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  HI. MY name is Harlie Rose.




  Let me tell you about the time I fell in love. I mean, really fell in love. Oddly enough, it all started with me standing in a rainstorm with a broken heart. Yeah, see, you’re confused already. But I didn’t say I wanted to tell you about the first time I fell in love. I said I wanted to tell you about the time I really really really fell in love. There’s a difference, you know. There’s a big difference.




  But anyway, back to the rainstorm. And jeez, what a rainstorm it was!




  You never really expect to see a monsoon in San Diego. You never really expect to see palm fronds scattered to hell and back and torrents of rainwater sluicing down the gutters. Not in this town. You also don’t expect to see people in cutoffs and sandals (San Diegans never know how to dress) leaning against a wintry wind with their dripping hair sticking straight out behind them like the fins on a ’69 Cadillac, while they try to slog their soggy asses down the sidewalk without being picked up by said wind and tossed over the border into Tijuana.




  And you never really expect to see a fat old drag queen clutching his periwinkle blue dressing gown around him as he hauls the trash out to the curb, or see him daintily sidestepping all the puddles so as not to ruin his size twelve marabou-feathered house slippers with the four-inch heels that might have been swiped from Carole Lombard’s dressing room on the Fox back lot about a hundred years ago (if Carole Lombard had worn size twelves) and which now looked like a couple of drenched chickens, what with all the sopping wet feathers. And how the hell can a three-hundred-pound man walk in those damn things anyway?




  You also never expect to see a drag queen, young, old, or in-between, wearing a transparent plastic rain bonnet on his head (the kind that ties under the chin) to ward off the deluge, especially when he doesn’t have any hair on his head. Not one single hair. And besides, those plastic rain bonnets just aren’t chic enough for a respectable drag queen. Are they?




  This was the kind of stuff rattling around in my mind while I stood at the curb in the frigging downpour and watched the old drag queen, who was actually kind of charming in a Ripley’s Believe It Or Not sort of way, as he trundled the barrel of trash out to the curb to park it next to six other barrels like it.




  Shivering in the wet and cold, I continued to watch as the gigantic man in the periwinkle blue dressing gown and the plastic rain bonnet disappeared back inside the rundown apartment building from whence he came, clattering up the stone steps on those ridiculous heels and panting like a steam engine while he did it. And since the old queen didn’t return, I figured that was the end of the show.




  Hearing a clanking noise, I craned my head back and squinted through the slanting rain to the top of the six-story apartment building the old queen had disappeared into. What I saw was a rusty neon sign perched on top of the structure, still lit in orange at this late hour in the morning, banging and rattling and leaning rather precariously in the biting wind gusting off the San Diego Bay.




  The neon sign read Belladonna Arms. One of the l’s was flickering like maybe it was about to give up the ghost. And while I stared at the sign, the whole thing suddenly flickered out. Apparently the old queen had flipped a switch somewhere inside, hoping to save a few bucks on the light bill, maybe.




  I tugged my coat collar snug to cut off the tiny rivulet of rainwater dribbling down my back. I wasn’t wearing a hat or carrying an umbrella, which further proved San Diegans are never prepared for anything but sunshine, so my hair was as sopping wet as the old queen’s marabou feathers.




  I looked back at my battered Buick station wagon parked at the curb behind me to make sure it hadn’t been swept away in the tsunami of trash-laden gutter water splashing and gurgling down the hill I was standing on—the only hill in downtown San Diego, in fact. The car was safe and sound, of course. It was also clean and shiny for the first time in living memory, thanks to the downpour which had started yesterday and hadn’t let up since.




  For the last four months, I had been all over the place in the old Buick. Deserts, prairies, purple mountain majesties. Thirty-two states in all. No kidding. I was like a regular nomad. And aside from the occasional flat tire, the ugly gas-guzzling beast had never failed me once. And it was still not failing me. There it sat at this very moment, packed to the roof with everything I owned, which in the grand scheme of things wasn’t much, I supposed. But still it was all mine. Computer, clothes, books. And reams of notes taken on my pilgrimage, from which I had just returned this very minute to reclaim San Diego as my home.




  Yep. It was time to finally settle down and pull those notes together. And time to somehow squeeze The Great American Novel out of them. I was home now to do exactly that, or I would be home as soon as I found a home to settle in.




