nassira shook her head with an expression of mild frustration. When
she hooked onto my gaze, she smiled big and wide, though. “Now, you have
made me reconsider some of the work I've already completed.” I frowned and
was about to apologize when Nassira raised her hand to stop me. “But I think
you're correct in what you've now stated. I'm going to go through it all again
and reconsider my assumptions and drawings with all of this in mind, and I'll
have the prayer facility ready, and it shall remain between you and me.” Nas-



sira wagged her finger at  me. “I will  have to be present,  though, Monsieur
Hess, when you unveil this facility to our colleagues. They will have questions
which you will be unable to answer due to our cultural differences.” She still
smiled big and wide.

I walked with Nassira back to the sedan and we both deflected ques-
tions about our conversation, the rest piled in and they drove away. As I was
led back inside by my hosts, I replied when asked I was exhausted, having
been up more than twenty-four hours from packing and readying, but having
spent most of those hours in planes or waiting in airports and just that takes a
lot out of me. I'm not one who enjoys airplane flights, not even in the slightest.
I walked to my room, closed the door behind me, pulled off my clothes and
climbed onto bed under the sheet.

Early afternoon I rose from bed as the noise of the household increased.
All were up and busy and had been for some time. Madame Farabé and Kitana
were preparing a meal and I settled in their living room with Monsieur Farabé
where we discussed in general terms my plans for this experiment, as I still re-
ferred to it. When the meal was ready we were called to the dining table. As we
all sat and ate at a leisure pace Kitana explained what she had arranged for the
two of us over the rest of the day and evening. On the docket were meetings
with three aid and consulting groups based in Mali, Bamako specifically, and a
group of local people at a casual gathering in the evening. All were interested
in what I had in store for the experiment and I told Kitana I had come fairly
prepared for this trip. Because it was the weekend, meeting with government
representatives had been scheduled in a couple days, when I would meet the
Minister of Agriculture and possibly others who hadn't been able to commit as
of yet. My hosts were anxious as we talked and ate together to see what exactly
I had brought with me. “After we finish this lovely meal we'll retire to your liv-
ing room and I'll bring it all out so you may see.”

When  we  had concluded  our  gathering  at  the  dining  table  and  had
cleared it and washed all the cooking and eating items—the men allowed only
to clear the table while the women cleaned—I waited until Madame  Farabé
and Kitana joined us in the living room. Once they sat down I went to my bed-
room, opened the bigger bag and retrieved my notebook. I handed it first to
Monsieur Farabé and he opened it to the first page which held the overall lay-
out of fifty acres as a rectangle and each area of the compound labeled in gen-
eral terms. Each subsequent page held a more detailed layout of one of the la-
beled areas, with notes I had made of what I expected each to contain and per-
form. These labeled areas included the electrical generation facility, water tow-
ers, solid waste treatment, potable water treatment, rain water collection, irri-
gation from both treatment facilities, livestock quarters with goats, sheep and
chickens initially, crop area, living and kitchen facility, and a “reserved” area.
Of course, all wanted to know what the “reserved” area was being reserved for.
I glanced at all three as I said calmly, “In due time you will know what the re-
served area is for. I will tell you it is not for weapons or security, any of that. It
is related to what Nassira and I discussed before she left this morning and we
will both show you when the time arrives when we all meet where we intend to



create this compound and start to lay it out. You'll have to trust me and Nassira,
too, so don't ask her, but you will be pleased.”

Kitana frowned as she looked to me. “There is something about this I
do not appreciate, Gregory. You are hiding something and it disturbs me.”

I smiled widely. “This had always been my idea, Kitana,  my dream. I
have been wanting to do something like this, perhaps before you were even
born. I knew the only things which kept me from doing it were the resources
and my independence. I have been fortunate in these last years to achieve both,
but when I met you and Alfred and Bernard, knowing instantly each of you
would provide to me the help I would need to make this endeavor, this experi-
ment, come anything close to success, I relinquished my dream so it could be-
come  our dream. So all of this,” and I swept my right arm toward the note-
book, “combines all our ideas, experiences, interests, and imagination. It's not
mine any more, which pleases me, except it's no longer  only my dream. The
area I call ‘reserved’ still belongs to me, it is still only my dream. When I re-
veal to you what this dream is, Kitana, you will understand what is truly inside
me and understand completely where my heart is.”

Kitana continued to frown. “I still don't like it, Gregory. It makes me
consider you do not trust me and I'm sure you can understand my displeasure.”

I continued to smile. “So consider this. No matter how well we plan
and prepare, a successful outcome of this experiment will still depend on faith,
Kitana. No?” Kitana and both Farabés nodded their heads. “All I ask you is to
place a little faith in  me, that what I  hide under the veil I call ‘reserved’ will
please you when I unveil it. Give to me a little of your faith.”

Kitana finally smiled. “This, then, is something you intend to surprise
me with?”

I laughed. “Well, first it was Esperanza and her surprise, then it was
you and your surprise, then Alfred and his surprise, and Bernard and his sur-
prise, and with all of you working feverishly to pull out my dream to make it
our dream, I'm down to only one surprise! It's my turn!”

The room filled with laughter. When she regained her composure, Ki-
tana smiled with all her teeth so visible. “All right. I suppose we can let you
have one surprise.” She flashed me an expression of mock severity. “It better
be good, though, Gregory, or you will fall in my esteem.”

“You think I haven't considered it? I remember your warning to me, Ki-
tana, from the first day we met. If I were to fall in your esteem, you would quit
immediately, and worse, your mother and father would have nothing more to
do with me, which would make every trip I take to Bamako a real chore, since
I would never be able to drop in here to enjoy their company, hospitality and
sage advice.  It  will be good, I assure you, because I  understand the conse-
quences.”

“Take him at his word, my child,” Madame  Farabé advised with her
most pleasant  smile.  “I  think he  does understand the consequences.  I  think
Gregory understands you quite well.”

“Kitana,  I  think the surprise will  be well  worth the wait,” Monsieur
Farabé stated, smiling and turning to me. “I don't think I could take the disap-



pointment if it wasn't.”
I looked to Monsieur  Farabé with an equal smile. “Exactly, Monsieur

Farabé, because if it wasn't I could never get a hug from you again. I couldn't
live with that!”

The three meetings Kitana arranged all took place within blocks in the
capitol and ran well into the early evening. Each seemed in tone something of
cordiality and an initial feeling out process. I made it clear I had no intent to
secure any help from any of them, other than what they could provide which
would move our experiment closer to success  and the help must come will-
ingly without any significant strings attached. “Food, water, clothing, shelter,”
I said many times, “these are the necessities for human sustenance and suffi-
ciency. To be able to produce most of these necessities only from the resources
of the compound is my goal and it would achieve complete success if they
were  all produced in the compound. I think one hundred percent will be im-
probable but if we aim that high to begin with, we may be able to come very
close, closer to one hundred percent than should we aim much lower.”

At the second meeting, which included several people from an aid orga-
nization which focused on food provision and work or employment production
and sustainability, a woman suggested she saw something missing from my
initial layouts. “You did state 'clothing' as one of your necessities, Monsieur
Hess,” Claudia observed, “but your layout shows nothing for it. In fact your
layout will engage men mostly and women will have far less to do. This seems
very lacking in foresight and may hamper any success you may achieve, don't
you think?”

“I'm all ears, Claudia. Make a suggestion to improve it.”
“Set aside enough area for weaving, Monsieur Hess, and use traditional

methods.  Don't  bring some modern,  highly industrial  equipment  and items.
You'll meet resistance and it will surely lead to failure. Instead find or build
traditional looms and enough of them to keep many women at work weaving
material which can then be stitched as necessary for clothing items. Excess the
compound should sell and this gives you additional resources to secure other
necessities which you cannot produce on the compound. Women also weave
reeds into baskets, Monsieur Hess, and a clay firing facility would also allow
you to create your own construction materials and women can also form pots
and containers, the like. Clay firing puts both genders to work. Consider it.”

I smiled at Claudia. She was a thinker, she had a sincere interest in see-
ing this all work out, and she was from Mali, not some foreigner. “I was really
wondering whether these meetings would result in anything of substance, not
because I consider discussion futile or useless, but because I have an innate
skepticism about organizations and bureaucracy and often what comes from
them is talk and little else. But, Claudia, what I'm now considering is how far
we  can go, and by this I mean, where can we expand? We will need people
who can think, who can come up with ideas which can stretch our reach into
the surrounding community, which can produce mutual benefit without produc-
ing discord, discord resulting from a perception that these are outsiders trying
to push something on the community. Think about it in this way, Claudia...Sup-



pose we develop an expertise in constructing housing. We build housing on the
compound, the whole community sees it for what it is, something which is still
traditional but meets our needs, we have the laborers and the expertise to pro-
duce housing anywhere in the community  provided we receive something in
return. This, then, is the only thing holding us back. What do we receive in re-
turn which everyone will agree is fair? If we can find the minds to dream up
the ideas to complete such an exchange, we move closer and closer to success,
to self-sustenance, self-sufficiency. And the beauty of it all, Claudia, is the en-
tire community becomes involved. It no longer remains an isolated compound.
Over time it fits into the community. And if this becomes true, that it becomes
viewed as an integral part of the community, it no longer remains associated
with me, and that's what I want to achieve.”

I left this meeting with two women wearing beaming expressions. Ki-
tana now had the deepest understanding of what I really intended and she was
alight. Claudia was glowing. Her mind was spinning with ideas and I knew I
was going to hear about them as we progressed. Claudia was also quite persua-
sive in the aid community in Mali and behind the scenes as things progressed
she set the stage. I would hear, even years later, how she told everyone who
would listen her absolute conviction that my intent was limited to helping build
this experiment and I completely understood its success would come mostly
from the efforts of those already living in Mali, not from outsiders. Of course,
she never told me any of this. She felt she didn't have to. She was right. She
was the one “aid worker” whose aid actually produced tangible results. This is
why the documentary is, at times, so intriguing. People seem to show up out of
nowhere and another little success appears and those watching the documen-
tary are often perplexed, until the end with the credits. Claudia worked all the
time in the background nudging those people who showed up out of nowhere. I
knew what she was doing all along. She couldn't hide it from me.

The  gathering  in  the  evening  was  strictly  a  social  affair,  intended
through Kitana to be an opportunity for those in Mali interested in meeting me
to do so. There were over a hundred such people, almost staggering to me, and,
of course, Kitana used it as the means to impress me personally. When I ex-
pressed my deep impression to Alfred and Bernard, when the three of us could
step away for a more private conversation, they both laughed. Both had years
of experience with “the little matchmaker,” whom they both enjoyed calling
her when I told them, though only with me, and Alfred added, “I first met Ki-
tana when we were both ten years old, at an advanced school for exceptional
students run, in part, through a program funded by the French government. In
one day, Gregory, I already knew who was the brightest and most promising of
all of us, because Kitana simply outshone everyone there. She had no equal
that day, and frankly, she still has none.”

Bernard remarked, “This is what makes her participation so interesting
to me, Gregory. Kitana usually displays a very healthy skepticism about any-
one's abilities or ideas because she is so used to being at the top. Yet, somehow,
you have managed to dismiss her skepticism. This is something I rarely see
from her.” He turned to Alfred and smiled in a way Alfred knew its meaning.



“Some day, Gregory, you will have to share with us how you managed it.”
Both laughed so loud others at the gathering turned to look at the three of us.

Kitana expected all four of us would drive out to the three parcels under
consideration the following day, which we did. We drove out of the capitol in a
borrowed SUV with clothes and camping gear for overnight. We would drive
to the first, which would take several hours, organize a camp, sleep overnight
and visit the remaining two, arriving back in the capitol very late.

All three were huge, much bigger than even I imagined. One was nearly
a hundred acres, site of a former factory abandoned before the war. In Africa
you have to refer to a specific war when you use the term. This, then, was prior
to World War II. We were standing on a spot which hadn't been used for any-
thing of substance in over seventy years. We met many of the locals in the sur-
rounding  communities  and  I  was  struck  with  how accepting  most  were  in
meeting me. Yes, there were looks and expressions of distrust or disinterest or
deep suspicion but I wasn't greeted with outright hostility. We gathered our soil
samples for Esperanza and my method was to take five from each, first creat-
ing five sections  from the four  corners  and the middle or  central  area.  We
would pick the most central or promising area of each section, dig to six inches
and scoop up the sample into a container labeled with the section, those being
northeast, northwest, southeast, southwest and central. We also took more pic-
tures and met with some of the more official leaders of the communities. They
all knew what we were there for. Most were not committed but were willing to
wait and see. Each parcel had no attachments for any immediate future but se-
curing any would require the help and agreements from both local and national
governments and would have to be arranged in a manner with “ownership” of-
ficially recognized by either a Mali citizen or some type of officially recog-
nized organization based in Mali. I considered it a technicality. How technical,
and difficult,  it  would  become would  rest  with  the  results  of  meetings  we
would have with various government representatives over the following days,
possibly weeks.

The results  from these meetings—which were exceedingly long and
boring at times, but always attended by Kitana, Alfred, Bernard, Nassira, both
Monsieur and Madame Farabé, and me—were to setup an organization through
official procedures with both national and local governments, with “officers”
of all three  Farabés and an adviser, being me. I would initially invest half a
million in dollars and we would call the organization a cooperative. My sug-
gestion for the name would depend on which of the three parcels we secured
and use a local name before the cooperative. Choice of which parcel would de-
pend, more than anything else, on the initial results of the samples sent to Es-
peranza. I, though, leaned to the old factory site. It was the biggest by far and
the site  considered the least  favorable.  I  considered it  a plus.  Turning land
which had sat  from disuse for decades and returning it  to  some productive
value appealed to me more than the other sites and I liked the idea of additional
space for possible expansion. When I explained it like that everyone consid-
ered it the more ideal choice, too. It all hinged now on Esperanza.

“We're waiting on you, dear,” I greeted Esperanza when I called her be-



fore the weekend.
“I  received  your  package,  Gregory.  I've  opened  it,  have  them  all

crammed in my tiny office and realize I'm looking at months of work for you.”
“We don't have months, my love.”
“You do expect the most out of me with the least you can contribute,

don't you, Gregory...my love?”
“I love you, too, Esperanza. While you're performing all this work, you

think of ways for me to make it up to you. I love the way your mind works, by
the way.”

“And when you come here for the full analysis, you'll be gasping for
air, old man.”

Segment Twenty-Three
After one of the last long and bor-

ing  government  meetings,  we  walked
out of the building and I heard a loud,
distinctly  British  accent  shout,  “Gre-
gory,  how  goes  your  Africa
expedition?”

I  looked  in  the  direction  of  the
voice and saw a slight, relatively hand-
some young man wearing a smart, dark
blue business suit,  holding a clipboard
and  standing  next  to  two other  young
men,  one holding a  camera pointed to

the ground and the other holding a microphone. Without looking to any of my
colleagues I said, “Give me a few minutes, please.” I heard acknowledgment
and stepped over to the three men, noticing as I got closer the letters on the
camera, “BBC.” When I reached them I put out my right hand. “I don't believe
we've met.”

“Roland Hodges, BBC,” the young man said with a smile as he reached
my hand and we shook, “but I've heard you prefer a hug. I'm disappointed.”

I  smiled.  “Entertainers  don't  hug reporters,  Mister  Hodges.  It's  con-
strued as collusion.” All three laughed lightly.

“Do you have a few moments for an interview, Mister Hess?”
“Not at this time, Mister Hodges.” I nodded to the group standing away

from us waiting. “My colleagues and I have a dinner engagement.” They all
looked disappointed. “You know something about this, I take it.”

“You talked about Africa on Oprah's show months ago, Mister Hess.
Everyone knows about it.”

“Let me suggest this. Why don't you and I and your crew sit down for
an extensive interview in the next week or two back on the continent. I'll be
leaving here in a matter of days. We've completed our preliminary work and
we'll talk at length. Run that by your heads at BBC. I'd be happy to answer all
your questions then.” We agreed, exchanged phone numbers and Roland would
contact me in a few days to schedule it. As I was starting to move back to the



group I asked, “Out of curiosity, Mister Hodges, what exactly do you think I'm
doing here in Africa for my expedition?”

“Putting yourself in harm's way, Mister Hess. That's what I think you're
doing.” The crew members looked down to the ground when Roland spoke.

I smiled widely. “We'll have plenty to talk about. Tread lightly, gentle-
men.”

We had accomplished what we intended on my first visit to Mali in one
week and, while it seemed a bit melancholy during the second weekend after
we had reached several highs in such a short time, I constantly reminded my
hosts and their numerous guests who seemed to pop up at their residence con-
tinually the success we had achieved so far merely paves the way for my even-
tual return to begin our experiment in earnest. During a somewhat somber dis-
cussion with Esperanza's students, I made a fateful suggestion. “You all three
are well into your Masters programs at the university, and Northridge, from
what I gather, prides itself as a progressive university, unconventional in many
respects, so there's nothing stopping you from appealing to your Deans and
professors to arrange your Masters completion here, in Mali. The work you
will be performing is in accordance with your studies, you have a professor,
untenured yes, but still a professor who is supporting you, and all your courses
which would normally require your attendance can be modified so you can at-
tend classes and lectures remotely,  take tests  remotely.  It  can be done.  The
school and your professors need only agree to it.”

Kitana  frowned.  “How  would  we  do  all  this  remotely,  Gregory?
Nowhere in your layout is there any computer facility.”

I smiled widely. “Oh, there isn't? Did I forget that?” Kitana, Alfred and
Bernard all nodded their heads strenuously. “It must be one of my milder sur-
prises.” Eyes narrowed. “We'll connect to the internet via satellite from the
electrical facility, we'll have some computing and networking in there and per-
haps around the compound but we'll also have many access points scattered
about. Anyone should be able to reach the internet anywhere on the grounds
whether using a laptop, tablet, smartphone, whatever.”

“And you were hiding this because?” Bernard chided.
“I  can't  remember  everything,  Bernard.  I'm an  old,  white  man.  I'm

lucky I remember to zip up my fly in the morning.”
“Do not start with that, Gregory!” Kitana warned me.
“Mademoiselle Farabé, it might amuse you to learn that I have on some

mornings forgotten to do such a simple task as zipping my fly, having a large
number of things on my mind and so few resources devoted to convention and
discretion, but when I do discover my lapse, I manage to move away from ev-
eryone and pull up my zipper in the hopes no one has seen it thus, since it is
still embarrassing for someone like me to forget it. I am hardly perfect, but I
like to maintain the illusion.” The male members of my audience, which had
grown in the small number of seconds for this discussion, all smiled and a few
laughed. The female members, I noticed, frowned.

“I would never find it amusing, Monsieur Hess,” Kitana advised stone
faced.



“And there may come a morning months into this when I walk into the
kitchen for a cup of coffee and you will casually notice my forgetfulness and
you will say, 'I see you decided to pull up your zipper after your morning cof-
fee, Gregory.'  Immediately after which you will discover the level of embar-
rassment I can reach, and my only response, once I do pull up my zipper will
be  to  exclaim,  'Touché.'”  Even  Kitana  laughed  at  the  possible  spectacle.  I
added, “While I'm no Albert Einstein, I believe his greatest failure was forget-
ting to pack his underwear, but I don't remember reading anywhere about his
failing to pull up his zipper or button his pants. At least he never suffered the
level of embarrassment I have on occasion.”

Drake called me Sunday, the day before I was to return to Germany. “I
hear you're in Mali. When are you due back?”

“Tomorrow, late.”
“Good. We'll wait and find a room in Baden Baden until Tuesday.”
“That would be excellent. You'll meet Lena.”
“We're looking forward to meeting her. I've heard quite a bit about her,

since John thinks  so highly  of  her  when you visited them a while  ago.”  I
smiled. “Have you talked to Will lately?”

“Not lately. When I get back I have a number of calls to make, you
know, re-connect.”

“Listen, Gregory, Will has discussed with me several times how enam-
ored he is with your Africa endeavor, and you know he has always leaned to
giving back, that those more fortunate have a duty, a responsibility, to share
with those less  fortunate.  He has  been quietly,  discreetly,  asking around to
gauge interest from those who are more fortunate to provide seeding for a trust
he is calling the Africa Partnership. He said he hasn't discussed it with you for
two reasons. The biggest reason is he doesn't want it to seem like he's stealing
your thunder.”

“Will wouldn't be stealing my thunder. I'm not doing this for self-ag-
grandizement.”

“That's why I'm telling you this, Gregory, because he said his  second
reason was he thinks you won't accept his help in this way, it will only be a
way for some people to make themselves feel better without investing any ef-
fort, know what I mean?”

“I'd accept that kind of help in a heartbeat, Drake. Adequate start-up
funding will ensure its success. Even I know it.”

“So call Will and talk to him. Tell him I told you about it and I insisted.
I don't think you know how much both Will and Ken truly respect you. Do you
have any idea how many people have tried to get those two back to writing?”

“No. Neither usually wants to talk to me about it, although Will told me
he had a story idea he was considering.”

“You cannot count them, Gregory. There are too many and both always
dismissed the idea of writing consistently, until  you came along. Now they're
both considering it.” There was a slight pause and Drake laughed. “You know
what Will told me not long ago?”

I laughed. “It better be good!”



“He said, 'I'm starting to get close to fifty, Drake. That's when Gregory
started writing seriously and using all those stories he had in his head for years.
Maybe I should do it.'”

“No way! He's gotta be losin' it! Katherine must be freaking out!”
“Katherine says every time Will brings it up, she tells him he should be

writing. He has the mind and the heart to do it right.”
“He could always use me as a sound board. I wouldn't pull any punches

because my only interest would be in making the story better.”
“So what do you think has been the result of your influence, Gregory?

Considering that, of all the people who worked with you on both movies, the
two who always say, 'The story is king,' are Will and Ken. They say it for every
script they get now when they discuss what would make it better, which hap-
pens all the time in this business and you know it. They always start, 'The story
is king.' And Ken is writing a screenplay now. He's shared some of it with me.
I think it's pretty damn good. There's only one person in the world who can
take credit for it. You, my brother, you pushed them to it. Many have tried for
years, but once you came onto the scene they want to write again.”

“This is really encouraging news, Drake. I'm going to have a long dis-
cussion with Will and Ken when I get back.”

“Well, that's the good news on your front. Wanna hear the bad?”
“I can take it. I'm a big boy.”
“You're getting a lot of flack from the conservative side in the States,

both media and political hacks.”
“You mean the anti-liberals, the ones who support oppression and op-

pose liberty?”
“That's the side all right.”
“Let's talk about it when I return and we can do so face to face.”
“Okay, but you've been avoiding publicity so much lately your percep-

tion in the States is beginning to suffer. Have you talked with Nancy lately?”
“Talked with her a couple weeks ago when I sent the manuscript to the

House. Several times as a matter of fact. She didn't say anything.”
“Maybe she doesn't want to distract you while you're set on Africa but

she's been doing a lot of public defending of you in the media in the last couple
months. I'll show you what I mean when we get together.”

I refrained from calling Nancy on her personal cell. I considered this a
professional matter. It was best to reach her at work on her professional time
and leave her at peace on her personal.

Late at night Esperanza called to tell me she had completed the prelimi-
nary analysis on one of the samples and she planned to have all the preliminary
work complete in one week. It would yield a pH level and nutrients found in
the soil. A far more detailed analysis required a molecular breakdown which
took days for the equipment to produce, but she was already working on the
first sample and would have the detailed results about the time I planned to go
back to Mali and complete the land acquisition and get started. “You will have
to pick up the detailed results personally, Gregory, since the university cannot
afford to send them to you,” Esperanza stated quite seriously.



“That's an excuse, Esperanza.”
“It may be but Cal State Northridge is not a charity.”
“I told you I love how your mind works, dear, and I'll bet when I do ar-

rive at the university I will receive no charity from you either. I'll have to work
for everything I get from here on out.”

“We are in complete agreement, Gregory.”
I flew into Munich about eight at night, having called the German con-

sulate as the plane in Bamako was boarding. Tanya said she was pleased to
hear my voice because of its obvious implication. I said her assumption was
correct. It's not a dream. I'm still alive and still want to meet my favorite Ger-
man government  representative.  Tanya said she had heard  I  enjoyed walks
along the Rhine,  sometimes bringing a picnic basket to eat and drink wine
along the bank. I said I imagined she had the training to pump her sources and
get the information she needs and that's why she was so high up the ranks, but
I liked to think she was only looking out for me. I try to think the best of peo-
ple. Tanya asked if I had plans for Saturday. I said if Saturday was convenient
for you, those are my plans. She would drive from Munich to Hügelsheim Sat-
urday morning.

Despite the lateness of my arrival in Munich both Lena and Heinz were
waiting. When we arrived at the flat, I brought one of my bags up the back,
Heinz brought  the other  two, and Lena followed last  but  went  right  to  the
kitchen as planned. She opened a bottle of wine and we all had a drink to-
gether. I invited Heinz to have the walk along the Rhine Saturday and he could
meet a representative from the government who was coming to see me. When I
said her name was Tanya, Lena asked, “Why do you think it's necessary to
meet this Tanya at your residence, Gregory?”

“I have no interest in her romantically, Lena. She lives and works in
Munich, it's too far away, and I could never see her regularly if we became at-
tached romantically, but the biggest reason is the time I would spend with her
could never possibly measure up to the time I would have with you. I simply
want to know who this Tanya is and what she looks like because I think it
would  be  to  my benefit  to  have  someone in  the  German government  with
whom I am personally acquainted. I don't see how it could possibly hurt.” Lena
still looked at me skeptically. “Doesn't it seem I don't think about Serena and
Jana and Jennifer much lately?”

Lena frowned but she knew the truth.  “No, you don't  seem to think
about them as much as you used to.”

“And why do you think it's true, Lena?”
Lena shrugged her shoulders but Heinz smiled widely and proclaimed,

“And the truth comes out.” Lena smiled.
“Some day soon, my love, on a day when you least expect it, I'm going

to place before you a demand you will not refuse, because I will demand a
commitment from you, where I  become  your husband and you become  my
wife,  and you will  agree  to  it,  Lena,  because the freedom you would  lose
would be more than offset by my constant presence and my devotion to your
physical, mental and emotional health and well-being, and no one will interfere



or detract from my complete commitment to you.”
Sternly Lena gazed in my eyes. “How can you be so certain I  won't

refuse?”
“Because you will know, should you refuse, you most likely will never

walk this Earth with me again. There comes a time for every human being who
enters my life when each is forced to be all in or all out. Each knows who I am,
what I am, it's time to put up or shut up. Be all in and your devotion is returned
in kind, or you may follow me, but you will do so knowing you shall be treated
like all the others, no better, no worse. The latter is what you would receive by
your refusal which would be a drop down from where you had already climbed
in my esteem. Will it crush you? I have no doubt. It would crush me, knowing
as far as we had come, you would still choose your freedom over my remain-
ing years with you by my side, with me by your side. But I will do it, I will
place this demand, and the day is coming soon.” I turned to Heinz and winked.
“And now you have something to think about.”

Lena frowned. “That's not something I  want to think about, Gregory.
Now I'll have sleepless nights.”

“I have them from you. You can have them from me. Don't thank me.
You're welcome. What's fair is fair.”

Once Heinz left, Lena tore off my clothes, pulled me into the bedroom,
pushed me down on my back on the bed, stripped off her clothes and had her
way with me, skipping any and all interest in parcheesi, I should add. Having
wiped us both, she leaned down over the bed to kiss me, stood and asked,
“How's that for devotion, my love?”

“And you think you can refuse me?”
She walked into the bathroom to place the cloth on the towel  rack.

“We'll have to see if you can even place this demand of yours, Gregory, if you
can even bring yourself to call my bluff.”

As Lena walked back into the bedroom, I commented, “And during the
long period I have spent intimately with psychologists, I can distinguish be-
tween the truth and the psycho-babble. Even psychologists have insecurities,
I've learned.”

Lena lay beside me and pulled the sheet over us both. “So knowing my
insecurities, you will take it to heart when I demand you hold onto me tight all
night and morning or I will toss and turn so much  you will have a sleepless
night, Herr Hess.”

“I surrender, Fraulein, but I assure you I shall enjoy all our future en-
gagements.”

“In my domain, no less. I shall enjoy these engagements, too, I assure
you, Gregory.”

About nine the next morning I called Drake. “Check out of the hotel,
Drake. Which one?” He told me. “Lena and I will drive there in a few minutes
and wait for you in the lobby, then follow us over to my flat. You're staying
with us.” An hour later, after introductions, hugs and kisses, Drake and Andrea
followed us in their rental out to the village and the Schekters' home. “You
grab Andrea's luggage and I'll take up yours, Drake. I imagine she has suffi-



cient mass in those bags to sink battleships and some of it might be delicate. I
wouldn't want to stumble and fall and ruin our friendship.”

Drake laughed but Andrea remained smug. “Even Drake's bags may be
too much for a skinny runt like you.”

I smiled widely while Lena laughed. “Love you, too, dear. I've missed
your insolence.” Andrea loved that one.

When we had everything situated and we relaxed in the living room, I
advised, “When John and Pamela stayed I let them have the bathroom here to
themselves while I used the bathroom downstairs, so we should do the same.
The door stays locked on our side and you have a private bathroom you only
share with each other. Lena and I will get our stuff out later. Is that agreeable?”

“Perfect,” Andrea said. “For a small place it's quite accommodating and
the surroundings are very pleasant, Gregory. Europeans know how to do it in
tight places. I love it. How did you find this place again?”

“Through Heinz, my able-bodied sidekick taxi driver. I'm Cisco. He's
Pancho, except he does all the driving, which is even better.”

Drake laughed. “I don't know how you meet people like you do, Gre-
gory.” He caught Lena's attention. “You let him con you to remove your shirt
so he could lick your underarm?”

We were laughing hysterically but I had the first response. “She said
she wasn't ticklish there, Drake. That ain't flyin' with me. You gotta prove it!”

“I discovered two things, Drake. Yes, I am ticklish there.” More laugh-
ter ensued. “And I was in love with this man and am more so today.”

“I'd  say  'Cheers,'  but  we  have  nothing  to  drink,  Gregory,”  Drake
scolded.

I stood to walk to the kitchen. “Stop twisting my arm, Drake. It hurts.”
Over the next hour Drake and Andrea shared with us some of their most

recent adventures in Europe. Both were considering movies based in Europe,
each providing various roles in these productions but both would be European
produced and most of the actors in their scenes would speak English. There
would be the usual sub-titles all over the screen, dependent upon the primary
language of the expected audience. I stated my opinion European movies have
a freshness and freedom which has vaporized in the States and both agreed.

“It's  a sad state  of affairs,  Gregory,”  Andrea complained. “We're  off
from here to Britain. We're going to look at possibilities for a second home.”

While everyone nodded I narrowed my eyelids as I stared at Andrea,
who was waiting. “Okay, Andrea, you could not have been that bad in math, so
let me see if I can help you count them right.” In my short pause Drake chuck-
led and Andrea tried suppressing a smile. “Drake has two homes, you have two
homes, so this would be number five, my dear. Five! Five does not equal two!”

“It's the law, Babe,” Drake remarked, laughing. “It cannot be undone!”
“You have been avoiding making a movie with me, Gregory,” Andrea

responded, “and I know exactly why. You are deathly afraid of being on a set
with me because you know I will so frequently belittle you, due to your being a
short, skinny, and insecure old man.”

“What I know will happen in short order, Andrea, is I will be screaming



on the set, 'Will somebody please shut this woman up, because I cannot con-
centrate with her constant jabber, and since I have no acting training whatso-
ever, I have to think to do this, people!'”

Drake shouted, “I would be on the set for that! Can't miss that one!” All
were laughing uproariously.

You have probably surmised that teasing between all of us—Lena was
quickly into it after a short period of feeling out our interpersonal relationships
—was common. It was so common it wasn't second nature, it was of the first
magnitude. It's from one of my principles, one which both Drake and Andrea
understood, though they didn't use it as often as I did and for quite appropriate
career choices. I've said and written it many times to explain myself. I tease
people who I like and respect. The more I like and respect one the more I tease.
It would be a sad reflection on a relationship should I  not tease one, since it
would mean I don't like one, though I would respect one. I always deliver a
level of respect to everyone. As I said the first day at Serena's house, “I'm wait-
ing for you to go away so I can get back to being normal.” Drake, Andrea and
Lena understood it  completely,  and it  simply allowed us to have an uncon-
scionable amount of fun in a small number of days. The two would leave for
Great Britain Friday.

“It's a good thing you're not staying through Saturday. It would be awk-
ward.”

“How so?” Andrea asked.
“My  German  consulate  adviser,  Tanya,  is  coming  to  visit,  and  if  I

wanted to sleep in my bed, we'd be sleeping together and it won't happen be-
cause she,” I pointed to Lena, “would slap me back to reality the very next
time she saw me, should she wish to.”

Andrea advised, “As you so richly deserve.”
“Yeah, but there's your reputation, bro.”
“I've evolved, believe it or not, and I can prove it. Only last night, I

promised Lena one day soon I would propose to her and she will not refuse
me, and I did it with a witness present so she can't deny it.” I smiled at Lena
biting her lip suppressing a smile.

Andrea was in shock. “You said you'd never marry, Gregory!”
“No, I said I probably wouldn't marry. I never said 'never.' I avoid say-

ing 'never.' When you reverse yourself it makes you look like an idiot.”
Andrea turned to  Lena with her  unique smirk.  “You wouldn't  be so

foolish as to marry Gregory, would you, Lena?”
Proudly, Lena responded, “I won't give him an answer until he asks me

and he hasn't asked me.”
Drake gave his best mock expression. “What did that sun in Mali do to

you, brother? It cannot still be your brain inside there, can it?”
“Don't be so high and mighty, brother. It took you how many years to

finally tie that knot? It must have been one hell of an intricate knot!”
Drake and Andrea both looked a little sheepish but Andrea caught my

gaze and with an unusually delicate expression with an equally timid tone said,
“And the others...”



“Will probably get hurt,” I finished for her. “Doesn't matter what I do,
somebody always get hurt, somebody gets left out.” I paused to glance around
the room collecting my thoughts. “When I've had the time to ruminate about
all of this, I've concluded I don't want to be alone any more. I want someone
with me who won't quit on me, who won't abandon me. The one I know sup-
ports me, who I never question will come to my aid when I desperately need it,
and who adores me is Lena. No one else is there. They're not. I've had some
very unique experiences recently and I wouldn't give any of them back but I
don't want it any more. Lena knows about when it's gonna come. She knows it
will be after I finish in Africa, some time after that,” and I looked to Lena, “and
you will have had plenty of time to think about it. I won't have rushed you and
you will have made it through a very long period of my absence and you will
have learned how your freedom will feel without me, and how it feels when I
return to you as I promised. I will return and I won't rush you. I'll know when
the time is right, Lena, because I'll see it in your face. I've seen glimpses of it
already but you still go back and forth so the time's not right but the day will
come. When I return after the longest absence you've experienced you will
have had many hours to contemplate your future and you will have to make a
decision soon. It will be your decision. Should you choose 'no,' I will promise
you I will not chase the others. I will immediately leave for my next stop and
you know I'll do it because I'm strong enough to walk away from you forever if
I have to. I will, of course, do so with a heart which will never mend, because
I've been married, Lena, and I have met and loved and been in love with many
other women, but of all of them, you're the one with whom I want to spend the
rest of my life. So my heart will never mend if you choose 'no,' but I must let
you choose, you must be free to choose, your desire to be with me must be as
deep as mine for you, or it will never work anyway. This I know from experi-
ence, from being around as long as I have. We have to be at the same level,
Lena, or it will never work.”

Lena rose from her chair a few feet away, walked before me and sat
lightly in my lap. Her arms wrapped around my neck and she kissed me fully.
“When the day comes, Gregory, I will make my decision. I will be ready to
make it.” We sat glancing back and forth from one eye to the other. I knew
what her decision would be.

After a long moment of awkward silence, Drake complained, “So when
is our host  going to  propose one of these famous strolls  along the historic
Rhine river? Do I have to suggest everything?”

Lena  hopped  up  from  my  lap.  “I'll  make  some  sandwiches.”  She
walked into the kitchen.

I stood and glanced from Andrea to Drake. “Cumon. Let's go down-
stairs and see if we can borrow a basket and blanket and you can meet our host
and hostess.” The three of us descended to the first floor as I shouted, “Matty!
Wilhelm!” Our host and hostess were waiting in the hall  when we reached
ground floor. “Matilde and Wilhelm, meet Drake and Andrea. They're both in
the movie business, so their grasp of reality is strained.” This resulted in many
groans and Drake wrapped his left arm around my neck to strangle me.



Matty observed, “You all seem to get along quite well and I see you
have developed an appropriate response for Gregory. I am never sure anyone
can get along well with Gregory.”

With a complete straight face Wilhelm stated, “We have found it impos-
sible.”

“To say the least,” Drake remarked, releasing me.
“I am always pleased when everyone gets the hint. We are preparing to

take a stroll along the nearby waterway. What's on your agenda?”
Wilhelm turned to Matty. “I was thinking today is a perfect day for a

walk along the river, Matty.”
“It is.” Matty walked toward the kitchen. “I'll prepare some food.”
I turned to Drake and Andrea. “When she's familiar with people, she in-

sists everyone call her 'Matty.' Are you familiar enough with Drake and An-
drea, Matty, or should they wait a few more minutes?”

Matty yelled from the kitchen, “I have enough food for everyone except
Gregory.”

“Liquid again?” I yelled back. I turned to Drake. “It's a good thing I
have a strong constitution. Did you know my constitution is almost as old as
the American one?”

Andrea proposed, “It's, what, three or four years?”
“Sixteen or seventeen is closer.” Wilhelm stepped away smiling broadly

to gather the necessary items for our stroll and Drake and Andrea followed me
as I walked toward the kitchen door.

When I reached the threshold so Matty saw me, she remarked, “You've
known Gregory longer than we have. You know he never turns it off.”

“What's worse is he encourages everyone to turn it on,” Andrea com-
mented.

“He can turn it off,” Drake proclaimed.
There was a silence for a half-minute. Matty ended it. “Yes, Drake, but

we won't talk about it.”
“And we don't  have to talk about it because of the reason upstairs,” I

noted, “who, at this moment, is preparing other culinary concoctions in an ef-
fort to keep me from a strictly liquid diet, so there!” I waited until Matty turned
to smile and I turned around to face Drake and Andrea. “Which gives me the
opportunity to  state  this  challenge: Name one place anywhere in the world
where you can stay and the hosts will prepare cuisine for you and share their
fabulous company at  no additional charge! Name one!” I could see on their
faces Matty's reaction. I heard her walking toward us so I turned to meet her.

She reached me as Wilhelm entered the room. She put her right hand up
to my cheek and patted my cheek warmly. “In the time you have spent with us,
Gregory, I have come to think of you like my brother, my older brother.”

I smiled. I was touched, physically and emotionally. “Thank you, my
charming hostess.” Matty smiled back warmly and returned to the counter.

Cutting slices from a bread loaf she asked, “When he leaves, do you
miss him?”

Drake moaned, “Oh, I don't even wanna think about it.” I moved over



to the edge of the door and leaned against it so I could glance quickly at every-
one. “The winter after we finished shooting was not fun at all. I had been hop-
ing you would stay.”

“Things were calling me back, Drake. I had Thanksgiving with Chuck
and some of the bad boys.”

“Chuck's got a surprise coming for you, brother,” Drake said beaming.
“Can't tell you as I've been sworn to secrecy but it's a good one.”

“I'd want to be in Mali with you when he springs that one, Gregory,”
Andrea teased.

“Knowing Chuck as I do, I think I know what he's got planned, but it
won't have any effect on how deeply touched I'll feel when he does spring it.
Chuck is a good human being. His heart is in the right place.”

Matty said, “The more I think about what you plan in Mali, Gregory,
the more I'm convinced what you achieve will be extraordinary.”

“It won't be me or mine, Matty. Serena said it. 'It's the company you at-
tract.' She's right. It will be due to their efforts. I will bring them all together.
Nothing more. They will accomplish the extraordinary things, Matty.”

I walked up to Wilhelm, put my arms around his back and hugged him
tightly. When I released him he wore a curious embarrassment. “You looked
like you needed a hug.” He smiled, the others chuckled, and I reached for the
basket in Wilhelm's right hand. “We'll bring down our contribution, fill it up
down here, sit on the hill at the reserve and toast and wave at the tourists on the
sight-seeing barges.”

Matty  and Wilhelm laughed.  “Gregory loves  doing that,”  Matty  ad-
vised, “and they all wave back.”

It was a delightful afternoon on the bank of the Rhine river. There were
many sight-seeing “barges” which drifted by, all of them exposed to the sight
of six middle-aged or older folks holding wine glasses lifted in one hand and
upraised arms swinging wildly. The captive tourists had no other alternative
but to wave back. A couple of the barges blew their horns at us out of familiar-
ity. The pilots recognized us and we were recognizing them. There were also
many others who had wandered into the reserve to settle down on the raised
bank and enjoy the day and the scenery. It was nothing out of the ordinary. I
imagined this scene had played thousands of times over thousands of years in
this one tiny speck of land.

It was back to reality when we returned. Drake shared some papers he
printed from web pages, transcripts of interviews or articles with Nancy's par-
ticipation in my absence, my defacto defender. I couldn't believe some of the
shit they were dredging from the past and Nancy's responses were always bril-
liant. She even tangled with one of the Faux News people, well known for
hosting  a  show which  often  descended into  shouting  matches,  the  host,  of
course, doing most of the shouting. This was the state of civil discussion as
presented by the “Noise” people. The credo of the Noise people is: if we can't
defeat them with logic, rationality, and reason, beat them over the head by a
louder noise through constant roaring interruption; that way, only our view is
heard. Thus, they are the Noise people. They were a new breed of human, mu-



tated through self-indulgence and wide-eyed ignorance. They were pretty boys
and girls, talking heads and second-level political hacks who couldn't reach the
top  in  that  arena  so they  moved into  a  television  studio  where  they  could
scream at uncontrollable levels and stir up the confounded and confused whose
blood was already near boiling.  Such a worthy goal to which to aspire. They
had a very strong following because many dinner table discussions had degen-
erated to this level for decades. It was a brand of familiar sights and sounds.
You can hear the confounded and confused cranking the squeaky gears as they
observe, “They're just like Mom and Dad. I miss them.” While Mom would of-
ten go to bed at night bruised and beaten and replace the dishware set every
other year was only a coincidence.

When Nancy returned my call I asked, “So, my love, have you been at-
tending school for your law degree?”

Nancy laughed. At least she still had a sense of humor. I couldn't al-
ways count on it with Nancy. “This was never part of my job description at the
House, Gregory, serving as one of our favorite author's agent, manager or pub-
licity hound.”

