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            1 - GETTING OUT OF THE CLOSET

          

        

      

    

    
      The Tool Barn closet smelled better than Rob had expected, better than the personal hygiene-challenged goons who had shoved him there. The acrid smell of old paint, varnishes, vinegar screamed over the moldy tones of wood scraps, sand and dust. There was also a faint metal tang lingering, that he didn’t identify.

      Rob’s own head was screaming, too, the blood beating at his temples like surf waves invading the beach, then retreating like an hesitant army. A line of pain throbbed on his skull.

      He felt his mop of hair, his fingers coming back sticky. He must have laid there for several minutes, if his blood had the time to get solid. A scratch, probably happened when the thugs had pushed him against the gaudy yellow metal shelves he was cleaning off. He hadn’t time to register the cut as more blows came down, assorted with stern warnings that he didn’t belong here!

      The thugs couldn’t have been employees of the Tool Barn, decked in spotty Tees and frayed, holed-up jeans, a no-no in the confines of a store that catered to a larger public than the hairy lumberjack featured on the sign over the entrance. The store manager had assigned Rob to clear the shelves for the new products, a task that had prolonged his workday into the evening. The other employees had smirked as they left the store, for a “real night”, they had joked.

      Last week, Rob had refused to submit to a blood test, claiming it was discriminatory. He managed to get a doctor’s affidavit that should lay any fear about AIDS or Covid-19 or some unnamed illness to rest. But the store manager had retaliated today, by selecting Rob (among twelve others) for this dreary task.

      Working alone, he had assumed the store doors had been locked.

      His mistake.

      The thugs’ must have receded toward the back door leading to the parking. Rob was certain he had checked that door when the last coworker filed out. The back door was a steel slab, impossible to open without a key.

      One of the goons must had gotten a key, probably from another employee – no, associate, the store manager insisted on calling them. Rob had a fair idea which one most resented his presence, but no solid proof.

      He didn’t feel very solid right now.

      He had curled upon himself after he was pushed down, offering inly his back to the pounding feet. He had not memory of being dragged and locked in this confined space. He had lost his cell in the scuffle, and no way to retrieve it without getting out of the closet.

      As he rolled on his side to get up, his belly and crotch sent frantic pain signals to his addled brain. C.A.!, he thought, what if those noobs had busted his kidneys? He could die here, alone, of internal bleeding.

      Oh, but his sis would have his hide if he croaked! (And wasn’t that statement proof he was addled?)
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      Robert “Bobbie” (for his sis), “Rob” (for everyone else) Sundance felt for the cold surface of the closet’s door. The faint light seeping under the sill told him the store was closed for the night. As was the whole damn mall.

      He grabbed the knob, using the move to prop himself erect. The rustling of his nylon apron, his harsh breathing and the scraping of his shoes on the cement floor echoed loudly in the confined space. He exerted a light pressure on the metal, hoping that the door was not locked.

      In the new scheme of design, very small rooms’ doors did not have a locking mechanism, so no adventurous child could get trapped inside. Rob knew this was be the case with this closet. The knob turned, a quarter spin, and Rob heard the lock engage. But when he tried to push the door out, the big slab did not budge past a millimeter or two.

      Someone had dragged a heavy piece of furniture against the closet door. Probably from the house appliance section.

      Rob tried his best to get the door to open, leaning against the surface with all of his one-hundred-forty pounds frame. In vain. That Herculean task would be more suited for his gaming alter-ego. The sweaty barbarian Cog would have make short work of the door with his redoubtable double-headed ax.

      But, what Rob didn’t possess in brute force, he had in patience. Each of his pushes drove the obstacle one millimeter away.

      As he was working, he thought about the uber-handsome blond guy who had come for his paint. That day had been rotten, except for big Stanley, appearing like a sunlight through dark clouds.

      Rob had met him at the store, and the tall man was easygoing and amiable, endowed with a wide, generous mouth. Of course, Rob had been smitten by the hunk; the clerk initiated small talk with him, mostly about fishing. The giant had kept it to the amiable level, and Rob got a definite sense of a diverging orientation.

