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John’s father once told him, “In this world, as long as you have a big dick, you don’t need a Mercedes Benz.”

Of course, as one of the premiere blue movie stars of the 1950s and ’60s, his father’s perspective on what made one successful was a bit skewed. Nevertheless, as John raced through puberty, it became apparent that he’d not only inherited his father’s large tool, but the skill to use it to with great effectiveness. It was as if Fate had already decreed his career choice. On his eighteenth birthday, John’s father brought him to a seedy room in a seedier motel in an even seedier part of Los Angeles. There, John met a director named Dick Pound, a lighting-sound-camera technician named Steve, and two nubile waitress-by-days who were eager to show off their new surgically-enhanced assets.

It was the first time John had ever had sex on camera, and it had been a weird experience with all those people—including his father!—standing around watching him, coaching him, and telling him what to do and when to do it. Every discussion seemed to involve angles. Camera angles. Penetration angles. Even the angle of his first ejaculation, which happened far too quickly for the director’s liking. But what did he expect? John was only eighteen. Sure, he’d been having sex with girls in his high school since forever, if fourteen was forever, but filming it was altogether different. There was lots of stopping and starting and repositioning. It wasn’t sex, which John enjoyed very much; it was work.

He remembered how at one point he’d had to straddle Steve as the cameraman lay with his back on the floor, pointing the camera up at John’s crotch to catch the best angle as John hammered the actress from behind. That was when he’d lost control and accidentally spurted man-gravy all over Steve’s face.

“God, I’m so sorry, man,” John said afterward, blushing to the tips of his ears.

Steve had been a good sport about it as he wiped off his equipment. “It’s cool. You wouldn’t believe how many times that’s happened. You get used to it after awhile.”

Mr. Pound said that they could use that shot, as long as they got a shot of John’s come-face that they could edit in afterward. So John had to sit on the edge of the bed, while Steve focused in tight on his face, and tried to look like he was having an intense orgasm. “Come on, son,” his dad had said. “Breathe harder. Groan a little.”

That had been back in the late ’70s, when the home video market made the porn industry explode all over itself like a Dutch watersports movie. With his exceptional cock and ability to shoot voluminous loads all over actresses, John Irish quickly rose to superstardom. He partied with John Holmes, Ron Jeremy, and Peter North, and fucked legendary actresses like Seka, Christy Canyon, and Ginger Lynn. It was a good time to be a porn star, before the AIDS scare and the emphasis on safe sex throughout the industry. Where else could one get paid to cum over and over? John had done well in that period. He lived fast, fucked hard, and like many of his industry buddies, a lot of his income went up his nose.

But all good things will come to an end, in time, and as people will tend to do, John got older.

In the ’80s, he’d been a superstar. A quarter of a century later, there wasn’t much demand for a male actor who was getting a little paunchy and a lot gray. When he worked, which wasn’t often, it was in the Dirty Old Man role, where he’d be the one spying on the sculpted young actors and actresses performing their deeds. Sure, there were a couple of specialty production companies that catered to what insiders called the granny market, but even those studios preferred to use younger actors fucking older women.

John’s income stream dried up. He’d gone from living in an expensive Los Angeles loft, fueled by a haze of alcohol and cocaine, to a cheap apartment in the unfashionable part of Van Nuys. He’d tried coloring his hair, but that made his employment prospects even worse, because then he couldn’t even pull off the Distinguished Older Gentleman look. Modern porn actors were massively-muscled and tanned behemoths who ate steroid crunchies for breakfast and got bovine growth hormone injections at lunch. The industry was moving on, and John had somehow gotten left behind along the side of the road.

Ron Jeremy wouldn’t even return his phone calls.
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“Morning, John,” said Mrs. Prendergast, the elderly spinster who lived in the apartment next door to John. She was sitting on her stoop, drinking a cup of coffee and watching the kids head down the street toward the school when he opened his door to collect his morning newspaper. She didn’t know about his work history. If she did, she had the courtesy not to ask him about it, for which he was supremely glad.

Half the time, when women asked him about a video they’d seen him in, they were looking to get laid by someone they perceived as a celebrity. John had no desire to lube up Mrs. Prendergast’s wrinkled old pussy and fill her with a pint of his best homebrew.

Yes, his equipment still worked just fine, even though he was pushing sixty. He polished the helmet twice a day every day whether he needed to or not, just to make sure nothing was amiss. He’d just finished that particular morning ritual and was thinking about searching the Help Wanted ads to see if there might be something he could do to bring in some extra income. He had rent to pay. Bills. A prescription for his heart that was draining his already-dwindling bank account.

“Morning, Ellen,” he said, taking a deep breath of air that was much cleaner than usual. He longed for a cigarette, but his doctor had told him in no uncertain terms that he had to quit or he’d send himself to an early grave, so he hadn’t had one of the lovely cancer sticks in five years. “Going to be a nice day today?”