“You are in the wrong line of work, Nancy.”
“You need to get back in the boxing ring, Gregory. You're taking a beat-

ing and you're not even in the ring to defend yourself.”
“I met a reporter from the BBC before I left Mali. Ever hear of Roland

Hodges?”
“He's new, but he already has a reputation for digging into the truth. Let

me think...he's about twenty-six but began his investigative reporting while he
was a young under-classman at Oxford. He exposed a rather sordid relation-
ship between one of their professors and a communications company and doc-
umented it very thoroughly. It led to a censure from the university but the pro-
fessor is still there.”

“What do you expect? The new development in modern society, which
is as old as civilization itself, is the higher up you go, the less you're held ac-
countable. Like I said, it's not new.”

“All true, Gregory. Hodges does have respect as honest, fair and hard-
working. The most persistent rumor about him is he has a deep-seated personal
disdain for dodging by those who should be held accountable. He might be a
good fit for you.”

“He wanted to interview me then but I didn't have the time so I offered
to meet with him soon. I asked him what  he thought I was doing in Africa,
since it's how he started it. What do you think he said, Nancy?”

“No idea.”
“He said I was putting myself in harm's way.”
“And you're not, Gregory?”
“I like him, Nancy. I'm gonna meet with him and when we talk about

the meeting, I'll ask him to bring along any and all of these dredges from the
past and I'll explain each one. I can't believe how petty the Faux News people
can be, but I find it so hypocritical. I read your tangle with Fiction boy, Nancy.
He attacks  me on integrity? The man whose picture next to the definition of



sexual harassment is used to provide effective visual evidence is going to at-
tack me on integrity? He doesn't know what the word means. Although, to be
fair and balanced, he does understand the word karma.”

When Roland called me a few days later to advise he had the green
light to do the interview in Germany, we set a date. I told him we would proba-
bly use the movie theater in town, since I knew the owner—who still showed
The True Cross as a “special viewing” every Saturday night to a packed house
—would let us do so. Every time I ran into the owner he always wanted to tell
me he'd do almost anything for me. All I had to do was ask.

Ken was in a good mood when we chatted at night. We talked about the
progress on his screenplay, which focused on the Rutherford B. Hayes presi-
dential campaign of 1876. Most in the States had no clue about  this election
theft until there were analogies by more insightful writers between the 1876
campaign and the 2000 presidential campaign. It was encouraging to hear Ken
tell how he put together the idea for the screenplay. It had been churning in his
brain for months after a group of us were engaged in random banter and dis-
cussion about any and all manner of things, which we had done many times
since we all met the fateful day at Serena's spread.

“Remember we were talking about how integrity and trust had deterio-
rated over the last four decades, we all agreed it began about the beginning of
the seventies, as you pointed out by reminding us of events from then.”

“I was one of the few of us alive then.”
“Well, Gregory, none of us had any control over it.” I laughed. “We got

to the 2000 presidential campaign, how it was stolen and Will reminded you
about Hayes and  that election theft,  and  you said, 'I forgot that one. It may
have been worse.' It set back everything and was ultimately responsible for the
Jim Crow laws and the persecution of blacks for almost a hundred years. I lis-
tened to you two bring up points about both and I started putting this story idea
together, but I wanted it to be a personal journey, not a historical dramatization,
and thought of it as a first-person narrative from five generations of blacks
from 1876 through 2000, interspersed with historical facts.”

“I like the idea, Ken. In fact, I think it's great because almost no one
even remembers Hayes and that election theft. I'm sure it's only a coincidence
the party which came out on top from both thefts was the Republican. I'm sure
it's no reflection on the deterioration of integrity and trust started by these fine
folks and toward which everyone else seems to be descending. It's only a coin-
cidence. When can I read some of this?”

“I'll email you a pdf copy. Look for it. Tell me what you think and give
me any advice, encouragement. I respect your opinion, Gregory, and I appreci-
ate it.”

My conversation with Will was longer because it covered more topics.
It was more personal and extended well into the morning hours on my end. Be-
cause of its personal nature I won't go into it much, but I was equally encour-
aged,  like Ken,  by Will's  adaptation of  his  original  story idea with the old
codger on the sidewalk selling books and the agent who walks by, with the two
of them striking up a conversation which begins the story. Will had changed it



to make the codger a support role instead of the lead role, with the essence of
the story being the personal ideas, contemplation and internal questioning of
the agent as the success and fallout progresses.

“What got you thinking about changing it, Will?”
“You're under a lot of attack, my cousin.”
“So, why the change in focus from the codger to the agent, my cousin?”
“Because it made me think about responsibility in this manner: What is

my responsibility to you as a friend and a colleague? Do I have a responsibility
to defend you? If I do, is it the end of my responsibilities? It's what I've been
thinking about for months now, Gregory, and I'm only now starting to put it to-
gether. It's hard though. You stop for a while and it's hard, very hard to get go-
ing again, to keep the flow and focus.”

“Did I not say it's  small  steps, like from the movie  Contact? 'Small
steps, Ellie. Just take small steps.' You still make progress if you keep taking
those small steps  and after a thousand of them you've completed your thou-
sand-step journey, like any self-respecting Buddhist.”

Will laughed. “How could I forget, Gregory? Hell, for that matter, how
could I forget about so much of what you've said to me? It's simple. I can't.”

“All leading to this. I think it's a good change, the right change. I think
the codger should be a small role and the majority of the story is the internal
thoughts and quandaries of the agent. Now, don't take this the wrong way, Will,
but I haven't told you this before and, of course, criticizing an Oscar-winning
screenplay  may  be  foolish  because  what  do  I  know  about  Oscar-winning
screenplays?”

“Gregory,  let  it  all  out.  Having written an Oscar-winning screenplay
yourself it kinda puts us on the same field of play, don't you think?”

“I was lucky. What I've always thought your story was lacking was in-
depth explanation of the main character's motivation. You had  some in there
but I thought it didn't delve below the surface, it wasn't convincing enough for
me, there wasn't enough of it. Your story was strong because your plot and
conflicts and characters,  as they were presented,  were strong, too,  but your
main  character  was  an  exceptionally  gifted  human  being  and  deserved an
equally  exceptional  explanation  of  his  motives,  which  I  consider  a  glaring
omission. I mean, Will, I can't get past it. I can't let it go.”

“Ken and I had many discussions about the topic, Gregory. Does it sur-
prise you?”

“Not particularly. You are two pretty smart guys.”
“Here's the next surprise. Some of the topic was in the original screen-

play, but in discussions leading to getting the movie produced and going, it was
yanked. We had to do rewriting, too, Gregory, before we got started, and we
rewrote it out of there.”

“Then listen to this final suggestion, knowing if you follow this sugges-
tion, Will, it will set back completion, possibly even by years. Make a list of
philosophers and keep adding to the list as you see fit. Make it from all ages,
all  backgrounds,  all  areas of the globe,  even religious. Read them, and use
them to explain the motivation,  the internal struggles of the agent,  because



someone in the audience like me is going to identify with the agent, not only
myself, but the writer, too. And if the writer is having these internal struggles
like me, the audience member, is having, it becomes an endearing identifica-
tion. Now I don't feel so alone. Should you do it, Will, at least  now you can
stick to your guns when re-writing season rolls around so when the rest of the
producers say, 'You know, that's too esoteric and ephemeral. No one will get it,'
you can say, 'That's because you think so little of the audience, due to thinking
too much of yourself. I certainly don't think so highly of you, cousin.' And be
sure to throw in 'cousin,' so they all know it comes with my blessing.”

Next came the personal stuff. Serena called Will the previous week. We
talked about her which rolled into other women. This keeps men talking and it
came around to Katherine. We chatted about the Oscars, the week in Chicago,
the duel with Hugh Bolden, which had us both laughing hysterically again. I
mentioned the last time I was with Serena we watched the extras on the disk
and there was the shot of the Major confronting Cecilia holding her shotgun,
Carey wrapped it, and Will walked over to me and said his bit about thinking
Serena might pull the trigger. “I missed those meetings, Will. Were you there?”

“Oh, hell, yes!” Will said, laughing. “I immediately said, 'That one's in
there. We are not leaving that one out.'”

More chat about some of the folks from the movie and the boys. “How
are Drake and Andrea dealing with the tiny confines of your place?”

“We spent all afternoon down by the river sipping wine, eating sand-
wiches and other fare, and waving at the tourists leisurely motoring up and
down the water. It was a joy, Will. You should try it one of these days soon.
You and Katherine. I've got the room for you, though just barely.”

“You're not headed to Africa for a couple weeks?”
“A few things to clear up here and we're waiting on soil analysis, decide

which parcel and then approval on land purchase and we start.  Two, three,
hopefully not more.”

“Well, it gives us time to plan it and get over there before you leave.
Let's do it.”

“Good. That will give me a chance to talk with you face to face about
your funding idea, which Drake insisted I discuss.”

“So, you know about the Africa Partnership I'm starting up?”
“I think it's a great idea, Will, and if you're considering using some of it

to help us, we'll accept anything you can provide gratefully. Adequate funding
for this better ensures its success. I know it and I think you do, too.”

“You won't think I'm stealing your thunder?”
“There isn't any thunder to steal, Will, because this isn't about me. It

never was about me.”
“Well, if it's how you feel, Gregory, I'm going to crank it up full speed.”
“What do you think you can raise? Have you pounded out any num-

bers?”
“Hold onto your seat, cousin,” Will prepared me as he paused a mo-

ment. “I think we can raise from people in the movie business alone upwards
of fifty million.”



“Holy crap!”
“There are a handful I've spoken with, Gregory, who may contribute as

much as five million each.”
“You're in the wrong line of work, Will.” He laughed. “Maybe these

people have some serious tax problems.”
“No, Gregory, that's not it at all. None of them promised me anything

until they could get an idea what I was planning to do with the fund, but when
I told them the first project we were considering funding was your experiment,
each one of them said, 'I'm in.' They asked me how much I wanted and I said
as much as you can give in good conscience. Your actress friend and her hus-
band each promised five million.”

“No!” I exclaimed, stunned.
“Yes.”
“I'm not even putting that much in. Man, I owe them now.”
“That's not what they said. They both said they owe you.”
“Wow. You can do a lot with that if you're careful.”
“It's only the beginning. We're starting a web site to explain the fund,

our aims with it, and encourage donations from the public, worldwide. We've
got people committed to the board, all working pro-bono so no one gets paid,
advisers for fund raising and projects in which to invest. We're already looking
at targets to fund and we're trying to concentrate on the most desperate areas of
the continent, with people there who'll put their skin in the game.”

“It has to be an effort driven by those who live and work there, are
committed to their community and it has to be arranged in a way that's not led
or even perceived to be led by outsiders, not intended to disrupt what already
exists. It has to fit inside the whole of the surrounding environment so it is per-
ceived to be African from the start. It sounds easy to achieve. You will discover
it's only words. In Africa words do not equate to perception. People in Africa
have heard words of growth, prosperity and change for more than a century
and more often than not it's led to more misery. Be prepared, Will. Be prepared
that  even  the  most  exhaustive  planning  and  preparation  may  have  to  be
scrapped and altered enormously before you can hope to get started. You will
find as you ramp things up people come out of nowhere demanding  you put
some skin into their game or they will simply oppose you, in whatever manner
they choose, and at times you'll think you're in a no-win situation.”

“How have you done it,  Gregory? You seem to have it  all  in hand,
ready to go, without any of this. How did you do it?”

“If you don't have a considerable number of people right there to com-
mit heart and soul, to provide direction, to ask the questions and get the right
answers, and who possess some of the most extraordinary influence imagin-
able, well, you may be fighting a losing battle. I am fortunate I have these con-
siderable number of people committed heart and soul. Otherwise, Will, I would
quit. However, potential opposition still exists, so it's not over yet. It may never
be over, but if we keep this flexible enough, over time we'll be able to adjust
and satisfy opposition without paying people off. We're not so foolhardy to
think there won't be some payment, but instead of a money exchange, we'd be



willing to perform an elbow grease exchange. We'll do this for you. How about
you do this for us?”

“Interesting. I never thought of it that way. An elbow grease exchange.”
“You're still thinking of these projects, Will, as though they will reach a

conclusion  and provide the benefits  indefinitely,  but  you'll  be able  to  walk
away with its completion. That project will fail in the long run. You have to
look at it differently, like an accountant.”

“Like an accountant?” Will said it very skeptically.
“Sure.  You're  good with numbers.  You know some accounting.  In  a

standard accounting situation, what's one of the first rules?”
“There's a number of them. You tell me.”
“You treat the business entity as though it is a perpetual endeavor, an

eternal endeavor,  because if  it's  closing up, coming to an end, different ac-
counting rules apply. If you select only those projects with perpetual potential,
that they will always exist and contribute through ownership and operation by
those there with their skin in the game, those projects will be worth funding be-
cause the balance of the scale will be tipped toward success before you even
start.  Projects with an expected end will probably, after ten or fifteen years
down the  road,  have  no  value  and will  not  achieve  growth.  It  won't  even
achieve stability. My advice is talk long and hard with your consultants and
brain trust.  I picked crops, livestock, electricity generation, water treatment,
storage and control, construction, living quarters, food preparation, medical fa-
cilities, because these all meet human needs and will always exist. Through ad-
ditional meetings we're considering handicrafts, industry, exchanges with the
surrounding communities, and more as the ideas occur. We intend to build, op-
erate and maintain a perpetual cooperative which meets its own needs for con-
tinued existence and the surrounding communities' needs.”

When we ended our phone call, Will was committed to flying to Europe
in the next two weeks. He could promise me because Katherine was there in
the room so I made her get on the phone and promise me, too. Katherine said it
was an easy promise. She still remembered what I said about her when I think
about Little Boy arriving at Drake's mansion. “I love you, too, dear.”

“I know you do. I miss you, Gregory. I need a hug from you.”
“I'm holding one for you as I speak.”
In the morning I told Drake and Andrea how stunned I was when Will

said he may have as much as fifty million committed from people in the movie
business alone. Drake sat on the sofa sipping his coffee with a blank expres-
sion when he commented, “It doesn't surprise me.” When I continued to look at
him in disbelief, he added, “Andrea and I have committed a million each.” He
took another casual sip from his coffee.

When I looked to Andrea in disbelief,  she asked, “How do you like
them apples, old man?”

I laughed. “You're not going to adopt more kids, are you, Andrea?”
We all laughed except Andrea. “You think you can stop me, Gregory?”
“I couldn't stop you if I had an army with me, Andrea.”
“Wise beyond your years, Gregory.”



“Wise from the years since I met you. Opposing you is hopeless. I sur-
render.” I paused for a moment. “When I think about it, I  would like to do a
movie with you and I have just the idea.”

Andrea smiled widely and Drake sat up. “Let's hear it, Gregory,” An-
drea said calmly.

Now it was my turn to smile. “Here's the scoop. We've known each
other for years. We were never romantically inclined, due to our ages, but we're
drawn by our intellect, our demeanor, our sense of humor, and over the years
we've helped each other climb the ladder of success,  yet our sense of humor
has evolved to shameless teasing, so that now we take it to the point of sabo-
taging the other's business deals until the other realizes who's behind it and the
first one steps in and saves the day. Gotcha!”

Andrea's smile grew even wider. “I like it so far. What else?”
“So here's a typical scene. I know now you're behind the latest fiasco,

so I storm to your door, pound on it, screaming your name, demanding you
open the door because I know it's you. You open the door holding a cell phone
to your ear, saying, 'That's right. As far as I'm concerned it was all a misunder-
standing. He's right here and he has apologized to me profusely, so I'm satis-
fied there is nothing standing in your way.' There's a pause and you say, 'And I
will tell him as far as you're concerned, it's a go, Gerhard.' That's the name of
the character I've been working this deal. You look at me with a straight face
and say, 'Gerhard says it's a go. I'm sorry. You were saying?' I am still fuming
and without a word I turn away from you and start stomping down the walk
and you shout, 'Is that how you greet people now? You pound on their door un-
til it opens and you just turn and walk away? Where's my hug?' I turn around
and slowly come back to you and reluctantly put my arms around you and give
you a very light hug. You, of course, sense my complete reluctance, so you pat
my cheek and say, 'That's what I want from you, to show me you can take it
like a man. Now it's your turn. I'm looking forward to it,  little boy.' I release
you still fuming, turn and stomp down your walk and say loud enough for you
to hear, 'Good! Look forward to begging me to stop, little girl, because I won't
until you do!' And you shout, 'Yes! Make it good! Every woman dreams of it,
that it will be something they'll never forget. And make it last, too! I'll be so
disappointed if it ends prematurely.' End of scene.”

Everyone was laughing and Andrea exclaimed, “I love it! I want to do
that scene with you.” I smiled at her. I wanted to do that scene with her, too.
“How would this story end, though, Gregory?”

I  smiled but  shrugged my shoulders.  “I  don't  know. I  have to  think
about it.” Andrea pouted.

Drake smiled. “You should end up together, end up as a couple, because
you've been there for each other when romances disintegrated, and the teasing
has escalated so that one almost couldn't be saved, and you realize the only
way it should end is the two of you together. That's how it should end.” Drake
and Andrea gazed at each other and Andrea nodded.

When Andrea looked back to me she could see in my face my reluc-
tance to accept the idea. “Don't you think it's how it should end for two charac-



ters whose lives are so intertwined? That they should surrender to each other
and become the romantic partners they've both been suppressing?”

I smiled. “I think it's a good ending, so don't get me wrong. It's just I
don't think I want to end up in a romantic portrayal with you, Andrea.”

Both Drake and Andrea asked, “Why not?” They glanced to each other
and Andrea added, “It's only a story, Gregory, and we're actors.”

“Yes, it's only a story and we're actors, Andrea, but how far do you
want to take the romantic conclusion?”

“You mean what we would show?”
“Exactly!”  Both  Drake  and  Andrea  wore  bemused  expressions.  I

couldn't stop smiling, but I launched into it  anyway. “Look, let's get to the
heart of the matter. Doing romantic scenes with Jennifer was easy. She was sin-
gle. Doing the one romantic scene with Diane was easy, too. Though she's mar-
ried, it was only the one scene, and nothing was ever going to come from it,
because I didn't feel that way about Diane.” I looked directly to Drake. “I don't
feel that way about Andrea, either, Drake-”

“You mean, if  we have kissing scenes or even more,” Andrea inter-
rupted, “you're not telling me you're going to have an erection, are you?” She
looked at  me in disbelief,  glanced to  Drake,  who was trying to suppress  a
smirk, and turned back to me. “No!?” Her face burst into a smile and when
Drake laughed, she laughed and Lena did too.

I rolled my eyes and tried to keep a serious look. “Well, it would make
me feel awkward, Andrea. You're married to a man who's like a brother to me-”

“You don't have the discipline, Gregory?” Drake interrupted. “Isn't that
what you said, you weren't sure you had the discipline?”

“I have the discipline, Drake. With Andrea, yes. With Diane, yes. She's
married. Andrea's married. I have the discipline because  my honor's at stake,
but how are you gonna feel, bro, knowing we're doing a scene with kissing and
rubbing and squeezing and I'm lying on top of your  wife with a hard-on?” I
glanced to Andrea. “I can't say with a big hard-on, because it's not big.”

Everyone laughed. “We're all professionals, Gregory,” Andrea assured
me. “I can handle it. I've handled it before. I'll tease you about it...when it pops
up.” More laughter.

“Like I said, Andrea, with you, I surrender. Please note the white flag
waving over my head.”  Me and my big mouth. Now I was committed to  two
movie stories. I'm never going to get out of this business. I knew the buzz from
a movie like this with Andrea and me would be enormous and Drake sealed it.

“You have to put me in there as your best friend, Gregory.”
“Oh, you'll have to be, Drake, so we can have a scene where I introduce

you to Andrea and as she walks away in her slinky little outfit,  we're both
watching her and you say, still staring at her, 'That is a very nice rump.' I say,
'What's wrong with you? I don't think of her that way!' That's when you turn to
me, look me up and down, and say, 'What's wrong with you? When did your
sexual inclination change? If you're gay now, fine, but as your best friend, don't
you think I deserve to know?' And I push you hard and say, 'Get outta here!'
That will have everybody talking.”



“Don't stop there!” Andrea shouted over the laughter.
“It's only the start, Andrea. Twisted is what you get from me, and in my

territory of the biz, the more we twist, the more fun we have. True?” All were
in agreement. I raised my coffee cup. “To twisting!” All yelled “Cheers!” I
turned to Andrea. “And every one of those romantic scenes we wrap, Andrea,
I'm going to tell you every time. The hydraulic pump you felt does not think
for me so don't consider it an invitation. He's only reminding me I can still de-
pend on him.”

“It won't take long and he'll be reminding me,” Andrea observed, smil-
ing wide.

Before Drake and Andrea left Friday afternoon—having already said
goodbye to Lena, now back at work—to Munich and a flight to London, where
they would meet their security contingent, deemed unnecessary on the conti-
nent—which spoke unfavorably to the growing influence of the USA on the
British Isles—John called me from Los Angeles with a proposition. John con-
sidered the current audio recordings I offered through my publishing web site
or linked from the House were not professional enough. The recordings should
be studio grade and the voices should be actors, those trained in proper deliv-
ery. “I'm an actor,” I argued, “granted, one with no training and minimal pro-
fessional quality, but an actor nevertheless.”

“Are you going to argue about studio grade?”
“You have some deep-seated animosity against Peggy the Bird?”
“I have a large number of actors who will read roles from your books,

Gregory, for an equal share in the profits. Beat that!”
“How do you bamboozle people like that, John? Have you no shame?”
“When you get to the point where you feel like you can walk away

from Africa with a clear conscience, like you did in show business, as you call
it, get back in here, Gregory. I know you have ideas which compel you to do
other things, but you're a talented guy who can do many things at once. You
have it in you. All willing to do this want to do it, for more than any other rea-
son, to convince you to stay in this business while you're doing other things.
They're willing to work with you under those conditions so accept it.”

“What do you propose, John?”
“I want you sitting down for this next part. Are you sitting down?”
I sat down. “I am now.”
“Good, because we're going to re-write all your novels.”
“Figured I would feint on that one?”
“Are you light-headed yet?”
“I'm listening attentively, John. I have an idea where you're going.”
“We re-write all  your novels into audio plays.  We never change the

points of your story. We remain true to the king, and we keep the narrative
when appropriate in remaining true to the king, but we re-write them to present
it more as an audio play.”

“A little like Orson Welles with War of the Worlds.”
“Exactly! You have no objection?”
“You said you wouldn't change the points of my stories. You'd remain



true to  the king.  Why would I  object?  I've considered doing it  myself  but
haven't taken the time. You have writers willing to do this?”

“For an equal share with everyone else, no more, no less.”
“Was this your idea, John? Don't you have important duties which oc-

cupy your time?”
“Believe it or not, Gregory, it wasn't my idea. It was Gary's idea.”
“Gary?”
“Gary came in my office one day and said he had been thinking about

conversations we all had when you first came to the office. When you asked
about IT, security and we both looked at you with great concern? Remember?”

“Yeah, and I said we'd talk about it later and we did. Why was Gary
thinking about it?”

“Gary said he had been thinking about it, that you said you had a theory
about piracy, so when it came time to put together the movie edits, compile the
whole thing, we used your idea to thwart your piracy theory, and Gary has
never forgotten the fact  The True Cross showed up as a pirate version much
later than what typically happens with studio movies,  like the movies from
Robert. Gary said he kept thinking about it, it kept banging around in his head,
that it was another of your ideas for improving this business for which you get
so little credit, that people in this business should do things for you for once,
and Gary thought, what we could all do was clean up your book recordings.
And he knew, as we all do, those recordings lack behind in sales of everything
else you produce. Gary thinks it's because they're not professional enough, but
to make it so would be cost-prohibitive, unless everyone involved in these new
productions do it strictly on the back end and only for nominal and equal com-
pensation. We've been talking to a lot of folks in the business since then, Gre-
gory, and a whole lot of them have agreed to do it for that reason. To pay you
back.”

My piracy theory was based on an idea I had dreamed up knowing how
movies are typically compiled once the editing is complete. Usually, they're
compiled through computer clustering, with each slave computer responsible
for content rendering of its small section of the complete movie, and the master
collects each slave's section in sequence as it compiles the whole. It sounds
complicated but it's not. It's an application of software programming necessary
for clustering, since this is the only appeal of computer clusters, doling out sec-
tions of processor intensive activity to many computers doing it simultaneously
with a master collecting the results. It's actually quite a simple idea for effec-
tive, efficient computing.

The compilation activity is typically provided by what is so quaintly la-
beled “rendering farms” in the business. They are also typically operated as
separate entities, but Robert produced his own rendering, and for some strange
reason, his pirated movies lagged about four to six weeks before appearing in
the digital pirate universe and often as copies of recordings off of a screen,
clearly  inferior  copies.  I  had  always  considered:  why is  that?  Why do the
movies Robert releases seem to deter piracy? I concluded it was the “rendering
farms.” Their  failure was, in order to keep costs down once the compilation



routine was complete, they never wiped both the master and all the slave com-
puters. If they wiped any, it was only the master.

Why is it so important to wipe all of them? When I was discussing this
at  a  later  date  with  John and Gary,  I  asked them to  discreetly ask  around
whether several of the various “rendering farms” did a complete wipe, partial,
meaning only the master, or none at all. When John and Gary told me a few
days later that  none do a complete wipe and some do only the partial, I told
them, there's your door to piracy. That failure. When they asked why, I said
you only have to look at the weakest link. Think like a pirate, like a criminal. A
criminal wants to do the least work to provide the greatest reward. A criminal
is going to look at an operation like “rendering farms,” and think it's only an-
other computer organization. Computer organizations  all have operators. Call
them what you will, these people operate the computers in the organization be-
cause computers still need humans to oversee the activity. If you're the crimi-
nal, you pay the operator overseeing the compilation process to secure a copy
of the compiling program and run it again when everybody has walked away
from the “rendering farm” with their new movie. Nothing's been wiped except
the master but the master is simply collecting through the software program.
You run the same program. Now you have a copy of the exact same movie
with which the producers just walked out the door. Simple.  The exact same
copy. They asked how I would correct this deficiency. Write the contract with
the “rendering farm” to wipe all the computers and I'll stand there in the room
until it's done, which is exactly what we did.

The True Cross suffered its first pirated version as a recording of a the-
ater presentation from a video recorder, like Robert, four weeks after our re-
lease, after the movie had already broken even. There may not have been many
who knew what I did for distribution. There were even fewer, a lot fewer, who
knew what I did concerning our final step in production with the “rendering
farm.” What everybody did know was how the digital pirate universe reacted
to our release. A lot of people who are still in the business had no clue. We
didn't tell anyone and the “rendering farm” was under contract to say nothing
either, or we would file a lawsuit and put them out of business. The owner
knew it. He saw the result with his own eyes.

John was right about the audio versions lacking in sales with everything
else. They were weak, very weak, compared to all my other offerings, includ-
ing the copies of my performances. Even the weakest of the individual perfor-
mances—since we bundled a West Coast, an East Coast, a complete version
but also offered each one separately—which was Dallas, by the way, outsold
by a whopping margin all of my audio book version sales combined. Yes, it
was on my “to-do” list to try to correct this deficiency. I hadn't gotten around
to it. Since I was doing quite well in the net worth category I never considered
it something to rush. I had accomplished quite a bit in a short period of time
and those sales were the big reason the House was so happy with me, even
though the initial negotiations were strained. All my work carries the House
brand, even though all of the digital productions never come from the House as
something they produce. I piggyback on the House because they have a deeper



reach into product marketing, as I granted them when we were negotiating, but
they were reluctant to accept the very small cut I offered for their piggybacking
opportunity. I merely dangled my growing sales in the print on demand ser-
vices from the digital universe as incentive. 'You get the standard cut from your
expertise as a print merchant, you begrudgingly take a smaller, much smaller,
cut from your piggybacking, which you don't even operate anyway. Win-win.
Take it or leave it.' When I said it, I did do an Omar imitation. I was assimilat-
ing, in the author world. I also kept control of all tangible digital production,
meaning the production of disk copies, because it was all linked through their
source to my company, which was a small band of eight crazy kids in Munich
who ran the disk copiers and shipped the copies anywhere in the world. Eight
crazy kids and a skinny, old, American runt, and we all shared equally in the
profits. I didn't even have to oversee anything. We conducted an internet con-
ference call monthly, which was the big computer at the Munich office and my
computer, we chatted about the past month, they insulted me, I insulted them,
they promised to plant explosives and detonate the entire office and the sur-
rounding block if I didn't accede immediately to their demands, I promised I
would look forward to said detonation, and we closed the meeting some ten
minutes later, every month, just like that. I loved them.

“So far, John, what I've heard I like and I'm grateful. I'm assuming you
haven't started with this re-writing, yet. Is this a valid assumption?”

“The re-writing has started, Gregory. Why do you ask?”
“The  way  I  view  this,  John,  is  they're  different  interpretations,  for

which I have no objection. In fact I'm looking forward to it, since you brought
it  up.  I'm always curious how other people think and therefor  interpret my
work, but you know as I do, Nancy's constant criticism is I'm too sexually
graphic, too crude, too vulgar and tasteless, right?”

“I've heard you complain about her complaining frequently. And?”
“Do two versions of fIdGits, one without the graphic sex at all and one

with. And if you and the writers think the graphic one should be jettisoned, do
it. As long as it's in the print version, I don't have any objection to a radical
change for the audio.  In fact,  I've been considering changing it  anyway,  in
some manner, so teenagers, even younger, can be impacted, because I think
there's a lot in the series they will never hear from the media and most of their
chicken-shit parents, the ones who scream, 'don't tell Johnny that! He's too sen-
sitive!' Oh, shut the fuck up, you cowards! Why don't you do us all a favor and
ride off with Prince vaginal secretion Charming and never stop riding?”

When John stopped guffawing, he said, “I'll talk to the writers today
and pass it on. I don't think any will object. Hell, Gregory, you sprinkle these
gems all throughout the series and they're ageless, at times, profound. Your di-
gression on war profiteers is essentially dead-on.”

“When you tell them from me, add they can do a complete censorship
and skip it all. Have them use their imagination and make it obvious they're
censoring. Make it funny. Make it completely contrary to Non's spirit, like 'Just
this once.' Every time it's 'just this once.' Or: You can imagine we were about
to engage in sexual intercourse, but, oh, no! I had more elementary thoughts in



command and I instantly pursued hide and seek, persuaded by what I sought
and I knew where it was hidden, and once it was revealed, capture the flag,
which I succeeded in capturing since her allies had all abandoned her, but be-
fore she left to pursue her other worldly endeavors, demanded the return of her
flag. 'No,' I advised her. 'You surrendered. Suck it up or stick it out to the bitter
end.' I still have the flag. It's mine. I captured it fair and square. It's a little
bloodied and wrinkled. Who isn't at my age?”

Again, John was in stitches. “Well, I don't know if they'll be able to
censor it that way, but I'll pass it on. Be creative. Use your imagination. Gre-
gory gives you carte blanche.”

What a week this was! The boys were putting their skin in the game
without my prompt at all. The only one left was Serena and should I write any-
thing about Serena as I thought about her prior to leaving for Africa, it would
be a slow death. Whatever desire I had for her—and at one time Serena was
the only woman I wanted—wasn't cooling, it was dying. It had reached a death
stage at this point when I even dreaded the thought of talking to her on the
phone. At the very least I would think before I called her about how I could
keep the conversation positive but as short as possible. When I did call her it
was the usual. She was adrift in the throes of menopause, she had her good
days and bad days from it, Jana was doing well, in the middle of another movie
production, a period piece in America from the mid-nineteenth century, Sofia
was  swimming  so  adeptly  Serena  hired  a  personal  swimming  trainer.  The
trainer was impressed with how much Sofia already knew about swimming.
Serena was nice enough to close with, “We all know who's responsible, don't
we, little boy?” Keep talking like that and I'm going to want you back in my
life every moment, little girl.

On my newest creative voyage, the critics were firing away. One dis-
missed it as fourth-grade drivel. A critic with a sense of humor? You don't find
those on the shelf very often. Most were disgusted with yet another reincarna-
tion theme and my shameless usage of such as a device for my characters to
gain social and career advancement, or so many wrote. While most ignored the
real point of the story, I avoided discussion of the reaction to the novel. Sales
were hardly a proud topic at the House. There were even grumblings as re-
ported to me by Nancy. They liked the idea John had proposed. “About time he
cleaned up that amateur shit,” was one comment Nancy passed on. “I've got a
few things on my mind,” I passed on.

Tanya called me from her Munich office before she left for home. It
was already seven in the evening. She wanted to confirm I expected her in the
morning. “I am very much looking forward to it,” I assured her.

“I am looking forward to it, too.”
It was short, a courtesy call. I advised her to call me when she reached

Baden Baden and I would wait out front for her, since she would only be about
fifteen minutes away. Tanya promised she would. “Sleep well, then.”

“I don't know, Gregory. I'm nervous...I haven't done-”
“Don't tell me you're nervous, Tanya,” I interrupted. “Say, 'I will. Thank

you.' Then come here and make me nervous. That's how it's supposed to work.”



Tanya laughed. “I will sleep well. Thank you. You do the same.”
“See, Tanya? That's how it works. Now you're making  me nervous.”

Our call ended with her laughter and an exchange of “Good night.”
I was up early. I was nervous. I was sailing into waters I had never ne-

gotiated, since I would be meeting a high-ranking diplomat on a strictly per-
sonal level. I had never experienced it before. I had so thoroughly disdained
politics and government administration, the few opportunities which had come
my way I politely declined. I had absolutely no idea what to expect and I hon-
estly  worried  whether  I  had  bitten  off  more  than  I  could  chew and would
choke. Thus, it was an anxiety-ridden number of hours, short but exceedingly
long  in  my  estimation,  when  my  phone  finally rang  before ten.  “I've  just
reached the square, Gregory, so bear with me. Only a few more minutes.”

“Thank you for calling, Tanya. I'll be waiting out front.”
I flew down the back stairs and paced inexhaustibly for an eternity until

a  white,  government  issued  Mercedes  with  a  German  flag  on  the  antenna
pulled into the Schekter's drive. Tanya flicked her left hand at me through the
windshield as she slowly pulled up to the far side out of the path of the garage,
and I could see her face, since she sat high in the seat. Tanya's smile, espe-
cially, left me with the impression there must have been something like two or
three thousand car honks induced by as many male drivers who passed her or
she passed along the way. Her face through the windshield was, perhaps, the
most strikingly beautiful, blond, blue-eyed face I had ever seen as an image or
in person. I tried to smile without leaving the impression I was about to die
from heart  palpitations.  I  must  have been successful  because  Tanya smiled
even broader as she put the car in park and opened the door away from me to
step out. When she stood fully she nearly towered over the car's roof and when
she stepped around the front of the car to greet me, I was greeted with the sight
of a full-figured woman, with a face of ravishing comeliness on a body which
soared  above my scrawny dimensions.  Now,  I  did  smile  contagiously.  The
sight I was beholding was beyond amusing. It was absurd. I also now knew ex-
actly why she had no real significant other.

“That you possess a file on me two inches thick gives you insight into
my preference to hug, does it not, Tanya?” I asked as I walked toward her.

“It does,” Tanya teased, “or do you reserve it for those outside govern-
ment?” We had reached each other, I put my arms out to her and a step from ei-
ther and we were slipping our arms around the waist of the other. I gave Tanya
my usual squeeze, one which she would feel unquestionably, and she observed,
“Yes, you do have quite the hug, Gregory.”

“And I'm noticing you're avoiding a perception of diplomatic waffling.”
Tanya laughed. Her laugh was deep and full when it was genuine, and I could
feel her body shake against me. We instantly released and moved back slightly.
“Don't tell me. Varsity volleyball at university. Correct?”

Another deep and wide smile, which was all brilliance. “Yes, I was. Is
that from your file on me?”

I laughed. “No, Tanya. My file on you is not much, only your career.
It's from your height, my lady. You are exceptionally tall for a woman, and if



you had any athletic prowess as a girl, volleyball would be natural.”
Tanya stood  motionless in disbelief.  “You  really had no idea what I

looked like, nothing about me personally?”
“No. I didn't care about any of it. If I were to meet you I wanted it to be

a complete surprise, and I can say now, you are a complete surprise, and a wel-
come one at that.”

“You are every bit as charming as they say, Gregory.”
I turned toward the front door. “Come, meet the Schekters and I'll take

your bags upstairs.” I waited for Tanya to reach my side. “What time did you
leave this morning?”

“Before seven and it still took an hour to leave Munich, but there was
little traffic on the expressways.” She paused and glanced along the block and
the quaint houses in the area. “I see why you chose to stay here, Gregory. It's
quite peaceful and lovely.”

“The back yard with the historic waterway isn't bad either.”
We reached the door and I rang the bell. Wilhelm opened the door a

half-minute later and his face almost dropped, but he recovered to turn and call
for Matty. When Matty appeared at the doorway, I introduced everyone, though
Matty knew who Tanya was when she arrived at the door. Matty and Wilhelm
invited us inside immediately, but I declined, suggesting I take Tanya's bags
upstairs and she could see her accommodations first, then we would join them.
Tanya and I walked back to her car and she opened the trunk—many call it the
boot in Europe—and I pulled out her three bags and gave her the smallest,
which was probably her makeup and sundries bag. Tanya noted I might have a
difficult time with the one bag, which was huge and weighed like it, too. “I'm
certain I will struggle with it up two flights of stairs, but I'm going to get it
there anyway. I'm not decrepit, yet. When I am, you'll know it, Tanya. I'll an-
nounce my retirement and conclude my announcement with 'And I'm not car-
rying heavy bags any more. I've retired from that, too.'” Tanya gave me her
deep and full laugh. I was becoming less nervous and actually enjoying myself.
I simply ignored the fact it took five minutes for my right arm to recover.

We spent the next hour with the Schekters sipping coffee and eating
streusel. Tanya was wearing a rather formal full-length dress, and she knew we
would spend much of the afternoon on the river  bank, so I  suggested now
would be a good time to change into a more casual attire and we both ascended
the stairs to my flat. Once she stepped into her bedroom to change, Tanya felt
comfortable enough with me as we continued to chat, she left the door open a
tiny crack so we could hear each other. When she emerged from the bedroom,
she wore a thin, gray, tight sweater and tight, black slacks, both intended to
convey the body shape beneath them. They conveyed this shape quite well.
She sat in one of the chairs before the sofa where I sat.

“You'll have the bathroom all to yourself, Tanya. I'll use the one down-
stairs.”

“Thank you.”
“Now that  I've  met  you,  I  have a  pretty  good understanding why a

woman your age is still single, even unattached.”



“Oh, and what do you suspect is this understanding, Gregory?”
“I would imagine most men would find you intimidating, Tanya, and

far more than they can handle.”
“And I do not intimidate you?”
“You do intimidate me in one sense, for I'm not so used to being pre-

sented with such beauty that it would simply be routine for me, and you are ex-
ceptionally beautiful in my opinion, Tanya. Your height and your size, though,
don't intimidate me in the slightest, and it's because I sense you avoid using it
unless it becomes necessary.”

All the while Tanya's smile never wavered. “It is true I have turned to
intimidation when necessary, but I abhor using it. This is not something for
which I had any control, Gregory. I am tall, I am sizable, and I know I possess
the looks which many consider beautiful, as you said, but I never chose any of
them, and you, for one, always said it's not what's on the outside which deter-
mines one's identity, it's what's on the inside, no?”

“All true but which goes to my point, as you have discovered in your
years of experience, there are few who can get past the surface, no?”

“Which is why I am here today, why I like you so much, Gregory, and
why I wanted to spend time with you. I have read almost everything you've
written and have been impressed with how easily you break through the clutter
and the deception and explain it so convincingly. I have watched every one of
your stage shows from America and have been so touched by your outward ap-
pearance, how you can project a sense of outrage at one moment and a sense of
poignancy at the next, I see tears on your face and you show no shame in it. It
is no wonder to me so many consider you the ultimate showman, because you
are not following a script. It is a display which is genuine and sincere, but it's
still a show, a performance, and when you explain it, I always appreciate how
you end it. 'Beat that!'” We both laughed but I was sitting with an extraordinar-
ily comely woman who was a fan? No! This doesn't happen to me. I don't at-
tract those types. I'm a skinny, old man with wrinkles instead of skin. I'm as at -
tractive as a canvas gym bag. The more we sat in my tiny living room sharing
our personal history and opinion and honest perception of the other, I consid-
ered the very likelihood I was engaged in an opening round of mutual discov-
ery with a guest who was emotionally, mentally and now physically attracted
to me and had probably contemplated for some time where this would go, how
far it would go. Every time the thought flashed in my mind I dismissed it as
impossible and a few minutes later Tanya would say something which brought
it right back to my mind. And made me have to think, where and how far do I
want this to go?

Fortunately  I  didn't  have  to  contemplate  the  thought  for  long when
Heinz and his entourage arrived just before noon. They climbed up the back
stairs, a bit loud and I could hear Heinz and a female voice, whom I would
soon discover was his wife, Hilda, admonishing the three children to lower
their tone. “That would be my other guests for the afternoon.”

“I was wondering when they'd arrive, since you wouldn't tell me who
they were.”



“Just regular, normal folks. You don't mind spending some time in close
proximity  with a small representative sample of the average German citizens
you serve, do you, Tanya?”

Tanya tried to suppress a smile unsuccessfully. “Not if they're well ac-
quainted with you, Gregory, not at all.”

I rose when Heinz knocked on my door a moment later. I swung the
door  open  magnanimously.  “Heinz,  my  able-bodied  driver.  We're  all  going
down to the river. You can't slip your taxi in there, can you?”

“This is my one day off, Gregory. You'll have to find another driver.”
Heinz stepped forward and I hugged him hard and full in the doorway. Soon,
came the introductions as Tanya had stood and followed me toward the door,
standing  a  few  feet  behind.  Since  we  had  established  the  protocol,  hugs
abounded. What I instantly noticed on the faces of Heinz and Hilda were ex-
pressions  of  extreme surprise,  maybe awe,  when they first  glimpsed Tanya
standing behind me, but all received hugs, even the two boys, the oldest and
youngest, and their girl, in the middle, age-wise, between the boys. Standing
behind everyone was a man of average height and build, late forties or early
fifties, whom I had never seen before. I waited patiently as Heinz went through
all in order, until the last one left was the man standing calmly, comfortably,
quite poised, smiling continually. “And now, Gregory, meet Mathieu Hess.” As
everyone else had crowded into my tiny flat Mathieu took the last steps toward
me and we hugged warmly. I already had a sense, by the name, why Mathieu
had accompanied Heinz and his family, since “Hess” is not his real name. His
real surname is the same as mine and Heinz pronounced it the same way I had
been taught was the traditional German pronunciation. “Since you have never
asked about those I told you I could arrange for you to meet, Gregory, from the
first day you arrived, I thought I would take the trouble to bring one to meet
you anyway.”

