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Chapter 1







It was the last place I ever expected to see him.

It was also one of the worst days I’d had all year. My cheesy list of First World Problems consisted of getting caught out in the unpredictable weather that is San Francisco. Carl––the blanket of pea soup that rolls into the city during the summer––was paying a visit. This particular batch was dense enough to make Hayes Valley look like Silent Hill.

That much I was prepared for. I had checked the weather app that morning before running out the door, late as usual. Nothing on the app had warned me how thick the fog would be. I had gotten maybe ten steps from my apartment before stopping short, missing hitting a street sign by a nose.

That was when the light mist started falling.

The weather app had assured me it wouldn’t rain until later that day. This, I suppose, was what I deserved for putting my trust into technology––instead of bringing an umbrella like a sensible person. I could have easily turned around and gone back for one. The walk wasn’t that far, but something spurred me forward.

I was already late. Making the circle through the rain and back wouldn’t help matters. So, I powered on through as the drizzle quickly transformed into a full-blown rainstorm.

It was here that the text message came. I felt my phone vibrate and automatically reached into my pocket. A few quick taps gave me access to the screen, and there it was. I wish I could say that I had seen it coming. The truth was, it hit me like the proverbial ton of bricks.

I’ve moved out.

I’m so sorry. I just cannot take it anymore.

Please, try to understand. I’ll contact you later for the rest of my stuff.

My boyfriend, Nik, was gone when I came home yesterday. I knew that much already, since his toothbrush, shaving kit, and most of his socks were gone. The sock drawer in our bedroom had been left halfway open. That was how I knew. He has this thing about needing his socks close to him, strange as that may sound.

Nik was the lucky one of the two of us. He and I had finished college the semester before the quarantine started. The spa I had applied to shut down shortly after I began working there. I spent months locked away inside our apartment going stir-crazy.

Nik, on the other hand, was able to do the majority of his work from home. The office only required him to go in a couple days each week. He spent hours each day locked up in the spare room of our apartment, which we’d converted into his study. It kept us from starving, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t hard on our relationship.

Still, when I came home yesterday, it hadn’t seemed like that big of a deal.

We’d started out strong enough: dating during our sophomore year, becoming monogamous around the time we both became juniors, and then sharing an apartment together. We’d tossed around the idea of marriage before the outbreak. That fell by the wayside, however, once the pandemic happened.

Meanwhile, Nik was working late hours so we could pay rent while I went slowly mad. I couldn’t take private clients until the quarantine lifted. Massage therapy was one of the industries that got hit really hard during the initial spread of COVID-19. By the time places started opening back up, the spa I had initially worked for shut its doors. They never recovered, so I had to take whatever job was available.

Nik started getting called away by his company. They were struggling to keep themselves open. The government wasn’t particularly helpful, so he was coming and going on business trips. This was the reason why I didn’t immediately panic when I saw that his stuff was gone. It was more than I was miffed at him not telling me first. Our relationship hadn’t been the same for a while, but keeping the lines of communication open was essential, or so I thought.

Now, like some cliché rom-com, I got the news via text that I was being dumped while standing out in the rain. It made me want to be sick right there on the street. Unfortunately, that was only the beginning. A Lyft rolled up alongside the curb at that moment. This little old lady was waiting for him. Directly in front of her, down in the gutter, was a filthy mud puddle.

I couldn’t explain how that much water managed to accumulate in such a short time, but it was plenty. The Lyft wheels rolled into the gutter as the vehicle came to a stop, splashing water and mud––and who knew what else––all over my pants legs.

“Son of a fuck my life!” I screamed, letting the rage and indignity of it all boil out of me.

My emotions sought out the nearest available target to turn my anger toward. Unfortunately, neither the driver nor the old woman spare me so much as a passing glance. The car drove off, leaving me standing there covered in filth.

The good news was that the anger I felt at getting hosed down from the knees down washed away the impulse to be sick. I took the good fortune where I could find it.

“At least I haven’t been struck by lightning,” I reasoned out loud to myself.

As if on cue, a rumble of thunder echoed above me. My luck had been bad enough so far that I didn’t dare risk standing around. Steeling my nerves, I marched toward the bus stop.

“Right, right,” I grumbled, while the raindrops continued to pelt me. “I can take a hint.”

The bus was late, same as I was, and crowded. I had already slipped my mask on while waiting under the bus stop awning. The other passengers were wearing them as well, thankfully, but there wasn’t a vacant seat in sight except for the ones used to space people out. I pulled the last moist towelette that I had in my pocket to clean one of the hanging rings off. Then, as the bus began to move, I held on tight and tried to avoid crashing into the Chinese man in front of me carrying a bag of groceries.

When my stop came, I was ready to get out. My pants were sticking to the hairs on my legs. Even worse, I noticed an odd odor coming from them. That certainly wasn’t a good sign. The Chinese guy gave me a weird look, wrinkling his nose as I pushed past him.

“Sorry! Sorry!” I apologized, scrambling off the bus. “Oops! Excuse me, sorry about the foot and the bad smell. Thank you!”

My job was only a few blocks away. I worked in the Castro district––yes, it was a huge cliché. But I loved this part of the city more than any other. It had so much history to it. Plus, my job was working in a bookstore. Aside from being a massage therapist, this was the best job ever and I would die on that hill.

In spite of my mood, and the whole morning in general, a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. I could see the sign up ahead––shaped like the head of a Great Dane with his tongue sticking out. It warmed the coldness that had built up inside since I’d walked out the door.

The Dog-Eared Door Stop was a pagan-owned bookstore that specialized in new and vintage property. They sold everything from used books and comics to old VHS tapes. This was my favorite place to be. I felt secure here in a way that no other place—not even my apartment—made me feel.

