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Synopsis

​ Todd Gregory has become
one of the most acclaimed writers and editors of gay male erotica
over the past ten years. His short stories run the gamut from
romance to noir to horror to fantasy—but the common denominator is
always hot, passionate sex between two men. Published everywhere
from websites to anthologies to magazines, Todd Gregory is always
provocative—physically and intellectually. Here, in Promises in
Every Star, for the first time, all of his published short
stories are in one place. This collection also includes several
never-before-published stories.
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Introduction

​ I’d never once
considered using a pseudonym.

Part of this was my own boundless egotism; what was
the point of publishing if my real name wasn’t on the work? I know
there are authors who use pseudonyms—and that is their choice and
their right; whatever their reasoning, I consider it to be valid.
But for me, I wanted to see my real name listed as the author of
the short story in the anthology or the magazine where it appeared,
or on the spine of the novel so I could look at it on the bookshelf
and smile to myself with pride: See there? On
that bookshelf? That’s my NAME on that book, because I wrote
it.

Back in the days before I started publishing, I
couldn’t even conceive of using a name other than my own.

My very first sale of fiction—any fiction—was an
erotic wrestling story to an anthology called Men
for All Seasons- (an anthology that is sadly long out of
print), and around the same time, I sold another erotic wrestling
story to Men magazine. Despite being told
by any number of established writers that I was making an enormous
mistake, I refused to use a pseudonym for either story—they were my
first fiction sales, and I’d been waiting all of my life to make
them. There was simply no way in heaven or hell those stories were
going into print without MY name on them. Only a few months later I
sold my first novel, Murder in the Rue
Dauphine, and my career was off and running. I also sold a
proposal to edit an erotic anthology, Full Body
Contact, around the same time. Again, I did this book under
my own name, and signed to do another erotica anthology,
FRATSEX.

Between those two stories first seeing print in
August 2000 and the release of FRATSEX in
June 2004, I published several more erotic wrestling stories as
well as three other novels. I was building a career—even reaching
the enviable position of having editors ask me to write stories for
their anthologies—when I began to notice something.

The requests were, without fail, for me to write a
wrestling story.

I also had started pitching ideas for novels that
weren’t mysteries to my publishers, only to have the proposals
rejected…and invariably, the rejection would ask about the proposal
for another mystery.

I’d been told by many writers that publishers and
readers label authors; that once you’re a “mystery writer” in the
business, all anyone would ever want from you is another mystery,
and that readers would even feel betrayed
if I wrote something else. I had already begun to notice that my
mysteries were being categorized as “erotic mysteries” (they
weren’t); I was even informed on a mystery panel at Saints and
Sinners one year by the moderator that my novels were “full of sex”
(they aren’t).

I began to realize that I might have done myself a
disservice by not using a pseudonym to write and edit erotica; but
I also felt a little defiant. I’ll write what I
damned well please, thank you very much, and if you have a problem
with it—well, that’s your problem, isn’t it?

And I wanted to write other things besides wrestling
erotica, frankly.

I wanted to break out of the box I was being put in
as Greg Herren.

I wanted to write other things.

So, I decided to write a story and use the name
“Todd Gregory.”

My full birth name is Gregory Todd Herren, so it’s
not hard to see how I came up with the name. (I’d already used
another pseudonym to write some paranormal short stories, but that
is a story for another time.) I wanted to write a story based
loosely on an experience I had on a beach in Hawaii when I was
single, and it had a bit of a paranormal edge to it. That story,
“The Sea Where It’s Shallow,” was originally published on the
Velvet Mafia web-magazine, and the response to it was really
amazing. I had been writing short stories for years at this point,
and not being able to get them published anywhere—the market for
gay-themed short fiction that wasn’t about sex was slim to the
point of nonexistent.

It occurred to me I could, however, publish them if
I added a sex scene to them and sold them as gay erotica.

And so that’s how I came to start publishing and
editing under the name Todd Gregory.

I’ve never hidden the fact that I am Todd Gregory,
and it always surprises me when someone doesn’t know that Todd
Gregory is, in fact, Greg Herren. This actually worked so well that
I considered resurrecting my paranormal pseudonym; I took on
another pseudonym to continue writing wrestling erotica (which is
yet another story for another time). Now each aspect of my writing
career is successfully compartmentalized and branded with three
different names. I have continued to edit anthologies of gay
erotica under the Todd Gregory brand, and will continue to do so (I
just signed a contract for another). The Todd Gregory name has also
been useful as a novelist; I have at this time published two gay
erotic romances under that name, and a third is in production at
the time of this writing.