I engaged Mathieu's gaze. “Are we related Mathieu?”
Mathieu lifted the bound satchel he held in his right hand and replied,

“I believe we are, Gregory, and I brought some things for you to see.”
I turned to walk back into the flat. “Come inside, everyone. We'll gather

up everything and stroll to the river,” and I turned my head to Mathieu, “and
I'll look at these items you brought.” I fixed my gaze on Tanya, who honestly
dominated everyone there by her stature, but she looked to me with a very curi-
ous  smile.  “If  they're  anything about  Diebold,  he would be the last  of  my
branch of the family who stood on German soil as a German citizen, and it
would have been almost a hundred and seventy years ago, before there was
even a Germany.” I watched the edges of Tanya's mouth curl into a strangely
inviting smile. I now had no reservation about arranging this day, as I had ear-
lier. I thought this day would be one of the most enjoyable and special and
memorable in my entire life.

Heinz brought two baskets of food and two blankets and we decided
three bottles of wine and a few more glasses were enough. If we needed more
during the afternoon I could go back to the flat for it, so we all set off for the
reserve above the river bank. Tanya, always mindful of her officious position,



noted the sign advising against loitering. I laughed and Heinz laughed with me,
since he knew what I had already discovered. “When I am in desperate need of
consular advice about how to proceed beyond German borders, Tanya, I con-
tact you because there's no one better. In matters of the reserve here, I con-
sulted the officers who frequently meander through the reserve and discovered
they have a very curious definition of 'loitering.' You see, these people already
sitting on the top here,” and I motioned around to the half-dozen or so groups
of people sitting on the grass, “are not loitering, according to the officers, be-
cause they're sitting and enjoying the peace and calm of the day reasonably
quietly, respectfully. The officers consider 'loitering' to be those who stand or
sit in a gathering and are loud and obnoxious. Those types are encouraged to
move  along,  Tanya,  so  the  children  will  be  well-behaved,  will  they  not,
Heinz?” In German Heinz reminded his children they should not be loud and
obnoxious. They should be reasonably quiet and respectful to all around us,
even those on the river itself. Tanya smiled. “In my experience I've learned to
consult the local authorities. They should know what's going on and provide
proper advice. Respect them. They respect you.”

The afternoon was delightful. I told the children when the first boat
slipped past to simply wave, don't shout, and those on the boat will wave back.
They were enthralled when they saw the reaction of those on each boat do ex-
actly that. We ate, first as a large gathering, then over the rest of the afternoon,
one would have a little of this, a little of that. The wine went slowly and at
times everyone filled a glass with water. Tanya sat next to me the entire after-
noon, though we did rise from the blanket once and strolled down to one end
of the reserve, and before we reached the end, at Tanya's own suggestion, we
slipped our hands around the other and walked hand in hand calmly, slowly, re-
spectfully.  Often we sat next to each other on the blanket  and either  of us
would sometimes lean against the other, calmly, lightly, respectfully.

Naturally,  my biggest thrill was looking at the items Mathieu brought
with him and listening to him talk about his family. He showed me several let-
ters written by Diebold or his brother, one which was posted from America.
Mathieu's  great-great-grandfather  and  Diebold,  my  great-great-grandfather,
were cousins. Diebold and Mathieu's great-great-grandfather shared the same
paternal  grandfather,  making  Mathieu  and  me  cousins,  six  generations  re-
moved. Not so indeterminate, huh? It was painful, though, to listen to his fam-
ily's experiences throughout the last  century.  Some fled during both “world
wars” to France, often further. Mathieu observed, “I heard you say you're not a
fighter, Gregory, and those on your side who were fighters were not necessarily
successful.” He and I laughed loudly. “When I heard you talk about your own
father's experience during one of your shows, and he heard a noise and he
pulled the trigger and the gun jammed and wouldn't fire, so the first thing he
did the next morning was clean his gun like he should have been doing all
along, I thought, 'Yes, we do have more in common than a name!'” Again, we
laughed and I looked to Tanya, who was laughing with everyone else.

He withheld one last item because he wanted to explain it. “In all of
these papers and items left behind for us who came later, there was always this



one special piece. I asked my grandfather what he knew and he said Diebold
and his  great  aunt,  Clarice,  were very close,  from a very  young age,  even
though they were cousins. It has always been a gift in our family that we pro-
duce, almost every generation, painters and those who can draw and sculpt,
some with more talent than others, but this has always been true and always
encouraged. Clarice was exceptional in her ability to draw and paint, though
she has never been given much credit or attention from anyone in the art world.
This, then,” and he pulled the last item from his satchel, “is what always drew
my fascination.” Mathieu handed the drawing to me. It was a small portrait
from the waist up of a man sitting calmly, serenely, sternly before the artist.
“That is Diebold.” My eyes began to water as I stared at the only “picture” I
had ever seen of the man who took great risk to leave everything behind and
start anew in a place which was nothing more than a loose fantasy, to escape
the growing animosity and conflagration throughout middle Europe.

“This is like a dream, Mathieu. You know it, don't you?”
“You shall keep them, Gregory. They belong to you now.”
“No, I want you to keep them in your family, where they have been and

will remain safe and treasured. Instead, I want to scan them and share with
those on the other side of the big water.”

“So be it. Now you have a way to reach me whenever you wish. Please,
I encourage you to do so, Gregory.”

“I will, I promise you, my cousin.”
We strolled back to the flat before dinner and we all  hugged on the

driveway. Heinz and Hilda and Mathieu and the kids all squeezed into his off-
duty taxi and drove away. I wondered how I could get this very capable taxi
driver to drive me anywhere else in the world when I needed to be driven. I
could certainly trust him to do the job, no matter where. When the taxi had dis-
appeared from view Tanya and I turned toward the back stairs and I instinc-
tively placed my hand against her back to guide her along the way, but in-
stantly dropped my arm to my side as she began to walk beside me. Seconds
later Tanya's left arm slipped behind my back and rested against it, and she
turned to me smiling. “This has been quite a day for you, hasn't it, Gregory?”

Because she was so obviously comfortable with her arm against my
back, I took it as the sign I considered it and slipped my arm around the back
of her waist. “I can think of only one thing which could eclipse learning about
my roots like I did and meeting a distant relative. Only one.”

“What would that be?”
“Meeting you.”
With her deeply skeptical tone, Tanya asked, “You wouldn't be trying to

soften me up to get me in bed, would you, Gregory?”
We had reached the top and over the last few steps to the door our arms

released and I  retrieved the key to unlock the door.  As I  unlocked it,  I  re-
sponded, “I don't think I could do it, Tanya.” I swung the door open but neither
of us moved.

Still skeptical, Tanya said, “I have a file of your history, Gregory.”
“So you know how complicated it is already. To become romantically



involved with you would complicate my life in ways I can't even consider nor
do I want to.”

Tanya looked hurt, only a touch, and she tried to conceal it by gritting
her teeth. “I do intimidate you like the others.”

“No, your potential to intimidate me would not be the complication.” I
motioned through the door. “Come inside. Please sit down and let me explain.”
She stepped past me and I followed her inside and closed the door. When she
glanced behind to me I motioned for her to sit on the sofa. I sat in one of the
chairs before her, clasped my hands as they rested on my knees and leaned for-
ward. “There is a woman here whom I see regularly,  Magdalena.  If  you've
done your digging,  Tanya,  you know about  her.”  I  watched Tanya nod her
head. “I have already told Lena when I return from Africa, one of the days
soon after I will ask her to marry me and I know what her answer will be.
There's Serena, for whom I will always have strong feelings, and Jana, who is
very different from both, but I feel strongly for her, too. Esperanza is the guid-
ing force of the African experiment, but we have never stopped feeling a love
and desire for each other and we act on it when we have opportunity. What will
happen should I add you to the mix, Tanya? Do you honestly think I would
drop them all for you? Honestly?”

Tanya dropped her head and meekly asked, “Would you?”
“No, I wouldn't. I know what each brings to me, what each does for me.

You couldn't replace it, Tanya, no matter how special and enchanting you may
be. The best you could get would be added to the mix, and inevitably, I will
hurt you. At some time I have hurt each one. I cannot avoid it, because they all,
except for Esperanza, want me to themselves, and should you want that, I will
inevitably hurt you. No one wants to be hurt, Tanya. Why would you?”

Tanya raised her head and smiled. “You drank wine all day, Gregory,
but you're a beer drinker. When are we going to have one of our authentic Ger-
man brews?”

I rose from the chair smiling and began to walk to the kitchen. “That's
dodging, a politician's response. Create a diversion.”

Tanya laughed but spoke loud enough so I could hear her in the kitchen.
“When you called me to gain the work permit for France, Gregory, that was the
first time it came to my attention you were here in Germany. We get reports of
foreign nationals residing in Germany. It's our job and your name was on those
reports but I never took notice until you called and I spoke with you. I liked
your voice, Gregory, and your manner of speaking, the way you engaged me in
conversation...”  I  returned  from  the  kitchen  with  two  bottles  of  beer  and
handed one to Tanya while I sat down. We lifted the bottles to each other and
took a drink. “Ever since I've spent a great deal of time learning about you, and
I have learned there is no other like you. I went to see your movie, alone, in a
dark theater. I saw it all. I know what you look like, Gregory. You certainly
didn't hide it, but it's not what captivated me. It was how you acted with Jen-
nifer and how she acted, no, really  reacted with you in those scenes, and I
never thought she was only acting. I really thought Jennifer was  reacting to
you and what you were doing. I never stopped feeling it's what I want. I want



to feel like I'm the center of attention, that my thoughts and feelings and ac-
tions are the only considerations my partner has and all I have ever learned
about you is it's exactly what you do, all the time, instinctively, like you don't
even have the option to do otherwise. I have read what Serena has said about
you,  what  Jennifer  has  said  about  you.  You have always  considered  every
woman selfless, but it's what they say about you, that you are selfless. Do you
think I don't want it? Do you think any woman could never appreciate it?”

“Every woman appreciates it, Tanya, but it's not why I do it. It's the
way to behave. I don't do it for recognition. I don't care if it's recognized. I do
it because it's the way. There is no other way. All the other ways lead nowhere.
That is the only way.”

Tanya smiled. “Philosophically?”
“More than that. It's beyond philosophy, beyond religion, way beyond

dogma and rigid, scientific expression. It is the way.”
“You have moved beyond what  you even professed  in  your  shows,

haven't you?”
“The old teacher is  dead, Tanya, and most don't  even know. Even I

know I have barely begun. Truly, I have barely taken toddler steps. I have an
enormous distance yet to cover so imagine how far back everyone else is.”

“And what about us? What about the two of us? You have no commit-
ment, true, Gregory?”

I leaned back in my chair, still  riveted on a face of utterly ravishing
beauty, truly a goddess descended upon my most humble threshold. “Tanya,
you deserve no less than anyone else from me, and what happens from this mo-
ment forward will be due to decisions we both make neither in haste nor from
coercion. It should proceed in a direction we both agree to go, but I must again
advise you, should you want to go there with me, you will be hurt. You will
feel pain and you will not escape it.”

Tanya put the bottle to her mouth and sucked down another drink. “I
can take it, what is it they call you? What's that phrase? 'Little boy?'” I shook
my head and sucked down some from the bottle.

Despite Tanya's protest she wasn't much of a dancer along with my con-
tention I wasn't much of a dancer, we walked to the nightclub and shook it well
into the evening. In her outfit, with its glaring ability to transmit the shape of
her body hidden beneath, when she shook it, and she could shake it, her move-
ments held my attention. Tanya wasn't much of a dancer nor I, but I couldn't
help noting everyone was watching us anyway. Well, watching Tanya.

Before we arrived back at the flat I was stopped by my companion with
a jerk on my arm, turned to face her and Tanya kissed me fully,  her  arms
squeezed around my back, her tongue rapidly moving inside my mouth. Once
inside the flat she pulled me to my bedroom, released me and set the terms of
our impending parcheesi engagement. She yanked off her sweater, unhooked
and dropped her sizable bra in seconds. Sitting on the bed Tanya removed her
shoes and socks in seconds, stood and unzipped her slacks, pulled those and
her panties down, sat again and pulled both over her bare feet. “There,” she
said,  smiling wickedly,  “now we can begin  our  game to your  advantage.  I



wouldn't want you to think I was intimidating you.”
I leaned against the door watching all  her display,  smiling apprecia-

tively. She had the body hinted at through her clothes. It was so proportionately
perfect, I could stand and gaze at it and forget about time altogether. It was, ap-
propriately, a large size. “I think what I like about you more than anything else,
Tanya, is that whatever takes place from here on out, at least I'm going to re-
ceive the adult portion.” Out came the deep and full Tanya laugh.

Our game was a draw. Tanya won her share of the battles. I won mine
and we reached a draw when both of us conceded at the same moment. I slept
well, atop Tanya, whom I recall never moving.

Before she left the next day Tanya felt inclined to remind me—I already
knew—how much she enjoyed her stay. “It's quite possible, Gregory,” Tanya
said before she drove back to Munich, “we may never look at each other again
and I will miss it, but I will always be able to think about this weekend—no
one can take it away—and think about you. Keep me in your thoughts, too,
Gregory.” That would be easy.

Roland Hodges and his BBC reporting crew pulled into Baden Baden
Wednesday the following week and we all strolled into the theater late morning
for a scheduled two hours. The owner, by agreement, sat in the back row out of
camera, the lights in the theater were up, and I sat in the front row and Roland
sat in a chair facing me, while two cameras and a microphone recorded our
verbal parry. Roland came on from the first as a no-nonsense reporter used to
his interview subjects dodging, but it was a feeling-out process. He wasn't sure
what I would do or say since I had done so few interviews in the two years I
had stepped into the public limelight. When I dodged the first question con-
cerning my personal life, an attempt to shine the light on my character like so
many reporters  who have no interest  in  examining the  creative  work from
someone like me, Roland tried to take a tough guy stance about my dodging.

“Why won't you answer the question, Gregory?” Roland pressed. “It's
not embarrassing, is it?”

“You asked a question about a personal relationship which mostly has
evolved behind closed  doors,  Roland.  You weren't  there,  you didn't  belong
there, so you have no right to know. It's exactly the same principle as if I asked
you how many penises have you swallowed? Penises? Is that the correct term?
Or Peni? Is it penises or peni? Guys, what do you think? Is the plural of penis
penises or peni? I like peni. I think I prefer peni. What say you, Roland?”

Since I knew some of Roland's  suspected leanings,  I knew it  would
probably outrage him to suggest something like what I said, even if wrapped in
a rhetorical method, but the penises thing was something I had been thinking
about for some time as a public discourse into why this word in plural is this
but that word, ending essentially the same, in its plural is that. I was honest the
whole time. I do like peni as the plural of penis. I think we should all lobby the
linguistic functionaries and have it recognized as such. If you've seen the inter-
view, which is why I agreed to do an “in-depth” one with the BBC and no
other, Roland's reaction to my whole discourse about confidentiality and peni
was to laugh hysterically and it was never edited out. They stayed true to the



flow of the interview as I requested and expected them to do.
Roland was very interested in what I felt, how I felt in those first few

moments having “stumbled” upon John Drury and especially when I knew the
man who had nearly smashed my nose was John Drury. What was I thinking? I
smiled widely. “Oh, I knew he was at a disadvantage. He damn near flattened
my nose and  he knew it! After a couple exchanges between us both, I knew
this man would listen to me. He didn't think I was forever beneath him, that I
may have something to say which would impress him. He listened to me and
gave me an opportunity and it honestly did not take a lot of his time, only a
few hours total, but my life changed irreversibly and I like to think John's life
has done so, too...However, he could have simply apologized without meaning
it, pushed past me and nothing would ever have come from it, like most peo-
ple's interactions every day. Nothing comes from it, because neither wants any-
thing to come from it, like we all know the future.”

I knew I passed his test once the interview was complete when Roland
stepped up to me and I hugged him warmly. “I thought you were going to criti-
cize my homosexuality for a moment there.”

I leaned back slightly, still hugging him. “I don't care about your sexual
inclination, Roland. Since it normally takes place behind closed doors, it's none
of my business. Nevertheless, I still think the plural of penis should be peni.”
Roland laughed again and I squeezed him again and we released.

Before I left the theater, as they were packing, I thanked Roland for
asking thoughtful and insightful questions, which is something I'm not gener-
ally used to receiving in the States. “I'll tell you what I'm lacking in this busi-
ness, Roland. There isn't anyone in the media I trust enough to call and say, 'I
have something I am compelled to say and I'll give you an opportunity to ask
what you want to ask as long as I can say without censorship what I am com-
pelled.' There's no one I trust enough to honor it. But I like you, Roland, and I
think you're the one person who will stand up to the muckety-mucks and insist,
'I gave him my word and you're gonna honor it.' If you give me your word
that's how you will react should we ever have such a conversation, I can assure
you we'll have another opportunity to do this again soon.”

Roland  imparted  this  strange  look  on  his  face  for  a  few  moments,
maybe gauging my sincerity, maybe not. Suddenly, he broke into a smile. “Oh,
bloody hell, Gregory. I'll give you my word right now and die honoring it.”

I didn't ask him to commit suicide, whether real or career, but I was
very impressed that every one of his crew assured me he would die honoring it.
Good enough for me.

Segment Twenty-
Four

Siegfried,  the  artistic  en-
graver, called. “Herr Hess, it's com-
plete,  awaiting  your  examination
and approval.”

“Excellent,  Siegfried!”  I  re-



sponded enthusiastically. “Will you be in your shop this afternoon?”
“Of course.”
Heinz drove me to town to Siegfried's engraving shop. He had stored it

when he wasn't working on it in the very back, keeping it hidden behind a cloth
curtain. I brought my package with me. I had never opened it and only Andrea
asked about it.  When she did I brought it out from the bedroom closet and
showed all the unopened box. “Why haven't you opened it?” Andrea asked.
“They might have made a mistake. It wouldn't be the first.” I replied I had told
the world it wasn't mine to keep so I won't even open it since it doesn't belong
to me. No other argument or discussion ensued. It was the only time I removed
it from the closet until my trip to Siegfried's shop.

I sat in the back as Siegfried totaled my charges and I inspected the
plaque.  It  was gorgeous, eye-catching in and of itself,  a three-feet wide by
four-feet  long  slab  of  unpolished  black  absolute  granite,  and  raised  letters
topped with dazzling white. The lettering was Gothic, deserving of its origin. I
was  completely  and  thoroughly  impressed.  “I  needed  a  master  engraver,
Siegfried, and you have outdone my requirement.”

“You are pleased, Herr Hess?”
“Stunned would be far more accurate.”
The charge for Siegfried's work was considerable. The work remaining

was building the crate to house both the plaque and the unopened box for ship-
ping. This work would be performed by Siegfried's collaborator, a master car-
penter himself. His work was not cheap either. Last came the shipping charge,
which included the drive to the Munich airport, special arrangement as cargo
on Lufthansa to Los Angeles and another private carrier delivering it straight to
John's office. John, of course, had no idea what was coming. No one in the en-
tire business knew what I was planning. I could depend on all involved to keep
quiet. No one ever said a word. When Siegfried produced the total, which was
six figures in U.S. dollars, as we agreed I sat in the back of his shop and made
one phone call. The result of this phone call was an immediate wire transfer of
the exact amount into Siegfried's business account. A half-hour later Siegfried's
phone confirmed the transfer. “When will it ship?”

“I anticipate by the end of the week. My colleague is ready and has all
the materials. I need make only a phone call and he will begin.” He punched
some numbers on his phone. “I make that call now.” I waited as he spoke in
German and two minutes later disconnected the call. I hugged Siegfried hard
and he smiled in appreciation. The Academy Award I  supposedly won would
have a proper and fitting home. I never intended to keep it. It never was mine.

Esperanza advised the preliminary results of all the samples were ready.
“Tell me about the third group, Esperanza. I'm most interested in that site.”

“It's  not  so  good,  Gregory,”  Esperanza  informed  me.  “The  soil  is
coarse, small and fine pebbles, even sand. The nutrients and pH level are good,
but you're looking at extra tilling for crops, possibly even sifting and filtering
the coarseness. That's a lot of extra work before you start planting. Why the in-
terest in this one?”

“It's the biggest, almost twice the size of the others, and it's a former



factory pretty much demolished, but it's sat there essentially taking up space,
unused for seventy, eighty years. It's really an eyesore, a modern, industrial-
aged eyesore, Esperanza. It has appeal to me to turn it around, to turn it back to
what it was and match it with what it could be.”

“Well, that's commendable, Gregory. The second site has the best soil
of all you sent and it has the advantage of less preparation time to planting.
The final site is about the same as your abandoned factory site but it's not as
coarse or sandy. From a crop planting perspective, your factory site is the least
desirable, but the soil, once it's prepared properly, should be productive. The
detailed analysis will be complete in a week or so. Do you need to make a de-
cision on the site before then?”

“I don't think so. I'll have to talk with Kitana first, but our government
meetings  left  me  with  the  impression  that,  as  long  as  our  organization  is
formed and registered properly, there shouldn't be any obstacle in obtaining
any site. Most of the government people were grateful we were considering the
factory. They've been wanting to do something with it for decades. They might
help in providing a loan or favorable funding terms. That's what Kitana and the
Farabés have been working, along with the formation of our organization.”

“It sounds like you're well on your way, Gregory. Shall I be looking for
your appearance in Los Angeles very soon, your payback?”

“I'll have to be there soon, my dear. You're not a charity, as you've re-
minded me forever.”

“Good. I'll be looking forward to seeing you walk through the door of
my office in a week or two so don't keep me waiting.”

“Never, my love. Take good care of yourself and thank you for every-
thing.”

“My pleasure, my love.”
Lena, to her credit, never asked about the weekend with Tanya, other

than the general question, “How was your weekend?” Whether she suspected
what  took place I  had no doubt,  but  she was not  going to give me a clue
through her behavior. The week leading to her days off, the four nights she
would visit beginning Sunday, she displayed only the sweetness, kindness and
sensuousness she always displayed.  I  pretended like nothing had happened,
other than I was visited personally by a high-placed German government offi-
cial, so I suppose that doesn't happen every day. I remembered what Tanya had
said when she left. It was the same sentiment I had when she said it, because I
figured I never would see her again. Though it reminded me of the few nights I
spent as the “wild boy” in the seventies when I had several one-night stands,
only the result was the same. This one included the most beautiful woman I
had ever laid eyes on and when we returned to the flat from the nightclub, ev-
erything which occurred came with the clear understanding it would not lead to
anything else. It was a matter of what we both wanted at the time but it would
never lead to a bond or tie either of us wanted to strengthen, to tighten. There
was no room for Tanya in my life. I considered it truth. Tanya had huge respon-
sibilities, obligations which she had assumed in her career rise and there was
no room for me. I was certain she considered it truth. We were simply going to



enjoy one of those brief and unexpected intersections a life will take as one
meanders along the path. Nothing more.

Will and Katherine arrived on the continent for a week-long stay during
Lena's days off. I offered to drive to the Munich airport but Will refused. “This
is a leisure trip for us, Gregory. We're not in any hurry and we have no interest
in sitting in a taxi for two or more hours over a roadway. We're taking the train
into Baden Baden from Munich and you can pick us up at the station, like you
arrived there, old man.”

“Won't argue with you, middle-aged man. Call me when you reach the
train in Munich with your expected arrival time here and we'll escort you to my
quaint, little abode.”

“Will do. See you then.”
When Will and Katherine arrived at the flat with their boatload of travel

accessories, I suggested the same arrangement as always. Guests receive exclu-
sive use of the bathroom in the flat, we, Lena and I, will use the bathroom on
the  second  floor.  This  visit  was  a  little  different  because  both  Conrad and
Anna, the children of my host and hostess, were both present all week so there
was a great deal more interaction with the house residents. Anna was a con-
stant target of teasing, mostly from me and Will, since she had three different
male friends to the Schekters' house to visit. I ended one of our teasing flurries,
saying, “You could have avoided all of it, Anna, if you had gone to them, in-
stead of having all three come here.” Anna stood her ground and responded, “I
like all three, Gregory, but if I left to see them, I'd be spending less time with
my favorite American actor.” She looked right to Will. Will, Katherine, and to a
lesser extent, Anna, all exhibited body language revealing a tense embarrass-
ment and discomfort.

Gregory to the rescue. “And there it is, Will. I finally got it out of her,
something she has been holding back in order to avoid damaging my fragile
ego, because implied in her statement is that I am not her favorite American ac-
tor, which I have suspected for months now.” Since Anna sat next to me on the
sofa, when she tried to respond, I added, as I turned to her and reached for her,
“Put  your  mouth  on pause,  little  lady,  and give me a hug,  because I  have
known all along I'm not your favorite American actor but you still love me
anyway.” Anna hugged me very tightly, even kissed my thickly bearded cheek
and it swept away the tension, as intended.

As for the Africa Partnership, Will said they had already received sev-
eral hundred thousand in U.S. dollars through the web site, unveiled only ten
days prior. Combined with the discreetly private donations Will had sought, the
fund now held over ten million U.S. dollars and growing. We discussed where
to put this amount and I advised to be conservative, perhaps no more than half
in financial markets. Not only are the financial markets subject to volatility and
possible collapse, taking millions of your funds' investment with them, they're
also subject to the unconscionable manipulation by the frauds and thieves scat-
tered all over. Will had been considering the same scenario. Will and I dis-
cussed many times between ourselves the events of 2008 in the financial mar-
kets world-wide. Here we were more than a decade later and the effects of



those events  were  still  felt  almost  everywhere.  The frauds and thieves  had
walked away with trillions of dollars in scams and never felt any repercussions,
other than one, who received a slap on the wrist fine of some twenty-two mil-
lion, from the billions the scumbag stole. Hardly the price to pay for theft. No
wonder so many do it. No one with the contrived power to command just ac-
tion and reparation had the balls, intellect and expertise to tangle with the vari-
ous scum of the financial markets. Even a black chief executive courted them
for political help. There aren't very many human beings willing to hang their
bed partners for their vicious actions outside of bed.

“How much do you think you'll need, Gregory?”
“I don't know, yet, Will. I want enough so we can buy the land housing

the compound outright, so ownership will transfer to our Mali organization. I
intend to provide only a half-million, mostly because I want to avoid the per-
ception I'm buying the success of this endeavor. After that I'll add some as the
needs arise, but I've started my own fund raising, too, and we may be joined by
some of the local and international aid organizations.”

“How much have you raised?”
“Last time I looked, a couple days ago, it was somewhere near fifty-

thousand. I was late in starting. I admit I had other things on my mind, but I
have requested in the donation language we would prefer individuals limit a
donation to a thousand or less. I would prefer we keep it more of a grass roots
style and approach. For larger donations we encourage people to start  their
own funds and donate those larger amounts through this method and we'll have
more of an open ear from these groups, too. I really want to avoid feeling obli-
gated to discussions with individuals who have contributed large amounts and
consider it the opening to gain my attention. I'd rather people have those dis-
cussions themselves and vet their own ideas in that method. If I can keep ev-
eryone holding on to an open mind in their own discussions without my in-
volvement, maybe I can escape having to deal with heavy-handed minds, you
know, those whose hearts are in the right place but whose egos need a little de-
flating. I imagine you'll run into it eventually, Will, if you haven't already.”

“I've had grumblings in that area already, Gregory. I run into people all
the time who commend me for what I'm doing but remind me it's the reason
they got out of it, the same scenario you gave. I'll deal with it. I can handle the
personal fallout from it. Like you always say, when it comes to business, it's
just business, it ain't personal. That's what  I say to remind those people who
feel they have to advise when I didn't seek it.” Will smiled. “But to get back to
what you need, let me suggest we'll cover what you lack for the land purchase,
and we'll stay in touch for anything beyond. This will help you get started on
your endeavor and we'll look to starting our own and we'll share experiences
and ideas along the way. What do you think?”

“No objection, but it could be millions, Will.”
“We have the funds now, Gregory,  and you should spend your time

building what needs to be built before the rains begin and not figuring ongoing
land payments. Get started on the dream.”

“All right, that's what we'll do, and we'll probably complete the pur-



chase and transfer in a matter of weeks, maybe two weeks or less.”
“We can have it transferred anywhere in the world in hours, Gregory.

Let me know when and how much.”
Before the week ended my phone rang and the display read “John D.”

As I held the phone in the living room, I looked to Will with my devious smile.
“I'll  put this one on speaker.  You'll want to hear this.” I pressed the button
which would answer and go to speaker. “John, what a pleasant surprise.”

“What is this?” John admonished. “And you have me on speaker?”
I set the phone on a chair which we all surrounded. “Will and Katherine

are visiting, John. You know how tight we all are. We keep nothing hidden, al-
though I do, on occasion, but only because I have to,” and everyone joined in
the next phrase, “in the interest of confidentiality.” There was a smattering of
chuckles. “What is what, John? Be specific.”

John's tone was a little perturbed. “You know what is what. Here! I'll
read it to you. 'The accompanying Award from the American Academy of Mo-
tion Picture Arts and Sciences was made possible only through the hard work,
effort and dedication of the following human beings.' That's from some plaque
which just now arrived at the office, Gregory. And since the origin of the box
which holds this plaque is stamped with 'Germany' all over it, I don't have to
draw any wild conclusions, do I?”

“What did you do, old man?” Will asked facetiously, smiling with obvi-
ous contagion.

“Exactly, Will!” John proclaimed. “We should hear it from his own lips,
though I already suspect what he did.”

“There's a smaller package inside the box, John.”
“I know there is,  Gregory.  I  already pulled it  out,  with its postmark

from the Academy.”
“You sent John your Oscar, Gregory?” Katherine asked, in disbelief.
“With a plaque which weighs, I'm guessing, about two hundred pounds,

and contains hundreds of names. What do you expect me to do with this, Gre-
gory, and why did you even send it?”

“The award belongs with the production company which started the
wheels turning to make that movie possible, John. Without those wheels turn-
ing, the award would have been impossible, and you know it. Besides, your lit-
tle production company, over the years, has received several Academy awards
for the work of individuals from your company's movie productions but no one
would know should they visit your office.  Now they'll know you received at
least one.” I smiled at Will, who smiled back just as much.

“I can't knock him for it, John. I believe Gregory has always been con-
sistent in saying it was never his award. I'm sure you recall.”

“Whose side are you on, Will?”
We all laughed, even John. “And I said you only have to stay tuned to

see what I'm going to do. Well, the program we were all watching has now
concluded. Here's what I've done. Surprise!”

“You  know,  you  little  Midwestern  weasel,”  John  said  and  we  all
laughed again, even John, “I think Serena says it best. 'You can be such a bas-



tard at times, Gregory.'” Again, more laughter.
“Not to deflect, but how is the little Mexican flirt?”
“To answer your question, Gregory, she's doing well, though she has

her better days. You know, and she's not going to be happy about this. I can
hear her now. 'You don't think Gregory expects me to add my award here, do
you, John?' It's what she'll say. I know it.”

“Serena's award is different, John. She earned hers. No one acted for
her.”

“No one wrote your screenplay except you, buddy boy.”
“No, John, it's not how it went. We all contributed from the first meet-

ing. I did the rewrites, but those changes came from ideas and thoughts which
everyone contributed. You're not going to argue with me about it, are you?”

“What good would it do? What are we gonna do with this, Gregory?”
“You should put it on display in your reception area, John, so everyone

who walks in to your office cannot ignore it.”
“And how do you suggest we do that?”
“When I discussed the plaque with the engraver-”
“Which I will say,” John interrupted, “is absolutely magnificent, by the

way.”
“Thank Siegfried! He is an artist, as he insists, not merely an engraver.”
“It really is awesome, Gregory. I'll bet this thing set you back consider-

ably.”
“And I did it willingly, John, because I think it's the least everyone de-

served.”
“So tell me what we should do.”
“As I began, when I discussed the plaque with the engraver, the artist, I

knew it would be too big to place inside a glass case. The plaque, John, should
be mounted flush against the wall. You should, then, find a display case to hold
the Oscar at the level of the plaque standing right next to it. You don't need
anything else to explain it. I think the plaque and the Oscar in its separate dis-
play case will speak for themselves.”

“All right. That's what we'll do. First, though, we have to find some
able-bodied, strong lads to pull this massively heavy piece of granite out of its
box. Hell, Gregory, the shipping cost alone must have crippled you!”

“How much did it set you back, Gregory?” Will asked, intrigued.
“I won't tell you the total. I  will say shipping was upwards of fifteen

thousand.” I paused for the whistles of disbelief to wane. “I insured it for a
quarter-million, which, of course, would be shy of replacement value, but I
wanted to get the shippers' attention.”

“Well, Gregory, I think I've gotten over the shock of it, though I'm un-
certain as to when Gary and Gloria will do so. When Gloria saw the plaque,
she walked right into her office without a word and put her head in her hands.
Far as I know she's still there holding her head in her hands...The more I think
about it, the plaque on the wall and the Oscar in a case next to it, I'm liking the
impact it will have for anyone who visits our office. Hell, it's getting me to
think I should do the same with mine.”



“I didn't do this to suggest to anyone what  they should do. This was
never my intention. What I have intended all along is to provide some tangible
proof of my love for all of you, it was returned in kind and its culmination was
the award, that it came from love.”

“Well, in my book, Gregory, you succeeded. When word gets around
about this, I imagine everyone from the movie will drop in to see it and I think
they will all get it. And you don't want to work in this business? When every-
one will take you back with open arms and hearts?”

“Right now, John, I have two serious movie considerations on my plate.
I had a discussion with Andrea about one before she left recently.”

Lena dived in. “You should hear that one, John. Andrea and Gregory as
romantic leads and Drake portraying Gregory's best friend.”

John laughed deeply.  “I  think you like charting the roughest waters,
Gregory. Heck, why don't you just sail around the Cape of Good Hope in a
dingy. It would be less painful for everyone.”

“Reach for the highest mountain,  John, because everything else is  a
step down.”

When John completed the display to his, and everyone's, satisfaction,
the tiny reception area of his office held a tall, thin display mounted on a riser
of cherry which contains the Oscar, and a light inside the case illuminates the
award. Inches to the right of the case the plaque is mounted professionally flat
against the wall. A light above the plaque leaps out from the wall a foot to glare
down upon the plaque. Both lights are attached to a switch at the front of the
office and John, upon completion of the display, announced to the entire com-
pany the procedure for every new day, regardless of who opened the office,
will be that the first switch turned on would be for the display and upon the
end of every day, regardless of who closed the office, the last switch turned off
would be for the display. This procedure for opening and closing the office
continues to this very day and, as far as I have been made aware, has never
once been superseded, which only confirms my belief both the plaque and the
Oscar  sit  where they belong. Before I  reached Africa I  had heard,  whether
through email, phone, or snail mail, from every single one of those three hun-
dred and forty-seven human souls whose names are on the plaque. Most in this
world don't believe it possible, until I show the doubter the proof, since I kept
all the letters, all the emails, and a record of the phone calls. All three hundred
and forty seven contacted me, since they all knew I instructed John to give
them a way to reach me. I praise them all, for now you have some idea what
took place those weeks we spent making the movie, though your idea is merely
the tip of an enormous iceberg, to borrow an overused metaphor.

Serena called me from the office when she first saw it. She knew it was
all there but she held back her curiosity patiently until John had completed the
presentation. Her exact words were, “I thought when I saw it, Gregory, that, in
all honesty, I would be pushed to add mine here, because my award for my
portrayal owes its inspiration and its influence to everyone, too. But I look at
this display and I think my award would detract from its impact, my love, for it
does have a genuine, unmistakable impact. You make everyone proud to have



worked on the movie, and that's how I feel, like everyone else. Your story was
the framework but it took all of us to build it.”

Serena would make statements like this to me on a regular basis which
would always force me to consider how I could possibly be married to only
one person, to have only one woman beside me forever. Each one is special,
each coming into my world like an award I never expected or even deserved,
but from some place where recognition of me is due. I questioned its due. I al-
ways have and it has not made my way less burdensome, because it has always
forced me to consider the thoughts and feelings and reactions of each. At times
you may consider the choices I made callous, unfeeling and thoughtless. You
would be wrong every time. There is a matter of will involved with every one
of us and with every choice made. Those who would fall away deserved to do
so. Those who chose to stay, through some invisible link, deserved to stay. I
said it took adult actions, we should act like adults, but it was always more.
Adults was an analogy. At all times it was only a perception,  not a certain
knowledge, because there was still desire. I had baby steps to take, too.

The latest conversation I had with Kitana and her parents was every bit
encouraging as I hoped it would be. The formation of our organization was
complete and all were satisfied. All those in government, national and local,
approved and the land acquisition now became the simple matter of deciding
on which parcel. As the waiting and process had continued, providing the time
to reflect on which parcel, all the Farabés had concluded the most attractive
parcel was the former factory site near Gossi, dominated by the Mare de Gossi,
a  large  lake  I  always found humorous in  its  depiction  by my fair  weather
friend's different renderings via map and Earth. On the map the lake is blue but
flip to the Earth version and the lake is as brown and full of sediment as one
can possibly imagine.

When we were there scouting we drove around some of the lake bank
to gauge both flooding and a feel for the terrain, the environment. The factory
site was very close to a stream tributary to the lake, which was usually dry un-
til the rainy season began and which could overflow its slight banks easily.
Even with this very real possibility, those who would talk to us in and around
Gossi claimed it rarely flooded the site since the site itself had been built on a
very slight prominence. The last advantage was its close proximity to the major
highway which eventually led all the way to Bamako. In the opposite direction
the highway led to Gao. It was, however, close to some of the upheaval in this
part of the world and the highway was known to be frequented by the more vi-
olent elements, but this was where we all wanted to build, work and live. The
government  helped make it  more  inviting.  The site  was owned by a  small
multinational based in France but with operations in more than twenty nations.
They had inherited the site through yet another acquisition, another because in
the decades since abandonment, ownership of the site changed hands as many
as a dozen times with, of course, nothing done once it changed hands. Certain
nameless  representatives  from the  national  government  took  it  upon them-
selves to negotiate with the French company when their initial offer came in at
four  million  U.S.  dollars.  Once  the  government's  arm-twisting  reached  its



zenith the little multinational decided we could have it for the “steal” of one
and a half million. This figure was far more appealing to everyone.

“And, how exactly, did this arm-twisting get started, Kitana?” Through
the speaker microphone I could hear Monsieur Farabé laughing.

“Does it matter how it gets started as long as it's completed in a satis-
factory manner, Gregory?” Kitana challenged me.

“Sometimes it does, Kitana, but in this case I don't think it's worth pur-
suing.”

The organization would be called the Gossi Cooperative, but the name
of the compound, the site itself, would be Jardin de la Paix. “Whose idea was
that, Kitana?”

“It was my idea. Are you going to argue with me?”
“Not when I am in full agreement. Are you,  now, going to smile for

me?”
“I am smiling, Gregory. I have never stopped smiling since I answered

the phone.”
Jardin de la Paix, Garden of Peace. This was now our objective and

while I considered the detailed analysis from Esperanza to be more of a for-
mality, we had the time for me to fly to Los Angeles for those results to con-
firm whether purchase of the factory site was wise or not. The cooperative
name, however, fit for any of the sites. Gossi was the dominant village of the
area for all three, so Gossi Cooperative would fit no matter which site we ulti-
mately chose. I promised before we ended our call I would transfer the half
million into the account opened by the cooperative. A half-hour later I could
cross it off the to-do list. Next up was a week-long excursion to Los Angeles,
California, USA. I scheduled a week, as everyone already knew, because I in-
tended to visit several people, many of the feminine variety, my personal fa-
vorite, by the way. I do have a favorite variety and it's easy for to make the
choice. I only have to choose one of three. It's not like I have to choose among
thousands.

One more swing through four days of Magdalena's constant presence
and I  would “check out” of the Schekter home, as a paying guest,  forever.
What little I had accumulated which I would not take with me to Africa I put in
storage provided by my hosts. Their suggestion came via Matty's insistence
when she offered, “You can put it in our storage unit here in the village, Gre-
gory, since we have plenty of room in it for your belongings and it will ensure
you'll have to see us again, if you ever want your stuff back.” She said it stand-
ing before me with a “severe” expression, her arms tightly folded across her
chest to emphasize the “severity” of her suggestion. I can't help it. I'm incorri-
gible. You know it.  Every time I see  any woman in that posture I instantly
think it  and say it. “You have your arms crossed before you like you're my
mother, Matty.” When she attempted to object I stopped her. “And I accept
your offer completely in the manner intended...Mom.” I stepped to Matty and
we hugged like we would never see each other again. It's how I interpreted
Matty's hug, because she did squeeze me exceptionally tight.

Lena was as positive and upbeat as always, and as sensuous and sexual



when we were alone as ever. I would come back to her when my presence in
Africa was no longer necessary, when I would deem it so, and she was merely
ensuring the outcome. It would be up to me to get through all those months
with a brain half-way intact, reasonably unfried from thinking about the out-
come over and over...You get the picture. The jury was out. I could only prom-
ise myself I would stay busy, do something, don't stop and think about  that
whatever I do. It would take discipline. If Drake can do it, well, heck, who am
I kidding? Drake's an exceptional human when it comes to discipline and mar-
ried to an equally exceptional human in that regard. I  could begin to develop
the discipline. I wasn't too old to learn. Focus, little boy, focus.

I called Tanya. To her immense credit she spoke little of our last meet-
ing, because she had been expecting my call. She had taken it upon herself to
speak with both U.S. embassy people and Mali embassy people and had all the
steps I needed, all the documents in hand. “Simply come to my office before
you fly to Los Angeles and we'll complete it all here. It won't take long, Gre-
gory, so you could do it the same day you're flying out, but, yes, you will have
to come here during normal business hours.”

I laughed. “Like I said, Tanya, if the matter extends beyond German
borders, one phone call to you and it's done because you are the best.”

“You  could come here the night before...” Tanya suggested, letting it
drift off.

“I don't think it would be wise. I would be asking Heinz to work far too
late into the evening for my comfort and it would be in Munich. People would
see us together, Tanya, and that always gets tongues wagging.”

“I don't care about that. Many already know, Gregory,  and you don't
have to take a taxi here. There is train service that late.”

“Will you give me a day to think about it, please?”
“Of course, Gregory. I would never want you to think I'm intimidating

you into making a rash and hurried decision. I would never do that!” She ended
our conversation with the deep and full laugh of hers, but I needed a day to
think about it, with Lena ever present no less.

Imagine my surprise when Lena suddenly asked, “Do you want to go to
Munich Thursday night after I leave?”

“Why would I want to do that?”
“To see Tanya.”
“Why would I want to see Tanya?”
“You want to see all of us, Gregory. It is instinctive, because as much

as you don't want to think it, you know you may never leave Africa alive.”
When Lena said it she was not flustered or overly emotional. It came from her
mouth accompanied by the same calm posture, a clinical statement, detached,
unemotional, intended to put light on a very real possibility and nothing more.

“Why are you not livid with me, Lena? Why are you not screaming at
me?”