      Today, Stan had stopped by with a young short-haired woman walking with crutches. She looked tired, and Rob had offered her to sit for a few minutes, while Stan waited for his paint. She was in her mid-twenties, clearly a stranger, clearly a tourist, and clearly… smitten with Stan, too.

      He had overheard her witty discussion with the Christians holding their fetus pics near the clinic next door (the clinic did not do the preg-interruptions they feared, but according to his sis, girls in trouble got there to get referrals.)

      The rest of Rob’s day had gone downhill from there. His letting a client sit close to the cash register did not stood well with his ramrod straight supervisor from the paint department, nor with the store manager who had been lurking around.

      A balding born-again Christian with a Lenin pinch, and scolding eyes, mister Leon wished Rob to get reborn as straight. Rob’s supervisor in the paint department was from a similar mix, a military-bearing jock presented as a “true patriot” by the manager. A true parrot, Rob had whispered to the kitchenware girls who stood beside him. (Mister Leon was also conscious of assigning proper role models to his flock.)

      Not that Rob had ever advertised his orientation when applying for the job. He had combed his unruly hair, shaved and worn a long-sleeve shirt hiding the beautiful ink on his arm.

      Inspired by the Wave from an ancient Japanese print, the tattoo looked innocent and artistic at first glance. Only someone peering close would notice the two devastatingly handsome males on the flatboat. That had not been in the Japanese print, but Rob estimated it had been a well-invested thousand bucks in New-York city.

      He had managed a hair-wide opening. Getting his eye so close his lashes brushed the metal, he could confirm that the big object was a refrigerator box, with a serial number visible. By now, he could work the door back and forth, getting more and more efficient impulse. He could now see the obstacle, a heavy-duty cardboard with an image of the Commodore-Alpha 97 model with twin doors and integrated ice-machine. You would think it was a spaceship instead of a fancy refrigerator.

      He kept on bearing on the door.

      The opening had reached about three inches when the refrigerator stopped moving. Rob pressed his shoulder and groaned, but the Commodore-Alpha 97 had returned to Immovable Object status. He racked his brains to understand what was blocking the fridge box. He was tall enough to see over the top of the box if he stood on his toes.

      The distance between the box and the nearest rack should have been wide enough. So he guessed the thugs had wedged another product behind the box.

      He sighed. Again, he rose on his toes to peer over the box’s edge. The closet was located at the back of the store, next to the employees’ break room. It opened into an alley that faced the front window.

      Rob could see a portion of the mall through it.

      The Tool Barn lights were closed, but there were lights in the mall. He could make out the bright avocado-green and pizza-red and banana-yellow and orange-juice ensigns of the fast-food outlets at the other end of the big interior plaza, a lost space. Most were open, but the apparel and clothing stores were shut down. If he channeled his inner Cog, he could still get off the closet, then back to the change room to ditch his uniform, and off the store before the mall itself closed.

      He snaked his arm through the opening, and waved it up and down. Maybe a security guard would see him and get him out. He would have a master key for such emergencies.

      He could not see much higher because the fridge box limited his line of sight, but a few changes in the light told him people were moving around, sampling the goods (urg) of the fast food joints. There were always a handful of plastic bag-laden strollers taking their time looking at the displays, a fact that gave him hope.

      Rob pushed his arm farther, feeling the angles bunch his sleeve and bite into his shoulder. He tried to wave in a wide angle, but the edges of the door limited his moves.

      “Heeey! Heeeey! I’m stuck!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.

      After a time, he staggered back, his head swimming in a haze. He could have a concussion. His foot struck the hairy brooms waiting there, their bristle brushing against his calf, and the rubbery cords of recently used mops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2 - FISHING AROUND

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh Tallgate, descendant of a proud line of Maori warriors, had not often set foot in the mall, except for some pressing needs and bits and pieces of hardware. The owner of the Kon Tikki Bar and Restaurant had to do many errands himself to keep the place afloat in food and booze.

