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 Golden Boy 




Chapter One 

Johnny Wilson smiled as the young woman caught his eye. He knew exactly the right expression to assume—part cocky, part interested, part yearning with a dash of self-deprecating humor. The girl began to move toward him, weaving her way through a crowd of happy-hour revelers, her wine glass held high. 

For a moment he watched her in her progress, taking in the long, dark hair swinging across her face, which was heavily made-up with dark eyeliner accenting large brown eyes. Her mouth was small, but the lips were full and painted a dark, shiny red, recalling an apple waiting to be bitten. From what he could see of her body, she was lean and long with heavy breasts too large for her slender frame. 

Johnny turned away from her, taking a long pull on his bottle of German beer before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He knew he looked good in his black cotton T-shirt and faded jeans. He didn’t need to work out at the gym—his whole life had been spent “working out”—playing football and baseball and running track as a kid, and now working with his hands and his back as a mechanic at his father’s garage. 

“Wilson & Sons” was proudly painted in bold black letters against a silver background on a large sign over the center bay of the three-bay garage. Johnny had painted it himself, having always had an eye for design and a secret love of art. Secret because his family would have laughed him out of the house if he’d come home from school having signed up for art instead of shop or tech. Art was women’s stuff, lightweight pansy stuff, as his father liked to say about anything that didn’t drip testosterone. 

All three sons, like their dad, made their living with their hands, tearing down and building back cars with as much love and skill as any surgeon applied to his patient. At least Billy and Hank loved it. Johnny was a good mechanic, make no mistake about it, but, if pressed, he would have admitted he’d rather have gone on to college. He’d rather have studied art or history, and perhaps become a teacher. 

This wasn’t an option however, at least not in his household, and he’d never seriously entertained it. It was more of a passing dream, as fleeting and unattainable as becoming an astronaut or winning the lottery. Those things didn’t happen to guys like Johnny. Guys like Johnny did as they were told and liked it, or paid the price. 

Before he’d learned to control his own impulses better, Johnny had often been the target of his father’s anger, manifested by a leather belt across the ass or back, or, when his dad had had too much to drink, sometimes a closed fist in the stomach or across the jaw. Johnny never fought back—none of the boys did. Though as adults they were all three taller and stronger than Frank Wilson, none would have dared to challenge him. 
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Even now, living in his own apartment these last three years, twenty-four-year-old Johnny wouldn’t have dared to defy his father. Hank, his oldest brother at age twenty-nine, was married with three children of his own—all girls, much to Frank’s dismay. 

Billy, the middle child, had married at nineteen when he’d impregnated his girlfriend Sandy, then only seventeen. It had been a typical shotgun wedding, though the couple had seemed happy enough to get hitched. At least it was a quick way out of the house for Billy, though he’d only moved down the block and into his new wife’s parents’ house. 

Sandy had miscarried in her fifth month of pregnancy and everyone had expected Billy and her to divorce, but they’d stayed married and now had two healthy children, a boy and girl. Billy now twenty-six, was a devoted dad and husband, and Johnny spent many weekends with his favorite brother and sister-in-law, barbequing and playing with the kids. 

Johnny was less close with Hank, who seemed to side with his father on every issue, usually against Johnny, or so it seemed to him. When he’d wanted to automate the billing and inventory system at the garage, for example, he’d been shouted down by them both as a lazy bum who wanted some pencil-pushing geek to install an expensive claptrap computer that would end up controlling their lives. 

“Nothing wrong with the old way of doing things,” his dad had intoned, folding his thick arms over his ample beer belly, legs spread to take up as much room as possible. And Hank had loudly agreed, standing in the same aggressive position, moving his head up and down like some kind of bobble-head dog in the rear window of a car. 

Johnny could have left. He didn’t have to rent an apartment in the same Brooklyn neighborhood where his brothers and parents still lived. He didn’t have to work in his father’s shop, or even be a mechanic. He was a grown man who could do as he liked. 

Wasn’t he? 

Yet he stayed, perhaps because of his mother, who he loved and who seemed to need him around. Or perhaps he stayed because this life was the only life he knew. It was comfortable. It was secure. He didn’t have to think or wonder what if… What if? 

He felt the woman sidle up behind him. Her breasts pressed against his back as she leaned around him, pretending to try and get the attention of the bartender. He turned around and, instead of moving back, she pressed in closer, her body making full contact with his from breast to groin. “You look good enough to eat, baby,” she whispered throatily in his ear. He could smell her sweat and her perfume. 

Why did he do that? Why did he lead women on when he wasn’t really interested? 

Was it just to see if he could? And were they attracted precisely because he didn’t really care? He knew women were put off when they sensed a man’s overeagerness, interpreting it as desperation. Perhaps his near indifference made him that much more attractive to them. Whatever the reason, women seemed attracted to him in some primal way—at least as long as they were across the room. 
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Once they got up close, it was usually a different story. For some reason he couldn’t sustain the heat once they’d fallen for the “look”. Maybe it was his fault. No, he  knew it was his fault. Perhaps for him the thrill was in the hunt. Once he’d lured in his “prey”, as his friend Amanda liked to say, the game was over and he lost interest. 

He would deny this, protesting that most women were simply boring. He needed more than tits and ass to get excited. He was too old for a quick fuck, he’d say, and Amanda would always laugh, retorting that no one was too old for a quick fuck. 

Amanda wasn’t like the other women Johnny knew. She was easy to be around, at least for Johnny. She wasn’t the kind of girl one brought home to the parents, that was for sure. In fact, his parents would have had joint heart attacks if he’d come over for Sunday dinner with Amanda Forrestal on his arm. 

They’d have taken one look at her pierced eyebrow, pierced lip, multiple tattoos and short, pink spiked hair, and he’d have had to make dual funeral arrangements. Her funky clothing and refusal to wear a bra would have kept them turning in their newly dug graves. 

He’d first met Amanda that summer at the public library, of all places. Sometimes he liked to go to libraries, just to sit quietly and read. There hadn’t been books in his house growing up. Why read when you could watch TV? For Johnny, libraries were like free candy stores for his brain—food for his soul. He loved the feel and smell of all those books around him, each one like a little gift waiting to be opened. 

One day she’d just appeared next to him, flopping down with a stack of books in her arms. “Hey, I see you here all the time.” She’d looked him up and down appraisingly and he’d done the same to her, deciding she was a nutcase best not encouraged. She was a pretty girl in her early twenties, but her decked-out, punk, Goth getup was more than he could handle. 

She’d persisted however, unaware he was trying to ignore her. “I love this place, don’t you? I love the tin ceilings—they’re the originals, did you know that? And all these books!” She’d waved her arms dramatically in front of her, her face rapt with pleasure. After a polite assent, he’d gone back to his book, hoping she’d get the message he wasn’t there to socialize. “But it’s the people I like best. You just never know who you’re going to see in this place! John Lennon used to come in here, did you know that? 

He’d be all disguised of course, but it was him! It’s a well-known fact! I swear!” 

Johnny smiled a little. He doubted this girl had even been born before John Lennon had been murdered, but he didn’t take the bait, instead turning a page of the book he was no longer reading. But she’d kept whispering to him, remarking on people who walked by, making very funny and sometimes scathing remarks as she summed up her guess of the personality of each person passing by in broad, devastating strokes. 

She didn’t seem in the least impressed by Johnny’s good looks—the sunny blond hair, the green eyes flecked with gold, the strong jaw, the long, lean lines of his muscular body leaning back easily in his chair. After the initial appraisal, she’d barely 7 
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glanced at him, instead keeping up a whispered running commentary that soon had him laughing out loud despite himself. 

When she’d asked him if he wanted to “blow this Popsicle stand and get some coffee”, he’d surprised himself by agreeing. Why not? 

Johnny appreciated the way Amanda didn’t come on to him, didn’t try to act sexy or play the little games girls always seemed to play around him that usually left him more confused than excited. She hadn’t succumbed to his “look” even when he’d tried it on her, teasing him she was impervious to his smoldering stare. 

He’d laughed then, feeling that undefined something always tensed inside of him somehow relax. He felt truly at ease with this strange young woman who wore heavy black boots with her Indian batik dress, four earrings sparkling from each lobe, a snake’s head curving down her arm in an elaborate tattoo. 

He hadn’t realized until several weeks into their friendship that Amanda was gay, and when he’d figured it out, it hadn’t bothered him in the least. But he’d kept her a secret from his family. Not only because they would disapprove of everything about her but because she was “his”—someone unique who had nothing to do with his mundane, dreary life. Someone who thought he was funny and smart, and didn’t care if he was “too good-looking for his own good”, as his father often remarked. 

They shared secrets and Amanda never made fun of him the way his brothers and the guys he hung out with did if he expressed a true emotion. One Sunday afternoon over chocolate milkshakes at her place Amanda said, “Tell me about your first time. 

Your first sexual experience.” 

“Oh God, why? I’ve spent the last seven years trying to forget it!” Johnny had laughed. 

“Okay, okay, I should have known better. You are  such a prude, Johnny Wilson,” 

Amanda had teased. “Tell you what, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours!” She laughed again as Johnny made a face. “Just kidding, you idiot! I mean I’ll tell you first about my experience and then you tell me about yours! Deal?” 

“Okay, I guess,” Johnny said reluctantly. 

“I was seventeen. We both played trumpet in the school band. His name was Tom Dixon.” 

“What! I thought you were gay!” 

“I  am gay, you dope. That doesn’t mean I knew it when I was seventeen. Or let me take that back. I kind of knew it, but I didn’t have words for it exactly.” She leaned forward, speaking earnestly as she always did when talking about sex and love. “See, I’ve always had crushes on girls, but it’s different for us. We’re  allowed to have feelings for other girls and it’s okay. We can hug and kiss, and tell each other we love each other and nobody bats an eye. It’s  cute, it’s even expected, to a degree.” 

Johnny nodded, his expression clouding. “A guy did that, he’d get his face punched in. Especially in my neighborhood.” 
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“I know,” Amanda said gently, touching Johnny’s knee briefly. He looked away, confused by the sudden tenderness in her expression. She went on. “Anyway, it was twelfth grade, and Tom and I were buddies. Geek buddies. Pals because no one else would have us.” She grinned and added, “Not that you could possibly believe I might be a misfit in a Catholic school run by a bunch of nuns!” 

Johnny eyed her spiky hair, piercings and combat boots, and grinned back. “You mean you weren’t on the cheerleading squad? Not student council class president?” 

“Yeah, right! That was me.” Laughing, she continued. “Anyway, it seemed like everyone around us was part of a couple. They were all going out and having sex and talking about it ad nauseam in notes passed during math and at lunchtime. I guess we both felt, you know, kind of left out. 

“So anyway, long story short—too late, ha-ha—we talked it over and decided we should have sex to see what it was like.” 

“You what? That seems awfully clinical. I mean, not very romantic!” 

“To paraphrase that old song, what’s romance got to do with it?” 

“Well, did you even like him? I mean, in that way?” 

“You mean was I sexually attracted to him?” As Johnny nodded, Amanda admitted, 

“No, not especially. I don’t think he was really into me either, to tell you the truth. But we were both curious, and it seemed like the thing to do, I guess.” 

“Gee, a real love story.” 

“Shut  up, Johnny. Just ‘cause we didn’t gush and slobber and spend all night on the phone saying, ‘I love you more, no, I love  you more’, doesn’t mean we weren’t friends. 

We were pals. It was an experiment.” 

“Was he gay too?” 

“No, I don’t think so. He was just completely unsure of himself and had never had a girlfriend, and I seemed safe, I guess.” 

“Okay, so get to the juicy part.” 

Amanda grinned. “Oh, so now you’re interested.” She laughed. “Well, we didn’t have anywhere to go, but Tom had a car. His dad’s old station wagon, and we could put the backseat down. 

“We met after band practice one Thursday evening. I’d told my parents I was going to meet a few girls at the library to study. Instead we drove to a secluded road, pulled over and did the deed.” 

Johnny waited a moment, and when she didn’t elaborate he laughed and said, 

“Come on! That’s not a story. Details, girl, I want details!” 

“Oh you do, huh? What a pervert! Spying on a couple of geeky teenagers. Okay, okay!” Amanda laughed as Johnny pretended to reach over and throttle her. “Details. 

Well, one detail that stuck out for me was we both had braces and they got interlocked somehow when we were kissing. We had to get the pliers to get loose.” Amanda’s expression was deadpan for about three seconds before she burst out laughing. 
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“God, can you ever be serious?” Johnny groaned. 

“Well, we did both have braces, but no, they didn’t get stuck. What happened was he felt me up for a while, and then I pulled down my jeans and he touched me. You know, he used his fingers to, uh, get me ready. And he took down his pants, and I touched him a while, actually for like three seconds and then he told me stop or it was going to be all over. And then, he pulled one of those nasty plastic things over his cock—” 

“They’re called condoms,” Johnny interjected, grinning. 

“Yeah, whatever, one of those contraceptive devices straight folk have to worry about, and we kind of wiggled around a while until he, uh, got situated. He moved around some more for like two minutes and that was all she wrote.” 

“That was it? Did it hurt? Did you like it? Was it erotic?” 

“Yes, a little, not much and no.” Amanda laughed. “He kept apologizing for it being over so fast, but I didn’t mind. Now I’d seen what all the fuss was about, I was like, okay, let’s go get a burger now at the Burger Box. So that’s what we did.” 

“I think you’re making this whole thing up,” Johnny asserted. 

“I am not! That’s just how it was. You can ask Marlon, she’ll tell you!” Marlon was Amanda’s roommate and lover, a lesbian who left one in no doubt of her sexual orientation with her short, mannish haircut, her “uniform” of jeans and denim work shirt and her tough-guy attitude. Her given name was Mary but she preferred Marlon, styling herself after the young Marlon Brando, her hero. 

Marlon worked nights as a bartender in a gay bar, while Amanda worked days in a clothing boutique. They spent their quality time together in the morning before Amanda went to work and Marlon went back to sleep for a few hours. Johnny had met Marlon before, and apparently he’d met with her approval because Amanda said Marlon liked knowing Johnny was over, keeping her little lover company but keeping his pants on in the process. 

“She knows I’m safe with you. She’s the jealous type, you know. She thinks everyone, male or female, is out to jump my bones.” Amanda grinned, clearly pleased at her lover’s possessive assessment. 

“So what am I, chopped liver? What makes you so safe with me?” 

“Well, because you—” Amanda stopped and bit her lip. “I mean, you know, because we’re, like, just friends and all.” 

Johnny stared at Amanda a moment. He was sure she had been going to say something else, but he decided not to press her. Her eyes sparkled as she said, “Okay, J. 

Turnabout is fair play. Your turn.” 
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Chapter Two 

Johnny looked at his watch. “Gee, I didn’t realize it was so late! Mom’s expecting me for Sunday dinner.” He started to stand up from the couch, but Amanda was too quick for him. Using both hands she shoved him hard against the chest, making him fall back to the couch. 

“Oh no you don’t, buddy! You’re not getting out of it that easy! It’s only four-thirty, anyway. You can take the subway instead of walking and still be there in plenty of time if you leave at five. Don’t give me that crap. I know where you live.” She was laughing and Johnny grinned sheepishly back at her. 

“Okay, okay, fair’s fair, I guess,” Johnny said, admitting defeat. “But my story isn’t very interesting. No trauma, no fireworks. Not much of anything really, if you want to know.” 

“No, the first time is always special, even if it sucks. And it usually sucks. It’s a rite of passage. It’s important because it’s a first. It’s a beginning—one way of marking your entrance into the adult world.” 

“Aren’t we the philosopher all of the sudden,” Johnny said lightly. 

“No, it isn’t sudden.” Amanda lifted her chin haughtily and then laughed. “Now, get on with it. Spill your guts. Share with your best girl. First question—was it with a guy or a girl.” 

“Amanda!” Johnny looked shocked, but then grinned, realizing she must be kidding. As she tapped her foot in an exaggerated gesture of impatience he said, “Okay. 

Her name was Mary Ann Schmidt and she was the prettiest little thing in twelfth grade. 

She was petite, like barely five feet, but she was very athletic and strong. She was super quiet and I really liked her because she didn’t put on airs and strut around the hallways like so many of the girls did, looking down their noses at us poor, terrified, horny boys. 

“We both ran track at the time, and I’d see her a lot after school running. We got friendly and I guess we sort of started going out, at least she told her friends we were going out, and she would call me on the phone and stuff, so I guess we were. It wasn’t as fun once we were officially dating. I mean, she wasn’t as easy to be around. Things started to  matter too much, if you know what I mean. She expected stuff. She wanted me to take her to the prom and stuff like that.” 

“Did you?” 

“Well sure. I had to take someone, didn’t I? At least she liked me. Anyway, that’s when it happened.” 

“After the prom? Typical.” Amanda nodded knowingly. Johnny knew she hadn’t gone to the prom, knew she wouldn’t have been caught dead going to a prom, but for 11 
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Johnny, it had never occurred to him this was even an option. He had always done what was expected of him, at home and in school, and now in his work and his whole dreary life. 

Sighing a little he went on. “Yeah, I guess. A couple of kids had actually gotten hotel rooms for after the party. One of them was Mary Ann’s cousin’s boyfriend Larry. 

He told us we could have the room after he and Paige, Mary Ann’s cousin, were ‘done’ 

with it.” 

“Eww,” Amanda interjected. “Nasty, sticky boy come all over the sheets!” 

Johnny blushed a little and said, “Shut up. Anyway. Mary Ann had been hinting for a while she thought it was high time we had sex. She didn’t say that. She said, ‘make love’. I mean, we’d been kissing and stuff, and I’d feel her up in the car, but she obviously wanted more.” 

“Obviously,” Amanda said, staring pointedly at Johnny crotch. He threw the couch cushion at her. 

“I remember her saying, ‘We’re seventeen years old, Johnny Wilson. We’ll never be this young and free again. This is the best time of our lives.’” 

“Jesus,” Amanda interjected. “Thank God she was wrong!” 

Johnny laughed. “Quit interrupting. I’m trying to tell you about my romantic first time!” 

“Okay, sorry,” Amanda said. “Let’s hear how Johnny boy lost his cherry.” 

Johnny glared at her a moment and then continued. “Well, my parents thought I was going to the predawn breakfast thing arranged by our church for after the prom, so they were blissfully unaware of what their boy was doing. Since Paige had to be home earlier than we did, we decided to take Larry up on his generous offer, though I had to give him twenty bucks for it. But anyway, we went to the room. I remember it was a pretty crummy little dump with bare brick walls and an old sagging bed, but I don’t think most people who came there came for the décor. 

“She went in the bathroom and took off her prom gown and came out in this little negligee thing. I took off my hideous powder blue rented tuxedo and we, uh, did it.” 

He looked at Amanda and then at his watch. 

“Oh, come  on,” Amanda persisted. “You can do better than that! Details, J! I want details!” 

“God, Amanda, why do you want to hear this?” 

“Hey, fair’s fair. And anyway, best friends share their secrets, right?” She smiled at Johnny, and he felt his heart warm with affection. 

“Okay. Well, um—” Johnny looked out the window again “—she was scared and I was nervous. She had this sponge thingy for birth control she stuck up in herself and then she spread her legs and said to go ahead. I had no idea what I was doing. I kissed her and stuff, and rubbed my cock on her thigh ‘til I was hard enough. I couldn’t get it in at first. I was afraid of hurting her.” He turned helplessly toward Amanda. 
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“But you did?” 

“Yeah, eventually. I had to go real slow because she kept saying I was hurting her. 

It wasn’t the sexiest scenario in the world for maintaining an erection.” He grinned, and Amanda wrinkled her nose. “I did finally manage to, uh, penetrate. She kind of moaned and stuff and I came inside of her and that was that, I guess.” 

“So yours was about as romantic as mine, huh?” Amanda grinned. 

“I told you it wasn’t very sexy. Somehow it never is.” 

“What never is?” 

Johnny stood up. “Look, I really do have to go. Don’t forget we’re going to the movies next Wednesday. Say hi to Marlon for me.” Before she could answer, Johnny was out the door. 

* * * * * 

Johnny stared unseeingly out the window at the darkness of the subway tunnel as he was hurtled toward his parents’ neighborhood. He hadn’t thought about Mary Ann Schmidt in years. Or that terrible first time. He guessed in retrospect it hadn’t been that bad. Amanda was right—the first time usually sucked because neither person knew what they were doing. 

What really troubled Johnny was the realization sex had  never been that great with women. He knew he was good-looking, he knew girls found him sexy and desirable, but somehow, the experience always left him flat and lonely. As if something were missing. Something wasn’t right. 

Was it just that he hadn’t found the right woman? Did the right woman exist for him? What was wrong with him? Both his brothers seemed happy enough with their wives. Even his mom and dad, for all that his dad was a bully sometimes, seemed to have some kind of physical affection for one another. They still hugged and exchanged a kiss when he was leaving for the garage each day and when he returned at night. 

Was Johnny himself the problem? Was he broken somehow? Less than a man? He’d had three girlfriends since Mary Ann, and casually dated from time to time in between. 

But not once had his heart pounded with passion, like in the classic novels he’d read in the library, or even the romance novels in the book aisle at the supermarket. Not once had he pined for a woman, dreamed of her, plotted ways to make her his own. 

Was he just a cold person? Two of his girlfriends had said he was. He didn’t  feel cold. He thought of his nieces and nephews and smiled. He knew he would die for each and every one of them, and for his mom and for Billy too, if it came down to it. And even for Amanda. Maybe especially for Amanda. 

Yet he didn’t feel the romance. In fact, maybe he had only allowed himself to get so close to Amanda precisely because she was no threat! She wouldn’t pressure him to get sexual with her. He was safe with her, quite literally. So that was the crux—sex. 
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And yet, Johnny liked sex. At least he liked to come. His own right hand was his best lover, he supposed, smiling a little ruefully into the dark. Was sex with other people just vastly overrated? Somehow he doubted it. Books, movies, even his friends—

they all talked about “true love” and the earth moving during sex when the match was right. No, the problem must lie with him. He had a problem. But he had to define it before he could solve it. 

