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      For everyone who has ever had to edit my work, in almost chronological order, Barbara Marshall, Anah Crow, Pat Sager, Mychael Black, Raven McKnight (almost), Kym Hinton, Kris Jacen, and for this one, Sasha Knight, Deb Nemeth, Cindy Hwang, Sarah Frantz, Kiersten Cherry, Tera Cuskaden, and Kristine E. Swartz. Will one big mea culpa do it? (Or is there penance?)

      Thanks for making me look good.
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      Jae Fields sat in front of Adversary editor-in-chief Alonso Vega’s desk, picking a piece of imaginary lint off the sleeve of his military-inspired coat. Vega leaned back in his expansive leather chair and drummed his fingers on the plushly upholstered armrest. “And this is newsworthy? Who cares about romance novelists?” He sat up. “Don’t you have something more important to write about?”

      “This is important. We always, always out the actor or politician who pretends to be straight for filthy lucre. Why not out someone doing the opposite?”

      “Because it’s a harmless dodge and one that doesn’t have any significance with how people perceive homosexuals.” Vega was almost through with him. Jae could tell by the way he glanced at the clock on the wall.

      “It just pisses me off. Fraud.” He tried to look suitably idealistic.

      “I see. This woman is a poseur so she’s newsworthy. I hate to tell you this but you can’t swing a dead cat in this town without hitting a poseur. I’ll give you two days to come up with a better reason to go after her than that she pisses you off, Fields. Find something that makes some sort of damn sense. Like she’s advocating the use of unsafe butt plugs or something. Anything, because a personal crusade isn’t what we do here.”

      Jae contemplated this. “I thought that crusade was exactly what we do here.”

      “Yes.” Vega stood, clearly intent on ushering him out of his office manually. “But we have to pick our infidels, don’t we?” The door closed in Jae’s face before he could reply.

      On the way back to his cubicle Jae saw Shannon Israel pop like a prairie dog from behind an oatmeal-colored partition. “What did he say?”

      “I’ve got two days. I have to make my case in two days or I can forget it and he’ll assign me something else.” Two more heads popped up to his left.

      “Have you read the book yet? It’s actually good. Hilarious.” Bill Parker pulled his copy of Windows up from behind the wall like a puppet and waved it. “Here… ‘Freddie had never even considered sex with a man before, but as soon as he saw Devlin’s thick, throbbing cock his mouth started to water. It looked like candy, like it would taste red, or pink. Like strawberries. He lapped at the slit, capturing the precome there. It was sweet and delicious, heady, like musky fruit.’ I know this stuff is revolting but I can’t put it down. Musky fruit… He kills me.”

      “Musky fruit?” said Shannon. “I’ve gotta admit I’ve never partaken, but that’s not what my girlfriend told me. She said that as soon as a guy came she’d make that ack noise in the back of her throat like a cat with a hairball, and then she’d have to scour with something like rum and Coke to get rid of the taste or she’d gag on it for days…”

      Jae gave her a hard stare.

      “Shannon?” said Bill.

      “What?”

      “Shut the fuck up.” His head dropped below the cubicle visibility line. Shannon’s followed it down.

      “Sorry to rain on the gay-pride parade,” she muttered, a disembodied voice floating over the rows of partitions. “I’m just saying I never heard sweet, before. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “And yet,” Bill snarked, “you continue to say it, over and over, until we’re all sick to death.”

      “Not me,” Abby, Shannon’s office BFF called out, from somewhere beyond the first line of industrial partitions.

      “Thanks, baby,” said Shannon.

      “’Course, I hate to say it,” Abby continued, “but I loved this book. I howled with laughter. It kind of reminded me of Tom Jones, or Fannie. Sorry, Jae. Love you.”

      Everyone’s desktop pinged at once, and when Jae got there he had a global instant message that read, “Suck up,” from Bill.

      He noticed his own copy of Windows lying on his desk. It wasn’t the book. It wasn’t even the writing, which, he had to admit, if you took it as satire, was…extremely funny. It wasn’t even, though he could make a case, that the book had been written from a gay man’s perspective by what was obviously not a man at all.

      No.

      It was that she’d called it Windows, a not-so-subtle reference to the one and only thing Jae still held sacred from high school years he’d rather forget: Doorways, the coming-of-age novel by Kieran Anders.

      Jae had read the cover off that book by the time he was sixteen and knew it practically by heart. So when someone he knew mentioned to him that the book Windows by Kelly Kendall could be considered an affectionate homage, he’d picked it up, in print no less, rather than e-book format, and had been appalled to see that it was less an homage than a blatant rip-off, a travesty of bad taste and worse writing and just plain porn.

      Jae read it in horror, cover to cover, exhibiting the very inability to put down a book, no matter how bad, which formed the heart of his desire to write. He’d finished it and shaken it out of his hand with the vague sense that it clung there like something sticky and that everyone else could tell he’d read it simply by looking at him.

      It’s not that he wasn’t a big fan of porn. He was. Maybe the book even gave him a boner or two. But no one, no one messed with Doorways on his watch.

      It was time to share the love, he decided, launching his web browser. He’d had to search out Kendall’s email address from the woman’s publisher, Diabolique Press. Unlike most writers, she had no website or blog that Jae could find. She was apparently reclusive in the extreme. There was a tiny blurb about her, and when asked, by one Sberryfields, Jae’s porn-buying alter ego, her publisher had given him an email address and directed him to write to “Kelly Kendall” there.

      He felt Shannon ease up behind him and absently reached out a hand to pat her.

      “This guy really bugs you, doesn’t he?” she asked.

      “She does. Yes.”

      “What makes you so sure it’s a woman? It might be he’s just exactly what he says.” She put a fresh cup of coffee by his elbow and he smiled up at her in thanks.

