Chapter One
IF YOU SPEEDLW¶VDERXWWKUHHKRXUVRQ,-80 from Iowa City to Aldoburg. I was barely
doing seventy-five, but my steering wheel vibrated in protest. One set of taillights after another
YDQLVKHGLQWRWKHGDUNQHVVOHDYLQJPHDORQHZLWKP\WKRXJKWVDQGP\KRXVHPDWH9LQFH+H¶G
begged me to take the passenger seat, but driving gave me a much-needed feeling of control. I
hoped that he could wait a while longer before bombarding me with questions about details.
:H¶GEHHQLQWKHPLGGOHRIDKXJHILJKWZKHQWKHSKRQHUDQJ,WZDV+RUWLH5LOH\P\
$XQW=HH¶VEHVWIULHQGKHUYRLFHWhick with tears. Zee needed me. Glad was dead. Murdered. In
EDFNRIWKHUDGLRVWDWLRQWKDWVKHDQG=HHKDGUXQVLQFH6LQFH,¶GEHHQDOLWWOHJLUO
Vince tugged at the seatbelt that strained against his wide girth. He crossed his legs
tightly and claVSHGKLVKDQGVRYHUKLVWRSNQHH³+RZFRXOGLWEHDKDWHFULPH"´KHDVNHG
³(YHU\ERG\ORYHG\RXUDXQWV´
I pressed my glasses into the top of my nose and gave myself a lecture. Vince was my
best friend. He had immediately offered to come with me. He too lRYHG*ODG³7KHUHZDV
VRPHWKLQJVSUD\SDLQWHGDERYHKHUERG\´0\YRLFHFDXJKW³7KH\VSUD\SDLQWHGµdyke¶ on the
EDFNZDOORIWKHVWDWLRQ´,VTXHH]HGWKHVWHHULQJZKHHO=HHDQG*ODGORYHGWKDWVWDWLRQDOPRVW
DVPXFKDVWKH\ORYHGHDFKRWKHU7KH\¶GEHHQ roommates in college and a team ever since²in
business and in life.
³:KDWZDV*ODGGRLQJLQEDFNRIWKHVWDWLRQ"´9LQFHDVNHG
,GLGQ¶WZDQWWREHOLHYHWKDWVRPHRQHKDGOXUHGKHURXWVLGH6RPHRQHVKHNQHZ³6KH
PLJKWKDYHEHHQFKHFNLQJWKHUDLQJDXJH´,VDLG³0D\EHVKHZDQWHGDVPRNH´
The smell of cigarette smoke always made me think of Glad. When I was a kid, she read
me all sorts of fairy tales²P\FKRLFHQRWKHUV,¶GVLWQH[WWRKHURQWKHVRIDDQGVKH¶GRIIHUPH
books about Johnny Appleseed, Clara Barton, and Abraham Lincoln. ³Real people,´ VKH¶GXUJH
But I always insisted on a large Brothers Grimm that belonged to my older sister. Glad would
finally give in and rest the tome on her lap. Her legs, lRQJDV-DFN¶VEHDQVWDON, jutted way beyond
the book. I nestled underneath one of her arms, and the smell of cigarette smoke whisked me
away to the magical worlds of Thumbelina, Sleeping Beauty, and Rapunzel.
Tears burned my eyes. I blinked them back and focused on the semis streaming past on
the other side of the interstate.
Once, ,DVNHG*ODGLI,FRXOGJURZP\RZQKDLUDVORQJDV5DSXQ]HO¶V6KHVLPSO\
snorted the way she always did when she thought someone was being ridiculous. I tried to
imagine exactly how her snort sounded, and a tear rolled down my cheek.
³6XUH\RXGRQ¶WZDQWPHWRGULYH"´9LQFHKDQGHGPHD.OHHQH[
³,¶PILQH´
9LQFHVWURNHGKLVJRDWHH+H¶VVHOGRPDWDORVVIRUZRUGVEXWZKHQHYHUKHLVKHUXEVKLV
FKLQ³:HGRQ¶WKDYHWRWDONDERXWLWDQ\PRUH´KHVDLG
³7KHUH¶VQRWKLQJHOVHWRVD\+RUWLHZDVQ¶WYHU\FRKHUHQW6KHQHHGHGWRJHWEDFNWR
=HH´,ZRQGHUHGKRZP\DXQWZDVKROGLQJXS:KDWZRXOGVKHGRZLWKRXW*ODG"
Vince gave me another Kleenex. I blew my nose and scowled at the red numbers on my
FDU¶VFORFN,WZRXOGEHnearly two in the morning EHIRUHZHPDGHLWWR=HH¶V%HIRUH,FRXOG
offer her any comfort at all.