“Home sweet home,” I whispered, grateful to be standing underneath the awning and out of the rain at last.

There was no front door. Well, the building had one, but the boss didn’t lock it until closing time. During the day, the bookstore stood wide open for customers, hoping to tempt them to come inside, even if it was on a whim. The only thing separating the stacks from the outside were the curtains.

The owner, Patty, had put up these flowing curtains that were rainbow colored. I adored them, and even after the morning I’d had, feeling them brush over me made everything so much more bearable.

“Hey-yah, buddy!” came Abigail’s voice as I stepped inside.

I didn’t answer her right away. My excuse was that I’d gotten my limbs tangled in the multicolored strips of cloth. Much as I liked them, it was easy to get caught up up in the flowing rainbow colors. I never complained, though, and neither had any of the people who were regulars.

Everyone loved the curtains. It was gay Castro law!

Abigail hurried over to help me out. She was a short lady with hair that was halfway silver and halfway brown. The skunk stripe was natural, running down the middle of her waist-length hair. She had amazing blue eyes and a wonderful smile that brightened everyone’s day.

“Hey, Abigail.” Despite how much better I felt, the events of the morning had left their mark on me. “Sorry I’m late. The bus was––”

Abigail silenced me with a wave of her hand. “I already clocked you in, sweetheart. You’re fine.”

Her eyes trailed down over me as I stepped out from behind the stacks in the middle of the store. I must have looked like a half-drowned kitten to her. Water dripped off me and my pants still smelled very badly.

Abigail took notice. “Wait, Rafael…what happened to your pants?” she asked, which was a fair question.

“Lyft going through a puddle caught me,” I explained, moving around behind the counter. “Sorry. If I stay back here behind the register, no one’ll notice.”

“Who cares?” she asked. I could tell that a barrage of questions was coming. “How come you didn’t just run home to change, you dang fool!”

“Because I was late.” I sounded snippy, and I didn’t mean to be. “Sorry,” I continued, and was reminded of how Nik used to say that my constant apologizing was unattractive. “This just…hasn’t been a good morning for me.”

Things weren’t very busy for the moment. I’d worked there long enough to know the schedule. People wouldn’t start flocking in until after noon. We would be busy until about four or so. Things might pick up around eight o’clock, a couple of hours before closing time, but that was when my shift ended.

Regardless, I preferred to not air my personal shit out for a bunch of strangers to hear. There was one girl who kept glancing toward me, then jerking her head away like she had been scolded. I spotted a burly man with dark skin and an admittedly delicious beard farther down looking through the shelves. He wasn’t paying attention, but the lady that kept stealing glances my way most certainly was.

“Can we discuss it later?” I begged off. “I mean, I wanna tell you. Just––”

“Later,” Abigail agreed without argument. “There’s enough to do right now as it is. Go get cleaned up first, though. I could smell you over by the register.”

My face burned like a Christmas light as I rushed to the back. The bookstore had a private restroom for employees only. Abigail kept some moist towelettes and a few other amenities. I found everything I needed and did what I could to make myself presentable.

The jeans were a lost cause as far as the stain was concerned. There must have been oil in the puddle that the Lyft ran through. No matter how hard I scrubbed, it wasn’t coming out. They would have to go in the trash, which hurt on a couple of levels. For the moment, though, they would do, especially after I had gotten most of the bad smell out of them using some hand soap.

It occurred to me that I was alone for the first time since getting dumped. That thought was all it took to cue up the waterworks. I spent a couple minutes standing in front of the mirror sobbing my poor little broken heart out.

Part of me wondered what I could have done to fix things. Another part of me felt like it was all my fault. A very stern third portion insisted that I was stupid for crying, and should know better.

“Yeah,” I mumbled to my reflection, “but that’s not helping much.”

I splashed cold water on my face, then started cleaning up all over again. My hair looked like a tornado had tried to style it. I didn’t have a comb with me, so my fingers had to suffice. In the end, it didn’t look too bad, and the cold water helped take some of the red out of my face. My eyes were still swollen, though. Anyone who looked close enough would know that I had been crying.

“Suck it up,” I told myself in the mirror. “Time to be a part of the adult world. Maybe we’ll splurge and buy some Chunky Monkey ice cream after our shift is over. That, and a shirtless Chris Hemsworth, are the perfect salve for heartbreak.”

With that to look forward to, I stepped out of the restroom and steeled myself for the remainder of the day. Abigail was waiting behind the counter, holding court over the register. The nosy girl from before had disappeared. Either she had bought what she wanted, or the lack of drama made her leave.

Abigail turned toward me and hesitated. “Sweetheart,” she began slowly, as though prepping to defuse a bomb. “What on earth did you do to your hair?”

I sighed. “Unless it scares off the people paying for things, can we just leave it the way it is?” I pleaded, taking point next to her. “I haven’t got a comb on me.”




• • •




It took me a couple of hours, but I managed to put my head back together into semi-reasonable shape. My eyes were no longer swollen like a swarm of wasps had attacked them. I no longer felt like throwing up, though I didn’t count on having much of an appetite for the rest of the day, either.

Things were proceeding normally, which helped. I rang up our customers’ purchases, helped restock the shelves, and dusted off the countertop while it was slow. Around one o’clock, Rosalind came flailing through the curtains, looking as wet as I no doubt had. The rain hadn’t let up, and the weather app––the most reliable of all devices––predicted that it would continue until sometime later that afternoon.

Rosalind gave me a smile as she sauntered up to the counter, wearing a purple tee that had Been There. Done That. Got This Ugly Purple T-Shirt on the front. It clashed terribly with her red hair, and I felt sure that was why Rosalind picked it out. She worked the later shift, which was usually when Abigail sent me to move something heavy for her in the back.