“Because I have shared you from the moment I met you, Gregory, and I
have accepted it for what it is. We are all in your life because we belong there.
Do you not know that by now? I won't leave you for one reason. You give me



the  attention,  affection,  consideration,  concern,  in  short,  Gregory,  the  love
which I crave in my own selfish way, like most of us. But when I am forced to
think about it, to think of how selfish I am, I know I cannot bind you, that what
I must do is love you as much as I can, and to love everyone else as much as I
can. Your presence in my life, Gregory, has taught me this and it is still teach-
ing me this. You will come back to me as you promised. I will still be waiting.”
I sat on the sofa while we conducted this discussion and I knew I was learning,
I was being taught, too. Lena was right when she said they all belonged in my
life. What she may or may not have understood was they all had different lev-
els of belonging and Lena's level was at the top.

Serena offered to pick me up at the airport but I declined her offer. “I
need to be able to get around without depending on someone else to get me
around. I have many things to do in a short week in Los Angeles and I want to
see many people before I leave. It is not acceptable to me to put your vehicles
and drivers at my beck and call.”

“But you are staying with me?” Serena half-questioned. “My home is
your home, Gregory.”

“Since you have invited me, yes, I will stay in your home with you.
Thank you for your invitation. It is appreciated.”

“I have to invite you now?”
“You will always have to invite me, Serena, because if I expect to stay

with you without an invitation, then I have created an assumption which is not
true, that your home is always my home. That is not the truth. You must always
invite me first each time, because each time is new and different,  so I will
know that for this new and different time, you want to share your home with
me. This is the right way, Serena. This way leads to understanding between us.
You may always think of it as a mere formality, nothing more. This is fine. To
me, though, it shall always be a requirement.”

“Africa is changing you somehow, Gregory. I don't think you ever con-
sidered it a requirement. You always took it to heart my home was your home.”

“I am discovering the way, Serena, perhaps because Africa is forcing
me.”

Heinz appeared at the back door after supper Thursday night as I re-
quested. Lena had all her items in a bag. They would have to make their way
back to their home, since they would have no place at the Schekter's home in a
few hours. We all drank a little wine and the conversation was soft, not mo-
rose, more in a respectful vein. I cleaned out the refrigerator and freezer by
moving what was left downstairs. There was beer but I had no taste for it and
put it in Conrad's refrigerator with his acceptance. Conrad and Anna were both
home for a while to say goodbye. Anna cried when I kissed her. My eyes wa-
tered, too, but I gently rubbed my finger below her eyes and reminded her that
her action was inconsistent with my failure to be her favorite American actor. It
made everyone laugh, Anna's laugh, though, being the most sincere. Everyone
knew I was leaving for Munich before I needed to be there and knew why, but
no one ever mentioned it. When it came time for Lena to leave, Heinz, Lena
and I all walked down to Matty and Wilhelm, where we said our goodbyes and



I handed them my key. We all walked out together but Heinz and I waited until
Lena backed out and drove away. At the train station, Heinz and I both remi-
nisced about the first day. It started right at this very spot. I jested it would be
difficult for me to find such a trustworthy and dependable driver anywhere else
in the world. It would make things less stressful if I could simply step into a
ride driven by one of Deutschland's finest.

“A man of your stature, Herr Hess,” Heinz remarked, “quite often em-
ploys a driver, one driver, to drive him wherever he needs to go. Perhaps when
you return from Africa, we should have a conversation on that theme.”

“Now that you brought it up, Heinz, count on it.”
Tanya waited for me in the train terminal in Munich. She was easy to

spot in the crowd, the tall and stunningly beautiful blond wearing the severe
expression proclaiming, “I am waiting for one who will be here soon, so I have
no interest in engaging in any interaction with you. You may leave my pres-
ence now. Thank you.” It's how I interpreted it, since over the many steps I had
to take to reach her after I saw her standing above most others, it was a consis-
tent look and reaction around her. She didn't smile until I was within reason-
able talking distance. Of course, when she did it was delightful. My heartbeat
came a little faster when I saw it. Since my hands were full with three bags,
Tanya slipped her arms around me when I finally reached her and kissed me
openly and sensually. “Welcome to Munich, Gregory.”

“And your hospitality, too.”
“Which you shall receive in abundance, little boy.”
“Thank you, my charming hostess. Shall we?”
Tanya reached for my computer bag, I released it to her and she led us

out the station to the parking lot and her car. She drove forty-five minutes to
her villa, as she preferred to call it. As if to let me know how much she had
heard or read about me, Tanya remarked, “And, yes, I prefer to call it my villa,
as Jennifer prefers to call hers, her villa, but I'm sure you'll call it whatever you
like, because you're incorrigible, Gregory, bad beyond correction or reform.”

“You are going to make this evening as pleasant for me as possible,
Tanya. True?”

“I can make it as memorable for me as possible and only hope it be a
time which you will never forget. That is my fervent hope.”

“There is no past. There is no future. There is only now. Treat it accord-
ingly.”

Inside Tanya's villa, in her well-appointed and luxurious living room,
an unopened bottle of champagne awaited in a holder with ice melting, but
suitably cool enough. Before I opened it at her suggestion, I made my sugges-
tion. “If you want to make this a time I will never forget, Tanya, let me suggest
that this, the champagne, be the last of any alcohol we consume tonight.”

Tanya wore a slight frown but calmly asked, “Why, Gregory?”
“In my experience, Tanya, it seems all too often it isn't me who attracts

my partner, it is our ever-present mutual companion, alcohol, which does the
attracting, so I want to know which one of those is true concerning you.”

Tanya held a pleasant and engaging smile as she replied, “If you want



me to prove which is true, Gregory, I'll take you to bed right now.”
This brought my widest smile. “And what would you do first?”
Tanya slipped next to me. “First, I would put my arms around you and

kiss you fully.” She slipped her arms around my back, pulled me against her
tightly and kissed me, her lips running all over mine until her mouth opened
and our movements became far more pronounced. She pulled away but leaned
her head to my side and whispered, “Then, I would see if you're ready.” Her
right hand slipped from my back, around to the front of my waist and down un-
til she was rubbing and squeezing my growing erection. “You're ready.”

“Ready for a celebration! Let's pop that bottle of champagne.” I started
to move around her to the table with the champagne, but she simply followed
my turn with her own, reaching to the hand closest to her, grasping it fully and
pulling me, gently though, toward a hallway.

“You have convinced me of my course of action, Gregory,” Tanya an-
nounced as she stepped toward the hallway. “Come with me.” I began to fol-
low her. “The night is long. We can each don a robe and come out here for
champagne later.” We stepped into the hallway, destination the last room at the
end. “I want you to know, Gregory, I need no companion to show you my at-
traction is for you and you alone.”

I can assure  you over the next ninety minutes Tanya convinced me of
the truth of her last statement. When we reached her elegant bedroom I stated
she should drive, and drive she did. There wasn't a single moment of those first
ninety minutes in Tanya's bedroom when I didn't belong to her, and I soundly
enjoyed every moment. As we lay entwined together resting afterward, I com-
mented, “I want you to know, Tanya, how refreshing it is for me that you don't
have to get loaded to share our bodies and actions together.”

Tanya moaned loudly. “If we ever have more opportunity to spend time
together, Gregory, you're going to quickly come to the understanding I need no
alcohol to physically express how I feel about you. I know you'll accept it ex-
actly as I intend.”

“I think how there are so many thousands out there who are fools be-
cause they can't get past their own assumptions and preconceptions. They're
only fools, the lot of them.”

“I prefer to think it's the way it should be, that there are only a few who
are not foolish, and I have been fortunate enough to have met one who isn't.”

As Tanya suggested, late in the evening, she pulled from her closet two
robes, one white for her, one blue for me, and we toasted the other with cham-
pagne and crackers and caviar she had waiting in her refrigerator. This evening
Tanya was the perfect hostess for my humble visit, for I couldn't dream of this
reception, and would never have considered it without her casual hinting. As
the evening progressed into early morning—by then having heard her confes-
sion she had advised everyone at the consulate she would arrive late Friday
morning—I had the strongest inclination Tanya was making herself belong in
my life and there wasn't anything in the universe to stop it or even slow it
down. To reach this inclination it helps when she says, “I know we discussed
how unlikely it would be to make room for each other in our similarly compli-



cated lives, Gregory, but the more time that passes, I think I must make room
for you, because the more I do, the more room I make for you, the time we
spend together because of it makes me feel better. You make me feel better
about myself and about you, that it is the right choice to make. I trust you, Gre-
gory, completely. You will make the right decision concerning me, even if the
decision is we will never have another moment together. It will still be the right
decision because it will ensure your direction remains true, for your direction
is true, and there are very few who will deny it. Those who do are the ones
who do not know, because we do know it. We all know it, even when it seems
to turn against us and we're left behind by you. We still know it to be true.  I
will know it to be true.” Spoken by a German administrative wonk lying in her
bed, unclothed, her body half across mine and her head propped so she could
look directly into my eyes. I never forgot she said it and never discounted its
effect.  I  steeled myself  in  consideration of what was immediately to come.
There is no past. There is no future. There is only now. Treat it accordingly.

We reached her office by ten, despite the fact we barely slept six hours.
True to her promise, the papers were all ready with sticky labels for my signa-
ture and initials. Fifteen minutes after we arrived all the necessary documents
for each country involved were complete. I sat across from Tanya sitting in her
chair at her desk and smiled. “You are right, Tanya. I will try to find a place for
you and I cannot promise you I will find it. Should I find a place for you at any
moment, I know you will acknowledge it completely as intended. I will have
no need to apologize or be concerned in any way about it. If you can find room
in your complicated life for it, you will accept it as intended. Otherwise,  you
will apologize and ask me to consider another time soon.” I looked at her for a
moment. “Will you not?”

“It is all I can ask, Gregory. It is all I shall ever ask of you.”
Tanya drove me personally to the airport, walked with me through se-

curity and to the gate and waited with me until they boarded the flight to Los
Angeles. There were two reporters in our terminal who recognized both of us
and intruded. As perturbed as I was I caught the gazes of both with as calm a
demeanor as I could display and stated, “If you know anything about me, you
know I consider this to be a public place and I'm not under the invisible um-
brella of privacy, but I'm about to take a trip which will lead me to a place I've
never been but where I am being pushed and compelled to go because it is
completely inseparable from my being, yet while I await the irreversible call
which signals the beginning of that trip, I am graced with the company of one
human being who has taught me in a very short period of time to cherish her
presence. So I would prefer to avoid intrusion by anyone.” Somehow, the mes-
sage got through. Both apologized for intruding and hoped there would be an-
other time. Perhaps.

When the irreversible call came, Tanya stood with me and we kissed
first and squeezed each other in as tight a hug as possible. It was so tight, as I
recall, I could feel some of the curvature of her body collapsing and spreading
against me. Her last utterance, as I turned to walk to the ramp leading to the
plane was, “When you find the time to call me, Gregory, day or night, please



do so. I love to listen to your voice.”
I sat in my seat on the plane as we taxied out to the runway thinking

this was the final leg before I began the real work on the dream I had carried
for decades. Back to Africa where the first humanoid stood to gaze across a
plain and  consider an immediate future, all apparently leading to  this future.
That this future may lead to my exit from this world was of no concern. Put up
or shut up.  Now was the time.  The past was gone forever,  unerasable,  un-
changeable. The future lay right before me and my now was a long flight to a
sunny destination where everything had changed for me only two short years
before. Silently, though I was clueless, the whole world was watching.

I had little taste for brew but drank two cans of Corona—receiving the
expected negative response to  my Pacifico inquiry—and couldn't  finish the
second. I drank water instead and slept a good deal of the flight. Several in first
class recognized me and two asked about Africa. I politely discussed with them
my hopes in general, no specifics. When one asked why I was going to such
bother, I responded, “Why not? What harm can come from it when my objec-
tive is to begin a gathering, a garden in a sense, from which sustenance may
arise for the hundreds who choose to stay to live and work and make it grow,
all of it without me. What harm can come from that?” It seemed to satisfy our
little first class group. What harm could come from it? That we are all naive,
even ignorant, except for a very few, should have given me pause to consider.
That I was wise enough to know I couldn't plow through this by pushing my
own agenda, by pushing back against any and all obstacles, would give the
whole experiment time to find itself, to fit where it belonged. That the miracle
the entire endeavor would receive was my premature removal was one I had
considered, but the term of removal was not one I expected. When the road di-
verted I still held on to the first consideration, yet some thing intervened. The
miracle.

I  gathered my bags from the arrival carousel at  LAX and made my
plodding way to the rental counter. Ten minutes later I was tossing my bags ex-
cept for the computer in the trunk of the Maxima, with its sufficient horse-
power to duel with the cretins on L.A.'s roadways, and I was on my way late at
night to Serena's spread and her welcoming. Serena had changed again. Gone
from her face was the mask and the wrinkles were many, but those wrinkles
were inviting when she smiled as I pulled up next to the promenade. Carla and
Sofia were there on the drive standing slightly behind Serena, despite it being
after ten in the evening. I hugged all three with particular emphasis. Sofia im-
mediately asked me, “Did you bring your swimming trunks, Papi?”

“Poppy? That's what you call me now?”
Sofia put her hands on her hips. “You call me little squirt. I have a nick-

name for you!”
“Of course I brought my trunks. You're going to teach me for once.”
“Count on it!” the little squirt advised.
“Come inside and have a beer, old man,” Serena invited as she slipped

her arm around my waist, “and I'll help you with your bags later.”
“I'll have one Pacifico, my love. That will suffice.”



“Are you cutting down on beer, Gregory?” Serena asked facetiously.
“Did you have a fall  and bump your head when you were in Africa a few
weeks ago?” With my arm around her waist I pinched her side with my thumb
and finger. “Ow! Stop that!” She looked at me severely. “Don't you even think
of tickling me, little boy. I'll slap you silly!”

“It'll bring me back to reality, my love.”
We walked to the kitchen arm in arm until Serena slipped away to re-

trieve a bottle of Pacifico and open it. As I sucked down some of the brew with
gusto, Serena asked, “Do you have a lot on your plate for this visit, Gregory?”

“I can cross one off now. I had a need to gaze upon the startling beauty
of a little Mexican actress I know, although it's an ongoing need of mine.”

Around my waist came her arm. “Let's sit in the Great Room and you
tell me all about it.”

There were a few items to which I had to attend. First was Esperanza,
whom I had called from the airport. She would await my arrival at her office
the following morning and we would attend to the detailed analysis of all three
Mali sites. Next was Jana. “Jana has changed some in the last few months,
Gregory. I think you'll find her not very receptive to meeting with you.”

“Why? What has happened?”
“She doesn't want to stay here any more. We hardly talk...” Serena let it

go softly but frowned. She looked hurt. “She worked on the movie. Remem-
ber? The one she accepted while you were here?”

“I remember. What happened?”
“It started then. She hardly called. She finished it, attended their wrap

party and never came back. I had to call  her to get her to tell me she wasn't
coming back to see me, any of us. Short, just like that, Gregory. The only other
thing she said was, 'I have no interest in talking with Gregory so do me a favor
and tell him nothing. I don't want to hear from him.'”

“All right, so that's what happened. How did it happen? Why did it hap-
pen, Serena?”

“I've only been able to hear rumors, Gregory,  this  person heard this
from this person. I haven't been able to talk with anyone who worked on the
movie so I don't know what happened first hand. All I've been able to hear is
she met a man, this P.A., some up and coming hunk, supposedly, and he got her
head spinning. It's the best I've been able to come up with.”

“Well, it's par for the show biz course, Serena. Happens all the time.”
“No, Gregory, not like this. People don't usually get surly when they

meet the one, and start turning off a lot of people who used to like her, as she
has done. I heard she ran into Kendall one day and blew him off.”

“Shit! What's gotten into her?”
“Like I said, I can only pin it on this guy, this P.A. The two of them are

seen frequently together. He's a bad influence.”
“I thought I was the bad influence.”
Serena smiled widely. “You're simply bad beyond correction or reform.

Everyone can count on it, because the only thing that comes from you is good,
dear. It would be bad for you to correct or reform yourself. Think of this, too.



Did I become surly when I met the one, when I met you?”
I  kissed  the  little  Mexican girl  for  a  few seconds and smiled  wide.

“Only with me.” As expected I received a light punch to my shoulder. “I'm go-
ing to see her anyway, Serena. If she wants me out of her life, she has to tell
me face to face. She knows the rule. I won't take any shit from her about it. I'll
even let her have her man friend present, if it will give her the courage to look
me in the eye and tell me her life became worse after she met me.”

“I think you're wasting your time, my love. That's my opinion.”
I had more on my plate. I would see Gloria and Gretchen, who was

close to taking her first steps. I wanted to visit the actress friend and her hus-
band. I promised Kendall we would meet and talk some more about the story
and chat about Africa. Of course, I would visit John's office and possibly meet
for dinner or a party, something like that, with as many as possible. Serena
would be there too. She was as integral to it all as anyone else. It was encour-
aging to hear some of her symptoms from her woman change were lessening.
She was still finding it difficult to get wet, though. It concerned her when we
talked about ourselves. I think I shocked Serena when I told her if I never had
sex with her again, it would never change my feeling about her. I still wanted
to be next to her like I always did and I still wanted to sleep next to her soft
and warm body. “I thought quite a bit on the flight how I missed sleeping next
to your body, Serena, just sleeping next to you. Your body next to me feels like
no other. You know it, don't you?” Serena kissed me.

Carla and Sofia retired to their room soon after. Serena walked outside
with me and told me to leave the keys in the car and she would have one of her
people move it later. She grabbed my computer bag and I brought the other two
bags inside to the mistress bedroom. A few minutes later, each removing our
clothes separately, we climbed onto her bed together and I wrapped my arms
around Serena's waist, my left arm under her body. It may have been awkward
and a bit tight on the circulation of my left arm, but I felt nothing but a pleas-
ing calm with her soft and warm body so tight against mine. I was unconscious
in short order.

When I regained consciousness, since I slept soundly to the morning,
my little buddy halfway down my body had made its dramatic appearance and
I scooted the bottom half of my body away from Serena. She was awake when
I did so and when she felt me move away from her, her right hand reached to
my waist, pulling at me, and she softly said, “Come back here.” When I reset-
tled against  Serena's  back,  her  right  hand still  pulling my waist,  she softly
added, “I'm getting wet.” Those words resulted in a growing frenzy of activity
which  lasted  for  forty-five  minutes,  multiple  changes  in  position,  a  sizable
number of sighs, moans, groans and grunts, and a multiple climax. You cannot
end a story any better than with a multiple climax. Sometimes you have to en-
dure a story with no climax, often the modern and post-modern stories. In that
case you have to grin and bear it. We were both grinning after the climaxes.
Neither felt any burden whatsoever. This soft and warm body, currently found
in southern California after her original journey from eastern Mexico, felt as
excellent as I remembered. She makes it memorable.



Before I left to see Esperanza, Serena stated, “You'll probably stay with
Esperanza tonight and I don't object, Gregory. I understand. I do. Tell Esper-
anza I love her and I will always wish her well, but I would appreciate it if you
remember this morning when you woke up. I was honest last night. I don't get
wet, hardly at all, but with your body against mine and I felt your surge against
me, I was wet before you scooted away. That's why I said, 'Come back here.'
Thinking of you next to me got me wet again, dear. You do that to me and
when you do, I'll let you know. You always make it worthwhile, always. I love
that about you.”

I kissed her as I was ready to leave. “I got your message, Senorita. It
reads, 'Don't delay in your return to me, little boy. I have more ready when you
are.' Got it!”

Serena slapped my ass when I turned to walk away. “You understand
Spanish more than you let on, Gregory. You learn languages when it suits you.”

“I'll be back in your arms soon, Serena. You whisper those little Span-
ish nothings in my ear and you'll have my full attention.”

Her door was wide open and I sauntered into her office like it was my
own. There were two students sitting in the only chairs left in her office, but I
ignored them both, walked around the edge of her desk, and pulled Esperanza
up from her chair in the middle of her speech to both. She continued, with
some effort and stuttering, with her speech, but I had her standing next to me,
so I glanced to the two students, appropriate shock on their faces, and apolo-
gized, “Excuse me, but I owe a debt to this woman and this is part of her pay-
ment due.” I instantly wrapped my arms around Esperanza, pulled her closer
and squeezed her so tightly I could feel her chest heaving.

Esperanza turned to the students and mumbled with some embarrass-
ment, “You'll have to excuse him. He can be very-”

“Insistent,”  I  finished for  her.  I  released  Esperanza,  glancing  at  her
wearing my little boy half-smile, while she pinched her lips fighting her in-
stinct to light it up with me, and I turned to the two students, one male, one fe-
male, and announced, “Gregory Hess, kids. You two must be in dire straits be-
cause the professor here assured me I would have her presence and full atten-
tion this morning, unless there be some emergency.”

The male gave me a strange smile. “You're that actor...”
“My past life, young man! You young pups have to learn to keep up. I

can't stop and pull you along. I'll leave you adrift.” I turned to Esperanza. “I'm
not your professor.”

Esperanza started to punch my shoulder, but let her hand fall softly to
rest on it. “Both had issues on the test results they received during their lab
yesterday, Gregory,  and I have a duty to help them with those issues.” She
turned to face me, smiling. “Will you wait outside until we finish, please?”

I turned to the students. “Will it help to understand better if I  do wait
outside? Remember, your careers, your livelihoods, your very futures could be
at stake.”

The young woman stated, as she glanced from Esperanza, to me, back
and forth, “I have no objection to your staying here in the room, at all, Mister



Hess, so I am wondering, does our professor have some objection?”
The young man liked the idea, and my smile was contagious, so he

added, “I second that proposal. Professor?”
Esperanza shook her head in defeat. “Well, your debt just increased by

a mountain or two, Gregory, and you will repay that debt  in full before you
leave for Africa. You understand me?”

“Completely, but we won't discuss specifics, being a matter of confi-
dentiality.”

The young man was obviously disappointed. “Oh, you won't let us stay
and hear about those specifics, Professor?”

Esperanza sat in her chair, but smiled widely, as she looked to me and
ordered,  “Stand in the corner,  dunce.” I  stepped back past the students and
leaned against the wall in the corner next to her door. Esperanza turned to the
young man. “I'll let you use your imagination, since you will need to develop
one should you wish to complete this course with a passing grade.”

The young man dropped his head and I  commented,  “She's  back in
charge.”

Esperanza  turned to  me severely.  “You will  keep your  comments  to
yourself, Mister Hess, and  pretend like you're not even in this room, or has
your acting prowess deserted you?”

I gave Esperanza my best apologetic expression. “Yes, Professor.”
Esperanza spent the next twenty minutes addressing all the points she

needed to address with her two students, always with the helpful, encouraging
and considerate manner of the professor she had wanted to become. I watched
her, listened to her and I was left with that impression. Esperanza had become
the professor she had wanted to be and would easily grow into a source of
pride for this little university. It was simply a matter of time before they would
dangle tenure.

When the impromptu meeting with her students reached its conclusion,
the young man rose first to leave, and instantly offered his hand to me. I looked
at him with an easy smile. “Handshakes I discourage because they're so safe,
or do you consider a hug too dangerous?”

“Hell, no!” he responded, smiling back just as easily. He opened his
arms, his right holding two books, but gave me a strong hug. “It was a pleasure
meeting you, sir,” he added as we released.

“You could do worse than listening to your professor here and heeding
her advice, a lot worse.”

“Thank you, Professor,” he said, turning briefly to Esperanza to see her
warm smile before he left the office.

The young woman stepped toward me and noted, “I've heard you prefer
hugging women.”

“Only a rumor, young lady. I hug women because I refuse to discrimi-
nate.”

Her arms immediately opened as she stepped up to me and her hug was
as strong as the young man's hug. As we released, she advised me, “You should
make another movie, Mister Hess,” and she turned to Esperanza, adding, “but



leave your clothes on this time.” She winked at her professor and Esperanza
rolled her tongue under her firmly clenched lips. The young woman turned and
walked out of the office with a sassy demeanor.

I stepped to the closest chair and sat down with great amusement. “That
was a delight, Professor. I'm sure it will add to your growing reputation.”

“You live right on the edge, don't you, Gregory?” Esperanza asked, fail-
ing to hide her smile.

“If I didn't, Esperanza, would you still want me in your life?”
“You know the answer.” Esperanza began digging around in her desk

and eventually pulled out a stack of papers from one of the drawers. “Let's get
to why you're here.”

I opened my clipboard to the notepad inside and unhooked the pen.
“Ready.” Over the next two hours we went over the detailed results, though
there were no surprises, other than she expected that at all three sites she con-
sidered  it  likely  we  would  discover  the  soil  to  be  even  more  generous  at
slightly deeper levels than six inches. I surprised Esperanza by stating we had
considered, not with the hope of finding better soil, but from a more practical
aspect, of using a bulldozer to dig deeper and pull up the ground, deposit it in a
sifter, and redeposit it back to the planting area in a slight incline to provide
better irrigation.

“That's a smart way to proceed, Gregory. Your idea?”
“That one, yes, but we've all had discussions about processes and items

to set in place as priorities when we begin, and many of those discussions I
haven't even been a part of. I simply learn about them later from Kitana and
agree.”

“All three of my students, Gregory, have been greatly encouraged with
this project and with your participation. And you know what they have done,
don't you? Have they told you yet?”

“What they've done? I don't know what you mean. They've done quite a
few things.”

“None of them are coming back here for the fall semester, Gregory. All
three have arranged their classes to be handled remotely with the instructors'
and the Deans' approvals. They're all staying in Mali, studying remotely but
working on this project simultaneously. Kitana said it was your idea.”

“Well, I mentioned that.”
“Do they not listen to you, Gregory, and take it to heart?”
“I think it comes from their most recent educational training, Esper-

anza.”
“I'm not going to argue with you where it comes from, except to inform

you the entire university here is watching closely, and I mean, the entire uni-
versity, administration, faculty, students, even alumni. Everyone here knows
your general intent and are watching with great interest. They all understand
what it can mean to you and to the university.”

“Good, because I know what it can mean to you.”
Esperanza smiled. “Yes, I know what it can mean to me. That I under-

stand. You had to put me on the spot, Gregory, and consequences will come



from it...What I have always admired about you is how you constantly remind
people to be positive, think positively, state things positively, avoid the nega-
tive like it is the plague, but there are some here who are compelled to remind
me of the potential reality of all this.”

“Such as?”
“There's  a  loose  group  of  faculty  here,  many  of  the  female  faculty

which often occurs in an academic environment like this, and it's one of those
groups you like to say are the women rounding up to stick together-”

“And there's a legitimate reason for it, Esperanza,” I interrupted, “since
many of the men are threatened and often hostile, some of them being the typi-
cal condescending fucks. I never criticize women groups for the initial reason
they gather together. It's legitimate.”

“Then let me finish, please...We gather informally every two weeks and
I joined as soon as it came to my attention, for the very reason you brought up.
So, I find it distressing in a group like this, where we're supposed to be sup-
portive, I still discover the same attitudes prevail in any group regardless of
gender. And it shouldn't surprise you there are those who cannot be positive all
the time, they have to fall  into a negative attitude to  remind me about this
project. And there's this one political science professor who deems it absolutely
imperative to remind me every single time we meet in this group what she an-
ticipates will be the most likely consequence of your project.”

“Yeah, I think I know what she tells you.”
“Yes, she has to tell me every single time we meet the most likely way

you'll leave Africa is in a coffin. Every single time.”
“I'll bet she's a fun person to hang with.”
“I despise her, Gregory.”
“Think of the bright side, Esperanza! She's holding up the flag for your

gender!” My smile, which wouldn't quit, finally pushed her back to a smile.
“You have to promise me to stop thinking about it, Esperanza, and use my re-
sponse on that bitch the next time she says it. 'You're a professor, not a prophet,
so stop acting like a prophet, and be the professor you were hired at this presti-
gious university to be, or I will start a campaign to have you de-tenured so you
will be forced to work at a university more suitable to your tastes, like Oral
Roberts.'”

This brought a deep and full howling from the beautiful woman sitting
across the desk from me. When her laughter finally subsided Esperanza added,
“Or Bob Jones!”

This brought more laughter. “Yes, Bob Jones may be most suitable. Put
her in her place, Esperanza, and that will be the end of it.”

As we continued delving into her results, her climate and rainfall ex-
pectations, her list, considerable, of crops for planting with her recommenda-
tions for each, I called Kitana to quickly determine if the sale of the factory site
was still on the table at the last price discussed. It was and she asked when I
thought it would be complete. She advised everyone was getting anxious. “I'll
be calling you later today, no more than a matter of hours.”

Immediately I called the makeshift office number for Will's fund, lo-



cated somewhere in the sprawl of Boston suburbia, and got right through to
Will, expecting my call. “We can close the land purchase today with the gener-
ous sum of one million U.S. dollars from your fund, Will,” I informed him.

“Good. I will transfer that exact sum immediately. To the Cooperative?”
“To the Cooperative, yes.”
“Consider it done, unless you hear from me immediately. Congratula-

tions, old man. Good luck and keep in touch, okay?”
“I will,  my cousin. Kiss that lovely wife of yours for me, for  added

good luck.” Will laughed.
I waited a half-hour keeping busy with Esperanza's data and called Ki-

tana. “Are we ready? I'm so excited!”
“Check the balance for the Cooperative. You should have the necessary

amount to complete the purchase. If short call me immediately and I'll cover.”
“Yes! Praise be to Allah, Gregory! We are really going to do this?” She

said it like an inquiry, like she couldn't believe it would actually transpire.
“You and me, dear, with the hundreds whom you inspire, yes, we're go-

ing to do this.”
“You have inspired them, too, Gregory.”
“I will gaze upon your shining face soon. Call me when it's through.”
“I will.”
Esperanza had stopped to gaze  at  me intently.  “Good job,  old man.

Soon, you'll get to meet all the students who helped produce these documents
for you.”

“I  thought  we  were  having  lunch  and  I'd  catch  up  with  you  this
evening.”

“Oh, little boy, you're not getting off that easy,” Esperanza teased me
with her mock pouting face. “You're spending the entire day with me, because
if there's one thing you taught me early on, Gregory, it's this: I should treat ev-
ery visit from you as though it was the last and take every advantage of it in
that manner.”

“You have a lecture this afternoon, don't you?”
“I do.”
“So I do get to sit and audit one of your lectures for free!”
“You do,” Esperanza confirmed, her deep smile infectious and teasing.
“Good! I think my professor student is going to force me to consider

this visit should never be my last. I'd put money on her. She's a quick learner.”
“You're catching on, old man.”
Esperanza gave me one of her cheap, fan-like satchels with a fold-over

flap to hold all her documents after we had concluded reviewing them. There
would be more discussion and consulting as we both knew, but it was time for
lunch, the professor's treat. We strolled across the campus grounds to the build-
ing with the Student Union facilities and the cafeteria catering campus-wide.
“You'll enjoy this, Gregory,” Esperanza confided.

“Why? Is the food spectacular?”
“No. We'll sit at the largest open table we can find so we can watch the

reaction. It's common knowledge you're due here any time to get those results.



Just watch.”
It was still a little early for lunch, since it wasn't quite eleven-thirty yet.

The large seating area of the cafeteria was still relatively sparse and once we
slid our trays along and made our selections and the Professor paid for it all,
we slipped over to a long table, actually three tables set lengthwise, completely
unpopulated. This began, before we were through and stood up to leave almost
an hour later, a continuous population of humanity, all manner of humanity,
taking seats at these three tables, immediately engaging in conversation with
one or both of us. Professors strolled in and strolled up to the tables, adminis-
trative types, students of all stripes, many of African descent, and the conversa-
tion was respectful but loud and boisterous at times. A couple students, ex-
pected at her lecture soon, advised me they  now suspected who the mystery
guest would be at  the Professor's  lecture,  as she had hinted over the week.
Even though it was a Saturday and one of the few classes scheduled, Professor
Esperanza had the entire university's attention and she shamelessly used it.

“Gregory Hess is a very busy man. He has a lot on his plate, don't you
think? He surely has neither the time nor the desire to indulge in attending a
lecture of mine for ninety minutes.”

“You are enjoying this too much, Professor. Someone should pop your
bubble,” I said loudly.

Amid the natural laughter Esperanza proclaimed, as she gently patted
my cheek, “I don't think there's one here who could pop my bubble in that way,
Gregory, especially when one considers how much one owes me.”

More laughter, all in smiles, and I took a quick perusal up and down the
tables. “All of you are enjoying this too much. You are all shameless!”

A young male student sitting across from me three seats away loudly
stated, “Welcome to Northridge, Mister Hess. We have a reputation for egali-
tarianism here. We'll knock anyone down a few pegs when they deserve it.”

Almost the entire cafeteria was in an uproar. I smiled, glanced to Esper-
anza, who was almost in rapture, and fixed my focus on the male student as the
reaction subsided. “That is an attitude you better hold onto like it's the most
precious of all for it will serve you well throughout your entire lifetime, young
man, and use it to knock down those who assume a throne without the corre-
sponding humility which must always accompany it. Those who think other-
wise deserve to be knocked down.” Of all the places where I had received ap-
plause, most as I stood on a stage in ten different cities, I received a long and
thunderous round of  applause for this  speech,  and many shouted,  “Bravo!”
Once  it  died  down,  I  added,  “And  for  your  gracious  and  warm reception,
should I ever have any wish to complete my studies for my bachelors, I would
certainly consider Northridge...but I won't!” There were many groans. “I've got
plenty to tackle and, heck, you're all welcome to come along for the ride. I
promise you it will be a ride you'll never forget.”

Back to her office to grab all her materials for her lecture and Esper-
anza and I walked to the lecture hall, arriving with five minutes to spare. The
entire room seemed completely full, though there was one seat in the first row
at the very end. I whispered as she walked to the front, “I'm going to sit in that



first row seat. I know it's being a goody-goody, but I do want a front-row seat
for this, my love.”

Esperanza was well-prepared. I was confident she had rehearsed. “I'm
certain you all know now who my guest is for today's lecture,” Esperanza an-
nounced with her right arm sweeping toward me, “Oscar-winning screenwriter,
Gregory Hess, who asked to sit in on this lecture with the promise he would
keep his famous outbursts to a bare minimum.” I had stood to nod politely
around the room and smiled when she said the last bit.

“I believe it was accompanied by your assurance that failure would re-
sult in, let's see, how did you phrase it, 'pain of death?'”

She waited for the ruckus to ease. “No, Gregory, I believe I phrased it
that, due to the possibility of reincarnation, it would result in the pain of multi-
ple deaths.” I waved in surrender to the room, sat down with a brimming smile,
and proceeded to be enthralled with the Professor's lecture and presentation. I
was now in Esperanza's element, Esperanza's world,  and she commanded it
brilliantly. She wove the topic of the day's lecture: botanical research, study,
preparation and application dependent upon the results of the three previous
activities undertaken in the proper and required phases, and stopped.

“At this point in the lecture, I'm going to ask for assistance from one of
my students.” Esperanza gazed straight to me and fixed her gaze steadily.

“Not me,” I protested. “I'm not one of your students. Not only have I
never been admitted, I haven't even paid for the privilege of being embarrassed
by one of the professors!” It created a humorous response.

“Nevertheless,  Mister  Hess,”  Esperanza  insisted,  “you  are studying
somewhat under my tutelage, you have some very appropriate items which you
have learned which will help enlighten the rest of my students, and I am only
asking you to help me by presenting it. I will not embarrass you.” She gently
motioned for me to come before the room with her. I stood up and walked to
the front of the room to stand beside her, with my hands clasped behind my
back. “Now, Mister Hess, I believe you are engaged in an environmental ex-
periment to take place in Africa?”

“Africa, yes.”
“And you have been concerned from the start about what you can rea-

sonably grow under the current constraints of the environment, water, sun, soil,
etcetera, is that fair to state?”

“Yes. All true.”
“So why not do what everybody else does? Just throw more fertilizer at

the problem. It's a given, doesn't it seem so, Mister Hess, that no matter what
the conditions, if you throw enough fertilizer at the problem, all other problems
fade away? Doesn't it seem reasonable to state?”

“You had this all planned, didn't you, Professor?”
“I didn't  earn my doctorate by winging it, Mister Hess, like some oth-

ers.” I knew she meant me.
I turned to face the audience, students of Professor Esperanza, all in

rapt attention. “Students, you better be taking notes, so note this. I owe a lot to
this fine human being standing at the front next to me and this is intended to



make up for some of the debt I owe her and you are my witnesses.” I stepped
close to Esperanza and lightly grasped her arm above the elbow. “Which al-
lows me, therefor, to pay down this debt to nothing by, I imagine, some time
tonight.” I watched Esperanza gaze to the ceiling while gritting her teeth, but I
turned to her and asked, “Do I have permission to use your eraserboard, Pro-
fessor?” I moved toward the board and Esperanza tossed me the black marker
in her hand, which I caught. “So, the Professor made a very astute inquiry.
Why not just throw fertilizer at the problem? I could simply pay my way out of
the problem, so my question to all of you is: what common, commercial fertil-
izer could I buy to make my problem go away?”

From many voices came the answer I expected and at this point I was
well into it. This was Esperanza's expectation all along and she stepped around
to the front of her desk, leaned against it and smiled all around the room. “Ni-
trates!” I wrote the word “Nitrates” on the eraserboard.

“Now, let's assume I decide that path to take, buy all the nitrates I need
to fertilize any barren piece of cropland. Seems simple enough. Nitrates are in
ready supply. Why bother trying to balance anything in a less than ideal envi-
ronment? I simply buy all the nitrates I need, because there's no down side to
this strategy, right? Isn't it true?”

Some started shouting answers and here's where the Professor stepped
in to keep order, and the learning which should accompany it, on the right path.
“Please raise your hands, as you have all been instructed, and I will choose one
of you,” Esperanza shouted over the din, calmly I should add.

Esperanza  pointed  to  a  young  woman  in  the  first  row.  The  young
woman's response was, “The down side is that nitrates do not occur naturally
in any environment, so they must be manufactured and processed.”

“What down side is that?” I countered. “Many things must be manufac-
tured and processed with a veritable plethora of up side. What down side is
there to manufacturing and processing nitrates?”

Many hands went up and Esperanza now chose a young man in the
middle of the rows and seats of the hall. “It takes too much energy to manufac-
ture and process nitrates, because it does not occur naturally in any environ-
ment except at an extremely small scale.”

“So what? We've got plenty of energy all around us. Why, we wake up
every day greeted by the biggest energy furnace in the known solar system, the
sun. Can't we use the sun to pick up any lack of energy balance?”

Another hand chosen. “We can't efficiently use the sun to counter all
our energy deficiencies today. How are we going to expect the sun to pick up
this deficiency alone?”

“Good point. How are we—when you consider truthfully that the en-
ergy used to produce nitrates can never be equaled by the energy to be reaped
by any crop produced through the use of nitrates—how are we ever going to
balance this constant negative reduction of energy? How are we ever going to
balance this  negative impact  on energy requirements? Oh,  wait!  We'll  burn
more fossil fuel. On this Earth alone we've received the gift of unlimited fossil
fuel. It will last forever with no consequences to the environment, right?”



You can see where I was taking this. Esperanza knew I would. She had
structured her lecture with my attendance in mind. When I finished my presen-
tation and was ready to turn it back to Esperanza, I had most on the right path
of understanding. Since we are all human beings, though, there were some who
were not convinced. Once I had completed my share of the lecture, I asked for
any final comments or questions. There was one, provided by a cocky, bulked-
up hunk with a smug appearance. Bring it, big boy.

“You said it yourself, Mister Hess. We have an abundant supply of ni-
trates, the purchase of which helps every economy involved, and it results in
the success of the planted crop, without the unintended consequence of essen-
tial slavery of all those naive enough to work for you during your experiment
in producing said crops without the  abundant resource, my emphasis, of ni-
trates, so isn't this yet another example of foolhardy idealism without regard to
consequences that any and all others will suffer due to your inability to con-
sider  all possibilities?  That  you,  Mister  Hess,  are  essentially  leading  fools
down a path of their own destruction? Would you care to comment on that?”

I smiled widely. Welcome to my world, big boy. Let the battle begin. “I
would love nothing more than to comment on that supposition, for it is a sup-
position, since you linked many points all strewn together to make your real in-
tention somewhat obscured and your entire discourse more thoughtful. So let
me address your points, one at a time. As for your suggestion about essential
slavery, are you going to suggest that  you are not an essential slave, to this
Earth? That should this Earth immediately surrounding you turn hostile, you
have your little space ship at the ready to zoom you from harm's way? Oh, but
don't forget, once you get up there in deep outer space you still have to deal
with constant, relentless deep space radiation, a subject which every movie I
have ever seen conveniently skips over like it can be ignored and it will go
away, so relentless, that should you drift to Mars over six months, set down for
a relaxing vacation. Mars! The vacation of your dreams! Spend a week on the
surface of the red planet and leave with a lifetime of memories!  Except you're
not coming back, you little dreamer, because you'll be dead from the accumu-
lation of that relentless deep space radiation before you hit the Earth's atmos-
phere! You're not a slave now? You don't know Jack, son!

“Economies! All the economies involved will benefit! Of course they
will, when you limit the transactions to such a small number, the equivalent of
examination under a microscope. All of the transactions involved result in a
profit and everyone involved benefits. Only a moron would think differently,
unless you extrapolate and expand this small number of transactions to benefit
huge economies as a whole. Microscopic examination? We shall apply it to ev-
erything! Oh, that's not making a large presumption. Oh, no! Let's bring that
back to the same scope, young man. Something of a relatively microscopic
economic scale, like Easter Island. Easter Island? What does that have to do
with economics? Well, it so happens that at one time there were large numbers
of people living on Easter Island and they had an economy, they produced
transactions. Granted, most of those transactions did not involve the transfer of
some currency, some token to represent wealth, but they were transactions nev-



ertheless, and that is the basis of any economy.” I turned to Esperanza, who I
noted was simply lost in following my discourse. “They do teach in economic
theory here transactions do not require a transfer of currency, do they not, Pro-
fessor?” It snapped her out of it.

“Yes, Gregory, they do teach it, that it does not require money.”
“Brilliant! A step forward! I would hope they emphasize it,  too! So,

back to Easter Island. They had an economy. Transactions were conducted, and
some of those transactions included,  cut this tree down and you shall be re-
warded, for we will use this tree to move my statue to its rightful place to en-
sure my mojo, because I have enormous mojo, as demonstrated in this enor-
mous statue, and it will stand next to dad's mojo, and granddad's mojo, and
great-granddad's mojo, until we run out of, no! Trees? Time to move! Time to
pick up stakes, oh, wait, we don't have any more since we have no more trees!
But we have to leave. Can't live here any more. So now we'll expand it to the
world at large, as you implied, and realize, crap! We have nowhere to go be-
cause the Earth is our home. It's the only home we have and if we don't take
care of it, preserving its resources, there's nowhere else for us to go, Nimrod!

