








Deadly Valentine




Jean Locke Holmes: Pornstar Detective

Book Three




John Luke Maxwell




Copyright © 2024 by John Luke Maxwell

Cover design copyright © 2024 by Story Perfect Dreamscape




All characters are age 18 and over.




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the publisher. However, brief quotations may be reproduced in the context of reviews.




Developmental editor: Craig Gibb

Proofreader: Francisco Feliciano







[image: ]




Published February 2024 by Deep Desires Press, an imprint of Story Perfect Inc.




Deep Desires Press

PO Box 51053 Tyndall Park

Winnipeg, Manitoba R2X 3B0

Canada




Visit http://www.deepdesirespress.com for more scorching hot erotica and erotic romance.




Subscribe to our email newsletter to get notified of all our hot new releases, sales, and giveaways! Visit deepdesirespress.com/newsletter to sign up today!



















To Ryu and Ben,

Getaway drivers and foul-weather friends extraordinaire!




Chapter 1







Will your boyfriend ever do porn again?

It is a question that has been posted to me on social media many times. A lot of people have expressed interest in our relationship since it first started. I suppose it’s only natural that some would be curious.

Hell, if I were on the outside looking in, there’d be no end to the deluge of inquiries.

Let me back up a little, though. My name is Rafael Vásquez. About a year ago, in the wake of a pandemic that the world would just as soon forget about, my then-boyfriend dumped me via text message. I was left with an apartment I couldn’t afford and a job that didn’t cover all my expenses.

Pre-COVID, I had been a massage therapist. For obvious reasons, that line of employment ended when quarantine came down. I spent months looking for something that would take me while our bills stacked up. It wasn’t entirely his fault that it ended, but I’d like to think I didn’t ruin everything on my own.

Almost immediately afterward, I happened to bump into an old crush of mine. See, back when I was a teenager and going through that confusing period of wondering why the guy who sat next to me in Spanish class—I’d wanted an easy A, okay?—gave me a hardon, I happened on one of those free porn sites.

Yes, I was too young to be looking at porn. Sue me.

It might not have been as serendipitous that I was looking for gay porn either, just so you all know. Said website, however, had numerous clips from movies directed by a man named Kincaid Marx, all starring the now-famous porn legend, Jean Locke Holmes.

It was a bit of a revelation for me. Jean was half-Latino, having a family who originally hailed from Puerto Rico like mine did. Between that and his Greek-Italian father’s side, the man was utter perfection.

But it was more than just his good looks—and other attributes. Most gay porn featured white guys. Jean was like me, albeit older and much more gorgeous. He was a man who was not only openly gay, but had made a career out of it. To my teenage mind, that was a revelation. It helped me understand not only where I fell on the Kinsey Scale, but that maybe I would be all right after all.

And, yes, I spent many a night watching those videos well after my little revelation. I never said that was the only reason I logged on and got off. Lucky for me, my mother didn’t realize that disabling a NetNanny program is simple enough when you have Google.

Jean became my first porn crush. Even after I had left my teen years behind, the memory of his videos stayed fresh in my mind. That was why I was able to recognize him when he happened into the bookstore in the Castro where I was picking up spare hours.

I would love to say that our first encounter was kismet, like something out of a gay romance. The fact is, though, that I hyperventilated and passed out cold behind the counter. It certainly wasn’t one of my more dignified moments, but Jean took it in stride. He kept coming back to the bookstore to visit, and we began dating not long afterward.

There are a few other details to the story as well. My ex-boyfriend—who dumped me, I want to remind you—had a case of Returners Remorse and tried to get back together. His method of doing this was to stalk me and try to murder my new squeeze.

In hindsight, I may not have had the best taste in men during my college years.

Another porn star was murdered. Jean became the primary suspect. And then he and I took on the case ourselves to prove his innocence. Along the way, we found out who the murderer was and I got kidnapped by my ex.

Fortunately, it all worked out well in the end. My boyfriend, it turned out, was actually a bit of an amateur sleuth. He had a keen eye for spotting clues that other people missed right away. It can be a bit daunting dating a man who is the total package: gorgeous looks, a body to die for, a brilliant mind, and a cock that would kill lesser men.

I may be tooting my own horn just a little bit there.

He and I have come across one or two other murders during our relationship. There was that bit of foul play at a bathhouse during Halloween, of course. I managed to avoid getting kidnapped that time, but it was a close call.

None of that answers the original question, though. Jean had said he put his porn career behind him. He’s been retired for more than a decade. Now he paints portraits and sells them online while helping to care for his adopted aunt.

But, like the past—or in certain cases, a really huge dong—some things just won’t stay buried.




• • •




“I am so freakin’ cold.”

January in San Francisco ranged somewhere between the forties and fifties, temperature-wise. It was almost always cloudy and there were high chances of rain. We also had the wind to deal with. The gale could get up to fifteen miles per hour, which more than contributed to the chill factor.

All of that made one wonder why anyone would stand around outside at night in such weather. I would have asked that, at least, if I hadn’t been doing it myself.

The reason was easy enough: I was a man in love.

Jean reached out to pull me into his warm body. Being well over six feet tall and a walking wall of muscles, his body radiated heat much better than mine. I was a little more on the average side of height, clocking in at about five-ten and weighing around one-hundred and sixty pounds.

A lot of that had turned to muscle over the last year. I asked Jean to help me get into better shape and he rose to the challenge magnificently. It meant cutting out a lot of foods that I love, at least on the regular. I was permitted to splurge from time to time, but my diet consisted of more vegetables and less fatty foods.