      Certainly he had never eaten at the row of fast-food outlets counters, like the Thai with its wasteful boxes of sticky ramen, that a clutch of teenagers seemed to enjoy. He crossed the emptiness of the central plaza, a wide bowl of air four stories high. The distant ceiling bristled with metallic light fixtures like threatening porcupine spines. Among those spines, hidden loudspeakers dripped a sappy Musak tune that diverged far from the original Cry Me a River original.

      The opening day at his restaurant had been a whirl wind of visitors and officials and cooking, and their food reserve had dwindled to almost nothing in mere hours. Josh had come at the new mall to find a food provider closer to his restaurant.

      Josh stepped with his empty bags inside the Safe Harbor Fresh Food Mart, next to the Divine Authentic Thai Experience. A moody ballad from a pop singer echoed in the mid-sized store. From where Josh stood, near the open sliding glass door, the moody ballad clashed horribly with the sappy Musak falling from the plaza’s hedgehog ceiling.

      The fishes on display at the sea food counter were indifferent to the ugly mix; a spotted bass stared at his shaved head with glazed eyes, as if they had seen too much. The other fishes on the bed of plastic grass looked oversized to him, injected with growth hormones or whatever the fish farms used to get them twice the size of their species in the wild. In reverse, the “captured in the wild” salmon was smaller than the specimens his old restaurant had served. Maybe there were less of them left, with all the net-dragging methods of fishing that scraped the floor.

      Josh bent over the counter, breathing in the fish smell, with a tinge of salt. He looked for signs of deterioration linked to storage, like dun scales, or fibrous branchia. The glass-eyed fishes glistened as if some oil had been applied on the scales.

      The clerk from the Safe Harbor Fresh Food, his complexion also oily, looked at his thick leather watch. He was probably not used to a customer spending more than four seconds poring over the goods.

      “So, you takin’ some fish or not? I’m closing soon,” he said.

      A pale-skinned clerk, no more than sixteen if Josh was a good judge of ages, was pushing the fruit and veggies stalls across the sliding door threshold.

      Josh turned his attention to the glassy-eyed bass, the pale undersized salmon. He would have to drive soon next morning to the next town, maybe even try the fish markets of Portland to find the kind of fish he wanted. Even in a tourist district, he wanted the best for his clients.

      He shook his head and turned away from the counter.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” he said.

      His grandfather, still living in the New Zealand, had developed an intimacy with the sea and its creatures, instilling in the small Joshua a love and reverence for the great ocean. And a sure taste for the cooking of seafood. When his dad had migrated to the new World, the boy had been disappointed by the lack of natural, accessible coasts. He had been more disappointed with the lack of fresh fishes. Those in displays didn’t taste real.

      He would need more fish since the grand opening affluence had drained his reserves. As he was exiting the grocery, his sensitive ears caught a stray snippet of conversation over the background music.

      “Did we show that fag, or didn’t we, hey boys?”

      The talker was a teenager in frayed jeans who had tried to achieve a Crocodile Dundee look and failed. The leather vest was just too slick-looking despite the grease stains. His hair was a half-inch fuzz covering his skull that suggested a GI Joe attempt. He and his similarly inspired buddies were destroying boxes of ramen at the Divine Authentic Thai Experience, laughing and chattering between themselves, sharing some private joke.

      But it was one word, fag, that made the hair on his arms bristle.

      Josh had left New York city, where the Pride parade was a genuine festival and only some pockets of resistance had not gotten the rainbow-colored memo.

      Here, in this town closer to the ocean, he felt he had become an exception, again. But the seated boys were not looking at him, engrossed in their food and smacking their lips. They looked like idle lazy bums who would splash dark paint over beautiful murals, just for the sake of defiling it.

      Josh listened in, nevertheless.

      It had been a survival reflex at school in the Island, before his dad swept him and his mom to the States. It had been a survival reflex as well in the bad neighborhood where they lived, as his dad work inhuman hours while waiting for his green card, and his mom cleaned two-story houses in the affluent district (always under the fear of being sent back to the Island). Then the word fag faded out from the public discourse, as the LBGT letters rose to prominence, later followed by the Q+, at the same time his parents achieved their own dream. Josh’s dad never ceased to remind him how lucky he was to be naturalized.