“But I'm sure you never consider yourself a slave to the economic con-
ditions which prevail, do you, son? Of course not. Mommy and Daddy taught
you. If you find a specialty, son, where you can carve your niche in society, you
will never be someone's slave. You will always be able to make your way suc-
cessfully, with your wits, your talents, and your energy and drive. You are the
master of your own fate, son. There will never be a time when you're caught
with your proverbial investment pants around your ankles, when a few scum-
bags connive entire financial markets to invest in their flimsy derivatives, to
then yank the blanket of illusion covering the table to walk away with trillions
of  stolen  money,  with  no repercussions,  and,  of  course,  your  mommy and
daddy escaped unscathed from the financial  events of  2008, isn't  that  true,
young man?” I watched him hang his head since I knew virtually everyone lost
money in that debacle. “No, you and yours are not slaves!”

I strolled over to the seats directly in front of him. “You can believe
what you want to believe, young man. I can't convince you until you're ready
to be convinced. Nothing I say will change it, that you must be  ready to be
convinced. Yours is a delusion, however, for you live in a house of delusion,
which will crumble before your very eyes at some point in the future. It is in-
escapable. You  cannot produce fertilizer at a constant net loss of energy and
sustain billions indefinitely. The bill will eventually come due. Granted, the bill
will come due long after I'm gone. I'll never face it, but you might! Unfortu-
nately for you, when the bill comes due, you won't have the luxury any more
by paying for it with money. You will pay for it with human lives. When that
day comes, young man, you will instantly remember this lecture, your question
about would I care to comment on that, and my response, and should you have
the strength left to continue on after that self-examination, you will attempt to
make up for all your failings in those interceding years, and may those above
us take pity on you, because you not only will require their pity, you'll need ev-
ery bit of their help to keep the calamity from swamping everyone and every-



thing, including your meager existence!” The young man was stuck in a con-
stant state of glancing around, because wherever his focus briefly fixed, the
look returned was a bit more than he wanted to confront. I turned to Esperanza
and asked, “Professor?”

Esperanza leaned forward to stand upright but before she could engage
the room again, the young woman in the first row who was the first student Es-
peranza chose when I started, stood clapping and would not take her eyes off
me as I walked slowly to the first row seat. The woman next to her instantly
stood and she applauded. In moments the entire auditorium was ringing with
applause and shouts.  I  stopped dead in  my tracks and was truly touched.  I
smiled, trying to keep my sense of propriety, and finally bowed. When I rose
again I saw the big boy, my so-called nemesis, was applauding, too, even smil-
ing as he was being nudged playfully by the person to his right. When it finally
rescinded, at Esperanza's continual insistence, and was reasonably quiet, Es-
peranza turned to me. “Quite a performance, Mister Hess, and they wouldn't
nominate you for an acting award for, what was it?”

“I'm not pretty enough, Professor,” I instantly responded.
“Oh, yes, now I recall,” Esperanza said amid more laughter.
“If I may indulge upon your time for a minute or more, Professor...” I

waited until Esperanza nodded. “It will dismay me, young man, should you
leave this lecture hall today and think I picked on you, that I turned your legiti-
mate question into a personal grudge match, because I never intended to make
you a target. If I did, I apologize now, but I hear reservations like yours con-
stantly, sometimes from supposedly gigantic intellects, who prefer to ignore
the facts of business as usual because it is merely convenient to do so, since the
alternative requires radical restructuring of everything in society. So we delay
and delay and delay our actions for resolution and keep passing it back to the
next generation, and the next, and the next. You, young man, are a representa-
tive of the newest generation, and it may very well fall into your hands to have
to do something about it because the bill just came due and you can't push it
onto  the  next  generation,  since  members  of  your generation  are  dying  all
around you. If you wait that long your options are far fewer, drastic even, and
you're getting clues already, because people have already started fighting and
dying for food. Soon, people will be fighting and dying for water. What do you
think  all  of  humanity  will  do  when  the  only  option  left is  fighting  and
dying...for one meal...one drink of water? Is it really the wisest course to wait
and push it off to the next generation?

“Young man, you probably have some idea about economics since you
brought it up, correct?” I was looking only to him and watched him nod. “Es-
sentially, economics is the study of money, though they make concessions to
transactions, as I stated, which bypass money altogether.  I raised the point of
transactions for a very important reason. You must all understand money is a
token, just as a word is a token, that a letter like A or B is a token. Tokens rep-
resent other things, they mean something else. If we were to remove the tokens
for words and symbols, the very essence of human communication, of under-
standing, would come crashing down. All of humanity would plummet back



beyond the stone age. In this vein economics and financial advocates will try to
convince you the same thing will occur should you remove the token of money,
therefor destroying what it represents and destroying ourselves in the process,
except they ignore one very important fact. Human beings in the past organized
themselves in tribes whose members worked together and did so successfully
without tokens to represent some other tangible property. Follow me so far?”

I looked around the room and noted the many nods of appreciation, fas-
cination.  “So here's  your ancestors'  history in a nutshell.  First  came words,
those tokens, then came successful organization, the token of money came last!
And here's the kick in their ass! Any self-respecting student of economics and
finances understands this very basic principle. When you can go straight to the
source, you typically get a better price for the item you want. It simply means,
cut out the middle man, get a better price. Anyone want to argue this basic
principle? I can assure you when I was your age, when I bought a lid from
some guy, I paid a higher price for that ounce of weed, than when I went to his
supplier and bought a kilo from that guy, but I'm sure none of you have ever
thought about that, huh?” That brought some laughter and Esperanza, though
quiet and attentive, shook her head. “I can't smoke that stuff any more because
it makes me physically ill, believe it or not, but I digress. Everyone knows, cut
out the middle man, get a better price. There's a middle man in economics, in
finances. It's the money lenders, those who own the capital, who have a lot of
money. When you throw money at any problem, you benefit them. Cut them
out, you get what you want at a better price. What's the problem with this ap-
proach? The greatest, hugest, most gigantic restructuring of our human organi-
zation ever conducted. Gargantuan. And those money-lenders are going to con-
stantly remind you of the task you're considering,  that is whoppingly huge.
They won't tell you the dirty little secret. You don't have to restructure every-
thing at once. You take small steps, like the greatest advice from the movie
Contact. 'Small steps, Ellie. Just take small steps.' So, what is an example of
taking a small step? Instead of throwing money at the problem with fertilizer,
you do something different. Instead of trying to solve any problem with a very
convenient  token,  creating a  token exchange,  instead you throw your heart,
mind, body and soul into the form of an elbow grease exchange. And you, then,
create a value which had nothing to do with money, with that token, and you
cut out the middle man, until years and years later, all of human organization
has been restructured and the money lenders have died a merciful death and
you're no longer slaves to money. Small steps, ladies and gentlemen, that's all it
takes, but if you won't even take those first baby steps, the one small step to
begin your journey, I won't bet on your future, because it's a sucker's bet.”



Segment Twenty-Five
The last  student to leave was the

smug young man  who  asked  me  if  I
cared to “comment on that.” This time,
though,  his  demeanor  was  slouched
and  apologetic,  and  he  complimented
me on my response. He said his name
was Carson. “I hadn't considered some
of your response before,” Carson told
me,  “and  I  specifically  appreciated
your middle man explanation, since it
makes  perfect  sense to  me now.” His
smile seemed genuine.

I set down my clipboard on a seat
and ripped a piece of paper from a sheet. On the slip I wrote the word “Nitro”
and handed it to him. “Carson, is it?” He nodded. “Let me explain something
to you. I don't have all the answers. No one human being does. There are, how-
ever, seven billion of us alive today and collectively I think it is quite probable
we do have all the answers. What I need, what we all need, are those who can
dream up the questions to ask. I need a foil, someone who's not in my corner
content to go with the flow, but someone who will constantly challenge me to
come up with an answer. Some questions will be easy for me to answer, but
some may require me to stop, think, research, ask several, as many as I have to
ask to find the answer. I invite you, Carson, to be one of those, because I don't
think you'll ever be in my corner unless I thoroughly satisfy you. I won't be
able to remember your name, but I will remember what I wrote on that slip of
paper. When you contrive your next question for me, send it to the email on my
website, identifying yourself by the name on that slip. Let no one else know of
it. Share it with no one and I will respond to your question personally. Use
your friends, associates, family, colleagues, whomever, and dream up the ques-
tions which must be answered, but only you will frame those questions to me. I
will only correspond with you. Be at all times respectful to me as I will at all
times be respectful to you. And as a personal bit of advice, use this respect to-
ward every human being you encounter throughout your life, Carson. Never be
condescending or disrespectful in any way, for there may come a time when
your life potentially hangs in the balance and the one human who can tip the
balance in your favor may be the one you slighted long ago. You will discover,
then, how awkward that will be.” He wanted to shake my hand but I told him
it's a hug or nothing. He hugged me lightly but his smile, again, seemed gen-
uine when he thanked me and with a gait of purpose briskly left the hall.

“Excellent performance, Professor,” Esperanza teased, as she gathered
her materials for the walk back to her office. “You're in the wrong line of busi-
ness.  You  should  be  teaching.”  I  smiled  and  shrugged  my  shoulders.  We
walked out of the hall. “No, you should, Gregory. In the few lectures since the
semester started that young man has been something of a distraction and one



I've considered will not do well in my class.”
“Perhaps this is the day he turns it around.”
“Maybe, but I wouldn't bet on it.”
“Ah, yes, the cynical response from a seasoned, wrinkled, old professor

nearing senility,” I teased Esperanza. “You fit well in academia.”
“And you have a mountain  or two of payback coming my direction,

Mister Hess, and not much time to cancel the debt.”
I gently pulled Esperanza's left arm as we strolled toward the building

where her office was located and she stopped. We turned to face each other.
“Should I leave you this trip, my dear, and you consider the balance still out-
standing, and you shall be the judge, I will return to cancel the remainder. I will
not rest until the balance is paid in full.”

Esperanza flicked her focus from one eye to the other, back and forth,
for  several  seconds.  “Return  to  see  me  once  more,  Gregory.  That  will  be
enough.” She turned to look in the direction of her office.  “Let's go to my
house, lie on the sofa together, and put your arms around me.” She turned to
me and smiled. “That will get you started in the right direction, old man.”

We turned to walk toward her office again. “I'll cook supper tonight.”
“You can't cook, can you?”
“Chinese. Chicken fried rice. You have a wok, don't you?”
“Of course.”
“Oil of your choice and I'll need a large breast of chicken, two cups

rice, broccoli, carrots, celery, onions, maybe the purple kind, if not, red be-
cause I like the color, although we can use yellow if  that's what you have,
sliced  water  chestnuts,  bamboo shoots,  cabbage if  you have  it.”  Esperanza
loved the idea and we waited until we entered her office. Chicken, broccoli,
celery, water chestnuts, bamboo shoots and cabbage we would need. “What
wine would you like, my love?”

“Get the white wine you like, Gregory.”
“The sweet wine everybody considers a dessert wine?”
“That's it. I like that wine. Do you know I only drink it with you?”
“That would cause fits from every wine connoisseur alive.”
“This is our supper, not every wine connoisseur's.”
“All right. I'll grab two and meet you at your house, Professor.” I left

while Esperanza tidied up her office a bit in preparation for Monday morning.
I reached her house before four and put everything in the refrigerator,

except for one bottle of wine I placed in the freezer to chill quicker. “Come
into the living room, Gregory.” When I stepped from the kitchen into the living
room through the open space of her dining area, she sat on the sofa, patted the
seat with her left hand, holding the TV remote in her right. “Come and lie with
me here and we'll watch this DVD I bought recently.” She started it up, stood
and I laid down on my left side. Esperanza laid down alongside me, also on her
left side, my left arm under her waist, and I placed my right arm over her waist
and squeezed her gently as she rubbed both her hands over my right arm.

Once the studio logo completed, the next logo followed. “We're going
to watch My Brother's Keeper? What brought that on, Professor?”



“I have some questions about it and I want to hear your answers, Gre-
gory,”  Esperanza  said,  lifting  her  right  arm to  pat  my head.  “We've  never
watched it together and I've only seen it once in a theater. I'm curious about
how you worked with these people, how you felt about scenes, and I want to
ask you about how you and Kurt put together the story. In fact, Gregory, I am
always curious how you put together any story. I finished Fractures last week
and I'm simply amazed at how you come up with these stories, how you put it
all together. Your writing always keeps me going through the story. It's how
you put it all together which intrigues me.”

The sound of a crash, shrieks of braking tires, slams into a barrier, only
sound, no picture,  were like a din throughout the house. Esperanza had the
setup, full-size surround speakers, and full-length screen capable of wide-angle
viewing, like we shot the movie. “You have hold of the remote?” I asked as I
rubbed my arm over her stomach through her cotton blouse.

“Yes.”
“When we get to your questions or when I want to comment, pause it.”
“All right.”
As the first visual scene fades in, the screen reveals a close-up of a foot,

crushed in the wheel well between a hump on the left and the door on the right.
The foot is so badly crushed that the leg above the ankle has split and the
jagged bottom of that broken leg sticks out through the skin, bleeding down
over the foot and the wheel well. There is a loud, constant scream of agony, as
the screen changes to show the severe damage to the car on the passenger side,
panning up to show a man, my character, screaming as he unhooks the seat belt
and struggles to open the door, screaming until the door finally opens, releas-
ing  an  enormous  pressure  of  pain.  “Pause  it  here.”  Esperanza  paused  the
movie. “Here's a little insight into how we all worked to make this movie as
compelling as it was. The screenplay starts with the accident. It's consistent
with what we start with here and what you see, right?”

“Yes. So?”
“So, the screenplay began with the truck cutting too close after passing

and clipping the front of the car, starting the chain reaction of the accident, but
Melvin, the director, decided and we all agreed, the movie would start with the
sounds of the accident only, and the first visual shot would be my mangled
foot, followed by the shot of the car after the accident, panning up to me. I'm
screaming in agony, but it sets the stage for what takes place at the accident
scene before help arrives. Kurt and I started the screenplay with some of the
details, but Melvin's suggestion created more dramatic tension, because the de-
tails would be revealed later, as  all of the tension between the characters be-
comes clear.”

“Yours is a severe injury, Gregory, and the actions your character takes
after the accident is a stretch for anyone, don't you think?”

“Kurt and I had this discussion at the beginning and many others ques-
tioned it, too, questioned me about it. I explained the sexual act between Di-
ane's  character  and  mine  came  from  an  uncontrollable  impulse  to  punish
Drake's character, from my character's viewpoint, but when it was over, even



the  very  moment  when the  act  concluded,  my character  is  exceedingly  re-
morseful,  especially knowing  his honor has been wiped away. The remorse
builds, grows as events lead to the accident so that my character can never re-
deem himself until events intercede, meaning the accident, providing the only
path to redemption. He may not have thought about it that way as he's lying on
the  ground  and  sees  the  fire  start  around  the  truck  with  the  girl  and  her
boyfriend still  inside unconscious.  When he looks at  his  foot  bleeding,  the
thought he does have is if he takes action to stop his foot from bleeding, he'll
be saved while others may die. His choice is to probably sacrifice himself to
save the others. This becomes his path to redemption, because the act which he
performed with Diane's character, his dishonor of his own brother and Diane's
character, left him only one path to redemption: he must sacrifice his life to
save other lives. It was my position on the story and I would not give in to any-
one. At one time I made a not so idle threat to leave the movie if my position
was compromised in any way.  It  was  my point  in  this  story.  My character
sought redemption for an unforgivable act and this was the only way to his re-
demption, that his redeeming act would result in his own death. It's what moti-
vated him to do it despite the enormous pain of his injury. Failure to perform
those acts was death to him anyway.”

“Is this from your moral compass?” Esperanza teased me.
“There are many who consider I have no moral compass when it comes

to the feminine variety, Professor. What say you to that?”
“Have you promised even one to be faithful to her, Gregory?”
“Not a single one, but many consider it philandering, promiscuous.”
“It's neither of those, Gregory, when every one knows what you do be-

forehand. I know what you do. It doesn't bother me in the slightest.” Esperanza
rolled over in my arms onto her right side to face me, looking back and forth in
my eyes. “There are times when I'm thinking about you and it occurs to me
how wonderful it would be to wake up every day with you, spend every day
with you, because I know it would be. You are who you are and it includes
your age, Gregory. I could have you all to myself and it would seem to be only
an instant and you would be gone from everyone, not only me, but I would
have to spend so much of the rest of my life without you. That's why I won't
take that step with you. It will be too short, all of it wonderful but far too short.
Life  is  pain as you remind everyone,  and I  would have enormous pain for
much of my life. Keeping you at a distance ensures my pain will not be enor-
mous. I can't take it, Gregory. I'm telling you this because I want you to know I
would take you as my husband. I would ask you myself, but not at the expense
of the enormous pain I would suffer in so short a time. Let me see you and talk
to you occasionally. I can live with that pain, my dear.”

“Well, Professor, you say things like that to me and I can hear the little
devil called desire talking to me and it becomes hard for me to say 'No' to him
with his constant jabber, so you turn around, little girl, and watch this movie so
I can hold on to you and tell him to buzz off.”

Esperanza laughed and rolled back over to her left side and patted my
right arm. “Well, whoever is talking to you, devil or not, I still get that love



from you. You know I'd kick you out of bed if I didn't.”
“I receive it, too, Esperanza. I wouldn't come back if I didn't.”
“Let's watch the movie, Gregory. I like you in this.”
There were a few more pauses interspersed throughout our viewing of

the movie, but we reached the end by six, so I could get started on supper. Be-
fore she would let me up Esperanza said, “What I find amusing about the two
movies you've done, Gregory, is you never get the girl.” She swung her legs off
the sofa and rose to stand above me. “Yet, in life, you have women who want
to see you, and only you, everywhere. It's usually the other way around, you
know, and you write these stories where your character is the loser. I find it
amusing, Gregory.”

I rose from the sofa, smiled briefly, and put my arms around Esper-
anza's waist. “They are stories which have something to say beyond my char-
acters, and the characters I portray are stubborn, obstinate, and pig-headed to
begin with.”

“Oh, it's not like you at all. No, not the incorrigible one.”
“Do you think it's easy for me the way things have developed? Do you

think I don't feel some pain when I know someone will be hurt?” Esperanza
dropped her head when I paused. When I spoke again her head lifted to gaze
into my eyes. “Tonight, I will call Serena so she won't think I've forgotten her,
but I will hear, whether I make it up in my mind or not, I will hear some hurt,
some longing in her voice, in her tone, which makes it much harder for me to
even make the call. Yet, she will remind me to tell you she loves you, Esper-
anza, and wishes you well, and she means every word...I left Lena a couple
nights ago with her knowing we may not see each other for a year or more, but
she would not cry and she would not leave with a display of hurt or longing,
though I knew it was there. She hugged me as hard as she could and kissed me
deeply to remind me what I will miss and I better come back to her...Soon, I
won't have any of you with me and it will cause pain, the kind I could easily
dispel if I wasn't compelled...It is not easy. I want to choose one, to ensure I'm
not alone, but I can't choose from any of you. You all bring qualities into my
life I would lack when I choose only one, and if I do choose, I have to exclude
all of the rest of you. I can't do that. I can't exclude people who haven't be-
trayed me only because I have to honor a promise to one and only one. I can't
have a meeting with a Professor and simply talk to her because she's of the
other gender and a lover, too? How is that fair? How is that right?”

“How do you think this is going to be resolved?”
“Probably badly. I'm going to make mistakes I can't undo and will push

each away from me. I'm trying to juggle too many and I'm not a good juggler.
I'll drop one, then another...Although, I told Lena, at some point after I return
from Africa, I will ask her to marry me, and I'm certain I will.”

“You'll be excluding then, old man.”
“No, because I will marry her with her promise I can still see  all my

friends, not only the male ones, all of them. I won't  sleep with anyone but
Lena. She'll accept it. She's the only one who can accept it, because she trusts
me that much, she trusts me more than any other.”



“It's  your  life,  Gregory.  I  always  assume  you  know  what  you're
doing...but I'm getting hungry, old man, and you have supper to prepare.”

Esperanza wanted to release. I could feel her squirming. “I need the
right motivation to start.”

Esperanza looked exasperated. “What's that?”
“I want to press my lips against a beautiful Professor's lips.”
Esperanza kissed me, pulled her arms from my back, slipped them be-

hind my neck to pull my head against her head, pushing her lips over mine
from side to side. Many moments later she relinquished her grip and leaned
back. “There's motivation enough. Make me a supper I will enjoy and there
will be more, Gregory, all of it from appreciation, dear.”

I  released her,  but lifted my right hand to brush her cheek gently.  I
turned to walk to the kitchen and suggested, “Come and supervise me, little
girl, and have a glass of wine with me.”

Supper was easy. Chicken fried rice is a meal I prepare frequently. Oil
in the wok over low heat, not so hot as frying, cut the veggies first, deposit all
in a bowl. I had Esperanza open and drain the water chestnuts and bamboo
shoots. Cut the chicken last, add to wok. Add rice to boiling water, cover, turn
to  simmer,  wait  fifteen  minutes.  Stir  chicken  until  white  and  reasonably
cooked, turn up heat, add more oil if needed, add veggies, stir until everything
is heated. Rice may be done. Fine. When all has been mixed and heated, add
rice, stir thoroughly so rice is golden. Season at will. Sometimes I add no sea-
soning. Diners can add it at the table. I asked Esperanza for her suggestions for
seasoning and added it appropriately. Once rice is golden, time to eat.

As we sat at her dining table, Esperanza said, “I didn't know you could
cook, Gregory. This is a pleasant surprise.”

“With the Chinese place down the street, Esperanza, what's the point? If
I ate at home, I usually fixed a salad. You remember.”

She laughed. “I remember, old man. You fixed me a salad once. It was
good. I liked it.”

“Well, I had to fix you something. You  were staying overnight,  in a
sleeping bag no less.” Esperanza let out her deep and full laugh and I toasted
her with my wine glass. She drank to that.

“And your little friend woke us up to eat! He was such a special cat,
Gregory. I miss him...I suppose you'll never have another cat because what cat
could replace him?”

“Little Boy was at the mountaintop of the feline world, no doubt. It
would be difficult for any cat to inherit his position.”

“We've changed a lot, haven't we, you and me?”
“I already have so many fond memories which involve you, Esperanza,

they can never be replaced by anyone. Is it not true on your side, Professor?”
“Many, my love, and you keep blazing away, too.”
“I will always have to see you regularly.  If too much time passes, I

won't be able to get you out of my head. All those memories will keep pound-
ing away inside my brain until I do see you again.”

Esperanza smiled wide and full as she lifted her wine glass. “To us,



Gregory. May we always be close.” I drank to that.
I helped clear the table, wash the dishes and cooking items and we set-

tled back on the sofa. Esperanza asked what extras were on the DVD of  My
Brother's Keeper. I had no idea since I wasn't involved in any of those deci-
sions and I had never watched the DVD, even though I received a copy from
the studio as a courtesy they extended to all the movie principals. We put it on
and listened to Kurt explain how the two of us combined and refined our two
stories into one. Kurt was very considerate about my participation.  He was
consistent and I have great appreciation of Kurt as a human being. It's hard for
writers to work together, because writers typically have notorious egos, but I
doubt if he and I would have difficulties working together again. We managed
to check our egos at the door on this one and I figured we could do it again.

There were several takes when Drake and I went “off script,” thus giv-
ing Melvin, the director, continually mild heart attacks. One had Melvin, trying
to hold back his growing anger, asking me pointedly, “Cut! Where is that in the
script, Gregory?”

My response had the entire set screaming with laughter as I facetiously
yelled, “You didn't get the rewrite page from the P.A., Melvin? Who's running
this outfit anyway?”

When Drake stopped laughing, he said, “I went off script first, Melvin.”
Melvin responded in desperation, “I know, Drake, but you two go off so

damn quickly, I can't keep up. I don't even know what movie we're shooting
any more!” Melvin was exasperated. To his credit he made a point at the wrap
party to get us both together and tell us he'd do the same thing again.

I had forgotten the on-set interview with Diane, both of us sitting in our
set chairs side by side. The interviewer asked if it was hard doing the romantic
scenes, since we had already shot those. When Diane hesitated in her answer,
the interviewer pressed me for a response. “Well, I can't say it's easy to be any-
where when you're not wearing any clothes, there's only one other person simi-
larly lacking any clothing, but there's quite a few around with cameras and
recording equipment and they're all wearing clothes. It ain't easy,  but it helps
when the other person removes her robe to stand before you as naked as the
day she was born, although older and more well-endowed, and she smiles and
says,  'Your  turn.'  That  helps.”  Diane  placed  her  hand  on  my  forearm and
squeezed it. I lifted my arm so that her hand slipped up to my hand, I grasped it
and kissed her hand while she smiled watching.

“What was it really like being naked with Diane on the set, Gregory?”
“We both had a job to do, Esperanza, one we had both agreed to do

willingly, and we talked alone, the two of us, about the scenes. She knew I
would most  likely have an erection while  we were engaged in kissing and
holding and rubbing, both of us naked. She knew it and I was hard at times. It
is simply impossible for me to do that with a woman and consider it pretend-
ing, it's only acting and no feeling involved. It's impossible...You can see how
we did the whole scene. There are cuts and cuts, it's not one long take, so we
would cut and wrap one little shot, I would make some attempt at humor, at
which everybody laughed, I think because there was always tension on the set



and it was a release...There was one shot we did, Esperanza, it's the one where
I'm on top of Diane after I have rolled her onto her back, it's a very brief shot,
lots of kissing and I'm rubbing up and down over her, remember?”

“Yes, and then she pushed you over, and you grab her and change posi-
tions again. And?”

“That's the next shot but Melvin wraps this one and what you can't see
while we're doing the shot is Diane makes this movement under me because I
have a raging hard-on and it's about to slip into her special place and her move-
ment under me ensures it  doesn't slip in,  which is what we discussed previ-
ously, she would make movements like that if she had to with my absolute en-
couragement. Melvin called it a wrap and I said, very loudly, 'You should be a
ballerina the way you move under me to ensure my little buddy never enters
your sacred place.' Diane laughed hysterically while I am still on top of her and
I could feel her body shaking under me and her gasping for breath and Diane
said, 'Get off of me, Gregory. I can't breathe.' I immediately hopped off her,
turned to the crew with my erection in full salute, mind you, and said, 'This
should assure everyone I am not a necrophiliac. Otherwise, I'd still be on top of
her.' I paused a moment and added, 'Waiting.'”

Esperanza laughed. I felt  her body shaking against me as I held my
arms tight around her waist. “That's you, Gregory. How do you come up with
these lines anyway?”

“I'm twisted, woman. You know. Nothing is dreadfully serious to me.”
“No, nothing is serious to you. It's true. You make me laugh when we're

going at it.”
“You know why, don't you?”
“It's the way you are, Gregory.”
“It's part of it, yes, but there's a physical reason why I do it, too.”
“Oh, okay, I think I know.”
“Right. You do know. You know when you laugh, woman, while I'm in-

side you, I feel those contractions around my appendage, and it's quite a feel-
ing, each one a very tight squeeze, and I simply have to stop. I cannot rock you
any more until you stop laughing. It's the same when you cough, a very tight
squeeze. And the most amazing thing about all of you, Esperanza, is when each
of you comes to orgasm, I rarely feel the same very tight squeeze. I have made
you all laugh while I'm inside you, so I have physically felt the difference be-
tween voluntary and involuntary. I know the difference. For most of you your
orgasms are still at the voluntary level, which only confirms my contention it's
all in your head, not down there.”

“What about me, Mister Hess? Are mine voluntary or not?”
“The  times  I  remember  with  you,  Esperanza,  your  orgasms  are  as

strong and as tight as when you laugh or cough. You don't seem to be holding
anything back. When you're in your orgasm, I cannot rock you any more. I
have to wait...You see, though, what I do with all of you. Not only do each of
you have widely divergent personalities and rare and beautiful qualities as hu-
man beings, but each of you reacts differently through your bodies. None of
you are the same. Each one of you is different, and with each one I have to per-



form slightly differently, too. I can't do the same actions with any of you and
help you to reach orgasm. I have to do different things with each, because your
bodies are so different.”

“I'll bet an old man like you gets very confused at times.”
“I'll bet a young woman like you gets ticklish at times.” I immediately

proceeded to both hold her tightly so she couldn't get up and tickled her side as
she laughed and entreated me desperately to stop. I did after a few moments. “I
take exception to the old man shit, you know.”

Her laughter was only now dying down but Esperanza tapped my hand
with hers. “I apologize and thank you for stopping when you did. I hate it when
you tickle me. I take exception to it, like you do with the old man shit, but...”
Esperanza flicked my arm from her waist and popped up from the sofa and
reached for me. “I know it's early and we can sleep when we're tired but get
up.” I grasped her outstretched hands and she pulled me from the sofa and
dropped my hands when I stood next to her. “Grab your glass and let's go to
my bedroom.” I grabbed my glass of wine and grasped her outstretched hand
as we started to walk to her bedroom.

It would be out of character if I failed to make Esperanza laugh while I
was inside her sacred place. It's not me and it wasn't me this time either, and
her orgasm some forty-five minutes after we started was like the others with a
very tight squeeze against my projectile. Esperanza decided to change position
and worked her body to my orgasm. It's what we both wanted, an orgasm from
the other. I wiped her first. I insist, ladies first. She took the cloth, warmed and
moistened it under the bathroom faucet and wiped me, as I held onto my glass
of wine and drank a toast, to us. I called Serena as Esperanza returned from the
bathroom, scooted on top of me to hold me. Esperanza thought nothing of it,
except she expected it. “I know you very well, Gregory.” Indeed.

I told Serena about the day's events and I cooked dinner. “You cooked a
meal for Esperanza? You didn't have to rush her to the hospital, did you?”

“Very funny. I see your woman change has no effect on your sense of
humor.”

“It's the shock, Gregory. You don't fix meals, but now that I know you
do, when are you going to fix a meal for me?”

“That would be the day when, heaven forbid, you come to visit me, be-
cause it will never happen at your place. Luisa would perceive it as a threat to
her livelihood, for which I would never be forgiven. Why? She's a woman,
Serena, and I have learned every woman has a little of you in them, and since I
know you so well, know should I piss you off I now face a life-long vendetta, it
holds for any woman. I intend to do everything in my power to keep each of
you happy and content, so there will be  no cooking at your place, not with
Luisa there.”

Serena laughed briefly. “I would be happy and content if you were ly-
ing beside me now, Gregory. Are you risking a life-long vendetta?” I didn't an-
swer. “You won't answer me, will you?”

“You're at least being honest with me, Serena. You're telling me you're
not happy, making me think how I would feel if things were reversed. Right?



How would it feel if the tables were turned, little boy? Would  you be happy
and content?”

“Would you?”
“No, because I would be lying in bed wanting you next to me like you

do now.”
“We have been doing this for two years now, Gregory, and you have

not made it any easier.”
“Do you know how long I have dreamed of doing what I am right on

the verge of starting in Africa, Serena? Do you know how many years?”
Serena's response was much lower in tone through the phone. “No.”
“I first dreamed of going to Africa to do this about the time you were in

the middle of two boyfriends before you and Ed, Serena, more than five years
before your painter movie,  long before you even dreamed of having a baby!
Your life hasn't changed much since then, has it, little girl?”

“But I am not happy and content now, Gregory.”
“And my point, Serena, in telling you when I had my first dream of

Africa was to put it in the context of your life. So, look at your life. Look at the
relationship which crumbled, then the next, then the next, then you decided not
to have any, but you got pregnant, then the promise with a marriage proposal, a
promise which was later broken, your marriage and the implosion which came
from it.  All  that  time,  Serena,  did  you  ever stop  looking  for  the  man you
dreamed about when you were a girl? No! Until one day, a day you never ex-
pected, he walked right into your life in flesh and blood, and everything which
happened in your life until then, all the hurt and pain and disappointment and
unhappiness and discontent, none of it mattered any more. Maybe there have
been too many days when you are not happy and content, but I can't stay away
from you, Serena. I keep coming back to you, because I am happy and content
when I'm with you and you sure make it quite evident you are, too...In these
two short, very short, years, against the decades since my first dream of Africa
and the countless relationships from your bungled love life, we still come back
to each other like it was the very first day. I can no longer count the times you
have said to me, 'Don't quit on me.'  You cannot count the number of times  I
have said to you, 'Don't quit on me.' And we don't, we don't quit. We will not
quit and those many days of unhappiness and discontent fade away, because
we waited and our patience was rewarded. Don't stop being patient with me,
Serena. Wait a little longer. Give me the time to reach India. What has com-
pelled me until then will be in the past and it won't be long. I will want you as
my partner, my equal, then. I must have you like that then. I'll marry you if it's
what you want. Don't give up on me, because you've waited decades, Serena,
but it's not decades any more. You're right there, almost there, and so am I.
We're right on the doorstep. Don't throw it away now!”

What followed was a long pause. Serena broke it. “Is Esperanza there?”
“Yes.”
“Right there, listening?”
“Yes.”
“What's on  her face? What's the expression on Esperanza's face right



now?”
I dropped the phone from the side of my head and looked to Esperanza.

“Serena wants me to tell her what's on your face, the expression on your face
right now.”

Esperanza had been listening intently but wasn't looking up to me, lying
on her side, her right hand slowly, continually rolling over my stomach. She
looked to me, smiling. “Tell her I'm smiling. I've known you most of those two
years, too, and over this time I've known who the love of your life is, Gregory,
and it hasn't really changed much. Lena has come into your life. You've told
me about her, too. Serena and Lena. Your whole life, Gregory, revolves around
those two. I don't know how you're going to do it. I don't know how they're go-
ing to do it, but if it doesn't turn out Serena and Gregory, if it doesn't turn out
Lena and Gregory, if it doesn't turn out  Serena and Lena and Gregory, well,
one, two, or all three of you will suffer. I'm not smiling about that. I'm smiling,
Serena, because I think all three of you are going to figure something out be-
cause what will drive all three of you is that each one of you knows how much
you will suffer if you can't make it work. You'll find a way.”

I lifted the phone to the side of my head. “Esperanza is still smiling.”
“Will she speak with me, Gregory?”
I offered the phone to Esperanza. “Serena asked if you would speak

with her.”
Esperanza took the phone. “I haven't spoken with you since you came

to my house with Gregory, and I enjoyed very much meeting you, Serena. I've
wanted to think of you as my friend, but I know you're a busy person and I cer-
tainly will not push myself on you. That would be wrong.”

I knew they would be in for a long conversation. I can't predict the fu-
ture, but, remember, I have very good probability skills and I knew both well
and knew what would probably happen. I was so certain, I rose from the bed,
naked and unconcerned, grabbed both wine glasses, walked to the kitchen and
refilled them and returned to sit with my back resting against a pillow propped
against the headboard. For a few minutes I sipped wine while the two chatted
amicably. Esperanza turned to me as she lowered the phone. “Serena asked me
a question about Lena I can't answer. I don't know the answer.” She offered me
the phone.

“Why don't we put her on speaker. We're all comfortable enough with
each other we don't feel like we have to hide anything, aren't we? Ask her.”

Esperanza asked Serena if she would feel uncomfortable on speaker.
Serena said no. Esperanza handed me the phone and I set it on speaker and
placed it in a space between Esperanza and me. “Can you hear, Serena?”

“Yes.”
“What do you want to know about Lena?”
“Do you love Lena more than you love me?”
“No.”
“Do you love me more than you love Lena?”
“No.”
“How can you love us both the same, Gregory? It's not really possible.”



“Love is a quality, Serena. It's not something which can be easily mea-
sured, if it could actually be measured at all, and you didn't even ask about Es-
peranza. Ask me that question with Esperanza and you.”

“Do you love me more than Esperanza?”
“No.”  I  looked to  Esperanza  and noted  the  disbelieving expression.

“Now, Esperanza is looking at me like she can't believe the answer, Serena,
and I imagine right now, you probably don't believe it either. True?”

“I have almost reached the point with you, Gregory, where I have a
hard time believing anything you tell me.”

“There you go, Serena,” Esperanza empathized.
“It's hard for you, too, isn't it, Esperanza?”
“Well, he does have this amazing ability to say things which are a bit

difficult to believe.” Esperanza flashed me a teasing smile.
“Well,  there's more,  so both of you listen for a minute.  I  made you

frame the question with Esperanza and I gave you the truthful answer. I do not
love you more than Esperanza. I do not love Lena more than Esperanza. Love
is not a quality one can measure. If you try to measure it you have exposed a
true lack of understanding about love.” I turned my head toward Esperanza.
“You, Professor, once told me love is love, sex is sex, and fucking is fucking,
but even you have a difficult time drawing the line where each ends and the
other begins. I can tell because I saw the look on your face when Serena asked
her question and I responded I love you all equally. You could not believe it,
but it is completely true. I love you as much as I love Serena, as much as I love
Lena. I love you all and I would welcome you all with me and all which comes
with it. Should it be the case, though, I foresee eventual bickering between all
of you, not about the love or attention you receive, it will be about sex and
fucking. Should that happen, I will resolve it and make you face your erro-
neous perception, your conception, what you have come to conceive of as love,
and proclaim there will be no more sex, no more fucking, and I will wait to see
which of you stays and which of you leaves.”

“O Gregory!” Serena shouted through the phone. “You can tell the most
outrageous stories and get me to believe them true. You have done it and I ad-
mit  it,  but  no sex,  no fucking?  From you? I  wouldn't  buy it  if  you gave it
away!”

Esperanza was laughing as I sat with my arms folded. “You couldn't
live without sex, Gregory,” Esperanza claimed, adding in a particularly mock-
ing voice, “your little buddy won't let you.” She laughed hysterically and Ser-
ena joined her through the phone. I didn't move and I didn't smile. Esperanza
noted it and when she regained her composure, she gently pinched my cheek
through my beard, wiggled it. “Cumon, little boy. It's a fantasy. You know it.”

“He is a man of fiction, isn't he, Esperanza?”
“You and I both know it!” Both laughed heartily again.
When they calmed I stared at Esperanza. “That's exactly what I would

expect from the bunch of you who can't stop bickering because you do not un-
derstand what love truly is, until I announce when it's time to go to bed, I am
sleeping alone and you all find somewhere else in the house to sleep, and this



shall be the procedure every night. I do not want you around me at night. None
of you shall ever share my bed with me again, and I go to  my bedroom and
lock the door. Now let's see who stays and who goes.”

“You would never do it, Gregory,” Esperanza insisted, but her expres-
sion lacked resolve.

I stared at Esperanza with a severity which made her lean back. “You
wanna test me, little girl? You wanna test me, Serena? Is that it? You think you
know me that well? You both know one thing about me. You know if you push
me the wrong way, I'll throw you right out of my life and have one single re-
gret. I'll regret I wasted all the time with you before, because I will consider it
wasted and you will  never be in my life again. You wanna test me, test my
love? I'll cut you off if that's what it takes to make you understand the differ-
ence between love and sex and fucking. You will understand the difference or
you will leave, to continue your vain search to find love twisted with sex and
fucking, as though love always includes both. I'll always miss you and I'll al-
ways shake my head when I think about you, think that you're still out there in
the world looking for something  that never existed and know true happiness
will elude you throughout your entire life, when it was right there in front of
you once, but you couldn't even recognize it. You just walked away. I have to
let you walk away, though, because I can't make you understand. You have to
reach it on your own.”

Through the phone Serena exclaimed, “You think you-”
“I'm not done, Serena!” I cut her off. “You listen!” The phone went

quiet. “All of you have a will. Each of you will do what you will and I encour-
age it. I want you to do what you will, always! You think of this only from
what you can derive would be my position with each one of you, but that posi-
tion can change and I know it. You have a will, Serena. You can meet some-
one,  anyone, who makes you feel more whole, Serena, who makes you feel
better than I do. Remember when I went over the wedding vows and I changed
them? I said, 'You didn't promise to love, honor and cherish until somebody
better comes along, did you?' Remember?”

“Yes, Gregory, I remember,” Serena said softly.
“You could meet the one, Serena. You could meet the one, Esperanza.

Lena could meet the one, and I could not stop it, nor would I try. It is your will,
but it would never change my love for you, and I would still welcome you into
my life, my home, to share with you and the one. It would hurt me, hurt me to
see you, Serena, with the one and know that I could never have you like I used
to, to see you, Esperanza, with the one and know I could never have you like I
used to, and the same would hold true with Lena. It's  desire talking, causing
the pain, the hurt, but it's not love. I would love you as I always do and I would
love the one with you, love them as much as I love you. That is love. It's not
attached to sex or fucking. Love stands by itself, high above everything else. It
would hurt, that I can't have sex with you any more, that I can't fuck you any
more, but that hurt comes from unfulfilled desire. That's not love!”

I had finished and there was silence for a few moments. Serena ended
it.  “But I won't  meet the one,  Gregory.  There won't be anyone better  come



along. There's no one like you...”
Esperanza saw the frown on my face. “He's frowning as you say that,

Serena.”
“But it's true, Gregory. You know it's true, too, Esperanza. We talked

about Gregory at your house when he was out on the porch drinking beer, giv-
ing us time to talk between ourselves, and we talked about  that, too, that he
went out on your porch to give us time to talk privately.”

Esperanza was nodding her head, smiling. “And I gave you your pri-
vacy because I  knew if  I  stayed the conversation would not  have been the
same, you would not talk openly and freely if I was present. I had to give you
privacy so you would talk openly and freely. I knew it. I know just the added
presence of one person changes the dynamics of interactions between all oth-
ers. I have to grant privacy, even if it turns against me. It is a matter of will.”

“I would have to share you, Gregory, and that hurts. It hurts now.”
“You know now what the hurt is, Serena, and it does  not come from

love, but I will know what to look for. I will look for resentment, from any one
of you. You resent me because  I don't have to share,  I don't have to feel the
same hurt and pain. Should I see it, feel that resentment, that's when I will take
action to destroy it. There will be no more sex, no more fucking. The hurt, the
pain will be equally distributed. Everyone feels it, but I will do it because I will
not let desire destroy my love, and should this choice push you to leave me, I
will  not  stop  you.  I  will  have  love  in  my house,  I  will  be  surrounded by
lovers.” I had to pause to let both of them laugh. “I will never allow someone
to stay full of resentment caused by unfulfilled desire. My attitude concerning
someone like this will always be, 'Go somewhere else.'”

There was another moment of long silence. Esperanza looked to me
with a curious inquisitiveness, often dropping her head, only to raise it and
stare back into my eyes.

“Esperanza, I love you. I truly do. You are a wonderful woman, really a
wonderful human being, and the way I feel about all of this, especially about
Gregory, is that I know I would never have met you without Gregory in the
middle, and I want him to myself, and if I  did have him to myself I never
would have met you.”

“Serena-” Esperanza empathized.
“Please, dear, let me finish before I lose it, because I really want to say

this.” Esperanza grew quiet and attentive. “I enjoyed meeting you. I do like
you. I...I love you as a friend, Esperanza, and I would enjoy seeing you and
talking with you again, the two of us. I really hope we could grow into a rela-
tionship we both would appreciate, separate from Gregory...Do you feel that
way about me?”