“That’s what they said on the news.”

“Good.” He paused, trying to decide how to best approach the subject of her job. May as well dive right in, he figured. He’d never been one for subtlety. “Ellen, are they hiring at your store?” He knew she ran the cash register at Medina’s Market, a nearby corner grocery store.

“Oh, John, I’m afraid not. They’re cutting back on everyone’s hours as it is. Are you looking for work?”

“Just some part time stuff. You know, to help ends meet.”

“Well, it’s a tough time in this economy right now. I’ll keep my ear to the ground and let you know if I hear about anyone hiring.”

“Thanks, Ellen.”

“Anytime, John.”

He went back inside, shutting out the morning sunlight, to think about what should be his next move.

#
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“Orrie, tell me you’ve got something. Anything. I’m eating Top Ramen and canned soup over here.”

Orville Eaton was John’s agent, or at least as much of an agent as he could get at his age. Since John didn’t qualify for much work in the industry anymore, Orville wasn’t making much off of him. Fifteen percent of jack shit wasn’t worth much more than a cursory effort. “Habitual User Studios is looking for someone to fill a caretaker role,” said Orrie over the phone. “Half day shooting schedule. Pays two hundred dollars.”

“Christ, Orrie. Has Been Studios?”

“Take it or leave it. I got other guys I can go to.”

“Are they at least providing lunch?” In the old days, he wouldn’t have worried about such a thing. But in the old days, he wasn’t ever hungry.

“I don’t know.”

“What’s the role entail?”

“Head, as far as I can tell from the spec sheet.”

Well, that was something. A lot of the old man roles didn’t even warrant that much contact. “Tell them I’ll do it.”

Orrie gave him the address.

#
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The video was being shot at a swanky estate up in the hills. John felt a twinge of familiarity as he pulled his little Toyota up to the gate. He’d never lived in a house like the one behind the fence, but he’d spent plenty of time in them, riding a raging drug buzz and getting blown by fluffers in between takes.

He pushed the button on the intercom.

“Yeah?” crackled the voice on the other end.

“John Irish, here for the Has Been, er, Habitual User shoot.”

No reply from the speaker, but the gate buzzed and swung open. John shook his head and steered up the winding drive. Nobody was polite anymore. When did porn turn into mainstream Hollywood? He’d actually been in two Hollywood films. He’d had a bit role in one as himself back in the early 2000s, about the pioneers of internet pornography, and he’d also gotten himself into a Z-grade monster-of-the-week film on SyFy, where he got to play, of all things, the caretaker of a haunted house. He couldn’t even get anything besides old man roles in non-porno films anymore.

The crew was setting up a shot on the front steps. In the old days, there was only Steve with his camera, but Habitual User Studios used a three-camera setup with additional lighting and sound technicians as well. A nude, coffee-skinned actress with shining black hair and flawless skin was getting her makeup touched up by a busty redhead in a tight-fitting brown t-shirt, while her muscle-bound male costar was getting fluffed by a bored-looking blonde.

“Are we ready?” yelled the director. “I’d like to get this goddamn shot done before sunset.”

“Excuse me,” said John.

“Aw, Christ, what is it, Grandpa? We’re on private goddamn property!”

“I’m John Irish.” The redhead’s eyes widened with recognition. Thanks for that, he thought. But the director was unimpressed.

“John Irish? You’re John Irish? Holy fucking shit. Hey, everybody, John Irish is here. Thank God, because I was just about shitting myself wondering where you were. Now that you’re here, can you please get the fuck out of my shot?”

The redhead threw an eyeliner at the director. “God, Harry, do you have to be such a dick? He’s a legend.”

“I don’t care if he’s the reincarnation of John-fucking-Holmes,” retorted Harry. “He’s in the shot and Brett’s going to lose his hard-on again if we don’t get a move on.”

“Sorry, sorry,” said John. “I’ll be over here. Let me know when I’m up.” He sidled over to the craft service table—something they never had when he was Brett’s age—and plundered a sandwich. It was only Subway, but after a month of boxed noodles, it tasted like heaven.

“Brett, honey, will you stop thinking about your goddamn motivation and start ramming Shoshone from behind like we discussed, please? I didn’t cast you for your thespian technique.”

The coffee-toned girl on the stairs giggled. “Harry, he’s a guy, he can’t be a thespian.” She narrowed her eyes at the redhead. “I’d do a thespian scene with Mindy. That’d be totally hot, right?”

“Thespian, not lesbian.” The director placed his hand over his eyes and shook his head. “Shoshone, will you please stop thinking? It’s clearly not your strong suit. Go to film school, they said. It’ll broaden your horizons, they said. Brett, honey, do I need to come over there and slide it in for you?”