³5HPHPEHUZKHQ,ILUVWPHW\RXUDXQWV"´9LQFHDVNHG
,QRGGHG:H¶GERWKEHHQLQDXQLYHUVLW\SURGXFWLRQRIRomeo and Juliet. He was
Mercutio, and I was the nurse.

³%DFNVWDJHDIWHUWKHVKRZ=HHZDVVRHIIXVLYH´9LQFHVDLG³,ZDVWKHEHVW0HUFXWLR
VKH¶GHYHUVHHQ6RKDQGVRPHLQP\FRVWXPH6KHFRXOGQ¶WEHOLHYH,ZDVMXVWDIUHVKPDQ,
VKRXOGKDYHKDGWKHOHDG´9LQFH WXUQHGXSWKHDLUFRQGLWLRQLQJ³%XW*ODGMXVWVPLOHGDWPHDQG
said, µNot bad.¶´
³7KDW¶V*ODGLQDQXWVKHOO´,VDLG³6KHZDVKDUGWRJHWWRNQRZ´
³6KHORYHG\RX´9LQFHVDLG
Did she? I thought of her strawberry blond hair glinting in the sun, her arms outstretched,
DVVKHZDLWHGIRUPHDWWKHERWWRPRI5HGZLQJ3DUN¶VELJJHVWVOLGH7KHUHZDVQRTXHVWLRQWKDW
Glad loved me when I was a kid, but things changed after I moved in with her and Zee my
sophomore year of high school.
That year, my mom discovered me kissing Susie Sorenson. Dad remained blissfully
oblivious to everything except his precious patients, but Mother resolved to shape me into a
happy heterosexual. Unaware of the irony, she asked a nun, her second cousin from Omaha, to
talk to me DERXWWKHSOHDVXUHVRIFRQMXJDOORYH:KHQWKDWGLGQ¶WZRUNVKHVLJQHGPHXSIRUD
0DU\.D\PDNHRYHUDQGDVHZLQJFODVV)LQDOO\VKHVHQWPHRQDGDWHZLWKKHUEHVWIULHQG¶V
nephew, a gangly cross-country star from exotic Des Moines. He talked about how he wanted to
be a pediatrician and responded to all my conversational gambits with an over-enthusiastic ³No
kidding´ After I politely explained that he was cute and sweet but that I liked girls, he tried to
unhook my bra. I packed my bags and moved across WRZQWRP\DXQWV¶IDVWHUWKDQ\RXFRXOGVD\
alternative lifestyle.
=HHZDVWKULOOHGWRDGGPHWRWKHLUKRXVHKROGEXWUDLVLQJDWHHQDJHUZDVQRWRQ*ODG¶V
top-ten list of cherished dreams. Glad seldom joined in our Trivial Pursuit or Monopoly
marathons, and she never went shopping or hiking with us. When she and Zee thought I was
asleep, they argued about me.
³'R\RXNQRZ\RX¶UHGRLQJeighty-five"´9LQFHLQWHUUXSWHGP\WKRXJKWV
As I eased my foot off the gas, my headlights flashed on a white semi with bold red and
blue letters:
Wal-Mart
We Sell For Less
Always.
The discount giant wanted to open a store on the south edge of Aldoburg, and for the better part
of a year, Zee and Glad had been campaigning against it. The last time Zee visited me, we
combed P\VWDWLRQ¶VDUFKLYHVIRUDQWL:DO-Mart programs even though I gently reminded her
that KICI and Iowa City had lost their battle with the store.
,QLEEOHGDWDKDQJQDLO³,VKRXOGFDOO2UFKLG´,VDLG
Vince gave an exaggerated shudder.
Orchid is the kind of lesbian who gives the rest of us a bad name. She hates men and feels
VXSHULRUWRHYHU\RQHZKRKDVHYHUVOHSWZLWKRQH6KHGRHVQ¶WWUXVWZRPHQZKRVKDYHWKHLUOHJV
and she believes that line-dancing is patriarchal. She is also my boss and nemesis. I used to
dream of becoming the program director at the alternative radio station where I DJ. That dream
ended when guess-who got the position.