The results couldn’t be argued with. I was in the best shape of my life. Hell, I hadn’t looked this good when I was a swimming champion in high school.

Then again, does anybody ever look that good in high school?

I was still on the smaller side, especially compared to Jean. There were compensations, of course. Having him pull me into his body and hold me was certainly one. I accepted the snuggles graciously, moaning in pleasure as we pressed tightly against one another on the city street.

“Better?” Jean asked, whispering in my ear.

“You know the answer,” I replied, wrapping both arms around him securely. “You’re better than an electric blanket. I should wrap you around me every time we go out.”

Our public display of affection was drawing a few glances, but Jean didn’t care. “I could live with that,” he said huskily, kissing my neck.

We were standing in line outside the Castro Theater together. Jean and I had opted to do the sensible thing, taking the train to the station not far away instead of driving ourselves. Finding a place to park in this area at night was an event in itself. Jean had been insistent that we not miss the show, so we settled for public transportation.

It was more economical anyway.

Mercifully, the line wasn’t terribly long. Jean had been disappointed when we first arrived, but that quickly melted away into excitement. I was too busy trying to keep warm to care.

I had brought a jacket, of course. Walking around in San Francisco tends to work up a sweat. We’re a city built on a bunch of rolling high hills. Scaling those, even the smaller ones, causes one to perspire.

By the time we reached the theater, I smelled like a jock strap. That quickly gave way to a case of the shivers, however, as we stood around waiting to be let in. The one saving grace was having Jean around to warm me up again.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized, noticing the advertisement poster near the entrance. “I guess I just don’t get the appeal.”

Jean noticed where I was staring. “You had to have been there,” he explained, giving me a quick squeeze to let me know he wasn’t upset. “It was a different time then.”

I studied the poster concealed behind glass and framed by shimmering lights. The frame sported a young man in his twenties. He was muscular, of course, and shirtless. There was a certain cocky arrogance about him that—I would admit—fit the rakish smirk he wore.

The tight jeans he had squeezed in didn’t hurt either. They made it clear he was sporting a much larger than average package. Had I not fallen for Jean long before we began dating, I would have called it enormous.

“‘A Cosmopolitan Dinner Date With Casper Peyton’,” I read aloud, my eyes raking over the title at the top.

“He did porn back in the eighties,” Jean reminded me. “The guy was something of a legend. A lot of people still remember his movies even today.”

I smirked. “Sounds like someone I know,” I replied, giving his ribs a friendly poke. “Now, before we go in there, you have to promise that you won’t pass out and start dating him, okay?”

Jean made a sour expression. “That description,” he said, staring down at my face, “better suits someone else. Don’t you think?”

“I’m just saying,” I responded, blushing. “You sound an awful lot like I did when we first met. Who knew the famous Jean Locke Holmes had a porn crush of his own?”

Gently, Jean turned me in his arms so that my back was pressed to his front. I could feel the length of his body, still hard and muscular despite the years he had spent in retirement. He was all man, including the part of him pressing into my back. I could feel that he wasn’t hard.

Even flaccid, though, Jean was a force to contend with in that department.

“I found him by accident,” Jean explained while the line moved. “There was this initiation ritual. The older guys on the lacrosse team had me go to the Castro and buy porn from a store catering to gay men.”

That surprised me. “You played lacrosse?” I asked, looking up.

His face turned down into a true scowl, not something that happened very often. “I was living a lie,” he said, bitterness poisoning his tone. “Straight-A student. Never in trouble. A member of a sport I didn’t like and wasn’t particularly good at.”

I chuckled. “Sorry, but it’s hard for me to imagine you not being good at something,” I said earnestly when he looked down. “You seem to excel at everything you do.”

“I’m picky,” Jean replied evasively.

I waited for him to pick up where he left off in the story. “Go on,” I prodded when he didn’t resume right away. “I’m sorry I teased. You were telling me how you found this guy’s movies for the first time?”

“Yes,” Jean went on as we took another step together. “I went inside and found them on a shelf. Don’t ask me what the appeal was. They spoke to me for some reason.”

“Again,” I interjected. “Sounds very familiar.”

“I was in such a hurry to get out of there,” Jean continued. “Terrified that I would be caught. The other guys laughed their asses off when they saw what I had picked. I pretended to throw them away, but then snuck them out of the trash and took them home with me.”

Jean made himself out to be something of a nerd. It didn’t fit with the image I had of him at all. He wasn’t that much younger than me—maybe three years or so—when he first started doing porn. Jean had been a handsome stud back then as well. Younger, perhaps, but definitely all male.

“Watching them was what helped me understand what I liked,” Jean explained. “I felt like I had found where I belonged.”

“He helped you realize you were gay,” I stated as we neared the ticket booth.

“And what I was into,” Jean added. “He made me realize that I was into topping. I wanted to be like him when I grew up. Actually, I wanted to be Casper Peyton.”

We reached the ticket booth together. Jean and I had bought our tickets for the show online. It was a simple matter of showing the man behind the window our phones. Once he saw the e-tickets, the man waved us on through.

“Personally,” I said as we walked through the door together into the soothing warmth of the lounge. “I’m glad you didn’t. I much prefer you to that guy.”

Jean couldn’t resist smiling. “It’s an old photo of him,” he said, turning back slightly. There were several more posters inside, all of them from Peyton’s old films, I assumed. “I’m sure he looks a lot older now.”

“I’ll be he hasn’t aged as gracefully as you,” I said, buttering Jean up a bit. “What were his films like?”