“No, Harry. Sorry,” said the musclebound Brett. He raised one of Shoshone’s legs up over her head as she arched her back and braced herself against a pillar. John couldn’t help but check out Brett’s package from a professional standpoint. Shaved, like all the kids were doing in modern times. Abnormally thick, short, and bulbous shaft that suggested some silicone injections, and a strangely small head. It looked unnatural, but then again, so did everything about Shoshone, so the two of them made a good pairing. In John’s mind, they were everything that was wrong with contemporary pornography.

“Don’t let Harry get to you,” said a voice. John turned to see the redhead standing there, smiling at him. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. God, he was old. “He’s a visionary in the industry. He foresees a time when every porn has a plot.”

John snorted. “Porn’s not supposed to have plots. You turn it on, get your rocks off, and shut it off again. Nobody’s watching it for the stories.”

“That’s not true,” said the redhead. “Women like the stories. And for a high-dollar production shot on film with a real effects budget, it’s appealing to all audiences.”

John shook his head in disbelief. “Unreal.” He finished his sandwich and wondered if it would be gauche to take a second one.

The redhead stuck out her hand. “Anyway, I’m Mindy. Mindy Copperhead. I’m a big fan of your work, Mr. Irish.”

“Call me John. Copperhead, huh? Stage name?”

“Of course. Aren’t they all?”

“Why’d you pick that?”

Mindy’s smile turned sultry. “Because I’m dangerous, and I can swallow a snake like you wouldn’t believe.”

“I can believe quite a bit.” John couldn’t believe that the girl was flirting with him. He was old enough to be her grandf—well, her father, anyway.

“Good,” she said. “Because I’m the one giving you head in the next scene.”

#
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The truth was, Mindy hadn’t exaggerated her sword-swallowing abilities. She’d taken John in all the way until her nose brushed against the graying brush of his pubes that he trimmed, but wasn’t willing to shave entirely. Then she’d held him there while staring up at him with her big, green eyes.

John had been a porn star for three decades, and he was as jaded as could be, but the sheer admiration and, for lack of a better term, hero worship he saw in Mindy’s eyes touched something that had been long dormant inside him. Maybe it didn’t all have to be about the business of slapping flesh against flesh and artfully dribbling cum like the punctuation at the end of a sentence. Maybe sex could have meaning.

Of course, then Harry Balzac had yelled “cut” and told Mindy to at least try to look like she was gagging a little on John’s sizable tool, because the viewers dug that sort of thing.

When he finished, John had taken great care not to shoot Mindy in the eye, because he respected her. He’d given her his card and wrote his address on the back. “It’s not a great place or anything, but feel free to drop by anytime.”

She smiled and said she might just do that.

His scene finished, John confirmed that a check would get sent to his agent, and headed back out to his car. He felt better about himself than he had in a long time. He felt that he owed himself a treat, so he drove back to his neighborhood and walked a half mile to have a drink at the lesbian bar.
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The bar was called the Clambake, and not just because it was an establishment without air conditioning. John had discovered it shortly after he’d moved into his current apartment. He’d been walking around the neighborhood, getting the lay of the land, when he passed by the nondescript bar. Two women had come crashing out of the door, engaged in a full-scale brawl. John had encountered hundreds of lesbians and bisexual girls over the course of his career, but nearly all of them were of the “lipstick lesbian” variety—dolled up to look attractive for the mostly-male viewers. Many of them were women he’d never have known preferred soft candy to hard if not for their careers in front of the camera being rather... exclusive.

The two fighters were more what he would have called bull dykes, with short, masculine haircuts, tattoos, and wife-beaters. It had been so startling that he simply stood and stared for a moment. Some men found the vision of two women fighting to be arousing, but John was shocked instead at the outright violence.

More women poured out of the bar to separate the two combatants, and one of them recognized him. “Hey, you’re that guy. From that movie. Starfucker!”

Starfucker was probably John’s most famous role, from the porno that had catapulted him from the middle-tier of other large-dicked adult entertainers into the elite. Despite his eschewing of porn-with-a-plot, Starfucker had been one of those. It was a science fiction extravaganza, with early CGI effects, about a man who fucked his way across the cosmos. He’d had an astonishing total of fourteen scenes in that film, which had taken three months of work—something which never happened in the porn industry back in the ’80s—and the list of costars had read like a Who’s Who in adult entertainment. It had been significant enough to even earn some mainstream attention, which was almost unheard of for the kind of movies that couldn’t even be shown on late-night Cinemax. Because a couple of the costars had legendary on-screen girl-on-girl action, the movie had attracted a lot of fans in the lesbian community.

John had smiled and said yes, that was him. The two fighting women forgot about their dispute as he’d become the center of attention and been invited inside where he’d answered dozens of questions about the film and his costars, and even signed a few videotape boxes that women who lived nearby had at home. “I only ever watch it for the green-skinned girls scene,” said one woman with mismatched earrings and a fringed denim vest. “But I’m sure yours are really good too.”