      “No way a gay man is going to send up Doorways.” Jae shook his head. “It’s…like…the holy grail of coming-out novels. Catcher in the Rye for those of us not destined to be homicidal assholes.”

      Shannon smiled. “Ah. The sacred author Kieran Anders.”

      “Yeah.” He turned back to the computer. “I’m on my sixth copy. My first disintegrated from adolescent tears, the next three I inscribed and gave to the first three boys I thought could be ‘the one’, the fifth was stolen by a certain film star who didn’t exactly remain anonymous after he spent the night with me, and the one I have now? I keep in a safe.” He sighed. “I guess you could say it’s special to me.”

      “So our Mr. Kendall treads on sacred ground.”

      “Yep.” Jae tapped a few words out on the edit profile screen. “Should I be SberryFields, or go to the full-length StrawberryFields?”

      “What about KillingFields?”

      He grinned. “That’s my profile at LiveJournal. I’m making something up that sounds girly for MySpace so I look like any other fangirl if Kendall decides to check me out.”

      “Oh, SberryFields then, it has fewer letters to type.”

      “Got it… I thought so too. Thanks.”

      “You going to just write a fan letter?” She leaned her hip on his desk. “Going under cover?”

      “Yep.” He didn’t look up. “See me. See me squee.”

      “Go get her, tiger.” She moved away after a moment and he was glad. This was personal somehow and he wanted to get on with it.

      Jae smiled. Oh yes. Let the word go forth to those rapacious enough to pimp the book Doorways for their own financial gain. Jae-sun Fields was not about to stand idly by and watch that happen.
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      Kelly Mackay was up to his balls in the sheer pleasure of being Kelly Mackay. Will Lanier, houseboy, factotum and general all-around slut was rubbing his shoulders, having just brought in a steaming mug of tea. The appointment with his tax accountant was postponed due to illness and he’d beaten the deadline for his latest screenplay by twenty-four hours. That meant he was free to spend the whole, entire, luxurious day doing nothing. He could read a good book, answer emails, lie in bed all day watching Doctor Who on video, or just lie naked on the living room floor and count the cobwebs on the ceiling. If Will were the type to let any linger.

      Will’s magical fingers kneaded out any remaining tension.

      “You’re sure you got it right?” Kelly asked. “The appointment has been cancelled?”

      “Yes. I got it right. The man has the flu; he could barely talk. He said he’d see you next week probably. Maybe longer.”

      “I hate to hope it will take him a long time to get better.” Kelly frowned.

      “But you do.” Will thumped his back and started picking up the books Kelly had been looking at the night before. They were all over his elegantly spare office. On the floor, covering the large mahogany desk, lying open, spines up, even though Will lectured him endlessly. It was the one thing he did that was careless, leaving the books like that.

      “Not that one, I’m still going over it.” Kelly held out his hand and Will handed him the book. Kelly smacked Will’s luscious ass with it as the younger man leaned over a file box to retrieve a magazine. “I have a ton of—”

      “Nothing doing.” Will leaped neatly out of the way before Kelly could land a second swat. “You are going to relax if I have to bend myself over every piece of furniture in this house to get you to do it.” He demonstrated a deep forward bend, with not a little shimmy in it, and winked from between his legs.

      That drew a look from Kelly. “Excuse me?”

      “Figure of speech.” Will stood.

      “Wishful thinking.”

      “Ouch.” Will’s eyebrows shot up. “Somebody’s pissy this morning.”

      “I’m not pissy.” Kelly got up and moved to the window. “Sorry.” He held his arm out to Will and the kid slid under it. At five ten Kelly wasn’t the tallest man, but Will was half a head again shorter. He had close-cropped bleached hair and eyes that had seen some pretty hard times. When he’d first met Will, Kelly hired him to do odd secretarial work on the recommendation of an older friend. Since then he’d wondered if the older man wasn’t passing along a beloved pet he no longer felt up to caring for.

      Will didn’t talk much about his past, except to say that he’d survived it. The pain of that hadn’t quite left him yet. Since Will moved in Kelly had been awakened at all hours by the sound of Will’s nightmares, sometimes even sobbing, coming from the next room.

      Kelly gave the kid a squeeze and a kiss on the top of the head.

      Kelly had experienced an instant affinity for Will, whose outlandish behavior was the perfect antidote for his own inflexible personality. Will disengaged himself and started out of Kelly’s office. They’d been true friends, with benefits off and on since the beginning. Mostly Kelly encouraged Will to find friends his own age to play. Still, watching that ass swing out of the room…

      Will turned as if he knew. “Okay, if you’re not going to fuck me, I’m going to clean.” He shot Kelly a look as he left.

      “It’s not that I don’t love you.”

      “I know. But you’re old and you don’t have it in you. I understand,” Will called from the kitchen.

      “Hey.” Kelly was stung.

      “I’m kidding you. I’ll make your favorite for lunch as an apology. If you want to fuck me then, it’s okay too.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.” Kelly shook his head and closed his office door with a snap. “Thirty-eight isn’t old,” he muttered. “I’ll give you old, you little pisher. I jogged five miles on the treadmill this morning. Old…”

      Kelly opened the first of about a hundred emails that crowded his inbox, then acknowledged the sender and kept on, answering questions, fielding mail, finding ways to keep from revealing himself when asked revealing questions. He worked in this way for about an hour, amazed, as always, that he should be the object of such speculation. Furthermore, what was most alarming, that he should have become, almost overnight, the focal point of a rapidly growing readership of interested women.

      Women.