Jean had to think about that. “I guess,” he began, “you could say they were a product of their time. It was the eighties and action flicks were all the rage. A lot of Peyton’s films reflected that.”

“So,” I said thoughtfully, “he was basically a Stallone who did gay porn.”

Jean laughed. “Sylvester Stallone actually did do a porn movie once,” he revealed. “Way back in the day. I saw it years ago with some friends.”

My eyes doubled in size. “What, seriously?” I asked, not quite believing him.

“It was before his career took off,” Jean went on. “And it wasn’t gay porn.”

A part of me had a perverse desire to watch it. “I’ll see if I can’t track it down for us,” Jean said, guessing my thoughts correctly. “It’d make for an interesting movie night.”

“Maybe,” I said, looking at Casper Peyton’s posters again. “But anyway, this guy did gay porn movies that were also action flicks?”

“More or less, yeah.” Jean admired the posters again, which was surreal to see. “He had studied theater for a bit before getting into porn. And he was into music. So, he had acting chops.”

“Impressive,” I admitted.

“He did his own stunts too,” Jean continued, gazing admiringly at the image of Peyton in his heyday. “It wasn’t something you saw a lot of in the genre. That was a big part of what made him so cool.”

It was strange to see Jean being such a fanboy. He was normally so cool about life in general. I hadn’t seen Jean get angry many times. Life was something that, at least on the surface, rolled right off his back.

“Do you two want to be alone?” I asked teasingly, getting Jean’s attention.

Jean actually blushed a little bit. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he said softly, “but I wouldn’t be able to say ‘no’ to that man.”

My jealousy spiked, but only momentarily. “I said the same thing about you to Nik,” I revealed, referring to my old ex—the one who turned psycho on me after dumping me over a text message. “He actually took it pretty well. Which, in hindsight, is fairly ironic.”

Jean scowled. Mentioning Nik was a good way to stir up his ire. He was the one who rescued me after Nik kidnapped me from the Pier.

“Besides,” I added, hoping Jean didn’t notice the flash of green envy across my face. “You bottomed for me the first couple of times we were together.”

“I wanted to impress you,” Jean revealed. “And you struck me as more of a top when we first met.”

That surprised me. “Really?” I asked, confused.

“If bending over meant keeping you,” Jean said, his face utterly serious, “then I was all in. It didn’t matter how we fit together physically. I just needed you in my life.”

It always caught me off-guard. I could see it burning in Jean’s eyes. He had been as much in love with me as I was, right from the moment we first met. I had such a hard time believing it back then. Those doubts hadn’t left, but seeing the passion in his eyes reminded me that I wasn’t a charity case.

Jean loved me with every fiber of his being.

“I love you too,” I said, meaning every word. “Shall we go watch your first porn crush’s one-man show now?”

Jean was grinning from ear to ear as he looped my arm through his. “Let’s,” he agreed, walking us toward the doorway leading into the theater proper.

Stepping inside of the Castro Theater was something of an experience by itself. It was yet another aspect of gay life in San Francisco that I had missed out on. I was in a committed relationship fairly early on in college. Being underage, there was a lot about gay life that I didn’t get to experience.

COVID saw to that.

The Castro Theater had been a historic landmark for years and it was easy to see why. The pale white building that stood proudly on the main street had been done in the Spanish-Baroque style. It was one of the few buildings left in the world with a ceiling done in the leatherette style. Word was that the technique used to make it had been lost, meaning there was no way to restore the ceiling once it was gone.

Inside was even better. The varnished wooden walls seemed to give off a soft golden glow as we walked down the aisles. Each folded chair was covered with red upholstery. The color matched the curtains on the stage.

There was an actual proper stage, as well as a chandelier hanging high overhead. The place resembled a traditional theater. Behind the curtain was where the movie screen stood. I had seen pictures online before, so I knew what to expect.

“How long before the show starts?” I asked as we took our seats.

Jean checked his phone, turning it to Airplane mode, which reminded me to do the same. “A little over fifteen minutes,” he said, settling in. “Do you think he’ll do autographs afterward?”

“Is that all you’re going to ask him for?” I teased, giving his knee a squeeze.

Jean actually looked embarrassed. “I’ll be good,” he promised, shifting slightly in his chair.

“You’re a lot of things,” I said, snorting. “But ‘being good’ is one of the few that doesn’t belong on your resume.”

Jean grinned cheekily at me, then. “I was good as a child,” he responded. “Therefore, I get to misbehave as an adult.”

I couldn’t fault the logic. “Just make sure you are safe,” I said, taking his hand in mine. “And come home afterward.”

Jean met my eyes in the dim light of the theater hall. “No worries there,” he assured me. “I’d rather lose a night with him than lose you at all.”

I was being petty and knew it. “Go for it,” I said, kissing the back of his hand. “If you need to, do it. I’ll be waiting.”

Despite my reassurances, I was nervous. My fingers stayed laced through Jean’s while we waited for the show to start. The stage in front of us was already set. A table and chairs stood on one side while some leather lounge furniture occupied the other end. There was a standing lamp there as well.

All in all, it reminded me of someone’s old living room suite.

“He’s late,” I realized several minutes later.

Jean saw me checking my phone. “These shows never start on time,” he said, though he himself sounded worried. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Casper Peyton did enter from stage right finally, a whole twenty minutes after the show was scheduled to go on. The red curtains parted, revealing the movie screen behind them. The lights in the theater went low and the projector in the box back behind the seats lit up.

The crowd instantly burst into applause. It was clear that the people attending tonight consisted of fans of his. Jean clapped loudly, bringing his hands together loudly enough to rival a thunderclap.