“That’s okay,” said John. “I liked that scene too.”

And after that, he’d been welcome in the Clambake anytime. It had become his favorite hangout, partly because of the small but fierce fanbase he had discovered there, and partly because nobody expected anything of him. He could go have a few drinks, eat some peanuts, maybe catch a game on one of the TVs, and then head home again.

“Hi John,” said Sk8 K8 from behind the bar when he walked in, whistling. She was one of the heavy hitters on a local roller derby team and always had bruises on her arms and face behind her hipster glasses. She’d been tending bar for the past three years and had become his regular confidant, even his friend. “You look cheerful. What happened, you get laid?”

A few of the regulars laughed at this; they all knew what John did for a living.

John slid into his usual stool at the bar. “Martini, please,” he said. “Not laid, exactly. Amazing head, though.”

K8 grimaced. “Eww.”

“It wasn’t the act itself that was amazing,” said John. “Well... okay, yeah, it was pretty impressive, I’ll admit.”

K8 handed him the drink. He sipped it. It was perfect. It always was.

“No, she had a really positive attitude about it. About me. You know how long it’s been since anybody gave a shit about me?”

“That’s not true, John. We all love you here.” K8 mixed up a dirty martini for herself, with so many olives in it that it looked more like a tumbler full of monster eyeballs.

“You know what I mean. It wasn’t just another blowjob for her. It meant something to her. It was special that she got to do it for me. And that’s put me in a hell of a good mood.”

K8 chewed olives and looked over the rims of her glasses at him. “You’re not thinking about hitting on me now, are you?”

John laughed. “No, of course not. I’m just feeling good about myself. Like I’m not quite the washed-up has-been I’ve been feeling like.”

K8 grinned. “I never thought you were washed-up. You’re just like a good steak or fine wine. Better with age.”

John finished his drink. “Got any straight, single friends who feel that way?”

“Sure,” said K8. “But they’re all guys.”

John spent a couple of hours in the Clambake, getting a pleasant buzz on and eventually getting into a rousing game of darts with a couple of butch girls who were muscled like bodybuilders. A great time was had by all, and as the evening rush came into the bar, John bid his friends adieu and headed for home. He was practically fizzing with good mood and camaraderie.

His spirits dampened somewhat when he got home and discovered his cable was out.
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Chapter Two
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John had seven hundred channels of snow on his television. He wondered if he’d remembered to pay his last cable bill and went through his checkbook until he found it. It was such a little thing, having no cable, but it had effectively ruined his good mood in the space of fifteen minutes. He couldn’t watch anything he’d recorded. He couldn’t watch local channels. Nothing was working. What was an older single man supposed to do in the evening after coming home from the bar except watch Law and Order reruns, or maybe Amy’s Anal Adventures, Part 12: Tunnel of Love?

He decided to go knock on Mrs. Prendergast’s door and see if her cable was out too. When he opened his, he spotted the cable service van parked across the street. Maybe they were already working on it. Or maybe they’d gone and fucked something up.

He walked over to the van, but it was locked and nobody was inside. He went back inside to call the cable company and as he picked up his phone, there was a knock at the door. “Cable company,” said a feminine voice.

John opened the door. She was a pert, attractive young lady wearing technician’s coveralls and an L.A. Kings cap over her thick blonde ponytail. She had oversized green-tinted safety glasses wrapping around her face that made her look kind of like an insect. “Hi,” she said brightly. “Are you having trouble with your cable?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” said John. “I was just about to call it in.”

“Well, no need, since I’m already here. Yours is the last unit I haven’t checked. Not sure if it’s a problem at my end or not. Can I come in?”

“Sure.” John stepped aside and the cable girl entered his apartment. She stopped a few steps in and took a deep breath, as if she were analyzing the odor of the air.

While she was doing that, he checked out her ass. The coveralls weren’t exactly flattering, but they clung in the right places and showed off her rounded bottom far better than she probably knew.

“I’m going to need to take a look at your unit,” she said.

“My... unit?”

“Yes. Your cable box, of course. What did you think I meant? Is that it over there?”

“That’s it.”

She went over to the TV and bent over, thrusting her ass into the air as aggressively as a porn starlet. John amended his initial assessment. She knew exactly how good her ass looked in those coveralls, and she wanted him to stare.

She turned on the TV and fiddled with the cable box controls for a minute before straightening up and saying, “Yep, I thought so. It’s a bad card. I’ll need to put a new one in the slot.” She rummaged through her pockets.

A thought occurred to John. “Hey, I’m not paying for a service call because you’re here, am I?”

“Oh, no, sir. We service you free of charge.”

