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	When Hollywood theatrical agent Daren Marlowe celebrates his thirtieth birthday with friends, he’s more than surprised when his best friend gives him a CD that is a revamp of the old 80s’ mixed tape. He’s even more surprised when he realizes it’s a re-gifted mixed tape. The first song on the CD is the syrupy Kool and the Gang classic, ‘Cherish.’ When Daren takes it home, he has no plans to look at the CD again, let alone play it, but his new lover, Rafael, puts it on the sound system.

	Daren gets to Cherish the love over and over and over again because the darned thing is stuck. Forced to close off the sound system entirely, he frets over being held hostage by the song, and he’s not wrong. In a bizarre set of circumstances, Richard is assaulted and almost dies. Will he survive? Can Daren actually forge a viable relationship with the sexy and hypnotic Rafael—for as long as they both shall live—in a town where the men don’t always cherish their men?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Bend over, girlfriend.”

	I stood, blinded by the lights as the drag queen bingo caller screeched this right in my ear and into her microphone across the crowded restaurant.

	How could I look like a hot, sexy man in front of my new date with the drag queen calling me girlfriend? Not to mention the fact she wanted to spank me in front of everybody because I’d won a bingo.

	“Spank him! Spank him!” people began to chant. And oh, Lord, wouldn’t you know it, Rafael, my hot new date was leading the charge.

	Why, oh why, had I let my friends talk me into dinner at Hamburger Mary’s?

	I stuffed down my humiliation and bent. Just slightly.

	It was enough to give that vicious queen the room she needed to haul off and pound my ass with her ping-pong bat.

	Crack!

	I never knew a ping-pong bat could hurt so much. She put a little too much wrist action into her attack. And it was an attack. I looked over my shoulder, and she was aiming for me again.

	“He likes it!” she screamed to the masses.

	No, I don’t!

	Everyone was laughing as my embarrassment intensified. Straightening now, I turned around, eager for my prize.

	It was Drag Queen Bingo Night at Hamburger Mary’s in West Hollywood. All the proceeds for these evenings went to deserving charities. And of course, it was supposed to be fun. I’d never won anything in my life so I wanted to savor this experience. Somehow, Mary’s also got incredible prize donations, and I’d seen people take home tremendous gifts.

	The queen made a big fuss of choosing the right gift bad for me. She was a big-haired blonde in a sequined dress Diana Ross would have envied. She handed me a large, bubblegum-pink gift bag. It felt heavy. I ran back to my table, people chucking their crushed, balled-up bingo sheets at me in retaliation for my victory.

	That’s how we do things at Hamburger Mary’s.

	Back at the table, Rafael was laughing. All the tables were high. I climbed up onto my stool, and he reached out to help me. Wow, he was a handsome guy. His short, wavy black hair, chocolate brown eyes, and olive skin were as alluring as his heavy Spanish accent.

	I wasn’t bad looking. Brown hair, blue eyes. I’d say I’m cute in an all-American boy kinda way. But Rafael... he was something else.

	We’d been introduced by my best friend, Richard, who’d dated him twice and decided Rafael was not the guy for him but would be perfect for me.

	Now on our third date, I hadn’t invited him to my birthday bash because I was trying to play it cool. He’d found out about it from Richard Pierce when they’d met at the gym that morning and discussed it during their pilates class.

	It’s as much as I can do to concentrate on breathing and not screaming out loud during pilates. I sure can’t have lengthy conversations as I twist myself into a pretzel. But when Rafael called me, of course I was ecstatic. I liked that he sounded hurt that I hadn’t included him. I was overjoyed that he wanted to see me.

	“What did you get, Daren?” Rafael’s accent, ever-present laughter, and high intelligence, combined with his looks made him devastatingly beautiful in my book. I liked the way he said my name, rolling his r’s. Daren came out a lot sexier when he said it than say, when my mom did.

	I still couldn’t get over the idea that Richard didn’t think Rafael was right for him. He’d be right for anybody with a pair of eyes in his head.

	The next bingo game was already in play, and Rafael had daubed some of the numbers for me. I had to hold off opening my gift bag until the game had been called. I put it on the floor beside me and got back to some serious daubing.

	The tables were rowdy, and although this was supposed to be fun, everybody wanted to win. I could feel the tension mounting as people began to announce they needed one number, just one, for a bingo.

	Rafael leaned close to me, kissing my cheek. I was beginning to think turning thirty wasn’t going to be so bad after all.

	Maybe it was my time. Maybe I was about to have the life I’d always wanted.

	“It’s not malignant,” the queen called out as she pulled a ball from the pile. “It’s...” She waited for the crowd to join in as she yelled, “B9!”

	Everybody but Rafael and a few other newcomers knew the queen’s humor and screeched the number along with her.

	“Bingo!” somebody shouted from two tables away.

	“I get it,” Rafael said, as everyone else groaned about their missed opportunity to get spanked. “Benign. B9. She’s a character, isn’t she?” He signaled the waitress for another drink.

	How many had he had? I’d been sitting on the same gin and tonic since we’d arrived half an hour ago. I glanced around the table at my friends. Ten people there and if I were honest I’d admit that five were friends. The rest were assorted acquaintances and partners of friends.