Not everyone in the theater was a part of his demographic. I saw quite a few faces in their twenties, young enough to be the same age as me. It seemed I had missed out on discovering the legend that had been Casper Peyton.

Peyton smiled broadly. He had certainly aged a bit since his porn career, which was to be expected. It looked like he had gotten some work done as well, though. I could tell by how parts of his face remained stiff when he smiled that his good looks weren’t natural.

My boyfriend had aged gracefully while Peyton chose to go under the knife.

Then again, Peyton was at least a decade older than Jean. This reminded me that over twenty years stood between my boyfriend and me. I tended to avoid thinking about the implications of that. To reassure myself, I gave his hand a squeeze when he put it back in mine.

“Thank you,” Peyton said warmly, flashing his teeth at the crowd. “Thank you all so much. I want to welcome each and every one of you for coming out tonight. We’ve got a great show for you.”

Peyton spoke with a slight Southern twang in his tone. It added a certain “good ol’ boy” quality to his aesthetic, I would admit. I wondered if maybe this had helped add to his appeal when he was younger.

The performance started not long after Peyton finished addressing the crowd. I was not sure what I had expected, but this wasn’t it. It was essentially a comedic retelling of Peyton’s rise to fame in the gay porn industry.

According to the narration, Peyton was discovered while working as a balloon-o-gram stripper. A photographer sent nudes of him to a famous porn director at the time. Peyton was approached to star in a gay porn/treasure hunting movie hybrid called Desert Heat not long afterward.

Scenes from Peyton’s films played on the screen in the background. Each one coincided with the chapter in Peyton’s life. At one point, he broke into a song that was apparently lifted right out of a movie he did called Top of the Charts, about a up-and-coming rock star being blackmailed by a corrupt producer who had pictures of him fucking another dude.

His singing wasn’t too bad, but it struck me as nothing particularly special. The acting was also subpar. A lot of the jokes fell flat too, and I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Plenty of people—including Jean—laughed at the appropriate times, but I noticed several faces in the crowd who looked disappointed.

To be honest, it made me feel sorry for the man. He was clearly trying to recapture the fame he experienced as a young man. It made me wonder what life had been like for him after his retirement from the industry.

If this show was any indication, it wasn’t pretty. Peyton was a man desperate for either fame or money. Fame didn’t seem likely. If he was after cash, however, the number of filled seats in the theater told me that he had a hit on his hands.

One didn’t need to be good at something to be successful at it, after all.

I tried to distract myself from how underwhelming the show was by watching the porn. Casper Peyton cast a long shadow, though. It was hard to see what was on the screen as a result. I surrendered myself to being stuck in my seat until the performance ended. Jean continued to laugh and applaud at the appropriate moments. For once, his keen eye failed to spot what was going on right next to him.

The climax of the show, so to speak, was when Peyton came back out on stage in the nude. He danced for the crowd a bit, which garnered applause. I clapped politely, grateful that the show was ending.

“Something this mediocre should have two robots commenting on it,” I muttered under my breath, thinking my criticism would be concealed by the cheering crowd.

Jean heard me speak anyway. “Sorry?” he asked, leaning into me a little. “You okay?”

“I’m good,” I lied, patting his arm. “Just glad you’re having fun.”

That much was true. Jean was enjoying himself and I was glad of that, even if I wasn’t impressed by the performance. Peyton, meanwhile, had come down off the stage. He was strolling up and down the aisles, still in the nude, shaking hands and greeting people.

More than one person in the audience copped a feel. Peyton took it in stride, even smiling like it was a compliment. He must have missed being the center of attention. Shining in the spotlight suited him, at least. He was more at ease, less stiff and unnatural, when he interacted with people face-to-face.

“He’s coming this way!” Jean whispered excitedly.

I watched with Jean, who was leaning forward in his seat. Peyton had worked his way around and was coming back toward us. His cock bounced between his legs. It would have been quite impressive had I not been sitting next to the man who single-handedly put him to shame.

Jean stood up, intending to shake Peyton’s hand. Peyton, however, moved right past him toward a young woman sitting one row down below us. His smile brightened considerably when she stood up to throw her arms around his neck.

“Never fall for a straight man,” I said sagely as Jean settled back into his seat, looking for all the world like a boy who was just denied chocolate cake on his birthday. “Especially one that does gay porn.”

It hurt to see him so disenchanted. “It’s okay,” Jean told me.

“I don’t believe that for a second,” I said, squeezing his arm affectionately. “Do you want to go down there and try to get his attention?”

Peyton had moved on to the next adoring member of his public. He seemed to have no qualms about shaking hands with men. I didn’t seem him flinch once when they touched his cock. Peyton’s grin broadened a bit more, though, whenever a woman paid attention to him. It was clear where his preference lay.

And if I noticed, Jean most certainly had too.

“Nah,” Jean decided, getting out of his chair. “The show’s pretty much over. We can go if you want. I know you weren’t having a good time.”

We weren’t the only ones getting ready to go. Several other people had gotten up out of their seats as well. The ones who hadn’t met Peyton personally yet stayed rooted to their chairs.

“Sorry,” I apologized while we walked up the inclined aisle toward the door. “I hope I wasn’t spoiling your fun. It just isn’t my thing, I guess.”

“I appreciate you coming with me,” Jean said in earnest.

“I got to see you having fun,” I told him, hoping he understood that I meant every word. “Believe it or not, that was entertaining. You don’t act this way, like a big kid, very often.”

“Sure, I do.” Jean actually sounded a little hurt. “I do it all the time.”