Her coveralls had somehow come unzipped down to her sternum and John realized she wasn’t wearing anything beneath them.

And then he got it.

“You’re no cable girl,” he said.

She took his remote and pushed a button without looking. The TV turned on, a bright, clear signal showing Knocking Boots 4, one of John’s favorites.

“Actually, I am a cable girl. That’s my regular job.” She pulled off her glasses to reveal big green eyes, and the hat and the blonde hair came off together to spill familiar red hair down her shoulders. “But today’s my day off,” said Mindy Copperhead, unzipping her coveralls the rest of the way. “Now after I take another good look at your unit, you’ll take one at my slot?”

“Young lady,” said John, unbuttoning his jeans, “It would be my pleasure.”
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The Return of Mindy Copperhead and Her Amazing Suppressed Gag Reflex was just as exciting and intriguing the second time around. Again, she took him deep into her throat and held him there, stroking with her tongue and cutting through him with the gaze of those green eyes. Despite his years of practice controlling his normal reaction to stimulation, something about the unfamiliarity of her technique made him feel like he was thirty years younger. As he approached the fabled point of no return, out of habit he started to pull back, to be considerate and deposit his load on her throat or chest instead of her face. She sensed his incipient withdrawal and her hands snaked around behind him to clutch his ass cheeks and hold him firmly against her.

A moment later and he was spent, with nary a droplet spilled anywhere. Given the nature of industry standards, John could count on one hand the number of times it had happened that way. Directors preferred their money shots to be visible, and actresses often had it in their contracts that semen would either not enter their mouths at all or else would be spit out as soon as possible. Normally that meant they’d dribble it back down the shaft and John would have to spend extra time in the shower later, picking the stubborn natural adhesive out of his hair.

Swallowing was only the first memorable thing about Mindy. When John laid her back and spread her legs apart to see her glory for the first time, he was astonished to see that it looked, well, natural. It hadn’t been sculpted by a Beverly Hills plastic surgeon, nor had it been the recipient of any chemical or electrical or even hot wax depilatory treatments. It looked like she’d used a razor and trimmer, followed by copious amounts of lotion. John didn’t mind the coppery curls; they held a spicy scent that made his stomach growl. He buried his face in her and teased her with lips, teeth, and tongue. The size of her clitoris was startling—almost like a fingertip. She moaned and gasped as he toyed with it, the kind of expression that came without being forced. Actresses acted, often badly, but consistently, so that men had grown to expect women would behave a certain way when aroused. Likewise, most non-porn women tended to think they should act the same way, chirping their pleasure out and screaming.

Mindy’s groans were guttural and husky, almost like an animal, and when she came, she shuddered and bucked and held her breath. Fluid gushed from her slit, drenching John’s beard and chest hair. Squirting had been in vogue for the past several years as a mainstream feature in porn instead of being limited to specialty fringe videos. In John’s experience, few women could actually do so with any legitimacy. There were a great number of actresses he knew who would drink copious amounts of water, sports drinks, and clear diet sodas and then piss, claiming it was the mythical female ejaculation. It disgusted him.

Mindy’s gush had no taint of urine in it. It smelled and tasted of her, and that excited him. His arousal spiked once more and he moved upward to penetrate her. No porno-style fucking there; her legs went around his back as he laid her back against his couch and went to work. Her muscles closed around him like a fist as he thrust into her, working harder than he had in a long time. Her legs tightened and her flood dampened his thighs and groin.

A porn director would have stopped the two of them at least four or five times by now to reposition them and change camera angles. It was one of the least satisfying aspects of the porn industry that outsiders didn’t understand. John was rather enjoying the chance to have nonstop sex for the first time in... well, it must have been at least a decade since he slept with a woman without a camera in the room. Since he had no-one telling him how to fuck or when to fuck or even who to fuck, he built up his rhythm fairly quickly, and when he achieved his own orgasm, it made his toes curl and his hair stand on end. Mindy sprayed him once more in her own sympathetic climax, and then the two of them lay embracing on the couch as the aftershocks slowly subsided.

“Wow,” said John as soon as his mouth was able to form coherent words once more. “That was amazing.”

“Yes, it was,” said Mindy. “I knew you were a legend in the industry, but I had no idea you were so good off-camera.” She laid her head back against the arm of the couch and smiled up at John. Two narrow plaits of her hair, braids with little rubber-banded tufts at the end, were standing straight up from her head.

John reached over to touch one and she jumped. “I’m sorry!”

“It’s okay.” She tucked the offending braids back into her coppery waves. “Just surprised me is all. I’m sorry I made such a mess of your couch.”

He snorted. “Doesn’t bother me in the least. Why are we both apologizing for something we just enjoyed so much?”

“I don’t know.”

They rolled over so he could lie behind her on the couch, snuggling with his arms around her. “You didn’t have to use the cable ruse,” he said. “I invited you to come visit.”