“Hey, Raf!” Rosalind greeted, kissing me on the cheek.

“Rosalind, good! You’re here.” Abigail’s voice carried through the stacks, making Rosalind’s head snap to attention. “Once you’ve dried off, clock in and take the register. I need Raf’s help for a bit.”

Rosalind grumbled, but I knew better than to take her seriously. She had a good heart underneath. Despite complaining, she wore a smile as she took over for me.

“Don’t let her work you to death,” Rosalind whispered, earning herself a glare from Abigail.

“I wish some of his hard work would rub off on you,” Abigail came back with. She didn’t look upset for long, though. “Hold down the fort. Call us if you really need us.”

“Roger that,” said Rosalind, waving us away.

Abigail took two steps and paused. “I repeat,” she said, giving Rosalind a glare. “Should you need us. Nothing more.”

Rosalind’s response was to give a military salute. Abigail motioned for me to follow her, taking the lead up the set of stairs on the back wall beside the counter. The second floor was where all the “adult” material, new and used, was kept.

The shelves were loaded with adult movies––both DVDs and old VHS tapes for the porn cinema snobs. Magazine racks were filled to capacity with the latest issues of Freshmen and Stud Daddy. The classic prints were on display behind glass so that customers could get an eyeful of what was hot back in the eighties––and so that vintage hounds could see the clearly marked, non-negotiable price tag next to each one.

There were books on the second floor as well. Most were old and used, though we did our best to take care of them. A lot of it was gay porn, or at least LGBTQA+ friendly. Most publishers that specialized in works aimed at the community were putting their stuff online these days. Customers slipped upstairs in the hope of finding a rare copy somewhere in the stacks.

We did have a small section of stuff for the straights that wandered in hoping to find a bargain. Almost no one went near it, though. In fact, an old Playboy from the nineties sporting Pamela Anderson on the cover had been collecting dust since before the last presidential election.

Abigail walked right past said section, putting me to task in the gay porn area. “Some of the shelves need rearranging to make room for new arrivals,” she explained. “I’ll start there. You make sure everything else up here is shipshape.”

“Roger that,” I said, saluting.

I took a moment to make sure the magazines were all sorted. Then, I worked my way over to the bookshelves. Someone had been up here earlier, and they left the used books in a rough state. All the adult tomes needed dusting and rearranging.

“Raf, c’mere,” I heard Abigail call out. “I need your help.”

I responded to Abigail’s summons, finding her struggling with a medium-sized box filled with DVDs. “Thanks,” she said, shoving the box into my arms, which almost knocked the wind out of me. “I swear! Those things get heavier each year.”

I wasn’t sure how Abigail expected for me to fare any better. My head didn’t exactly scrape the ceiling. I clocked in at about five-ten and at around a hundred and sixty pounds. Despite years of working out in a gym in the hopes that I would look as good as Chris Evans, my body stayed slim.

I had my mother’s brown eyes and brown hair, the latter of which I kept in a sort of faux-hawk. The sides were shaved, but the top was too bushy to be a proper mohawk. I liked it nevertheless.

My skin was lighter than normal for a San Francisco Latinx thanks to the quarantine. I looked a little bit older than the twenty-three years I’ve spent on this Earth due to the beard I keep trimmed. It started when I was in college to keep from getting carded whenever I would pay homage to a bar or a club.

My arms were skinny, though. A good diet would keep them toned, but they were far from buff. I had enough strength in them to keep the box held up long enough for Abigail to duck underneath. She headed straight for the stairs, leaving me behind.

“I’ve gotta go check on Rosalind,” she said, sounding harried––as if she had only just remembered. “Make sure that girl’s actually doing some work downstairs.”

The box that she passed to me had already been opened. I made sure Abigail was out of sight before stealing a peek inside. An eyeful of cock and ass is what greeted me. The box was full of old porn DVDs and all of them were geared toward gay men.

“A-ha! Looks like I’ve struck the mother lode,” I said, grinning. “I know where you guys’ll be going.”

I took a few steps backward, box in arms, over to one of the shelves marked vintage porn. The work was quick. I got the first box emptied out before Abigail’s footsteps graced the stairs. There was no yelling following after her, so she and Rosalind must have been getting along. It was nice to know the day hadn’t a total washout for everybody I knew.

“Oh, good,” Abigail said once she found me. “You’ll be done with that in a bit, then.”

“S’ not like this is real hard,” I pointed out.

Something did catch my eye, though, making me pause. A familiar face was staring up at me from the DVD cover. “Huh,” I said, picking the DVD out. “Haven’t seen this one in years.”

It’s no wonder this got my attention. I would have recognized it anywhere. The man on the cover was the whole reason that I was able to work out that I was gay. Immediately, my stomach got butterflies. There was also a predictable response downstairs in my pants.

“What’s that you’ve got?” Abigail asked, coming over to see for herself. “Anything good?”

I was a bit embarrassed by the question. “Um, kinda?” I answered, blushing. “I just…I recognize the face on this DVD cover. That’s all.”

“Oh?” Abigail sounded very intrigued. “Old classmate?”

Her question made me snicker. It wasn’t long before I had devolved into a full-blown giggle fit. In response, Abigail snatched the DVD out of the box.

“Don’t laugh,” she warned, waving the DVD in my face. “Delores Mitchells was my best friend in eighth grade.”

The face on the DVD was much closer now, making my pants tighter. I really didn’t want to sport an erection while receiving a lecture from my supervisor. We all tried to maintain a level of professionalism, even in the adult section. Customers occasionally had questions, and it was our duty to be mature and responsible adults.

Oftentimes, that was a lot harder than it sounded.

“She and I ended up hating each other by the time we were sophomores,” Abigail was telling me. “But I still remember the shock I had when I spotted her face on the inside of a Penthouse.”