Some of the stories in this collection were
originally published under the Greg Herren name, but when going
through my files to cull a collection, I realized that those
stories would have been Todd Gregory
stories had I thought to use a pseudonym at the time. I wanted to
include those stories here, and so have rebranded them. “Promises
in Every Star” is one of those stories, and so is “The Porn King
and I.” “Unsent” was written as a Todd Gregory story, but when it
was submitted the editor wanted me to use my own name for it, so I
did. Despite that, I have always thought of it as a Todd Gregory
story. Some of these stories were sold to anthologies that never
saw print, or came and went rather quickly; I certainly hope you
enjoy them.

I have also included a couple of stories that have
never been published as some lagniappe for you, Constant Reader.
Many times I will be asked to contribute a story to an anthology
and will start writing it, only to set it aside to work on
something else. Time management being a serious issue for me, this
happens a lot more times than I care to admit. It always bothers
me, though, to leave something unfinished. I’ll often finish the
story even though the deadline has passed—figuring another
opportunity will present itself at some point. I am using this
collection as one of those opportunities—and am using it to move
some stories from the unfinished pile to the finished.

So, here you go, the Todd Gregory short story canon.
These aren’t all of them, and there will certainly be many more of
them, I hope.

Enjoy!

Greg Herren

New Orleans, September 2012


Promises in Every Star

​ There’s nothing quite
like the smell of a cornfield after a heavy rain.

I’d forgotten that smell in the twenty-five years or
so since I’d left Kansas and never looked back. Off in the east, I
could see black clouds and the mist hanging like a curtain from
them to the ground, making everything on the other side blurry as
though hidden behind gauze. I’d forgotten how the sky in Kansas
surrounds you and seems to just go on forever, and how you could
see the weather coming and the weather that had already been. There
were no clouds overhead now, just sky a color somewhere between
azure and robin’s egg, reaching down into the wet corn. The
pavement of the county road beneath the tires of my rented red
Mustang convertible was wet, splashing every once in a while, with
the water being thrown up making a slight slapping sound against
the rubber.

Twenty-five years. What else had I forgotten?

As I turned off onto the Carterville road, I slid
Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours into the CD player
and turned it up. This was the way I used to drive to school when
Mom let me take the car or one of my friends picked me up so I
didn’t have to ride the bus. It was a CD now rather than a scratchy
8-track player, and the sound quality was much better, but it was
still the same music. I smiled to myself as I pictured my old green
1969 Chevrolet Bel Air, with holes rusted in the sides driving up
the Carterville Road, its old muffler pipe hanging too low to the
ground in the back. All the windows would be open to catch the
breeze and eliminate the smell of the cigarette dangling from my
lip. Stevie would be wailing about the thunder, and the rain
washing you clean, and you’ll know. I would sing along at the top
of my lungs, thumping my hand on the steering wheel in time with
the bass line.

No, it doesn’t look too
different, I thought as the Mustang sped along. It seemed
like it was the same fields, the same houses, and the same barns.
Every once in a while there’d be a clearing in the corn and a brick
house I didn’t remember would appear, laundry flapping in the sweet
after-rain air on a clothesline, a couple of cars in the unpaved
drive. I crossed the bridge across the Cottonwood River and saw a
house coming up on the right. The Rosses used to
live there, I thought as I drove by. Mrs. Ross was the high
school secretary, and Sue was her spoiled only child. I couldn’t
remember what Mr. Ross did for a living, but I remember Sue had her
own custom Mustang when we were in school, and she always dressed
nice. Sue was cute, in a little-girlish kind of way, and a lot of
the guys thought she was sexy. I thought she was funny. She made me
laugh. She also didn’t strike me as the type who’d marry any of the
boys in our school. Sue would, I thought even then, marry
money.

The mailbox still said ROSS. I guessed the Rosses would probably be in their
seventies by now, and why wouldn’t they still be there? Sue was
undoubtedly long gone, probably coming home a couple of times a
year with her kids to see them, and every once in a while they’d
get into their Buick and go see her.