“I mean,” I explained, “usually someone has to die first before you get this excited. It’s a welcome change of pace. Seeing you so thrilled without a corpse being found.”

Jean started to protest again, but thought better of it. “Fair point,” he decided.

We entered the lobby hand-in-hand. People stood around chatting with one another. A few could be overheard discussing the show. Many thought it was good, but I overheard a couple of criticisms. Those, I felt, were on point but I didn’t intend to spoil my boyfriend’s good mood.

Having his idol give him the brush-off had done enough damage where that was concerned.

“Think Auntie Mags will mind if we grab dinner somewhere?” I asked.

We stepped out together through the front doors, leaving the warmth of the theater behind for the cold, damp chill of the city outside. Automatically, I pulled my jacket around me. Jean reached over to draw me in close. I snuggled up against his side, greedily absorbing his body heat.

“She expected us to be out late,” he replied, stopping at the edge of the street. “And, besides, I left her a little something in the fridge. You know how picky she’s been about food lately.”

“Good point,” I said, looking around. “So, where to?”

The Castro had quite a few places to eat. Most of them stayed open late too. Jean tried to flag down a cab for us while I mulled over a few choice possibilities.

“Jean?” a voice called out.

Jean paused in the middle of waving a cab over to us. I turned first, a part of me wondering if this was going to play out like a scene from a movie. It wasn’t Casper Peyton who called out to my boyfriend, though.

The voice was all wrong. It was much higher and raspier. The face was much too old as well. A short man with frosted hair and a beard walked toward us. A pair of blue eyes shined behind bifocals resting atop a pointed nose.

“Kincaid?” Jean asked, having turned around as well.

The cab pulled up alongside us. Each of us stood staring, having forgotten all about it. The old man was smiling. I, myself, couldn’t believe it.

“Kincaid…Marx?” I asked, to which the old man nodded.

Against all odds, we had bumped into Jean’s old director from his original films, the one and only Kincaid Marx.




Chapter 2







“I don’t believe it.”

Jean was still laughing. We were drawing quite a bit of attention at this point. A couple of people openly stared, but none of us cared. So long as the maître d’ didn’t kick us out, I was okay.

After all, I wouldn’t hear the end of Kincaid’s story otherwise.

“In tears,” Kincaid affirmed. His shoulders shook as he reached for the glass of water next to his plate. “Right for the bathroom with tears rolling down his face.”

“In my defense,” Jean began, hoping to salvage some of his pride. “I had never fisted another man before. That was my first time.”

Kincaid took a sip of his water, shooting some serious shade over the rim of the glass toward Jean. “Shouldn’t have put down on your resume that you were prepared for it, then,” he pointed out coolly.

“He’s got you there,” I agreed, grinning from ear to ear while Kincaid set his stemware back down. “What happened next?”

I was eager to know more, and to hell with what anyone in the restaurant thought. It wasn’t our fault that they had been eavesdropping for the last hour. And, besides, the disdainful looks we got were outweighed by the number of people that were intrigued.

We had gone to Fable from the Castro Theater. It was just down the road, close enough that we didn’t need the cab after all. The driver seemed put out at being flagged down and then blown off, so we tipped him a five for his trouble. I shivered the whole time, even snuggled up alongside Jean, but the extra exercise was worth it.

It gave Jean a chance to get reacquainted with his old friend, and for me to learn more about Kincaid.

“He finally came back out,” Kincaid went on. “After a long pep talk and some reassurances that the scene could be reshot.”

I turned to stare at Jean for a long moment. “Wait,” I said as a memory floated to the surface. “Is that why the scene cut off so suddenly? And in the next frame, the two of you were in a different location?”

“It was,” Jean admitted, blushing as he laughed more.

“The budget for that flick was nonexistent,” Kincaid revealed, shaking his head. “Even less so than some of the others we filmed. We worked with what we had.”

“That was the first time I fisted a guy, period,” Jean told me. “I had never put more than a few fingers up another man’s ass before that day.”

“Turns out,” Kincaid threw in. “The other guy had a dislocated hip.”

I stared in shock, my mouth hanging open. My hand fell down on top of the table, which unfortunately made my fork achieve altitude. It flipped into the air and clattered to the floor.

“Um, sorry about that,” I said, bending over to pick it up. “Luck for me, I ordered something that doesn’t require utensils.”

Fable was a restaurant located on Castro Street. It managed to survive quarantine and was doing a brisk business these days. The ambiance was a bit boujee for me. Eighteen bucks for a hamburger was asking a lot, but since Kincaid offered to foot the bill, I had no reason to gripe. The chipotle aioli was to die for.

Jean had been taking bites from his New York grilled strip steak. It was slow going because Kincaid would frequently bring up something from the past that made us all laugh. The older man had already finished his vegan lasagna.

“He’d dislocated it on the set earlier,” Kincaid revealed, continuing his story as I wrapped the fork up in a cloth napkin. “Didn’t tell anybody about it. Made it all the way through the scene before asking somebody to call an ambulance.”

“I thought at first I had broken something,” Jean said, thinking back.

“Stupid kid,” Kincaid said. “A real trooper, but dumb.”

Silence settled over the table for a moment, much to the relief of the people around us. We were being a little loud, but also having a good time. The lights from the lattice hanging overhead cast everything in an eerie glow. It was all so beautiful, like something out of a fairy tale.

I could see how the restaurant got the name.

“He was okay,” Jean assured me. “Spent a long time in the hospital because of bruising, but the doctor was able to pop his hip back into the joint.”