      Josh had graduated from the Culinary Institute with honors, worked ungodly hours in restaurants, before opening his own place in the Big Apple. It had been the best days of his life, inviting his aging pair of parents to his big opening…

      A burst of raucous laughter erupted from the tiny table, so loud that the brown-uniformed security guard eating at the Coffee Place two fast-food joints from the Thai rose from his counter stool and started ambling in their direction.

      The fuzz-haired youngster with the Crocodile Dundee vest saw the old man in uniform coming their way and whispered to his buddies.

      The three youngsters rose from their plastic chairs and swaggered across the plaza towards the doors, leaving flattened boxes behind, some ramen wriggling out like tiny worms in the hot sauce dripping from the upended containers. The tension drained from Josh, but he followed the trio with wary eyes.

      He had witnessed the same close-cropped style in counter-demonstrations where born-again fanatics allied with worthless thugs tried to disrupt the Pride Parade. He had seen such closed-cropped head bunched in front of a coffee place or restaurant popular in the gay crowd.

      Josh started to pick his own way around the stools and lost packages to get out, leaving a distance between him and the young men. Passing under one harsh spotlight from the bristled ceiling, they looked older than ide teenagers. Their pale skin colored golden by the yellow sign with the hefty, confident-looking worker  on it. The Tool Barn would be closed by now; however, the idle youngsters elbowing themselves and sniggering, their heads swiveling to look inside. Maybe casting the place for something to steal, Josh thought.

      Then the trio passed beyond the double doors of the mall into the night, leaving their mystery behind. Josh inched closer to the great front windows on his way to the double doors. He slowed down to an easy amble, wondering what could have been so interesting inside the store. The big overhead halogen lamps had been shut down; only the light from the plaza’s weird ceiling entered the store.

      There was enough of it to make out the chest-high shelves with small tools hanging on tringles, the paint station, some boxes of mid-sized appliances, all straight alleys leading to the back…

      From the corner of his eyes, he caught a movement.

      Josh froze, one foot lifted. There big sliding door of the Tool Barn was closed. He checked the big horloge over the double glass doors: the Barn had closed more than thirty minutes ago. Nobody should be there.

      Putting his bags down, he leaned against the glass, peering inside. Then he saw it.

      The hair on his arms and nape bristled, like a mini ceiling. Over the appliances boxes, a head with lanky gray hair was hovering, seven or eight feet up.

      In an instant, Josh remembered all the ghosts stories his grand dad had told him. A shiver ran through his spine, that had nothing to do with the abusive air conditioning of the place. His heart stammered, in readiness to run from a danger.

      The head was moving, jerking this and that way, the horrid hair strands trailing along. Josh could see no face, only the hair in the gloomy light. Moving, swaying, along the dripping musak. He could make out a slim neck swaying along, the body hidden by two coffin-sized cardboard boxes. He felt sweat forming over his scalp.

      Almost crashing his nose against the glass, Josh observed the rotation of the head. It was jerking, up and down, the move constrained by a narrow opening over the coffin-sized box.

      He wondered if the headless youngsters had seen the ghost, too. If the head made them laugh.

      As soon as this question had formed in his head, his rational self came bravely forward. The trio had not seen a ghost. As his eyes accustomed to the penumbra, the hair strands became a mop head, the neck a handle. The jerkiness had a weird human touch in it.

      A terrified, helpless human.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3 - CALLING OUT

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a damn shame that the very visible and orange bristle pad of the floor brush was too wide to pass through the opening. Rob had managed to wedge one of the worn mops through, the dank water trapped in the strands resisting his efforts with a squishy noise, sending droplets on his hair.

      The young man’s arms were shaking badly, his muscles tetanized by the effort of waving the mop’s handle over his head. He couldn’t see if someone had seen his signals, because of the visual obstruction, and there were no ladder inside the closet to grant him a higher point of view.

      Rob wished he could have pushed back the door a tiny half-inch more, enough to ease his forearms out of the closet. His moves would be less constrained then.

      But he couldn’t stop to pause because, soon, there would be no one left in the mall; even the security guy would lock the place and retire to his office on the third floor.