      That was what came from writing a gay porn novel, for fun, because at Will’s urging, he’d penned a simple parody of his own novel Doorways. In it he’d transformed its confused hero into a kind of boy Collete à L’ecole of epically energetic proportions. He’d gently satirized himself, which as far as he could tell was his own damned prerogative, and suddenly, inexplicably, he’d gotten hundreds of email responses from, of all people, women. Most of whom hadn’t the faintest idea he’d written the first book at all. Or that it even existed.

      If he’d known that this would happen, he’d never have let Will set up an email account for him. He’d been content, since computers had been invented, to confine himself solely to the word processing software that came with them. Even that had been a stretch, as he’d preferred to use a yellow legal pad and a number two pencil, sharpened to a lethal point (but only if it still had a perfectly pristine eraser).

      Kelly enjoyed getting the letters. He just had no idea what to do with people who were really complimentary, always wanting to look behind the email for a gag. Like he was being punk’d. His own insecurity notwithstanding, he was afraid that might have something to do with the nature of the book.

      Sure, he’d had fun writing it. But it was largely done as a dare with his tongue firmly between his cheeks. It was actually the best time he’d ever had writing anything, because he’d shared it with Will, his one true friend.

      The last email was…arresting. Someone named SberryFields wanted to know if he was planning to continue what she called the “Freddie Legacy”, and in the email she postulated a number of possible future titles. She was loquacious and articulate, and alarmingly chipper, and he slumped into his seat with the awful feeling that this was all his life would hold for him from that moment on.

      “Will?” Kelly shouted, only to find the very man in question a mere few inches away reading the email from behind him. Kelly put a hand on his chest to calm his racing heart. “When did you get here?”

      “Just now, when you called.” Will glanced up at him with clear blue eyes. “What’s the problem?”

      “Were you aware, when you got me into this mess, that Windows would be the most popular work of my entire career?”

      “I’m sorry, honey.” Will gazed at him with sincere sympathy. “But seriously. Have you read your other stuff?”
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      “Ow. I said I was sorry.” Will rubbed his ass where Kelly had pinched it. “What does she say?”

      “It says, ‘Dear Mr. Kelly Kendall’, When I have kids I’m going to name them all Freddie.” He read it aloud to Will. “I. Shit. You. Not.”

      “Is it for real?” Will came to stand behind him. He stared at the monitor.

      “I guess.” Kelly shrugged. “It goes on to say, ‘I loved your character Freddie so much. He was cute and smart and funny. I wanted to see him have a happy ending, and I was so glad when he met up with that Dick, who seemed really kind for an Alpha, if you know what I mean.’” He glanced at Will helplessly. “Do I know what she means?”

      “Of course you do. She means he-man. Top.” Will pulled up a chair. “What else does she say?”

      Together, they read the rest of the letter, offering high praise and asking if he had any more books published, and if so where she could purchase them. She gave him ideas for further volumes.

      “You know you have to follow up. Right?”

      “Oh, hell no.” Kelly took a sip of his tea. “I did that one as a forfeit, if you recall, because you won that bet about whether The Adversary would out Hunter Leighton. I don’t have another one of those”—he looked pointedly at the cover art framed on his office wall—“in me.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ. Besides. Here’s the perfect opportunity to work out the personal kinks that keep you from having satisfying sexual relationships.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. When was the last time you just had a little fun?”

      “Yesterday.” Kelly glared at him. “You were there, if you recall.”

      “I’m not talking about getting a blow job from your houseboy and BFF with benefits. I’m talking about the fact that you don’t date. You don’t have much of a social life at all, and from what I can see, these guys on your contact list and me? We’re your only friends.”

      “You know why that is. I don’t like going out. You know that.”

      “Yes.” Will sighed, and continued gently. “I know. I also know you like a knife crease in your chinos and you only wear Hyde Park Oxford shirts from Land’s End but you never tuck them in. I know about the OCD. I know you don’t like public places. But I also know you’re a basically nice guy who needs someone who isn’t a slut like me.” He stuck his tongue out, and Kelly cuffed him lightly on the side of his head.

      “But I like you. I like things the way they are.”

      “So do I. But eventually I will have to grow up and make my way in the world. Build my own house.” He got up. “I haven’t decided yet, should I buy straw, or twigs, or wood?” Will left him with a funny little wink that caught in Kelly’s throat. Kelly really loved Will, but it wasn’t the kind of love he’d imagined when he planned his future as a kid.

      “I’m all in favor of wood,” Kelly told Will’s retreating form. “In. Favor.”

      “Wood it is.”

      Kelly went back to his email. How to answer…

      “Dear SberryFields…” he typed. “I’m so glad you liked my book, Windows.” That was a start, anyway. “I’m not entirely sure what you mean by Alpha. I try to write people who are just…people.” Here it would pay to lie. “Windows is my first novel.” Well, he’d said that enough it sounded true, even to him. “I am kind of surprised that women seem to like it so well. It warms my heart that everyone has taken Freddie to their collective bosom. So to speak. So far I haven’t planned a follow-up.” There, that had a nice touch. He signed it and sent it.

      He was just stretching the kinks out of his back when his desktop pinged that he had email. SberryFields again. Like she’d been lying in wait.

      “Oh, you must write more,” Sberry’s electrons gushed. “It seems you really do have the sensibility for this sort of thing. I mean, on page 67 where Freddie gets involved in the affair with the boy from the library, and they just look at each other across the copying machines and their cocks fill up with lust? I mean. Wow. What a scene. You had me at ‘he swiped his pre-filled photocopy payment card into the machine with a vigor that he was beginning to feel in his dick, a kind of fierce, angry swish, as if he were sliding his copycard in the very crack of the hard, tight ass that was taunting him from the other side of the room.’ Oh, man. I totally felt that. You make it sound so…sexy. Tee-hee.”