I cringed. “Sounds like a nightmare,” I said. “I don’t think I could have gone through that.”

Jean started to open his mouth. “The fisting and the hip surgery,” I clarified, only to pause right afterward. “Actually, the hip surgery was probably less painful. They give sedatives for that.”

“Getting fisted costs less,” Kincaid pointed out.

“And you don’t need medical insurance,” Jean added. “Which is good, since none of the studios I worked for offered it beyond STI testing.”

Kincaid made a face as he reached for his water again. “Tell me about it,” he grumbled. “I’ve been pushing for years to unionize porn. For more medical benefits and whatnot. It’s still a shit industry that doesn’t give actors the support they need.”

That statement sounded a bit contrary to how Jean always described it. “Do you miss it?” I asked, speaking to Kincaid. “Directing porn, I mean.”

“Eh, not always,” Kincaid said, stopping long enough to drain the rest of his glass. “But most of the time? Hell yeah, I do.”

“I knew you would say that,” Jean said, watching Kincaid with that expression that told me he was reading the man’s movements.

“It’s true,” Kincaid insisted. “Hell, I’d take directing a porn film over working in Hollywood any day. You wanna talk about a corrupt system. That town sits above the mouth straight to hell.”

“Bet it doesn’t have a blonde girl watching over it either,” I joked.

Kincaid practically scowled. “Don’t even get me started,” he said. “I tried making it in Hollywood. Biggest mistake of my life was selling out to that nest of vipers.”

“For the record,” Jean whispered to me. “You’ve already gotten him started.”

“That’s what I assumed,” I murmured back.

“I tried directing more mainstream films,” Kincaid told me. “More mainstream than gay porn, at least. The studios had control of everything. It was always about what they wanted and how they wanted to do it.”

“Interesting that porn gave you more creative freedom,” I commented. “Weird, but interesting all the same.”

“Studios in porn are more for distribution,” Kincaid explained while tracing a finger around one side of his plate. “Sure, there’s politics involved and they might want certain things to go a certain way.”

“But it isn’t as bad as Hollywood,” Jean added, hoping to cut Kincaid’s rant somewhat short. “I know because he’s told me this many times before.”

“If you’d listen,” Kincaid said angrily, like he was lecturing an errant teenager, “then you’d know it’s the truth.”

“Why did you give up directing gay porn, then?” I wondered.

It was something I hadn’t been able to find out, at least not from anywhere on the Internet. Kincaid Marx was a bit of a mystery man. He had been very private about his life before retiring from the industry. Jean often spoke about him fondly, almost in a fatherly kind of way, but never gave away much regarding Kincaid’s life.

“It was becoming a different sort of beast,” Kincaid answered easily. “No big mystery to it. Porn was moving to the Internet. Becoming cheaper and less about art. More about making a fast buck.”

“The scenes were never as complicated on a website as they would be doing an actual film,” Jean added. “On a website, you show up, listen to the director tell you what positions he wants you to do, and try not to laugh when things don’t go according to plan.”

“A film takes time to produce,” Kincaid told me. “You have to memorize a script. There’s hours of filming, somewhere between five and nine hours of shooting to go through per day. Scenes have to be done over again so that they’re captured from different angles.”

“I was young enough and willing to change with the times,” Jean teased, waiting for Kincaid’s reaction. “Kincaid was already an old man. Stuck in his ways.”

“You got what you were willing to get paid for,” Kincaid snapped. He was rapidly turning into a grouchy old grandfather type. “A bunch of empty smut with no heart or soul in it.”

Jean looked like he wanted to argue. “Still, it paid better,” he challenged.

“Eh, it was your life,” Kincaid said. I had been worried they were on the verge of fighting, but nothing came of it. “You did what you thought was right by yourself. I can’t fault you for that.”

“Sure, you can,” Jean replied, though he looked relieved. “But I appreciate you trying. It beats listening to you yell at me about how I was throwing my life away.”

I must have looked taken aback because Kincaid actually blushed. “I shouldn’t have said a lot of things,” he mumbled to Jean. “That could’ve been one of them.”

A server came by and replaced Kincaid’s water. I took the opportunity to work on a few more of my fries. Jean cut into his steak and chewed through a few bites. The quiet settling in at the table wasn’t awkward exactly, but there was a lot being unsaid.

“You know,” Kincaid spoke up after a moment, “it really is a shame you made the jump over to Internet video when you did.”

Jean began to eye Kincaid suspiciously as he chewed his bite of steak. “Oh?” I heard him grunt out as I rounded off the last of my fries in chipotle sauce.

“There was this one movie we never made.” Kincaid was speaking directly to me now. “I wrote the script ages ago. Back in the early eighties. Way before I started directing.”

“Really?” I was intrigued, but Jean continued to eye Kincaid with a cagey sort of look in his eye. “You always knew you were going to go into adult films?”

Kincaid laughed. “Not always, no,” he admitted. “It was more like I fell into it. I went to film school thinking I could be the next George Lucas. A waste of time and a hell of a lot of student debt that turned out to be.”

I watched while Kincaid drank more water. “What happened?” I pressed, unable to stay patient long enough for him to finish.

“No studios would hire me,” he explained. The bitterness in his tone surprised me. It seemed like something he would have gotten over after all his success. “Said I didn’t have enough experience.”

“Not surprising,” Jean told me, interrupting Kincaid briefly. “Hollywood gatekeeping is notorious.”

“Too true,” Kincaid agreed. “I left LA feeling disenchanted with the whole system. But before that, I saw an ad asking people with experience editing films to apply. It was only after I got the job that I found out it was porn.”