* * * * * 

“Hey, J!” Amanda said breathlessly into the phone. Johnny smiled. He liked how Amanda called him “J” sometimes. It made him feel special, like she knew him in a way no one else did. “Marlon wants to take me to this cool club! It’s called DeSoto’s and it’s like impossible to get into without knowing someone! She met this hot chick at her club who gave her three invitations for tonight! Marlon’s off work so we’re going and I thought maybe you’d like to go too? I know you’ve been in such a funk lately. It would be fun! You could watch us dykes and faggots and have a good old time!” She laughed and continued. “You could wear those black jeans you have that make even me want to fondle that hot little package of yours! What do you say? Wanna go? It’s super hot, the hottest spot going in Manhattan right now for those in the know!” 

Johnny looked around his efficiency apartment, with its futon couch, which also served as his bed, its kitchenette and the tiny bathroom opening off the single room. He glanced at the DVD he’d rented, some action flick that offered the promise of a little diversion for a few hours. 

A gay bar? Why not? Something different at any rate. His family would die if they knew he was going. Well, why shouldn’t he go? It was a free country and he was a grown man. He could go where he wanted when he wanted and it was nobody’s business but his own. 

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll wear those jeans and make all the queer guys drool.” 

“That’s the spirit! Meet us here and we’ll go together into the city.” 

* * * * * 

DeSoto’s was dark and crowded, the walls painted red, the atmosphere rife with lust and innuendo. The music was jazzy and subdued and incense was burning, giving Johnny a slight headache. 

Amanda was dressed in white silk, a sexy little dress that was rare for her, as she usually wore long, loose clothing that obscured her figure. Tonight her high, little breasts were clearly outlined against the clinging fabric. She looked delicate and feminine next to her lover, dressed in a black pantsuit, also of silk. Marlon was big-boned and tall, but not fat. She moved with a certain grace and femininity, despite her mannish haircut and masculine affectation. She had her arm protectively around Amanda, who snuggled up into her shoulder. 
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“You’re looking good tonight, Johnny,” Marlon said in a low whiskey voice. “The guys will eat you alive if you let them.” She winked conspiratorially. Johnny was wearing his black jeans, which were cut close to his body, showing the muscular curve of his buttocks and the alluring bulge between his legs, drawing the eye down long, strong legs encased in black denim. He wore black work boots and a white T-shirt of thick, fine cotton that hugged the rounded muscles in his shoulders and chest. 

They were seated around a high table on tall stools, each nursing a beer. Johnny felt at once nervous and excited. Just the act of being in such a taboo place felt exciting, almost dangerous. He was hyperaware of the men and women near them, his senses alert, on the ready for something unexpected. 

“Marlon! That you, girl?” The voice was masculine but the cadence was feminine. 

Suddenly a tall, thin man with bright orange hair cut very short appeared at their table. 

“Ginger! Where you been hanging? I haven’t seen you at my club in ages!” 

“Oh,” said Ginger, as he squeezed himself between Marlon and Amanda so he was facing Johnny. Johnny saw his pierced ear, a silver earring hanging down in the shape of a handcuff. Ginger was dressed in a black leather vest unzipped to midway at his smooth, pale chest. He wore matching black leather pants so tight they could have been painted on. “Eric and I have been hanging at Cavern. It is  so hot. Oh. My. God. You would not believe what goes on there! Eric is my dangerous, sexy man! He makes me do all sorts of naughty things when we’re there! I just blush to think about it, much less say it out loud!” 

Ginger threw back his head and laughed, the sound tinkling down a scale as if he’d practiced it for perfect pitch. Johnny thought he didn’t act embarrassed about whatever it was this Eric person was “making” him do at Cavern, whatever that was. 

Sobering, Ginger tilted his head slightly, appraising Johnny. “And who is this gorgeous creature you’ve brought along tonight? And where—” he now addressed Johnny directly “—have you been hiding all my life?” 

Johnny flushed a little and began to stammer something inane. Amanda came to his rescue. “Ginger Crane. Meet Johnny Wilson. Johnny, meet Ginger. Ginger is what you’d call a flaming queer. He’s Eric Méndez’ latest little pet.” 

Instead of being insulted at this description, as Johnny would have expected him to be, Ginger just laughed. He extended his hand and Johnny automatically extended his own. As they shook, Johnny noted Ginger’s grip was firm, and he realized he’d expected some kind of limp-wristed offering. 

“Pleased to meet you,” Ginger said. “I know Manhattan is huge, but this community of ours is fairly small. Why haven’t I seen you around before?” 

“Oh,” again Amanda interceded. Johnny still hadn’t said a word. “Johnny’s new to the scene. Just an observer at the moment.” 

“Oh, is he? An observer, hmm? Checking out the wild side? Stepping out from your humdrum little world to gaggle at the faggots?” Ginger’s expression had become a sneer. 
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Johnny felt himself flush. He started to protest, though really what Ginger said was largely true. Again Amanda spoke before he could. “Shut up, Ginger. Give a guy a break, huh? Where are your manners anyway?” 

But Ginger had already turned away. “Oh, there’s Eric! My master won’t like to see me flirting with a sweet little thing like  you, Johnny.” His tone was sarcastic, though it didn’t stop him from licking his lips as he looked Johnny up and down. “At least not without his express permission! Ta-ta! Later, Marlon darling. Bye, Amanda.” 

Ginger whirled away from them as Johnny stared after him. “What did you mean by, ‘at the moment’, Amanda? And what did  he mean by his  master? Last I checked, this was a free country, no slaves allowed.” 

“Oh don’t act so naïve, Johnny cakes,” Marlon interjected. “He was talking about D/s. You know, dominance and submission. BDSM. Bondage, sadomasochism. Surely you’ve heard of it, even a prudish, repressed, sheltered Brooklynite like yourself.” 

Johnny felt his face heat with indignation. Who was this dyke to call him prude and repressed? Wasn’t he there in a gay bar with two lesbians, for God’s sake? He felt confused and agitated. Sadomasochism? Whips and chains? Masters and slaves? 

Johnny’s mouth felt dry and he was lightheaded. Maybe it was the beer—he must be a little drunk. 

But his body said otherwise. He felt his cock rising, pressing against the zipper of his jeans. The words  bondage, submission, master, slave…somehow they had bypassed his careful, controlled thoughts and moved right to the target of his cock. He was responding physically to something he rarely dared imagine and certainly had never voiced, not even to himself. 

Alone in the dark, his right hand massaging his erect shaft, his balls cradled in the left, his eyes closed, images would sometimes flit through Johnny’s head. Half articulated thoughts, pictures, ideas…himself naked and chained, a whip striking him from behind, the hand wielding it distinctly masculine, the fingers long and strong wrapped around a leather handle… 

“Johnny, you okay?” Amanda leaned over the small table, putting her hand over Johnny’s. “You look flushed and sweaty. It  is kind of hot in here. You want to go outside a few minutes and get some air?” 

“I don’t know.” Johnny took a deep breath. “I’m okay, I think. Maybe I had too much to drink.” He spoke uncertainly. He felt something like fear prickling along the back of his neck. He felt as if he were on dangerous ground, but he didn’t yet understand where the danger lay. It was as if he were about to learn something he wasn’t ready to know. 

“I think that’s a good idea, Mandy. Why don’t you take our boy outside to the courtyard. That way you can get back inside without having to stand in line again. I see some friends I want to say hi to. We’ll meet back at the bar in a bit, okay?” Marlon stood up, smoothing her black silk blouse over her heavy breasts. 
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Amanda nodded and stood too. “Come on, Johnny. Let’s get some air.” Johnny followed his friend out to a long, narrow courtyard lined with trees hung with little white lights that sparkled like stars. Small wrought iron tables were set about, all of them occupied. People also stood along the walls of the courtyard, which was actually just the narrow space between two buildings. Almost everyone was smoking, as no smoking was allowed in the bar. 

Amanda found a space for them against the brick façade of the building. Johnny felt his head clearing. Whatever strange thing had taken hold of him in there was letting him be, at least for the moment. They stood quietly together, watching the crowd of people milling around them. Amanda began her usual game of describing the life story of various individuals. 

“See that guy there? He’s married and a traffic court judge by day, but by night he comes here, cruising for hot guys who will let him suck them off in the alley or the men’s bathroom.” Johnny looked to see who she was talking about. The man in question was about fifty-five, with gray hair worn a little too long. He was wearing a button-down shirt, unbuttoned to his belly, revealing several thick gold chains nestled in a thicket of curling gray chest hair. 

The man he was talking to was small and dark, and seemed to be earnestly interested in whatever the man was saying. “That’s his personal valet Juan. He scopes out the bars and clubs for our hero, offering young boys money to let his boss suck them off. He gets a commission, of course. Wifey thinks they’re out buying hardware at the home improvement store or attending Rotary Club meetings or whatever it is men like him do.” 

Johnny laughed. He took a long drink of his beer. “This is quite a scene, Amanda. 

What makes this particular club so exclusive? Doesn’t seem all that different from the bars I go to, except here the girls like the girls and the boys like the boys.” 

“Oh nothing really. Just that it’s the hot spot for this month. So all the sexiest and richest folks hang here. Next month it will be somewhere else and DeSoto’s will be passé.” 

Just then, Johnny heard a familiar laugh, a chromatic trilling down a scale that could only belong to the man named Ginger. Sure enough, the orange-headed fellow came into the courtyard, followed by a Latino man with dark, straight hair falling into one eye. He was dressed simply in a yellow shirt and blue jeans. 

They stood together for a moment, the Latino man lighting a cigarette while Ginger leaned toward him, touching him on the arm, on the shoulder—his touch a caress, proprietary, but also somehow indicating a sort of deference, or even reverence, for him. 

“I think that’s Eric Méndez,” Amanda whispered. “I’ve never met him, but he’s, like,  famous in gay S&M circles. Marlon knows him because she knows everyone from bartending. She’s talked about him a little. Apparently he’s very hot, very much in 17 
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demand. He trains slaves. Men only, of course. No women allowed in his particular club.” She laughed. 

Johnny felt himself becoming dizzy again. He leaned against the wall, feeling the cool brick against his neck and wishing he could sink down to the ground. His legs felt rubbery, like he’d been running for a long time. He wished he were back in his safe apartment, watching a movie, eating microwave popcorn, his mind blissfully blank. 

He couldn’t keep his eyes off the man called Eric. There was something magnetic about him and Johnny had to make a conscious effort not to move toward him. Other people felt it too apparently, as a circle of men quickly formed around the couple. They were all talking, seeming to clamor for Eric’s attention as they gestured and moved around him. It was as if he were some kind of king, holding court for his adoring subjects. 

As he watched them, Eric turned slowly and his eyes fell upon Johnny. 

Involuntarily Johnny caught his breath. The man’s eyes were a rich, dark brown, heavily fringed with dark lashes. His face was angular, the jaw strong, the nose long, with the nostrils slightly flared. He was—the word fell unbidden and unwelcome into Johnny’s head—stunning. 

It wasn’t simply that the man was handsome—there was something else about him that made Johnny’s heart begin to pound. It was as if the man were reading his soul. 

Drinking it in, stealing something from Johnny he wasn’t yet ready to give. Not to anyone. The man continued to stare at Johnny, and he couldn’t seem to tear his own eyes away. 

“Whoa,” Amanda whispered. “He’s seen you. He likes what he sees.” Her voice was almost reverent, as if she too were under his peculiar spell. 

Johnny started to speak but his voice came out a hoarse croak. He tried again. “I need to go, Amanda. I think I’m getting sick or something. I need to get out of here.” 

Amanda looked at her friend. “You don’t look so good, Johnny. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” She put her hand on his arm. “Don’t let Eric Méndez freak you out. He has that affect on a lot of people, from what I’ve heard. I think the word’s charisma. You should be honored, actually. Eric doesn’t turn his eye on just anyone.” 

“I have to go.” Johnny moved suddenly, as if he had been rooted to the spot by the strange man’s stare, and was forcing himself to be free of it. He moved back toward the door, bumping another man as he passed, seemingly unaware. Amanda followed him, her expression one of concern. 

“Hey, J. You okay? Maybe I shouldn’t have brought you here tonight. I thought maybe you were ready but—” 

“Ready for what? I’m just feeling a little sick is all. You stay here. Give Marlon my regrets. I know how to get back to Brooklyn from here. No big deal. I’m sorry if I’ve messed up your evening. I’ll call you later in the week.” He bent down and kissed Amanda lightly on the cheek. 

She reached up, patting his head. “‘K, Johnny,” she smiled. “Hope you feel better.” 
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Chapter Three 

 Johnny was running down a long, narrow tunnel. He could feel his lungs scraping against his ribs, his breath burning in his throat. The pursuer was behind him, hurtling relentlessly toward him, something or someone unknown to him. He only knew he had to keep running. If he stopped, even for a moment, the pursuer would catch him. 

 Terror pressed him on, giving him wings as he flew down the dark, damp corridor. He could hear the demon closing in behind him, gaining on him. He knew he couldn’t run much farther. 

 He felt a damp draft against his bare chest. He felt his cock distending, his balls slapping his bare thighs. He realized he was naked! 

 The presence was gaining on him. He started to cry as he ran, tears wetting his cheeks. He couldn’t let it catch him! He couldn’t. Far ahead he saw a light. If he could just get to it, just get to that light, he would be free. He grabbed his cock as he ran—it was now fully erect and, in spite of his fear—perhaps partially because of it—he found himself wildly aroused. While terrified of whatever was gaining on him, he was also sexually excited. 

 He began to massage his cock as he moved forward, which slowed him down. He stumbled a little, losing his pace. He could feel the pursuer’s breath on the back of his neck. It was over. He was going to die. The person lunged and grabbed Johnny by the throat. 

 Johnny gave a strangled cry and fell to his knees. In the semidarkness he could see the profile of his captor. Strong fingers pressed his windpipe. He could hear the man breathing heavily as he moved his face close to Johnny’s. He recognized the man but he couldn’t recall from where. 

 Johnny felt him moving in for the kill and he screamed. 

Johnny sat up in bed, covered in sweat, his heart racing. He realized he’d awakened himself with his own cry. The nightmare was still vivid in his mind and it took him several moments to calm himself enough to fully awaken. 

Eventually his breathing slowed and he took a long drink from the bottle of water beside his bed. He lay back down, looking out his little window at the sign that spelled the words “Moonstruck Diner” in purple neon. The “D” kept blinking on and off. 

Johnny closed his eyes. 

What a dream! It had felt so vivid, yet he didn’t know what it meant. Who had the strange man been, the one pursuing him, the one who wanted to kill him? 

Johnny thought about the dream for a long time as he lay in his bed, his hand idly stroking his cock. As the man had finally caught him, pulling him down to his knees, he hadn’t been about to kill him, had he? No.  Be honest, Johnny.  He had been about to  kiss him. 

Johnny felt his cock stiffen and knew the dream was to blame. The man had been shorter than Johnny, his muscles compact and solid as rock as he wrapped strong arms 19 
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around Johnny. His straight black hair fell over into one eye as he brought his face close to Johnny’s. 

Johnny closed his eyes, remembering the man as he’d last seen him in real life, at that club. At that gay bar. Eric Méndez. Handsome, sexy, mesmerizing, dangerous. 

Because he’d only just awakened, because his usual defensive shields were lowered, Johnny didn’t censor his own fantasies as he normally did. Instead, he let the images flow, imagining Eric leaning over for a kiss, imagining Eric’s lips—full and soft—

parting, wet and eager as he slid them over Johnny’s hard cock, taking the shaft deep into his throat… 

When Johnny ejaculated into his left hand, he let out a loud sigh and whispered a single word, “Eric,” before falling back asleep, this time until the morning. 

* * * * * 

Amanda and Johnny were sitting together in front of the TV, their feet on the old coffee table. Johnny had just gotten off work, and had brought a change of clothing with him. He had just showered at her place since his shower wasn’t working at the moment and the manager was taking his time getting it fixed. 

Amanda stood up and said, “I think I’m going to need a jacket tonight. Did you notice there’s a hint of autumn in the air? I love autumn.” It was mid-September in New York, that peculiar time of year when nature seemed unsure if it was still summer or if fall was on the way. It was the Wednesday after Johnny had abruptly left the gay bar by himself. He hadn’t spoken to Amanda since then, except a short conversation confirming he was coming over that evening so they could go to the movies, as previously planned. 

Now Johnny didn’t stand up, instead saying, “Do you mind if we skip the movie? I don’t really feel like going. You have any beer left?” 

“Skip the movie? But you were the one—” 

“I know, but I don’t want to go. Okay? Please?” 

“Well, sure, I guess. We can stay here and watch TV.” Amanda looked puzzled, but then brightened and added, “We can order Chinese.” 

“Listen.” Johnny paused for a moment, as if making up his mind. “Do you have any more beer? I could really go for some right now.” 

“Nope, sorry. Me and Marlon polished it off last night. But I have something better. 

Some really good bourbon Marlon brought home from the club. Want some? Smooth over ice. Hmmmm.” She licked her lips suggestively and grinned. 

“Yeah. Yeah, that would be great. Thanks.” 

Johnny could hear Amanda in the little kitchen, dropping cubes of ice into the glasses. He took a deep breath and smoothed the thick fringe of golden hair back from his broad forehead. 
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Though he hadn’t talked to Amanda about it, hadn’t talked to anyone about it obviously, that night at the bar had been burned into his brain. Every detail—the way the handcuff earring dangled from Ginger’s lobe, the lilting pulse of the soft jazz around them, the almost cloying smell of clove and sage incense, the color of Eric’s eyes when he’d turned to stare… 

Johnny shook his head, forcing the image of the dark stranger to dislodge. It was no use. He was back in a moment, his presence like some secret spirit that had planted itself in Johnny’s psyche. 

He hadn’t dreamed of him again since that night, but the dream had seemed to hover on the edge of his consciousness, always with him like some secret trinket worn round his throat. He’d come to remember it less as a nightmare and more as an ethereal, magical dream, a dream he found he wanted to return to. To see what would happen next. To feel the kiss he now was certain he had been about to receive, if only his own fear hadn’t precluded it. 

He had thought of little but the dream and the man who had inspired it in the past few days. It was almost as if he were in love! Which was ridiculous, of course. 

Why couldn’t he feel this way about a woman? Why couldn’t he find a woman who made his heart pound, who made him feel like the world belonged to him, who made him feel alive! Then everything would be fine! He’d get her number and call her, and they’d fall in love, get married and have children. This would make his parents happy and everything would be perfect. Johnny grinned a little. Even he knew he was being ridiculous. Life was never so simple. 

What was wrong with him? He was twenty-four and had never even been near love, much less in it. Amanda and Marlon seemed to have some special secret spark between them. His brothers were happily married. Most of his friends were married or dating someone. Now he was secretly obsessed with a man! A gay man into all sorts of weird perversions, no less! What was wrong with him! 

Amanda came back into the room, setting down the glasses and a half full bottle of bourbon. She unscrewed the cap and poured them each a healthy dollop. Silently they toasted one another and Johnny took a long drink. The burn felt good going down. 

“So what’s up, J? What’s the burning issue you must share with your best girl?” 

Amanda grinned and then raised her eyebrows expectantly. “Spill the beans—I’m all ears.” 

Johnny sighed and poured himself another several fingers of bourbon. He had to talk about this…this obsession. It was the only way to exorcise himself of it. “Amanda. 

There’s something wrong with me.” 

“Well, I know that!” Amanda laughed. “Something wrong with me too! That’s why we like each other! We’re sick puppies!” She laughed again, but soon sobered as Johnny didn’t smile back. 

“I’m serious. I don’t know what’s going on with me. I can’t stop thinking about—” 

He bit his lip, his courage failing. 
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“About what? What’s the matter, honey?” 

Forcing himself to go on Johnny said, “About Eric. Eric Méndez. That guy at the club.” 

“Oh! Well,  that’s certainly no surprise! Half the gay population of New York can’t stop thinking about Eric Méndez! Eric Méndez is heat incarnate. Eric Méndez is almost sexy enough to turn  me straight!” Amanda giggled and then added, “Almost, but not quite.” 

“I’m serious, Amanda. This isn’t funny. I had this dream. Well, at first it felt like a nightmare. But it was about Eric. He was after me. I was naked. He caught up to me. 

Nothing really happened, but the feelings! It was so intense! So—Jesus—so  sexual!     I can’t get it out of my head. I’ve been thinking about it for days.  I’m straight! I’m not supposed to fall for a guy, for God’s sake! What’s wrong with me!” 

Amanda stared at Johnny. She’d been about to take a drink of her bourbon but it remained forgotten, her hand still half raised to her lips. 

“You’re what?” 

“Huh?” 

“You said you were straight? Did I hear this correctly?” Amanda’s voice was soft, incredulous. 

“What do you mean, of course I said that! Why wouldn’t I say that! Do you think otherwise?  I’ve  never  been  with  a  guy!  Jesus!  I’ve  had  four  girlfriends!  What  is  your problem!” 

Amanda stared a few moments longer at her friend. Slowly she drank the rest of her bourbon and set the glass down hard against the coffee table, wiping her mouth with her hand. 

Johnny’s face seemed to close as he turned away. Inside images were roiling through his brain—memories of his arousal in his dream, the passionate feeling as he remembered Eric’s face so close to his, the secret, half-recalled fantasies of someone behind him, a man with a whip, making him moan… 

“Jesus,” he groaned. “I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know where my head is at.” 

“Hmm,” Amanda said finally. “I think I may have the solution.” 

Johnny felt hope surge though he no idea what she was about to say. 

“Maybe,” she said slowly, “maybe what you are is bi. I’ve gotta tell you, though. I had you pegged for gay from the minute I saw you in the library. You’re just too fucking good-looking to be straight, you know?” She laughed a little but sobered at Johnny’s tortured expression. “Seriously, J. I have this kind of radar. A ‘gay’ radar, I guess you’d say. I know gay when I see it, and you, young man, are gay. Or bi. We can call it bi if that’s easier to handle at first. ‘Cause I can see this is all news to you!” 

Johnny felt as if he’d been sucker punched. He almost doubled over from the sensation. Yet at the same time a part of him, the secret part his father and his 22 
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upbringing and a lifetime of denial had not succeeded in crushing, was drawn to her words. 