I was curious to see my old
classmates again after so many years. I wondered who would show up.
I hadn’t gone to either the ten- or the twenty-year, and still
wasn’t quite sure why I was coming to the twenty-fifth. But as I
drew closer, each step of the long journey from New Orleans, I
began experiencing some anticipation, a bit of excitement I hadn’t
dreamed I would feel, and every once in a while I found myself
smiling.

I was definitely going to be the best- and
youngest-looking man there. I felt relatively certain I was the
only one who went to the gym at least three times a week. My head
was shaved into a military-looking crew cut. Three years earlier
I’d surrendered the battle to my receding hairline and gotten it
shorn, and had never looked back from that decision.

It was the smartest thing I ever did. No more
expensive stylists, blow-dryers, combs and brushes and gels and
products and conditioners for me, thank you very much.

I looked down. I was wearing a white Calvin Klein
tank T-shirt, tight in the chest and cut low on the shoulders. My
jean shorts were about two sizes too big and rolled up at the
knees. When I stood, they hung loosely off my hips. My contacts
were in. I’d shaved that morning and trimmed my goatee. I was
wearing brown suede work boots that reached just above my ankles. I
smiled at myself in the rearview mirror. They would be completely
oblivious to the fact I was dressed as a gay party boy clone.

It was also a safe bet I’d be the only one dressed
this way.

Then again, I really had no idea what straight
Kansans in their mid-forties were wearing these days. There was
bound to be a Walmart in Kahola, the county seat. Did they drive
SUVs? That would be weird, I thought, and
laughed at myself. Just because I remembered Kansas as a foreign
planet didn’t mean it actually was one. Of course there were
Walmarts in Kansas; probably outlet malls as well. Car dealerships
sold the same cars all over the country, so there would undoubtedly
be some SUVs at the reunion.

Hell, there might even be a Lexus.

Maybe, I thought in a
slight bit of a panic, the rented Mustang
convertible might be too much. Why didn’t I just rent a compact car
like I usually do whenever I travel?

Because you wanted to impress
these people, these rustic back-country Kansas hicks who always
made you feel like an outsider, that’s why.

The newsletter Jenna Bradley had sent out included
everyone’s current address, marital status, and how many kids they
had. Of course, the letter Jenna had included only in mine also
covered divorces, jail sentences, and alcohol problems. Out of a
class of forty-eight, only six of us no longer lived in Kansas, and
only twelve of us lived outside a hundred-mile radius of dear old
Southern Heights High.

So, the outsider, the homo, the faggot, wanted to
show up at the reunion in a totally bitchin’ car, with about 6
percent body fat, and rub their noses in his sophistication and
urban glamour.

Oh, I’m a successful photographer
just back from a fashion photo shoot in Milan. And what do you
do?

Of course, the shoot in Milan ran up all of my
credit cards, and I was still waiting for my payment check.

But there was no need for them to know that, was there?

I crossed the railroad tracks and entered the
teeming metropolis of Carterville, Kansas. The rusted metal sign
right after the tracks read Carterville Population 84. After a
couple of blocks, I came to the turn-off to Tony’s house—well,
where Tony used to live. I took a left,
thinking why the hell not and there it
was, the second house on the right, practically the same as it had
been all those years ago.

Only now the mailbox said MATHERS, a name I didn’t recognize. According to
Jenna’s newsletter, Tony now worked as a trash collector in
Topeka.

Nice work if you can get it.

I hadn’t asked Jenna if Tony was coming. She’d
mentioned he had come to the ten and twenty, so it was fairly safe
to assume he might come to the twenty-five. No one knew I was
coming. Jenna was the only one I stayed in touch with via e-mail,
and even that was very sporadic. Jenna and I had only reconnected
prior to the twenty-year, and according to her gossipy report
afterward, everyone was very curious about me.

I just bet they were.

I sat there, the car idling, looking at the
dilapidated house. Surely that couldn’t be the same battered screen
door?

Christine McVie launched into “You Make Loving
Fun.”