      So Rob gritted his teeth and carried on, cursing under his shortened breath. For a time, pure anger filled him with a Hulk-like energy, and he saw himself as a powerful warrior, unbreakable, the image of the tall barbarian drawn on his arm.

      Then, his sugar levels dropped as did the anger, and Rob’s moves became sluggish. He was breathing hard, his lungs filled with the musty closet air, his arms trembling like a Parkinson sufferer’s. His sweaty palms glided on the handle. He let it drop down, the squishy strands stuck against the box edge.

      Maybe it was useless. He considered dropping down and making himself comfortable for the night. He could not even call the store manager to apprise him of the situation.

      Not that the manager would have cared that much about his kind. Rob had made sure to wear long sleeves after the comment, so no one could see the wicked drawing on his left arm. He took solace in thinking of the design, the big wave with foam and droplets, and the boat, with the two men hugging each other, obviously to ward of the storm slanting their craft. He had loved the original print. Looking down at it took him far away from the realities. It had been worth the pain from the needles and ink, the long wait between seances.

      Since he had dropped out of law school, Rob shared a flat with his sister, who worked at the diner place on Ocean View. She would get worried of he didn’t come in at ten.

      Thinking of his sister, of the anguish his absence would cause her, made him pause. He grabbed the handle and resumed his exercise (in futility, it seemed), hanging his hope on the plaza’s still-open lights. His eyes burnt, as some droplets from the mop head landed on him.

      What if there were no one left? He couldn’t know for sure, his sister would tell him.

      He was breathing so hard that he almost didn’t heard the new sound. A muted bang coming from the from the store-wide vitrine.

      Then a series of bang, bang, bang! echoed, the sound of a palm tapping against the thick pane of glass. Someone was banging against the glass with enough strength to transmit the muffled sounds inside the dim-lit store.

      Hope, relief flooded Rob’s heart. He pursued his valiant efforts with the mop, waving the tufted head higher. Then something else washed over, a familiar spell of dizziness. His blood sugar levels were acting up. His morning insulin shot must have been spent in the exertions. He had no more spoons left, as his mother would say. And his insulin pen was out of reach, stuffed in his backroom locker.

      Like a weary child, he had let go of the mop’s handle, not even wondering why the mop didn’t fall, and curled on himself.

      As his visions clouded, his last conscious thought was that someone was actually caring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4 - CLOSET ELF

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, what are you doing?

      Josh froze at the querulous tone, his meaty fists stopped mid-distance from the vitrine. He could see the moist imprints on the glass, evaporating. He turned, in a slow motion, keeping his hands in view, palms up.

      Like he had learned to do when walking or driving alone in trendy New-York neighborhoods, all brimming with white cops who couldn’t recognize the chef of a celebrated Luck Traveler. When Rafe was with him, however, the same cops would treat them like visiting royalty. But then, Rafe’s Testarossa or Kia would attract envious gazes.

      The guard’s uniform fabric had a dark Demerara sugar tone that clashed with his pasty skin. He wore no beret or cap, but his balding dome shone under the porcupine-spine fixtures of the mall’s center. The corners of his mouth were downturned in a sour expression.

      Josh looked about the brown-sugar uniform for a firearm, but the guard carried only a short stick. He felt a marginal relief, as he discarded the idea of being summarily shot for loitering. He had become aware his chocolate skin upped the probabilities of meeting with a fate similar to the teenager shot by a white man while crossing a property.

      He chose the direct answer.

      “There’s someone inside the store,” he said, gesturing toward the interior.

      The officer ambled around and, keeping a wary eye on Josh, cast a quick glance in. The mop had stopped moving.

      “I don’t see a thing,” the guard said.

      Josh couldn’t shake the feeling someone was there, and hurting. Maybe even unconscious, the way the mop stopped moving.

      “There’s someone in the closet. Probably wounded. Maybe you could check?” Josh said, in his most amiable voice.

      The guard squinted.

      “Yeah, sure, I should unlock the door to let a bum in?”

      Josh had had enough. He picked up his bags, full of fresh vegetables and vibrant salads.

      “I am Josh Tallgate, owner and manager of the Kon Tikki,” he said.