Still he felt compelled once again to deny what he himself had never dared to say aloud. “Amanda. I don’t know what you mean. I’ve never been with— I’ve never thought of,” he stammered, his eyes filling with tears. Gay! The truth of her words just about knocked him over. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath and he felt dizzy. He continued trying to deny what she had said with his lips and with his brain, but his heart knew. It knew she was right. 

He started to cry, hiding his face in his hands, his sobs shown only by the silent shaking of his shoulders. Amanda was next to him in a flash, wrapping her arms around him, crooning softly to him. 

“It’s okay, sweetie. I had no idea you were so clueless about this. I just figured you were very private, is all. I respected that. I didn’t know you were keeping this huge secret from yourself! God, I know what that’s like, baby. I do. I do. You aren’t alone, if that makes you feel better. Lots of people try to deny basic parts of themselves. It’s okay, I swear, it’s okay.” 

She smoothed his thick hair back from his hot, tear-stained face. Still he cried, but it was softer now, less ragged, the pain easing. Amanda continued to speak in a soft, low voice, like a mother calming her baby. “Listen,” she said earnestly, “this is really exciting. This is like your awakening! Your first taste of freedom. You’ve been held down, wound so tight by your own fear and repression. But that can end now! Don’t you see! You’re free now! Your whole life is about to begin! You’ve been waiting in the wings, J! You’ve been waiting to start living! Now you can! 

“And I’ll be here, buddy. You aren’t the first guy to realize a little late you like men! 

Shit, there are guys who get married and raise a family before they finally get with the program!” She laughed a little and Johnny sat back, wiping his eyes, looking embarrassed as he grinned weakly at her. 

“It’s okay. Honestly it is, J. You do know that, right? A person’s sexual orientation is just a part of who they are. It doesn’t have to define you—it’s just part of the unique wonderfulness that is you! I love you, Johnny. Besides Marlon, you’re the best pal I ever had. You’ve never judged me or made me feel stupid for being a bit, uh, eccentric.” She tugged at her lip piercing and then traced the line of the snake coiling in bright blues and reds along her upper arm. 

“I realize this is kind of a shock to you. I’m always amazed at our own powers of self-deception, and it looks like you’ve done a serious number on yourself, J! I bet you feel like you’ve run a marathon or something.” Johnny nodded, leaning back into the couch, running his hands through his hair. He still didn’t speak, though in fairness, Amanda wasn’t giving him much of a chance to get a word in edgewise. 

Amanda stood up and began pacing the room. “God, you’re taking me back, you know. Remember I said when I was seventeen I didn’t know I was gay yet? Then I said I kind of did? Well, I figured it out in a big way when I turned eighteen.” 
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Amanda poured herself another drink and flopped down in the beanbag chair set perpendicular to the couch. Whether she knew it or not, focusing on herself and giving him some time to absorb what had just transpired was the best thing she could have done for her friend. He was silently grateful as she prattled on. 

“Her name was Anne. Anne Childs.” Amanda sighed and stared out the window. 

“I fell in love with her the second I laid eyes on her. We were both working at this dude ranch in Pennsylvania for the summer. She was grooming this beautiful horse I later found out was named Tango. Her head was bent over his mane in such a way her long, blonde hair seemed to blend in with his silvery mane. 

“The owner of the ranch introduced me to her, telling her I was new and would she take me under her wing ‘til I learned the ropes. When she looked up at me, I thought my heart had just stopped. Those eyes, so blue, blue like cornflowers, a perfect, pure blue. Her cheeks all rosy from the sun, her lips so red. I know this sounds like bad poetry, but she absolutely took my heart. It was like someone had reached in and just plucked it out. I knew right then this was no schoolgirl crush. I was in love. I mean gut-wrenching, heart-aching, pussy-firing  love. ” 

Amanda sighed again and stared off into the distance, her face a study of bittersweet memory. Johnny forgot his own torment for a moment as he asked, “And was it returned? This love at first sight?” 

Amanda looked back at Johnny. “No  way! This girl, my darling Anne, she was pining for Henry Carson, one of the wranglers who had no time for us mere girls! He was after the owner’s wife Betty Ann! Betty Ann’s husband thought  I  was a notch he’d like to add to his belt! It was a comedic tragedy of Shakespearean proportions. 

“No, the closest I got to even touching the beautiful, statuesque, unattainable, blonde Miss Childs was when she’d let me braid her hair as we sat by the campfire. 

She’d talk about ‘dreamy’ Henry Carson and I’d swallow tears of unrequited passion as I smoothed her perfect honey hair in my hands.” 

Amanda laughed ruefully, and then brightening added, “God, that was ages ago, anyway. I hardly ever even think of her now, though at the time I used to wonder how I’d ever go on with my life when that summer ended. I didn’t think I’d ever get over her. But I did. I guess the moral is, if you’re going to fall for someone, make sure they’re of the same sexual persuasion so at least you have a fighting chance!” 

Johnny held his glass in both hands, leaning forward, yearning in his face. 

“Amanda. I feel so confused. I’ve never said this out loud before, but I’ve always thought there was something wrong with me. I’ve never been able to connect with anyone. I’ve never had a really good friend, always holding myself back for some reason. And I’ve never been in love! I’ve never felt truly comfortable with a woman. I mean, except you, and that doesn’t count.” 

“Well, thank you very  much!” Amanda lifted her chin, feigning anger, though she couldn’t keep the grin off her face for long. 
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“No, you know what I mean,” Johnny protested. “You were—safe—I guess is the word. You weren’t going to come onto me, or expect me to come onto you. God, it’s like my whole life’s been a dance around the truth. I don’t even know what I’m saying right now. I don’t know what I’m feeling. I’m so confused.” He put his head in his hands again. His eyes felt hot and swollen, and the bourbon was making him sleepy. 

Amanda stood up and moved toward him. Gently she took the empty bourbon glass from his hand and pressed his shoulder, silently encouraging him to lie down. 

“You know what, sweetie? You don’t have to resolve all this right this second. Even if you hadn’t just polished off eight ounces of bourbon, the emotional shock is enough to wipe anybody out! Why don’t you just take a rest right there on my nice, comfy couch? 

Marlon’s not due home for another four hours. She wouldn’t mind anyway if you were still here when she got back. She likes you. It’s cool.” 

Johnny didn’t answer. He was already asleep. 

* * * * * 

The two women were murmuring softly together, their heads almost touching over the small kitchen table. Amanda, who had gone to sleep for a while, had awakened at the return of her lover, who had just finished the meal Amanda had prepared for her earlier. 

“What a scene,” Marlon said, after Amanda described the events of evening. “It always amazes me how people can be in such denial! Shit, if I’d known Johnny thought of himself as straight I never would have let him hang around with my girl!” 

Amanda laughed and ducked her head. “Oh shut up, Marlon. Just because  you think I’m the greatest thing since sliced bread, it’s a well-known fact you’re nuts!” 

Marlon tousled Amanda’s spiky hair, which this week was more purple than pink. 

“You’re better than sliced bread, Mandy. You are like the finest, fresh-baked loaf of sweet honey bread! You make my mouth water just looking at you!” Amanda smiled, a look of adoration in her eyes as they both lifted their faces for a kiss. 

“So what are you going to do about Mr. Wilson over there?” They both looked toward Johnny, still asleep on the couch. His arm was thrown loosely over his face, one knee bent up, his boots still on. 

Amanda pursed her lips and said, “I don’t really know! It’s hard to imagine someone getting this far in their life without ever having connected with their own sexuality. Imagine how lonely it’s been for him. How strange! To feel you’re broken somehow. Not connected to humanity. You know, he doesn’t talk about his family much, but from what I gather, it’s a pretty conservative, narrow-minded crew where men are expected to be tough guys. They don’t cry, they don’t feel, they suck it up and get on with it! He’s got this domineering father and two older brothers. I bet Johnny learned early on he better not show any feelings, any  sissy feelings, or he’d get the crap beaten out of him.” 
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“And  now  he’s  come  face  to  face  with  his reality. The man is a homosexual!” 

Marlon laughed, but her tone was kind. “Well, there are worse things to be, right? I guess the best thing you can do is just be his friend. Hang in there with him. Maybe take him to Moe’s and introduce him to a few of our less flamboyant brethren. What do you think?” 

Moe’s was the club where Marlon tended bar. It was a quiet place where friends met for a drink and a game of darts. The clientele was primarily gay, but it wasn’t a pick-up joint like DeSoto’s. There was a regular crowd and they didn’t mind straight folks hanging there as well, as long as they behaved themselves. 

“That’s a good idea. Maybe Friday night Johnny and I will pay you a visit, if I can convince him, that is. You know,” she turned toward Marlon. “He’s got a crush.” 

“Oh really? He just figured out he’s gay a few hours ago and he’s already in love?” 

“No, not in love. But you remember at DeSoto’s? Eric Méndez was there.” 

“Yeah, so?” 

“Well, Johnny got an eyeful, and apparently Eric did too, because they exchanged a look that would have melted candle wax. That’s what spooked him. He went home and had a hot dream about the guy. He didn’t give me details, but it was enough to freak him out. It’s what started this whole thing, what finally forced him to examine his feelings, at least a little. He’s obsessed with Eric Méndez.” 

Marlon smiled slowly and shook her head. “Well, he needs to get in line, right?” 

“I guess,” Amanda smiled. “Guess who I’m obsessed with?” 

“Who?” Marlon smiled back. Together they left the table, slipping away to their bedroom, leaving the golden-haired man dreaming on their couch. 

* * * * * 

Johnny eyed himself critically in the mirror. Amanda was hovering just behind him. 

“You’re sure?” 

“Yes, I’m sure. You look great with five o’clock shadow. With your golden hair, those green-gold eyes, the masculine stubble on your square, firm jaw—why even Eric Méndez would line up for a chance with Johnny Wilson!” 

Johnny whirled back toward his friend. “Hey! Why’d you bring him up? Is he going to be there? I told you I’m not ready to see him—” 

“Relax, J! I don’t have personal control over Eric Méndez. I’ve never even met the guy! How the hell do I know where he plans to be tonight? Though if I had to guess, he’s probably at the latest, hottest BDSM play club—it’s Saturday night, after all. He has slaves to torture!” 

Johnny looked pensive. He didn’t admit it to Amanda, but since his “coming out” 

with her, and more importantly with himself the other night, he’d thought about little but his sexual orientation and what it meant for him going forward. 
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His first impulse was to deny it—to stuff it, to forget it, to go on with his life. His humdrum, dreary, lonely life. He spent the next day at his father’s garage, hungover, his mind groggy but abuzz. He kept going over his conversation with Amanda endlessly, admitting at last to a truth that had always lurked just out of his reach. 

By evening he couldn’t wait to get back to his tiny apartment. He logged onto his computer, surfing the Internet for articles about homosexuality. He read for a while, testimonials from other men just coming to grips with their sexual orientation. Being a young, hot-blooded male, he soon moved from articles and words to pictures. Pictures he’d looked at before, but never with a conscious sexual desire. 

Naked men locked in strong-muscled embraces, penises erect with desire as they kissed. Johnny found himself breathing hard, fear battling with desire in his loins. As he scrolled through images at several gay porn sites, his mind kept drifting back to Eric. 

Eric Méndez. 

On an impulse Johnny typed the word “BDSM” into the search engine. 46,200,000 

results! Jesus, this must be a big thing, he thought. He felt his balls tighten as he selected the site called “BDSM Slave Boys—Extreme BDSM”. The pictures there at once shocked and electrified him. What a sheltered existence he’d led, he realized. 

Men were bound in rope and chain, their faces contorted in what could have been agony or ecstasy. He clicked on a picture and a little movie was loaded, giving him an eight-second view of a naked man, bound with rope, a ball gag in his mouth. Another man dressed in black, his face obscured, held a long, dangerous-looking bullwhip. He raised it menacingly and the screen faded. Johnny’s heart was pounding as he clicked the picture again. This time a popup ad advised him that for only $29.95 he could become a member of BDSM Slave Boys, and watch unlimited movies to his heart’s content. 

Johnny turned away from the screen, his fingers shaking. His own secret fantasy, the one he’d barely acknowledged as it slid past his mind’s eye during orgasm, was right there on his computer! Johnny leaned back in the chair, his pants already open, his cock now held loosely in his hand. 

Letting his head fall back he moaned slightly as Eric slid into his brain, his dark eyes penetrating Johnny’s as his lips parted. Johnny didn’t try to fight the image, instead allowing Eric to move toward him. They were both naked, Eric’s dark olive-toned skin contrasting to Johnny’s golden tan as they locked in an embrace. 

Johnny’s hand pumped his shaft as he felt Eric’s velvet lips slip over his cock. He moaned as Eric, kneeling in front of him, took him deep into his throat. He cried out with pleasure as he shot his seed into Eric’s eager mouth. His heart was pounding and it took Johnny a moment to recover. 

As he came to himself, Johnny was actually surprised for a split second to realize Eric was nowhere in sight. He was alone in his efficiency apartment, his jeans stained with ejaculate that had spilled from his cupped hand. He stood, pulling his underwear and jeans up with one hand as he moved toward his bathroom to wash off the lonely 27 
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reminder that not only was Eric not there with him—Eric didn’t even know he was alive. 
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Chapter Four 

The Cavern was a converted brownstone located in Northern New Jersey about twenty minutes outside of New York City. It wasn’t a dive like many of the BDSM clubs in the city—most barely more than converted basements in old buildings—on the contrary, the Cavern was quite lavish. The owners Mark and Jason lived on the third floor. They took great pride in their club, striving for an “elegant yet homey” 

atmosphere, if such a thing were possible when the primary activity in the place was torturing naked men for their mutual sexual thrill. 

Unlike other gay BDSM clubs Eric had been to, this one was all class. No wankers in corners jerking themselves off to woefully bad gay porn videos. No lonely wannabes cruising the edges of the room, begging to be included, desperate for any favor, even the privilege of licking someone’s boot. 

The Cavern was by invitation only, and only open on Friday and Saturday nights. 

Mark and Jason moved in high circles, both being independently wealthy from savvy investments in technology early on in the game. They’d lovingly designed the play spaces in this private club, sparing no detail or expense as they equipped the play dungeons with the latest in whips, restraining devices and toys. 

People basically applied for admission, much like a royal court in days gone by, when the nobility would petition for a chance to gain access to the king. Mark and Jason had fun drawing up their invitations for each weekend from the long waiting list of potential guests they’d amassed in their years in the scene. The receipt of an invitation for a particular weekend was a cause for celebration, and for envy on the part of those not selected. 

A small circle of the gay BDSM elite had open passes to the club. Eric Méndez was one of these, having been friends with Mark since they’d met in high school fifteen years before, as well as a very high-profile “pretty boy” and respected Dom in the scene. He spent several nights a month at the Cavern, occasionally only hanging out in one of the barrooms, but usually taking his latest “pet” into one of the three well-equipped dungeons for some serious S&M play. 

The club was spaced out over two floors. There were two different bars, one with beer and wine, the other with juice and soda. No play was permitted in either location—they were strictly mingling areas for people to visit and get comfortable with one another. 

The dungeon, or playroom, as Mark and Jason preferred to call it, shared none of the restrictions public clubs in the city were forced to adhere to. The limits of “no exchange of bodily fluids” and “no total nudity” were not in force here. Indeed, the only rules were the bywords of the BDSM community—”safe, sane and consensual”. 
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Thus condoms were used and no one was there against their will. Other than that, pretty much anything went. 

Tonight Eric was there with Ginger, though he had wanted to come alone. Ginger had shown up at his apartment in Manhattan just as Eric was leaving for the evening. 

Ginger was wearing his usual black leather outfit, this one a one-piece suit of the softest suede, a long zipper down the front and decorative zippers down each leg from thigh to ankle. The effect of a package waiting to be opened was achieved, though Eric found tonight he didn’t want to undo the ribbons. 

“Darling! Did you forget to call your slave? I’ve been waiting all week to see you! 

Why haven’t you returned my calls?” Eric had sighed but allowed Ginger to embrace him, as they exchanged air kisses. The truth was, he was growing tired of Ginger. It had been fun for a while as Ginger was a handsome man and very submissive, though rather flamboyant. 

He would let Eric do anything to him—nothing was too debasing or humiliating or dangerous for Ginger. In fact, in that regard he had been something of a challenge for Eric. Just how far would Ginger let him go? 

Eric was a responsible Dom however, and recognized even if Ginger appeared to have no limits, for safety’s sake he would have to impose them on his sub. Thus, when he’d had Ginger strapped to a torture rack a few weeks back at the Cavern and others watching had urged him to whip Ginger until he bled, Eric had refused. 

Ginger’s cock was sticking straight out from his pale, naked body. His arms and legs were bound with thick strips of shiny leather and his eyes were also covered, rendering him blind to what awaited him. His body was crisscrossed with red lines, raised welts wrought by Eric’s skilled hand using a single lash whip Ginger loved. 

Ginger was a pain slut, getting his thrill primarily from being bound and beaten until almost senseless. While Eric derived a certain powerful pleasure from using a slave thus, it wasn’t the be-all, end-all for him. He liked to mix sex into the game, and if possible, passion. He liked to take his slave to the edge of desire and then drag him back time and again, mixing the pleasure and the pain until it became one sensation, until his lover was lost, awash in sea of heightened desire that left the slave utterly spent once Eric was done with him. 

He liked Ginger, being amused by his overt “flaming” behavior and his wicked sense of humor. And he was challenged by Ginger’s ability to take whatever he meted out. But the game was growing old, and Eric’s mind and eye had begun to rove. Eric was not known for his longevity in relationships, and no doubt Ginger knew this. 

As they drove silently across the George Washington Bridge, Eric’s mind was far from the redheaded man next to him. Though he hadn’t seen him before, and had only seen him that one night for a moment or two, Eric couldn’t get the image of the golden boy out of his head. 

That’s what he called him in his mind, since he didn’t know his name. The golden boy. It had been last weekend at DeSoto’s. There was the usual throng of hangers-on 30 
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around him as he tried to smoke a cigarette. He liked the attention for the most part, but sometimes it was tedious, especially if he wanted to scope someone out. 

That night his eye had fallen on the man, probably five years or so younger than his own thirty. The man had looked back at him—Eric was certain he had seen him. Their glances had connected and Eric had felt something surge through him. Something very much like desire. He sensed something from the stranger as well, though fear seemed mixed in with lust, confusing Eric. 

When he’d looked to see him again, perhaps to approach him, the golden boy was gone, but his image had remained in Eric’s head. He hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, least of all Ginger. The last thing he needed was a jealous lover, and Ginger had already demonstrated his possessiveness on more than one occasion. Not that Eric felt bound by his sub’s affections—he was the Dom after all, and could do as he liked, but Eric was also diplomatic and didn’t like to needlessly upset people. 

He would discover who the handsome blond stranger was. He wasn’t in a hurry. 

First he needed to let Ginger down gently. Unlike many gay men, he didn’t favor having many sexual liaisons at a time. When he was younger, he’d been more cavalier in that regard, but as he aged, he found it left him feeling lonely in the end, and invariably led to hurt feelings and misunderstandings. Yet by the same token, he rarely stayed with one man more than a few months. He felt like a cad to admit this, but they usually bored him rather quickly. 

All his life he’d had his pick of gay men—though he wasn’t the tallest or the strongest in the room, there was something about Eric. And he knew it. He couldn’t help but know it, as others had done their best to inform him over the years—he had a certain something. A sparkle, a dangerous twist, a silent siren’s call that lured not only gay men but straight women as well—until they got the message he was not available. 

He’d actually capitalized on whatever this essence he seemed to posses was, putting himself through college and graduate school by modeling on the side for men’s fashion magazines. He’d always worked out and his body was lean and hard, the six-pack abs sexy beneath well-developed pecs and shoulders. He had strong, shapely legs and an ass that made men and women alike drool with desire. 

As a psychologist, he derived great satisfaction from his practice, delighting in using his mind instead of his body to earn a living. His good looks had made life easy for him—sometimes too easy, he thought. He was used to getting whatever he wanted when it came to his love life. He had gotten Ginger with barely a thought, and it had been fun, for a while. Now he had the task of letting him down gently, hopefully without histrionics or tears. 

“Penny for your thoughts,” Ginger said softly, placing a hand on Eric’s denim-clad thigh. 

Eric, staring at the road ahead of him said, “Nothing much. Glad it’s the weekend. 

Looking forward to some of that vintage port Jason gave us the last time.” Ginger nodded, saying nothing. He pulled his hand away, turning his body so he faced away 31 
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from Eric. Eric wondered if he got the hint—there was no sex play in the bar. BDSM and alcohol don’t mix well, as lowered inhibitions can be dangerous for either side of the D/s equation. From his body language, it appeared he had. 

Eric hoped to find the right moment tonight to let Ginger know it was over. Once he’d let someone go in his head, he couldn’t carry on the charade. It wouldn’t be fair to 

“play” with Ginger tonight, not when Eric’s heart and mind already lay elsewhere. 

He smiled to himself.  Heart and mind, indeed.   I haven’t even met the guy. He could be a total idiot. He could be straight!  No. Even as these thoughts passed through his mind, Eric had to admit he was reasonably sure the guy was gay, though he also recognized wishful thinking might be at work. If he wasn’t already taken, Eric was going to have him. Of that, he was certain. 

It hadn’t been as hard as he’d expected with Ginger. Perhaps because they were at a public place Ginger behaved with more grace than he might have in private. When Eric had tried to delicately explain the thrill was gone, Ginger had cut him off. 

“Eric, I’m not stupid. I’ve felt you withdrawing for the past week or so. I knew it wouldn’t last forever. Look, I’m not some love-struck teenage girl. Yes, you’re hot and yes, you’re the best Dom I’ve ever been with, bar none. But hey, you’re  Eric Méndez,  for God’s sake! I never would have believed you’d pay me ten seconds worth of attention, much less two months! 

“And between you and me,” he leaned forward, putting on his best between-us-girls voice, “the mileage I’m going to get, shit, that I’ve already gotten, out of being Eric Méndez’ sub—it’ll carry me through ‘til 2010! Before, I was just this too skinny redhead with a penchant for whips and chains. Now I’m in the scene and in the know. Just hanging with you has given me that stature. Now I’m ready to move on and make my own killings!” Ginger tilted back his head and laughed, the trilling cadence down a musical scale that was his trademark. 