      “Oh, for the love of G—” Kelly scrolled down. This letter was eight fucking screens long. A dissertation, if you could say that about something so hastily written in praise of his erstwhile spanky porn book.

      “…and furthermore, it is my fervent hope that books like yours will pave the way for intelligent discourse on the respect we need to show to outsiders in our society, as well as those people who continue to hate, whom I hate, loathe, and will forever fight against. I promise you.” SberryFields ended the letter.

      “Well…” Kelly tapped his pen on the desk and contemplated what he should do. On the one hand, he could just imagine some of his buddies writing this to put him on. On the other, as Will had pointed out only moments before, he had no buddies. This had to be a joke, right? But if it was sincere praise, he was grateful. Really and truly grateful.

      “Dear SberryFields.” He typed carefully, as if paying particular attention to the keystrokes would give him a clue how to proceed. “Thank you so much for your kind words.” And so many of them too. “I am certainly flattered. You appear to have given this a great deal of thought. I am delighted, and I am certain yours will be a worthy voice to add to the cause. Thank you again, Kelly Kendall.”

      Kelly sighed with relief. Now he just had to turn off the little box that let him know when he had an email message and work on his proposal for the Doorways adaptation. It was about damn time that was made into a film and it would be in his own best interest to adapt it.
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      Jae seethed. “Will you fucking listen. To. This,” he hissed over the cubicle wall. “Shannon…she actually wrote, ‘I thank you again and am certain yours will be a worthy voice to add to the cause.’”

      “Oh that’s a hoot. Building solidarity, one erotic novel at a time. Listen, I have to get going, because I’m reviewing that new Indie flick Body as Temple and that’s at the Nuart. Do you want to come?” She pulled her purse from the file drawer next to her desk. “Livvie’s out of town, and I could use the company. I don’t mind seeing a movie alone, but it’s more fun with a friend.”

      “Yeah.” Jae tried to drop the tension building in his shoulders. “I could actually go for that. Let me just close up shop. I can’t respond to Ms. Informed right now anyway. She makes my teeth go squeak when they grind.” He returned to his desk and finished up, closing down and saving all his work. He caught his coat from the wall of his cubicle where he’d hung it and managed to fall into step with Shannon just as she was walking to the elevator.

      “How can you wear a coat? It’s, like, a million degrees outside,” she remarked as they went down to the lobby level.

      “It’s my innate cool and the fact that I never leave the inside of an air-conditioned building for longer than I have to. Prolonged exposure to the outside air is certain to make even my über awesome Asian self age at an alarmingly accelerated rate. Since my mom still looks about twenty-five, I think I ought to give genetics a helping hand. At least I owe it to myself not to work against it.”

      Shannon pursed her lips. “Plus you know that coat makes you look hot.”

      “Well, there is that.” He preened, just a little, for Shannon. They walked to the parking garage, and he girded his loins before folding himself into her tiny car.

      “Clearly, they didn’t think of you when they designed the Beetle.”

      “No, it’s like a fucking clown car. All we need now is about forty-three of our closest friends and we’d be in business.”

      “May I remind you that if you take public transportation to work, you’re going to have to take what you can get?”

      “I know.”

      “And of course when you drive, you drive that sexiest of all street machines, the cock-rocking Honda Element. Isn’t their advertising slogan, ‘So square, it’s significant’?”

      “No, it’s ‘Because outside every über cool Asian dude there’s a pencil-necked geek dying to get in.’ You just don’t like my car ’cause it’s a GeekBoy Magnet.”

      “And in whose playbook would that be a good thing?” She neatly avoided some double-parked cars by cutting off a minivan full of Girl Scouts and their mother, leaving an almost-accident in her wake like a ticking bomb.

      “Just because you don’t appreciate the finer aspects of my lifestyle…”

      “Lifestyle? From what I can tell it’s a revolving door of sexual gratification and memory loss.”

      “You make that sound like a bad thing.” He put his hand on the dash as she swerved around a corner.

      Shannon uttered a curse as the tires squealed and the car threatened, for a nanosecond, to tip over. “Damn, this thing drives different with you in the passenger seat. I think it is a bad thing. You go from meaningless fuck to meaningless fuck, and never get to know the kind of close rapport and mutual satisfaction that can be had from a long-term, committed—”

      “Oh here we go.” He sighed.

      “What do you mean, here we go?”

      “I mean it’s time again, ladies and gentlemen, for the Lilith Fair moment, wherein you discuss the endless and enchanting love that wafts from your lesbionic bower of Lady Banks Rose-covered trellises and the occasional feathery cushion of a giant fluffy bird wing over a wounded—”

      “Shut the fuck up till you know what you’re talking about, manwhore.” She dimpled at him in a way he found charming. She remained silent for a moment while the traffic had her focused, and he had the opportunity to enjoy her fine features in profile. She had that kind of strong square-chiseled face that so attracted him in men, and accentuated it with a China doll haircut dyed the severest black one could get without a prescription from a doctor. Her full lips were blood red against an exquisite pallor, on which she currently wore no other makeup. If he were a woman, he would have chosen to look exactly like Shannon.

      “My very own fag hag.” He smiled right back. “I was just thinking how gorgeous you are.”

      “Thanks.” She pulled neatly into a space on the curb so small most people couldn’t squeeze a hamster cage into it. “You may feel free to elaborate on that theme for, oh, I don’t know, the next few years at least.”

      He unfolded himself painfully, aware that you never get a second chance to make a first impression, and already he was making a spectacle of himself for anyone watching from the sidewalk outside the theater.

      “Note to self. Try to find friends with bigger cars.” He followed her to the ticket booth.