“I  do,  Serena,”  Esperanza replied warmly.  She wore a  big smile.  “I
think of you as an older sister and we have a lot in common, what we consider
important.”

“I do, too. I think of you, too, like a sister, and sisters don't drift apart.
We should stick together, especially when it comes to Gregory.” That brought a
round of laughter, even from me. “But it's something we also share, Esperanza.



We share Gregory...I know you're with him now, you can hold him, and touch
him, do all those things I want, too, that I want...now...”

“Would it help, Serena, if I said, 'We're not having any more sex, Gre-
gory, no more fucking?' Would that help?” Both of them laughed. “I mean, sis-
ter, any one of us can turn the same thing on him, you know. We can make him
feel it any time, too!”

Serena laughed deep and full. She really enjoyed it. “That's not a bad
idea, Esperanza. He can dish it out, but can he take it?” They were laughing to-
gether again. I was smiling. I was enjoying this. “But when I think about it, Es-
peranza, it's not what I want. It's not what you want either, and I'm sure it's not
what Lena wants. We would be punishing Gregory for something he didn't do,
because we did it to ourselves, don't you think?”

“Yes.”
“We didn't make Gregory force us to want him. We did it to ourselves,

don't you agree?”
“Yes.” Esperanza began to swirl her hand over my stomach.
“I am hurt. I have pain right now because Gregory is not here with me.

He's not beside me. He's beside you, Esperanza, but I don't resent you for that,
and I'm beginning to think very seriously I can't resent Gregory for it either. In
fact I shouldn't resent anyone, because what hurts me now is the desire for you,
Gregory, but my love for you is the same, or maybe it's even grown, but it is
strong, so I can't resent you, Gregory, because it would show you, it would
show  me,  I  have  ignored  my  love  for  you  and  let  my  desire  control  my
thoughts and feelings, and you've made me start to think this tonight...Did you
plan this, old man?”

They both laughed heartily. “If I did, Serena, it would have blown up in
my face, because it would have been inspired by a lesser factor, some defect of
mine, and I have many. My  only plan was to talk to you, my love, so you
would know you are still in my thoughts, you will always be in my thoughts,
but I did tell Esperanza I was, at least, apprehensive about calling you. I told
her, I knew I would hear and feel some hurt, some pain from you, but to your
enormous credit, Serena, you brought it right out in the open.”

“He did say it to me, Serena,” Esperanza confirmed, “that he didn't look
forward to calling you because he would hear your hurt and pain, if not in your
voice, then in your heart, but he had to call you so you would know you were
on his mind, he hadn't forgotten you, he couldn't forget you.”

“I didn't say all that, Esperanza,” I advised.
“That's what you meant, Gregory,” Esperanza said, with a quick look of

defiance, drawing her hands to her waist.
“Will you two lovebirds get back to loving, please?” Serena stated, and

laughed. We all laughed with her. “What are your plans tomorrow, Gregory?”
“Jana lives up this way. I want to try to reach her.”
“Don't try too hard, Gregory. She has changed as I warned you.”
“I'll try to reach her by phone and if I do, to try to meet with her face to

face, but I won't go to see her if I'm not invited. I don't show up at someone's
place uninvited.”



“Let me know when you know. Then, you'll be back here?”
“Should be in the afternoon. I'll have time to swim with the daughter

who's falling in love with me.”
“Yes, and you recall what I told you about that, don't you, little boy?”
“What did you tell him, Serena? I want to hear that one!”
With  complete  seriousness,  Serena  stated,  “I  told  Gregory  if  I  ever

caught him in bed with my daughter I'd cut his heart out!”
“O Serena!” Esperanza shouted. “You have to let me know! I'd help!”
“I'd gladly take the time for that phone call! It's what sisters are for!”
“Yes, girls, enjoy your dream. It's never going to happen.”
“That's right, Gregory, or it's the last act you perform on this Earth!”
Both  were  laughing  hysterically.  “Okay,  calm  down,  Serena.  I'll  be

swimming with you, too. I enjoy gazing at you in your swimming attire.”
“You enjoy gazing at me without my swimming attire, do you not, Gre-

gory?”
“Yes, little girl, I enjoy it even more. I will be by your side tomorrow.”
“We must meet and talk again soon, sister. Let's do that, please.”
“We will. I love you, sister. Let me have him tonight and I'll send him

your way tomorrow and I promise I won't wear him out. I'll go easy on him.”
“Please don't! He is an old man!” They laughed again hysterically but

that was the end. I smiled to Esperanza when I turned off the phone and set it
on the table next to the bed, but when I turned back, Esperanza lunged at me,
wrapping her arms around my neck, and kissed me long, deep and full.

When she relaxed her grip around my neck, Esperanza leaned to my
side and whispered, “You're making me think that, maybe when you do get to
India, I might want to come to see you, and I never thought that before.”

I waited for her to lean back so I could look intently into her eyes, back
and forth, one eye, then the other. “If you do, Esperanza, put your desire way
in the background and push your love right up front, or we'll all go through
what I promised we will. Bring your love to me, Esperanza, or we all suffer to-
gether, because I will push uncontrollable desire out of my house, whether it
sends any or all of you away. Take me at my word.”

“I do,” Esperanza said softly, but before I could show consternation at a
response equal  to  that  of a  wedding vow, she kissed me fully,  deeply,  and
pulled me down from my sitting position. The next half-hour I lay on the bed
motionless except when stimulated, which occurred on occasion, as Esperanza
kissed and licked me from my head down to my feet, covering almost every
inch of my body, even the attachment between my legs. I didn't encourage her
or discourage her. It was what Esperanza wanted to do at the time. I only men-
tion it because I think if you've read carefully, this would be the first time any-
one did it to me. You would have remembered a tongue bath.

Since you have an imagination you'll have to use it because I'm skip-
ping to the following morning, when I called Jana's cell number. I expected to
leave a message but the phone was answered on the third ring. I heard Jana's
voice say, “Gregory. I really wasn't expecting your call and I don't have any-
thing to discuss with you.”



“I've heard about it, Jana. I'm in L.A. for the next few days and Serena's
told me what she knows, what's changed. I would never interfere, but I am cu-
rious why you now feel so strongly against talking to me, about even seeing me
before I leave for Africa. What has come over you, dear? Why are you treating
even those who like you like they're dirt?”

“I don't think it's any of your business.”
“Of course it's  not!  I  make it  my business, though, when someone I

have loved deeply and fully turns like that, when they were never that way be-
fore. And you're going to have to convince me, Jana, that this change is a good
thing. You seem bent now on destroying everything you've built up.”

“You don't know what I feel now, Gregory. My feelings don't belong to
you. My body certainly doesn't belong to you, not any more...Yes, there was a
time when you would ask me that, ask me does my body belong to you and I
would tell you it does. Not any more, Gregory. I have no room for you.”

“So this is your place now? There is no room for those from your past,
you must be contentious with everyone and put them in their place. Is that it?”

“Why can't you take me at my word, Gregory? I don't want to see you
any more. I don't want to talk to you any more. Accept it for what it is. We've
changed. Things have changed.”

“I'm not begging you to come back into my life, Jana. I have no room
in my life for those who don't want to be in it. It's not what I want to talk to you
about, because you are spiraling out of control on a downward trajectory and I
am not going to stand idly by and watch you burn up. You and I never had a
commitment, Jana, and it still holds. I am not committed to you but I have al-
ways had a deep love for you and I can't sit still and hear continually the next
installment  in  your  own  self-immolation.  Nobody  cares  about  your  Oscar,
Jana. No one in this business possesses that kind of memory and no one wants
some bitch on their set becoming a total source of rancor and vindictiveness,
and if you won't let me look you right in the eyes when you tell me this is the
right way to be, then this wish of yours will convince me you are afraid of me,
you fear me, and it means you fear any and everything in life itself because I
am always on your side, Jana. I want only the best for you and I completely
support what you want even if it means there is nothing between us any more,
but not at the expense of pissing away the rest of your life. Have your new man
friend there if it will help you to confront me, to tell me this is right for you,
this new path is the right way to be. Convince me, Jana. I will listen to you and
if you are right in this new way, I will agree with you and step out of your life
forever. But you'll never convince me by blowing me off like this, by blowing
everyone off like you have. It's stupid and foolhardy, Jana, and deep down you
know it. You can't confront me? The one who appreciated you from the first
moment I met you, who recognized your depth of feeling and empathy, even
though you were more comfortable being withdrawn. Even so, you never were
afraid of anyone or anything. Never! But you're afraid to talk to me face to face
now? How is that a positive development? Convince me, Jana!”

A long pause. “I don't want you in my life any more, Gregory.”
“If you have a commitment now, Jana, there is no room for me in your



life like before and I will honor it. I have to. That is the right way, but we have
grown to be friends. We have talked to each other and supported each other
like friends do. That's what I want to hear, Jana, with you standing before me,
have your man friend there since it doesn't bother me in the slightest, and you
let it out on me. Tell me having me as a friend is wrong, too, that I'm bad for
you. Tell me, face to face, Jana, because I think I deserve it. I deserve to be told
face to face that I'm the bad one, because if I am the bad one, I need to under-
stand it. Make me understand where I went wrong. Will you help me?”

Another long pause. “Where are you?”
“I'm a few minutes away. I can be at your place any time.”
“All right. Come here in an hour.”
“Thank you.”
Esperanza looked at me shaking her head. “Well, I think you gave it

your best shot, Gregory, but from what I could hear, I don't think it's going to
go well.  If  Serena said you're probably wasting your time, I'm in complete
agreement with her.”

I smiled at her concern. “I have a very good feeling what the problem is
with Jana right now, Esperanza, and that's why I want to see her face to face. I
want her new man friend there, because I suspect he's going to step in when his
opinion is unwelcome. That's what I want, for this new man friend of hers to
reveal his true colors, so to speak, in front of Jana. I only want the one opportu-
nity to point Jana to the problem. I'll step away, then. I will have done all I can,
but I have to get to her face to face, with the problem, the 800 pound gorilla. I
got it. I'll say my peace and it's up to her.”

Esperanza smiled warmly and stepped up to me to slip her arms around
my waist. “You would do that for me, wouldn't you?”

“It wouldn't matter how your life has changed.  I would never stand idly
by and not confront you, not show you exactly what your problem is, and make
you confront it, too.”

I arrived at Jana's stronghold and I received the contentiousness I ex-
pected and from the source I expected,  because Jana's new man friend was
there. She invited me inside but I refused. We were all going to do this on my
terms in  my way. Jana wasn't apologetic but I expected it. She  was, though,
non-combative  and listened for  the  few minutes  she  got.  That's  when man
friend stepped in to “put me in my place.”  That's  when it  got  contentious.
That's when I put him in his place. His place was to stand there silently in sup-
port of his woman, listen attentively knowing his place is secure, and discuss
our conversation with Jana later. I had a right to say whatever I felt compelled
to say to Jana without trying to win her back, as I had no intention of doing so.
He couldn't accept it, though, because he was insecure, as I expected, since he
considered  himself  a  “real  man,”  as  I  so  mockingly  called  him.  He,  then,
threatened me. I advised him should he feel so insecure concerning my discus-
sion with Jana which had no bearing on him—I stretched it because it truly did
—then maybe he should do something about it, something a “real man” would
do. He took one step toward me, still several feet away, his right fist clenched,
and I dropped the hammer. “Declare war on me, big boy, when my only intent



was to have a civil discussion with my friend, one I've known longer than you
have! Bring it, you fuck, but know this. There's absolutely no question you can
put me in the hospital. You tower over me, you're stronger, and you have your
youth, but we're now at war, and that means one of us is going to die, and if
you can't bring yourself to kill me, I'll get out of the hospital, and I'll stalk you,
I'll discover your moment of vulnerability, and I'll have cut a two by four in
half, fashioned a handle, driven a ten inch spike through the other end which I
will then drive through the back of your head, and you'll be dead. You started it.
I will end it, so if you want to start a war with me you better be prepared to kill
me, because I will certainly kill you with no regret. Bring it!” I was informed I
should leave by the man friend to which I responded I couldn't agree more. “I
have accomplished what I  came here to do,  Jana,  to  help you confront  the
problem which plagues you and it stands two feet away. Your life is your life.
No one else is responsible for it but you. If you're bound and determined to
keep the problem close to you and go down in flames as a result, no one's go-
ing to stop you. No one.” The man friend had a few more choice words as I
walked to my car, even “brazenly” stepping on to the porch and walk as though
to challenge me further, but I ignored him and said nothing more. I calmly
reached  my car,  opened  it,  started  it  up,  stared  at  the  man  friend  and  his
“threatening” gestures and drove away. At least I could go to Africa with that
off my mind.

I drove to the end of the street and pulled over. “Are you on your way
back here?”

“I am. I pulled over to call you.”
“Did you talk with Jana?”
“I just left her place.”
“She met with you? How did it go?”
“Eh, let me tell you when I return.”
Ninety minutes later and I had brought Serena up to speed. This is the

end, I thought. I have done all I can, because it's Jana's life, her responsibility.
“Do you think it's enough, Gregory?”

“It's up to Jana now. Only Jana can fix her problems. We all have our
own problems to fix. It's our responsibility to fix them. You don't shuffle off
your problems to someone else to fix. You have to fix them. No one else will.”

We all enjoyed an afternoon around the outdoor pool, although Carla,
Sofia's nanny, decided to wear a bikini with half of it missing, since it was a
thin string of a thong on her back side. Believe it or not, I did everything in my
power to ignore it and avoid staring at Carla's essentially bare ass and was suc-
cessful. When Serena and I decided we had enough and were in her bedroom
changing, I asked Serena about Carla's choice of swimwear this afternoon.

“You mean the thong for her bikini bottom? It didn't bother you, did
it?”

“I assume it didn't bother you?”
“I'm not going to dictate to Carla what she should wear. She's a very

good nanny for Sofia, Gregory. If she wants to wear a thong bikini at my pri-
vate pool, so be it.”



“I will state this observation, Serena. I know pretty much what Carla's
ass looks like.”

“And should you pursue it, Gregory, we would be through. You would
be gone.”

“Rightly so. I was only thinking she could be a little more discreet.”
“Do you want that?” Serena asked her question as she doubled over to

pull down her bikini bottoms, thus in the room naked before me.
I stepped up behind her. “Watching Carla's butt parade around got me

thinking.” I reached around Serena in her more helpless state.
“Gregory, don't start,” Serena pleaded unconvincingly. It was her tone,

low, completely lacking resolve. I picked her off the floor and carried her into
the bathroom, set her down on the floor inside, closed and locked the bathroom
door. We both emerged from the bathroom an hour later.

“It's why I brought it up, Serena. I think Carla should be more discreet,
for your own protection.”

“I don't need protection from you and Carla was an excuse. You had it
planned all along.”

“You had to get wet.”
“You do that to me, little boy. Don't you know it yet?”
I had phone calls to make before dinner. I wanted to see my youngest

daughter but I would have to wait two days, or nights to be accurate. Gloria
and Ellen and Gretchen had other things to attend to until then. I can wait. May
I bring a small group of friends?

“Serena  and  her  daughter  are  always  welcome,”  Gloria  replied.  “I
haven't seen Sofia in a few months now, Gregory.”

“Let's plan for six. We'll have a supper after I call tomorrow to confirm.
Do you have a videocorder ready?”

“For Gretchen? Always.”
“Good. Maybe between the two of us we can convince her to take a few

steps, show us the way.”
I called the husband of the actress to throw them off the scent. “You're

calling the wrong one of the two of us, Gregory,” Tom immediately advised
me. “Do you have a fever? Is it contagious?”

“I've changed, Tom, on the verge of moving to Africa.  Now, I call for
permission first. So, do I have permission to hit up on your wife?”

“She's sitting right beside me and I know she'd love nothing better.”
A few seconds later and the actress spoke through the phone, using her

best deep, sultry, sexy voice. “You ask for permission now? How far do you
think it will take you, Gregory?”

“Considering I intend to bring Serena, Sofia and the nanny with me, not
very far. On the other hand, it will keep the coroner busy for an hour or two af-
ter.” She laughed full and deep. I love her sexy voice. “I'd like to see you two
before I leave, if possible.”

“Have anything on your plate tomorrow night?”
“We're clear to go.”
“Tomorrow night. Why don't you come here earlier, some time in the



afternoon, before the traffic becomes unbearable. I'll call Jeff to see if he can
make it. We talked not long ago and he told me he wanted to see you before
you left.”

“I've been watching his web site. He seems to be growing out of his in-
sanity. Maybe he's far enough along I can tease him a little. He was really dis-
appointed I didn't tease him last time, but you know I can't tease crazy people.”

“Come as early as you can and bring your extended family with you,
Gregory. You're always welcome.”

“Thank you, young lady.”
“I'm older than you are, Gregory.”
“Not in your heart, dear.”
I pulled up the number for Mister Washington. He answered on the first

ring. “Gregory, I hear you're in L.A. When are we hooking up?”
“What's on your agenda this weekend, Kendall?”
“Meeting with you. My place or yours?”
“My place is currently renting to some poor soul who, I'm sure, has no

idea I used to live there and it's a good thing, I think. I thought we'd all roll
over  to your  place for  an excellent  dose of southern hospitality,  unless the
movie business has steamrolled that out of you, which I find highly unlikely.”

“Bring them all, Gregory. We've got room.” Kendall paused for a mo-
ment. “I suppose it won't include Jana.”

“Not this trip. She's deep in the throes of confusion, as I've heard you
are aware.”

“We'll talk about her and other things when you get here. How about
Saturday? That will give me a chance to invite some others you haven't met yet
and we'll have a small party. Nothing extravagant, except for the company.”

“That will be from those you invite and who accompany me. You only
get a country bumpkin when I walk through the door.”

“Yeah, you keep saying it like people will actually believe it some day.
That won't happen. Got any more on your story?”

“I've made notes. I'll bring my computer and we'll go over them. It will
give you something to think about while I'm busy on the dark continent.”

“We'll talk about that, too. Let me arrange something and I'll call you
back.”

John was last. Save the best for last. It's what gets you through the chal-
lenging parts. When we had discussed what plans we had on what days and
nights, we were of one mind. “So, we'll close the office Friday afternoon for
our little going away party for you, in the evening we'll move everything to the
hotel in Beverly Hills, to one of their ballrooms, reserve some rooms for after
so we don't deluge the roadways, and we'll make it an open affair so people
who get the word can drop by and chat before you leave. How's that sound?”

“That's a lotta dough for a going away party, John. You know it's con-
trary to my miserly ways.”

“You'll never make me believe it, Gregory. I checked around about your
plaque you had made for everyone, so I know roughly what you spent on that
tribute. Frankly, putting up what I will for this little gathering only represents a



small token of our appreciation and I mean it sincerely.”
“When were you ever insincere with me, John?”
“Well, you know, we've been through a lot, you and me...”
“I'd do it again in a heartbeat, buddy boy, knowing how difficult and

strenuous it was at times. No hesitation.”

“You're  set  for  the  whole  week,  Gregory,”  Serena  complained  with
some disappointment. “There's hardly any time left for only the two of us.”

“There's a couple days, but all the plans I've set include all of us in your
house, my love. You're not going to be out of sight and you're certainly not go-
ing to be out of mind.”

I asked Serena if she would consider having a dinner tonight which in-
cluded  everyone,  all  the  help,  too.  Luisa  could  enlist  additional  aid  in  the
kitchen and she would eat with everyone. Serena was initially a little hesitant
but studied my face. “All right. I'll talk with Luisa and see what she can put to-
gether for everyone.”

Jose was working in  the garden,  which had grown since Serena di-
vorced and was almost the size it used to be. He was invited. I toasted Serena
at our little dinner gathering, all twelve of us, claiming she had done more sin-
glehandedly to reduce unemployment than anyone else in America. “I think
she makes up jobs so she can get you guys off the unemployment rolls.” There
were a few disparaging remarks but I had interacted with all so often, I let it
die  down and added,  “Is there anyone here who doesn't  know I love you?
Speak up now so I can make proper amends.”

When that toast  was complete,  since we were all  enjoying authentic
Mexican cuisine, I had to toast Luisa separately. “To Luisa, for the great meal
she has served us, and for knowing instinctively I would be drinking beer with
her Mexican cuisine, so she brought me a bottle of beer before she even served
the meal and continues to do so.”

Luisa shyly dropped her head in front of all her colleagues but looked
up at me with a determined expression. “Senor Gregory, I want you to know it
has always been my privilege to serve you in what small way I can because
you always show me your appreciation. Gracias, Senor.”

There was no sex. We agreed to wait until the morning when we would
feel more refreshed, rejuvenated. There's really nothing like sex in the morning
and the following morning was no exception, every bit as great as it should al-
ways be when the sunlight is streaming through the windows to make every-
thing easily visible. Doing it in the dark is so hit and miss. You can't see what
you're doing much of the time. How can that be stimulating? What fun is that?

We all started preparing to meet the actress and her husband early in the
morning and we had lunch together before we left.  I called the actress, this
time on her phone, to advise we would probably reach her house around two.
“That would be perfect,” she cooed. “You'll be able to flirt with me all after-
noon and evening. I'll have to prepare myself mentally.”

“We'll have to be discreet. Pick our times appropriately.”
“Always.”



When we arrived and were ushered inside we were greeted by more
than fifty people for this “small gathering.” When the actress and her husband
were both before us welcoming us to their house, I had to make note of the dis-
parity of the current situation. “I have been away from L.A. and this business
so long, I have forgotten 'small gathering' means take a small number of people
and multiply by twelve.”

The actress smiled. “Somehow word got around, Gregory.”
“Considering Tom hardly speaks to  anyone, I wonder how 'word got

around,'” I observed, noting her devious little smile. “Honestly, I almost had a
heart attack when Tom answered his phone. I wasn't expecting it.”

“My phone ringing yesterday surprised me so much I forgot to ignore
it.”

Jeremy was already there as I figured he would be. Occasionally the
two of us would chat in the simple manner of staying in touch, so I learned he
bought a house using the significant proceeds from the performance sales. Not
really a house. It was an old factory building in the lower rent area of Los An-
geles, which he had subsequently converted to a studio and residence, com-
plete with restructuring catwalks above the floor as hallways and adding rooms
in the upper lofts as the notion struck him. He was doing well and I had told
him I'd like to see him before I leave for Africa.

“When are you leaving, Gregory?” Jeremy asked. “Next week?”
“Probably next Monday, week from today.”
“Good. I'll give you some time to get settled, then spring my surprise.”
“These surprises are mounting, Jeremy. I suppose you won't even give

me a hint?”
“It wouldn't be a surprise!”
Jeff strolled in about an hour or two later and in his typical demeanor

chatted briefly with whomever and loudly announced, “I came here to see Gre-
gory, not that I'm slighting anyone else, but where is he?”

I had taken up residence in a lounge chair by the pool, constantly dis-
missing the idea everyone seemed to float about taking my clothes off and
jumping into the pool. “There are minors at this party! Cumon!”

“There he is!” Jeff shouted when he reached the pool. “The only man
who's more insane than I am and he would have to be to live in Africa!”

I rose from the lounge chair and hugged Jeff warmly. “I only consider
myself equally insane, Jeff. You're selling yourself short.”

“The folks at the Faux affiliate keep asking me when they can expect a
return appearance from you. They all miss you for some unfathomable reason.”

“I always neglect to bring my ear plugs. I can't appear anywhere on
their network without ear plugs. It's the shouting, you know.”

“It's  in their  contract.  Failure to hit  three digits  decibel level,  you're
fired!”

“I've been watching you on your web site,  when I can't  sleep.” Jeff
laughed. “I've noticed you becoming more and more conventional, thus less
and less insane. Are you wrestling with senility?”

Jeff laughed again. “Probably. I've been out of touch for so long I don't



know what normal is any more.”
“I've only been told this, because I have no experience, but normal is

overrated.”
“Yeah. You and me both.”
The gathering went on like this continually. At one point I strolled into

the house to grab another Pacifico beer—they would never fail me—and the
host and hostess were sitting in the living room with many others so I went to
mingle. I wanted to bring up what I had learned from Will. The actress, proba-
bly sensing it since I wouldn't put it past her, asked, “Did you settle on the par-
cel, Gregory? Where are you with all of that? I really want to know.”

“My ambassador there, Kitana Farabé, I call her the ambassador. I also
call her the little matchmaker but not when she can hear me,” I paused for
those who laughed, “she and her parents formed our Mali organization and I
am listed as an adviser. It was recommended by those in the government and
was approved as the agent for purchase. We call it the Gossi Cooperative and
we all agreed to purchase an old crumbled factory site near Gossi and com-
pleted the purchase and transfer Saturday, so that's done.” I waited for the con-
gratulations to fade. “Kitana came up with the name for the site. We're calling
it Jardin de la Paix, Garden of Peace.”

“That's beautiful, man,” Tom remarked. “Beautiful.” Jeff had wandered
in and heard the last part and patted me on the back. I smiled up to him as he
smiled back and sat in a chair to listen with the rest.

“They've already started moving stuff there. We have a whole list of
things, electric generators, two, maybe three, portable water treatment items,
miscellaneous lumber and construction materials, fencing material. We're dis-
cussing where to locate a clay firing facility for bricks and blocks for construc-
tion, tents and everything with them, portable kitchens and meal preparation
equipment. A lot of this is donated or loaned by various aid organizations and
the government. We're also negotiating for the loan of a bulldozer or two and
the Farabés and other principals involved are working on the recruiting and lo-
gistics of getting everyone and everything there. Trucks, people. There's a lot
going on and, really,  I'm pretty much out of the loop until I get there next
week...I've been saying for quite some time this is not my endeavor any more. I
think what's already taking place right now is proof.”

“I can't believe how quickly this has all proceeded, Gregory,” the ac-
tress commented. “Based on what I've seen and heard about similar attempts
from others over the years, that's usually what it takes, years, before anything
actually gets started, gets accomplished. You're doing it in months.”

“It's not me, dear,” I responded. “If it was me, it would be years, years
and years of planning, negotiating, putting logistics into place and finally exe-
cuting.  When it  stopped being  only me months ago,  that's  when it  became
something which could be accomplished. I've been telling anyone who will lis-
ten for some time now the major players in this  type of endeavor  must be
African. My greatest fortune in all this is I managed to meet those major play-
ers who have become truly committed to seeing this  through,  to  making it
work and be successful. Very fortunate!”



Serena had meandered into the living room, a few stood and moved
around chairs so she could sit beside me. She wrapped her arm firmly around
my forearm. “But you must never forget, Gregory, you are the outsider, and a
white, non-Muslim outsider. Your very life will be at risk at all times. I don't
want to be negative but you must not ignore the truth either.”

“What  precautions  are  you taking,  Gregory?”  Jeff  asked,  wearing  a
deadly serious expression.

“It's still preliminary, Jeff, not because we're overlooking it, not at all.
Everyone is nervous about having an armed contingent associated  only with
the site. It puts people on edge, trust me. What we have been doing is dis-
cussing with local factions to provide some type of security so it is perceived
as a mere extension of  existing security which  now includes our site. That's
what we're trying to accomplish initially and we're pretty close to reaching
some agreements. The government has promised help in this regard and we
will probably have some, certainly not many, but some who have chosen to
work and live on the site with arms issued for their use. We do not want to
make this choice overt or obvious, you know, to have people parade around on
the site  openly with lots  of  firepower readily visible.  That's  contrary,  com-
pletely  contrary,  to  what  we're  trying  to  accomplish.  We call  it  Garden of
Peace. It would be hypocritical to march men around on the site at all times
with heavy weapons drawn and ready. It certainly wouldn't appear peaceful.”

Jeff  shook his  head mildly.  “It  is  still  a  very dangerous part  of  the
world, Gregory.”

“You know, Jeff, I remember the day you came to John's office to invite
me to your house, your private residence, to spend some time with you and
other folks, and you mentioned my appearance on TV, but what really got to
me, was what you said before you left.”

Jeff smiled at the memory. “I was watching you on TV and your words
and actions suddenly gave me a flash of insight. I was watching the modern-
day Icarus, this man from nowhere who could soar on wings of wax without
regard for the consequences. And I was left with the thought that you not only
were willing to fly above us in such a flimsy mechanism but you  knew how
truly flimsy it was, yet you were willing to do it anyway. I told you that before
I left.”

“You wouldn't truly expect the man who made incorrigible a household
word to change, would you?” There were laughs, some forced I noted. “Look, I
spent most of a lifetime in the shadows, inconspicuous, obscure, doing what I
can but from where it was relatively safe. Last year, having risen to where I
was, I suffered so much from accumulated self-doubt about my worth, at times
I was a moment away from leaving all of you. One beautiful soul rescued me,
followed by another, and another.” I turned to Serena who wore a disappointed
expression. “You have rescued me, my love, and I haven't told you so this is
my failure. Let me correct it now, for this year, from the moment I stepped into
the limo at the airport, you have done nothing less than display to me your ab-
solute devotion, because it is exactly that. Devotion! If it has been your aim all
along, Serena, let me tell you I have recognized and appreciate it fully.”



I turned to my opposite side to engage Jeff. “This year, Jeff, the man
soaring above on wings of wax is no longer ignored. Everyone sees me for
who and what I am, because I refuse to slip back into the shadows, back into
obscurity, even though I miss it. It was comfortable doing what I could from
the sidelines, but the skeptics, the cynics, and those from the opposing side,
those who stand to lose should I succeed, they're all goading me: put up or shut
up. You know me well, Jeff. I won't shut up. It is a flimsy contraption I fly. Hu-
man beings weren't meant to fly, but it's all that's left. I'll risk it all, I'll give my
life. It's my life, not yours, but even in failure, I will inspire others,” I glanced
to the actress, “I will influence others,” and I watched her smile light up, “be-
cause it's time to put up. I'm all in. I call. Let's see what they've got...Espe-
cially, when I am surrounded by so many who truly are devoted to my vision.
You inspire  me.” I focused on the actress and her husband. “And you two! I
know what you said to Will when he talked to you about his Africa Partnership.
You asked him what he was considering funding and he told you he was going
to try to help me and that was it! You committed a God-awful amount, both of
you, from your own pockets. And you owe me? You're both deranged!”

Everyone laughed. Tom responded once it calmed down, “Look, Gre-
gory, it's only money. I wish I could do more. I really want to do more.”

“Five million is not chump change, Tom!” I berated him. “You both
have retirement looming, ya know!” There were more laughs. “Did you see my
interview with Roland Hodges from BBC?”

Jeff laughed. “'Is it penises or peni? I prefer peni.' Who can forget?”
“Exactly!” I focused on the actress again. “I asked you, months ago, to

give me a little attention, pay attention to what I do, so here's your opportunity.
Kick back and watch what I do. Let me walk into the coliseum, into the den of
lions. Let  me risk everything and give  you the time and the ability to gather
yourselves for the next round. Their side's been winning for a long time with
lies and half-truths. I'll expose their lies and half-truths. I'll take the risk. Be
ready when it's your turn...All throughout history it's taken but one to risk ev-
erything to turn it back to the right way, but the one didn't face it alone, that
one human being didn't walk into the den of lions without support. An exam-
ple, David, who took on the giant, Goliath, one on one, and he's a goner. A
slingshot against a man who could crush him with a hug!? Because if David
misses with his rock, he's done! He didn't miss. I told you in Miami. 'There is
no greater trait than to retain a humility  knowing there is always something
bigger than one's self.' And I told you where you could find it! Inside you! It's
always been inside you. But it's all around you. It surrounds you. It's here, now.
Let me show the way. I have something bigger surrounding me. I neither ig-
nore nor do I in any way abuse my something bigger. Let me soar on my flimsy
Icarus wings to glide back down and calmly announce, 'There's work to do.'”

Before we left the house late, after Sofia had drifted off to sleepy land
and two hours of water to reverse the effects of the beer, I was confronted,
since many in attendance were actors of considerable repute, each easily one
you would recognize. To summarize what I heard in the living room before we
all disbanded was everyone's disappointment that I was currently considering



two movies but none in attendance were  currently  included. As I formulated
my response I glanced to the three who were honestly at the top of my reason
for even being there, Jeff, Tom and Tom's beautiful wife, beautiful as easily on
the inside as what covered her vessel. “All of you are extremely accomplished
actors and all of you, many times, have accepted roles proposed from indepen-
dent visionaries and in many cases have even performed production roles to
see those independent movies completed successfully. I would be a fool to ig-
nore you, to exclude any of you, should there be some activity you could per-
form to make any independent movie I choose to make become real and com-
plete. It wouldn't matter to me if it was an acting role, a producing role,  any
role.  I  will  offer it  to you, knowing well  before I  make the offer I will  be
blessed should you accept. Should I offer you an acting role, you know I'm a
storyteller, but a fairly unique one. I create every character in my stories with
affection, because I simply cannot create a character I despise. It's not in my
nature, so I love them all. There will be many characters and I will need actors
to portray them. They may not be large roles but I don't think this has ever
been of concern to any of you. Your egos don't fly like that. Instead, your con-
cerns are the story, the point being made, and the vision behind it. When I'm
ready to do this again, but with me in the lead, that it's my project, my movie, I
would be a fool to ignore you, to exclude any of you. You'll hear from me and
we'll have a very wonderful discussion about it, and if the only obstacle is your
schedule, your agenda, what you already have booked, I'll work my schedule
around yours. I'll bend for you, willingly, if that's what it takes to get you on
board. It's not difficult.”

Segment Twenty-Six
When I  reached  the  prome-

nade  on  Serena's  drive  I  was  the
only one conscious. That's right. All
three beautiful females in the rental
were  unconscious,  which  is  not  a
particularly bad arrangement should
you have a desire for any, but I also
knew  nothing  was  going  to  take
place  anyway.  Serena  made  some
movements when I turned off the car's engine, turning to me blindly to mumble
some incoherent remark, so I exited the driver side and came around to the pas-
senger, helped her out of the car and she began to come out of it. I guided her
through the front door, halfway through the display room and asked her, as I
held her steady, in a whisper, “Can you make it to the bedroom?”

She replied, “Yes,” with sufficient conviction so I let her go, watching
her make several unsteady steps, reach the wall on the left and use her left
hand against the wall to steady her movements and disappear down the hall of
the bedroom wing. I  walked back to the rental  quickly and extracted Sofia
from the back seat and carried her to her bedroom, laid her on the bed to re-
move her shoes and socks,  pulled the cover and sheet from under her,  and



slipped her under both. I kissed her on her cheek. Next was Carla, who still sat
on the other side of the back seat asleep. When I undid her seat belt and pulled
her gently from the rental, she mumbled something incoherent. I lifted her out
of the car to her feet briefly and slipped my left arm behind her knees, swept
her off the pavement in my arms and carried her to Sofia's bedroom to her bed.
I removed her shoes and socks and slipped her under her cover and sheet. I
thought it was touching when, the moment I pulled the cover and sheet over
her to tuck her in, she rolled over onto her side away from me, all still quite un-
conscious. I didn't kiss her cheek. She's still the help. It's inappropriate.

I had to go back to the car, gather anything left inside and close the
doors. The car would be pulled around to the garage in the morning. I stripped
all my clothes off when I reached Serena's bedroom, crawled under the cover
and sheet beside her, Serena's back facing me. As soon as I settled in, Serena
rolled over from her opposite side towards me, and slipped her arms around
me, all still quite unconscious. I love women. It's why they're my favorite vari-
ety. I don't know how I would react to a man who rolls toward me and puts his
arms around me, all still quite unconscious, and I suppose it wouldn't matter
how innocent the unconscious act was. I wouldn't know how to react. I don't
know how truly free I am. Do you know how truly free you are?

I whipped out the parcheesi board in the morning. What better way to
start a new day than with a rousing parcheesi battle involving a single repre-
sentative of opposing genders? If you've ever done it you already know the an-
swer. Serena tried to throw off my concentration at times.

“You can't do that!” I exclaimed when she insisted on tugging my ap-
pendage when she had knocked one of my pieces back to the start circle.

“You can't stop me!” she postulated.
“It's not in the rules!” I argued, turning on my side because my ap-

pendage had been persuaded to grow in girth and rigidity. “It's why we have in-
ternational rules councils, to encourage fair parcheesi play, not deviation.”

“Shut up and take it like a man, little boy!” Serena baited me. “I've got
my eye on the piece of yours ahead and I'm gonna knock it back to start, too.”

“Heartless and cold, all you Mexicans. That's what you are.”
“You gringos are all soft and lazy. You make it too easy.”
“I  see we're going to modify this  game and play by Serena's  house

rules.” I rolled the dice for my turn and up came the number I wanted.
“Damn it!” Serena shouted.
“That's right, my esteemed opponent, and this little piggy right here,”

and I grabbed Serena's piece on the board after I counted the number to knock
it back to the start circle, “goes back to the start market, and under Serena's
modified  house  rules,  my  esteemed  opponent  possesses  inadequate  control
over her port of call, where I shall place a call now,” and I reached for Serena's
Hidden Valley, “and enter her port of call unfettered, and,” as she struggled to
move out of arm's length, “should she struggle in some vain attempt at misin-
terpreting her own modified house rules, I shall inflict considerable damage
upon her port of call in keeping with the Geneva Rules Council's definitive ar-
ticle addressing proper and fair parcheesi play when conducted using modified



house rules.”
“All right!” Serena shouted, her struggling movements halted. “Make it

short.”
“No, no! You started it. Blame your woman change abandoning you be-

cause you're wet!”
“You are so lucky playing this game, Gregory. I can't believe how lucky

you are! Oh!”
“Hit your sweet spot, did I?”
Because we had ventured into modified house rules for parcheesi, we

never did finish the game. This is why all rules councils discourage modified
house rules. It often leads to failure in determining a game winner. The intent
of rules councils is to encourage parcheesi play, not deviate into uncontrolled,
all encompassing sexual intercourse, to list a wildly improbable example.

With me at  the rental helm properly blasting away from yet another
cretin on L.A.'s notorious roadways when necessary—a Maxima reaching near
the top end of motorhead choices—we all arrived, three gorgeous females and
a wild-haired, wild-eyed crank of an old fart, at Gloria and Ellen's comfortable
abode ready for action. Ellen volunteered as camera person, I assumed the role
of director, and it was only a simple matter of convincing the youngest human
in attendance to take a walk on the wild side, or if not the wild side, then next
to the sofa. There was ample carpeting to dampen the young one's many mis-
steps, but Gretchen managed to take three hurried, wobbly, but daring steps to-
ward the wild-haired, wild-eyed old fart sitting in on the role of encouraging
catcher, having delivered the sign to the pitcher with appropriate advice, “Just
put her right here, Mama,” and Mama “threw” the youngest right down the
middle. “Cut! Wrap! Camera person, did we get that shot?”

“Oh, yes, director. It's in the bag!” Ellen assured us.
“Excellent! Another successful sports movie ready for public viewing

after  the  usual  six  to  nine  months  of  post  production.  But  now! We move
straight to the wrap party. Beers for everyone! Or just the director and let's
make sure Sofia gets her Shirley Temple.” I lifted Gretchen from the floor and
kissed her as she slipped her arms around my neck. I leaned her back after I
stood. “You were magnificent, kid, and let me tell ya, most never thought you
had it in you, but I always knew you would come through. You're gonna be a
star, kid, a star, I tell ya, and now that you can take your own steps, we'll all be
watching proudly as you step up to the Walk of Fame and stomp your foot in
your own,  personal  square  of  wet  cement.  Be sure to  wear  your  sneakers,
though. Don't wear your best shoes.”

Serena  sidled  up  to  us  with  her  arms  around  both,  leaned  to  kiss
Gretchen on her cheek as Gretchen lifted her  arm to touch Serena's  cheek,
smiling widely. “You have very good timing, Gregory,” Serena said after she
kissed my bearded cheek. “You were here when Gretchen was born. You were
here when she took her first steps. You're lucky.”

I focused on Gloria a few feet away but with a smile as big and wide as
could be. “Yeah, I'm pretty lucky so far, but Dad's gonna miss quite a few
achievements in Gretchen's life and that's the way it is, right, Mama?”



Gloria frowned but kept a steady gaze on my eyes. “You can't live with
us, Gregory. This is our home, but Ellen and I would never make you leave
L.A. You will always be welcome. You're the one leaving. We're not making
you leave.”

I carried Gretchen to her mother, transferred her into the arms waiting
for her, and stepped behind Gloria, my eyes watching little Gretchen's eyes
watching me playfully. I slipped my arms around Gloria's waist and squeezed
her gently. “There's nothing to gain, Mama, by revisiting the past. A lot of chil-
dren grow up reasonably well-adjusted without a father in their lives regularly,
but Gretchen has one advantage. She has Ellen for a surrogate father and all
she needs to stay reasonably well-adjusted is to be served a regular helping of
love and concern and consideration, and she'll receive it aplenty, and on occa-
sion a grumpy, old fart of a man will drop in and provide a little extra attention.
She'll do all right. She'll grow to understand. And if I can still get around I'll be
there when she flips her tassel upon graduation.” I leaned my head over Glo-
ria's shoulder to Gretchen, who leaned toward me and kissed my lips. I kissed
Gloria's neck and she instinctively pulled up her shoulder. “By the way, I've
got the graduation date on my calendar, Mama.”

Gloria and Ellen had supper planned but there was preparation neces-
sary for the salad, putting together the crab cakes and the mashed potato pan-
cakes (my suggestion),  so all the women stepped into the kitchen to get to
work.  In  the  living  room  Sofia  stayed  with  me  to  watch  and  play  with
Gretchen, and most of the time I laid on the floor and let our little girl crawl
over me, and pull my beard, or slap hands, or when she wandered off too far,
I'd get up and sweep her off the floor to her squeals of contentment or disap-
proval because Gretchen was after something I didn't want her to have, yet.
Remember, there's only one of us in this living room outfit who's an adult and
it wasn't Gretchen or Sofia, whom I'd sweep, too, when it struck my fancy.
Once, Gretchen and I played “Mexican standoff,” both of us on our hands and
knees waiting out the other.  That's when I sprang it.  I  did my best Mickey
Mouse impersonation, which is dead-on by the way, and I greeted the youngest
with, “Hi, boys and girls, it's your ooooooooooooold pal, Mickey Mouse!”

Sofia yelled, “Mama! Gregory can talk like Mickey Mouse!”
“What?” Serena shouted, laughing as she emerged from the kitchen fol-

lowed by the other three women, all smiles. “You can't do Mickey Mouse, old
man. It's a copyright violation.” She flashed her mock stern expression.

From Mickey land, I replied, “No, m'am! It's only a parody! That's still
allowed!”

Gloria smiled. “Where did that come from, Gregory? If you could do it
all along, why haven't we heard it before?”

“Aw, shucks,” Mickey replied. “I only come out and play for the little
boys and girls. They appreciate me!” Back to Gregory. “And their parents shell
out billions when I do, so I can add to Walt's smothering empire.”

“Which reminds me, Gregory,” Ellen contended, “when you did your
Pluto imitation, it wasn't Pluto. That was Goofy. You messed up, old man.” All
the women laughed and Gretchen was looking around in complete bafflement.