I could see Tony just as clearly as if I’d seen him
just yesterday. The first time I had seen him in his underwear, on
a hot August afternoon right after football practice. He pulled on
a pair of blue briefs with red trim. I’d never seen colored
underwear before, and it hugged his white ass, outlining the cleft
between the cheeks. His tanned muscular legs were covered with wiry
black hair. Someone called his name from across the locker room and
he turned with a big smile on his face, and the sight of his chest,
thickly muscled with nipples the size of half dollars, made me
catch my breath.

I fell in love in that moment; madly, passionately
in love. For me, Tony was everything I could ever possibly want in
a boy. I fantasized about kissing him on his thick sensual lips,
tasting his tongue. I dreamed about him lying on top of me, my
hands running down his broad back to where it narrowed, cupping his
hard buttocks and squeezing. I wondered how his cock would taste in
my mouth. There I was, the new kid, transferred in from Chicago,
staring at this boy from across the locker room, not even caring if
anyone was following my line of sight and noticed what I was
staring at.

We had a couple of classes together, and there was,
after all, football practice. I started making an attempt to
befriend him, and it wasn’t hard to do. For some reason, Tony
wasn’t particularly well liked either. I never wondered about it,
was just grateful that he too was outside the “in-crowd,” if such a
small school could be said to have one—the arrogant jocks in our
class who thought they were better than everyone else. They
grudgingly tolerated me because I was a good football player, but
made it very clear I wasn’t part of their crowd. I wasn’t invited
to their parties or their get-togethers. Neither was Tony, so it
was relatively easy for us to become friends. We also had a similar
sense of humor. And whatever personality differences existed, my
desire to be close to him heavily outweighed them. I hated his
girlfriend, Allyson, because she took Tony’s time and attention
away from me. It was, of course, her fault
Tony and I weren’t together in the way that I wanted. We used to
sleep over at each other’s houses from time to time, to study
together or work on papers.

I only stayed at Tony’s house once or twice,
though—he usually stayed at mine. I think he was a little ashamed
of his family. His stepfather worked at the meat packing plant in
the county seat; his mother worked as a housekeeper at the Best
Western on the highway. Their house didn’t have central heat or
air; the wall that separated his bedroom from his parents’ was just
paneling nailed over studs with no soundproofing or insulation. His
clothes were inexpensive and worn. My house, in the nearby town of
Cottonwood Rapids, must have seemed palatial. Wall-to-wall
carpeting, central heat and air, I had my own phone in my room, and
my mother didn’t have a job. He was always stunned by the meals my
mother would come up with for dinner when he stayed over; beef
burgundy, pepper steak and rice, chicken Kiev.

I used to sneak glances at him in the locker room
and in the showers, taking photographs with my mental camera I
could revisit later while masturbating. And sometimes, when he
stayed over, we would wrestle in our underwear; nothing sexual,
nothing overt, but I would memorize the silkiness of his skin, the
feel of his chest, the strength of his arms, the odor between his
legs when he would wrap them around my head and squeeze.

I put the car back in gear and turned it around.

The reunion was in the town park, next to the old,
abandoned Carterville High School that closed in 1955 or so when
the new consolidated high school opened. I was surprised to see the
crumbling building was still standing after all this time. Wasn’t
it a health hazard or something? The school district had always
been a poor one; there had never been the money to tear the old
building down. All the old town high schools had been still there
when I was in school.

Apparently, they all were still standing.

The parking area behind the crumbling old high
school building was filled with cars. I glanced at my watch and saw
I was about half an hour late. There was a keg of beer resting in a
tin washtub underneath an old cottonwood tree; there was another
washtub filled with soft drinks. Unlike previous reunions, which
Jenna had told me about, there weren’t any small kids running
around, shrieking and screaming and playing. Of course not—this was
the twenty-five-year reunion and my classmates’ kids were too old
by now to be dragged along. The cars, I noticed, were mostly pickup
trucks and various other small cars that appeared to be
inexpensive. I was right—the Mustang was a bit much. I maneuvered
into a parking spot and shut off the engine. I lit a cigarette and
watched the small groupings of people.

Would I even recognize anyone?

I got out of the car and ground out the cigarette
under my shoe in the dirt. I hadn’t seen any of these people in so
many years. Did I even want to see any of them now? Why
had I come?