	And right down the end of the table was my boss, Giovanna. I hadn’t invited her because I’d wanted to, but because I had to. She would have found out that I’d had a party and made my life hell for weeks.

	A bottle blonde with mesmerizing blue eyes, she was beautiful but typical of LA women of a certain age. She was single and vulnerable and covered it up with a ballsy sense of humor and cocktails that started around four o’clock each afternoon. She was throwing back drinks, and I knew then I’d have to stay sober. I’d be the designated walker this evening. We all lived within a few blocks of the restaurant, but she couldn’t be trusted on her Manolos after a few drinks.

	“Show me your prizes, guapo.” Rafael plonked my gift bag back on my lap. He took the chance to place a hand over my cock and squeezed gently, grinning at his own impudence.

	I was excited to paw through my loot as some other poor schmo got teased with an ass spanking.

	“Do you think he’ll love it as much as the last guy?” the queen screamed.

	The crowd roared with laughter. I felt the color rising in my cheeks. I hadn’t loved it. Would she just shut the hell up?

	My hand fell on a DVD, and I didn’t know what to think when I pulled out a Shirley Temple movie. What the...

	The most recent winner was already whipping things out of his bag. He had Ready Player One.

	Ready Player One! I coveted that damned DVD.

	“That nasty ol’ queen’s got it in for you, honey,” Giovanna drawled from the head of the table.

	She sure did. The craptastic gifts went on. I’d never seen a gift bag like it at Hamburger Mary’s. The other guy was showing off his gift cards to Barnes and Noble and his plethora of fun toys.

	He had a dildo, a couple of CDs.

	I had a Chia pet; a dog.

	“How old is that thing? I didn’t even know they made those anymore.” Richard snatched it from me.

	I also had a nose-shaped shower dispenser with lurid—and leaking—lime green body shampoo, a wind-up set of plastic teeth, and gift certificates to a couple of restaurants. As far as I could tell in the poor reading light, the latter had complicated instructions for redeeming them.

	To cap it all off were a gift card to a local psychic and a handful of lubricants in cheerful colors.

	“Edible blueberry and cherry lube. It’s been so long since you got laid, you’ll need those,” Richard said, loud enough for the entire city to hear.

	Thanks, Richard.

	For the second time that evening, I experienced sheer mortification.

	Rafael squeezed my shoulder in a comforting way as he studied the small sachets of lube with avid interest.

	I got a bag of duds, for sure.

	“If you don’t want the Shirley Temple movie,” Giovanna shouted down to me, “I’d love it for my niece.”

	I passed it to Rafael, who handed it off to the next guy. Giovanna took it and stuffed it in her purse, looking pleased.

	Shoving the bag under the table, I was dismayed when the Chia pet found its way back to me. I’d leave it beside the mountain of condiments. Somebody would want it for sure.

	A new game started. “It’s O!” the drag queen called. “Sixty-eight. Gimme a blow job and—” She paused dramatically, waiting for us all to shout:

	“And I’ll owe you one!”

	“Don’t ever do that to me, Daren,” Rafael said loudly. “I adore sixty-nines!”

	We played a couple of more games, and as soon as the first set concluded, our meals arrived. Rafael was a hearty meat eater and had ordered a huge buffalo burger. I’d ordered a vegetarian one with extra mushrooms that oozed everywhere. I would have died of embarrassment had I not known everyone around me also had sloppy burgers.

	The drag queen rushed past us, cigarette in her mouth. She couldn’t wait to get outside the joint and light up.

	“I need one, too,” Rafael said. He patted my knee and left the table.

	He seemed okay in spite of having had at least three drinks that I knew of, so I decided not to worry. Worrying was useless, like carrying around an umbrella, expecting rain.

	I would relax and enjoy myself. I took a bite of my burger, and it exploded creamed mushrooms in five different directions.

	Nobody was pleased.

	“You always manage to wear your food,” Richard huffed. “And now you’ve got me wearing it, too.”

	I was still in emotional cruise control and blithely apologized, patting down the goop on my own shirt as everyone mopped up theirs as well. I was still anxious to ask Richard why he didn’t think Rafael was utterly and beyond gorgeous, but this wasn’t the time or place.

	“Hey,” he suddenly said, “You and Raffy seem to be getting along well.”

	Raffy. What a horrible thing to call him.

	“He’s wonderful.” I checked he wasn’t close by. “Thank you,” I said as softly as I could.

	Richard waved it off. He was scanning the drinks menu. He’d just bought his first home, a bank-owned condo on Fountain Avenue, and had driven us all crazy with hourly updates on the expenses. He fretted about money, but I noticed that he spared the pence on cocktails, but didn’t look after the pounds when it came to booking male hookers on rentboy.com. My buddy was the only guy I knew who’d fucked some of the biggest names in gay porn. I loved his stories, even if some of them were depressing.

	I’d checked with him that Rafael, who was gorgeous enough to be a porn performer, wasn’t. He wasn’t an escort either.

	“Hey,” Richard said, leaning across the table to me. “Wanna split a mai tai with me?”

	“I’m drinking gin, babe. Order the mai tai, I’ll pay for it.”

	His face lit up. “Wow, thanks!”

	Giovanna was chatting up the waiter now. I kinda felt sorry for her. She owned a leading theatrical agency in town, and I was one of her top agents. For both of us, love was like a
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