  That’s why I was standing in the rain in front of the Belladonna Arms. The old sign had caught my attention while I was tooling aimlessly down Broadway looking for a place to light. Broadway, by the by, is San Diego’s main thoroughfare. It bisects the city from east to west, and at the moment I could see it a bit down the hill from where I stood.




  But back to the sign. When I first spotted it, I had immediately liked the cheesy orange lettering on the rattletrap neon contraption. I even liked the way it stood slightly askew atop the boxy, less than elegant 1940s-era apartment building the old drag queen had ducked into. The whole misaligned package of tattered neon and weathered construction, perched one upon the other on this out-of-place hill on the southernmost tip of the California coast, somehow shrieked home to me. Go figure.




  So there I stood. Drenched. My ass still asleep from driving all night. A million ideas about my upcoming book ricocheting around inside my soaking wet head, waiting for me to put down a couple of roots long enough to type them into foreverness.




  Remember that broken heart I mentioned earlier? Well, a sudden heart-wrenching vision of my ex-lover, Dan, suddenly rose out of the ashes to make a cameo appearance, squeezing itself into my head like a pushy dinner guest hogging the best chair. But I was used to that. Dan had been making those mental cameos ever since he threw me out of his life four months ago, which was the stimulus for beginning my four-month nomadic trek across the country in the old Buick wagon to start with. Soothe a broken heart, get away for a while, spend a little time alone, gather some background material for my next book.




  Hide and lick my wounds. Shit like that mentally shook the interloping thought of Dan out of my head. Then I shook my actual head too, just to dislodge some of the rainwater clinging to it. It didn’t do any good. My hair was soaked again in less time than it took to shiver away the cold. Or try to.




  Still standing on the sidewalk, staring up at the Belladonna Arms in front of me, I jumped when the old queen poked his head back out the front door and screamed down the stairs, “Honey, whatchoo doing standing in the rain like a nimrod? If you’re looking for an apartment, come on inside before you fucking drown!”




  I felt the blood rushing to my face. I supposed I did look pretty stupid.




  I raised my hand in greeting to the old queen while he held the door open for me, kindly and patiently offering asylum from the elements. While he waited for my pokey ass to join him, he plucked the plastic rain hat off his head, gave it a businesslike shake, and stuffed it in the pocket of his periwinkle blue dressing gown.




  I jogged up the steps and found myself on a broad roofless porch where lounge chairs were parked all in a row, like on the Titanic’s promenade deck before the iceberg came along. Each and every one of the lounge chairs in front of the Belladonna Arms was determinedly empty at the moment, since the weather wasn’t exactly conducive to an afternoon siesta in the fresh air for anyone not wearing a wetsuit and a fucking snorkel.




  While the old queen graciously ushered me inside, tutting all the while like he had never seen a dumber human in his life, I gave myself a final massive shake like a drenched dog before ducking through the doorway to get out of the downpour.




  Still dripping, I stood there checking out the lobby. It didn’t take me long to conclude the inside of the Belladonna Arms was about as chic as the outside. A bank of rusty mailboxes was embedded in the wall to the right with an overflowing wastebasket sitting on the floor in front of it. The wastebasket was stuffed with flyers and assorted junk mail nobody wanted. Straight ahead, a wide, banistered staircase headed off to parts unknown, both up and down. And finally, to the left, a couple of beat-up high-backed library chairs sat huddled around a plastic Ficus benjamina that stood about eight feet tall and looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since it blew here from Oklahoma during the Dust Bowl. The ficus was currently decorated with a bright pink feather boa which someone had flung among the branches.




  “Even the tree’s in drag,” I mused, staring at it.




  The old queen saw where I was looking. “Oh, that. That’s left over from New Year’s Eve.”




  I blinked. “But this is April.”




  “Yeah, well.”




  The queen closed the door behind me, blocking out the roar of wind and rain. He tugged the dripping marabou-feathered house slippers off his fat, hairy feet, and gazed at the slippers with a wounded expression. “I guess feathers and biblical floods don’t mix,” he mumbled.