I decided to get something to drink, and walked over
to the washtubs. A taller bald man, maybe about twenty pounds
overweight, was filling a plastic cup with beer from the keg. He
was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a blue polo shirt. I stuck my
hand into the icy water of the other tub and pulled out a can of
Pepsi. When I popped the top he turned and looked at me. His face
was deeply lined and tanned, and somewhat familiar.

“Dennis?” His eyes squinted at me.

My heart sank. Of all people to run into first!
Steve Mallon. He’d been part of the in-crowd of jocks, and he’d
never liked me much. He’d never been mean, but he’d rarely spoken
to me, and usually had a scowl on his face when he did.

“Steve?” I asked.

He smiled. “It is you. Hear you’ve finally come out
of the closet, huh?”

“Well, yeah.”

He stuck out his hand. “Glad to hear it.” I took his
calloused hand and we shook. “There’s nothin’ worse than tryin’ to
be something you’re not, is there?” He shook his head. “I knew when
we were in school you were just pretendin’.” He laughed. “Didn’t
know what you were pretendin’, but I knew you weren’t what you were
pretendin’ to be.”

I laughed with him, loosening up a bit. “Yeah, well,
I just tried to fit in.”

“Couldn’t have been easy.” He took a swig out of his
beer. “Glad to hear that’s all over and done with.” He shrugged. “I
just thought you were a phony in school, ya know? Didn’t like it.
Hear you’re doing well for yourself.”

“Yeah.”

Jenna Bradley made her way over to us with a big
grin on her face. Jenna had been a big girl in school; almost six
feet tall and weighing in at well over two hundred pounds. She’d
lost most of the weight but was still carrying some extra. Her
brown hair was shot through with gray. There were lines on her face
that didn’t used to be there, dark circles under her eyes, and the
skin on her neck was starting to sag just a little bit. She threw
her arms around me. “You came!” she whispered into my ear. She
stepped back a bit and winked at me. “You are looking good,
Dennis!”

I grinned at her. “Thanks, Jenna. You look great
too.”

She ran a hand through her hair. “You really think
so? Hell, I’m just an old broad now. Got a daughter starting
college this fall, can you believe it?” She shook her head. “Where
did all the time go?”

This didn’t seem to need an answer, so I let her
tuck her arm through mine and lead me into the groups of people.
They were all at least polite to me, some of them friendly. I got
hugs from women and handshakes from the men. I met husbands and
wives I’d never known or just didn’t remember. My classmates had,
of course, all aged, and I thought I’d prepared myself for it. Doug
Jennings, who’d been whip thin in school, still had skinny legs but
a big beer gut hanging over the waistband of his jeans. His blond
frizzy hair was long gone. Homecoming Queen Brenda Littrell had
gained at least forty pounds, wore too much makeup, and her
shellacked helmet of black hair was obviously dyed. Craig Jackson,
my second biggest crush after Tony, who’d been blond and blue-eyed
and had no body fat, had gone gray, his hairline had receded, and
his body was fleshy and a little bloated. I looked at pictures of
kids, made the necessary small talk, and laughed. But nobody asked
me about my life; nobody asked about my other half back home,
nobody asked about my career or my adventures. It was all casual
small talk, the kind you share with people you might have once had
something in common with, but time had turned into strangers.

After about half an hour of this I headed back to
the parking lot to just breathe. I lit a cigarette and leaned
against the Mustang. The reminiscing was starting now, the talk
about why we lost that football game against Valley Falls, what
happened the night of the prom, what happened at the hayride, and
on and on. I had my own memories of those events, memories I didn’t
want to share despite their casual acceptance of me. I didn’t want
to share how I spent prom night watching Tony and wishing I could
dance with him. I didn’t want to share I’d watched Craig Jackson
moon a truck driving by during the hayride and had stared,
spellbound, at his perfectly shaped ass glowing in the moonlight. I
was still on the outside with these people, and always would be.
They had their memories and the similar paths their lives had taken
since graduation; marriages, kids, worries about buying a house and
money.

I leaned against the car smoking, wishing I had a
joint.

A car pulled in and I didn’t turn to see who it was.
I wouldn’t recognize the person anyway. The shock of connecting
familiar names with unfamiliar faces had worn off, and I was
getting a little tired of it all. I wondered how long it would be
before I could safely beg off and head back for the hotel in
Kahola.

“Dennis?”