      The restaurant’s opening had been promoted by and large, so the name struck the guard. He licked his gums.

      “That the new place on the pier? My bro told me the food’s great.”

      Josh nodded, and saw an opening.

      “Yes, and I would never let one employee locked in,” he said, keeping an eye on the mop strands. “What if they found a corpse tomorrow because you didn’t act?”

      The threat of the responsibility, of negligence, prodded the guard to a conciliatory attitude. He looked up Josh again, noting the black apron with the lobster logo, and the name in red letters printed over it. Finally he looked away, having decided the tall brown man was not a threat.

      “I guess it can’t hurt to make a short check. But you stay out.”

      Josh nodded. He stood rooted as the guard used his row of small cards to tap the door mechanism. Whatever happened to the good old metal keys? Finally a clack sounded, and the paunchy man stole inside, clicking open his lamp. Josh followed as his bald dome floated over the shelves in the alleys, then stopped.

      He heard an expletive. Then the guard retreated and got out.

      “Mr. Tallgate, there’s definitively someone breathing in the closet. But there’s a heavy box blocking the door.”

      Josh followed the smaller man in. He stood next to the mop head wedged in the crack of a door, the strands splayed over the carboard of a fridge box. The box was not alone: a mid-sized box was stuck between the larger, coffin-sized box and the base of a shelf support. The screwed-in base prevented anyone from pushing off the boxes and free the door.

      He looked around, to locate any hand truck, flatbed pushcart or even forklift that would move the coffin-box. There should be one such tool in a store this size, but he didn’t find any.

      “Can’t move the damn thing,” the guard said. “But, with your help…”

      Josh rose on his heels to peer at the crack, over the top of the fridge box. The inside of the closet was dark, the bulb probably out. But he could hear a low, rasping breath.

      “Hey, hang on in there,” he called out, trying to imbue his guttural voice with reassurance. “We’re getting you out.”

      It took some work to dislodge the smaller box, its sides announcing “the freezer of the future”. Josh recognized the make with the double F imitating an old Fantastic Four logo. It contained a smaller storage unit, but still quite heavy. The fiftyish guard was perspiring as they pushed it out of the way.

      “Those frikkin' fridges are so damn heavy,” the man huffed, as he looked at the coffin-sized box.

      Josh took a look at the perspiring guard, a textbook example of a candidate for an acv.

      “Let me do it,” he said.

      The security guard wiped his brow.

      “Thanks,” he said. “I’m not twenty-five anymore.”

      Josh braced himself against the side of the box. He groaned aloud as he pressed on, his body forming a perfect 45 degrees angle against the vertical surface, the imprint of his fingers sinking in the dun cardboard.

      He pushed, and pushed with all his might, his legs banded. The box was incredibly heavy. Josh felt grateful for his gym sessions and the constant exercise running a restaurant required of him: lifting boxes of cans, hauling bags of potatoes, pushing tables and chairs around, hooking the fluo nets in place.

      He was pouring sweat when the friction resistance gave in, and the fridge moved, inch by inch, the base of the box emitting a papery groan.

      Josh thought that it would have taken two or three men to pull it in place. Especially as the appliance section was at the other end of the store.

      At last, with a triumphal Han! the hefty obstacle had cleared a space wide enough of a man to step in the closet. The store lit up at the same time: the guard had found the master switch for the store.

      The halogen-white overhead lights fell the jumble of cleaning tools in the storage closet, the shelves full of toxic detergents, the round soaking pail, the fallen mop, over a prone, unmoving body facing the wall, one arm draped over his torso, the hand invisible. A smell of acid cleaning fluids, urine and turpentine pervaded the space.

      Was he too late?

      He had heard horror stories of guys dying in confined spaces, where fermenting grains pulled all oxygen from the air. Do not put yourself in danger, his reasonable part told him in his father’s voice.

      Josh held bis own breath, long enough to hear the soft breeze of the air wheezing from the man’s lungs. A young man, he saw now with the lights on, clad in a sweaty Tee-shirt and apron of the store with the Tool Barn logo. A mane of flame hair was all he could see of the head. He took a sniff at the air, but beside the turpentine, coming from a badly closed can, he did not identify any poison.