I had only been halfway paying attention while she rambled. Abigail moved the DVD away, and that proved enough to bring me back into focus. It took a moment, but I managed to catch up.

“Wait, what were you doing thumbing through a Penthouse magazine?” I wondered.

Abigail shrugged, as if I’d just inquired about the weather. “My husband and I like to read them together. We snuggle up under the covers and thumb through the pages. It helps put him in the mood, and I like the articles.”

I tried to picture someone Abigail’s age being sexually active. Not that there was anything wrong with that, or that she was over the hill. Abigail might have been in her fifties––maybe––but certainly had every right to enjoy herself.

Still, it was a bit like imagining your grandparents having sex. I had met her husband before. He was the grandfatherly type, if you knew what I meant. He would come in every once in a while and chat up the staff, wanting to know how they had been and what was going on in their lives while waiting for Abigail to clock out.

Even worse, once I started picturing them going at it, it was very hard for me to stop. This did, however, have an adverse effect on my hard-on. I felt it deflate back down, much to my relief, despite how much I wanted to stop the peepshow going on in my brain.

Abigail didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes were stuck to the man on the cover of the DVD case. “So, who is this handsome fella, anyway?” she demanded of me.

“Jean Locke Holmes.” The answer came flying out of my mouth before I could stop myself. “He got his start back in the mid-nineties. Just before the big Internet porn boom.”

Abigail nodded, unfazed by what I had just said. “He looks good,” she noted. Her face wrinkled a little, though, when she noticed the title. “The Stiffie in the Coffin?”

The blush crept up the back of my neck and all over my face, turning it the shade of a tomato. My Puerto Rican heritage isn’t strong enough to fight back whenever I get embarrassed.

“Yeah,” I explained, wondering why I couldn’t seem to keep my mouth shut. “That was his thing, at least at first.”

“What?” Abigail laughed. “Bad movie titles?”

“Horror porn flicks,” I clarified. “This was when the HIV crisis was in full swing. A lot of companies weren’t doing too well. Plus, there were distribution problems.”

It occurred to me that I was giving my boss a lecture on the history of porn when we should have been working. Although, on further reflection, there wasn’t a better place for the conversation than the adult section on the second floor. Besides, Abigail had been frank enough with me about her own sex life. I felt safe sharing one of my more salacious hobbies with her.

“People outside the City didn’t feel safe shipping gay porn to their homes,” I went on. “But then this director came out of nowhere. His name was Kincaid Marx. He thought that porn should have just as much of a plot as it did sex scenes.”

“Too bad he didn’t have a career during the Golden Age,” Abigail mused, eyeing my earliest porn crush’s full endowment on the back of the DVD cover with no hidden amount of lust.

“No kidding,” was my response, which was followed by an irrational flash of jealousy. “Kincaid did this interview, talking about how fear and sex go hand over fist. He thought people would be more aroused if his movies could scare them.”

“Eh, there might be a valid point there,” Abigail agreed. “I think it got lost after they went with that title, though. Seriously, that’s something the seventies would have been ashamed of.”

Abigail tossed the DVD back into the box. Curious, I crouched down on the floor and dug through the contents. I wasn’t worried about getting into trouble. There was a viable reason for doing so—it was work.

“On second thought, the seventies were still too repressed,” she decided while I searched. “He’d have ended up working for Big Oil and supporting the Reagan administration.”

“While married,” I mumbled, my attention more focused on the DVDs than the conversation. “Which is worse.”

It wasn’t just the one that I showed to Abigail. The whole box was a treasure trove. I counted almost fifty titles. Most of them were multiple copies, but nearly all were early works of Kincaid Marx featuring Jean Locke Holmes.

Dawn of the Tricks, where zombie twink prostitutes attacked closeted men on the prowl for sex. Most of the actors in it were a little young for my taste. Holmes gave an amazing performance, however, as a terrified taxi driver caught in an undead gangbang.

Night of the Beastly Boner’ about a man who transformed into a werewolf after getting bitten on the dick by a trick at a club. It was Holmes’ first starring role. The werewolf makeup was incredible given how small porn film budgets generally were. Plus, Holmes didn’t have to shave his body hair for that flick, which was always a net positive for me.

The Stiffie in the Coffin, the one Abigail found, about a vampire who sucked the blood of young virgins that had just turned eighteen. Holmes played the vampire. The makeup for this one wasn’t nearly as good, and Holmes had to shave most of his body hair off. Even as a teenager, I thought that was a crime against both nature and man. The house they used for the vampire’s lair looked amazing, though. Kinkaid Marx made great use of the setting, getting some terrific exterior shots.

The Monster’s Shlong, where a college professor’s unauthorized experiment involved attaching a dead jock’s massive dong to a patchwork corpse, bringing it to life to serve as the professor’s sex slave. Naturally, Holmes played the monster. He was the only actor among the cast with a cock big enough to do the plot justice. The monster makeup in this one was better, too. I remembered not liking how the movie ended the first time I watched it, but it’s grown on me since then.

Terror from the Cruise Spot, about a haunted cruise site where two lovers were murdered during a gay-bashing incident. This one was very sad, but it had one of the best blowjob scenes I ever jerked off to. Holmes didn’t have a starring role this time. He played a detective who was a major supporting character. This was another movie where he had to shave his chest and stomach. Some of it grew back during filming, so I wasn’t as upset about it.

Dr. Cox & Mr. Foreskin, which was pretty self-explanatory. A married, strait-laced closet case transformed into his alter ego thanks to an old chemical concoction passed down from his great-grandfather. They had two different actors playing the roles of Jekyll and Hyde. Holmes was, of course, the Hyde persona––a horny daddy with a taste for bottom boys.