³6KH¶OOSUREDEO\EHGHOLJKWHGE\P\DEVHQFH´,VDLG ³1RZVKH¶OOJHWWRKDQGOHWKH
LGBT reading series her own wa\´,GLGQ¶WOLNHWKHELWWHUQHVVLQP\YRLFHEXWLWZDVDUHOLHIWR
IDOOLQWRWKHURXWLQHRIJULSLQJDERXWZRUN³6KHZRQ¶WDGPLWLWEXWVKHYHWRHGP\ILUVWSURSRVDO
EHFDXVHVKHGRHVQ¶WZDQWDQ\ELVH[XDORUWUDQVJHQGHUZULWHUV$QG,NQRZVKHYHWRHGP\Vecond
RQHEHFDXVHWKHUHZHUHWRRPDQ\PHQ´,SDVVHGWKUHHFDUVDQGWXUQHGWKHDLUFRQGLWLRQLQJGRZQ

³6KH¶VWU\LQJWRWDNHWKHVHULHVDZD\IURPPH´,VDLG³*HWWKLV6he vetoed my most recent
list²which included almost all lesbians²EHFDXVHVKHGRHVQ¶WZant any mystery writers. She
VD\VWKDWP\VWHULHVYDORUL]HYLROHQFH*LYHPHDEUHDN´
,ZKLSSHGEDFNLQWRWKHULJKWODQHDQGVLJKHG0\UDQWLQJKDGQ¶WWDNHQP\PLQGRII*ODG
THE TEXACO OFF the Deep River exit was so brightly lit you could perform surgery
while filling your tank. But fortuitous lighting it was, since I had to search for my backpack
EHIRUHILQGLQJLWZHGJHGLQEHWZHHQ9LQFH¶VWZRPRQVWHUVXLWFDVHV7KHPDQGRHVQ¶WNQRZWKH
meaning of traveling light. Like nature, he abhors a vacuum. He had filled the floor of my once
clutter-free backseat with super-size pumps and stilettos that could have doubled as lethal
weapons. They were destined to adorn the cast of La Cage Aux Folles, a community theatre
SURGXFWLRQLQZKLFK9LQFHZDVERWKWKHVWDUDQGDVKHZRXOGVD\WKH³ZDUGUREHFRQVXOWDQW´
What would I find the next time he borrowed my car? Fake boobs on the passenger seat?
As I slung my backpack over my shoulder and lifted a nozzle from the pump, Vince
VWUHWFKHGKLVDUPVDERYHKLVKHDGDQGLQKDOHGGUDPDWLFDOO\³$KIUHVKFRXQWU\DLU:KDWLVWKDW
fragrance? Eau de Hog Lot"´+HDOZD\VPDGHIXQRI,RZD1HYHUPLQGWKDWKHFKRse to live here
instead of his beloved Chicago.
I started the gas and gazed at Vince²black pleated shorts, a purple polo shirt, Birks, and
a leather ankle bracelet. His dark, wavy hair was pressed flat because he and the entire cast of La
Cage had been trying on wigs WRVHHZKLFKRQHVFDSWXUHGWKH³HVVHQFH´RIWKHLUFKDUDFWHUV
Said wigs were piled high on our coffee table when I arrived home with my date. My first
date, mind you, since Anne left me fourteen PRQWKVDJRFODLPLQJWKDW,ZDV³HPRWLRQDOO\
unaYDLODEOH´0\ORYHO\GDWHDQG,KDGZDLWHGZHHNVWRILQGDWLPHWKDWZRUNHGIRUXV7KHQ
finally, after struggling through awkward small talk over dinner and shoving aside my selfdoubt, I promised her a romantic nightcap at my place. Instead, we found a houseful of men in
various states of dishabille. Three drag queens rifled through a mound of makeup on the dining
room table. A slender man with a triangle tattoo on his shoulder wrestled with a pair of panty
hose on the couch. And Vince²who had promised to be in abstentia so I could have the house to
myself²fluttered about in a gold evening gown two sizes too small, offering beers to his
entourage. My beers. When he saw me, he fussed with his white feather boa and suggested that
everyone head to the Alley Cat. His friends took the hint, but, unfortunately, so did my date. She
followed a fuchsia evening gown out the door.
7KHVFHQHWKDWHQVXHGKDGQ¶WEHHQSUHWW\7KHQ+RUWLHFDOOHG
Murder. How could that be?