      As a cook in training, then as a restaurant manager, Josh had had a first responder formation. He bent over the clerk, to check for a head or neck wound. He touched a strand of hair sticky with blood, that he retraced to a scratch at the back of the skull. There was no artery hemorrhage, as the blood had caked.

      He squeezed one shoulder, feeling the bone under the thin fabric.

      “Hey, hey, are you there?”

      No response. The store clerk was still unconscious. Josh delicately turned the young man into a recovery position, one hand cupping the head while the other pulled the shoulder.

      Doing so, Josh felt a jolt of surprise.

      The slender arm attached to the shoulder wore an artistic drawing of a wave, the white foam done so elaborately that he was reminded of the Island’s sea, and his gramp’s fishing boat. The ink covered one forearm, the wave rolling up the elbow to swell around the biceps in a “sleeve” tattoo pattern. The light was strong enough to let his eyes roam along the blue-green wave, the flat boat, the two men aboard, clinging to each other for dear life as the wave rushed over their heads.

      As the young man’s face came in view, Josh felt a more familiar jolt, one he had felt a few times in the big City.

      The store clerk’s face had the surreal purity of an anime character, or an elf from those Tolkien tales, ivory-skin with a smattering of pale freckles under a mop of red curls. Josh had almost the urge to drag his finger along the pale, unlined skin, from temple to the tip of the triangular chin. Wide-set eyes rested under long lashes, also glowing the same soft orange as the brows. The pale budding rose lips were thin, but well-defined, half-opened over pristine, regular teeth.

      Josh almost expected those eyes to spring open, showing enormous, watery dark pupils over blue or green itises. He was not aware of the wild thrumming of his heart, until the guard’s voice startled him.

      “Is he OK? Should I call an ambulance?”

      Josh almost jumped out of his skin, his hand slipping from the shoulder to ram on the floor. He tamed his beating heart before answering.

      “Yes, I think we should—”

      “NO!”

      The power of the single syllable shook both rescuers, even as Josh felt the reed-like body getting taut under his arms. Presently, he turned to the voice, and

      and

      couldn’t

      tear his eyes off.

      The closet elf had the most unusual eyes Josh had ever seen, better than an anime character’s, the irises a liquid, icy blue that was the exact complement of his fiery hair. For a second, Josh sensed a powerful will at odds with the reedy frame of the young man. The blue eyes tore through Josh like lasers, scanning him over like a shelf produce.

      And Josh suddenly hoped those uncanny, icy anime eyes liked what they beheld.

      Then the brows drew up, and the incredible power seeped away, leaving only naked fear. Josh felt the same change echoing in his own body.

      Shit, he thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5 - DREAM WARRIOR

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t the first time Rob’s diabetes acted up; his morning insulin shot was a distant memory for his too-active body. Staying late and getting assaulted hadn’t helped restore his strength. He was dehydrated.

      As he lay curled against the wall in his weakened state, a familiar darkness invaded his mind, a confusion of exhaustion and despair clogging his thoughts. As his head kept pounding, red and carmine swirls danced under his closed lids, with flashes of grinning faces.

      Lame, they had said.

      Faggot, maggot, others before them had taunted.

      It has been a nightmare, ugly and violent.

      Hey! Hang on in there.

      A voice was calling out. Distant, but powerful, carrying a tiny kernel of care embedded.

      Like the banging, before the darkness engulfed him. He was stuck in a rowing boat on a heaving sea, about to capsize. Maybe he had dreamt the voice.

      He felt himself sliding in and out of consciousness.

      Steps, and grunts. One raspy voice, cursing: frikkin' fridges, so damn heavy!

      Then the rough voice, calm, resolute: let me do it.

      Rob liked this dream. It definitely beat dying alone in a closet.

      The irony of the situation almost made his dream-self smile. He had grown up in Safe Harbor, discovered his orientation abroad while studying law. Various shenanigans ensued, until fellow straight-As students had outed Rob, leading to him getting expelled by a clutch of morally-tight, tenure-track-academics from another century. Despite his straight-As results.

      Fast-forward to a five months stint
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