Eric winced a little. Despite all the attention and accolades he was used to receiving, it still embarrassed him to have it so starkly stated. It felt strange to think of himself as this sort of commodity—this item whereby others’ esteem and power were raised merely by their association with him. 

Still, he was relieved Ginger was behaving so graciously, and told him so. “Think nothing of it, dear boy,” Ginger said, patting him on the thigh. “But you owe me now.” 

He leaned forward so the few others in the cozy den that served as the bar wouldn’t hear him. “I want a favor from you, since you’re dumping me.” 

“Oh, Ginger, I’m not dumping you, it’s just—” 

“No, no! No protest. Let’s call it what it is. I completely understand, I told you. But my favor is a simple one. I just want to know who he is.” 

“Who who is?” 

“Who you’re dumping me  for, Mr. Méndez. And don’t pretend otherwise, because I know you. I know your eye roves from man to man, never stopping ‘til it alights on the latest delicacy. Who turned your loving gaze from me? Huh? I promise I’m not jealous. 
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I just want to know. You know I know everybody. Maybe I could even introduce you!” 

He laughed again, the unspoken realization Eric Méndez needed no introduction hanging in the air between them. 

“There’s no one. Really.” 

Ginger gazed at Eric, and Eric stared back. Normally he would have stared Ginger down. But as the image of the handsome stranger flitted past his mind’s eye Eric was the first to turn away. “Aha!” Ginger expostulated. “I knew it! Tell me. Now you  have to tell me. I’ll hound you ‘til you do. I’ll pull it out of you. Come on, give!” 

“Oh shut up, you slut,” Eric laughed. What the hell. Why pretend, when Ginger would learn soon enough in their small, insulated community. “Okay, okay. You win. 

But I don’t even know the guy. I don’t know anything about him. He’s probably a dope, an asshole or a celibate priest, for all I know.” 

“What’s his name?” 

“No idea.” 

“What? You don’t know his name?” 

“I told you, I don’t know anything about him. I only saw him once.” 

“Really! Where? Where’d you see him?” 

“At DeSoto’s. The other weekend. You were with me. A tall blond guy. He was out in the courtyard, but just for a second. Something about him caught my eye. I don’t know. Something about him…” 

He trailed off as Ginger’s eyes widened and his mouth fell open. “Him? You’ve spent the last week fantasizing about  him?” 

Eric felt his pulse quicken. “What do you mean? You know him? Who is he?” He was trying to keep the excitement out of his voice but knew he was failing. 

“Well, let me see. Let me see what I can remember.” Ginger sat back against the chaise lounge in which he was reclining. He swirled his port and took a delicate sip before looking at Eric. “Let me cast my mind back… It’s all rather vague…” 

Eric took a breath and forced himself to appear nonchalant, knowing Ginger was now playing him, and having a grand time at it. “Oh yes. He was the newbie. The sniffer—sniffing around the faggots. He was a guest of your lesbian friend Marlon and her little punk sidekick.” 

“His name?” Eric said softly. 

“Let me see.” Ginger tapped the side of his face, peering up at the ceiling. “Johnny something. Williams, no, that isn’t right. Something plain. Something mundane and obvious. What was it? Oh yes, Wilson. Johnny Wilson.” 

As the name sank into Eric’s consciousness, Ginger continued. “Quite clearly out of his element. If he’s gay, he doesn’t know it. That’s what I’d wager, at any rate. You’ll have your work cut out for you, Méndez, with that one. Though I admit, he looks good enough to eat and forget the spoon!” He laughed and held out his glass. “I’ll have another. On you, of course.” 
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Eric obliged, relieved for a reason to get up and move away from Ginger.  Johnny Wilson.  Eric felt like an idiot but couldn’t stop the grin stealing across his face. He not only knew golden boy’s name, he knew exactly where to go to find him! “Two more of the same, Pete,” he said to the bartender, dropping a twenty-dollar bill on the counter. 

* * * * * 

Saturday night at Moe’s brought in the usual crowd. Groups of twos and threes stood clustered around the bar and in front of the three dartboards set along one wall. 

The booths were filled with men and women, but divided along gender lines, women with women, men with men. Most people there seemed to know one another, calling out greetings as someone entered. 

Amanda and Johnny came in at about ten o’clock, just as things were picking up. 

Maureen, nicknamed Moe by her friends, had just put on some dance music and a few of the couples were gyrating on the small dance floor on one side of the room. Marlon was pulling a draft beer for a customer as they entered. 

She grinned and waved as Amanda and Johnny headed toward the bar. Amanda was dressed in a typical outfit—a flowing, wrinkled, batik dress cinched at the waist with a thick yellow leather belt, and heavy black work boots with silver reinforced toes. 

Johnny was also dressed in his usual fashion—faded denim jeans and a white shirt. 

Instead of a belt, he sported a red bandana through the loops of his pants, his one nod to Amanda’s efforts to dress him up. 

Johnny felt nervous, though more relaxed than at DeSoto’s. Moe’s was more like the corner bars in Brooklyn where he was used to spending evenings with other guys, watching a game on TV and talking about women in the abstract and sports in detail. 

Several people called out greetings to Amanda as they passed. 

When they reached the bar, Marlon leaned across it to kiss her girlfriend, and said, 

“Hey, Johnny cakes. You made it! Nice to see ya.” As Johnny smiled and nodded, hoping his nerves didn’t show, Marlon said, “So what’ll it be?” 

“I’ll have a beer, whatever you have on tap is fine,” Johnny said, pulling out his wallet. 

“Put it away, sweetheart. First one’s on me,” Marlon said, as she got Johnny his drink. While she was preparing Amanda’s favorite—a frozen lime margarita—Johnny looked around the room. There were several groups of men, as well as a few who seemed to be alone. They were all in their twenties and thirties, it seemed to him. 

Several of them were good-looking. Were they noticing him? 

Johnny felt so nervous! This must be how teenage boys felt at their first dance with girls! And he’d been so clueless and shutdown he’d never experienced this. He’d known back in high school the other guys were nervous, but he’d never related. 

Precisely because he hadn’t been attracted to girls, he hadn’t gone through the angst and fear his friends had. But he’d been so self-unaware he hadn’t realized the reason for his indifference. 
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Now that he’d finally admitted it, he was nothing  but nerves! Someone was approaching them. Johnny turned abruptly back toward the bar, sloshing his beer on his pants as he did so. 

“Sit down and relax,” Amanda said, gesturing for Johnny to sit on the stool next to hers. 

“He’s coming this way!” Johnny said urgently through the side of his mouth to Amanda, who was taking her first sip of frozen tequila and lime. 

“Who?” she answered, not turning, instead focused on her drink. 

“I don’t know! But he’s coming!” Johnny’s voice approached panic and Amanda laughed, turning to see who had agitated her friend. 

“Jesus, lighten up, J! It’s not like he’s gonna butt-fuck you on the bar here! It’s only George St. Lawrence. Works for the post office. I know him. He won’t bite, I swear.” 

George was next to them then, and Amanda said, “Hey, George. This is my pal, Johnny. Johnny Wilson. George St. Lawrence.” 

They shook hands and Johnny again silently marveled at the masculine shake. He realized he was holding all sorts of stupid stereotypes in his head about homosexuals that he’d better get over in a hurry! “Hi,” he said softly. 

George was about his height of six feet, with sandy hair thinning at the top. He had a pleasant, if not especially memorable, face. He seemed to be checking Johnny over as well, tilting his head slightly as he gave him the once over. “Very pleased to meet you,” 

George said, holding Johnny’s hand in his grip just a second too long as he attempted to gaze meaningfully into Johnny’s eyes. “Mind if I join you?” 

Without waiting for Johnny to respond, George sat down on the tall red stool beside him. He put his elbows on the bar so his arm grazed Johnny’s. Johnny’s impulse was to pull away, but he didn’t. He realized his heart was beating just a trifle too quickly. Was this going to be his first lover? Johnny knew gay men moved fast, not bothering with the niceties of courting. 

Wait a minute, did he really know this, or was this more stereotyping? He didn’t know a thing, he realized! He was an innocent, and he would have to be careful. Thank God, Amanda was right next to him. She wouldn’t let him do anything stupid. Would she? 

George began to talk, asking Johnny about what he did for a living and telling him about his work at the post office. The talk was innocuous, if a little boring, and Johnny felt himself relax. Hell, this wasn’t much different from talking with a woman at a bar. 

In fact, it was easier in a way, because he didn’t have that underlying dread she’d want him to pick her up and he’d fail at it yet again. 

At least he was being honest with himself for the first time in his life! That made him smile, and George mistook the smile as being aimed at himself. He smiled back, revealing large yellow teeth. “You have the greatest dimples, did anyone ever tell you that?” George shook his head in a self-deprecating gesture and amended, “Of  course someone’s told you that! Who am I kidding?” 
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Johnny realized the man might be as nervous as he was! Just because he was new to all this didn’t mean it got any easier, he supposed. The guy wasn’t especially good-looking and didn’t seem very confident. Johnny found himself relaxing further as he realized George was just another lonely guy. This time his smile was for George, who flushed a little and moved closer. 

Amanda leaned over suddenly, her mouth at Johnny’s ear. “You’re doing  great, J!” 

she encouraged. “I’m going over to see Jane and Frankie, okay? I’ll be over there if you need me.” And she was off, leaving Johnny all alone with his new “friend”. Taking a breath, he turned back toward George whose eyes were shining eagerly at him. 

* * * * * 

What was the expression—time seems to stop? Obviously time doesn’t stop, but there are moments when the world seems to freeze, when the usual hubbub of daily life is suddenly stilled and all the senses are focused on one perfect moment. 

How was it Johnny chose that precise moment to turn toward the door, spinning his stool slowly toward George but then for some reason going past him so his body was facing outward toward the entrance? 

How was it Eric chose that precise moment to enter, his face turned toward the bar where he knew Marlon Cohen would be working on a Saturday night? 

He hadn’t planned to come out at all tonight. Last night at the Cavern had been draining. Even though Ginger had handled things with reasonable grace, Eric always found such moments trying. Then had come the discovery of the name of his fantasy man—Johnny Wilson—and the realization all he had to do was go to Moe’s and ask Marlon where he could find him. 

He didn’t know Marlon well, but he knew her well enough, and even if she wouldn’t tell him where to find her friend, she could at least let him know Eric was interested. Eric was used to getting what he wanted and, at first, it honestly didn’t occur to him this Johnny guy might reject him once they connected. Even if he considered himself straight, he  had been at a gay club, and Eric had “corrupted” more than a few so-called straight guys in his time. 

The D/s aspect of things was another story. Eric had no idea if Johnny had any interests along those lines, but there was time. Plenty of time. 

Eric had planned to stay home Saturday night. He had already rented an old favorite movie and planned to spend a quiet evening alone, savoring his newfound knowledge. He realized he was purposefully holding himself back, hesitating to take the next step to find the golden boy. He wasn’t sure if it was desire to cherish his discovery a little longer before making fantasy reality or if something more insidious was at work—fear. 

Eric Méndez, supremely confident and always ready to take what he wanted, to his own surprise found he was secretly afraid Johnny Wilson would have nothing to do with him. Why had he run away after they’d exchanged one heated glance? At least 36 
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now, by not actively seeking him out, Eric could hold onto his fantasy a little longer. He could remain a sweet secret nestled in his heart, instead of a potential source of pain and rejection. 

 Stop it!  Eric admonished himself.  I sound like Ginger, for God’s sake. I’m raising histrionics to a fine art, even if I’m only doing it in my head! Fuck this, I’m going to get this over with.  Resolutely he showered. Critically he examined his firm, flat belly in his full-length mirror as he toweled himself dry. Turning, he peered at the profile of his ass, nicely rounded above strong thighs.  I’ll do,    he thought, unaware his real attraction lay in his eyes, in his expression, in that secret spark of raw sensuality that emanated from him like a fine, rare perfume. 

He pulled on linen pants of pearl gray and a darker gray silk button-down shirt, which he rolled halfway up his forearms. Carefully he put a small diamond stud in his right ear lobe, his only jewelry except for a narrow silver watchband. He hailed a cab, not wanting to hassle with parking in the city on a Saturday night. 

When he entered the club he turned toward the bar, seeking out the tall, large woman named Marlon who would hopefully start him on the path to discovering the golden boy. 

That’s when time stopped. 

When the world tilted and froze, catching both Eric and Johnny in the silence that fell between them. After a split second, as time was resuming, each of them whispered to no one, “Oh my God, it’s him.” 
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Chapter Five 

Poor George. He didn’t have a chance after that. To his credit, he seemed to know it, fading away as Eric approached the bar. Johnny felt his stomach tighten, adrenaline screaming through his veins like a live thing. 

 Get a grip, get a grip. The words kept zipping through his head. Slowly he turned back toward the bar, certain his face was bright red as he crossed his legs, trying to hide the sudden erection the sight of Eric Méndez had caused. 

His dreams and fantasies the past week had been centered around this man. His dark, straight hair falling across his face, obscuring one eye, the other wide, dark and brown, fixed on him! Now here he was in the flesh. 

He heard the man approaching, felt him slide onto the stool next to his, smelled his scent, something light and indefinable, something intensely alluring. Against his will he turned toward the man, drawn to him. He didn’t dare speak, certain his voice would crack or croak. 

“Evening, Marlon,” Eric said easily, his voice smooth and low. “I’ll have a glass of Cabernet when you get a chance.” 

Johnny swallowed, realizing he hadn’t taken a breath since the man had sat down. 

He took in air through his nostrils as he stared at the gorgeous Latino. Eric now turned slowly toward him, his eyes locking on Johnny’s, just like that first fateful night. His mouth curved upward in a warm smile as he said, “Hi there. You look familiar. The name’s Méndez. Eric Méndez.” 

He extended his hand and Johnny took it, praying his own hand didn’t betray him with a tremor. “Wilson,” he answered in kind. “Johnny Wilson.” And then, inanely, he added, “At your service.”  God, why did I say that! I sound like some nineteenth-century nerd!  

But Eric seemed charmed by this remark. Raising his eyebrows slightly he answered, “Indeed? I like that in a man. At my  service,  that  does  have  potential, Johnny. Yes, indeed.” 

Johnny blushed, suddenly understanding the implication of his words. Of course! 

The guy was into BDSM, though probably he didn’t know Johnny knew this! Eric’s smiled widened at Johnny’s blush and he wished he could sink into the floor below the bar, or slip on a magic ring and disappear. 

“Here you go, Eric. What brings to you to our humble little place, eh? Slumming?” 

Marlon set a paper napkin down and placed a glass of red wine upon it in front of Eric. 

She glanced at Johnny, her expression sardonic, even amused. But instead of betraying him, perhaps aware he must dying a thousand deaths at the moment, she simply said, 

“Hey, Johnny, can I get you another beer?” 
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Johnny nodded, grateful for the distraction as they both watched her draw his drink. As Marlon set down the fresh beer and removed the empty glass Eric continued their conversation, his voice a pleasing register with the barest hint of an accent. “So, this is a corny line, but do you come here often? I don’t get by Moe’s much anymore, but this is a good place to come to unwind without anyone hassling you.” 

“Oh! Um. Yes, I mean no. No, this is my first time here. I was at the DeSoto’s the other weekend, with my friends. Maybe that’s where you saw me, I don’t know. I, um, I don’t get out much, you see.”  Oh Jesus, could I sound any lamer?  Mentally Johnny slapped himself in the head. 

Eric just smiled. Lightly he touched Johnny’s thigh with two long-tapered fingers. 

“Relax, Johnny. It’s okay. I’m guessing you’re pretty new to all this? And more than a little overwhelmed? Well, all I can say is, don’t be. What say we move over to a booth? 

A little more private. We can fill each other in on where we’ve been all each other’s lives.” He laughed lightly, his eyes gentle as he surveyed the obviously nervous younger man. 

Johnny bit his lip, looking around the room toward the booth where Amanda sat with her girlfriends, completely unaware Johnny was faced with the object of his desires there in the flesh, right at Moe’s Bar! From where he sat, all he could see was the back of her head. 

“There’s one over there,” Eric pointed across the room, no doubt assuming Johnny had been scanning the room for an empty booth. 

Why not? He didn’t need Amanda to hold his hand. Eric Méndez wasn’t going to bite him, for God’s sake. And he seemed like a truly nice guy. Johnny realized he’d expected someone stuck-up and aloof. Someone self-absorbed and aware of his own appeal to others. How could he not be? Yet this man seemed self-effacing, pleasant and down-to-earth. Yes he was still sexy as hell, but not in a threatening way. 

Johnny stood up and said, “Works for me.” 

They took their drinks and sat down in a little booth for two nestled in the far corner of the room. Johnny felt a moment’s  pang  of  guilt  as  he  passed  George,  who raised his glass toward the handsome couple and then looked away, his face blank. 

Once they were comfortably seated on opposite sides of the table, Eric said, “So what brings you to Moe’s?” 

“Oh. Well.” Johnny felt his tongue tie, like it was literally in knots. This was ridiculous! He never got this way around women, no matter how gorgeous. What was his problem? He took a drink of his beer and started to speak, hoping the words would tumble from his lips, though he didn’t yet know what they would be. 

“Johnny. Please. I don’t exactly know why you’re so nervous, but please relax.” 

Johnny laughed, a sharp little bark and then sighed. “God, is it obvious as all that? 

I’m sorry. It’s just, I wasn’t expecting you, not here, not tonight!” 

“Expecting me? Were you expecting me at some other time, then?” 
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Johnny looked at the handsome man across from him. Did he level with him? He’d learned from his experience with women, admittedly his limited experience, it was usually dangerous to level with someone one was attracted to. Invariably someone ended up hurt. He knew he didn’t want it to be him. 

On the other hand, what did he have to lose? So far he was making a total ass of himself. Maybe in this case, honesty  was the best policy. It couldn’t be any worse than the stuttering, stumbling first impression he’d made. Eric was probably already so disgusted he had invited Johnny to a booth out of pity. 

“Fuck,” Johnny said softly, before he realized the word had been waiting on his tongue. 

“I’m sorry? Did you say fuck?” Eric looked quizzically at him. 

“Man, I’m the one who’s sorry! I’ve fucked this up from the minute you walked in the door. It’s just, well, I didn’t expect to see you, is all! After that first night, well, if you want to know, I’ve thought of little else but you! And now, here you are! I could reach out and touch you! That is, if I wasn’t afraid you’d see my damn hand shaking!” Johnny laughed, his expression rueful. 

Eric smiled back, his white teeth beautifully straight against his smooth olive skin and red lips. “Johnny, I have to tell you, I haven’t a clue what you’re going on about, but I  can see you are very nervous and definitely agitated about something. If it puts you more at ease, I came here to find  you. I wasn’t expecting to see my golden boy yet, either! I was going to put out the feelers and try to learn more about you before I actually made contact.” 

Now it was Johnny’s turn to stare. “Your…what?” 

Eric flushed a little and then laughed. “See, I’m as nervous as you! I just know how to hide it better. When I came up to the bar and said you looked familiar? That was bullshit! I knew  exactly where I’d seen you. It was last Saturday at DeSoto’s, in the courtyard. Suddenly you were there, this tall, golden Adonis in black jeans, and when I looked again, you were gone!” 

“But you were with that guy. That Ginger somebody. He said you were his  master! 

The flaming redhead—” Johnny bit back his own words, aware he could be offending Eric with his crude remark. 

But Eric only laughed, throwing back his head. “He said that, did he? And yes, he  is flaming, and he’d be the first one to admit it, and he’d thank you for the compliment! 

But we are no longer an item, as they say. Not that we ever really were. He liked to play that up for his pals, I suppose. I used to play with him from time to time. He’s a pain slut and I get off on sexual domination. There was certainly no  love involved, at least not on my side.” 

Johnny absorbed this a moment, the words  sexual domination reverberating in his head. Softly he asked, “Golden boy?” 
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Eric grinned and put his hand over Johnny’s. Johnny felt an electric current pass through the other man’s fingertips. He resisted an impulse to grab the hand and kiss it, instead just keeping very still. 

Eric said, “That’s what I called you in my head. I didn’t know who you were. It was Ginger, in fact, who gave me your name. He said you’d come with Marlon and her girl, and I put two and two together, thinking maybe I’d find you here, or ask Marlon if she’d let you know I’d been asking after you.” 

Eric took his hand away to drink from his wine glass. “There,” he said. “Now you know it all. You were thinking of me since that night, and I was thinking of you. And now here we are.” 

“Yes,” Johnny echoed inanely. “Here we are.” 

“Now the question is, what are we going to do about it?” 

* * * * * 

Eric’s lower Manhattan apartment was small but elegant, far more elegant than Johnny’s efficiency in Brooklyn. Johnny sat on the edge of a black leather chair, looking around the room at the tasteful prints on the walls. He didn’t know much about art, but he liked what he saw. Eric Méndez, as he’d imagined he would be, was all class. 

There was a bookshelf filled with interesting titles, both fiction and nonfiction, but Johnny felt too nervous to get up and have a look at them—something he would have done in more normal circumstances. 

Normal circumstances! Here he was at a strange man’s apartment! They’d left Moe’s together after about twenty more minutes of small talk. When Eric had said, 

“Shall we head over to my place?” it hadn’t even occurred to Johnny to refuse. It was understood somehow, that they would end up there. It was inevitable, it was fated. 

“Let me just say goodbye to Amanda. I came with her, I don’t want her to worry.” 

“Sure,” said Eric. “I’ll just go settle up at the bar.” They took a cab to Eric’s apartment building, neither one speaking as they rode along the city streets. As they’d climbed the three flights of stairs Johnny kept asking himself what he was doing there, but inside he knew. This was the beginning of something. The beginning of his life really. 

Eric came in with two vodka glasses filled with a ruby-colored wine. “This is Port. 

My favorite for sipping. Do you like it?” 

“I don’t know,” Johnny said. “Never had it. I usually drink beer.” 

“Well, it’s nice as a kind of relaxer. This is an especially nice vintage I found recently at a little store down on Broadway. It’s full-bodied with tones of fruit and a little tannin. The finish is extremely long.” Eric swirled the liquid in his glass and took a sip. Eric sat down, watching as Johnny tasted the drink. 