  I finally turned to study the man up close. He was probably in his late fifties, needed to go on a diet pronto, and should never have been in drag without some serious removal of body hair first, like all over body hair except for the top of his head, which was as bald as a watermelon, as I mentioned earlier. What makeup he wore on his big round face had obviously been applied the day before and had suffered greatly in the process of being slept on. His black morning beard stubble rose through the weathered pancake on his fat cheeks like a crop of young rice poking through the Nile’s mud plain after the first Inundation, and let me be the first to say, it wasn’t exactly alluring. In truth, the man looked a little like an obese and aging version of Heath Ledger’s Joker in The Dark Knight, only not nearly as cute. Poor man.




  Strangely enough, I liked him immediately.




  I liked him even more when he stuck out a humongous hand and offered me a friendly smile. “I’m Arthur,” he said.




  “I’m Harlie. Harlie Rose.”




  We shook hands, and I nodded toward the soaked high-heeled slippers the man still cradled in his other paw. “You might try a blow-dryer on those feathers. Put it on low so they won’t get all splintered and frazzled.”




  The old drag queen brightened. “You think?”




  I shrugged. “Don’t see why not.”




  The two of us appraised each other for a moment. If the man was embarrassed to be caught in a periwinkle blue dressing gown with marabou-feathered house slippers in his hand and yesterday’s makeup slathered and smeared across his rain-spattered face, he certainly didn’t show it.




  “Looking for an apartment?” Arthur asked. He obviously had no intention of apologizing for the way he looked, and truthfully I saw no reason why he should. Even weirdoes have a right to be weird. This is America, after all.




  So I grinned, liking Arthur a little bit more than I already did. “Maybe,” I said. “Are the apartments furnished?”




  “Sure, honey. Furnished, newly painted, reasonably priced. What more could you ask?”




  “Any gay people in the building?”




  Arthur looked down at himself, then gazed back at me with a perfectly arched eyebrow cocked high on his forehead. “What do you think?”




  I laughed. “Maybe two or three?”




  “Maybe. Although it would be simpler to count the straights.”




  “And how many are there of those?”




  Arthur made a great show of counting on his fingers, rolling his eyes in concentration, mumbling incoherently to himself while gazing at the ceiling, then finally announced, “One. And he’s living with a man who’ll soon be a woman. One of these days they’ll be getting married.”




  I considered that. “Then I guess I’ll fit right in.”




  Arthur giggled girlishly, eyeing me up and down and not looking too disappointed at what he was seeing. “I thought you might,” he breathed in his best Marilyn Monroe impersonation, which was really bizarre. Then he dropped the Marilyn impersonation, thank God. Even he seemed to realize it simply wasn’t working, what with him weighing three hundred pounds and looking the way he did and being dripping wet and all. “Moving in alone, Harlie? Or do you have a boyfriend out there hunkered against the rain waiting for an invitation to join the party?”




  I couldn’t have stopped the flash of sadness from crossing my face if I had wanted to. I felt it creep over my skin like a fog bank rolling in, but I was powerless to stop it. I tried to cover it up by giving myself another wet-dog shake, but Arthur saw right through me.




  A hand the size of a meat loaf came out to gently pat my cheek. “I’m sorry, honey. You’re just getting over a broken heart. I can see it on your face. And don’t look so surprised. I can spot a broken heart from fifty paces. God knows I’ve had enough of ’em to be an expert on the subject.” He shook out his nonexistent hair like Rita Hayworth. “Well, not to worry. We just had a spate of love affairs come to blossom in this place, and looking the way you do, I see absolutely no reason why it can’t happen to you too.”




  Ignoring the compliment, it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Not interested. I think I’ve had my fill of love for a while.”




  Arthur blessed me with a profound look of disbelief. “That’s what everybody says until it hits them between the eyes.”




  “Yeah, but I mean it.”




  “Of course you do,” Arthur smirked. “Just remember, honey, if you can’t find a lover looking the way you do, then what hope is there for someone who looks like me?”




  I stumbled around for something to say, but before I could get it out, Arthur pressed a perfectly manicured fingertip coated with blood red nail polish to my lips and tutted me to silence. A glimmer of resigned sadness crossed Arthur’s face, which I found a little heartbreaking to witness. (Like my heart wasn’t broken enough.) But when Arthur finally spoke, he didn’t seem to be finagling for a compliment. He was simply telling it like it is.




  “I know how I look, young man. I know I’m ridiculous. But hell, why should I try to be someone I’m not? My chances of finding someone to love are practically nil anyway. Might as well be myself while I’m waiting.”