      Once inside the theater, and installed in a comfy seat with more popcorn than any one person had a right to eat and a soda that guaranteed he’d have to leave at least once during the film, he and Shannon used the wind-up time to poke gently supercilious fun at the other moviegoers. The film, a simple drama about a sexually confused teen member of a staunch Christian conservative church, was unlikely to be brilliant. Shannon took copious notes on her blackberry and when it was over he was pleased to say he’d enjoyed it more than he thought he would.

      “Did you read the book, Body as Temple?” he asked her, dreading the moment he had to fold himself back into her car.

      “No, I didn’t realize it was a book.”

      He glared at her. “And you planned to review the film? Okay, never mind. It was an okay book. Very similar to the film. They didn’t change it too much when they adapted it. Actually, the film dialogue is better than the dialogue in the book, subtler, and with more hidden meaning and depth of character. Body was a first novel, and I expect we’ll be seeing more and better writing from the guy who wrote it.” He didn’t add whether he personally thought that was a good thing.

      “So did you like the movie?”

      “Yeah.” He ducked below the roof of her car to get in. “Yeah I did. I thought it was, in many ways, better than the book.” He settled himself in and buckled his seat belt. “I usually like whatever I experienced first. I wrote about that book when it came out…reviewed it. I think the author got mad at me afterwards because some people said that he vented on his blog. Something about girls not knowing a good gay read anyway.”

      “That’s what you get for calling yourself Jae Fields.” She zipped back out into the, thankfully, lighter late-evening traffic. “With an ‘e’.”

      “Jae Fields is my name,” he pointed out.

      “I know, but it’s one of those ambiguous names. He probably didn’t realize guys could be called Jae. I didn’t.”

      “Seriously.”

      “No, really. Before you I never met any man named Jae.”

      “Get out of town.” He thought about it. “You are neither Irish nor Jewish and your name is Shannon Israel.”

      “It’s different for me.”

      “How is it different?”

      “I’m not reviewing Irish folktales or Old Testament political policy. I’m a film critic.”

      “Oh, la-di-da.” He snorted. “You are a dyke who got your job at The Adversary by being an outspoken, loudmouthed, yet utterly lovable snob.”

      “And I know you just called me a dyke out of solidarity with the women of the island of Lesbos, right, junior? ’Cause I can get a smaller car.”

      “You know I love you, right?”

      “I know.” She continued along Santa Monica Boulevard for a while. “Hey, do you want me to drop you at work or your place?”

      “Drop me back at my place, please.” Work would still be there in the morning. “Tonight I’m going to see what else I can do to Kendall.”

      “Still dreaming about taking down the porn queen?”

      “Oh yeah.” He grinned.

      “What if you’re wrong and it really is a guy? People have been wrong about you, you said it yourself.”

      “I am so not wrong, Shannon.”

      “If you say so.” She pulled up in front of his apartment complex.

      “I’m not wrong,” he reiterated, as she drove away. “I don’t think…”

      Once inside his apartment he got himself a beer and sat down at his computer.

      “Ah.” He opened up the email marked KKendall. Here we go. “Blah, blah, blah, ‘a worthy voice to add to our cause’.”

      “Dear Kelly,” he typed, as soon as he’d fortified his beer with a double shot of Booker’s. “Thank you so much for your kind words. Coming from you they mean so much to me I cannot tell you. Speaking of the cause, as you know I’ve been devoting myself to reading as much gay fiction as I can, and I also went with a friend to see the movie Body as Temple tonight. I found it very interesting in light of what you were saying about the cause.” He paused and looked at the cursor winking on his monitor. He took a deep breath and prepared himself to pimp a subject he knew everything about as though he were a complete tabula rasa, to champion justice.
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      “Oh for the love of—” Kelly sighed as he opened his emails one last time for the night. He was expecting news regarding his latest pitch to Alec Farmer, the producer of Body as Temple, because he was a friend, and if anyone would know if the time was right to make Doorways into a film, he would. Instead, there was the dreadful blinking notice that he had thirty-seven new emails, and the newest of the lot was from one SberryFields.

      He opened it hesitantly, wondering if she’d seen through his inability to hide his lack of sincerity. Shit. Apparently she hadn’t. And this time, she’d included a picture of some kind of a cartoon character with blinking hearts, for fuck’s sake.

      “Will?” For some reason he didn’t want to be alone while he contemplated her letter. “Can you come in here?” he yelled, only to hear a throat clearing next to his ear. “Fuck! Don’t do that.” He clutched the front of his shirt.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not my fault you’re deaf. What is it? I was just going to masque.” He shook a jar of what looked to be green slime and smelled like…well…green slime, in Kelly’s face.

      “This SberryFields person wrote back.”

      “She’s got time on her hands, doesn’t she?” Will frowned.

      “It appears she does. And she’s written a recommend of sorts, for Body as Temple.”

      “How could she know—?”

      “It seems she doesn’t. It’s a crazy coincidence.” Kelly bit his lip. “Except I don’t believe in coincidences like that.”

      “You think she’s stalking you or something?” Will leaned over to read. “What’s it say?”

      In spite of himself, Kelly grinned. “Here… ‘I read the book Body as Temple when it came out, so to speak, and I thought at the time it seemed to be a memoir of some potentially unpleasant things in an unsettling environment, all mashed together, like a headcheese of adolescent angst.’” He laughed out loud. “Actually, that’s what I thought when I read it the first time. Except the headcheese.”

      Will sat on the corner of Kelly’s desk. “What the hell is headcheese?”

      “Best you never find out. Here. She goes on to say, ‘But when I saw the movie tonight, a lot of the angst had been changed into a kind of comic pathos that I found really, really endearing.’ Hey. That’s kind of nice.”