The Hallo-weiner Horror of Hill House had quite possibly the cheesiest title of them all, which was saying something. It also had a surprisingly good murder mystery plot. The mystery was even fair-play, giving the audience the chance to figure out who the killer was. And, of course, Holmes delivered with a spectacular money shot at the end that had to be seen to be believed.

Finally, at the very bottom, there were two DVDs that brought my hard-on back in full force. I held in my hands copies of Voodoo Me and Voodoo Me Too. These were without a doubt the holiest of hollies, not to mention the ones that I lost during my move away from college. Odds were some poor freshman received the shock of his life the day he moved into my old dormitory, assuming the Resident Advisor didn’t chuck them out first.

They were two of my favorite porn titles of all time. The second one in particular had a special place in my heart––to say nothing of other areas. These movies had it all: cheesy dialogue, terrible special effects, and one of the few times Jean Locke Holmes bottomed on camera. They were the last two movies Kincaid Marx shot before Holmes made the jump to conventional porn sites.

By then, it was the early 2000s. Internet porn was on the rise, and people were spending more time at home watching from the comfort of their computer screens. This had been the smart move for Holmes’ career. He continued to perform for major online studios until his retirement.

Nevertheless, it made me sad to think that Jean Locke Holmes’ early legacy had ended up on the shelves of a second-hand store. I had a soft spot in my heart for all of these films, terrible as they sounded. These movies were there for me when I was a lonely teenager, unsure of myself and what I really wanted, and definitely too young to be watching porn in my bedroom.

Abigail, meanwhile, was talking. I realized to my shame that I had been too distracted to listen. “Um, I’m so sorry, what?” I blurted out in a rush.

“Oh, I was asking about him.” She didn’t sound upset. I looked up to find her pointing at the copy of Voodoo Me Too in my hands. “What happened to the guy?”

“Jean Locke Holmes? He retired about ten years ago. Haven’t seen him in anything for a long while now. It’s too bad––”

“No,” Abigail interjected. “The director guy. What was his name again?”

“Oh, Kincaid Marx? He went on to do independent films. Most of it was cheesy horror stuff, not unlike what he was doing in porn. Except with none of the fucking.”

Abigail was interested. “Any good?”

“I wouldn’t know.” I began stacking the DVDs on the shelf, taking care to make sure that each one of Jean Locke Holmes’s titles were displayed prominently. “I never watched those.”

Abigail laughed, long and loud, making me blush again. “I wonder why,” she teased. “When you’re finished, hold out up here for a bit before coming back downstairs.”

She was already at the top of the steps when I got to my feet. “What?” I called out. “How come?”

“I can see your tent from here,” said Abigail, pointing. My face went tomato red again. “You’ll scare the customers away coming down like that. Or make them think we’re a front for something else.”

I wanted to bury my face in the DVDs, but that would be counterproductive. Besides, I knew that Abigail was only teasing. She was one of the few people I couldn’t get mad at for embarrassing me.

“Maybe you oughta take one home with you,” Abigail called out. She had stopped a couple of steps down. Her head stuck up between the bars of the railing, watching me closely. “You and Nik might have a little bit of fun.”

The pain came back, sharp and sudden, like a knife through my chest. “Not likely,” I muttered, my voice dropping several bars lower. “Nik moved out. Last night, without telling me.”

Abigail’s face was one of shock. “What?” she asked, looking pale as she stepped back up into the room.

“I got the text this morning as I was coming to work,” I explained, avoiding her stare. “It’s one reason why I was late. He’s going to come by at some point later on to get the rest of his stuff.”

The fury from her was like a storm, fast and furious. “Say what now? That boy dumped you and ran off…by text message?”

Abigail was gone before I could stop her. Her angry voice drifted back up to the second floor, though. “Oh, just wait!” she fumed. “I’m gonna call the big boss lady right now. She can have a penis-shrinking spell cooked up within the hour!”

I managed to get up and hurry after her, catching Abigail before she reached the bottom floor. “I don’t want him cursed,” I called out from the top step.

Immediately after saying that, second thoughts sprung to my mind. Abigail, meanwhile, hadn’t slowed down.

“Maybe a lil’ bitty curse,” I decided, keeping my voice down. “Nothing permanent or life threatening. Make his back acne come back. He hates that!”

Abigail waved over her shoulder as she rounded the bend, leaving me upstairs with the whole second floor to myself. I needed the alone time, honestly. Maybe I would warn Nik about the curse later. It was possible that Nik wouldn’t believe me, even though he does believe in ghosts. At the very least, I’d give it due consideration.

First, I had more porn DVDs to stock.

“Guess you’ll just have to fend for yourself until then, Nik,” I said sourly. “But then, you’re good at that.”




• • •




An hour and a half later, I had wrapped up all the stocking. I found a couple more boxes behind some new shipments and put them up as well. Skinny as I was, Abigail wasn’t the one who should be moving all this heavy shit around.

Neither should Rosalind, which she no doubt greatly appreciated.

My eyes strayed over to the DVD covers of Voodoo Me Too and The Monster’s Shlong. Jean Locke Holmes’s face stared back at me. I considered, briefly, whether or not I could reserve both and pay them off a little bit at a time out of my paycheck. It wouldn’t be fair to the other customers, but my fingers itched to have copies of each again.

To be frank, I wanted all of them. Holmes was my first porn crush. He was the man who helped cement both my sexual orientation and my personal kinks. I’d had a thing for the beefy, burly, and muscled type since seeing him on my laptop screen back when I was an even scrawnier adolescent––and again, definitely too young to have been watching porn.

Holmes’s body was all muscle, but there was a carpet of fur that covered most of his chest and abdomen. He occasionally shaved it to show off those perfect abs, but as I said earlier, I never liked those movies as much. That was precisely why Voodoo Me Too brought me to climax so many times. It was the last time Holmes appeared on camera, and the hairiest he had ever been.