I wrenched the nozzle out of my car and headed inside the gas station. Winding my way
through a narrow aisle of cookies and crackers, I found the Ladies Room, which reeked of
disinfectant. I followed the directions on a cardboard sign and jiggled the toilet handle after I
flushed. Pink liquid soap oozed down one side of the sink. I pumped some onto my hands and
VWDUHGLQWRWKHPLUURU,ZDVVWLOOLQGDWHDWWLUHEXW,GLGQ¶WOLNHZKDW,VDZ0\EODFNWDQNWRS
DFFHQWXDWHGP\JDULVKO\UHGKDLUDQHPLFDOO\SDOHVNLQDQGIODWFKHVW,¶GKRSHGWRPDNHDQ
impUHVVLRQVR,¶GRSWHGIRUDUHDOEUDLQVWHDGRIDMRJJLQJRQHEXW\RXFRXOGQ¶WWHOO)ODWLVIODW
,¶GDOVRVZHSWP\XQZLHOG\KDLUEDFNZLWKDEDUUHWWHLQVWHDGRIEUDLGLQJLWKRSLQJWKDWP\GDWH
would find me classically Romantic or at least quasi-Pre-Raphaelite, but with my hair puffing
out at the sides of my neck, I looked like a scrawny Bozo the Clown on estrogen. What had I
been thinking?

I emerged from the den of disinfectant, grabbed a Coke, and then headed back to the
cookie aisle, where I seized a fun-size package of Chips Ahoy and regular size package of Oreos
with Double Stuff. Near the cash register, I snagged some Twizzlers for good measure. As I
handed the clerk my credit card, I glanced outside. Vince was washing my windshield.
Wonders never cease. Since he moved in six months ago, not a day has gone by without
me asking him to pick up after himself.
Let me set the record straight. I am not a neat freak. Nor am I the sort of person who
strives for the Better Homes and Gardens look, but I have WRGUDZWKHOLQHZKHQ,ILQG9LQFH¶V
stack of outdated TV Guides teetering on the back of the toilet, which has its seat up yet again. I
DOVRWDNHXPEUDJHZLWKWKHSLQHVKDYLQJVWKDWPDNHWKHLUZD\IURPKLVJXLQHDSLJV¶FDJHRQWR
the floor of every room. And I loathe the Ricky Martin poster that he hung next to my Georgia
2¶.HHIIHLQ the living room. Try being a thrity-five-year-old lesbian who has to explain Ricky
Martin to houseguests. It gets old fast.
AS I PASSED a car and gnawed another Twizzler, Vince punched buttons on his cell
phone, seeking a hapless soul to tend his menagerie. On his third try, he began cajoling. The
guinea pigs were no trouble at all. Norma Desmond, his favorite cat, was a tad excitable, but all
the cats got along beautifully. No, the cats never attacked the guinea pigs. Or the hamsters. Of
course, all the cages and litter boxes had just been cleaned.
The hapless soul finally relented, and Vince called his assistant director at the animal
VKHOWHUWRH[SODLQKH¶GEHDZD\DIew days. Vince had begun volunteering at the shelter his
second year of college and had worked his way up to director. I was happy for him and jealous as
hell. What would Orchid say when I called?
I polished off the Twizzlers, took a swig of Coke, and asked Vince to open the Chips
Ahoy.
³6RPHRQHKDVDVZHHWWRRWK´KHFRRHG
I held out my hand for the cookies and turned on the radio. I surfed the static until a tune
FDPHLQ.HQQ\5RJHUV¶³7KH*DPEOHU´RQHRI*ODG¶VIDYRULWHV,VKXWLWRIIDQGFKRPSHGon a
FRRNLH³<RXZDQWRQH"´
³%HWWHUQRW´KHVDLG³,¶YHJRWWRORVHZHLJKWIRUWKHVKRZ´9LQFHDOZD\V has a reason
for losing weight, a new boyfriend or a pair of bargain jeans that were only the eensiest bit too
tight. He fancied that his goatee and mustache slenderized his face. When he had to shave them
off for La Cage, his offstage histrionics about his lack of cheekbones would no doubt rival his
onstage performance.
Vince punched in more numbers and cancelled two dates. He called one of them
schmookimsDQG,VWDUWHGWRZLVKWKDWKHKDGQ¶WFRPHDORQJ,KDGQRRQHWRFDOOEXW2UFKLG
Vince always had a date, and he took them out to expensive restaurants even when he still owed
PHIRUODVWPRQWK¶VXWLOLWLHV
³-DUHGGLGQ¶WVHHPYHU\LQWHUHVWHGLQUHVFKHGXOLQJ´9LQFHSRXWHGDQGIROGHGKLVDUPV
over his chest.
³,VKHWKHEDWKURRPKRJ"´
³1RWVZHHW-DUHG´9LQFHVDLG³+H¶VDQDWXUDOEHDXW\´
³Someone was in there for almost an hour. What we he doing? Cleansing his pores one
E\RQH"´
³,W¶VQRWDVLQWRWDNHJRRGFDUHRI\RXUVHOI´9LQFHVDLG
We rode in blessed silence for a couple of minutes.