      “So now she’s no longer a scary stalker lady, because she likes what you prefer to think of as your ‘serious’ work?”

      “Well, yeah. Sure. What’s your point?”

      Will grinned. “My point is, you can’t tell her you wrote that screenplay adaptation, unless you want to out yourself as the writer of Windows, and it’s going to kill you.” He barked a sharp laugh. “This is better than watching America’s Dumbest Criminals.” Will left the room, presumably to return to his ablutions.

      “Well.” Kelly looked at the email. “What the hell to do with you.” He’d answer it all right, but at this point, he just couldn’t quite imagine why.

      “Hey SberryFields. I also read the book, Body as Temple, and while I sympathized with the writer’s troubled childhood, I wondered myself if I didn’t also sympathize with his poor readers. It reminded me of The Perils of Pauline and I came to expect, at the end of each chapter, that someone would say, ‘Little did we know, while our hero was licking his wounds from X, Y was about to happen, which would make X look like a victory lap.’ I thought on the whole the movie was less and therefore, more dramatic.” He stopped himself before he could add and that’s why I wrote it that way. But he wanted to, and that made him most concerned of all.
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      At seven thirty in the morning there was only one person who might arrive unexpectedly at Jae’s apartment. He held the towel around his long hair to keep water from dripping on the floor, and opened the door to reveal his tiny grandmother, who barreled past him with an armload of plastic containers filled with food.

      “Hi, Halmuhnee. You’re up early this morning.”

      “I gotta get up early if I’m going to find you home,” said the woman, who went straight to the fridge and rummaged around. “Is this all you got? Bagged salad and cheese? People shouldn’t eat cheese, it’s not healthy.” She looked back at him and started placing the food she brought on the wire shelves.

      He rubbed the excess moisture from his hair. “I told you, I don’t eat at home very much. You don’t have to go to all this trouble.”

      “Someone has to.” She examined a bottle of barbecue sauce and promptly threw it away. “You have no wife. You need a wife.”

      “Halmuhnee—”

      “No you don’t, Jae-sun Fields.” She gripped his arm. “I’m not so old I don’t know what I know. You want to stick your thing into men. I say fine. You stick. Plenty men you stuck already. But I am old and I know. You need a wife. You need a family. You stuck enough men. Marry some woman and turn her over. You won’t even know.” She gazed at him owl-eyed.

      “Okaaaay.” He gently disengaged the diminutive woman who’d helped raise him. “That’s a thought.”

      “Yes.” As though that settled everything. “You think about it. We’ll find you a nice Korean girl and you have a family. You won’t miss sticking men. Wife will cook for you. Okay?”

      “I’ll think about it,” he prevaricated.

      “Good.” She moved daintily back toward the door.

      “Thanks so much for coming. I always enjoy your cooking, you know that, right?”

      “I know.” She held her cheek out to him for a kiss. “And you will find out I know what I know. Other things. Someday you’ll thank me.”

      “I thank you now, Halmuhnee. I love you lots.” He closed the door behind her with a sigh. He imagined his grandfather patiently waiting for her in the car. They were an interesting couple. He’d gotten some bad habits from his American grandfather, but everything else, he owed completely to Korea. Even if his family couldn’t begin to guess where he’d gotten his height, which neatly surpassed the height of all his grandfather’s Caucasian relatives. He had a face that bore no trace of his Caucasian ancestry except, maybe, for the lightest dusting of large, flat freckles over the bridge of his nose. His features were classically Korean, round and soft. His eyes retained the epicanthic fold, as well as the pads of fat that rimmed them. He was the color of tea. And his hair… Well.

      Jae got out the blow dryer and began to dry it. He’d learned a long time ago that putting it into the braid he normally wore while it was wet would cause it to stay damp until the next time he washed it. He’d heard somewhere that hair could get moldy if it were left in this condition very long, and he wasn’t about to test that out. It took a half hour to dry it but only seconds to braid it and secure it with a leather thong.

      Usually, he couldn’t be called vain. Maybe an egomaniac, sure, but he didn’t put a lot of stock into physical features like his height or his face. His hair was different. The braid hung nearly to his ass and was as thick as his wrist. He swung the heavy rope a little. It was a vanity he allowed himself, and from what he’d heard from others, inspired a certain amount of envy and awe. He left the bathroom and slipped into his coat.

      Closing the door to his apartment, Jae made his way to the street. He took the bus to work and back most days because parking was such a drag and he could read the paper on the way.

      By the time he got coffee and entered the building where The Adversary had its offices, he was in a pretty good mood. Phase one of operation triple D, Destroy the Defiler of Doorways, was well under way. He’d established a rapport, of sorts, with the author and was ready to put phase two, The Prying Game, into action. Sooner or later, he would have vital clues to the individual who wrote that wretched book.

      He turned on his computer and took a healthy sip of strong coffee. When he opened his email from KKendall, he chuckled a little. “Shannon?” he called over the partition.

      “Mmhmm?” He wondered if she was chewing her pencil again.

      “How old would you say you’d have to be if you made a reference to The Perils of Pauline?”

      Shannon’s beautiful face rose like the sun from behind the partition at the back of his cubicle. “What’s The Perils of Pauline?”

      Jae grinned. “My point exactly.”
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      Kelly sat across from his mother, watching her blue-veined hands carefully stirring tea in a translucent china cup. Today’s tea service featured tiny purple clusters of dainty violets floating against a pearly white backdrop.

      “What have you decided to read today? I hope it’s not more of that trash by Jacqueline Susann. In my day they called that pulp fiction and it was relegated to the poorest quality cheap paper and sold at newsstands. One did not find it in the best houses, did one?”