“So what do you think?” Eric was leaning forward, his expression eager. 

“It’s delicious. Sweeter than I was expecting,” Johnny answered. 
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“It’s a dessert wine, really. Very concentrated. Just for sipping, not getting buzzed.” 

Johnny took another sip. It really was delicious. He smiled at Eric and sat back in his chair. 

They were silent for a while, enjoying the fine port. It was late and Johnny had already had several drinks, but he felt so alive! And in this great apartment with this laid-back, easygoing man, Johnny found himself relaxing. Eric had put on music, something soothing with keyboard and strings. The silence between them wasn’t awkward, but more companionable. 

After a while Eric said, “So tell me, when did you first figure out you were gay?” 

Johnny coughed a little into his port and said, “Excuse me?” 

Eric laughed. “Hey, it’s what I do. I’m a psychologist—I have a sense about these things. It’s pretty clear, even if I wasn’t trained to pick up signals, you’re struggling with something new, and that something is your sexual orientation. Am I right?” 

Johnny looked away, but then back at Eric. Slowly he nodded. “You are right. 

I’m…I’m gay.” 

“That’s still a hard thing for you to say, to admit aloud.” Eric’s voice was gentle. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is. I’ve been thinking it for a while now, though. First it totally freaked me out, you know? The Wilsons are  not homos.” He grinned apologetically. 

“You mean the Wilsons don’t  admit they’re homos,” Eric laughed. 

“Yeah. Not an option. Nothing touchy-feely is an option, unless you’re female. Even then, watch out if you’re too emotional. We Wilsons suck it up and take it like men.” 

Eric nodded slowly. “Nothing wrong with taking it. In the right circumstances.” He turned his piercing gaze on Johnny and Johnny felt himself flushing, though he wasn’t exactly sure what Eric was getting at. 

“Let’s move over here to the couch, how ‘bout?” Eric said, as he stood up from his chair. Johnny stood as well and together they sat down, Eric leaning back, Johnny again perched on the edge of a cushion, as if he would bolt at a second’s notice. 

“So tell me about it, Johnny. How did a hot, sexy man like you get all the way into his twenties without knowing you were gay?” 

Johnny looked down into his wine and answered slowly. “I guess I did know it.” 

Eric stayed quiet and Johnny went on. “I mean, I knew something was wrong. 

Something was different. I’ve never been able to connect. Yes, that’s the word, to connect with women. I can appreciate their beauty, the beauty of a female form, and I didn’t even mind the sex, per se.” He smiled a little, thinking this must sound strange, though maybe not to Eric. “It was just, I don’t know, it didn’t thrill me. It didn’t make my heart pound or my blood heat. I had to imagine stuff. You know, try to get myself hard so I could have sex with them. It was almost like a chore. I always ended up feeling cheated and feeling like a failure.” 
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He looked imploringly at Eric for acceptance, for understanding. “It sounds hard,” 

Eric said. “To go through your life like that, thinking you were broken.” 

“Broken! Yes! That’s exactly the word I’ve used in my head. And now to find out maybe I’m  not broken. Not fucked up! I was just looking in the wrong place! Because when I saw you…” he paused and bit his lip, feeling suddenly shy. “Well, I’ve seen good-looking guys before, of course. And I’ll even admit they’ve made me hot, made me hard. But I was always able to chalk it up to envy. I would say to myself, ‘Man, if I only looked like him, then I’d feel sexy and all the babes would want me and I’d want them.’ But I was fooling myself. I know that now.” 

“You sure were, Johnny. Because you are so hot I need an ice bath ‘bout now!” Eric laughed, and Johnny laughed too, pleased. He leaned back, putting his legs out, uncoiling at last. 

“Well, thanks. But, Eric, when I saw you, something clicked inside of me. Like this switch went on and I was suddenly aware. I know that sounds so weird! To go twenty-four years without even knowing who I was! Have you ever heard of a such a thing! I never thought of myself as stupid but, Jesus, how dumb can you get?” 

“It’s not stupid at all. You’d be amazed how many people go through their  whole lives never connecting with who they really are. Never exploiting their own potential in so many ways. Really, Johnny, I wouldn’t spend another second beating myself up about this. What’s really exciting, what you should focus on, is the fact that now you’ve come alive! You’re awake and aware. You’re ready to begin your new life.” 

“That’s just what I was thinking earlier! It’s like you’re tapped into my head somehow. I like it, but it makes me a little nervous too.” Johnny grinned. 

“Oh don’t be nervous. If I’m tapped into you, it’s only because you are tapped into me too. There’s something between us. We both felt it from the moment we saw each other. I have to tell you, Johnny. For me it isn’t usually like this. I ‘play the field’, if you will. I select the one I want, I go after him and I get him. I use him ‘til I tire of him and then it’s over. I know that sounds cold, but you’ll find in the gay scene things are often like that. Men even expect it of one another. 

“Which isn’t to say there isn’t romance and true love too. Sure there is. But it’s not such a focus for most guys. We’re more into the sex, I guess.” 

Eric smiled and Johnny laughed. “That’s no different from straight men, trust me! 

We…” he paused, and amended, “I mean,  they, just have to do the lovey-dovey stuff to get the girl! It’s the women who want all the flowers and candy crap.” 

Eric laughed too. “Well, I don’t know. A little romance is very sexy too, in the right circumstance. I’m just saying I haven’t found the right guy. At least, I hadn’t until now.” 

He said the last words softly, almost tentatively, as if afraid Johnny might rebuff him. Johnny didn’t reply, feeling his mouth suddenly go dry. Eric held out his hand and Johnny handed him his vodka glass. Eric set both glasses on the low, black coffee table in front of them. 
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Without speaking, they moved closer to one another on the couch, so their thighs were touching. Slowly Eric reached up and stroked Johnny’s cheek. Johnny felt dizzy and frightened, but also very aroused. He felt his cock stiffen in his pants and he swallowed, letting his eyes close as Eric continued to stroke his cheek, his other hand resting lightly on Johnny’s thigh. 

“May I kiss you?” he said softly. Johnny still didn’t open his eyes, but nodded slowly. He shivered as Eric’s lips gently touched his own. He felt like a statue, unable to respond or resist. Eric kissed Johnny’s closed mouth, keeping his own lips closed as well. After a moment he moved over Johnny’s cheek to his neck. Lightly he kissed the skin, allowing the tip of his tongue to graze the flesh. Johnny remained still as stone, eyes closed. 

Eric’s hand was sliding slowly up his thigh and Johnny felt his cock straining toward that hand. When it touched the zipper of his jeans, the warmth and light pressure of Eric’s hand on his crotch wrenched a small moan from Johnny’s lips. His heart was pounding in his chest and his lips parted of their own accord as he tried to accommodate his suddenly rapid breathing. 

The pressure on his cock subtly increased as Eric’s lips again found Johnny’s. This time Johnny allowed the gentle invasion of Eric’s tongue. Unlike the urgent thrusting he was used to, Eric’s kiss was slow, teasing. As Johnny sat with his head resting against the back of the black leather sofa, his hair gleaming golden in the soft lamplight, the dark-haired man used the tip of his tongue to make Johnny tremble. 

Inserting it between Johnny’s top lip and his teeth, he slid it along Johnny’s gums in such a way Johnny felt completely captive to a delicious new sensation. He couldn’t have moved if he’d wanted to. He didn’t want to. He wanted to stay perfectly still so Eric would never stop this peculiar perfect kiss. 

Eric did stop, but only to further stoke Johnny’s lust. His tongue glided farther into Johnny’s mouth, tongue meeting tongue. Johnny suddenly came alive, kissing and suckling against Eric’s mouth, responding finally as a lover. 

Eric took Johnny in his arms, pulling him forward so Johnny’s cheek was against Eric’s chest as he cradled him in a strong embrace. Johnny felt like his cock was going to explode. It was bent painfully against his jeans, the tip soaking his underwear with desire. As if reading his mind, Eric reached down and unzipped the pants, slipping skillful fingers into the opening of Johnny’s cotton briefs. 

“I got the prize,” he whispered in a teasing lilt as his hand grasped Johnny’s thick, erect shaft. Johnny moaned as the other man ran his fingers lightly up and down his cock, and then squeezed, applying the perfect pressure until Johnny’s moan became a cry. The pleasure mounting within his body became almost unbearable. It was like some perfect white light too bright to look at, and yet one couldn’t resist facing it, risking blindness just to feel its beauty and its warmth. Within a minute or so the younger man shot his sticky seed in several strong spurts as he shuddered and arched, his voice echoing his passion. 
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After a moment he came to himself somewhat and tried to sit up, looking down at his lap. “Oh, Jesus,” he whispered, humiliation overtaking pleasure as he realized what he’d done. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to—shit, I wasn’t ready to—I mean, I’ve made a mess here, I’m not usually so premature, it’s just—” 

Eric smothered Johnny’s protests with another kiss. Between kisses he murmured, 

“Shh, hush…hush, Johnny. It doesn’t matter. It’s sweet. It’s lovely. It’s a testament of your passion for me and of your willingness to let go with me. Don’t apologize for being a virile, sexy man. Just enjoy it. Lie back and close your eyes, I’ll take care of you.” 

Johnny leaned back again, his heart still thudding in his chest, endorphins whizzing through his blood making him feel strong and glorious. He realized he’d never experienced such pleasure with a woman, and certainly not at his own hand. The intensity of the orgasm had taken him completely by surprise. 

Now he felt something warm and wet against his cock and realized Eric was taking it into his mouth. It was only half erect and still sticky with come. Johnny instinctively started to pull away, at once thrilled and horrified. Another man’s mouth on his cock, licking his seed. Then Eric slid his tongue, his warm, strong tongue, smoothly down to Johnny’s balls and he forgot to be horrified. 

“Oh,” he moaned softly as Eric’s sweet tongue moved skillfully over and under his ball sac before licking its way back up his now fully erect penis. He took it into his mouth, moving down until the entire shaft was buried, the tip grazing the soft sweetmeat of Eric’s throat. Johnny felt Eric’s fingers curling around his balls, cupping them, applying a slight pressure as he massaged the cock with lips and tongue. 

He didn’t stop until Johnny ejaculated again, this time deep in Eric’s throat. 

Instinctively Johnny grabbed Eric’s head as he shot his load, holding the man still to receive his offering. Eric allowed this, waiting until Johnny’s shuddering had eased before gently pulling away from the spent man. 

Johnny’s head had fallen back, his eyes closed, his lips parted, his cheeks flushed. 

With an almost maternal gesture Eric tucked Johnny’s flagging cock back into his pants. 

Sitting next to Johnny, who sat with eyes closed, his chest heaving, Eric said, “That was my gift to you. But from now on you’ll have to earn it.” 
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Chapter Six 

Johnny rarely missed a day of work. It was just something he didn’t do. He wasn’t married, he didn’t have children and frankly, it was a matter of personal pride to know he could always be counted on, even if he secretly would rather be doing something else. 

So when he called in sick to the garage Monday morning his brother Hank registered his surprise. “Hey, the perfect attendance employee can’t make it? You don’t sound so sick, bro. What is it, lovesick? Finally meet the girl of your dreams? Well, it’s about time, eh?” Hank laughed as if he’d said something extremely witty. 

Johnny answered automatically. “Don’t I wish. No, I think it’s a tummy bug. I didn’t sleep all night. I’m just wiped out. I’m sure I’ll be fine tomorrow.” 

“Well, I’ll let dad know. Hopefully he won’t dock your pay.” 

“Yeah, very funny. Bye, Hank.” 

He clicked his cell phone closed and set it on Eric’s nightstand. He hadn’t left Eric’s apartment since Saturday night. Eric, leaning up on one elbow, grinned and said, 

“Didn’t sleep all night, huh? Now why is that, young man?” 

Johnny laughed and made a mock swipe at his lover. “We have to get out, right? 

We’re going to run out of food! People are going to think I was kidnapped.” But instead of making a move to get up, he rolled over again, snuggling spoon-style against Eric. 

Johnny had never felt so wonderful in his life. The tight little knot of fear and secret self-loathing had simply come unraveled, dissolving into this strange newfound joy in his life. Eric ruffled Johnny’s hair and agreed. “Yes, we do need to get out. I have a few patients I have to see this afternoon, and you really should go home and make sure you still have an apartment! There are a few things I want you to pick up, as well. You remember our discussion, of course.” 

Their discussion. Johnny felt a little thread of fear tug through his guts. It was a delicious sort of fear, though. He was intrigued and excited by what Eric had talked with him about. He had been willing to try it right away, right when Eric was talking, but Eric had refused. 

“You need to slow down, my wild stallion. You’re just getting used to the idea of your sexual orientation. You haven’t even had that sweet little asshole deflowered yet!” 

As Johnny blushed Eric said, “See? You can’t even talk about it, much less do it yet! So you  certainly aren’t ready for anything else!” 

The last delicious day and a half had been spent first with Johnny passively allowing Eric to kiss and caress his entire body, leaving a trail of fire with his mouth and hands, giving him orgasm after orgasm while asking nothing in return. 
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Finally Johnny had been sated, and had found the courage to ask if he could reciprocate. Tentatively at first he had made love to Eric’s body, limiting himself at Eric’s direction to only kissing and massaging his upper body and legs. The cock and ass were strictly off-limits. 

This had the desired effect of making Johnny want what he could not have. Had Eric pressed him too soon to suck his cock or touch his ass Johnny might have bolted. 

Instead, the forced withholding made Johnny eventually crazed with lust and desire. 

When he’d finally said, “Please, Eric. Come on, man, give it to me! I want to taste your cock. Please, I’m  begging you…”only then did Eric allow him this privilege. 

“Oh I like it when you beg,” he had crooned softly, finally allowing Johnny to explore his cock. Though Eric was not a tall man, measuring only five feet nine inches to Johnny’s six feet, he was strong and well-developed, his cock being no exception. It was thick and richly veined, hard as steel when Johnny’s tongue finally dared to take its virgin lick. 

Eric lay on his back, his arms tucked under his head, his eyes closed, his body relaxed. Johnny felt his own cock rising in response to the sight of Eric’s gorgeous body—the broad, smooth chest and strong, flat belly below which sprang his erect cock like a little god waiting to be worshipped. Kneeling over one of Eric’s strong thighs, Johnny leaned forward, dizzy with nerves and desire. 

A part of him couldn’t believe he was going to do this! In his circles, when a guy wanted to put down another guy, to aggressively assert his superiority, he would say something like, “Blow me, asshole.” To take another man’s penis into one’s mouth would be the ultimate degradation. He’d even felt vaguely ashamed when his girlfriends had wanted to do it, as if he were denigrating them. Of course, that didn’t stop him from allowing it, as his own selfish pleasure usually outweighed such philosophical concerns. 

Yet, despite a lifetime of misguided aversion, he now found himself poised over this erect cock, ready to give to Eric what he’d so lovingly lavished on Johnny in the hours before. He found his mouth was actually watering at the prospect as he leaned over, carefully holding the base of his lover’s cock. Tentatively he licked the dark pink head. It tasted of salt and musk, and Johnny wanted more. 

As he eased his mouth down over the shaft, he had to resist an initial impulse to gag. He wasn’t used to something so large and thick in his mouth—an invading presence. He pulled back, and then felt Eric’s hand lightly on the back of his head, not forcing him, but encouraging him to continue, to try again. 

This time Johnny was able to relax enough to override the gag reflex. As Eric moaned, arching upward a little, Johnny was thrilled with the power of giving someone else such pleasure. He began to take less care, caressing and sucking Eric’s cock with more abandon, which in turn seemed to arouse Eric all the more. 

Johnny found he liked the spongy feel of the head, the smooth, taut skin over the rock-hard sheath, and the sweet, delicate heft of the balls, like little eggs nestled in their 47 
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soft, furry sac. He felt at once tender and full of wild lust as he licked and kissed the shaft to erection over and over again. 

He hadn’t yet found the courage to take the liquid offering when he made his lover come, instead pulling away and hiding his face each time, making Eric laugh. He was a patient lover and assured Johnny that too would come, when the time was right. 

“You’ll learn not only to swallow my come, my sweet boy, but to love it. To crave it—to beg for it. I will teach you the honor of taking your master’s seed.” 

Master! That was when they’d begun the first of many discussions about D/s—

dominance and submission. What it entailed, who was suited for it, who was not, how homosexuality fit into the mix and Eric’s personal experience in the scene. Carefully he’d teased out Johnny’s reactions, giving him only as much information as he felt Johnny was ready for at that moment. Again the result was to create intrigue and a desire for more—where pushing too fast would have shut Johnny down. 

Now he said, “We’ll take it slow, baby. Trust me on this. I know what I’m doing. 

I’ve trained many a sub, most with far less potential than you. I’ll train you to serve me so perfectly you’ll never want to go back to your dull little vanilla lifestyle, I can promise you that. 

“But we’ll do it at my pace, using my methods, in my time frame. The very first thing you’ll need to learn is patience. It’s a virtue not many people have, even those who profess themselves to be submissive. In fact, there are very few true subs. It’s something you’re born being, I think. Kind of like being gay or left-handed.” He grinned and winked at Johnny. 

“From our conversations, I gather you have never had any particularly strong submissive or masochistic fantasies. That leads me to believe you aren’t necessarily hardwired that way. Which doesn’t mean you aren’t teachable. Or inclined, with a little prodding and a lot of loving discipline, to become my sexual slave.” 

Johnny shivered a little as he said this. The fact was, though it hadn’t been on the surface of his fantasies, he did have secret dreams about whips and chains. Dreams that only slipped into his consciousness when he was masturbating, and close enough to orgasm so his inhibitions were lowered sufficiently to let such taboo fantasies slip by. 

“I do, you know,” he whispered suddenly. Throughout their conversations over the weekend he hadn’t yet admitted it, but now he said, “I have had those fantasies.” 

Eric raised his eyebrows a little and smiled a half smile. He didn’t ask for more details, but simply waited. 

Johnny went on. “I dream about it sometimes when I’m, uh, touching myself. I have this recurring fantasy—” He stopped. He felt shy but determined. He wanted to say it out loud. Intellectually he knew how silly it was for him to feel shy with Eric. They had just spent the past thirty hours together, much of it naked and in each other’s arms. 

Yet the power of this fantasy still had a strong hold on Johnny. It was a secret he’d kept, almost even from himself, for all his sexual life. Now he tried to find the words, 48 
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halting at first, but gathering courage from Eric’s gentle smile of encouragement. He knew Eric wouldn’t judge him, and suddenly he was eager to share it. 

They were both sitting up in bed, Johnny still leaning against the headboard, his chest bare, his lower half covered in Eric’s fine, dark blue Egyptian cotton sheets. Eric was sitting on the side of the bed, completely naked and completely at ease in his nudity. His long, slender fingers rested lightly on his thighs, the half moon of each nail perfectly manicured. As Johnny glanced down at his lover’s aristocratic hands, he slipped his own beneath the sheets, self-conscious about his work-roughened hands, the nails ragged and bitten from nervous habit. 

Eric tilted his head slightly, his black hair falling over one eye as he watched Johnny, waiting for him to speak. He was perfectly still, as if watching a wild animal, willing it to trust him. 

Johnny, still looking at Eric’s hands, said, “Sometimes, when I’m lying in bed alone at night, and I’m, uh, pleasuring myself and I’m hard and ready, just about ready to come, this image will flash through my head. When I’m that hot I forget to think of it as something dirty.” 

He looked up at Eric’s face and amended. “I mean, I used to think of it as dirty. 

Back when I was busy denying everything that turns me on!” He laughed without mirth. “Now I don’t know what I think.” As Eric tilted his head a little more, Johnny flushed and admitted, “I know. That’s a lie. I do know what I think. I think  this is amazing.” He waved an arm around the room, encompassing the whole experience of the last two days in his gesture. “Fabulous. Incredible!” He paused and then said in a more subdued voice, “I want to be more honest, you know? I want to be honest with you and with myself, maybe for the first time.” 

“The fantasy…” Eric gently coaxed. 

“Yes. Yes, the fantasy, the image.” He lowered his voice, looking away, as if seeing it in his mind’s eye at that moment. “I see myself bound. Bound in rope and sometimes chains. I’m naked. I can’t see my face, but I know it’s me. And there’s someone behind me. A man. I just see his arms. Strong arms and powerful hands. He’s always got a whip. A big bullwhip, and he snaps it around my body from behind.” 

He paused and Eric waited before finally saying, “And then?” 

“Well, that’s it really. I know that’s not much of a fantasy, huh?” Johnny looked embarrassed. “Shit, I can’t even fantasize properly!” 

“Not at all! That’s not what I meant. I was just wondering how full-blown these fantasies of yours were. This sounds like more of a feeling, a freeze-frame almost of an idea.” 

“Yeah, I guess. I guess that’s it. I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it was always enough to send me over the edge.” 

“And interesting, isn’t it, that this image of yours involved another man? Even when you were still telling yourself you were straight? How did you reconcile that in your mind?” 
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“Well, I didn’t. I just ignored it. Like you said, it’s amazing what you can deny, I guess. I never thought about it afterwards, either. It was just this weird little thing that helped me jerk off faster. I didn’t really appreciate its significance, if there even is any.” 

“Oh no question of that. I think it’s very significant. What gave you the push to climax? You, bound and helpless. Not only bound and helpless, but at the mercy of another   man. Think of the implications, my love. Think of what this little seed of an image, this flash of a fantasy, could become. With the proper introduction—with the proper training.” He smiled now, the curve of his lip suddenly cruel. Johnny drew his legs up so his body was hidden in the sheets. 

Eric stood up and began to dress. “As I was saying before, there are a few things I want you to pick up and have ready for me when I return. Do you remember what they are?” 

Johnny nodded, swallowing so his Adam’s apple bobbed. 

“Well?” Eric turned back toward Johnny. Eric had pulled on a pair of black silk bikini underwear, his cock and balls alluringly packaged within. 

Johnny’s eyes dropped to Eric’s crotch as he whispered, “Yes, I remember.” 

“Tell me. Say it aloud.” 