  I gave him what I hoped was a gentle smile. “Don’t cut yourself short, Arthur. I’ll bet there’s somebody out there right now who’d dig the hell out of a big brawny bear like you. Maybe all you need to do is make a few wardrobe changes. Experiment with a little repackaging. Try to be a bit—well—butcher.”




  Arthur threw his head back and laughed, and while he did it, he clutched his soggy periwinkle robe a little tighter around his paunch. Laugh or no laugh, when he leveled his eyes back to my face, there was a sudden gleam of hope there, buried in amongst the disbelief. I could almost hear Arthur’s little wheels turning in that massive head of his, as if he was suddenly considering what I had said.




  “Me? Butch? You think so? You think I could pull it off?”




  I studied him, wondering what sort of Pandora’s box I had opened. “Clothes make the man, or so they say. Won’t know until you try, I guess.”




  Arthur pondered that. Then a lecherous glint sparked his eyes. Again he looked me up and down, from the crown of my dripping head to the toes of my dripping shoes. “So do you like big old fuzzy bears?” he asked hopefully. He spat up a grumbly growl from somewhere deep in his mountainous chest, which I suspected was meant to be sexy.




  I blushed, sorry I had steered Arthur’s train into the wrong siding. “Nope. Not me. Sorry.”




  Arthur harrumphed good-naturedly and barked, “That’s what I thought!”




  Then with a smile, Arthur clutched me gently by the crook of my arm and steered me toward the staircase. “Come along, honey. Forget about this old queer. I’m a lost cause anyway. Let’s talk business. Those blossoming love affairs I told you about left me with a slew of vacancies, what with everybody joining forces and moving in with one another all over the place. Let’s show you what’s available. The quicker we find an apartment you like, the quicker you can get out of those wet clothes and begin the process of not looking for another lover, bear or otherwise.”




  “Wiseass,” I muttered, but I smiled a little anyway at Arthur’s incorruptible good humor.




  Arthur tittered with glee as if to prove his good humor was ironclad, even if his heart wasn’t. He led me up the stairs on bare feet, leaving watery size twelve footprints glistening in his wake like Bigfoot spoor. Arthur’s soggy Carole Lombard pumps still dangled, dripping, from his hairy paw.




  Halfway up, Arthur stopped and gazed back to where I was trailing two steps below. “Butch, huh? You really think butch is the way for me to go?”




  I was beginning to shiver in my wet clothes, but there was such an earnest look in Arthur’s eyes when he asked the question, and no small amount of hope there as well, I decided to honor the question with an honest-to-God answer.




  “Sure. Why not? If the current demographic you’re shooting for hasn’t responded to your bait, then it’s time to shoot for an alternate demographic. And sprucing up the bait can’t hurt either.”




  Arthur’s face lit up. “Ooh. You mean more makeup?”




  I narrowed my eyes. “Less.”




  Arthur’s face fell. “Less?”




  “None, actually, would work best.”




  “None? You mean no makeup whatsoever?”




  I shrugged. “Sorry, Arthur. It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there, and if you want to be a Rottweiler, you can’t go around looking like a French poodle.”




  “Pithy,” Arthur grumped.




  I eyed him up and down, as Arthur had done me. What I saw wasn’t promising. I squinted my eyes in thought. Then I snapped my fingers. God, I was smart.




  “Construction worker! That might work. Or, wait. Maybe a cowboy! A big, butch, hairy cowboy.”




  Arthur frowned. Worry lines dug trenches into the veneer of pancake #10 smeared across his brow. “Horses and guns scare the sillies out of me, honey.”




  I laughed. How could I not? “Christ, Arthur, I’m not asking you to join a posse or have a shoot-out behind the saloon with Jesse James and the gang. I just mean dress like a cowboy. Get some jeans, boots, a hat. Maybe some open-assed chaps.” I eyed Arthur’s three hundred pounds—as seen through periwinkle blue chiffon that really didn’t cover nearly as much of Arthur as I wished it would—up and down again. “Well, maybe not open-assed chaps, Arthur. But for Christ’s sake lose the chiffon. A nice checkered lumberjacky shirt with snap buttons and maybe a bolo tie would be nice. What d’you think? And the first thing you need to do to be butch is stop calling everybody ‘honey’ and saying words like ‘sillies.’”