      “No indeed, they did not,” he agreed. He pulled out his battered copy of East Lynne, a melodramatic Victorian novel. He could see his mother was reliving her glory days in the community theater production of Emlyn Williams’s play “Night Must Fall” in which an old woman in a wheelchair is first taken in and then murdered by a charismatic young drifter. In the play the old woman insists the book East Lynne is the only decent book to read.

      Kelly settled himself, all the while keeping an eye on his mother, who arranged her shawl around her shoulders delicately and arched an eyebrow at him. It brought back the more ambivalent feelings he’d had as a child of watching his mother being smothered to death on Friday and Saturday night and twice on Sundays. He’d read somewhere that Edgar Allen Poe shared a similar complaint about his mother. That probably explained a lot.

      “All ready?”

      She nodded and he proceeded to read. While his voice decoded the words from the book, he was able, in some shadowy recessed corner of his mind, to watch the woman his mother had become. On days like this, when she channeled the many characters she’d played in the tiny Long Beach Community Theater group, it was almost bearable, the loss over the long term of the woman who had been his whole world.

      Other days, when she could be taciturn, unresponsive or shockingly brutal, were far more difficult to wade through. Those days, he often said nothing on the way home and shut himself in his office until Will crept in at some ungodly hour to get him drunk, fight with him or blow him until he could put it behind him and sleep.

      He left the group home where his mother was a paying guest and found Will waiting for him with the car. He held a thumb up, and Will sighed with relief.

      “Good day.” Kelly took off his tie and sank into the passenger seat of the car.

      “What did you read?”

      “East Lynne. It seems warm for September, doesn’t it?” He unbuttoned the top buttons of his oxford.

      “It is warm. I think it was 95 yesterday. Do you feel like having lunch out?”

      Kelly looked around. Sometimes, once he was already out, out didn’t seem like such a bad thing. Will may have understood his desire to remain in the privacy of his home, but the boy also knew how to approach him when he wanted something. Kelly stared straight ahead.

      “Come on, you know you want to. Fish at Gladstone’s?” Will pressed his advantage. “Homemade chips with blue cheese and bacon?”

      “Oh, all right. Why not, we’re right here anyway.”

      Will parked the car in the parking garage on Shoreline Drive, and they walked the short distance to the restaurant along the waterfront by what Kelly only dimly remembered used to be The Pike amusement park. He knew that at one time it was a playground for sailors on liberty, the part of town where you could get a fake ID, a tattoo or a piercing, no parental permission required.

      These days traffic was heavy with tourists and the restaurants and shops were upscale, but the area still seemed immense and jarring and had a way of making him feel agitated. He hated being outside his small home. Large spaces and lots of people could bring on a panic attack, but he’d lived with those for so long it was as if they were relatives he didn’t care for. He had an informal policy of drinking and waiting for them to leave.

      Will looked concerned. “You all right?”

      “Of course.” Kelly brushed away Will’s worry. “Let me grab a beer and I’ll be fine.” They reached the restaurant and the hostess sat them on the patio. They’d missed the lunch rush and would be out before the dinner crowd on a workday. He told the waiter to bring him a Booker’s and a beer.

      Will, after he ordered a diet coke, said, “That’s why you like to have someone drive you everywhere. You’re a fucking drunk.”

      “Certainly. But I’d rather be a drunk, fucking.” Kelly watched the waiter walk away. Not bad.

      “Straight, honey.”

      “No,” growled Kelly, but he knew Will was always right. “Well, shoot.”

      “It’s not like you’d do anything but look anyway, so go ahead, I’m sure he won’t mind.”

      “I do more than look.”

      “With whom?”

      “You, if you recall. William, I’m really becoming concerned about your memory.”

      “Actually,” drawled Will, “I remember each and every single man you’ve been with for the last year. Vividly. Because they were all…me. What a surprise.”

      “I do tend toward quality over quantity.”

      “You tend toward ease of acquisition and drunken groping.”

      “Wow.” Kelly sat back. “High praise indeed.”

      “Kells, don’t get me wrong. Far be it from me to turn down a drunken grope. I just wish you had someone. I think you, unlike me, really need someone.”

      “I have you.” Kelly acknowledged the waiter when he set down the drinks and then waited until he left to continue. “Don’t I have you?”

      “Yes,” hissed Will. “Of course you do. But I think you would thrive with more. That’s all I’m saying. Not just live, which is nice. But thrive.”

      “You’ve been at the thesaurus again, haven’t you?”

      Will smiled. “End of lecture. Right now I have something I want, and you’re going to see to it that I get it.”

      “If it is within my power to grant your wish, sire.”

      “I want you to write another smut book.” Will stared at him.

      Kelly almost, almost spit his bourbon in the boy’s face, but he flatly refused to spit out Booker’s unless and until someone got him with a kill shot. “You what?”

      “I want you to follow up with the publisher’s request and write more smut. I want to read another of your sex books, because I like them and I wonder, worry actually, if it isn’t the best thing you’ve ever written.”

      “And we all know you hold your advanced literary degree from Whattsamatta U.”

      Will colored faintly. “You know—”

      “I’m sorry, Will,” Kelly said softly. “I didn’t mean to be a prick.”

      “It’s all right.” Will primly put his menu down and pressed his hands together with his elbows on the table. “I’m asking pretty please. You remember writing that? You always had a joke or a funny story. You walked around with a smile on your face. You were happy when you wrote that. I know you were. You amused yourself.”

      “I did,” Kelly agreed. “I know.” He put his own menu aside. “It made things nicer for you, didn’t it?”

      “Well…yeah.”

      “I see.” Kelly did see. He wasn’t easy to live with at the best of times. He knew it. Will wasn’t an indentured servant and could move on any time he wanted to. Kelly had the uncomfortable feeling that might just be the subtext of the conversation.