“Would you prefer if I’d delivered a pizza?” she asked with a chuckle. “That’s another standby.”

“You’ve really bought into the industry, haven’t you?”

She smiled and snuggled against his arms. “It’s fun.”

“Enjoy it while it lasts. It’s all I’ve done for three decades, but I’m about done.”

“You’re going to quit?”

“Not if I don’t have to. Long as the Touch O’ The Irish is still working the way it should, I’d like to keep working. I guess what I meant to say is the industry is about done with me.”

“But why? You’re wonderful!”

John’s smile was sad. “I’m old. There isn’t much call for someone my age in their world anymore. I only get the old man roles, like the one I had this morning. And pretty soon, those will dry up as well. I’ve got to start looking for a second career.”

“I might have something in mind,” said Mindy.

“Oh? Does it involve me getting to fuck you again?”

She turned her head to smile back at him. “Maybe.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had sex for money. Or is it working for the cable company? I’d do that too.”

“No, it’s not the cable company. And it’s not exactly a job for money.”

John raised his head up. “Things are getting a little tight, Mindy. I can’t really accept a job that’s not exactly for money.”

“There are other things, great things you can do that will reward you in other ways.”

“You mean charity?”

“Something like that.”

“Babe... I’ve got rent to pay. Bills. Prescriptions. Charities don’t take care of things like that.”

She sat up to search the pockets of her coveralls until she found a business card. It had a logo on it that he didn’t recognize and an address. No phone number. She pressed it into his hands. “Listen, if you think you’d like to try helping us, come to this address and we’ll tell you everything. Then you can make an informed decision.”

He set the card on the end table. “It’s not Amway or something, is it?”

“No, what’s that?”

He smiled. “I’ll think it over.”

#
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The Senior Career Placement offices were every bit as dreary as John had feared. Even doctors made their waiting rooms as cheery as possible, with bright artwork, current magazines, and large flatscreen televisions espousing the benefits and potential side effects of all the various drugs about which patients should ask. But Career Placement was a linoleum tile floor surrounded by painted cinder block walls and hard plastic chairs. It felt like a prison, or maybe a morgue, thought John, eyeing a couple of the other patrons of the government office who seemed far more dead than alive.

A pert young receptionist who wouldn’t have looked out of place in a film with Musclehead Brett popped her head into the waiting room. “Mrs. Dumfrey? The counselor is ready to see you now.”

A wizened crone with an oxygen bottle and tracheotomy scar groaned to her feet, sending a reek of ancient cigarette smoke through the room, and hobbled over to the door.

The man sitting two seats away from John leaned over with a leering grin and whispered, “I’d tap that.”

John’s return smile was pained. “I’d let you.”

“What are you in for?”

“What do you mean.”

The man’s face grew thunderous. “I got outsourced. They sent my job to goddamn India. India! What do Indians know about appliance repair?”

“I have no idea,” said John.

“I’m hoping to get into the service industry. If I’m lucky, they’ll place me as a Wal-Mart greeter.”

“If you’re lucky?” John shuddered. “I’d hope they can do better than that.”

“Mr. Flannery? We’re ready for you,” said the receptionist, with a wink that made John wonder if she was familiar with his work.

He found himself directed to a cubicle decorated with photos of various knitting projects, with a knitted keyboard cozy, pencil holder cozy, and tissue box cozy. The middle aged woman in the conservative navy blouse and dickey had her hair pinned up with knitting needles and she twirled a third absently through her fingers like it was a pencil.

“Mr. Flannery, I’m Theresa, your caseworker. I’ve pulled up your records and, quite frankly, I haven’t found any employment history. What have you been doing for income?”

“Um... I’m an independent contractor,” said John, eyeing the large silver cross dangling below Theresa’s throat.

“Oh? Like a salesman or a consultant?”

John cleared his throat. He knew he had to be as honest as possible about his skill set so they could place him somewhere he would actually be able to do the work. “More like an entertainer.”

Theresa picked up some kind of knitting project. The needles clacked away. “Oh? Were you a comedian or a singer? I know times have been tough all over, but I imagine that there’s always going to be work for people like that.”

John sighed. “I’m an actor.”

“Stage or screen?”

“Screen.”

“Oh really? Under your own name?”

“No. John, um, Irish.”

“What have you been in? Anything I’ve seen?” She set down her knitting and uncovered her keyboard.

John winced as she opened up Google and typed in his name.

“I highly doubt it,” he said as the first page of results came up. Her Safe Search parameters prevented her from seeing anything truly explicit, like the iconic image of his cock buried in the pussy of an actress painted with green makeup from Starfucker.

“Oh... oh my...”