I sat up on my knees as Gretchen crawled to me and I helped stand her
up on her feet and held her steady. “Here's the amazing thing about it, Ellen.
Hardly anyone tells me, except little kids, and what  I say in reply is, 'Well,
there's a little known secret with all those shoots when Pluto was on the set.
When there was a break in shooting, Pluto would often do his impersonation of
Goofy and have all the animators cracking up, so what I did in my performance
was my impersonation of Pluto's impersonation of Goofy.”

Serena laughed. “Admit it, old man. You screwed up and got caught!”
Mickey looked at Gretchen staring into his face. “Oh, Gretchen. They're

making fun of Mickey Mouse.” Gretchen smiled and put her hands on either
side of my face, holding it through my beard.

Sofia was captivated. “You have to do Mickey back home while we're
watching his cartoons, Papi! I want to hear you do Mickey while he's talking.”

“Looks like you'll be watching Mickey Mouse cartoons when you get
home, old man,” Serena advised.

“At least I won't be standing in a line for hours, greeting people when
we slowly meander to the next row, 'I've seen you before! What year was that?
1969? We missed the astronauts on the moon. Will this line ever end?'”

“We should go to Disneyland some time,” Ellen suggested.
“Count me out! Sorry. I'll be dead from natural causes before we return

to the  parking lot,  those natural  causes  being blood flow constriction  from
standing in line forever.”

“I want to go to Disneyland!” Sofia shouted.
“I'll call Goofy. He's probably available. He loves standing in line doing

nothing.”
Gloria, Ellen and Carla returned to the kitchen but Serena crossed her

arms and smiled. “That is a pretty good Mickey Mouse, Gregory. You've prob-
ably done it for years, haven't you?”

I looked to her and returned her smile as I helped Gretchen to her hands
and knees to crawl toward Sofia. I sat on my rear, my gaze fixed on Serena. “I
started doing it with my first when she was a little baby, maybe weeks old.
Kept it up with the second and they both would stop and look at me with a
sense of wonder, fascination. Sometimes they clapped. It got their attention.”

Serena took the few remaining steps to me, sat beside me glancing at
Gretchen and Sofia playing together, and rested her hand on my thigh. “You're
not a bad father, Gregory.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Sofia thinks of
you like a father, a second father. It's why she calls you Papi.”

I leaned back, focusing on her black pearls. “Maybe now, but I wasn't a
good husband or father the first time around.” I turned to look at the two little
girls. “I let the circumstances drive those relationships and I withdrew, I con-
ceded. I should have, I could have done things differently, things which would
have made me a better husband, a better father. Instead, out of stubborn pride
and ego, I argued and fought. It took me fifty years before I could become the
husband and father I should have been all along, but it was too late. The wife
had already decided we didn't have a marriage. All we had was pretense. She
wanted to pretend, nothing more. I wanted to live again, but I can't make up for



my failings, as a husband and a father. That's why, Serena, my relationship
with my first two daughters and their mother are strained. The hole between us
will never be filled. It will always be a gaping hole none of us can cross.”

“Do you want to know what I think about it, Gregory?” Serena waited
for me to turn to her and focus on each of her pearls, one, then the other. I nod-
ded. “I think they're hurt. It's why they wouldn't come to see you at Oprah's
show, even though you offered to send them a limousine and put them up.
They couldn't take the sight of seeing you with me or anyone else and enjoying
your new life because they're still stuck with the old one. They're not as strong
as you are, Gregory, so you're going to have to step over the hole and fill it. If
you can't do it, they will never do it.”

I let her words linger until I could feel them dissolve completely, clear
the room. In low exasperation I complained, “Why does it have to be me?”

I felt Serena's hand squeeze my thigh tightly. “There's your pride, your
ego talking again...You created a character you called Non DeScript, and all
through the character's narration,  that's what comes out more than anything
else, 'Why does it always have to be me? Why is it only me?' That series of
books  should have been you explaining the  old Gregory, and it should have
finished with the announcement, 'I've buried him. He's dead and gone.' In a
way, a very small way, Gregory, you have buried him, but you keep resurrect-
ing him, bringing him back to life, through your stubborn pride and ego. I fight
it too and you always remind me when I fall into it, when my pride and ego
come roaring to life again, but you're strong enough now, Gregory, if you bury
your pride and ego, to fill the hole and cross the gap between you and your ex
and your daughters. You can do it. Right now, they can't.”

The  supper  and  the  rest  of  the  evening  with  Gloria  and  Ellen  and
Gretchen was charming, enchanting even, but it's not memorable to me. What I
remember, like an umbrella which won't fold to be put away, was the advice
Serena gave me as she sat on the floor beside me. I could not stop thinking she
was right, that I would have to fill the hole between my ex and first two daugh-
ters and cross the gap, but I couldn't see into my future when I could do it. I
knew it  wouldn't be a simple, overnight accomplishment. It would probably
take small steps. I had lived beyond sixty years, all in the rear view mirror, and
I still  faced thousands of small  steps.  It  was daunting to me. Imagine how
daunting it  must be to all  of us collectively,  the small  steps that should be
taken, that need to be taken, that must be taken. I told Esperanza's students if
those small steps weren't taken, I wouldn't bet on your future. It was a sucker's
bet. Who would bet on this sucker?

Often, over the next three days and nights, I would seem to freeze, in
Serena's  opinion.  I  wasn't  withdrawn but  I  wasn't  completely  there,  in  the
present. Serena knew exactly what was causing the freezes. I was frozen con-
sidering what she said, what she started. She was not going to assume responsi-
bility, since she knew it was not her responsibility, but she wasn't going to let it
slide. Instead,  she told me she knew what was going through my head, for
early the following day, she came to sit next to me on a sofa in her Great Room
when she saw one of the freezes, and whispered, “I know you're thinking about



your ex and your oldest daughters, Gregory, and how you're going to resolve it,
because it's a black hole in your life, and if you can't show everyone you can
resolve it, it becomes a failure everyone else can point to and use against you
to foil your own aspirations. I know this, Gregory. This is what you're thinking
and it's eating at you. But you, yourself, keep reminding me, reminding every-
one, there is no fix for yesterday. It's gone and can't be changed. There's no
guarantee for tomorrow. Spending too much time worrying about tomorrow is
pointless when it  may never come. Spend your precious time on today, the
present. Take your own wise advice. Give yourself a present and come back to
today.” There is no past. There is no future. There is only now. Treat it accord-
ingly.

I was growing to admire this woman. She could use an acquired lan-
guage so adeptly now I couldn't ignore her. I had to honestly wonder what I
would get from her if I could understand Spanish fluently. I had a flashback to
making The True Cross, to the producer responsible for the Hispanic actors, the
liaison between those actors and the other producers. I was suddenly awash
with immense respect for a woman that, after this apparent miracle during the
movie shoot,  I  had blown off with the claim she was nothing more than a
pretty girl, concerned only with petty superficiality. I wasn't wondering where
this “new” Serena had been all these months, now years. I was wondering why
I so stubbornly had failed to see her in this light during those months, those
years. I was also thinking I better get my shit together, and soon, because I had
only days left and I would be in the middle of the most intense and most ob-
served endeavor of my life and there would be no place to hide.

Serena said her peace. She knew me well. I had slowly transformed her
so she understood she only had to say it once. Repetition is counter-productive.
It's why I don't repeat myself often and she was instinctively grasping the sen-
sible notion herself. When she caught me in a freeze, Serena would slip next to
me and hold me tight. It inevitably snapped me out of it and I would hold her
so tightly—like I  must to  hold onto now—she was satisfied,  but  in  case I
missed her point, several times she would say, “Welcome back, little boy.” Do
you think it didn't make me smile in true admiration? Often I had to fight off
my first impulse, once the little Mexican girl pulled me back to  now, which
was—you've probably surmised—to whisk her off to her bedroom, closing the
door so that we, meaning I, wouldn't be disturbed. I fought it off, though, most
of the time. In all fairness, when I failed to fight it off, it was always preceded
by my noting a certain look on her face, particularly her eyes, which I would
easily interpret meant “bedroom.” Yeah, those eyes.

I chatted on the phone quite a bit. I talked with Kitana every day and
often with her father. Monsieur Farabé had assumed the lead on most things,
especially the discussions with the government and other groups concerning
security. Most of the time I simply agreed with their proposals, but all were
anxious to have my presence in Mali. “Late Monday. Please ask Nassira to be
available when we drive out to the Garden Tuesday so we can begin laying out
the buildings and digging out the planting area.”

“Are you enjoying yourself  while we're doing all the work?” Kitana



asked, facetiously.
“Did I not say when we first met, Kitana, this must primarily be an

African endeavor?”
“You did. I'm only teasing you, Gregory. Can't you take it?”
“You're becoming more Westernized in my absence, Kitana. I have to

get there soon or I won't be able to recognize you.”
I called Lena frequently.  She was content  to wait  for my call  and I

didn't make her wait long. Most calls ended because she had to go to bed to get
some sleep. We talked about any and everything, the other women, too. I told
her about Serena's deviation during our parcheesi skirmish and Lena laughed.
“I'll bet she thinks twice about modified house rules next time.”

“I  don't  know,  Lena.  She's  Mexican,  and  she's  not  a  parcheesi  afi-
cionado because of it. She may be indulging me.”

“None of us would  ever do  that, Gregory. You'd see right through it,
wouldn't you, little boy?”

“I cannot tolerate indulgence on my part. It's true.”
Serena sat beside me during the entire conversation. Lena knew it.  I

told her.  Since neither had ever spoken to the other,  I  invited Lena to talk
through the speaker so we could all converse and to her enormous credit, Lena
agreed. The two times we did it, I listened to both take off with each other. I
had my reasons which I never shared. I wanted Serena and Lena to at least be
comfortable  with each other  in  case the worst  happened.  Despite  their  dis-
tances apart I thought it better they should be familiar with each other since
they shared one aspect of their lives in common. It also gave me an opportunity
to judge where their individual sentiments lay. Naturally I smiled often when
the conversation took a turn to speaking disparagingly about me. Yes, you two
do share more than one thing in common.

I walked outside once to the outdoor pool to call Tanya. It was a brief
conversation, very late at night in Los Angeles but early morning in Munich, as
she sat in her office. “This is a pleasant surprise, Gregory. I honestly didn't
think I would hear from you.”

“I've been trying to find the time, Tanya. I see you, hear you, frequently
in my mind. You're in there and I can't get you out if I tried.”

“So you're making room for me?”
“In my head, yes. I have a suite reserved for you in there. How would

you like the furnishings and decor appointed?” It did please me greatly to hear
her deep and full laugh again.

“The bare minimum will do, Gregory. What I would want in that suite
is someone to share it with me, but not just anyone.”

“Well, it is my head. I don't let just anyone in there.”
Tanya laughed again. “I already miss you, miss you making me smile

and laugh so easily. I don't get it often, you can imagine.”
“You have a lot on your plate, Tanya. What I imagine is you keep get-

ting pulled in every direction and you have to constantly evaluate which way
you let yourself get pulled and which way you resist. I wouldn't want that. I
think it would start to affect my humor. Then I'd be like everybody else but still



with a small appendage. I would have no appeal to anyone!”
More laughter. “You were wise to say 'appendage,' Gregory. We record

these calls.”
“I figured. I wouldn't want to trigger something for your security people

to start investigating. 'He said what?' Then they'd ask you embarrassing ques-
tions. Can't have that, Fraulein.”

“It wouldn't be embarrassing. I would tell them everything, even sug-
gest I could tell them exactly how you look, from head to toe. It would be easy
because I know it.”

“I can see you doing your best Sharon Stone impersonation. You might
skip the uncrossing your legs bit, but there you are in some dark room with
about a half-dozen men, all trying to keep from drooling as you tell them ev-
erything, calmly, persuasively, and leaving nothing out. That's Tanya.”

“And once you heard it, Gregory, you'd have nothing but appreciation.
I've heard you say, more than once, 'The truth is all you'll get from me.' No?”

“True, but I'm still not going to say the other word.”
“You don't have to say it. We both know what you meant...When will

you be in Africa, Gregory?”
“Late Monday, your time, maybe even early Tuesday. I suppose you'll

be watching the news and official reports?”
“I always do. It's my job. I'll be studying them for a certain name after

Monday, yes.”
“I'll  stay in touch with you when I can, Tanya. I enjoy hearing your

voice, too, especially your laugh. I adore your laugh.”
“You're only saying that, Herr Hess.”
“No,  it's  true,  Tanya.  You  have  the  husky,  German-accented  voice

which sounds so commanding, so authoritative, but when I hear it, I always see
your teasing smile behind those lips...There have been times when you were
with me I could feel my heart racing like I was a teenager again in the presence
of the one with whom I am infatuated. It's not anything I can control but grate-
fully it does subside so I can begin to function. I can't function with my heart
racing constantly.”

Very softly, Tanya responded, “I don't really do that to you, do I? Be-
cause...you do that to me at times.”

“I'm going to see you again in person, Tanya. I cannot rest if I don't.”
Friday  morning  everyone  was  up  reasonably  early,  even  Sofia  and

Carla. We were going to John's office well before noon to descend upon their
little business and disrupt it as much as we were able. We knew such potential
disruption came with John's blessing. I knew he wanted to see how Serena and
I interacted now, since he had already witnessed my interactions with Lena up
close a few months prior. John could never shake how my personal relation-
ships had evolved, not that he had any strange or weird desires about it or
about me. He still couldn't get past the week of the Oscars and the following
week in Chicago. “It all revolves around one skinny, old guy...I don't get it.”
John never has, as much as he likes to project himself as sophisticated, worldly
and open-minded, which he is to a major degree. My relationships, personal,



intimate relationships? He still doesn't get it. Whatever he hears about them,
though, doesn't surprise him any more. “I would expect that, from Gregory.”

Sofia had been to John's office so often it had become her playground.
She would run around the building,  dart  into a  room and ask the resident,
“What are you doing?” She wouldn't leave until she got an answer she ap-
proved. Everyone simply followed John's lead. “Excuse me, but the Chairper-
son of the Board demanded to know what I'm doing. Just a minute, please.” He
would  engage  the  tiny  tyke  in  an  in-depth  conversation  as  she  wandered
around his room asking about this, then that. The interruption would always
last more than a minute, but the person on the other line would wait, often lis-
tening in since John wouldn't always put them on hold. It was common knowl-
edge in the movie business that John's production company was run, secretly
and in the background, by a ten-year-old girl who spoke three languages flu-
ently, and could conduct conversations with anyone and interject words and
phrases from any of those languages at will. She was a high-powered execu-
tive, no doubt about it. I would remind John he brought it on himself.

“How so?”
“You're an executive producer, John. You can't help but produce execu-

tives, and age is irrelevant.”
“When you're an executive producer, Gregory, I'm going to make you

eat those words.”
“Ummmm, that will taste good. Looking forward to it.”
Gary pointed out  there was a  name missing on the plaque.  “Whose

name is missing?” I asked, facetiously. “I don't think I missed a single one.”
“You know whose name is missing, Gregory!” Gary exclaimed with

great vexation. “Will counted three hundred forty-seven and told John one was
missing. John had a pretty good idea whose name was missing and told Will to
look for a name, which didn't take long since they're in alphabetical order by
surname, and your name was missing. It still is missing, Gregory.”

“It doesn't belong on the plaque, Gary. It would be me thanking me for
working on the movie. That's ludicrous.”

Gary  looked  at  the  plaque.  “It  reads,  Gregory,  'The  accompanying
Award from the American Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was
made possible only through the hard work, effort and dedication of the follow-
ing human beings.'  You worked on this  movie  but  your  name's  not  on the
plaque.”

I pointed to the Oscar. “Whose name is on the award, Gary?”
“Your name.”
“Does that not  imply I worked on the movie, since they gave me an

award for it in my name referencing The True Cross?”
“Well, yes, it does, but-”
“And since it implies I worked on the movie, why would I have to say it

on the plaque. Is that not redundant?”
“Well, I suppose...”
I pointed to the plaque. “Three hundred and forty-seven.” I pointed to

the Oscar. “Plus one. That's three hundred and forty-eight. That's everyone. No



one's name is missing, Gary. All are accounted for in this display. And if you
ask me why I did it this way, here's my answer. The fine folks at the Academy
simply didn't have the room on the Oscar to put all three hundred and forty-
eight names on it,  since their  names  deserve to be on it.  I  have merely at-
tempted to correct this woeful deficiency.”

Serena stepped up to both of us. “You can't win, Gary. Live to fight an-
other day, right, Gregory?”

“Wise beyond your years, little girl. I can't wait until you turn eighteen.
Ravaging your flesh comes to mind.”

Serena gave me her best mock shy expression. “My parents will look
the other way, Senor. They like you for some strange reason.”

“I suppose I could pretend you're not a minor. You don't look like one.”
“You two are sick, you know that!” Gary exclaimed as he retreated to

his office shaking his head furiously. “Sick!”
Despite “closing” the office at noon so the real party could begin, there

would be occasional knocks on the front door,  and sometimes on the back
door. Word got around and these folks didn't want to wait for the party to move
to Beverly Hills. They wanted in now. Of course, those who gained entry from
the back door got it from me. That's not slipping past my radar. As soon as any
of them reached me, they were greeted, “It's a good thing you arrived. Better
late than never, I suppose. There should be trays ready for you to carry around.
Is that what you're wearing for a uniform today?”

“Very funny. You're wearing your mania cap I see.”
“You came through the servants' entrance so get serving. Chop-chop!”
It was encouraging to see and meet so many whom I had never met or

had met or seen in person once. There are thousands of people who actively
work in the movie business in and around Los Angeles and before this night
was over there would be hundreds, each making a point to reach me face to
face and see me off. Most asked if I would ever return to Los Angeles—the
city of Lost Anglos I would correct—and work in the business again. After
their inquisitive they would often add their hope we might finally work on a
movie together. Many were of the younger set, making names for themselves
but  not household names,  thirty-somethings,  twenty-somethings.  “You don't
want to work with me, an old fart, cranky, insane and incorrigible, do you? Are
you that much of a glutton for punishment? You don't seriously think I would
go easy on you because of your idealistic and naive youth, do you? When I
treat everyone the same? Shabbily!”

After the laughter subsided I'd hear the same response from every actor.
“I only want to see your screenplay to determine what roles are still open for
me. I'd appreciate it  if  you'd give me the opportunity, keep me in mind.” I
heard the same response by a crew type. “Put out the word on who to contact
for the production, Gregory. I want to be on the list.” It became so truly over-
whelming I had to respond to all the same way. “You have to do me one huge
favor, please. Send me your sentiment in an email so I can keep track of all of
you. It means a lot to me if I can go through a list of people whom I know have
expressed to me personally a desire to work with me. I would rather choose



from that list than contact someone cold, you know?”
“So you will make another movie?”
“Fuck! You nutballs won't let me get out of this business. What choice

do I have, considering I love you all anyway and can't really find it in my heart
to blow you off?”

It was touching throughout the afternoon and evening watching and lis-
tening to Sofia mingle, often as the center of attention. Who honestly can ig-
nore a ten-year-old dynamo who would ask the most pointed question with no
sense  of  shame or  impropriety?  Since she would often call  me Papi  and I
would call her little squirt, this seemed to stay on everyone's mind. When Ser-
ena was asked what it all meant, she replied, “They're in love with each other.
What can I do? Although if I ever catch them in bed together I'll cut Gregory's
heart out, but he understands. Don't you, little boy?”

“Absolutely. She went to school in Mexico. They teach knife play in
home ed there.”

We cruised past the witching hour and the party started winding down.
John, in his inebriated fashion, grinning  his little boy smile, eyes twinkling,
stepped next to me and draped his arm over my neck, pulling me hard toward
him, and teasingly commented, “So, it's settled, old man. Consensus through-
out the room is you're making another picture and we're all invited. Let's see
you wiggle out of that one, Houdini.”

“If I wiggle out from under your arm desperately leaning against me
now, are you going to remain standing or fall right over?”

“We spent a lot of money on alcohol tonight, so, yes, I've had a couple
drinks. I'm not driving either. I've been known to have a few drinks at times,
but the most disappointing thing about this evening, Gregory, is the only alco-
hol left will be bottles of Pacifico. Obviously, I overestimated your drinking
capacity,  since you're not driving yourself.  You have changed to someone I
hardly know.”

“If there's a lot  of bottles of Pacifico left,  it  means I'll  have a large
breakfast in the morning.”

“That's the spirit! And when you get back ready to make your next pic-
ture, we'll talk. I happen to know of a small studio ready to work with indepen-
dents. You might consider it instead of trying to start your own. It's like re-in-
venting the wheel, duplicating effort already accomplished.” Holding his glass
with three fingers, John lifted his arm and poked my head with his index fin-
ger. “That wouldn't be smart and completely out of character for you.”

“And after the talk and instant agreement, I would never call you John
again. It would always be 'number two. Where's number two'?”

John squeezed my neck so I could barely breathe,  smiling intensely.
“That would be completely in your character. I would expect nothing less.”

“I'll only have to remember one thing, John. Before we have this talk,
you and I will spend an entire evening, hours and hours, getting totally ham-
mered so you'll be at your most agreeable. In fact, I'll bet if I proposed commit-
ting the most heinous crime imaginable, you'd say, 'Count me in.'”

John laughed long. When he could speak he said, “That's the dreamer in



you, Gregory. If we spent hours getting hammered, you wouldn't be able to
speak. You only get quiet, remember? I know you, which means I would have
to make the proposal. You'd go along, despite my setting up the most favorable
terms on my side, and mutter, 'Okay.'” John liked that one so much, he laughed
heartily and slapped my back so hard he nearly tumbled onto a woman sitting
in a chair before us. It got me thinking this probably wasn't a good idea, to get
hammered before a major  business negotiation.  I  wasn't  entirely sure if  we
ventured down this path which one of us would still be standing, or whether ei-
ther of us would be conscious.

In his usual faultless style John reserved a suite with two bedrooms for
Serena and our contingent, so Sofia and Carla could share the smaller bedroom
and Serena and I would share the bigger. It worked out well for all, though
Sofia, and to a lesser extent, Carla, were a little exasperated when Serena and I
wouldn't  emerge from our  locked bedroom until  well  into the morning. We
were engaged in  a  parcheesi  duel,  this  one with  Beverly  Hills  hotel  rules,
which are more sophisticated, elegant and stylish, no bitter fighting, more like
teasing acquiescence, coming from admirable respect for the other side. It was
long and painless, though if you could hear the noises you might not think it
was painless. It would probably be your last choice. Sofia wanted to know why
it took us so long to come out of the bedroom. Because the noises could be
heard in the main room of the suite, Carla sat on the sofa trying to hide a smirk.

“Gregory lost a button from his shirt and it took us hours to find it,”
Serena advised her daughter. For proof she emerged from the bedroom holding
a button from the shirt she tore off before we fell into bed. She struggled to get
it off, since we were taking turns undressing each other, gave up and ripped my
shirt off, sending the button flying and causing me to hunt around the carpet
for a few minutes to retrieve it. Now I was going to Africa with the expectation
I would have to sew on a button on one of my favorite shirts and I wasn't tak-
ing many clothes to begin with. Fortunately I had the good sense to send my
big bag to the Farabé's house in Bamako earlier this week since I was facing
three—that's right, three—stops on the plane trip to Bamako, one in Miami,
one in Casablanca, finally to Bamako. I expected no luggage when I arrived so
I wasn't checking any. However, I wasn't expecting sewing duties upon arrival.

Sofia wasn't buying her mother's explanation. “Do you  always make
those noises when you look for a button, Mama?”

“She  was pretty noisy, wasn't she,  little squirt?” I asked, innocently.
Serena frowned at me severely. Carla couldn't stop laughing for minutes. Sofia,
in her cute adolescence, shook her head and wouldn't look at either one of us.
Occasionally there are sideline casualties during parcheesi battles. This is the
hazard of war. It's why human beings should avoid war. Innocents suffer. In
this  instance,  though,  the innocent  were only damaged psychologically  and
would soon be able to understand and rationalize it from an intimately personal
perspective. It's the parcheesi way.

We drove straight to Kendall's shack—that's what he calls it, his stately,
roomy mansion up in the hills, his shack—from the hotel in Beverly Hills. We
would all be staying overnight as Kendall's guests, and he had proclaimed to



anyone who could hear I would be the guest of honor—or dishonor, mishonor,
un-honor, contra-honor, his honor, her honor, some honor—which meant I was
expected to be the center of attention. Speaking to Kendall through the rental's
audio via the hands-free method, I needed clarification when he advised me I
would be his guest of honor. “Kendall, I want to have this perfectly clear in my
mind. I am not going to engage in target practice where I am the target? Would
this be safe to say?”

“Do you think I'm setting you up?”
“In this business caution has its rewards.”
“Cautious is not a trait I would assign you, Gregory.”
“Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead?”
“And go out in a stupendous blaze of blinding glory!”
“Reminds me of your civil war movie. There's not gonna be any gun

play I hope. We're bringing an impressionable minor with us.”
Kendall laughed. “No gun play. Gonna be a lot of folks from the movie

though.”
“Good. At some point during the day I'd like to talk with you privately

about it.”
Kendall, through the phone, and Serena, in the passenger seat, both said

at the same time, “About what?”
“Remember when I said Hollywood's like a big high school?” I paused

to hear both acknowledge my question. “It represents, in a smaller perspective,
our society at large. If you look honestly, Kendall, at those who are closest to
you, to whom you have attracted in your years in the business, many have a de-
cidedly darker skin tone, true?” Kendall reluctantly agreed. “You,” I addressed
Serena, “have many to whom you have attracted in your years in the business,
most who speak a primary language, Spanish. And I, as it turned out, have at-
tracted many of the whiter variety. This is the fabric of our society, and while it
may not be as pervasive in Hollywood, this aspect of society still holds true ev-
erywhere. It is a stranglehold. It strangles us and I want to rent the fabric, tear
it to the shreds of tiny pieces it deserves. I want to blast it to the smithereens it
deserves, like we did with studio distribution. I want to hold up a mirror to the
world so everyone can see their reflection and say, 'No more.'”

“Frankly, Gregory,” Kendall stated, “everyone you're going to meet to-
day, those whom you've never met before, hold the exact same sentiment, and
it's why they're coming here. Hell, I've watched your Atlanta performance sev-
eral times now. It was as profound as everyone said, but I didn't find it that way
from your words, what you said, so much as your demeanor. You stride across
the stage for ninety minutes with a singular purpose, one you wore consistently
on your face, because you challenged everyone, in the audience and the audi-
ence who ends up watching the show, to break the mold,  to pull  away the
hands which strangle us...I have never forgotten your discourse to me about
identity and identification, Gregory, and when I tell it to those I respect, they
suddenly have a greater respect for me, until I tell them it's not my original con-
cept. It's yours. That's when they all want to meet you so here's their chance.
Here's your chance.”



I  thought  it's  how  this  gathering  would  proceed.  It's  why  I  called
Kendall. I thought it's what he would do, that he wanted to bring our separate
worlds together. I can't do this all on my own, you know? I need help.

It was all that, but I had to make my own marks. Everyone over time
has simply grown to expect it. Ignoring the truth is consistent despite any small
cultural facet in which you find yourself immersed. No matter what the greet-
ing offered, if it wasn't a hug, no one was getting anything else from me. I got
a hug from everyone I met, even the “brothers” who were most contemptuous
of the act. “What you're offering as a greeting is safe because a hug is too dan-
gerous?” I delivered it with my typical “bring it” expression, which brought a
hug, reluctant as it may have transpired. Throughout the course of the day and
evening many wanted to address me as “brother.” It was touching I should be
considered such, but I corrected this mistake, too. “Call me 'cousin.' Other than
my given name, this is a true mode for addressing me, because we are cousins,
only an indeterminate number of generations removed. I can't be your 'brother.'
We don't share even one parent, but I shall always be your cousin.” Somehow,
it got through. Before long I was approached with an offer of a hug before I
could react and no one addressed me as “brother.” If it was anything other than
“Gregory” it was “cousin.” Human beings almost anywhere are not as stubborn
as portrayed once you take the time and provide the right attitude to explain it
properly. They actually come around.

About  mid-afternoon,  when  Kendall  deemed  my introductions  were
complete or nearly so, he wanted to move to his study and library, which was
quite impressive with its many books of a wide mixture, and I would bring my
computer and go over notes I made to unfold the story underlying the movie
we were considering. As I expected from the first few moments after we ar-
rived, we were not going to have this meeting alone and many others joined us,
following us into Kendall's study from the beginning. I had no objection. I was
starting to form a lot of this movie already and I knew there were many at
Kendall's house that day who would probably end up involved in it, and not all
as mere actors, either. Religion, philosophy, love and particularly, influence,
would provide the largest backdrop as the story unfolded, we both agreed, and
with the influence portion specifically derived  after the main character's un-
timely death from sinister means. I touched on Islam and Kendall perked up,
having portrayed a converted Muslim in a movie once. “Islam, what does it
mean, Kendall?” When his answer was not immediately addressing my point, I
interrupted.  “Surrender.  The  word  means  surrender.  What  is  a  Muslim,
Kendall?” He waited for the answer to my own question. “One who submits to
the will, the will of Allah, the One, the only One, the All Compassionate, the
All Merciful, the All Knowing.”

“You have been studying, I see,” Kendall observed, smiling broadly.
“What is the Quran but the Recitation, the Recital? Muhammad was il-

literate. He wrote nothing. He spoke the Quran to those gathered around him.
He recited it, and those gathered around wrote it down after. That he could re-
cite it consistently, unfailingly, time after time, is truly impressive, Kendall, but
not to me. Once it is woven into your heart, your soul, your very spirit, it will



always come from that same place every time. If it is not deeply entrenched in
those very secret and sacred places, it will come out from you different every
time, because it is not a part of you, it has not absorbed you and you have not
absorbed it.”

“So how do we present this, Gregory? How do we reach an audience
with a message most of them don't want to hear anyway?”

“First, we can't beat them over the head with it, and our main character,
the role you portray, Kendall, will have to come from nowhere, so we're going
to twist some things using the internet as a launching point, leading to a Senate
hearing, during which our main character becomes the star, reluctant though he
is to appear and speak and answer questions posed by this ‘esteemed’ panel of
politicians. I look at your library here, Kendall, and I am impressed. Any Tol-
stoy?  Gandhi?  Aquinas?  Rumi?  Averroes?  Avicenna?  El-Ghazali?”  I  rattled
them off quickly reading from my notes and Kendall couldn't answer because I
didn't give him the time. “Imagine the reaction of an audience, and the charac-
ters at this Senate hearing, when our main character projects with genuine sin-
cerity, compassion and authority that he sits before politicians, all engaged in
politics, which is nothing more than the study of divisions within any civiliza-
tion and how to make the division in which one finds one's self the wielder of
power and authority, and our main character declares his political allegiance to
anarchy, no government. And goes on to explain exactly why our main charac-
ter's position is superior to any other and, in fact, is the only position represent-
ing any hope of future human survival. And you, Kendall, with your absolutely
brilliant delivery, are going to shape the argument so no counter-argument ex-
ists. Thus, from this appearance alone, thrusting your character upon the world
stage, the sinister forces begin to conspire against, yet it's already too late. That
is where this story is going.”

Kendall smiled broadly. “Leave me your list, Gregory. I'm going to read
from them. I think I will have to, there's no way of getting around it, is there?”

I twisted my computer to face him. “Get your pad and pen. They're all
here, but call me when you find others, because this is not, by any means, an
exhaustive list.”

While Kendall pulled out a pad and pen and started writing down the
many names I listed, others came around and started doing the same, except for
Bokeem—not his real name, but the one he suggested. “Let your readers get
confused with Bokeem,” he said to me much later, years later. “In fact, I think
Bokeem would be flattered.” He was referring to another actor who also was
involved with the movie and was at the party at Kendall's house this day, too.
“Why don't you want to use your real name?” “You don't use your real name.”
“Good point.”

“Not that I want to denigrate you or your ideals and aspirations, Gre-
gory,” Bokeem objected, “but people are really tired of religion, and philoso-
phy, and the idea influence never dies, it's the only thread of immortality to
which a human being can reach, that is a stretch for most people, too. And, in
my opinion, if you make a movie like this, it's going to be a huge flop.”

I looked to Bokeem with a faint smile on my lips. A detractor, in this



house, in this congregation? “The movies in which I have seen you perform
roles, Bokeem, make me consider I would die of shock right here in this chair
if you didn't object.” There was a bit of laughter, even from Bokeem, who was
smiling faintly with me. “Would you argue with me if I stated many of those
movies in which you've acted have, at least implicitly, projected a message of
'might makes right?' Isn't it fair?” Bokeem nodded with good nature. “And if
this is the right message to convey, doesn't it say only the mightiest deserve the
throne of humanity and all others should serve the mighty or be punished in
whatever manner is deserved including death? Isn't that fair to state, if it's the
message, 'might makes right?'” Bokeem agreed with me. I paused a moment to
lean forward closer to Bokeem. “You and I, I am certain, will agree our experi-
ences, our influences, have been wildly divergent from the moment we came
into this world, that I, certainly, have not experienced what it's  like to be a
black boy, then man, in this society, especially a wild-eyed, black man who
will never display deference to anyone, agreed?”

“How could you, since you grew up in a lily white world, agreed?”
“Lily white it was, though when I was a teenager I crept around in the

lily white world and through a few windows saw some shit, lily white, yes, but
shit  nevertheless!”  While  the  room was  filled  with laughing and shouts  of
“What shit was that?” I continued. “I think deep down, Bokeem, you want a
world of peace, but because you have been so continually under assault from
the ignorance which pervades our society, you cannot let go of the idea one
must be prepared to fight, which is a sentiment most of us hold. I ask you to
consider: what kind of world do you really want? A world where you and I can
only co-exist with an underlying suspicion and distrust? A world of divisions,
multiple tribes, each pitted against all others for ultimate power and authority?
Because if that's the world you want, Bokeem, you already have it. You won.
Congratulations! Should that be the case, I have but one final question for you.
Why are you even here? The world you want is all pervasive now and you
should be as far away from me as possible because I am your enemy, for it is
my truest  aim to destroy that world completely.  So completely,  should you
show up at my door, unannounced, uninvited, I will drop my plans and include
you, though wait until I leave Africa to spring it on me, since many will share
your identification attributes in Africa.  No, do it when I'm immersed in a lily
white world so it's a challenge, one where I am compelled to dismiss the igno-
rance which will roar to life when your presence is welcomed, and do it such
as, 'This is my friend, Bokeem, and if any of you object to his inclusion, you
can leave now.' That is the world I am fashioning. No, I cannot have long dis-
cussions with seven billion of you to convince you. I will not live that long. No
one will. If I'm going to succeed, at any time in the future, I will need help.
Perhaps, at some time in the future, you'll be one who helps, one who helps the
blind to see, the ignorant to know, those who are asleep to wake up. Blindness,
ignorance, those who are asleep, these have no bounds of color, of gender, of
language, of origin. The blind, the ignorant, the asleep are everywhere, perhaps
even in this room now. In this manner,  let me extend to you my open and
ceaseless  invitation,  Bokeem.  Welcome to my world! You have  no hope of



overpowering me, overtaking me, not even in death, for I will conquer you and
you will submit, you will surrender, or you will die trying. So be it.”

It did not take long for the conversation to focus on the ills of society:
injustice, poverty, hatred, violence, on and on. We had reached an end for dis-
cussing the story, so I beckoned Kendall and others, while the rest were jotting
down the list from my computer, which I would leave there for anyone—I had
removed all my revealing pictures as part of my preparation for the trip to Mali
as a precaution—with the full intent of commenting on the course of current
discussion with the rest of Kendall's guests. I was silent until someone asked
me to comment directly when we were out in the big room of Kendall's shack.

“You want to focus on what ails us and it's noble and right of you to do
so, but you propose the same treatments which have permeated all of society
for centuries, even millennia. You treat the symptoms but you  never address
the disease. Human civilization has been diseased since its inception, but you
leave the disease completely untouched, and throw band-aids around the symp-
toms,  and  inevitably  accomplish  nothing,  except  to  feel  good  temporarily.
Once you address the disease, every last one of the symptoms disappear.

“The moment I mentioned the Quran, Kendall, I saw your face light up
with genuine interest. You were definitely going to pay attention. Now, I'm not
saying the Quran is the definitive book, and you must understand that all three,
the Torah, the Bible, the Quran are literally full of allegory. That is what every-
one,  from the most humble of minds,  can digest:  allegory,  symbolism. The
truth is far more complex and far more abstract. Most cannot follow it without
a great deal of preparation preceding. However, between the three, the Quran is
the most precise and the most simple in its presentation. Read the Quran with
regard to the pronouns used. In what method are they meant to convey? 'We'
and 'I' are  always used to convey the way, the right, just, and true way. 'You'
and 'they' almost always are used to convey those who are lost, those who have
wandered off the path. 'We' is used far more frequently than 'I.' Do you not rec-
ognize the significance? Read the Torah. Read the Bible. 'I' is in far more abun-
dance than 'we.' Which came first? The Torah came first, the Bible proceeded
from that, the Quran is the last. This is the significance of the Quran. 'We.' Join
'us.' There are no numbers representative of 'us,' nor of 'you' or 'they.' The num-
bers in 'you' or 'they' are of no significance. 'We' are the numbers which will al-
ways grow, of eternal growth. Nothing shall exceed 'us.'”

I took a standing, commanding position in the big room. Here I was
again, in my most familiar mode. “The Recital includes instructions,  proce-
dures one should perform as acts of submission, of surrender. If human life
was meant to be based on rigid instruction, then we were better suited to have
been robots from the beginning. Human beings are not robots, but some need
instruction, need ritual, to remain on the path. So be it. The path is what mat-
ters, the way is what matters. Who knows of the Sufis? The Sufi way is as in-
numerable as there are beings on this  Earth.  There are only two aspects to
which every Sufi adheres: honor and love. Other than these two rigid adhe-
sives, the Sufi way diverges with each subject. Every thing, every act, thought,
process a Sufi performs is propelled first by honor and love. There is more to



it, much more, because the truth is far more complex than most can digest, and
most of what we take for granted as the real world is but an illusion. It is not
truth in any sense. If you want to know, though, in a simple manner, something
which will propel you on the right, correct and truthful path, consider anything
you are about to act upon, think about or process to make real as to its adher-
ence  to  honor  and love.  When you perform this  examination  honestly  and
openly you are well on your way. When you know honor and love come from
inside, come from the very depths of your heart, soul and spirit and exist out-
side of you only when you manifest them, draw them up from inside you, you
are on the path. Stay on the path, not for the reward, but because wandering off
the path leads to nowhere. You won't reach any destination, because they are
all dead ends! Thus the allegory. Fall off the path. Die. Stay on the path. Live.
You all know this. Know it! It is in your very minds at all moments, but you
don't listen to your own warnings, the thoughts which seem to nag you end-
lessly, because you already know it but would rather ignore it, and you always
ignore it for a temporary gain. That's why you do it, so you can say to yourself,
'I won.' And I can say to you as the voice of authority from on high, 'Death be-
comes you.'”

I searched the room for Serena. When I saw her off to the side, in a
group mostly of women of Spanish-speaking persuasion, I walked toward her,
raising my hand at times when I could hear questions for me. I had something
else to say which held more import. “The Quran contains the most progressive
advice for women than the other two. The intent of the Recital is to revere
women, to hold them truly sacred as full representatives of the way who do not
even question it, who walk the path instinctively as a matter of course, of being
alive. Read the other two and you are left with the perception women should be
considered slaves, but you will never reach this perception from the Recital.
The Prophet himself revered women. His own wife once rode into the middle
of battle on her horse. Do you even question my reverence for you? Do you
question my reverence for Lena? For Esperanza? When each of you has proven
to me my reverence is not only necessary, it's required? Should I hold my life
in an openness, an embracing invitation because it is the way, but results in
many attracted by this very openness, I should then close the door and exclude
for what? So only one may be the recipient of light which shines only on this
one and all others remain in darkness? That is the way, to condemn the inno-
cent? Where is the honor in these steps of life? Where is the love in these steps
of life? There is no honor, no love...I will not choose. I am not the One. I am
not privy to all which is known, what is and will always be. This is not some-
thing attainable by any human being. I shall never attain an ability to choose in
this manner. It shall be  your choice to continue or go elsewhere. Should you
continue you shall always receive my acts, my thoughts, my processes with
you  propelled  by  honor  and  love,  each  and  every  one  of  you,”  I  quickly
glanced about the big room, “each and every one of you. I am only beginning
to see, shedding my blindness, beginning to know, shedding my ignorance, be-
ginning to awaken, shedding my perpetual slumber, but if you could feel inside
what I feel every moment of every day, you would be foolish to pursue some



other avenue. This is the path I choose to walk, the way I will proceed. Should
you wish to walk it with me, I welcome you.”

Kendall's booming voice was heard above all others. “Now I see what
Tom and his wife saw and why they tried to convince you to get up on a stage
and do your shows, Gregory.  It  simply flows out of you like water from a
spigot and you can't turn it off if you try...Not once have you and I discussed
religion, the books from them, and I suspect, especially concerning Islam, this
is a new immersion of yours, something on which you have embarked only re-
cently, correct?” I merely nodded my head in Kendall's direction, smiling in re-
sponse to his wide and playful smile. “So, in this short time passed, you open
these doors, these books, and extract their complete essence, absorb it, allow
yourself  to be absorbed so the essence lives in your heart,  your soul,  your
spirit, thus making it possible to share it with everyone and in a way where no
counterpoint can exist. You must, Gregory, put this in words for me. Let me be
the tool for delivery. Between the two of us, my friend, we can make a state-
ment that, whether anyone wants to hear it or not, no one will ever ignore.”

I smiled my conspicuous, devious smile. “Should every act I perform,
Kendall, be propelled by honor and love, can you accept a hug of appreciation,
or are you still stuck?” Kendall roared a deep and gregarious laugh and the en-
tire room laughed with him. He quickly strode up to me and engulfed me in the
warmest and tightest embrace I had experienced in quite some time. Naturally,
I returned his hug with the same intensity.

Before he would let go I noted some of the reactions on various faces
with a wide range of acceptance. Kendall proclaimed, “You will challenge any-
thing, Gregory. I admire that in you. Somewhere in your past,  or maybe in
some buried dream of long ago, you led the many out of their perpetual dark-
ness, with no regard for danger, and they walked with you because there was
no hesitation in your carriage, that you took those steps as much for you as for
them.” We released and Kendall glanced around, noting the faces staring at us.
He declared loudly, “Or maybe that's your future, Gregory!” He turned back to
me. “And I'm going to be a part of it.”