I laughed. “Must’ve been one hell of a shock,” I said.

“You’re telling me,” Kincaid said, chuffing. “I was just barely out of the closet at that point. Going from that to piecing together dirty films where guys fucked was a huge leap. But it was technically doing what I loved, so I went with it.”

“And you wrote a film script?” I pressed, wanting to get back to that part.

“After a couple years,” Kincaid said, thinking back. “I wanted to try my own hand at filmmaking. One of the directors for the company took a look at it and laughed. He told me it was way too far-fetched to work.”

“He sounds like an asshole,” I said, glancing toward Jean, who merely shrugged.

“No, he was actually pretty much right on,” Kincaid revealed, smirking. “Back then, it would have been too impractical. Way too expensive too. But I was young, hotheaded, and determined to prove him wrong.”

Kincaid went quiet again. “Is that when you made your first movie?” I pressed, growing frustrated. “Not the one you’re talking about. I mean…ugh, what was the name of your first movie?”

“Breeding Camp,” Kincaid reminded me. “Standard military grunt stock plot. But it got me into the director’s chair. That happened way later, though. Getting pissed at being told I wouldn’t make it as a scriptwriter gave me the push I needed to ditch LA and come to San Francisco, though.“

“Is that when you started your own studio?” I asked.

Jean was finishing off his steak, but paused in the middle of chewing to answer for Kincaid. “Not yet,” he revealed. “You worked for…what was it? Kestral Studios?”

“That’s the one.” Kincaid nodded. “I stayed with them for a few years. Worked my way up until they let me direct a few of their flicks. Then myself and a few others walked off to start our own production company.”

“And you met Jean afterward?” It was less of a question than an outright statement, but I wanted Kincaid to confirm for me. “And that was when your films took off, right?”

“Pumping gas at a station,” Kincaid said, laughing loudly all of a sudden. “With this amazing trouser snake going down one pant leg.”

“That happened to me a lot back in the day,” Jean explained to me, smiling with embarrassment. “I got a lot of looks from it, but Kincaid here? He was the first one to ever approach me about it.”

“He thought I had confused him for a prostitute,” Kincaid went on, still laughing. “It took a fair bit of explaining before this guy understood what I was after.”

“It seemed unreal,” Jean said, giving his long mane of curly dark hair a shake. “Someone wanting to watch a movie of me having sex with another guy.”

“Didn’t have much confidence in himself back then,” Kincaid said to me in a faux-whisper, holding one hand beside his mouth. “Fortunately, I fixed that.”

“You fixed it?” Jean was teasing, but he sounded genuinely incredulous. “I seem to recall you spending most of that time period criticizing me.”

“Ah, you’d have gotten too big of a head,” Kincaid insisted, waving away Jean’s accusation casually. “If I hadn’t let some of that hot air out, who knows what sort of trouble you’d have wound up in.”

I thought about some of the things that had happened to Jean and I since we started dating. “He has a good point,” I told Jean, which earned me a glare.

“Be careful when you take his side,” Jean warned me. “You wanna talk about swelled heads? I once saw this man demand that an entire set be struck because he didn’t like the lighting.”

Kincaid gave Jean a dirty look. “That was just the one time,” he grumbled sourly.

“There was also the time we were fifteen hours into shooting and only had about half the footage needed for a single sex scene,” Jean went on, enjoying himself.

“Because actors were late!” Kincaid replied defensively. “And equipment kept breaking down. And then somebody broke the bed from driving his oversized dick into the bottom too hard, and we had to get a replacement!”

“I seem to recall two cast members and one lighting guy bursting into tears,” Jean continued, pretending to look contemplative. “All because you yelled at them.”

“That lighting guy was utterly incompetent.” Kincaid sounded like he was actually getting mad now and not playing. “And those two muscle jocks couldn’t act their way out of a plastic grocery bag!”

“So,” I said, which did nothing to divert the staring contest breaking out between the two. “Anyway! What was this film you wanted to do?”

“Huh?” Kincaid turned toward me like he had forgotten I was there. “Oh, right. I wrote this really heavy sci-fi movie script about a space cowboy.”

“He got really big into Star Wars for a long time,” Jean said softly to me, like he was telling me in confidence even though Kincaid was sitting directly across from me. “Still was when we first met.”

“This was different from Star Wars,” Kincaid insisted. “But it was gonna be epic. This big production with spaceship battles and alien monsters.”

“I don’t get it,” I said, thinking it did sound like a great idea. “What stopped you? Not enough money?”

“Special effects back then took time and way more money, kid.” Kincaid sounded even more dismissive now. “Not like today. When you can film a lightsaber battle in your living room with a smartphone and a laptop computer.”

I thought about that for a moment. “Why not do it now?” I offered. Jean was giving me a warning look, but I kept going. “Like you said. Special effects today are cheaper to make using computers.”

“I haven’t been in the director’s chair in a long time,” Kincaid said, sounding sad about it.

“I doubt you’d have trouble finding actors willing to perform,” I pointed out. Jean cleared his throat, but I was determined. “This is San Francisco, after all.”

“I’d need a studio to distribute it,” Kincaid explained. “And contracts.”

“Don’t you still have friends in the industry?” I asked, confused now. “What about Kestral? You said that you once worked for them.”

“Years ago,” Kincaid reminded me. “Actually, though…” I watched as the silver fox across from me looked thoughtful all of a sudden. “You know, they would take it if I had a headliner attached to the project right away.”

“And here we go.” Jean shot me a reproachful look before turning toward Kincaid. “I knew dinner would come with a price tag, but I expected to be able to pay it in cash. Not with my body.”