But, I had an apartment to pay for all by myself. Living in the City without a roommate wasn’t much fun, especially when one had to “adult”. I was going to have get used to that now. There were a lot of things I would have to get used to now that I wasn’t in a relationship.

Thinking about that brought my nerves back in full force. My stomach did a flip, turned itself into a knot, and let out a moan that would be easy to mistake for hunger pains. The nausea that followed quelled any desire I might have had for food, however. None of that mattered anyway, since the apartment had no groceries. Nik and I were going to go shopping together on our next shared day off, or so I had thought.

Tears started falling. It hurt to think that this might have been my fault. I wasn’t sure how, exactly, but there was a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach. I wonder if I could have somehow prevented all of this. Maybe I should have done things differently, or said something when––for a change––I kept my mouth shut.

Holmes’ DVDs were still on the shelf at eye level with me. “Fuck it,” I said to no one in particular. “I deserve a treat.”

I snatched three of my personal favorites from the shelf. There was no sense in breaking the bank. I picked the ones out that I loved the most and left the others for some lucky soul. With my bounty in hand, I made my way downstairs.

“Abigail,” I called out, overlooking the tall stranger standing in front of the register in my search for her. “Mind if I reserve these? I’ll pay…when I…”

I could not explain how or why, but something pulled my gaze away from where Abigail stood near the register. She was about a step or so away from Rosalind. Rosalind had the drawer open, making change for the fellow standing in front of the counter.

My eyes met his at the same moment he looked at me. Something like lightning shot through my entire body. A familiar pair of piercing blue eyes stared right into my soul. I could feel them there, latching on to something deep within and pulling me deeper into his gaze. They were the same eyes that had looked out at me from the DVD case a moment earlier.

Like a fool, I had held up the DVDs when I called out to Abigail. She was watching me as well, or at least I assumed so. I couldn’t tell because Jean Locke Holmes had my complete and utter attention.

This wasn’t the one on the DVD cover. Jean Locke Holmes––the real deal––was on the other side of the counter. I was staring right at him. He was looking right back across the counter at me, too.

“I…” Something clattered to the floor, hitting the side of my sneaker. “I…what?”

I looked down to see what that noise was. One of the DVDs, Voodoo Me Too, had slipped out of my hand. I looked away for maybe a second, but that was long enough for gravity to claim another one. The Monster’s Shlong smacked against my knee and skittering across the floor. It made what I felt sure was only a little noise, but the clattering sound may as well have been thunder in my ears.

Even worse, the DVD slid along the floor and past the counter. I watched it stop near Jean Locke Holmes’ foot. My head jerked back up, giving me whiplash. Sure enough, Holmes was still there. His eyes had turned away from me to look at the DVD near his foot. His own face, albeit younger, stared right back up at him.

“Oh, hey!” His voice sounded so smooth, so confident. “I remember that one.”

Abigail was laughing. It took my brain a minute to catch up. She and Rosalind were watching me, still holding the last DVD in my hand. I put Night of the Beastly Boner behind my back, for all the good that would do.

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Holmes assured me, turning my legs into gelatin with his voice. “It’s nice to know I have a fan.”

“I…”

“Of course you have fans!” is what I wanted to say. Hell, I wanted to scream it from the rooftop, but that was an even longer flight of stairs. There was also a strong possibility that Holmes would be gone by the time I came back down. I would have bad knees in addition to someone calling the cops on me for yelling like a lunatic on the roof.

Holmes smiled at me. “I don’t suppose,” he said, offering his hand out, “you’d want me to sign that for you?”

It felt like I had just swallowed a whole apple. There was definitely something lodged in my throat, though it was probably just whatever lame statement my brain had concocted. Certainly not what I wanted to swallow, and that train of thought went to some interesting places, none that I wanted to be in at that moment. It took a herculean effort of will, but I managed to swallow the lump down. My heart was still slamming into my rib cage, but I could speak at last.

Instead of doing so, however, I looked over toward Abigail, who shrugged at me nonchalantly. “You’re paying for it if he does,” was all she would say.

“Okay.” My voice sounded like the croak from a frog. “Please?”

Holmes was still smiling. I had maybe half of a second to take in the differences between the man on the cover of the DVD and the one in front of me. He looked even taller, if that was possible. None of his muscles appeared to have faded with age. If anything, he looked even better.

Hell, one of those biceps was the size of my measly little chest!

He had let his beard grow out. It was a thick patch of dense dark hair, kind of like a bush. I imagined how heavenly it would feel kissing a mouth with that much scruff around it. Most men would find it too cumbersome, whereas I wanted nothing more than to run my fingers through it.

His hair was a lot longer too. Holmes had always sported this kind of seventies man-perm mess of curls. Up close, it looked all-natural. I couldn’t smell any product coming from it. Even better, he had let it grow out. There was a venerable lion’s mane of dark curls flowing down the back of his broad shoulders, stopping below the blades.

Some salt stood out. He hadn’t gone full gray, but there were a few distinguished silver hairs here and there. It added to, rather than subtracted from, the overall package. Holmes’s Greek, Italian, and Puerto Rican heritage had served him very well. He looked every bit the gentleman standing a few short steps away with one hand casually held out, waiting for me to pass the DVD to him.

“Oh, right!” I practically yelled, remembering the part where I was supposed to give him the damn DVD case.

His fingers brushed over mine, reaching to take the DVD out of my grip. A part of me didn’t want to let go. Hell, most of me didn’t want to let go. The remainder of me was praying to all the deities in my pantheon that Holmes would never stop touching me.