Did Kendall get it? There was no doubt in my mind. While we hardly
spent any time together the rest of the day and evening, it wasn't necessary. In-
stead, both of us spent whatever time we could with the doubters and detrac-
tors among us, for there were some. We were not completely successful—it
would become clear when it  was time, many years later, to put together the
project, the movie—but many left Kendall's shack impressed, their deep and
natural skepticism dismissed. When I think about this one day, I can only con-
centrate on the effect of a combination, how both Kendall and I combined to
create an effect. Without my saying it explicitly, Kendall instinctively under-
stood great things only occur when two or more combine their efforts coopera-
tively and work together, not separately. I left knowing this movie would be
made, if I survived Africa. Like others, I left Kendall with his honest regard
that, while he couldn't recognize the necessity, he did understand my compul-
sion. “I think making this movie, Gregory, has a potentially greater effect than
your excursion in Africa, but your heart, soul and spirit are set. So be it.”



I choose not to revisit Sunday, the day after Kendall's party. Interac-
tions, conversations, discussions, phone calls, all were overwhelming, at times
even heart-wrenching, and I can shut it off instantly in order to preserve the lit-
tle sanity I possess, which I have expressed before is of such small quantity as
to be immeasurable. I can only bring myself to include one event from this day
because you would probably want to hear about someone who has been ex-
ceedingly influential in this tale, so at one moment I asked Serena if my stay
was memorable, and reminded her I had mentioned earlier I wanted this visit
to be memorable to me and she had replied it had better be memorable to her,
too. Since we were in her bedroom innocently changing from our swimming
wear to something more suitable for supper, she merely stopped in mid-strip,
her bikini top already removed, her bikini bottoms above her knees. She held
her bottoms right where they were, walked a few steps in an awkward posture
to the nearest chair and collapsed, bowing her head, bawling until I could see
the stream of tears running down her face and dropping to the floor. I held my
swimming trunks in my hand for a few seconds until I wisely concluded her
position would not change any time soon, walked into the bathroom to hang
the trunks to dry, stepped back into the bedroom to the bed, and sat on the edge
with my head bowed. We sat like this for several minutes wordlessly, the only
sound coming from Serena's ceaseless sobbing. When she gathered herself, if I
can call it so, she sat up, removed her bikini bottoms, dropped them carelessly
to the floor and commanded, “If you don't come here and hold me like you will
never let me go, I will never wish to see or hear from you again.” I did as I was
commanded.

I drove the rental back to the airport late Sunday night, caught the red-
eye to Miami in plenty of time, endured the flights and innumerable stops, the
resulting waits in discomforting airports and landed in Bamako after dark. For
my own peace of mind I was gratefully greeted by all the principals and the
questions seemed endless, until one by one they all gauged I was simply not in
the appropriate mood. I only confided to Monsieur Farabé quietly, singularly,
perhaps because he simply was the most worldly of them all, had lived and
worked at length beyond the borders of his home land and would more than
any other understand the barrage to which I had been subjected in the previous
twenty-four hours. Please grant me one short night's rest. Please.

I was awake before I heard any stirring but I would not rise until I was
certain someone else in the house was also awake and active. When I heard the
stirring required I rose, selected appropriate wear and dressed, packed all else
except  my teeth  cleaning  items,  stepped into  the  Farabé's  living  room and
greeted Monsieur Farabé. His smile was both genuine and sympathetic. “You
do look far more refreshed and energized than last night, Gregory.”

“I'm ready to move on this, Monsieur Farabé, as is everyone else.”
“We have only been preparing, Gregory. For the next steps we have all

been patiently  awaiting your arrival.  You may claim this  is  no longer  your
dream but none of us have had any desire to start without you.”

Monsieur Farabé stood at the center of the living room calmly, leaning
on or against nothing, his arms at full rest at his sides. “I am certain your ad-



vice on the matter was heeded.” When his welcoming smile broke out across
his face again, I moved close to him, opened my arms as he opened his and we
hugged each other hard. “How is it you have grown to be such a good friend,
one who knows how to proceed with me in every step, Monsieur?”

Monsieur Farabé chuckled briefly. When we both leaned back he fo-
cused on my eyes. “Perhaps we are like-minded, Monsieur Hess, that the only
difference is the unknown depth of your humor, but we do think alike.”

“Will you be coming with us to the Garden today?”
“I wouldn't miss it. I must witness the unveiling of your surprise, what

you have hidden under 'reserved.'”
“Good. There has always been one face I have wanted to see when I do

unveil it. I have a very good idea how Kitana's face will appear, your beautiful
wife's, too, but you? I'm not so sure, although of one thing I am certain. What-
ever your appearance, it will please me.”

“You're that certain?” Monsieur Farabé inquired, finishing with a short
laugh.

“With Nassira as my co-conspirator? Yes.”
We gathered near a military installation since it was the largest area to

meet on the way to Gossi and we would be escorted by two vehicles from the
military, two from the national government, along with eight of our own. It
was a large convoy, far more than my comfort, but I kept my feelings to my-
self. We started on the long journey early morning and we would arrive with
plenty of daylight remaining. The journey provided no incidents, except an oc-
casional obstacle of livestock and such meandering across or near the highway,
nothing of substance. We arrived at Jardin de la Paix midday.

Nassira was bubbly with excitement to reveal her architectural draw-
ings and, flatteringly, with my arrival. Since my attendance would now be of
long duration, we could start planning and constructing and Nassira would be
the center of attention. We rode out together but in true conspiratorial fashion
we spoke not a word of what we both knew would take place soon.

We piled out of the vehicles,  and I  went through all  the motions of
greeting and acknowledging this dignitary and that one. Once I was formally
introduced to the commander in charge of the military presence, meant only to
be temporary, I asked him to keep his contingent in a stand-down mode, ca-
sual, leisurely. He asked me what I meant. “What I mean is I would like to see
your men walk about comfortably, their weapons held casually, often sitting
down among themselves or locals and chatting and laughing. In short I will be
abhorred to look around and consider I am in the midst of an armed contingent
on high alert. That is the wrong signal to send.” Some of the government repre-
sentatives huddled with the military and Monsieur Farabé and discussed what
seemed to me to be hours. It wasn't so—though it appeared to be far too long
to set an agenda—yet once the huddle was complete, the troops did exactly as I
had asked and meandered around congenially. Good. Let's get on with this.

Kitana was almost as excited as Nassira, but only because Nassira is so
naturally enthusiastic in everything she performs or in which she's involved.
Still, at various times I was compelled to take Kitana's hands in mine and ask



her, “You're not excited, are you, Kitana?” She would focus on me in a disap-
proving manner and chide me for my lack of enthusiasm. “Oh, I am suffi-
ciently excited and enthused, but we have a great deal of work ahead of us and
we will need sharp and level minds to deal with it all, my dear, and since yours
is one of the sharpest and most level I know, I intend to keep you in that state.”

I remembered the size of the site. It's why I wanted it. I totaled it up. A
hundred acres is roughly equivalent to  seventy-five football  fields.  It looked
huge now, since there were three generators, several water tanks, construction
material in several piles, the portable water filtration systems—which would
remain in use until we built our own—many tents, and all this barely seemed to
take up any room. I looked at the enormous expanse and thought, this can be a
very large farm for crops. We may be able to feed ourselves and then some.

Nassira  could  barely  contain  herself.  Having endured the  unpacking
and site gazing, the official huddling and agreements, everyone catching their
collective breaths, once it was all complete, she was ready to unveil her por-
tion. “Are we not ready yet, Gregory? I have a lot to cover.”

“Yes, Nassira, yes, we're ready. Monsieur Farabé! Let us gather every-
one necessary and review Nassira's construction plans so we can begin laying
and staking out the property.” To her great relief it took but a few minutes and
twenty or so were gathered around a makeshift picnic table where Nassira sat
with her large portfolio of drawings. I had my drawings and we began with the
electrical facility along the western border of the site, so there was some view-
ing of the site and pointing and such, the living quarters and kitchen facility,
with laundry and two floors below ground level to accommodate food storage
since my contention was doing it so would allow us to store food in a more
controlled  manner  than  near  or  above  ground  level.  Since  the  temperature
could reach at or above one hundred degrees Fahrenheit food storage in such
condition invited rapid deterioration. Two floors below ground level should,
theoretically,  achieve  a  mean  temperature  somewhere  around sixty  degrees
Fahrenheit with no humidity and no light except that provided through electric
methods. We had discussed it earlier and all agreed. We would need a bull-
dozer for excavation but our efforts to secure heavy equipment like a bulldozer
would take time. We wouldn't need it for this facility soon. We needed it more
for digging up the planting area. We anticipated our living quarters consisting
of tents for months. We were a tent city and all planning to stay expected it.

We had a satellite transmitter and networking equipment, which was al-
ready tested, set up and in use for the students. Our permanent computer facil-
ity would not be complete until the electrical facility was ready. Our water
treatment facilities were discussed and all agreed on their proximity to the liv-
ing quarters. They would be next. The water towers were to be constructed and
set in place. We had potentially more coming. We considered an area to dig a
shallow pond, or more aptly a collection area for excess water, especially dur-
ing the few times we would receive rain. We would need a bulldozer for it, too.
We contended which way to level the planting area, north to south or south to
north. It was evenly divided. I wanted north to south so all the planting area
would be in view of the living quarters but it required more pipe from the wa-



ter  treatment facilities.  We agreed to decide later.  We didn't  have to decide
where to place the weaving station or the clay firing plant, since both would be
relatively small in relation to the entire site, so we skipped both for now.

After two hours of sociable wrangling, what was left was the reserved
area, since we agreed the medical facility would exist outside the site, east and
away from the highway. The medical facility would be built in close coordina-
tion  with  the  medical  professionals,  the  government,  aid  organizations  and
community members, since the facility was meant to serve the entire commu-
nity, and I had considered it necessary to have outside help with it. “Since it is
meant to benefit everyone, it means everyone should have a stake in it and not
only consultation, but everyone should have a responsibility to help build it.
This allows it  to remain a viable and useful facility,  because everyone will
want to ensure their separate investment in it does not go to waste.” This was
my contention from day one when we met first with aid organizations, then
with government people. No serious objection was ever raised.

“What about the reserved area,  Gregory?” Kitana finally  asked with
great exasperation.

“Hmmm,” I said thoughtfully, turning to Nassira. “Nassira?”
“I  thought  you  would  never ask,  Gregory!”  Nassira  remarked  with

equal exasperation. Immediately she flipped her portfolio to the next page, and
smiled widely. She pointed to the south-east corner, where the reserved area
had been set. “Over here, we will construct our prayer facility, our mosque.” I
wasn't watching the site or the drawings. I was glancing around at all the indi-
viduals: Alfred, Bernard, all the Farabés, Francois and Malika, Mamadou, all
the government officials, the military leaders, to all I glanced calmly, serenely,
feeling a surge of emotion and my eyes watered slightly. My smile of content-
ment would not quit. When I focused on Kitana her smile was pure radiance.

While Nassira explained the building itself, Kitana interrupted, “Since I
have met you, Gregory, I still cannot decide whether you came to me from Al-
lah or the devil. Because I am confident I can dispatch the devil wherever I en-
counter him, and you are still here, I am beginning to think you must be from
Allah.”

A large laughter ensued and my eyes watered even more. “I have re-
served a special place for you in my heart, Kitana, and from it I was compelled
to reserve a special place for all of you. I needed Nassira to help deliver it but I
have always wanted this place, this Garden, to be special, one of refuge and
peace, for all times, for all beings. This is my way of planting the seed, from
which may grow incalculable abundance. It's still only a dream but with all
your help we can make it real, something special which will make your heart
soar as mine already is.”

Monsieur Farabé beamed his admiration which pleased me greatly but
it was Madame Farabé who gave me the ultimate compliment. “What was that
saying of yours, Gregory, 'you hit the nail on the head?'” She knew it all along
and her teasing brought much laughter to the moment. Her smile was as big
and wide and full of gleaming white teeth as her daughter's.

“Madame Farabé, it's why I wanted this site. We had the room.”



Nassira  tolerated  the  interruption  well.  Soon  her  conception  of  the
prayer facility had everyone dreaming. Beginning with an octagon shape and a
door on each side, it would face in the direction of Mecca with the main en-
trance opposite. The roof above each side would curve gently to the center and
curve convexly toward each adjacent side, and the center would hold a modest
copper dome. The outer walls would be clay brick and there would be exten-
sive support structure inside, inevitably covered by the interior portions. It was
grand and modest at the same time. It would not be overlooked or ignored.
Nassira had conceived and drawn up exactly what I hoped.

There was an old well on the grounds, a simple hole lined with rock,
and there was water in the bottom which was pumped into the water treatment
equipment, but we also had two trucks with water on the site. There were suffi-
cient food provisions for a while and more would be brought as needed. We
had everything to provide meals, so at Monsieur Farabé's suggestion, once we
had all reviewed the construction plans, we set about preparing a supper for
those staying. A group of government people drove back to Bamako with the
smaller military vehicle in escort,  but we all were in a celebratory mood. I
thanked Nassira, holding her hands, and her ebullient manner was unshakable
and pervasive. She could not be dissuaded in helping prepare the meal, despite
all the other women insisting she had done enough. “Nonsense!” Nassira pro-
pounded. “I know how to prepare a meal. I can do more than render architec-
tural drawings. I can eat!” No stopping Nassira.

While the women worked on the meal Alfred, Bernard, Francois, Ma-
madou and I walked along the grounds, both inspecting and chatting about the
work to come. Mamadou was excited about his plans for digging a modern
well on the site and his expectation to hit the significant aquifer he expected
under the ground within two to three hundred feet. “And when I do, Monsieur
Hess, it will be another successful water project of mine, with more to come.”

I patted his back, leaving my hand atop it, rubbing from side to side.
“And when you come this way to work on more of your water projects, you'll
stay with us. I will be extremely disappointed should you reject our hospitality
and insistence.”

Mamadou wrapped his arm across my back and squeezed my opposite
shoulder. “It will be my pleasure to stay. I will look forward to each visit.”

We had meandered to the area for the electrical facility. There were al-
ready a great deal of items for its construction scattered about and Bernard ex-
plained what it would resemble. He opened the flap of a tent and we all peered
inside to view boxes and boxes, all unopened except for a few at the tent open-
ing. He opened one to show it contained solar panels, each about four feet long
and two feet across. There were other boxes of construction rods and equip-
ment, gears, wires, and connectors. The tent contained everything for our solar
power construction. Bernard smiled deviously. “We purchased it through the
university procurement, subsidized by various national endowments, so it came
in at about a tenth of the normal cost.”

I looked closely at the panel. “From China?” I asked skeptically.
“The highest  quality,  Gregory.  I  reviewed the  specifications  meticu-



lously myself and any questions I had were answered to my satisfaction. I re-
viewed some European and American sources, but they were either sub-stan-
dard or ineligible for subsidy. Monsieur Farabé had to help me understand the
subsidy portion. I could not follow it. There were countries willing to subsidize
other countries' products but not their own. There was no rhyme or reason to
it.”

“Oh, yes, there was, Bernard. You didn't know whose pocket was being
lined.”

“I hated being involved in it but we have first-rate solar equipment.”
“I did some digging with friends  I have, Bernard, after I talked with

Monsieur Farabé about this. I know who some of the people are who would
benefit from those subsidies. Their only care is money. Nothing more.”

Our solar power generation would be built on construction rods which
tilted the entire table to the east and west to follow the sun's path throughout
the day. It also would tilt north and south on a schedule which could be pro-
grammed so the table could follow the sun's movement from north to south and
back over the entire year. All movements could be manually adjusted at any
time and the tables would reach about two meters above the surface. We were
looking in a tent at equipment worth some six figures in U.S. dollars but our
total cost was so much lower I won't even list it. The Farabés had even man-
aged a donation provided by a German aid organization for the purchase. I
wondered if Tanya knew about it.

Outside scattered about were single fans, each eight feet in length and
curved, four long, thick poles, a large number of five gallon plastic water con-
tainers, and miscellaneous building material. The fans and poles represented
the wind generators, the water containers would store generated electricity as
backup, and the building materials would be, once erected, the electrical build-
ing itself. “Very nice, Bernard,” I complimented him. “How long do you think
it will take to have it all built and operational?”

“It will depend on manpower and what equipment we can use, espe-
cially to erect the poles for the wind generators. Assuming we're not in each
other's way but there's enough, we could have it operational in two weeks or
less.”

I almost said, “Fuckin'-A!” I settled for, “That is excellent! The solar
construction alone will be the envy of everyone and for what it set us back,
well, we'll have to keep it to ourselves.”

Everyone immediately  agreed and laughed.  I'm not  apologizing.  We
never put a gun to anyone's head when we put this whole compound together.
Often, we were the recipients of an unsolicited offer. What? We're going to turn
it down on a bloated and ridiculous notion of  honor? What honor? We never
said we were going to do this by ourselves. What honor were we sacrificing?

With Alfred and I  leading we strolled to the expected planting area,
which would comprise a third of the compound, about thirty-three acres, the
equivalent  of  descending  upon  the  twenty-five  largest  football  stadiums  in
America, wresting control from their misaligned and misguided universities,
restoring their use to the common everyday Joe and Josephine, after advising



the universities in question, “Go play your money-making games with your un-
paid gladiators at some other coliseum and we'll use this one to serve the peo-
ple, as what once was your intention upon founding.” I shared this wild vision
with my companions during the walk. They got the idea of wresting wasted
space for a game but none had any idea of football and its stranglehold on the
consciousness of America.

Mamadou, though, summed it up perfectly. “Why would a school of
learning devote so much resource to play a pointless boys' game?” Indeed.

Alfred and I renewed our contention concerning the direction the plant-
ing should slant. Alfred preferred south to north. “While I appreciate the con-
venience of looking over the entire cropland from our living quarters,” Alfred
postulated, “slanting north to south comes with two additional costs: the added
cost of more pipe from our water sources  and the added cost of water  inside
those pipes which serves none of us. South to north slanting also includes the
benefit that all the crops will be set in more direct sunlight during the dry sea-
son when the sun moves above us in the north.”

I stopped to look directly to Alfred and the others stopped with me.
“Okay, let's address the second point first, Alfred. The slant we're considering
is slight. It must be slight so irrigation does not contribute to soil erosion. With
such a slight incline I believe the impact of direct sunlight will not be affected
anywhere in the cropland. Our more pressing concern on the impact of direct
sunlight is our layout of the crops themselves so the higher growing plants are
not crowding out the lower, and we both understand the higher crops need to
be south during dry season, north during rainy season.” Alfred conceded with a
slight shrug of his shoulders. “To counter possible waste of water in a longer
set of pipes, we simply connect the longer set onto a pump with dual flow, so
when we're done irrigating, we shut that end off, and switch the pump to re-
verse flow and pull the water for some other need. With that problem resolved,
we still have the additional pipe cost. I estimate conservatively the cost to be
two to three thousand U.S. dollars, no more, and quite conceivably could come
in less. That's literally a drop in the bucket. It will take more time and effort
but irrigating is not a priority with the rainy season approaching.” Alfred was
smiling. He considered his position was on the losing end of the argument. I
smiled, too, and patted his back softly. “Back to your first point, a north to
south slant does put the cropland in more direct sunlight most of the year, since
we're more than a thousand miles north of the equator.”

Alfred continued smiling. “All right, I'm convinced. You convinced me.
Why didn't you state it like that earlier, Gregory?”

 “Without a bulldozer and a shovel and trucks rigged for sifting rocks,
it's all talk. We can't do either one.”

We ate together in our makeshift mess tent surrounded by netting and
discussed crops to plant for the rainy season and vegetables and possible fruit
plants to  grow in the several greenhouses we would swiftly throw up. The
greenhouses wouldn't need much and would be covered with heavy, thick plas-
tic. Various tomatoes, peppers and beans were already on the agenda and the
group had already secured lots of seed, along with my favorite plant for the



cropland, garlic. We would grow so much garlic most of it we intended to sell.
I had always considered it a very likely cash crop and in this part of the world
the last  months when garlic grows to its  true potency would produce ideal
growing conditions, hot and dry. We would grow several varieties and choose
the best for the following year. All were aware of my history growing garlic. It
had everyone excited.

Other choices for crops were discussed after supper was complete and
everything cleared from the mess tent when I pulled out Esperanza's recom-
mendations. Esperanza had produced the information we needed, not only to
make the most optimal choices, but planting requirements, spacing for plants
and rows, average height of stalks, stems or reeds of each plant, and average
days to harvest. She even had it broken down to those best suited for rainy sea-
son (winter crop) and dry season (summer crop). We would need to make a de-
termination in a matter of days, since we would need seed.

Livestock  was  another  discussion.  We  all  agreed  goats  and  sheep
should be purchased or arranged through some barter locally. Sheep were few
in the immediate area as we all knew and we would most likely procure their
numbers closer to Bamako and have to truck them to the compound. Goats
would be easiest but we would start with a few locally and arrange with mem-
bers of the immediate community for their care, for whatever “payment” suited
them, whether it be money, food, or other items. The same arrangement we
would use for the sheep. Chickens would first require two coops, one for the
hens only to produce infertile eggs, and one for the rooster and its “harem” as I
preferred to call it to everyone's amusement, to produce fertile eggs for more
chickens. Those tied to the compound would be responsible for the chickens,
but if the endeavor was successful we could share the bounty with the commu-
nity. We would need fencing for all livestock.

We decided cattle, while desirable, had many drawbacks, including the
biggest one. The foraging requirements were much greater and there simply
was very little  foraging available.  It  would take miles  of  driving the cattle
daily. There were very few cattle in the Gossi area for this reason and any cat-
tle we brought would be competing with what already existed. This was out of
the question to me and all agreed. It would easily become a contentious issue,
so we decided any shortfall of milk would be picked up locally, if available, or
we would buy it or arrange it from aid organizations, or produce milk from the
goats.  Beef,  should we want  any,  would come from local  sources,  too.  We
would slaughter animals ourselves. No one really liked to consider it, but we
were reminded of Muslim requirements for animals slaughtered. When we fol-
low these requirements the Muslims who choose to become part of the cooper-
ative will be satisfied. We have to remove every item of contention within our
power.  This  is  easily  within  our  power.  “Besides,”  I  argued  with  a  smile,
“when we stand around and watch an animal slaughtered so we may continue
to exist, perhaps it will convince many of us to consider a more appropriate
vegetarian diet.” I like meat as much as anyone else. If you like meat, though,
you cannot get around slaughtering an animal. Someone has to do it. It's only
fitting you should have to slaughter the animal yourself if you want it so much.



As darkness fell,  on came one of the diesel generators for lights all
throughout tent city. It was loud but it wasn't obnoxious. It came with the abil-
ity to hold some power once it was generated so it wouldn't always be running,
especially late at night. All the generators were made like this. I would have at-
tributed this foresight to Monsieur Farabé,  but he insisted it  was our friend
from the aid organization, Claudia. Until now I had thought little of Claudia,
except she had made weaving and clay bricks production a high priority. Every
time I thought of either I remembered Claudia. I began to think of her as the
brains behind the scenes helping us like no other.

Most of the tents were used by gender, but there were exceptions. Fran-
cois and Malika shared a small  tent, as did Monsieur and Madame Farabé.
These were deviations from the gender requirement which we had considered
from the beginning. We would have to make available some housing, if on a
rotating basis,  for married couples.  Of course,  it  meant,  originally,  I  would
never sleep with anyone other than men in the same tent or, when the living
quarters were constructed, in a larger dormitory-like room with men or boys.
Thus I was facing a long period of practical celibacy. I think it's a fitting defini-
tion for compulsion. In my tent Alfred, Bernard and Mamadou, temporarily,
were assigned and we conducted light-hearted discussions concerning what we
would do the following day. Mamadou expected a group under his direction to
arrive,  bringing with  them the  equipment  for  digging a  well.  Alfred  and I
would begin construction of the greenhouses. Alfred also expected delivery of
many old wine barrels cut in half after disposal by vintners and liquor vendors,
coming from Europe, another of Alfred's procurement wizardry, this arranged
through the agriculture ministry. I studied his serious face for a few moments
when he pulled it out. “You keep making it better and better, Alfred.”

Bernard would begin constructing the solar table skeletons, once the
surveying and layout was complete. There was a surveyor with us from the
government with the necessary equipment, but there was already a crew as-
sembled for laying out all the separate facilities as we got to them. There was
another crew assembled for fencing and this would be on-going for quite a
while. There were a half-dozen men and teen-age boys already committed to
the garden from the immediate area, initially working for food for themselves
and their families. We honestly hoped, really expected, to recruit others but
considered  it  a  matter  of  time  and  a  true  display  of  progress.  Alfred  and
Bernard advised there would certainly be many coming from surrounding ar-
eas, including Bamako, to help on a temporary basis. Neither were particularly
worried about a chronic lack of manpower. It eased my mind enormously. We
have to stay ahead of the rain and flooding.

The survey crew laid out the livestock areas, which included much con-
sulting with the Farabés, Kitana most prominently, and myself, while Bernard
and his crew set to work on organizing all the materials for the solar tables, and
Alfred's crew began staking out the first  greenhouse. The survey crew then
staked the solar tables and the electric facility, this time in consultation with
Bernard and Kitana. With Alfred's crew we staked each hole for a square struc-
tural post and dug about two feet in depth for each post. Most of the material



so far procured measured in meters, not feet, so our measurements for each
greenhouse would be in meters. Along the length side, each post would stand
somewhere about three meters, a height greater than nine feet, be separated on
center two meters, and each roof would slant to about four meters at its apex.
Each greenhouse would be twice as long as wide and each post would be se-
cured in cement filling the hole around the post, so we had a lot of digging to
do, all by hand. We dug the first, agreed on the depth, and dug the rest of the
holes, continuously measuring each hole depth for consistency. We had a little
tractor on loan from one of the aid agencies and we drove it back and forth
from the livestock area, on the far west side, back to the greenhouse area, on
the far east side, with cement bags. Up went the first pole in its hole and filled
with cement mixed in a large wheelbarrow, leveled on both sides. The post
next to it was set in its hole, leveled on the sides and top, cement shoveled in
the hole, leveled again, and on we went to the next. The two poles near the
center between the long ends, and one in the very middle, were taller and mea-
sured for the appropriate height and set in place. Because the cement had to set
for twenty-four hours, our goal was to dig as many structural posts as possible.
By the end of the day we had four recognizable greenhouse structures. There
would be a lot of sawing and hammering but we only had half the greenhouses
set with posts. Half the crew would work on the additional posts the next day
while the other half would complete the structures already started.

Mamadou's group arrived mid-afternoon and they got to work on the
well,  which would be located near the old well but would eventually reach
more than twice the depth, unless they hit a considerable amount of water be-
fore. We all deferred to Mamadou. He possessed the expertise and had the ex-
perience of performing this exact task successfully more than thirty times.

Bernard had three of the planned six tables connected and ready, in-
cluding all the wiring dug in a small trench to the planned facility. There was
still a litany of items to be delivered, including amp boxes, circuits, copper
electric  cable,  pipe  conduits  for  cable  laid  underground,  outlets,  switches,
boxes for both, transformers, electrical conductor posts for the batteries, salt,
zinc, copper for the batteries, large generators for the wind towers, and so on,
this list hardly exhaustive. Bernard, though, was the type of person who not
only enjoyed the overwhelming challenge, he literally thrived setting it all in
motion so each step, each phase had the required material for completion and
no sooner. His notebooks detailing the progress of each phase, each step, I had
already perused and it left me astounded. “Do you realize, Bernard,” I sug-
gested to him once during my first visit to Mali, “if you and Nassira combined
your two chosen fields, you could revolutionize home construction and renova-
tion, and I mean revolutionize it.” Give Bernard credit. He had already consid-
ered it with Nassira. Together they were preparing some ideas on how to pro-
ceed with the concept, though both were committed to making Jardin de la
Paix a success first, since they both believed success at the Garden yielded
positive personal and professional appearances. Once we completed the green-
houses, Alfred's crew would help with construction of the electrical facility,
when  time  permitted,  since  Alfred's  responsibility  concerned  all  planting,



greenhouses included.
Before we gathered for supper, with considerable daylight ahead, a con-

voy of vehicles from the east, Gao, rolled in and pulled along and off the high-
way beside the compound, yet another surprise, because the convoy included a
semi-truck carrying a bulldozer, another semi carrying a big-boy tractor, and
three dump trucks. When the leader of the convoy walked onto the site, Mon-
sieur Farabé met him and immediately it became clear they were here to help
us, and specifically to help with the construction of the mosque, though we
were advised by the leader they were to be used as needed for the next week.
The owner, a developer and excavator based around Gao, was a devout Muslim
and had gotten word of what we were doing and had a full  week when he
needed none of the equipment or manpower he sent with it.  No strings at-
tached. He felt it his duty to help. I smelled Claudia.

Kitana was almost beside herself with excitement. She wanted them to
get started on the cropland immediately, but her father and I convinced her oth-
erwise. “We have time, Kitana, and we have to take this gift with its delivered
expectations. Let them excavate the complete foundation for the prayer facility
first, then whatever they can help with after. Respect the giver and his wishes.
This, now, gives you the opportunity to secure all our crop planting needs im-
mediately. That's what you should concentrate on tomorrow.” I noted the simi-
lar and curious smile on the face of Monsieur Farabé which I wore.

Madame Farabé stepped up behind her daughter and placed a hand on
either of Kitana's shoulders. Her audible tone instantly comforted Kitana when
she said, “Listen to the white man, who is neither African nor Muslim. He
speaks wisdom one should not ignore, my daughter.”

Before the night was upon us, the surveyor's crew, with Nassira's ever-
present consultation, had staked out the prayer facility. Needless to say, the en-
tire crew from Gao was invited to supper. We had enough, they were all hun-
gry, wondering how they would resolve their hunger, but throughout the mess
tent, as I called it, was laughter and frivolity. My tent mates and I sat together
eating, smiling, laughing. Little did we know the surprises were still to come.

When we started the next morning, Alfred took half the crew to work
with Bernard and his crew on the construction of the electric facility. It was not
much initially and we had plans to renovate the structure later, but it was the
most critical to be up and housing all the electric wires, batteries and trans-
formers and the computer networking infrastructure before anything else. The
other half of Alfred's crew worked with me on the posts for the remainder of
the greenhouses, anticipating that in the afternoon we would begin assembling
the greenhouse structures completed yesterday. We had two of the diesel gener-
ators humming and the third would be running in the afternoon so it was loud
with a lot of activity.

The  bulldozer  got  to  work  on the  prayer  facility  with  Nassira  ever
present and the shovel moved the excavated earth to the dump trucks, which
would move the whole load to the northeast quarter,  which was our sifting
area. We rigged the back of each truck with fairly rigid wire, doubled across
and lashed to the back of the truck. The truck would then dump the load into a



pile of dirt, leaving most of the rocks, roughly bigger than a golf ball, in the
trucks. We would remove the wire and the truck would dump the remaining
rock near the area for the pond. We would use the rock and crumbling concrete
and structure from the old factory to grade the edges of the pond to help pre-
vent erosion. The whole crew from Gao got the gist immediately and they did
most  of  the  work.  I  would occasionally break  for  a  few minutes  and gaze
around the site at the progress in less than two days. Usually when I did so Ki-
tana was standing out in the middle of the compound near tent city watching
me and when I caught her doing so she smiled her big and warm smile.

Everything was moving at a fast pace when my cell phone rang. They
had cell towers all the way to Gao along the highway, separated every five to
ten miles, erected by one of the Japanese telecom giants with certain conces-
sions of preference by the government for telecom services. I knew who was
calling before I answered. “I've been looking for the plane flying the big ban-
ner of congratulations, Chuck,” I remarked into the phone as a greeting. “Is the
Mali government giving you a hard time granting air clearance?”

Chuck laughed deep for a few moments. “Well, cuz, I haven't gotten to
that point yet, but when I do I imagine I can go and talk to them personally. It
would probably break the deadlock.”

“That would be a long trip to Washington, cuz.”
“It would be even longer now, but I'll skip the embassy in the U.S. and

drive into Bamako. I shouldn't have to look very hard for officials in the city.”
“Where the hell are you?”
“Standing before the baggage carousel at  Sénou airport  awaiting my

luggage. Did you think I was in Lost Anglos, cuz?”
“You're here in Mali?”
“You've been standing out in the sun the last few days, huh, cuz? You're

not catchin' on quick. That's not your usual self, you know.”
“What the hell do you think you're doing in Mali, Chuck?”
“You've got buildings to build, I have carpentry skills. You could use

some carpenters  and  skilled  construction  workers,  Gregory,  so  I  brought  a
few.” He paused to laugh again. “We could use a ride, though, cuz.”

“So this is your surprise, huh?”
“Surprise!” Chuck laughed and I could hear other voices laughing, too.

“Seven of us, cuz, including Jeremy. He said he had some free time so what the
hey? He thought he'd run his camera and record you playing in the dirt.”

“Well, this changes my plans for the day, though I like it. Let me see
what and who I can scrounge to get you. How much gear did you bring?”

“Enough to fill the back of a small truck. Jeremy brought the most so
blame him.”

“Okay, hang tight at the airport and I'll come get you. Give me a few
minutes and I'll call with the plan.”

Immediately I found the two remaining government officials, one of
whom contacted a colleague in the equivalent of his country's State depart-
ment. The official confirmed seven Americans had registered valid six-month
visas with the Mali government with their expressed aim to work as volunteers



with the Gossi Cooperative. This was, yet, another reason to go through all the
hoops to have our organization recognized by the government. It made issuing
visas like this much easier. Most of the military were still in residence along
with their troop transport. With the government rep by my side we convinced
the Colonel to loan us the troop transport and five soldiers under his Lieutenant
and the two government reps would drive in their official vehicle with us to the
airport. Monsieur Farabé would accompany us and we would leave the com-
pound under Kitana's able charge. I called Chuck at the airport and advised
him we were a good four to five hours away but we were coming with plenty
of hauling capacity. The troops unloaded everything from the transport and we
were on our way.

When we reached the airport,  Monsieur  Farabé,  the government rep
who called his colleague, bearing some official forms, and I walked into the
terminal.  There  they  all  were  sitting  around  comfortably  waiting.  Chuck
brought Matthew and Benjy and three others, all veterans from the movie busi-
ness, another carpenter, an electrician and a grip by trade. Jeremy already had
one of his cameras out recording. When I came up to him, he shut it off, set it
down and hugged me warmly. “Somebody's got to document this, Gregory.
You don't have the experience. Don't you think you need someone with experi-
ence to conduct a professional documentary?” After we released Jeremy added,
loud so everyone could hear, “Seems to  me you didn't plan this very well. I
hope you plan your next movie venture better than this.”

“We'll see how long your cocky attitude holds out swatting at all those
flies and mosquitoes while you're holding that contraption on your shoulder,
Jeremy,” I advised him but I wasn't trying to be funny. I had already swatted a
large share of flies and mosquitoes.

The government rep took down all the names, checked their visa pa-
pers, and advised all their visas required they remain in the immediate Gossi
area during their stay, typical international visa requirements. None had any in-
tention of even leaving the compound area and they all knew their entire stay
would probably be one of sleeping in a tent on a cot every night. Chuck made
his usual wry observation. “It's like camping out with the Boy Scouts, except
ten  times better,  because  we get  to  actually  build  something besides  camp
fires.”

I couldn't hide my enthusiasm for the entire group. “Not that I'm slight-
ing those who may help us from the surrounding community, but having you
guys here, with your experience and history of building a working structure
where there was none, it makes it that much easier to get things accomplished
and moving in the right direction.” I smiled at Chuck whose grin was perma-
nently fixed on his face. “I suppose I'm going to owe you big time for this.”
Chuck shook his head. “What about the wife and that little baby of yours?”

Still grinning, Chuck slapped my back, leaned down for his gear, and
we started moving their stuff to the transport. “When I suggested it, Jackie sug-
gested I should go and round up some of the other guys to go, too. I told her I'd
be leaving her with our infant son, but she said, 'Chuck, I can take care of our
boy and I have help here if I need it. Gregory can use your help and it won't be



forever. It's the least you should do.'”
I glanced around to Matthew and Benjy, noting their big smiles, and

replied, “I think I told you guys how lucky you really were in the spouse de-
partment. Did I not say that?”

Benjy spoke for all three. “Well, now that you mention the spouse de-
partment, Matthew's better half is well on her way, and the latest ultrasound,
right, Matthew?” Benjy paused for Matthew's nod. “Her ultrasound shows a
boy, too, and they already decided on a name. You said, 'Gregory,' is that right,
Matthew?” Matthew snickered. “So we got 'Gregory,'” Benjy pointed to him-
self, “'Gregory,'” he pointed to Chuck, “and another 'Gregory,' and the most un-
believable coincidence of them all, Gregory, is that none of us had a say in it.
Our spouse departments picked those names. In my case I went along quietly.
Protest on my part would have been futile.”

We all laughed and I stated, “At least I'm not anybody's godfather.”
“We haven't got to that, yet!” Matthew remarked amid more laughter.
“You guys enjoy putting the screws on me, don't  you? Too much, I

think.”
Chuck meandered up to me and slipped his arm across my neck. “You

started it all with your three-day suggestion. Now you have an obligation, old
man.”

“I think I'd rather hunt the great white whale, even knowing the out-
come in advance!”

We had a couple stops in Bamako for items awaiting our pickup, in-
cluding more food provisions, and we were back in tent city as the last of the
daylight dwindled. All of us on the trip headed for the mess tent where supper
awaited, the women keeping it warm expecting our arrival, but I had time to
inspect the grounds. The electric facility was better than half complete, all the
big cables both in and out were dug and in place, and half the metal sheeting
comprising the shell  of the building was in place. All  the greenhouse posts
were set. There was a huge mound of dirt, another large set of rock, the prayer
facility was excavated and awaiting delivery of cement from a contractor lo-
cated between us and Bamako tomorrow. Some of the cropland was already
dug and sifted. I checked the level of my fund and considered it was getting a
little low and I might have to make some funding appeal soon. Jeremy sug-
gested I draft up something, he would record it with some footage of progress
made already, put it together and we could upload it to the web site and per-
haps even use it as advertising through public service announcements, free of
charge. I finished an appeal that night. We would record it in the morning.

We had part of a larger tent in use for storage, so we unloaded it outside
and covered it with tarp, and moved in some cots for the newest arrivals. I was
in good spirits, but even my good spirits were unmatched by Kitana and Nas-
sira. Nassira's first building from one of her drawings was almost complete and
the prayer facility was already farther than she had anticipated, thanks to the
crew from Gao. Kitana was pumped because all accomplished today was due
to her direction, moving crews back and forth as needed and no one questioned
her authority or opinion. While this was being discussed in the mess tent, I



whispered to Kitana's father eating next to me, “Did I not tell you she would be
an even better leader than she is as an ambassador?” Monsieur Farabé only
smiled warmly. Kitana would hear it the next day through her mother and ad-
vise me I should avoid being secretive concerning her or I should expect con-
sequences. “Expect no more, Kitana,” I assured her. “I shall never challenge
the undisputed leader of our little garden party here.”

“And I shall hold you to it, Gregory,” Kitana advised me with a satis-
fied but severe expression.

In the morning all  of our crews gathered together to plan the day. I
wanted the movie people assigned first and scattered amid all the crews to lend
their expertise. I set George the electrician and Benjy, sound engineer by trade,
to Bernard, since they were very close to providing our own electricity. Kevin,
the other carpenter, I put with the livestock crew. Sammy—who insisted on
this name since his given name was very long, coming from his parents, both
second generation from India—Chuck and Matthew would work with Alfred
and me on the greenhouses. Bernard discussed with his group, Kevin discussed
the progress with the livestock crew, and Alfred brought Chuck up to speed on
our dilemma with the greenhouses. The first was not complete yet because we
were uncertain how to stretch the cross braces for proper strength and rigidity.

“I saw it yesterday,” Chuck said, with a modest laugh. “You were wise,
though, to set the post in the center of each. It makes it easier.” He set his note-
book before us and started drawing. When he mentioned two by fours, two by
sixes and four by four posts, I corrected him. “It's all in meters, Chuck.”

“Same difference, cuz,” Chuck said with his quick smile. “I've worked
in Europe on sets. I know how they measure. It's simply easier to say it this
way, but their measurements follow the same logic. Their two by fours and two
by sixes are half the thickness as their four by four posts. Works exactly the
same, cuz.” He looked down to his notebook. “This is how we do it.” 

When Chuck finished explaining and making all his drawings it was
easily clear to me how to proceed.“Very nice, Chuck.”

Chuck smiled. “The easiest way to do it, Gregory, is confirm your eight
to three angle, and by my looking at it yesterday, it seems to be the case, cut all
the post braces and secure them first, then start cutting and attaching all the
bigger braces and finish with the lengthwise two by six and simply hammer it
in place. We can slice off the edge for the roof angle so the plastic fits across
better. It makes the plastic more durable, too. We'll do the first one in those
steps so we can confirm the lengths of all the cuts, and if they all line up as
they should, then we can all split up and work on each step at the same time
and knock them all out today. We can attach the plastic sheets tomorrow and
your greenhouses will be done.”

“Wuddayathink, Alfred?” I  asked, turning to him sitting across from
me. “Are those barrels coming soon?”

Alfred smiled easily. “I'm expecting them today, at least some of them.”
“You've got wine barrels coming?” Chuck asked.
“Cut in half,  perfect for greenhouse planters. Alfred found them at a

good price in Europe.”



“Do you have the layout planned for each greenhouse?” Chuck asked.
Alfred asked to borrow Chuck's notebook and Chuck slid it to him, flip-

ping to a blank page. “We'll have the barrels running along the length of each
outer wall. Depending on what's planted in each planter and what's planted in
the middle row, we may have the wine barrels in some of the greenhouses set
on risers so that no plants are blocking sunlight anywhere in any greenhouse.
In the middle we'll build shelves to a couple feet of the planters so there's a
path  for  walking  and  either  build  planters  to  set  on  the  shelves  or  secure
planters. We haven't decided yet.” Alfred drew circles along the outer edge of a
rectangle, then drew a long rectangle between the circles. “Like this.”

“Good,” Chuck commented, glancing at Alfred, then me, with his ever-
present smile. “Once we have the structures complete, there's still more work
to do. I was hoping we wouldn't get here and knock it all out in a few days and
fly back.” Everyone laughed at the idea. “I've never been to Africa, my cousin.
I'd like to stick around for a while.”

“Oh, there's plenty for you to do, my cousin,” I advised him. “Wait until
we get to the living facility. You'll have your hands full then.”

“What's going up there?” Chuck asked, pointing in the direction of the
prayer facility.

I frowned a bit. “That you can't help with, Chuck.”
“Why not?”
“It's the prayer facility, the mosque. Muslims only.”
Chuck frowned mightily. “I understand.” Suddenly he brightened. “But

I can advise, can't I?”
“Well, there's no rule that says you can't,” I responded, thinking about

it.  “My biggest  concern right  now is  finding Muslim construction workers.
There are some in the area but we don't have much of a commitment from any
of them yet.”

“You've got your hands full right now as I see it, cuz. Getting those
greenhouses complete and having crops growing is a priority. A couple days
and you can scratch it off your list.”

(Continued in Just Desserts, Just the Words, Third Part)
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