  “I like ‘honey.’ I like ‘sillies.’ And chiffon is so comfortable. It breathes. It flows.”




  I grunted. “It might be best if you didn’t say things like that either.”




  “Can I at least put a feather in the hat?”




  I tried not to groan as I remembered the feather boa in the plastic ficus in the lobby. “As long as it’s only one and as long as it isn’t pink and as long as it’s not a fucking ostrich plume, I guess it’s okay.”




  Arthur’s face fell. “Darn. Who knew butch people had to follow so many rules?”




  I figured this conversation was only going to get worse, so I thought nipping it in the bud might be the best thing I could do with it. Conversational euthanasia. That’s what was called for.




  I cast my eyes past Arthur and let them travel wistfully up the stairs. “Umm. About that apartment?”




  Arthur looked like he was blinking himself back to reality, or what I suspected was the nearest thing to reality Arthur would ever know. “Right. Of course. Come on, honey. Oops, sorry. Come on, Harlie. Let’s show you what I’ve got. One of the units ought to suit your needs. And hopefully it’ll be one on a lower floor. I hate these goddamn stairs.”




  “In that case,” I said, sympathizing with the man and at the same time freezing my ass off in my soaking wet clothes, “got anything on two?”




  Arthur beamed. “Oh lord, honey. Aren’t you the sweetest thing! Yes! Yes, I do! Come on, I’ll show it to you right away! You’ll love it! I know you will. It’s a bit weatherworn, but it has a little slip of puce carpet on the floor, and new curtains, and you can have a pet if you want as long as it’s not a giraffe or something. I’ll even knock a few bucks off the rent for giving me sartorial assistance with my wardrobe, and by the way, this unit has a brand new refrigerator and, oh, the bathroom! Wait’ll you see it! It’s got—”




  Arthur was still talking twenty minutes later as I signed a one-year lease for Apartment 2A, which was just as cute and darling as Arthur said it was. As for being weatherworn, which it most certainly was with its painted-shut windows and hazy bathroom mirror and ancient wall heater in only one room—well, what the heck? After thinking about it for a couple of minutes, I decided those faults weren’t faults at all. They were character traits. Old world charm, so to speak. Like the extremely limited closet space, which must be how people lived eighty or ninety years ago when the Belladonna Arms was built. That was a character trait too.




  And with those rationalizations clearing the way, suddenly I was happy as hell to call the Belladonna Arms my new home. In a spurt of gratitude, I gave Arthur a hug and thanked him profusely, all of which made Arthur blush all over like a red-hot pot-bellied stove.




  I spent the rest of the day dashing from car to apartment in the pouring rain, arranging my meager belongings in my new home exactly the way I wanted them. As the apartment gradually took shape, I began to wonder where my life would go from here—and if another love really might manage to worm its way into my damaged heart as Arthur implied it would.




  Standing in a steaming shower to wash away the chill of the storm still raging outside my tiny bathroom window, a crush of loneliness suddenly settled over me. I wept a little, remembering Dan. The way Dan once laughed before the laughter stopped. The way he once loved me before the loving stopped.




  The way Dan had walked away on that last day we were together—had walked away without even once looking back.




  That thought was such a soul killer, I squeezed my eyes shut to block it out for what must have been the thousandth time, fiercely focusing my thoughts on my unwritten book instead.




  My book, I thought, desperately clinging to the possibilities it offered. That’ll be enough to get me through this first lonely day of my new existence. I’ll work on my book.




  But I wasn’t dumb. I knew even the book wouldn’t be enough to fill the avalanche of empty days bound to follow this one.




  Cranking the squeaky shower handle to OFF, I rubbed myself down with a towel. No longer dripping, but still depressed as hell, I studied my naked reflection in the bathroom mirror.




   




   




  I WAS a pretty good-looking guy. Everyone said so, and I had to admit it. Hell, even Dan had said I was cute before he stopped noticing. Not to say I could be a model or anything, but at least I wasn’t troll material. I didn’t exude snail slime when I walked. Or reek to high heaven or make unfortunate noises when I sat down.