“This one’s one of my favorites,” Holmes revealed, smiling even bigger at me. “I always wanted to play a werewolf. Doing this movie made a childhood dream come true.”

I was having a dream of mine come true right then and there. “I…” I croak out. “Ahem, sorry! It’s…one of my favorites…too.”

My voice sounded faint all of a sudden. It sounded like my breathing was coming very fast, too. Abigail and Rosalind were giving me this weird look. Strangely, I felt dizzy. The room started going dark. Right about then was when the whole freaking planet tilted on its axis.

The last thought before the silence took over was that Nik would never believe this.




Chapter 2







“Ow! Damn, that still hurts.”

I had a goose egg on the side of my head. It throbbed with each beat of my heart, which was still going by pretty fast. Touching the swollen knot was not the smartest move on my part. However, the pain shooting through my head gave me something to think about––besides the fact that I had just humiliated myself in front of my oldest porn crush.

I really needed that.

There came an impatient tap at the door. It made me leap right up off the toilet seat. After I regained consciousness, Abigail and Rosalind helped me get to the restroom so I could splash cold water on my face. I locked myself inside the moment they let go of me. Abigail had been knocking insistently on the door, but for the last few minutes, things had gone quiet.

Now, the tapping returned, albeit fast and impatient. “Raf,” I heard Rosalind say through the door. “You know that you’ve gotta come out of there eventually, right?”

“Actually,” I corrected, “my boyfriend broke up with me today via text message.” It was possible that I was using that to gain sympathy from her, but at the moment, I couldn’t care less. “I can’t afford our place on what I make here, so I might as well get used to living in restrooms.”

“Raf.” To her credit, Rosalind did sound incredibly sympathetic, which had me feeling like a heel. “I am so sorry. You didn’t say anything about it before.”

“I didn’t want to make a fuss,” I explained. “Unlike now, where I’m making a huge fuss, and there’s no way in hell anyone can make me go back out there. Not until he leaves!”

The day could not possibly get any worse for me. This was the absolute nadir. I had been dumped on my way to work, caught in a downpour, and splashed with mud and other unmentionable substances. The climax to these events, of course, had been fainting and hitting my head in front of Jean-freakin’-Locke-goddamn-Holmes!

He was sure to have left already, and yet I still wanted to die.

“Maybe this is it,” I said out loud, experiencing what might have been a moment of clarity. “Maybe this is the reason why Nik left me.”

“Huh?” asked Rosalind. It sounded as though she had her ear pressed up against the door. “What’s going on in there, Raf?”

“I think I’ve just worked something out,” I said, loud enough for her to listen in. “Hear me out, okay? Maybe Nik knew all along. Maybe this whole day was inevitable. I’m just a pathetic mess who will inevitably make life worse, for myself and everyone else. Doesn’t that make sense?”

“Not remotely,” Rosalind said dryly. “Raf, please come out. I––”

“No! No!” I insisted, sounding practically gleeful now. “This adds up. I spent most of last year sitting on my ass accomplishing nothing, unless you count all the high scores I racked up on the Nintendo Switch.”

“You and the rest of the country,” Rosalind snapped. “It’s called a quarantine, Raf. People had to stay inside so they didn’t make each other sick.”

“Yeah, but––”

“And, oh yeah,” she went on. “The little matter of everyone dying. Plural, Raf.”

Her words made me stop my little pity party. A shame too, since I felt like I had been on a roll. Rosalind, however, wasn’t amused.

“You did what you were supposed to,” she explained. “What a lot of people didn’t do, and didn’t live to regret. Nik got lucky. His job let him work from home. I know so many people who didn’t have that luxury”

I opened my mouth, only to realize that anything I said would make me sound like a complete jerk. She was absolutely right. If I hadn’t already felt like I was at rock bottom before, this would have done it. The saddest part was that all of it was my own doing.

“Nik left you,” Rosalind stated. “Not your fault. It might have ended sooner or later anyhow. No offense, but college relationships have only a slightly better chance of making it than the ones from high school.”

Her words brought forth memories of my old high school crushes, and I shuddered. “Valid point,” I admitted, though my guilt wouldn’t leave me be. “But he could have told me to my face. Was breaking up with me in person too much to ask for?”

“It was,” she answered, “because Nik is a fucking coward.”

I stared at my reflection in the mirror. My head didn’t quite believe her, but my bloodied and broken heart knew at least some of what Rosalind said was the truth. Nik could have ended our relationship before now. He could have mustered up the balls to say something to my face. Instead, he left me and said goodbye over a text message, one that he must have known would arrive after I had left the apartment.

“Fuck him,” I decided, then and there.

“That’s more like it,” Rosalind agreed. “Now, come open the door. Abigail has been worrying herself sick. She thinks you might hurt yourself.”

The image of my porn crush flashed before my eyes. I winced, feeling the knot on the side of my head throb. “Is he gone yet?” I pressed, hoping and praying that the answer would be “yes”.

There came a long, pregnant pause, which told me more than I needed to know. “Actually,” said Abigail, speaking up for the first time in a few minutes. “He’s still here.”

“What?” I yelled, panicking all over again.

“She doesn’t mean ‘here’,” Rosalind clarified. “Not ‘here’ as in standing next to the door with us. He’s ‘here’ in that he hasn’t left the shop yet.”

I groaned, mortified all over again. “He’s been asking if you’re okay,” Abigail explained sheepishly. “I wasn’t sure what to tell him. Maybe you should go ahead and take your lunch break, Raf.”

“Yeah,” Rosalind added. “It’ll give you all the time you need to explain yourself to him.”

“I’d need at least a day,” I moaned. Even still, I shuffled my heavy feet over to the restroom door. Abigail and Rosalind both looked extremely relieved when I stepped out. “Do I at least look presentable?”