Johnny took a breath. Why was this so hard? They were all items one could get at any variety store—well, most of them. Why did the thought of repeating the list suddenly seem so difficult? Eric watched him a moment. For the first time in their new relationship, his voice took on a sterner tone, an edge of steel beneath the kindness. “I want to hear you say it. This is the beginning of the training you say you want. To submit to me, you will need to learn to open yourself utterly to me. A part of this process involves a breaking down of the ego. Right now you are Johnny Wilson, an athletic, good-looking, sexy, very hot young man who knows it. Even if you didn’t appreciate your sexuality, you had to know how the world perceives you. And that colors how you behave and how you think about yourself. Right now, your ego tells you you are in control. You are your own man. 

“But to become my slave, to  truly submit, as opposed to simply going through the motions as part of some game, you will have to break that down. To give up your private sense of self. To give yourself completely to me and allow me to rebuild you, in a sense. 

“If the process is done with love and respect, not out of a desire to exploit you, but from a realization you were born for this and I was born to teach you, the result is the most powerful and sensual union you can imagine.” 

Eric, who had pulled on his suit pants as he spoke, now sat on the bed, reaching out to touch Johnny’s arm. “I’ve never gotten there, Johnny. I came close with one man. We were in love, but he was not a true submissive. He was sexy and he was willing, but his heart wasn’t in it. 

“Submission is different from just having masochistic leanings. What I mean is, it’s one thing to get turned on from being whipped. That can simply be a matter of 50 
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sensation. The stimulation of nerve endings and the erotic appeal of having a strong man take control of you. But submission, what I think of as true submission, is a total giving of oneself to another. It’s a romantic concept. I know you’ve said you want it, you’ve said that several times over these past two days.” 

As Johnny nodded, starting to speak, Eric silenced him with a finger to his lips. 

“No, I don’t expect an answer right now. I don’t want one, because you don’t know yet what it means. You were aroused, in the throes of passion when you whispered those sweet promises, and I don’t hold you to them. Not at all. On the contrary, I wouldn’t allow it. Not so early in the game. You have plenty of time to figure out what you truly are. What you truly want. 

“And the cool thing is, if you find out you are  not submissive, I’m okay with that too. You’ll still be my golden boy.” Johnny smiled. Eric added, “So now. Step one of your training. Tell me what you’re to buy. Tell me about the items that will be used on you to help break you down before I build you up again.” 

Johnny took a breath and then recited, “Rope. Half an inch thick and easy to tie and untie. A ruler. Let’s see, oh yes, a woman’s scarf. Um…” Johnny paused, trying to think if he’d forgotten anything. 

Apparently he had because Eric prodded, “And…?” 

In a flood of embarrassment Johnny remembered. The most important thing, or at least the most embarrassing thing! “You weren’t serious when you said…” 

Eric raised his eyebrows. “Lesson number two. I’m always serious when I’m talking about your training. Dead serious. And you’d better too, or you’ll be punished.” 

 Punished!  It sounded almost ridiculous—Johnny was a grown man who could easily overpower Eric in a physical contest. Yet he couldn’t deny the sudden swelling of his cock just at the word. Eric exuded a kind of power Johnny didn’t yet understand but definitely responded to. 

Slowly, feeling the blood in his cheeks, he said, “A dildo. A small one.” 

“That’s right. A small one, because why?” 

“Because, um, you’re going to use it on me.” 

“Use it how? Lesson number three. I want you to be direct. I don’t like euphemisms. Your cute, shy way of talking—things like, ‘touching yourself’ and 

‘pleasuring yourself’—those are gone. From now on, you say what you mean. You are direct and honest about your feelings, and you use real words to describe those feelings. 

If you’re jerking off, and I ask you what you are doing, you tell me that. I told you to buy a dildo and I told you why. Now you remind me. Explicitly.” 

Johnny bit his lower lip. Softly he said, “You want me to buy one that isn’t too big because you’re going to use it on my ass.” 

“Yes. That’s a start. Use it how?” 

A deep breath and then, “You’re going to stick it up my ass.” 

“Correct. And do you remember why I’m going to do that?” 
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“Yes,” Johnny said in a whisper. 

“Tell me.” 

“To get me ready for your cock.” 

Eric grinned. “That’s right. And that’s not the only reason. Do you remember why else?” 

“Please,” Johnny’s voice was imploring. Why was this so difficult? 

Reading his mind, Eric said, “This is hard for you because you aren’t ready to submit yet. If you were, you’d be able to obey this very simple request to answer me plainly. Because this is so new for you, I’m going to give you a break.” He smiled, again the cruel curve apparent as he said, “It’s to teach you that you are, or will become, my object. If I choose to debase you by sticking a dildo up your ass, you will accept it because, and only because, it is what I want. What you want will have nothing to do with it. Do you understand?” 

When Johnny didn’t answer Eric said, “No, I can see you don’t. That’s okay. We have time, baby. I’m in no rush. In fact, the process is as much fun as the result, I assure you.” He patted Johnny on the head in a paternal gesture and said, “Now get up, lazy bones! I have to go to work!” 

* * * * * 

Johnny walked through the aisles of the store, picking up the items Eric had told him to get. He glanced around occasionally. Who could assign any mysterious value to his purchase of such basic household items? Eric hadn’t said why he wanted these things but Johnny’s imagination had been running wild ever since they’d parted on the street in front of Eric’s apartment. 

His purchases tucked into a shopping bag, Eric emerged and walked to the subway station that would take him to the Village where he knew there were several sex boutiques sure to have what Eric had charged him with procuring. A dildo! What was the big deal? He knew gay men had anal sex all the time. 

When they’d been making love that weekend, Eric had done something which had at once shocked and thrilled Johnny. Johnny had been lying on his belly, his muscles eased from the long, full-body massage Eric had given him. When the deep pressure of strong fingers had given way to a lighter touch Johnny had only sighed, unable to move or speak, utterly relaxed. 

Perhaps because he was so spent from hours of sweet, hot kisses and then the deep massage, he did not protest or even move when Eric’s sure fingers gently spread his ass cheeks. When Eric bent forward and lightly rimmed the little puckered opening Johnny shifted slightly but otherwise stayed still. 

Could he do this? Let this man touch him in this most intimate of ways? His heart began a little tattoo against the soft sheets as the tongue lightly licked down between his 52 
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legs, as light as butterfly kisses. It was over in a moment and Johnny found himself curiously disappointed. 

The sensation made him want more. Instead of enduring it, he found he wanted it! 

Was this how a woman felt, he wondered? A virgin longing for the feel of a man inside of her? When Eric’s tongue had tickled his nether entrance, Johnny found himself almost arching up to better feel the sensation. Almost, but not quite as his natural sexual shyness won out. 

Of course he knew gay men had anal sex—this was their most intimate exchange, their sexual intercourse. But a lifetime of being taught this was “dirty” and “nasty” and even dangerous would take some time to get past. 

He’d had a girlfriend who had whispered in his ear during sex, telling him she 

“liked it in the ass”, but he’d felt unable to respond, even feeling slightly disgusted she’d dared to ask for such a thing. At the time he’d pretended he hadn’t heard and she, no doubt embarrassed, hadn’t brought it up again. They’d broken up soon afterwards. 

Yet now there he was, imagining as his warm tongue was withdrawn and Eric was again massaging his strongly muscled back, how it might be replaced with a cock. Eric’s thick, hard cock, pressing its way past his virgin sphincter, claiming him in this most intimate of ways… 

Johnny shook his head, clearing his thoughts as the subway pulled into the Village station. He climbed up the station stairs and came out into the crisp, cool air of early October, thinking the city looked brighter and more filled with promise than he’d ever remembered. He didn’t get to Manhattan often, having carved out a dull and deeply grooved pattern in his “prior life” as he now thought of it, his “pre-Eric life”, that included the car garage, his little apartment, the corner sports bar, his parents’ house and the few stores he frequented to buy his daily necessities. 

What a boring, empty life he’d led! The only real pleasure before had been the library, and more recently, his friendship with Amanda. Amanda! He had spoken to her only once since they’d parted company at Moe’s. She’d left a message on his cell phone early Sunday morning, calling to check in on how he’d fared on his “big date”. 

When Eric had left the apartment briefly, going down to the foyer to get his mail from the day before, Johnny had returned the call. Amanda hadn’t picked up but he’d left a quick message, assuring her all was well, and he was with Eric and would call her later in the week. He knew she’d be seething with curiosity and he’d better call her back as she’d left two more messages on his cell, first asking and then demanding, “Details, J! 

Details!” 

He’d call her later that evening. He and Eric had agreed to meet back at Eric’s place by six o’clock, but they’d further agreed Johnny would spend the rest of the week at his own place, giving them both time to absorb what they’d experienced together. Johnny had wanted to protest, to say he wanted to spend every second with Eric. But he knew this was a saner course. After all, this might be merely an infatuation, one that would 53 
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burn brightly but too quickly if they let it. Johnny knew he didn’t want whatever was developing with this exciting, slightly dangerous man to end. 

So he’d pretended to a sober maturity he didn’t feel, nodding his agreement that, yes, they should spend the rest of the week apart, going to their respective jobs and focusing on their daily lives. They would meet again on Friday. 

 Hey, he consoled himself,  that’s only four days away! He would work extra hours at the garage to make up for missing today and he’d hang with Amanda, and before he knew it, the week would have flown by. And anyway, there was still this evening to look forward to. 

Now he came onto Fourth Street and wandered a bit, looking for the right place. 

Just before Seventh Avenue, looking to his left and right a little furtively, Johnny stepped down to a basement-level sex boutique that sported the sign “Betty’s Sex Toys—For the Discriminating Pervert”. 

 At least they have a sense of humor, Johnny thought to himself, grinning a little as he pushed open the door to the place, his entrance marked by the tinkling of a bell. He surveyed the crowded little store with wide eyes. There were shelves in the center of the store, crammed with adult videos of every possible variety. Along one wall, long hooks held literally hundreds of dildos and vibrators packaged in sanitary plastic with promises printed on the wrappers of great satisfaction. On another wall bustiers, feather boas and outfits of leather and latex hung on racks. 

The back wall was most intriguing, the merchandise hung behind the register. 

There were whips, crops, masks, gags, cuffs and chains. Single lashes, riding crops, leather floggers, plastic whips in bright colors, quirts, canes and all sorts of other dangerous-looking implements Johnny couldn’t even name, were side by side with ball gags, and gags shaped like penises in black, dark purple and bright red. 

He must have been staring because the large, heavily made-up woman behind the counter drawled, “Better close your mouth, kiddo, before the bugs fly in. Not from around here, huh?” 

Embarrassed, Johnny snapped his jaw shut, glaring at the woman. “I’m from Brooklyn,” he said. “Williamsburg. Born and raised.” The pride in his voice was measurable. 

Instead of being impressed, the woman threw back her head and laughed. “Like I said, not from around here. Well, are you gonna gawk all day, or are you gonna buy something? Not that I mind. You’re a nice piece of eye candy, I must say.” She gave him a lascivious once-over, licking her lips in an exaggerated gesture as her eyes lingered on his crotch. 

Johnny turned away from her, muttering, “Uh, thanks.” She had recalled him to his mission. He  had come in to buy something, and now he moved back toward the dildo section. He stood for a long moment, his eyes moving over the huge penises molded in hot pink and neon green plastic, to the more realistically sized and textured pink dildos, to the battery-operated vibrators in silver, black and gold. 
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Finally he found what he might be looking for. “For the Discriminating Man”, the package said. There was a picture of a man bent over, waggling his well-shaped ass for the camera. This dildo was small enough not to be too threatening, and was evidently designed for anal penetration. 

Gingerly Johnny removed the package from its hook. He felt hot, the sweat prickling under his arms, though the basement store was a pleasant temperature that day. Swallowing, he took the package to the register and put it on the counter, blushing as the woman eyed the package and then stared at him. 

“Figures,” she said, as she rang up the purchase. “The hotties are always gay.” 
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Chapter Seven 

“Okay, we’ll try it again.” Eric’s voice was patient but firm. Johnny was standing naked in Eric’s bathroom. The little dildo, greased with lubrication, was standing upright on the tiled counter, reflected in the mirror that lined the wall over the sink. 

Johnny had come back to Eric’s apartment that Monday evening, as agreed. He’d expected one last romantic interlude in the bedroom, but Eric had had something else in mind. 

Johnny bit his lip. Twice now Eric had told him to bend over and spread his own ass cheeks. Twice Johnny had complied, but when the tip of the gooey rubber cock had touched his virgin entrance, he had jumped and pulled away. 

The third time Johnny jerked away Eric dropped the dildo in the sink and turned on the hot water. “Get dressed, Johnny.” 

“No, please. I’m sorry! I can do this! I know I can.” 

Eric focused on the phallus, soaping it up before a final rinse. His mouth was set in a firm line and he knew the rising irritation he felt shouldn’t be directed toward Johnny. 

It wasn’t his fault—it was rarely the sub’s fault, Eric had found. It was the Dom, the teacher, trying to take the sub somewhere he wasn’t yet ready to go. The guy had potential, no question, but he was pushing him too fast. 

Eric reminded himself Johnny was not his usual choice. He could have his pick of the hottest gay men in the BDSM scene. He usually chose those with at least some experience, men who knew what they were and what they wanted. Eric knew he held a sort of cult hero status as a trainer, and while it made it easier to have his choice of play partners, he wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. 

The gay scene, at least in the circles in which he moved—the glittering Manhattan scene—lent itself to extravagance, and overt displays of sadomasochistic behavior. 

When he attended the parties held at the more exclusive gay BDSM clubs, he was expected to behave a certain way, dressed in black leather and silk, wielding whips with a graceful expertise, allowing the adoring submissives gathered around him to pay court. 

He enjoyed it, up to a point. After all, it was such a different persona from the quiet, dignified image he projected as a therapist during the day. He had fun taking the flamboyant wild masochists and training them into obedient sex toys. Not that he sought to create automans who would simply and blindly obey his every command. Far from it. Eric truly appreciated the grace of submission. To him it was the ultimate romance. 

As a Dom he derived enormous satisfaction from watching his chosen slave submit to the whip, to a caning, to the sexual use by whomever Eric chose for him. It wasn’t 56 
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about humiliation or debasement, not for Eric. Though sometimes his slaves needed that sort of treatment to be fulfilled. More than most female submissives he’d known, male subs were more likely to be pain and humiliation sluts. They got off sexually in a very intense way by allowing, even begging for, subjection to the most debasing and degrading of acts. 

He’d witnessed male subs being urinated on, defecated on, even forced to eat their own excrement. He’d seen a man shaved from head to toe, dressed like a whore in bustier and high heels and paraded about with a pig mask on his face. Sometimes at play parties these humiliation sluts would be forced to crawl on hands and knees, a whip tail shoved into their ass, with someone riding them like an animal, using a crop to spur them on ‘til they fell. 

This sort of treatment and behavior held no allure for Eric. On the contrary, he didn’t think it had much to do with submission. It was a game, a game that turned-on some people, but not Eric Méndez. He didn’t condemn it, having learned long ago what deeply excites and moves one person could be an anathema to the next. 

He recognized he was not in a position to judge the peculiar predilections of others! 

Not when he took the deepest satisfaction from training a sub to stand perfectly still, never moving out of position, while he caned their offered ass until it was welted with a crisscross of fiery red lines. Not when he felt the furious, delicious rush of power that resulted from being in total control of someone bound and naked at his feet, utterly at his mercy. 

Eric fancied himself a romantic Dom, having found the combination of love and submission infinitely more powerful than the mere act of submission. Anyone could perform a submissive act, but to do it for your lover, out of that love, and to receive it from your lover in the same spirit—to Eric this approached the sublime. 

He knew better than to espouse these lofty views in the circles in which he played. 

Yet he couldn’t bring himself to join in the fray, as it were, simply whipping and fucking whoever crossed his path and might tickle his fancy. Since he didn’t like to hold forth on his philosophies of D/s love, he kept his thoughts to himself, thus earning a reputation of aloofness and self-containment that wasn’t entirely justified. 

In fact, with the right person, Eric could talk for hours, sharing his dreams and hopes, learning with delight about the person hidden behind the façade presented to the world. Yet Eric rarely found such a person. The last man he’d felt actual love for had disappeared from his life four years ago. He was Mark Cunningham, a handsome Irishman with a shock of red hair and creamy white skin, freckled on the nose and shoulders. 

They had met at a dinner party one of his friends had thrown. They had connected instantly and had talked for hours at the party before leaving it to carry on their conversation at a coffee bar. Mark had gone on at length about his deep-rooted submissive nature and his intense desire to submit to a true Dom. Eric had been utterly smitten. 
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Thrilled with the possibility he might have found his soul mate at last, Eric had taken him at his word, eagerly preparing to take this lovely young man down the path he’d dreamed of sharing with another. Mark was a masochist, playing his part beautifully against Eric’s dominant nature. Yet it turned out for Mark it was a game, while Eric had hoped for something more. 

After their initial passionate play, which was rich with power exchange and S&M 

games, Eric had tried to take things to a higher plane. Though he had hoped to teach Mark true submission in the most romantic sense, Mark had balked. While he could take a whipping beautifully, that was because it was what he liked. He could suck cock like God’s gift to man, taking it deep in his throat and holding perfectly still, milking it with his throat muscles to create a sensation like nothing Eric could describe. But that was because it was something Mark liked to do. 

When Eric had tried to take him further, training him to hold positions at once erotic and difficult, Mark had refused, saying it distracted him from the intensity of the whipping. When Eric would bind his lover in rope and silk, withholding orgasm as a method of control, Mark would comply, as long as he was enjoying the balance on the edge, but when he was ready to come, the game was over. 

Eric had loved Mark, and believed he had loved him back, but ultimately they were both frustrated. Mark because he found Eric’s demands irritating and too controlling, and Eric because he came to realize, despite what Mark had said about himself when they first met, and had claimed to desire as training had begun, for him it was little more than foreplay. 

In the end, Mark had faded away, and Eric’s heart, cracked if not broken by the loss of his dreams, had hardened. From then on he had contented himself with playing the scene, behaving as if he really were the aloof and dangerous Dom, the mysterious and unapproachable and thus ironically ever-sought after Eric Méndez. 

Most of his affairs were short-lived as he enjoyed the attentions of eager guys, some of whom did have submissive tendencies, but no one who pierced the careful netting he’d sewn around his heart since Mark had left him. He’d allow them in his life until he tired of them, and not a second longer. Sometimes they left gracefully, as Ginger had—

occasionally there were tears and protestations of true love, but it was never so, at least not for Eric. 

Until Johnny. 

When he’d seen him suddenly appear, like some perfect statue dressed in black and white, his hair glowing golden under the lamplight in the courtyard, something had snapped inside of Eric. He could actually  feel his heart ache with longing as he stared at the stranger. 

Yet when he had turned away to answer someone’s question, the moment was lost and the man was gone. He even questioned himself for a second if he had really existed. 

But those eyes—glimmering green in the half-light—he had not imagined those eyes. 
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Or the look on his face. Was it longing? Could it be he too had felt the electric connection between them? 

Normally Eric shied away from the pretty boys. They were usually so self-absorbed and immature he quickly lost interest after the initial lust had burned itself out. At thirty years old, Eric had begun to find the one-night stands, or even the one-month affairs, draining and without true satisfaction. 

When Johnny had disappeared that first night, Eric had consoled himself with just such thoughts. Another stud out looking for some fun, no strings attached, no emotions involved. Yet somehow Eric couldn’t get him out of his head. As the days passed, his thoughts seemed to turn more toward the mysterious golden boy instead of letting him fade from memory. 

Eric didn’t normally believe in fate, but when Ginger himself had supplied the key, telling him the guy’s name and where he could be found, Eric’s mind was made up. He would seek out the guy who might not even be gay. It didn’t matter. He had to at least see him once again. Hopefully meet him, perhaps make a connection. 

Johnny had been so unexpected. Such an innocent in a world full of jaded, cynical men used to using each other ‘til they used them up, and then moving on with complete indifference and detachment. Johnny was like a fresh little flower or a newly emerging butterfly, his wings still wet from the cocoon of his own self-denial. 

Beyond Eric’s wildest expectations, Johnny had revealed himself to have submissive tendencies. Eric believed him to be sincere but untried. He well knew fantasy and reality sometimes could not meet, or when they did, the result was less than satisfying. Johnny’s secret little dreams of being bound and whipped could wither and die under the harsh light of reality. 

Yet he’d seemed so eager, so earnestly willing to try, Eric had acquiesced, letting his own desire for Johnny perhaps color his better judgment. Now as he rinsed the little dildo and slid it into its little carrying bag, he turned to Johnny. He could see the shame in his face, mingled with the yearning desire to please. Gently he stroked the younger man’s cheek. 

“It’s okay, I promise. I’m sorry, Johnny. I rushed you. I misread your eagerness for readiness. It isn’t going to be easy, you know. I’m going to ask a lot of things of you you may not feel ready or able to do. It’s up to me to teach you, to guide you there. I’ll be the one making the decisions, calling the shots. 

“I got a little carried away,” Eric added, glad to see the shame fade from Johnny’s face, though the frustration was still evident. “See, I’m used to guys with a lot more experience. Even if they haven’t really submitted, they’d been into the scene, they’re comfortable with their sexuality and they’ve had D/s experience. I forget you’re new, so new! I need to take my time with you, and I will, I promise.” 

He kissed Johnny on the cheek and stood back. “Now let’s see the other stuff you bought. Set it out on the bed for me so I can give you your assignment for the rest of the 59 
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week.” Johnny looked quizzically at him but didn’t question him, a good sign of his willingness. 

Dutifully Johnny set out the rope, still in its plastic wrap, along with the other items Eric had charged him with procuring. Eric reached in his back pocket and pulled out a pocketknife, which he flipped open. He cut through the wrapping and then, uncoiling the rope, cut it neatly into several pieces of about two feet each. 

Next to rope lay the wooden ruler and a bright red scarf. “Do you know what these are for?” Eric asked. 

“Well, I know what they’re typically for, but I doubt that’s what you have in mind.” 

“What do you think I might have in mind?” 

Johnny flushed a little and said, “You’re, um, going to use them on me?” 

Eric smiled, his eyes narrowing. “That’s right. I’m going to use them on you. I’m going to use the rope to bind your wrists and ankles. I may use the scarf to blindfold your eyes or gag your mouth or just to tease your flesh. The ruler will be handy for smacking your ass and cock.” 