  I stand five ten and wear my straight-as-a-string reddish blond hair past my collar and perpetually in my eyes, which are blue and slightly astigmatic. Dan used to tell me I had the skin color of golden sand baking on a sun-drenched beach. That was before he told me to fuck off and get the hell out, of course. I also sport a smooth chest with nary a hair in sight except for a tiny trail of reddish fuzz leading down from my belly button to my crotch. My entire body, from toe to crown, is carved in the slim, neat lines of a long-distance runner. And like a runner’s, my legs are strong and sculpted, if I say so myself. They are also nicely coated with a brushing of pale hair, and every trick I have ever entertained in my life has told me they were the most beautiful legs they had ever seen.




  Not that I let it go to my head, mind you. In truth, I was neither unhappy with my body, nor particularly proud of it. I thought it was nice enough as bodies went, as long as everything was working properly, but it didn’t hold a candle to countless others I had seen.




  Take Dan’s body for instance.




  Always attracted to darker men, I had fallen hard the first time I saw Dan in running shorts at the San Diego Marathon, where we first met three years back. Dan’s long, graceful frame, dusted with dark hair across his chest and another smattering of dark hair trailing down across his belly and disappearing beneath the waistband of those sexy-ass shorts he had worn that day, was everything I had ever fantasized about in a man. Long, hairy legs, a luscious fuzzy ass, and a smile that could melt aluminum when the guy really turned on the high beams.




  Keeping pace through the cheering crowd that day, we had chatted each other up and down during the long run. Two hours after the race ended, we were in bed together, sipping electrolytes, trying not to let our legs cramp up, all the while foraging happily on each other’s naked bodies. Before the sun set on that first day, through lips that tasted of come and Gatorade, we were talking about moving in together.




  Two weeks later we actually did.




  Our love affair lasted until Dan coolly pulled the plug, without explanation or apology, two and a half years later. That was four months ago.




  My long road trip had been little more than a coward’s way to run from the pain. I knew that now.




  So here I was. Starting over. Parking my ass in one place with an honest-to-God roof over my head and a carpet under my feet that wasn’t a floor mat from Pep Boys and getting back to the business of living my life the way it was meant to be lived.




  I stood in the cramped fifties-style bathroom with the green and brown tile on the countertops and the claw-footed tub with the plain green shower curtain surrounding it on a circular metal rod and stared at myself in the age-stained bathroom mirror. As unhappy as I was, I still watched a smile creep across the reflection of my face when I thought of my poor newly-minted landlord, Arthur. Jesus, now there was a guy with problems. As low as I felt when considering my own problems, the thought of Arthur could still bring a smile to my face. The guy was priceless. He really was. I wondered if I really could butch Arthur up a bit. Didn’t seem likely. But then, you never know. Stranger things had happened. Although I couldn’t think of any offhand.




  Still, in the grand scheme of world events, it would probably be wiser to concentrate on my own problems rather than anyone else’s. Wouldn’t it?




  My immediate bucket list of things to do, or gets, as I called them, wasn’t that daunting. Get in touch with a cable company and get the computer online. Get to a supermarket and stock up on food. Get started on the book. Find a way to finally get over Dan. (Big exclamation mark after that one.) Get a part-time job to plug the holes in my income the scant royalties from my four other published books never quite filled. And finally, get my head out of my ass and start functioning like a responsible human being.




  I supposed the part-time job should be one of the first problems I needed to tackle. Not that I was desperate for cash, really. Not yet. But I would be one of these days. Living on a budget didn’t bother me much. I was used to it. Even living with Dan and sharing expenses, I had needed to watch my money. But still, writing the two-thousand-dollar first and last month rent and deposit check to Arthur had unnerved me a bit since I had been living in my car for the past four months, where the biggest expenditure I had faced was filling up the gas tank now and then.




  I would grow accustomed to paying rent again soon enough. After all, I had been writing and slogging away at low-paying jobs for the past five years, which was how long I had been a published author. Now, at twenty-eight, I took the part-time jobs in my stride, cashed the measly paychecks that came my way without worrying about my poverty level too much because I still had my royalty checks to fall back on. Still, I managed to keep my mind centered where it truly belonged—on my WIP. After all, writers are always worried about their WIPs. Works in Progress don’t complete themselves, you know. Be they books, lives, or love affairs, we all have one or two WIPs we’re trying to coax into shape at any given time. I might not have a love affair going at the moment, but I certainly had a book and a life in need of a little help.