Abigail and Rosalind quickly shared a look. “Don’t ask,” said Rosalind.

“For once,” Abigail agreed, nodding. “I’m with her on this. Tuck in your shirt and make yourself look smart before you go talk with him.”

I looked down at myself, noticing for the first time how disheveled I had become. “Good idea,” I said, turning around to go back into the restroom––albeit briefly this time.

I left the door open so as not to rattle Abigail and Rosalind any more than I already managed to. My face still had water dripping down it. The front of my shirt was wet too. I did what I could about both, then straightened my clothes. The last thing I did was look myself in the eye through the mirror.

“You can do this,” I said softly.

It was a trick I’d been taught by a guidance counselor back in high school. I would get anxious right before tests and forget things. Facing myself—giving myself a pep talk—was a way of building up my confidence. Then and now, it sounded lame, but it had worked before. At this point, I needed all the help I could get.

“Coming out now,” I warned, before stepping through the door.

Abigail smiled, giving me her solid approval. I suspected she did that more to try and help me. Judging by my reflection, I looked like a starved cat that had almost drowned. Rosalind shot me two thumbs up. That actually did help some, since she rarely encouraged anything without what she felt was just cause.

“Right,” I said, taking that first dreaded step.

I had butterflies in my stomach along with what felt like a twenty-pound barbell. My feet felt heavy. Lifting one took a lot out of me. The more I did it, though, the better I was able to walk.

As I strode past, Rosalind reached out and grabbed me by the arm. “One sec,” she said, stopping me. “Since you’re feeling a little better, I wanted to ask you. What’s the deal with that guy out there? Is he some sort of movie star?”

I opened my mouth, wondering where I should begin. Abigail saved me from having to make a lengthy explanation by putting her hand on Rosalind’s shoulder.

“I’ll explain it to you later,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s a very long story.”

My weight shifted from one foot to another. It felt less like I was walking and more like I was becoming one of the undead. The thought occurred to me that I could have been an extra in Dawn of the Tricks. This made me laugh, loud and unexpectedly, which no doubt cemented the fact that I was crazy into the heads of my co-workers.

I reached the entrance to the front of the bookstore, taking a deep breath as I passed through the frame. It felt good to fill up on oxygen. I suspected that I might start hyperventilating soon. When I looked around, however, the area in front of the counter was empty.

There were a few customers farther out. I didn’t recognize them. The people who had watched me make an ass of myself had already left. That was a relief. The thing that worried me was the absence of the one person I had worked up the nerve to come out for.

“He’s gone,” I called out over one shoulder, praying that I didn’t sound as dejected as I felt. “You can both come out now.”

Something caught my eye as I turned back. The DVDs I had picked out for myself were stacked neatly on the edge of the counter. Someone had gathered them up and left them there where I would see them. Abigail seemed like the most likely suspect. However, on closer inspection, there was a note sticking out slightly from underneath the topmost DVD case.

Curious, I reached over to pull it free. Abigail and Rosalind had heard me and were watching by the door. As I retrieved the note, a crisp twenty-dollar bill fell free and fluttered down to the floor.

“Oh, money!” Rosalind exclaimed, snatching the bill up quickly.

“Nope, sorry! That’s Rafael’s,” I heard Abigail say behind me, and she unceremoniously plucked the bill out of Rosalind’s hand. “Or rather, the store’s. This is paying for the stuff Rafael wanted.”

I had been about to read the note, but Abigail’s words made me turn around. “Say what?” I asked, surprised. “What makes you say that?”

In response, Abigail pointed to the two remaining DVDs on the counter. “See for yourself,” she said loftily. “He signed all three of them for you. And left a note, along with money to pay for it.”

I checked, and the topmost DVD had indeed been signed. Jean Locke Holmes’ signature was scribbled across the cover underneath the protective plastic seal. Further inspection revealed that all three contained the same neat handwriting.

“How d’you know he paid for them, though?” Rosalind demanded.

Abigail laughed, hitting the key on the register to open the change drawer. “I know a class act when I see one,” she replied, giving me a smile and a wink. “That fella’s a real gentleman. Not many of ’em around nowadays. You oughta keep ’im!”

I snorted. “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Like he’ll ever come back in here again.”

I ignored the look Abigail was giving me. Instead, my eyes wandered over the note in my hands. It was written in the same handwriting as the one on the DVD covers. It took a few seconds for me to fully comprehend this.

Jean Locke Holmes had left me a note.

“What’s it say?” Rosalind asked, standing on her tiptoes so she could peek over my shoulder nosily.

“Nothing,” I replied. “I mean, I haven’t read it yet.”

“Rosalind,” Abigail called out, sounding irked. “Come help me and leave that poor man alone. He’s been through enough for one day.”

I mentally made a note to thank Abigail for her help. My hands were quivering ever so slightly. I was holding something that my old porn idol had written. Even more unbelievable, he had written it for me.




Hey,

Sorry that I had to take off. I have an appointment that I’m going to be late for. I was only supposed to be in the bookstore for a couple of minutes.

I wanted to apologize for startling you. Consider me paying for the DVDs as a way to begin making it up. I hope I’ll see you in here again. Tell the woman behind the counter that I’ll come back and get my change tomorrow, assuming that’s all right.

Thank you for being a fan of mine. It means so much to me.

See you soon.

Jean Locke Holmes




“Well?” Rosalind demanded from over by where Abigail stood, monitoring the situation. “What did he write to you?”

I studied the short stack of DVDs. They were only about three bucks each. Together, with tax, they were a little over ten dollars. In hindsight, I might have made a bigger deal about buying them than it warranted.

Jean Locke Holmes had left a twenty for them. He had paid for them to give to me. I had just fainted in front of my porn hero, and in return, he bought me three of his old movies.
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