³&DQ,KDYHDFRRNLHDIWHUDOO"´9LQFHDVNHG
³,W¶OOKDYHWREHDQ2UHR´,VDLG³7KH&KLSV$KR\DUHKLVWRU\´
9LQFHWRUHRSHQWKHSDFNDJH³<RX¶YHFRQVXPHGDORWRIVXJDU´KHVDLG³HYHQIRU0DUD
WKH0HWDEROLF:RQGHU´9LQFHPDGH\HWDQRWKHUFDOOWKLVRQHWRWKHGLUHFWRURI La Cage³-XVWD
IHZGD\V´KHVDLG³:RUGRIKRQRU,¶YHJRWP\VFULSWZLWKPH´+HWXUQHGRIIKLVFHOOSKRQH
and stared out the window.
³6RXQGVOLNH*HRUJHZDVJLYLQJ\RXDKDUGWLPH´,RIWHQGLGWKHOLJKWVDQGVRXQGIRUWKH
theatre, so I knew how anal-retentive George could be, and I felt touched that Vince had risked
his lead role on my behalf. Then I felt guilty for being angry with him and envying his career
path and love life.
I passed three semis²all red, white, and blue²all belonging to Wal-0DUW³,¶YHVHHQDW
OHDVWVHYHQRUHLJKWRIWKRVHWRQLJKW´,VDLG
³7KH\¶UHHYHU\ZKHUH´9LQFHTXLSSHG
³7KH\are HYHU\ZKHUH´,VDLG³7KH\PD\VRRQEHLQ$OGREXUJ´
9LQFHWZLVWHGDQ2UHRDSDUW³6RUU\0DU-%DU,IRUJRWDERXW\RXUDXQWV¶FDPSDLJQ´
A Wal-0DUWWUXFNHDVHGXSRQP\ULJKWDVZHZHQWGRZQKLOO³,ZRQGHUZKDWZLOO
KDSSHQQRZ´,UHDFKHGIRUDQ2UHR³=HH¶VXSDJDLQVWSUHWW\ELJRGGV:DO-Mart opens a new
mega-VWRUHHYHU\WZRGD\V´,GLGQ¶WDGGWKDW:DO-0DUWLVWKHZRUOG¶VODUJHVWSULYDWHO\RZQHG
business, that its annual revenues exceed the gross domestic products of entire western European
nations.
³,GDWHGVRPHRQHZKRZRUNHGWKHUHRQFH´9LQFHVDLG³+HGHVSLVHGWKDWKRUULGEOXH
VPRFNDQGKHZDVQ¶WWRRWKULOOHGZLWKKLVVDODU\HLWKHU´
³*ODGWKLQNV²´,FRUUHFWHGP\VHOI³*ODGWKRXJKWWKDW:DO-Mart lowered wages and
working conditions all over the ZRUOG´,VLJKHGDQGWULHGWRVWUHWFKP\OHIWOHJ
³,EHW$OGREXUJFDQVWDYHRII:DO-0DUW´9LQFHVDLG
I appreciated his attempt to encourage me, but only one Iowa town has ever successfully
pressured Wal-Mart to withdraw. The town is much bigger than Aldoburg, and the last time I
drove through it, Wal-Mart was entrenched on its northern edge.
,JUDEEHGDQRWKHUFRRNLHDQG9LQFHSXWWKHSDFNDJHLQWKHEDFNVHDW³<RX¶UHJRLQJWREH
VLFN´KHVDLG³DQG,¶PJRLQJWRORVHP\JLUOLVKILJXUH´
We sped along in silence. I pictured Glad at her computer keyboard, pounding out ads
and speeches against the discount devil. She always attacked the keys as if she were furiously
playing a Beethoven sonata. ³<RX¶UHJRLQJWREUHDNWKDWWKLQJ,´ Zee would say. Glad would lean
back in her swivel chair, arms atop her head, and grin. Zee would sigh, kiss GODG¶VIRUHKHDGDQG
call her a big lug. But that was just a game. Not a real fight like the kind they had about me.
³'R\RXWKLQN\RXUSDUHQWVZLOOEHZLWK=HHZKHQZHJHWWKHUH"´9LQFHDVNHG
³0D\EH´
³'LGQ¶W+RUWLHVD\"´
³9LQFH´,VDLG³QRPRUHTXHVWLRQVIRUQRZRND\"´%XW,FRXOGQ¶WVWRSWKHTXHVWLRQV
spinning through my own mind. Who killed Glad? Would the murderer go after Zee next?