  I stopped ogling my naked self in the mirror and did a couple of jumping jacks to get my ass moving. It was time to get to work on that bucket list. I glanced through the bathroom window, which only moments before during a lull in the storm had offered a lovely, if hazy, view of the San Diego skyline off in the distance. Now all I could see was rain. Cold, torrential, pummeling rain.




  Not that it bothered me. I liked rain, no matter how pummeling it was. Most San Diegans do, since they don’t see it very often. Still, the middle of a deluge wasn’t the best time in the world to be looking for a job. Maybe I’d hold off on that until the weather eased up. I had other things I could do, anyway. Plenty of them.




  Still naked, I padded through the apartment on my bare feet, dick swinging pleasantly free, enjoying the air on my bare skin. I peered into the closets where I had just arranged my few articles of clothing, then scavenged through the kitchen cupboards and drawers, peeking into every single one before finding what I was looking for. A San Diego phone book.




  I dug my cell phone out of the backpack where I had stowed it last and called the first Internet provider I found listed in the yellow pages.




  When an appointment had been set for the following day, I flicked off the phone, said good-bye to my naked self, threw on some clothes and a coat, grabbed an umbrella I had forgotten I owned until I found it when I unpacked earlier, and set out to buy some groceries.




  Lives don’t write themselves any more than WIPs do. Nosirree. Might as well get started living mine right now. And to live it, I needed food.




  I locked the apartment door behind me, taking a moment to brush my fingertips fondly over the 2A screwed onto the front of the door in something that resembled copper but probably wasn’t. I trotted my way down the one flight of stairs to the front door, wondering if I’d see Arthur along the way, which I didn’t.




  I had a feeling I was going to like the Belladonna Arms. I wasn’t sure why. The place was actually kind of a dump. But hey, I thought, popping open the umbrella and ducking underneath it as I strolled out the door and into the rain, it’s kind of a happy dump. And happy is exactly what I need right now. Christ knows I’ve been morose long enough.




  By the time I sloshed my way to the car, I was surprised to hear myself whistling. And wasn’t that a stunning revelation.




  With the first twist of the key in the ignition, the old Buick station wagon sucked in a gallon of gas, farted a flume of carcinogens, and roared to life, just as it always did.




  As I pulled away from the curb with windshield wipers whapping out a cheerful drumbeat, I suddenly realized two words were repeating themselves inside my head—the same two words, over and over and over again, pecking away at my skullcap like a flock of persistent woodpeckers digging for termites in a hollow log. I had a feeling those two words had been echoing back and forth between my ears for a while now. Even before I noticed they were there. When I finally realized what the two words were, I smiled a little wider. When it dawned on me the words inside my head were written in big-ass capital letters, all flourishy and ornate and maybe even in Technicolor, I barked out a laugh, which really startled the crap out of me.




  And still the words kept hammering inside my noggin.




  Fuck Dan Fuck Dan Fuck Dan Fuck Dan—




  Chapter 2
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  WHEN I returned from the store, laden with grocery bags and once again soaked all the way down to my socks and BVDs, I found a cat sitting outside the door to good old apartment 2A, my brand new home. The cat looked a little perturbed that he’d been forced to wait so long, which was a surprise to me since I’d never seen the cat before in my life. The cat was white with a black tail, one black ear, and a little black Hitler moustache, which made him look sinister. He was also fat. Really fat. Folds of cat fat were rolling off him in every direction like pictures I had seen of Mauna Loa upchucking lava. I figured if poor Arthur ever reincarnated into a feline, this was what he’d probably look like.




  “Meow,” the cat griped, pausing for a moment from licking his butt to look up and say it.




  “Meow back atcha.” I grinned.




  “That’s Ralph,” a voice cooed behind me. The voice held a subtle Spanish accent, very lilting and sexy, very pleasant to the ear. I turned to see a cute Mexican guy with pink hair and another cute Mexican guy hanging on to the first cute Mexican guy’s arm. The second cute Mexican guy had his dark hair braided in cornrows. Both were in their early twenties, small and fit and wearing cargo shorts and matching yellow muscle shirts. They were wearing them to great advantage too, showing off luscious, sexy arms and lean, fuzzy legs all wrapped up nicely in taut, lovely skin the color of sun-ripened filberts. Being a cross between a blond and a redhead, I envied their skin tone immediately. I also found it very attractive. But I let my intrigue begin and end there. The two young men were obviously an item, and I respected relationships above all else. Especially after the way my own had self-destructed a few months back.