Theresa got so overheated after the search results that she had to lay down in the boss’ office and have the receptionist bring her a cup of tea. “We’ll have to get back to you, Mr. Flannery,” said the receptionist. “I hope that’s all right.”

John shrugged. “Fine.”

#
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“I’m an independent filmmaker,” John told the hotel manager who’d advertised for an overnight clerk.

“Anything I might have seen?” The manager was a harried man with a comb-over of truly epic proportions.

“No. I, uh, never had any money to distribute anything.”

The manager smiled. “Well, this is L.A. If you can get funding anywhere, it’s here.”

“Yeah...”

“You know, I’ve been real interested in film myself.” The man adjusted his glasses. “In fact, this hotel work is just while I’m getting my acting career off the ground.”

“Oh.”

The manager shoved a file across the desk at John. “Here. I keep my portfolio handy in case I ever run across any producers or directors or casting agents.” He winked. “Or independent filmmakers.”

“Um, listen, I’m really not looking for, you know...” John felt like a ship’s captain who’d run aground on an invisible sandbar.

“I was thinking I’d be a great action hero,” said the manager. “An unlikely type, like Bruce Willis in Die Hard.”

John was speechless at that point, and if the two Japanese tourists hadn’t approached them, might have burst out in helpless laughter.

“Excuse, please,” said the man in the porkpie hat with the expensive camera around his neck. “My wife, she know you, yes?” The wife had a matching camera and a purse that could have swallowed two basketballs and still had room for an extra pair of shoes.

“Uh, I’m sorry, I don’t think so,” said John.

“Wait, who are you really?” The manager leaned forward, gazing intently at John.

The woman pulled a tablet computer from her purse, babbling in excited Japanese.

“She say you are Hoshi no ma de sekkusu o shite otoko,” said the tourist.

“What?” John knew what was coming. Only one of his films had ever, to his knowledge, been translated and released into Asian markets.

“Starfucker,” said the man.

“Hai! Starfucker!” The man’s wife held up the tablet and displayed a picture of the Japanese edition of Starfucker, replete with colorful ideograms and, for some reason, cute animal cartoon characters flying around John’s gargantuan penis.

The tourist beamed. “Famous, yes? Hollywood, yes? May we take picture?”

The manager was aghast. “You’re a... a porn star?”

John shrugged. “One picture, then I’ll be on my way to my next interview.”

#
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John stood outside of the Wal-Mart, arms folded in front of him, and watched the dregs of humanity waddling into the huge building with their stained, poorly-fitting clothing, and staggering out laden with carts full of cases of cheap soda, cheap plastic furniture, and cheap poorly-fitting clothing. A decrepit old man with a cane, no teeth, and not enough Social Security sat in a chair beside the buggies and nodded to the customers as they passed by him without so much as a glance.

“Welcome... to Wal-Mart...” He wheezed, as if each breath were his last.

“No,” John said at last. “I’ll make the fucking fries at McDonald’s before I do that.”

#
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The business card Mindy had given him led John not into Hollywood or even a downtown office. Instead, the cabbie took him to a warehouse by a small wharf south of Port Los Angeles.

“Are you sure this is the right address?” John asked the cabbie.

The cabbie’s turban bobbed cheerfully. “Oh yes, my friend. The GPS is never wrong. Very expensive, very accurate.”

John looked at the nondescript building. No cars were parked in the attached lot. Weeds sprouted in the crushed rock around the edges. The windows at the office entrance weren’t broken, at least, but neither were they very clean.

“Can you wait here?” John asked.

“Of course, my friend. It will only cost you a few additional dollars.”

“That’s great.” John wondered how far he was going to play out the charade. His infatuation with Mindy was transforming into a massive wall of self-doubt. He looked at the business card she’d given him once more. The address matched that on the building. Maybe she had a secret studio inside and wanted him to star in some kind of epic porn adventure.

Or maybe she was sitting in a cable van somewhere, having a hearty laugh at his gullibility.

John got out of the cab and walked up to the glass door. It was tinted so he couldn’t see anything but his own reflection: graying hair and beard, shoulders still broad but starting to hunch after years of warring against gravity, and a slight paunch, made worse recently thanks to a diet of cheap, bad food. Even with his fashionable jeans, cowboy boots, and rough cotton button-down, all he could think of when he saw himself was Christ, I look like an old man. He reached out tentatively to tug on the door.

It was open.

He stuck his head into the lobby. It was clean and decorated, with a shiny dark floor and a sweeping receptionist’s desk. Chairs lined the walls and geometric art hung above them in bas-relief. A receptionist dressed all in gray sat behind the desk, a headset over one ear. She smiled at him. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Uh... just a minute. I have to go pay my cabbie.” John hurried out to the cab and dug out twenty dollars to cover the fare and tip. “Thanks for waiting.”

“You are welcome, my friend. If you would like, I will come pick you up when your appointment is over.”