I knew the voice. I would know that voice anywhere.
I turned, and there he was. Tony Williams. “Tony?” I replied, my
voice croaking just a little bit.

The face I’d loved so desperately in high school was
the same, just some added wrinkles. The dark circles he’d always
had under his blue eyes were still there, now deeper and darker.
His thick black hair was cropped short close to his scalp. The big,
muscular arms I remembered were thicker and sticking out of a red
T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. His jeans were tight and his
waist a little thicker than I remembered, but he looked so much the
same.

For a brief second I wondered if his underwear was
blue with red trim.

He held out his hand and we shook. He was smiling.
“Wondered if you would make it this time.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, well.”

He leaned back against the car with me, the car
dropping a bit under the added weight. “Jenna says you’re doing
well.”

“Yeah.”

He looked at the park, the small crowd of people.
“Every time I come to one of these things I always wonder why I
bother. They haven’t changed since school.”

There was a moment of silence. I didn’t know what to
say to him. What do you say to someone who was your first real love
after twenty-five years of nothing but silence? I knew he was on
his second marriage. I knew he had three kids. I knew he was a
garbage man in Topeka.

Everything else was a mystery.

He pulled a joint out of his jeans pocket and lit
it. He offered it to me, and I took a couple of drags. It wasn’t
the best pot I’ve ever had. It was strong and acrid, and I choked a
bit, coughing. I took a quick swig of my Pepsi after handing it
back to him. He grinned, the same devilish grin he had all those
years ago, his eyes sparkling, the crooked grin that always made me
weak, made me want to kiss him. “I can’t ever handle these people
without being stoned.”

I laughed. I was feeling a little bit of a buzz. “I
wish I would have brought some.”

“Anybody call you a fag?”

“No.” I shrugged. “They’ve all been nice, but phony
nice, I guess. They don’t know what to say to me, what to ask me,
so they all just tell me what they’ve been up to.” I looked at him.
“You didn’t bring your wife?”

“We’re getting divorced.” He handed the joint back
to me. “Happily ever after doesn’t seem to be in the cards for
me.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be.”

We smoked in silence for a little while, until the
joint was just a small roach, which he pinched out and put into his
wallet. “So what do you think of the Class of 1978?”

“Things haven’t changed much, I guess.” I sighed. “I
was an outsider then, I’m an outsider now. I’m not sure why I came,
to tell the truth.” I wasn’t going to tell him I’d come to see him.
I’d wanted to see him, to put to rest all the fantasies I’d had for
the twenty-five years. Now that he was here and we were sitting
with only a few scant inches between our bodies, I was reacting the
way I always had. Glancing at him sideways out of the corner of my
eyes, drinking in his muscular arms, the big chest wrapped tightly
inside the red T-shirt, the strong legs in the tight jeans.

I still wanted him.

He laughed. “Well, you’re the one who’s changed, Mr.
Big Shot Photographer. Out of the closet, living a high life,
traveling the world, meeting famous people. I knew you were
destined for something different than the rest of us.” He looked at
me. “You got out, but you weren’t from here to begin with. You
weren’t tied to this fucking place.” He shrugged. “I wanted out of
here so bad, and yet here I am, twenty-five years later, still
stuck in Kansas. I knew you’d get out.” He laughed. “Man, I wanted
to go with you.”

I stared at him. “You did?”

“Yeah.” He looked down at his shoes. “Part of the
reason I liked you so much was because I wanted to get out of here,
and I just knew you weren’t going to stay. I kind of hoped you’d
take me with you.” He looked over at me. “Remember the night we
camped out in your backyard?”

I’d forgotten about that night. We’d put up a tent
and wrapped sleeping bags around us. We stayed up and watched the
night sky, and talked until the sun started coming up in the
distant east, its rays turning the night sky into beautiful
combinations of navy blue, pinks, and oranges.

“You told me that night that every star was a
promise, remember?”

“I did?”

He laughed. “Funny you don’t remember; I’ve never
forgotten. You said that every star was a promise, and the promises
in every star were the kind that could never be broken.”

Kind of poetic for a
seventeen-year-old, I thought. “I said that?”

He nodded. “And we promised on a star, remember? We
promised that we would always be friends, we would always be a part
of each other’s lives.”

I did remember now, the two of us holding hands
solemnly as we
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