“Oh, quit your fussing,” Kincaid admonished like an old grandpa. “Nobody’s asked you for anything. You’re way too old for the porn industry now anyhow!”

“Rude,” I said, getting offended on Jean’s behalf.

“Is that what you told Casper Peyton?” Jean asked Kincaid coolly.

Kincaid looked a bit taken aback by the question. “Who said anything about Peyton?” he wondered, though I thought the question sounded a bit forced. “And he’s even older than you.”

“And just did a one-man show that made the papers,” Jean said pointedly, setting down his fork with the last bite of his steak speared on it. “A show that went on several minutes late. One that you just so happened to see tonight.”

“I haven’t even heard back from Peyton yet.” Kincaid looked offended at Jean. “And what? You think at my age that I can camp out on a cold city street late at night hoping I might bump into your sorry ass?”

“No,” Jean told him plainly, folding both hands together on the table. “I will buy that running into you tonight was serendipity. But you’re not one for letting an opportunity pass you by.”

“You’re saying he was trying to get Peyton for his film?” I asked.

“Peyton probably turned him down,” Jean explained to me. “Or, if he hasn’t, he will. The man’s been retired for longer than I have.” Jean cut his gaze back over to Kincaid. “And last I heard, there was a rumor he was doing horror pictures in Italy.”

“He’s done a couple,” Kincaid acknowledged. “Released a country western album too. Don’t think the sales for it were very good, but the man’s name is still out there.”

Kincaid’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Like somebody else I could mention,” he told Jean evenly. “You’ve gotten up to your old shenanigans again, haven’t you? What did I say about keeping your name out of the press?”

I assumed Kincaid was talking about the mess at the Nob Hill Theater. There was also that bit of business at Treats, the newest bathhouse in the Castro area. Our reporter acquaintance—Wendy Wu—had a hand in spreading the first one around.

I might have participated in getting both out into the world, being a social media whore and all that.

“You’re worried that having my name tacked onto your film might sully it?” Jean challenged.

“I wouldn’t want your filthy name on any movie of mine anyhow,” Kincaid spat back, which I did not believe for one instance.

“Good,” Jean said, turning away. “Because I’m retired.”

“And too old,” Kincaid snapped.

“Peyton is even older,” Jean was quick to remind. “But don’t feel as if you’ve got to have my permission. I still don’t think he’ll say yes, but…”

“He’ll say yes.” Kincaid sounded sure of himself then. “Too bad I couldn’t get the both of you on, though. That’d make sales shoot through the roof.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “So,” I said after a fresh silence—this one very much awkward—settled between the two. “I take it this means we’re not ordering dessert?”

Jean looked a bit hurt as he stared over at Kincaid. “Let’s go home,” he decided. “I think we’re done here.”

“Here and everywhere,” I overheard Kincaid huff out as our chairs scraped the floor. “Ungrateful little bitch.”

Jean and I stood up, pushing our chairs back underneath the table. People around us avoided looking our way. We walked out of the restaurant with our heads held high, but it was hard. Maintaining one’s dignity after a heated altercation in public is a refined art, after all.

I made sure to leave a generous tip in cash for our server. Kincaid, however, could foot the rest of the bill. He had left a sour impression on me. The man had come across as charming and gregarious, full of life and stories about the good old days.

Underneath all of that, though, was a very bitter man. It sounded as though there was a lot from his past he hadn’t let go of. He also struck me as overwhelmingly entitled. I wasn’t happy with the cracks he made about Jean’s age, either. It seemed hypocritical on top of just being plain wrong.

After all, Kincaid himself was no spring chicken.

Jean was quiet the whole trip back home. We walked from the restaurant all the way to the station. It was cheaper than hailing a cab. During the train ride, I noticed him staring out the window. He seemed lost in thought.

I let him keep his thoughts to himself, at least until after we made it home. The house was oddly quiet when we eased inside. Normally, Auntie Mags would be hammering away at her keyboard, blasting zombies back into their graves. The lack of any horrific shrieking from beyond her bedroom door told us she had gone to bed early.

“You’re seriously thinking about it,” I said to Jean once we had our shoes off. “Aren’t you?”

Jean sighed heavily, crossing into the living room so he could sit down. “I left the business years ago,” he began, staring up at the ceiling. “Going back now feels like a mistake.”

“How so?” I took my coat off and went over to join Jean on the sofa. “Don’t you miss it?”

Jean didn’t answer me right away. “Some of the time,” he admitted after I prodded him. “Does that bother you?”

He was looking me in the eye now. I could see that Jean was afraid. He was scared of what my answer would be, how I would react now that I knew.

“Sweetie,” I began, touching his arm tenderly. “I knew what you did before we had even met. Why would it bother me?”

Jean wore a sad sort of smile as he chuckled. “You’re incredible,” he told me, leaning forward to plant a quick, but intense, kiss on my mouth. “You know that?”

I kissed him back, putting everything I was feeling—my love and concern for his well-being—into it.

“I’m pretty sure we’ve established by now,” I said, taking his face in my hands, “that you’re the incredible one.”

“No, you are,” he insisted.

“No, you.” I tapped his cheek in a mock slap. “No arguments!”

Jean hung his head in defeat. “Okay, fine,” he groaned out wearily. “You win. And yes, I am thinking about it.” His eyes didn’t show nearly as much confidence when he raised his head up. “But that’s all.”

“All right.” I reached over to pull him into my arms, offering him comfort there. “I’m going to ask that you do it because you want to. That’s it, though.”
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