“I don’t have, I mean, no, that’s okay,” said John.

He went back to the warehouse door and hesitated, as if the receptionist might have disappeared in the intervening minute, but when he pulled open the door again, there she was. She smiled at him again. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Yeah, uh...” He stopped. Her facial expression seemed to be frozen, and she’d used exactly the same inflection in her second greeting as she had in the first, like she was a robot. Weird. Still, being shy and tame was the first thing a successful porn star had to overcome. “Mindy Copperhead gave me a card and asked me to stop by here. I’m not sure if I need an appointment.”

“Of course, sir. You must be John Irish. I’ll notify Ms. Copperhead right away.” Her smile froze once more.

“So what is this place? What do you do here?”

“Ms. Copperhead will answer all your questions shortly.”

“Can you at least tell me what the company’s called?”

“Ms. Copperhead will answer all your questions shortly.”

The unnerving smile froze on her face once more. She wasn’t typing or doing anything he would have expected a receptionist to be doing. He didn’t even see a phone on her desk. Her hands were clasped atop it, unmoving, but her eyes seemed to be focused directly upon him.

He walked over to look at one of the artistic panels on one wall. When he glanced back, the receptionist had turned her head to look at him, still smiling like a robot.

John walked across the lobby to the opposite wall, not even trying to be subtle as he stared at the receptionist. Her head turned with every step of his and her facial expression never once changed. He wondered if she really was a robot. Maybe she didn’t have legs beneath the desk, but a computer platform instead.

He approached the desk cautiously, expecting her to react. She only smiled at him. He put his hands on the edge of the desk to lean forward and get a better look.

“Ms. Copperhead will answer all your questions shortly!” The receptionist’s tone was the same as before but her increased volume made John jump.

“John! You came! I’m so happy!” Mindy came out from a door into the lobby. Professional decorum aside, she threw herself into his arms and kissed his cheek. “Did Amanda startle you? I’m sorry. I put her out here to deal with the occasional vendor, traveling salesmen, or those nice old ladies who come to talk to you about their god.”

“Jehovah’s Witnesses?”

“Yes, that’s what they called themselves. Really sweet people, but no clue about how the universe really works. No matter. Amanda, I don’t need you anymore.”

The receptionist winked out of existence as if she’d never been there in the first place.

“Holy shit!” John shouted in surprise.

“I’m sorry. I should have told you that she was a hologram.”

John tried to get back the ghost of his cool. “I knew she wasn’t real. She acted more like a robot than a person. I just didn’t expect her to disappear. That’s all.” He looked down at Mindy. She was wearing another set of coveralls, but instead of the rough, cable company outfit, her new coveralls were a shiny blue, with thigh and breast pouches, and something that looked similar to the utility belt John had worn in the Buttman and Rubbin movie he’d done in ’94. The same insignia from her business card was emblazoned in the center of the coveralls, or maybe jumpsuit was more accurate a term: a red circle with a vertical black lens shape, like a lizard’s eye, with a white star at the very top. “Is that what all the cool kids are wearing at the cable company?”

She smiled. “It’s my other day off. Will you come back to my office so we can talk?”

“Sure.”

Mindy led John through a short hallway to the first door on the right. Her office looked like it had been furnished by a science fiction movie set designer. One wall appeared to be a giant flatscreen, showing a simple but mesmerizing display of shifting colors. Another showed a picture of a parked spacecraft the shape of a flattened egg. The third wall contained row upon row of shelves, each holding strange geegaws and gizmos made from shiny metal and plastic and lots of glowing LED lights. Two curvaceous white chairs floated above the floor without any visible means of support.

“Nice,” said John. “Who’s your interior decorator?”

“Just a few things I brought from home to be a little more comfortable while I’m here,” said Mindy. She motioned to one of the hovering chairs. “Please, sit.”

John looked down at it doubtfully. “What’s holding it up?”

“A repulsion field. It’s very comfortable. Look.” Mindy sat in the other chair. It bobbed like a pool toy as she leaned back onto it, but kept hovering.

John sat down gingerly; he expected to get dumped on his ass. Given his advancing age, he wouldn’t have been surprised if such a tumble resulted in a broken hip. That’s what happened to old men, right? But the chair not only held his weight, it seemed to wrap around his back and sides and legs like the beanbag chairs that had been so popular in the ’70s. It was the most comfortable chair he’d ever sat in. “I’m going to steal this chair when I leave,” he said.

“We’ll see about that,” said Mindy. “Now then, I’m going to tell you some things you’re going to have a hard time believing, and then I’m going to make you an offer, and I sincerely hope you accept it. A great many lives depend on it.”

John blinked. “A great many... What are you even talking about?”

“John, I’m not from around here.”

“Yeah, I gathered that much. You don’t seem much like the typical L.A. phonies.”
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