Johnny’s eyes had widened as Eric made his little speech. Eric moved very close to him and reached out a hand, placing it over his pants at his crotch. He laughed a low laugh and said, “Your erection belies your expression, young man. Or perhaps simply complements it. Your very real trepidation is deliciously mixed with desire. Am I right? 

You are intrigued, excited by what I offer, but at the same time you’re naturally afraid. 

Afraid you might not be able to handle the torture, afraid you might not like it all. Or perhaps afraid you’ll like it too much?” He said this last sentence softly, his hand still on Johnny’s crotch, closing gently to cup the sweet package. 

After a moment he released him. Johnny licked his lips but still did not speak. He started to lean over to collect the items but Eric stopped him. “No. You’re not ready yet to take those. If you’d been able to take the dildo up your ass with some grace, I’d have let you take these home to experiment with. But as it is, no. You’re not ready. I’ll keep them here for you and if and when I decide the time is right, we’ll do some experimentation. Meanwhile, you can simply think about them. Think about what I’m going to do to you if you prove yourself worthy of my attentions.” 

Johnny stared at Eric, apparently unsure what to say. He looked so unhappy Eric relented, saying more gently, “Please don’t think you’ve failed me, Johnny. Not at all. If anything, I’ve failed you by rushing you. I just want you to take the rest of the week to think about things. To decide for yourself, without the distraction of my presence, if this is still something you want to explore. 

“I do have an assignment for you, though. I want you to get online and read up on BDSM. Read up on the concept of romantic submission. Read stories, read testimonials. 

Go to the slave journal sites and read what it’s like firsthand to submit. Do be aware a lot of the crap you’re going to run into online is just that. But mixed in with the garbage and the playacting, there are real people. People who live the lifestyle 24/7 and express themselves in their online journals in a meaningful way. 
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“So just check it out. Scroll around. See how it makes you feel when you read this stuff. And be  honest with yourself. You’ve spent enough of your life hiding your feelings, even from yourself. That part of your life is over now, I hope. Even if you and I don’t work out, or we find a different way of being together, without the overlay of a D/s relationship, you’ll still have that, right? You’ll still have this newfound courage to face yourself honestly and openly.” 

Johnny nodded. “Yes. I do have that now. There’s no going back, even if I wanted to, which I don’t. You know,” he sat down on the bed, pushing the potential sex toys aside, “I can’t help but feel I’ve let you down. And myself. We’ve talked about this for hours, and I really thought I could handle it. I still want to try, but I feel like I blew it back there in the bathroom.” 

Eric sat next to Johnny, putting his arm around his shoulder. “Listen to me, Johnny. 

What happened in there was my fault. Now let’s let it go, okay? I told you before, we’re not in a hurry. This isn’t a race. I won’t leave you if you fail to please me in some way or think you’ve failed.” 

“Okay,” Johnny grinned. “I can live with that.” 

“You better!” Eric laughed. “Because I want this with you. You have no idea how much.” He leaned into Johnny, finding his lips with his own. They kissed for a moment and Johnny reached out, clearly wanting more. 

Eric pulled away. “No, no. Not now, sweetheart. It’s time for us to part for a while. 

We’ll reconnect this Friday. Let’s meet here at my place, Friday say about seven? I’ll cook you something. We can go out after if we feel like it. Between now and then we’ll think about all this. I mean, it’s a lot to think about, don’t you agree? You can call me anytime you like between now and then. I don’t pick up my cell during work but you can leave a message, or leave one here at home. Okay?” 

“Yeah, okay,” Johnny agreed, turning his face away. Eric could see he wasn’t exactly happy with this arrangement, but he was trying to be cool about it. Johnny stood up and said, “Well, then. I’d better get back to Brooklyn. I’ve got work early tomorrow.” 

Eric stood as well. “Wait, I have something I want you to take with you. Wait a second.” Eric left the room, returning in a moment  with  a  little  bag.  “You  can  do whatever you like with it. Just don’t forget to bring it back on Friday.” He handed Johnny the little plastic sack containing the dildo. 

Johnny blushed, holding the thing in his hands for a moment before shoving it into his back pocket. Eric walked him to the door and waved from the hall as Johnny descended the three flights of stairs and walked out into the twilight. 

After Johnny had gone Eric sat down on the couch in his living room, staring out at the darkening sky. Was he doing the right thing? Part of him wanted to keep Johnny there. To slowly strip him and make passionate love to him. To gently prepare him for anal sex with kisses and attention to the rest of his body, until Johnny himself begged for the invasion. 
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Yet he hesitated, and had sent him away. Sent him away precisely because he wanted to keep him so very badly. He knew in his bones Johnny could still balk at any moment. He might wake up one morning and decide it was not his entire life that had been a lie, but this one torrid week. 

The added element of D/s made things more complex. Eric knew Johnny was dealing with a lot right at that moment, even if he thought he could handle it. To rush him now, to push him faster than he was able to go, could be the kiss of death. The episode this evening with the dildo brought this fact back home to Eric. 

Would he come back to him on Friday, or had these three days been a lark, a dream too precious to sustain? He poured himself a glass of port and sipped it slowly, his mind on the strange, wonderful man who had tumbled into his life. He stared unseeing at the skyline of Manhattan. 

Time would tell, as it always did, what fate held in store for Eric and Johnny. 
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Chapter Eight 

“So let me get this straight. You spent the  entire weekend with Eric Méndez? Wow, Johnny. You are something else!” 

“What do you mean?” Johnny was putting away his few groceries in his tiny kitchen, his cell phone tucked between his ear and shoulder. He had wanted to call Amanda earlier but had felt conflicted. It was one thing to finally admit to someone he was gay, it was quite another to talk about it! 

He’d started to call her several times over the course of the evening but kept snapping his cell phone shut before completing the call. Now she’d saved him the trouble by calling him. “I mean, one minute you say you’re Mr. Straight and the next minute you’re practically living with some guy! And not just any guy! A Dom, J! Eric Méndez is into the ‘scene’! You know, whips and chains and Great Danes.” 

Johnny laughed a little and said, “Not Great Danes.” 

“Oh! So you’ve discussed this, uh, aspect of Méndez’ personality, have you?” 

Johnny swallowed, not answering right away. How much did he tell her? He pulled the little plastic bag from his back pocket and held it a moment. What would she think if she knew? If she knew not only had they  discussed it, they’d begun to experiment with it, what would she think? 

So far Amanda had always been very open and nonjudgmental. It was one of the things he’d appreciated most about her. But it was one thing to admit to being gay to another gay person. It was quite another to admit one’s secret, dark fantasy of being bound and whipped. Or worse yet, that that fantasy was becoming a reality! 

He decided on the safer course for the moment. After all, she didn’t share details of her love life with Marlon, so why should he? Noncommittally he said, “I’m aware of it. I knew it before we met, remember? You told me yourself.” 

“And you’re not too freaked by it?” 

“Nah. He’s a really nice man, Amanda. Well, that’s putting it mildly. He’s, like, amazing.” Johnny was quiet for a moment, a smile stealing its way across his face as he recalled his lover’s handsomely chiseled features, his glossy black hair falling so straight over one eye, making Johnny want to reach out and push it back, over and over, but it just fell again. He touched his own mouth, marveling that just a few hours before Eric had kissed it. The memory made his cock swell in his pants and he reached into his jeans, adjusting himself to be more comfortable. 

“Hey, you still there?” 

“Yeah. I’m still here.” 
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“So what happens now, J? You gonna see him again? You gonna stop hanging with your girl now you got a boy to play with?” Her tone was light but Johnny sensed the slight trepidation behind her words. He felt his heart surge toward Amanda and realized he loved her. What had started as an interesting diversion from his dreary life had turned into a real friendship. 

Grinning he said, “Of course I’m not going to stop hanging around with you, sweetie! You’re my pal! You’re the one who’s been with me through this weird shit I’ve been dealing with! You’re the one who took me to DeSoto’s! I wouldn’t have met him if you hadn’t. God knows how long I would have gone on fooling myself without your friendship to support me.” 

Amanda sighed deeply into the phone. “That’s so sweet, J. I really appreciate it too. 

I don’t really have friends, you know? Besides you and Marlon, that is. I just don’t connect with people very easily, I guess. Either they can’t get past my style, or I can’t get past their narrow-minded shit. But you’re different. Even when you were still telling yourself you were Mr. Straight, you never made me feel weird or different.” She paused, and Johnny felt somehow as if she were saying goodbye. 

As he thought about it, he realized things probably would change between them. 

Johnny was filler for Amanda—someone to hang with while she waited for her lover to come home. Now that  he   had a lover—he got a little thrill saying those words in his head—now that he had a lover, things might be different. They would be different, because his time would naturally be spent with Eric as often as possible. Eric didn’t work the night shift like Marlon. 

As if reading his mind, Amanda said, “So what does Eric do when he isn’t whipping subbies on the club circuit on Saturday nights?” 

“He’s a psychologist. Has a private practice in Manhattan.” 

“Well, la-de-da,” Amanda trilled. “Mr. Fancy Pants! Does he know you’re just a lowly mechanic? A blue-collar worker who makes his living by the sweat of his brow and the grease on his pants?” 

Johnny frowned. Whether she knew it or not, she had touched a nerve. It bothered Johnny he hadn’t been to college. Instead of feeling proud of the good, useful work he did at the garage, it vaguely embarrassed him. Along with all the other dreams he’d repressed, a college education and professional career had been one of them. 

“He doesn’t care,” he said, a little abruptly. 

“No, I don’t imagine he would. Probably likes the idea of a hot stud, a tough guy, to play with. A rogue from the wrong side of the tracks—adds a little dangerous flavor.” 

She laughed, and Johnny found himself becoming irritated. 

“Hey listen, I’m really tired. I have to be up early so I’m gonna say good night, okay?” 

“Okay. So you coming over Wednesday evening like usual? We’ll check out the new flick at the cinema.” 

“Yeah, sure, okay. ‘Night.” 
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“‘Night, J. Don’t forget me.” 

As Johnny ate his microwavable frozen dinner while sitting on his futon he watched TV, but he wasn’t paying attention to the flickering screen. The little plastic bag with the dildo was by his side and he kept glancing down at it. 

After he ate, he took the bag and went into the bathroom. He didn’t have any K-Y 

Jelly, but he did have some Vaseline. He found the little plastic jar and put it on the narrow counter. He opened the bag and pulled out the little phallus. 

Turning on the shower, he stripped and climbed in, soaping himself up quickly and then rinsing. He stepped out again and toweled dry, looking at himself in the mirror as he did so. He was strong and his body was hard, but he’d never really examined it before. Though he knew others found him good-looking in a blond, all-American sort of way, he truly wasn’t vain. His own self-image was actually rather poor, battered down by his critical father and his own insecurities. 

Because he’d tried to live straight when his heart veered along a different path, he’d never reveled in his sexuality, or taken joy from the attentions of the women he’d tried to love. Instead of his body being a source of pride and sexual prowess, it was just a vehicle to give him strength for his work and athletics. 

Now however, touched for the first time by someone who made his heart zing and his cock stand at full attention, Johnny saw himself differently. He gazed at his image, at the strong, broad shoulders, the blond curling chest hair at his sternum, tapering down his six-pack abs past his belly button into the dark blond pubic hair where his cock nestled at half-mast above heavy, well-shaped balls. He turned for a profile, noting his strong buttocks and his thick thighs, well developed from years of running. 

“Not so bad,” he said aloud, wishing Eric were there behind him at that moment, his dark-skinned arms reaching around to hold him as he pressed his own erect cock against Johnny’s ass. 

He took the dildo in his hands and looked at it. It wasn’t so big—smaller than an average cock, certainly smaller than Eric’s thick, long member. Could he really take another man’s cock up his ass? He knew it was a matter of time before Eric would expect that, and indeed, he wanted it! But even as he thought this, he felt his butt cheeks clenching with nervous anticipation. It would hurt! It would have to hurt. 

Eric had told him it was important to relax. And to be ready in your mind for it. He said not to leap into it. When Johnny had whispered he wanted to try it, Eric had said no. “Patience. All things in time.” 

Now Johnny smiled. Obviously Eric had been right! Hell, Johnny couldn’t even accommodate this puny little phallus. He turned it over in his hands. Why had Eric sent it home with him? Obviously he wanted him to use it. At least to handle it and think about it. Well, he was thinking about it! 

Opening the little jar of Vaseline, Johnny smeared a blob of it over the head of the dildo. Turning his back to the mirror, he looked back, parting his ass cheeks with the fingers of his left hand while holding the dildo in the right. 
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Gingerly he touched the tip to his sphincter. He wasn’t as nervous as he had been with Eric, naturally. He could take his time now, pressing very carefully, just the tip. He realized he wasn’t breathing as the gooey tip touched his asshole. Taking a breath, he willed himself to relax. What was the big deal! 

Carefully he pressed again, using a little more force so the tip slipped past the ring of muscle at his entrance. This wasn’t so bad! He could do this. He pressed it farther, watching in the mirror as the flesh-colored rubber cock slipped into his ass. It flared toward the base and Johnny gasped as the pressure increased, hurting him. 

He didn’t pull it out, though. Instead he closed his eyes, pressing a little harder. His heart was pounding when he’d finally had it all the way in, up to the rubber balls now sticking lewdly from his asshole. 

He stared in the mirror, at once fascinated and repelled by what he saw—the pink balls protruding from between his ass cheeks. He also felt a warm sort of pride creeping through him. He’d done it! He’d put the damn thing in his ass! And it was only Monday night. He could practice each day until Friday. Eric would be so proud of him! 

He wanted to call him right then. To tell his dominant lover he’d done what he wanted! He argued in his head for a few minutes, his more careful side winning out. 

Now that they were apart, at Eric’s edict and insistence, Johnny didn’t want to act too needy. If Eric felt they needed this space to think things through, fine. Johnny wouldn’t violate it the first night apart. Yes, Eric had said he could call anytime, but it wouldn’t be tonight. Let Eric miss him a little first! 

If he were missing him. Who knew, perhaps he had another hot guy lined up for the weekdays. Maybe Johnny would be his weekend toy, and he’d have a series of sub sluts to use during the week. A nasty, jealous spurt trickled into Johnny’s thoughts like poison and he grimaced. 

It certainly would fit the gay stereotype, wouldn’t it? Fucking a different guy every night, why not? Romance didn’t need to come into play when two dicks were in the equation. Even as Johnny had these uncharitable, homophobic thoughts he knew they weren’t  true  of  Eric.  He  believed  Eric  when  he’d  said  he  was  tired  of  that  sort  of lifestyle. That he was looking for romance, for a submissive lover he could make a life with. 

Did Johnny even want that—that sort of ultimate commitment? To tell the truth he had no idea. He did want to see Eric again, though. That was certain. And he wanted to begin their sexy, hot, dangerous exploration of D/s and BDSM. 

He turned back toward the mirror, taking his cock in his hand, the little phallus still filling his anus. He felt his cock stiffen and elongate as he slowly massaged it for a moment. Spitting on his fingers, he rubbed harder, moaning a little, imagining it was Eric there watching him, rather than his own reflected image. 

Having the cock buried in his ass, and knowing it would turn Eric on to see that, made Johnny’s cock that much harder. Even though he must have come fifteen times over the last three days, he had no trouble ejaculating after just a few moments of self-66 
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stimulation. He groaned with pleasure as he shot his load, a trail of ejaculate hitting the mirror in front of him. 

It was only nine o’clock, but Johnny was suddenly bone weary. Though young and vigorous, even he was finally feeling the toll of three days of wild sex and endless conversation with very little sleep thrown into the mix. 

Carefully he removed the little cock from his ass, washing it with warm, soapy water and drying it before putting it back into its little bag. As he drifted off to sleep on his futon, his last conscious vision was of Eric’s dark eyes staring into his own. 

* * * * * 

“Hey, look who decided to show up!” It was seven-thirty in the morning. Johnny had arrived earlier than usual at the garage, his official start time being eight o’clock. 

Both Hank and his father were already there. Billy wouldn’t be in until ten o’clock as he would close up the shop at six, after the others had already left for the day. 

Frank was drinking a cup of coffee, the paper open on his knees. Hank was at the register, counting money into the drawers. Frank looked up for a second to see who Hank was referring to. He grunted a greeting, which Johnny returned. 

“Sick, huh? Tummy bug. That’s what he said, dad. Like some little six year old. His widdle tummy hurt, daddy. Poor widdle baby John-John.” 

Instead of telling Hank to put a lid on it, Frank just smiled a sour little smile, his eyes still on his paper. Johnny felt his temper rise. Hank was always ribbing him, always making fun of him, always implying and sometimes saying Johnny was a “sissy boy” and a “pansy”. He started to retort but bit his lip instead. 

At that moment Johnny made a conscious choice not to let Hank get under his skin. 

He was beyond that now, surely. The sweet, secret knowledge of Eric Méndez waiting somewhere to see him again gave him a sort of armor against Hank’s snide remarks. 

How hard he’d flailed all his life against Hank’s bullying and his father’s indifference or even encouragement. He’d learned from a young age to hide his hurt and pretend Hank’s words meant nothing to him. But they had. 

Today he had to smile, though. If Hank knew—if his father knew—how he’d spent the last three days, they’d both kill him first and then themselves. 

Well, he wasn’t about to tell them. He was just getting a level of comfort with his new self-honesty and self-discovery. He wasn’t about to share it with these two Neanderthals. Instead he ignored Hank completely, saying, “So what’s on our plates today, Dad? Got any jobs need doing right away?” 

“Yep,” his father answered abruptly. “You can work on that one over there.” He waved toward a red sports car in one of the bays. “Needs a full tune-up. The lady’s coming at noon to pick it up.” 

Johnny nodded, glad to have something to focus on. The work was mostly automatic, sometimes challenging, but rarely engaging, at least not for Johnny. For the 67 
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first time in his adult life he thought,  If you hate it so much, why are you here? If you can’t stand being around Hank and Dad, why do you come in day after day, subjecting yourself to this abuse? Life’s too short.  

It was the first time in his twenty-four years he’d had such a thought. The sudden realization life was indeed short, and not the endless stretch of work, sleep, weekends, work, sleep and weekends he’d been slogging through for so long. 

Having someone in his life for the first time whom he actually cared about brought into sharp relief the notion of life’s fleetingness. What was Eric doing at this moment? 

Probably opening his office, getting his coffee, reading his mail… Johnny’s thoughts were interrupted by Hank who said, “What the fuck’s with you, bro? Not man enough to defend yourself earlier when I called you a baby, and now you’re just standing there, your face with a dumb, dreamy look. If I didn’t know better. Wait a minute…” Hank, shorter than Johnny but built like a powerhouse, his stance always slightly menacing, came close to Johnny and put his hand on Johnny’s neck. 

Johnny instinctively recoiled but not before Hank let out a whoop. “Well, will ya look at that!” he crowed. “Little Johnny’s got a hickey! Yeah! Right there on his neck. 

Hey, I know a hickey when I see one! That’s where you were yesterday, admit it! 

Johnny’s finally got himself a girl! And a slut to boot, who sucks at his neck like they was still in high school!” 

Johnny flushed a dull red, his own earlier promise to himself to ignore Hank forgotten. Unconsciously he fingered the spot Hank had touched. Jesus, the man was married with children, how long was he going to tease his younger brother? What really bothered Johnny wasn’t the words so much as the nasty-edged tone with which Hank delivered all his diatribes. 

Johnny felt his fists clench at his sides. “Why don’t you fuck off, Hank?” he finally said, fighting with himself to keep from smashing his fist into that smug, beefy face. 

“Hey!” his father yelled. “None of that foul talk in my garage. Get to work, Johnny. 

I can’t believe you still let Hank get under your skin. Grow up, why don’t you?” 

Johnny turned away, glad to have the job to work on. He popped the hood of the car and surveyed the engine. Those two could go fuck themselves. He glanced at his watch. Billy wouldn’t be there for a while unfortunately. Johnny always relaxed more once Billy arrived. He was a calming influence on them all, with his open, sunny disposition and his easy way of dealing with people. 

What would Billy say if he were to confide in him? Somehow Johnny knew even Billy would have a hard time accepting Johnny for who he was. As easygoing and kind as he was, he was as ingrained as the rest of them when it came to “being a man” with all this implied. 

* * * * * 

The feeling was new for Eric. He wanted to call Johnny. To tell him he’d changed his mind and Johnny needed to come back tonight. He didn’t want to wait another 68 
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three days to see him! Eric never called the other guy. Eric was always the beloved, not the lover. Not that he didn’t lavish affection and attention on his chosen lovers, as long as they remained of interest to him, but he never pined for them. Indeed, he barely thought about them when they weren’t around. Out of sight, out of mind. 

How had Johnny slipped past his defenses? He couldn’t possibly be in love, not this early in the game. No, it was mere infatuation, surely, but it felt like more. Well, as he often told his patients, feelings were not actions and not necessarily grounded in reality. 

No one ever got in trouble from a feeling. But action could definitely get him into trouble. He’d begun to establish a dominance with Johnny. He’d given him a directive—they would not see each other until Friday. He’d told Johnny he could call whenever he needed, but he himself had not planned to call Johnny. He’d be revealing his vulnerability and leaving himself open for hurt. 

Eric smiled, the irony of his situation not lost on the trained therapist. He was sitting in his small but nicely appointed office, located only three blocks from his apartment. He had a steady stream of well-heeled clientele, most of them gay and searching for answers. They felt safe with Eric, who didn’t make their sexual orientation the focus of their therapy unless, of course, it was merited. 

One thing he always counseled was to remain open. Not to become shut down from others, not to hide one’s true feelings because of fear of rejection. Communication was paramount to any successful relationship. How easy to sit in his big leather chair and dispense his sage advice. How much harder to live it! 

Well, he would not call Johnny. It wasn’t about hiding his feelings, he rationalized. 

It was about giving both Johnny and himself some time to absorb what they’d experienced that weekend. Especially for Johnny this was important, Eric told himself. 

He was younger and completely inexperienced. Sexually speaking he was little more than a teenager. He had never had a mature, loving relationship with another person. 