      “You liked living with me, being in that house, better when I was writing that kind of thing.”

      Will lowered his eyes. “I like it when you’re happy.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” He sighed, sipping his bourbon thoughtfully.

      Will took a deep breath. “What shall we order? You order. I don’t eat fish. Find me something that doesn’t taste fishy, even if it’s fish.”

      “All right.” Kelly picked up the menu. “What do smut writers eat? I find I’m feeling particularly pornographic today.”

      Will’s smile was radiant. “Ya think?”

      “I do.” Kelly grinned back. “I usually don’t succumb to critical pressure, but in this case, I find that I can make an exception.”

      “Yes, well that’s because I apply critical pressure of the very best kind.” Will dimpled.

      Oh yeah, Kelly thought. He could do worse things than make a friend happy.
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      Kelly looked at his computer as though he’d never seen it before. He had one hundred and thirty-five emails. About fifty were from the various groups he belonged to and were digests of news he subscribed to. Thirteen were from people he actually knew well enough to pick them out of a crowd. One was a response to a query he’d sent out about possibly adapting Doorways. The rest could only be described as fan mail. And three of them, right there in bold letters, were from one SberryFields.

      “Dear Mr. Kendall,” the first read. “OMGosh. I can’t believe this. I was in this writing class in college and we were discussing The Perils of Pauline and I’d never even heard of it. We were talking about the cliffhanger. Have you ever seen the silent version? I hear it’s hilarious. Which version are you talking about? There are several.

      “It’s totally blistering hot here. I can hardly stand the heat. What’s the weather like where you are? Where I live it’s hot all the time and we only get rain, like, a few days a year. I like snow, but we never get that. Please keep writing your wonderful books. I know that sometimes writers get a sophomore slump, feeling like their first novel was so good their second has to favorably compare, but I think this is all in the attitude. You don’t have to compare books to one another any more than a mother would compare her children. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help or encourage you.”

      Will was just entering the room when Kelly whacked his head on the desk.

      “What the fuck?” Will rushed forward and turned Kelly’s chair around. Kelly felt gentle hands exploring his face, and opened his eyes to see Will’s nearly clear blue ones looking at him with some concern. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

      “My ardent admirer just gave me a pep talk about how to avoid the sophomore slump.”

      “You ought to write her back and tell her you’re already the High Exalted Grand Poohbah of avoiding the sophomore slump. You’ve handled that neatly for almost twenty years by not writing a second novel.”

      “Ouch.” Kelly pulled away from Will.

      “Truth sucks, big man.” Will laughed. “But of course”—he set down the beer he’d brought in for Kelly—“you can’t tell her about that, can you?” Will left the room whistling.

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up.” Kelly went back to his computer.

      “Dear SberryFields,” Kelly began. “Technically, the original silent version of the serial, The Perils of Pauline, wasn’t a cliffhanger at all, but it’s true that’s what a lot of people believe. There is a 1967 film with Pamela Austin, which I’ve seen, and is kind of a silly comedy. I like the silent version best, if you can get hold of it, because the cards were written by non-native English speakers, and when you’re drunk it’s hysterical.

      “As for your question about weather, the sun is blistering hot here as well. It doesn’t snow, as I live in Southern California, and no one would permit it. It’s close enough here that we can drive an hour if we need snow for some reason, but the only one I can think of is that I would enjoy watching beautiful boys scale mountains, bringing snow down in baskets to cool my drinks. Since the days of refrigeration that just doesn’t seem as humane. Alas.” Kelly smiled. “Once, on Christmas Day, some of my mother’s friends went to the mountains and brought a whole truckload of snow which they dumped onto our driveway, and all the neighborhood kids had snowball fights until it melted. I can’t remember what I got for Christmas that year except for snow.”

      Kelly remembered the day vividly. It was a typical overcast winter day in L.A. Not cold by any stretch of the imagination, but cloudy enough that Christmas wasn’t the anomaly it was when it came on a warm sunny day. There had been two sets of twins in the neighborhood and they were out riding bicycles and skateboards brought to them by Santa the night before. Two of his mother’s friends from the community theater, an older gay couple who had sort of adopted the young widow when she’d moved to Long Beach and begun to get involved there, thought it might be a nice surprise for her then seven-year-old son to have a little winter with his Christmas.

      The commotion had drawn most of the neighborhood kids. Someone had a puppy that couldn’t understand the nature of snow at all, and was trying to capture snowballs in its mouth. Kelly and his mother had played in the snow outside their modest suburban home until their clothes were completely soaked and their skin was red and numb enough to burn when they reanimated it by getting into the hot tub later. He’d seen then, for the first time, the respect, affection and love two men could have for each other and it had hit him rather forcefully. Even then, he’d been very clear about what he wanted.

      “When I grow up,” he’d told one of the men, Carl, innocently, “I want a man to marry too.” To her credit his mother said nothing.

      “There aren’t very many like me around,” Carl’s lover, Stephen, teased. “But there are plenty of nice men, and if you want one, I’m sure you’ll find one. Women can be very nice to marry too.” He’d smiled a sweet smile and given Carl’s hand a fond squeeze.

      Kelly looked at what he’d written carefully. He knew he would do well to remember the Internet was a complicated place where one could become lax and give up more information than one wished. He reread his description of the snow. He’d used that in Doorways, that very scene, in far more detail, but he didn’t think anyone likely to praise him for his work on Windows would connect him with Doorways. Surely other people brought snow from the mountains for their children. He was certain he’d read about that in the paper the previous Christmas.

      With very little in the way of misgiving, he sent the email off to SberryFields, and then answered the rest of the mail as he usually did, one by one, acknowledging, thanking and moving on.
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