  Trying not to count the weeks in my head from the last time I had partaken of sex with anyone other than myself, I juggled the grocery bags in my arms and said “Oh, uh, hi.”




  “Hi,” the two cuties echoed, giving me a thorough once-over before the three of us focused our attention back on the cat, who was once again licking his butt. He seemed to be enjoying it too.




  “Reminds me of you last night,” the first cutie said to the second cutie.




  The second cutie nodded, pulling the first cutie a little closer. “Ay. Does it ever. Except I wasn’t licking myself.”




  At this juncture, the first cutie had the good grace to blush. “No, precious, you certainly weren’t.” He then proceeded to wiggle his ass around as if fond memories had crawled down his pants and set up housekeeping, which spurred the other cutie to drag him even closer and start gnawing on his neck like a really hungry guy with a turkey leg.




  “Ahem,” I said, trying to head off a hard-on. Watching these two was enough to excite anybody. I again shifted the grocery bags around in my arms until I had a free hand, which I promptly stuck out in their direction. “I’m Harlie. I guess you two already know each other.” Understatement of the century.




  Both cuties ignored the outstretched hand and swooped in to give me a raucous hug, smashing my bread and spilling a bag of oranges, which went rolling and bouncing down the hall.




  “Welcome to the Belladonna Arms! I’m Ramon,” the pink-haired one said, releasing me to go chasing after the oranges.




  “And I’m ChiChi. We live on six,” Cornrows said, watching Ramon gathering up my fruit purchases with a grin on his face while his arms were still wrapped around me tight, flattening my bread a little flatter, and getting his shorts and T-shirt soaking wet since I was still dripping from the storm, which didn’t seem to bother ChiChi at all.




  And since ChiChi smelled really, really good hanging all over me, and felt all warm and fluffy to boot, I suddenly realized I was in dire danger of another hard-on if the guy didn’t get the hell off.




  Ralph didn’t seem to be interested in any of it. With one leg now pointed straight out behind him like a ballet dancer at arabesque, he began applying every ounce of concentration he could muster into the act of licking his balls, a skill every human present undoubtedly envied, even if we hadn’t known each other long enough to actually admit it out loud.




  “So he’s your cat, then,” I said, reluctantly but firmly easing myself from ChiChi’s embrace. I wasn’t sure but I thought I felt a boner brush my hip when I did it, and the boner sure as hell wasn’t my own. Not yet anyway.




  “No,” Ramon answered, returning with an armload of oranges and feebly flapping a limp wrist at the cat. “We just feed him now and then. We’re not even sure his name is Ralph. That’s just what we call him on those days he comes around to raid the fridge.”




  Ralph was now scratching at my door, demanding entry. I figured what the hell, and doing a little more juggling of grocery bags while ChiChi and Ramon looked patiently on, I plucked the door key from my pants pocket and jiggled it in the lock.




  Tail high, proudly exposing a spit-moistened rear end for all to see and admire (which reminded me of Ramon being moistened by ChiChi, and damn, wasn’t that a disconcerting thought!), Ralph waited for a crack to appear in the door wide enough to accommodate his massive ass, and as soon as one did he immediately flounced through it. He still seemed a little annoyed it had taken so long to get through the door. Like he’d been hanging around that hallway forever.




  None too shy themselves, Ramon and ChiChi followed Ralph into the apartment sans invitation, Ramon still cradling his armload of oranges.




  Since I was the only one left standing in the hall, I snipped, “Why don’t you all come inside then,” which was pretty much a waste of breath because Ramon and ChiChi and even the cat had already traipsed all the way through the apartment and were now milling around the kitchen. Ralph was sitting on the kitchen table as if he owned it. He was looking around with the supercilious air of an impatient diner trying to hail a lazy-ass waiter. Ramon carefully dumped his armload of oranges into the sink so they wouldn’t roll all over the place. And ChiChi was once again chewing on Ramon’s neck while he did it. Ramon and ChiChi seemed to be very affectionate. And they seemed to be very affectionate continually.




  I eased my bags down onto the table, displacing the cat, which Ralph didn’t seem to be too pleased about, and snipped again, “You guys just get married or something?”
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