The odds were good because of that fact this would not work out. Johnny would 

“cut his teeth” on Eric and then be ready to move on. Eric sighed. “Jesus, Méndez,” he said out loud. “Get a grip!” He was acting like a nervous kid, worrying and wondering if his affections were going to be reciprocated. “Just take it a day at a time,” he told the empty room. “If this is meant to be, it’ll work out. And if not…” He didn’t finish the thought, glad to be distracted by his next patient indicating his arrival with a ring of the bell at the front door of the small office building. 

Eric buzzed him in, relieved to be able to shift his focus to someone else’s problems. 

He would think about the golden boy later. 
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Chapter Nine 

Johnny stood nervously at Eric’s apartment building door. Night was just falling and he shoved his hands into his black leather jacket pockets as an autumn breeze made him shiver. He’d pressed the buzzer and was waiting for Eric’s voice over the little intercom. He was surprised, therefore, when Eric himself appeared in the foyer, opening the door. He was a little out of breath, having run down the three flights of stairs. 

“Hi there,” Eric said, standing back to allow him to enter. He smiled, but not the big, open grin that made Johnny’s heart sing. He was wearing black slacks and a cream-colored cashmere sweater. He looked like something out of a magazine with one hand casually on his hip, his hair falling perfectly over his forehead. In spite of the somewhat cool reception, Johnny felt his cock harden and his heart beat a little faster. 

He smiled back hesitantly. He wanted to grab Eric. To hug him tight, to shout, 

“You’re still here! You exist!” Instead he just stood there, feeling awkward, his hands still in his pockets. 

“Hey, come in, come in. I’m glad you’re here. I wasn’t sure you were coming. I mean, you didn’t call?” This remark came out as a question. Johnny had made a conscious decision  not to call Eric, deciding he had been too open and needy over the weekend and needed to pull back. 

Eric, of course, had not called either, not wanting to reveal his own vulnerability. 

Johnny remarked, his voice a study of casualness, “You didn’t call me, either.” 

“You’re right. We’re both jerks. Let’s go up, okay?” Johnny laughed, the tension between them eased. 

Once in Eric’s apartment, Johnny sat on his couch while Eric got them each a beer. 

Johnny took a long drink from the cold bottle. “Wow, what smells so good?” 

Calling from the kitchen Eric said, “I made some Puerto Rican food for you. 

Something my grandmother used to make called  arroz con salchichas. The key is in the sofrito. My  abuela’s sofrito was the envy of all the grandmas in my neighborhood in the South Bronx.” 

“Sorry? I have no idea what you’re saying.” 

Eric came into the living room holding his own bottle of beer. He was carrying a little tray of something that he set down on the low table in front of the couch. 

“Welcome to the world of Puerto Rican cooking. You should know this about me—I love to cook and my grandmother was my best teacher. I’ve experimented with lots of other cultures—Chinese, Indian, Italian, French, but I always go back to my own roots. 

Nothing beats what you grew up on, I guess.” 
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He pointed to the little fried yellow pancakes resting on a brightly colored glazed clay platter along with a little bowl of some kind of dipping sauce. They were flat and fragrant, smelling of garlic and banana. “These are  platanos. Plantain bananas. This little dish is actually called  aranitas—that means ‘little spiders’ in Spanish. See, those little grated pieces of banana look like little spider legs, I guess. You ever had  platanos?” 

“I’ve had banana,” Johnny said uncertainly. 

“Well, these are like bananas, but not so sweet. They’re often sliced very thin and then fried in oil and salted. Kind of like potato chips. But with this recipe, you grate the platano and fry it in oil and garlic, shaping it into these little pancakes. You dip it in this mojito sauce, which is just olive oil and pressed garlic.” 

Eric took a warm pancake in his fingers and, rolling it, dipped the tip into the sauce. 

He gestured for Johnny to lean forward. “Have a taste,” he said, holding out the morsel. 

Johnny parted his lips, allowing Eric to slide the food into his mouth. Johnny bit and chewed, his eyes locked on Eric’s. 

“Hmm, this is delicious! I can sort of taste banana but it’s spicy. It’s really good.” 

He allowed Eric to feed him the rest of the pancake. After each bite Eric would touch Johnny’s lips, ostensibly wiping the sauce, but each touch of his fingers sent a sort of sexual jolt through Johnny’s loins. 

He was sorry when the little ritual had ended. He realized he was sporting a raging erection. Awkwardly crossing his legs, pretending to a coolness he didn’t feel, Johnny said, “So we’re having Puerto Rican bananas for dinner?” 

Eric laughed. If he was aware of the sensual impact of feeding his lover, he gave no indication. “No, no. This is just the appetizer. We’re having  arroz con salchichas. That’s rice with a kind of sausage. As I was saying earlier, it’s made with  sofrito, which literally translates as ‘a little fry’ because you fry up the vegetables. It’s a combination of fresh vegetables and herbs, lightly fried together. There are as many  sofritos as there are abuelas—grandmothers.” He smiled at Johnny. “My  abuelita’s sofrito is a secret recipe I’ve been sworn never to reveal. But I can tell you its basis is onion and garlic fried in olive oil, with  culantro, sweet red and green peppers, but the rest is secret.” 

“Culantro? Don’t you mean cilantro?” 

“Ah, so you do know some of the Spanish herbs! But no, I meant  culantro. It’s kind of like cilantro, but more pungent. I hope you’ll like it. I made the recipe a little milder than I usually do, not sure of your taste for spicy food.” 

“Well, if it tastes anything like it smells, I’m going to love it.” Johnny smiled, feeling warm and happy inside. He’d come to Eric’s with a nervous knot of fear in his gut. The intensity and sweetness they’d shared the prior weekend had been contaminated with uncertainty as they hadn’t made any contact, and dulled by insecurity. 

Johnny finished his beer and set the bottle down. “I should have called you.” 

“That’s okay. You weren’t required to. It was just if you wanted to.” 

“I know. I did want to.” 
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“So then?” Eric tilted his head. 

“I didn’t want to come across as too needy,” Johnny admitted frankly. 

Eric smiled ruefully and said, “It’s never easy is it? I have a confession to make too. 

I wanted to call  you!” 

“Well, why didn’t you?” Johnny asked, smiling back. 

“I didn’t want to come across as too needy.” They both laughed, the tension now completely dispelled. 

Over a delicious meal they talked of neutral things—their families, their childhoods, their favorite movies and books. After the meal they moved to the living room where Eric served homemade mango sherbet in little silver bowls. 

“Kneel here at my feet,” he instructed. Johnny had been about to sit down on the couch next to Eric. He paused, his face questioning. 

“That’s right,” Eric nodded. “I want to feed you again. Once I fully own you, I might not allow you the use of your hands for hours, even days. Your body will belong completely to me.” 

Johnny knelt, his heart beating faster at these strange words. How quickly Eric could alter the mood! He licked his lips, trying to process what Eric had just said.  Once I fully own you.  Your body will belong completely to me.  Johnny’s mind rebelled—that was just a game, surely. Yet his body responded, his breathing more rapid, his cock swelling in his jeans. Whatever he  thought about all this, he clearly  felt deeply aroused by the dominant, dangerous words. 

“Put your hands behind your back,” Eric ordered. Johnny obeyed, wondering what was going to happen. Eric lifted a spoon of the bright yellow-orange sherbet to Johnny’s parted lips. He tasted the explosion of tart-sweet mango and ice. It was delicious. Eric slowly spooned the sherbet into Johnny’s open mouth. Instead of feeling reduced to a child or a helpless baby, Johnny found the experience curiously erotic. 

Eric took a taste of the sherbet as well, using the same spoon. His dark eyes locked with Johnny’s as he fed the younger man, who knelt up with his arms still locked behind his back. 

When the bowl was empty Eric leaned forward and kissed Johnny’s mouth, snaking his tongue in between Johnny’s willing lips. They kissed for a few moments. Eric pulled away, sitting back on the couch. Johnny started to rise but was stopped by Eric’s firm hand on his shoulder. “No. Stay there. I like you on your knees.” Johnny blushed a little but obeyed, certain his erection was now clearly outlined in his jeans. 

“You’re so hot,” Eric whispered, his eyes trained on Johnny’s crotch. He touched his upper arms, indicating Johnny should let his arms relax at his sides. “Come, I want you closer to me. Sit next to me.” He patted the sofa. 

Johnny obeyed, feeling a little shy, a little nervous and a lot turned on. “So, Johnny,” Eric said, his voice altering a little, deepening with authority. “Did you complete your assignment for the week?” 
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“My assignment?” Johnny’s blush deepened as he wondered how Eric knew what he’d done with the dildo. He’d inserted it each night when he had gotten home from work, leaving it in longer each time. Each time was easier. 

But Eric said, “Yes, your research on the Net. I wanted you to explore the world of BDSM and submission online. To read up on it and develop more of a sense of what it entails.” 

“Oh!” Johnny said, looking a little sheepish. “Yes, yes I did. You know, I’d done a little casual surfing after we’d seen each other at DeSoto’s. But this week I found a bunch of slave sites and I read a lot of testimonials and stuff about what it’s like to ‘live the lifestyle’, as they say, ‘24/7’. I don’t think I can do that.” 

“Do what?” 

“Live the way they do. I mean, in a cage and stuff. All pierced and gagged all the time, peeing on newspaper in the kitchen. That was kind of a turnoff for me.” 

Eric laughed. “God, me too! I find nothing erotic about turning my lover into some kind of tortured pet. See, to me,” he leaned forward, his voice earnest, “dominance and submission should be a free exchange of power, gracefully given and lovingly accepted.” 

“Yes,” Johnny interjected, “I saw a lot about that too. Exchange of power. There’s even this society thing I was reading about called ‘Total Power Exchange’.” 

“Yeah, there are lots of D/s and BDSM societies, especially here in the city. They’re mostly just a bunch of posers who get together to try to elevate their sexual perversions into something lofty and fine. Oh, and for some of them, it’s just an easy way for fat, stupid losers to pick up submissive chicks who will do whatever they want.” 

Johnny laughed. “Well, is that what you consider BDSM then? A sexual perversion?” 

Eric responded seriously. “I think that’s how most people perceive it. I think that’s how many people in these so-called societies view themselves, and so they create these little elitist groups to try and justify what they’re doing, when deep down they are ashamed.” 

Lightly he touched Johnny’s leg, his fingers drawing a line of desire up Johnny’s thigh. “To directly answer your question, no. I don’t regard dominance and submission, or the sexual and sensual demonstration of that as perversion. I regard it as something beautiful and passionate, as poetry in motion.” 

“Oh, Eric,” Johnny whispered as they leaned toward one another, their mouths touching, lightly at first but then with parted lips and dancing tongues. As they kissed Eric reached up, unbuttoning Johnny’s denim shirt. His hands smoothed the firm pecs, sending shivers of pleasure through Johnny’s body. 

“Stand up,” Eric commanded in a whisper, and Johnny obeyed. Through his mind rushed the image of another submissive—did he dare call himself that?—he’d learned of online. It was a woman named Kathleen, though she referred to herself always in lower case. She had been ordered by her master to document the day-to-day process of 73 
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her training as a sexual slave. When her master told her to stand up, the training would begin. 

There were pictures with each journal entry. When she began the diary, she was rather heavyset, with a nervous sort of tension in her features. She would stand looking, Johnny thought, rather miserable in her nudity, her image pasted up on their site for any who cared to see. 

Johnny scrolled through the pages that marked the passage of days and weeks. 

Kathleen’s writing showed she had begun to feel more confident and sure of herself and her position. Even the daily pictures posted began to change. She appeared slimmer, but more than that, her carriage was different. Instead of slumping over a little, as if she would conceal her nudity, she seemed to stand tall, even proud. 

There was a newfound kind of peace in her expression. Johnny had been fascinated, not only with her daily descriptions of the sexual torture and rituals she was trained to endure but with this seeming transformation in her personality. 

He had been taken aback by the severity of her training—she would be kept caged in a small dog kennel when not being used by her master. She would be beaten so severely with a flogger or cane her back and ass were welted with bloody lines newly slashed over the healing purple and black lines from days before. She was always kept naked and never permitted on the furniture. She was forced to use newspapers in the kitchen instead of the toilet. 

Yet, while he had been repelled by the severity of her treatment, he had been fascinated and even in awe of her behavior during the process. What he would have considered denigrating and beyond humiliating seemed to lift her up, to give her a grace and serenity she clearly hadn’t possessed before the training began. 

“What’s going through your mind right now, Johnny?” Eric asked as Johnny’s face must have reflected his musing on “slave kathleen”. 

Johnny answered, “I was thinking about this one slave girl online. She was called 

‘slave kathleen’. She had this kind of blog thing going with pictures and descriptions of her daily training. She was what I was talking about when I said that stuff about peeing on newspapers in the kitchen. But the weird thing was, she was so into it. I mean, for her it wasn’t disgusting or denigrating. It was, what would be the word?” He paused a moment before saying, “Uplifting. Yeah, uplifting. I mean, she actually changed over the weeks and months into this different person. She went from this dumpy, nervous-looking girl to this serene, sensual woman. Instead of the torture and sexual humiliations beating her down as you might expect, they seemed to… I don’t know…” 

“To exalt her.” 

“Yes. Exactly.” 

“Take off your shirt, Johnny.” He did as he was asked, dropping the denim shirt on the floor beside him. “Take off your pants.” Johnny glanced at Eric who said, “Don’t look at me. Look straight ahead and do as you’re told.” 
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Johnny felt a little jolt of fear, but his cock was straining as he unbuckled his pants and pulled them down his legs. “Boots too.” He kicked off his boots and socks and then finished removing his jeans. He stood in just his underwear, the practical white briefs hugging his ass. 

“Take off that hideous underwear and don’t let me see it again. We’ll get you some proper underwear tomorrow.” 

Johnny smiled a little. His entire wardrobe consisted of jeans, denim and flannel button-down shirts and T-shirts. He had one black suit, ill cut and straight off the rack, for funerals and weddings. He never thought about underwear, buying the cheapest package of white cotton briefs he could find, and not very often at that. He had noticed Eric’s cashmere and silk, his linen and fine, tailored clothing. He liked it on Eric, but didn’t consider himself in the same league. 

He was distracted from this line of thought as Eric reminded him, “I said take it off. 

Now.” Slowly Johnny peeled his briefs down. His cock sprang out, perpendicular to his belly, bobbing toward his lover as he turned toward him. 

“Eyes straight ahead,” Eric reminded him, his tone stern. As Johnny obeyed Eric said, “I think you’re ready, Johnny. I think you’re ready to begin your training in full force. But I need to hear it from you. Do you agree, from this moment forward, to obey me, to accept me as your dominant lover, as your trainer, as your master? To submit to me?” 

Johnny mumbled something inaudible and Eric said quietly, “I didn’t hear you. 

Speak up. This is the moment we’ve been coming to. You can say no, you know. You’ll get dressed and we’ll go out to a movie or something.” Eric stood up and moved in front of Johnny, reaching up to stroke his cheek. The tip of Johnny’s cock brushed Eric’s belt buckle. Johnny shivered a little but otherwise stayed still. 

“Remember, this isn’t for everyone. And it’s not a requirement for you to still be in my life. That’s why I wanted you to have this week to think and to do your own research and search your own soul. If we go forward, I want to be able to claim you completely, without reservation. That means this must be completely consensual. If you have the slightest doubt, tell me now.” 

Johnny started to speak but his voice came out hoarse. He tried again, after clearing his throat. “I want it.” 

“You want what.” 

“I want to submit to you.” 

Eric nodded slowly. He looked at Johnny’s flushed face, his eyes traveling slowly down his torso to his still-erect cock bobbing lewdly from his body. “I’m glad. I want you for my own.” He sat down on the couch, leaving the younger man standing at attention, and said, “So, tell me about the dildo, Johnny. Did you use it?” 

Johnny considered lying for a moment. But he recalled something Eric had said that first weekend, when they had talked for hours about sensual submission. “Honesty,” 
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submit, or how hard a whipping you can take, or how good you can suck cock. It’s more important than love.” 

“More important than love?” Johnny had questioned. 

“Yes, as far as a D/s relationship is concerned, I think so. What I mean is if you have to lie, if you have to trick your dominant lover in order to do what you think pleases him, you are not giving him the true gift of your submission. So the love you think you’re offering is tainted by that. Less than whole, less than perfect.” 

They had been lying naked together sometime near dawn their second night together, exhausted from lovemaking and content just to hold one another. “If you become mine, I will demand complete and utter honesty. If you don’t like something or it scares you, and I ask you to tell me what you are feeling, I want you to tell me, with complete openness, what you’re really feeling. If you don’t, and we go forward, moving deeper into a master/slave relationship, with you not fully engaged as a result of holding yourself back, we will fail. We will fail as lovers. I truly believe dishonesty, either overtly or by omission, is the kiss of death for any relationship, but most especially for a D/s one.” 

Remembering this conversation, Johnny now admitted, “Yes.” 

“Tell me.” 

“Well,” Johnny took a breath. “I, uh, I practiced with it.” 

“Be specific.” 

“I, well, I put it in my ass. I was able to do it when I was alone.” He glanced toward Eric and then looked away, his cock flagging a little. 

Eric stood up again, moving in front of his lover, gently taking Johnny’s member in his hand, the other hand cupping the heavy balls beneath. “Very good,” he said softly. 

“I’m proud of you.” He stroked Johnny’s cock for a few moments. Johnny was breathing deeply and bent his head as if to kiss Eric. 

“No. Stand still. You will not move unless and until I tell you, is that understood?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yes, Sir. I want you to address me as ‘Sir’ from now on when we are in this mode. 

When you are naked and I am commanding you, I want you to call me ‘Sir’. When we are both clothed and just hanging out you can call me Eric. Understood?” 

“Yes, Sir,” Johnny said softly. He bit his lip. The fierce pleasure shooting from his nerve endings at Eric’s skilled caress of his cock and balls was offset by the tremble of trepidation as he thought about what he was doing—naked and at the mercy of this strong, dominant man to whom he’d just promised obedience. 

“Did you bring it with you?” 

“The dildo?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yeah. It’s in my back pocket.” He gestured toward his jeans lying in a heap on the floor. 
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“Get it.” 

“Oh, I really—” 

Eric cut him off. “No, don’t speak. Just get it. Now.” 

Johnny bent down, reaching for his jeans. He extracted the little bag and held it out to Eric. “Let’s go to the bedroom. You can show me your new skill.” Without waiting to see if he followed, Eric sauntered from the living room. Johnny followed him, his heart pounding. 

Eric moved to the bed, sitting on the edge as he opened his night table drawer and took out some lubricant. “Use this. Show me what you can do. I’ll let you do it to yourself this time.” 

“Oh, God, Eric, uh, Sir, I don’t know I if can—” 

Again Eric cut him off. “Of course you can. Don’t be ridiculous. Modesty has no place in a D/s relationship. I’ve seen your asshole. I’ve touched it, I’ve even licked it. I haven’t fucked it yet, but you be can sure that’s coming. Now don’t be disobedient. I want you to stand there in front of me, bend over, spread your ass cheeks and stick that little cock up your ass. Surely you can accommodate it now with ease. Let’s hope so, if you’re ever going to accommodate me!” 

Johnny felt the heat licking his face. He knew he was blushing furiously at the prospect of spreading his ass cheeks for his lover. Yet at the same time he knew he  was being a little silly. After all, they’d been naked together, touching each other, kissing, caressing. He’d sucked Eric’s cock and Eric had sucked his. As he thought about Eric touching his asshole with his tongue he blushed anew. 

He felt a certain shyness regarding his asshole. He knew he’d better get over if he were going to “belong” to a gay Dom! Turning away from Eric, he removed the dildo from its little bag. Flipping up the cap of the small tube of lubricant, he squirted some on the tip of the dildo. 

Bending over, he spread his own ass cheeks with one hand and with the other pressed the object home. It went in easily, as he had indeed been practicing. When it was in to the hilt he started to stand up and turn toward his lover, feeling something like triumph mingling with a curious shame. 

“No,” Eric’s words stopped him. “Stay bent over like that. You look like a perfect little slut.” His voice had that cruel edge to it now, which made Johnny hard with submissive desire. Again that curious shame blended with lust, confusing Johnny. He remained bent over, his blond hair falling into his eyes, his hands on his knees. 

He heard the click of a camera behind him and started to rise, startled. “Stay where you are,” Eric admonished. “I took a picture to show you later what a sweet little slut you are. This is the first of many pictures for your slave album. I will take you further than you ever dreamed, if you let me. I will claim you utterly, if you permit it. You will belong to me, not only in body, but in soul.” 

He stepped around beside the bent-over man, pulling his head up roughly by the hair. Johnny gasped as Eric leaned his face close to his and said, “Do you want that, 77 

 Claire Thompson 

slave?” Still holding Johnny by the hair, Eric grabbed him roughly by the cock, his hand sliding up and down the shaft, milking it until Johnny moaned. 

“Yes,” Johnny whispered hoarsely, “I do, Sir.” 

“Prove it. Give me a sign of your willingness.” 

Johnny ejaculated and fell to his knees. 

Eric kissed the top of his head and helped him to his feet. Wrapping his strong arms around Johnny, Eric whispered, “You will be mine.” 
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Chapter Ten 

“Are you comfortable?” Johnny nodded. Eric laughed a little and amended, “At least as comfortable as you can be under the circumstances.” Johnny was tied spread-eagle to Eric’s four-poster black iron bedstead. He was wearing only a pair of red silk underwear—a gift Eric had presented to him the morning after their Puerto Rican dinner. 

They’d spent the rest of that evening in mostly vanilla heavy petting, though Eric knew Johnny was ready for more. He liked his men that way—ready, eager and begging for more. They had to ask for it, to crave it, to beg for it. Eric’s style was not one of forcing his will on his sub. He would use them, make no mistake, but they would love every minute of the suffering. 

He’d discussed safe sex with Johnny—pretty much a given in the gay community, but because Johnny was so new, he didn’t want to take any chances. “I’ve been with a lot of guys, Johnny,” he’d said seriously. “I’ve always been careful, always used condoms. I’m clean and healthy, but just the same, I prefer to err on the side of caution.” 

He was pleased Johnny had readily agreed, though he’d blushed a little, no doubt thinking about where that sheathed cock would be going. 

Now it was Saturday evening, and after a lazy day of sleeping in, a late breakfast at a nearby café and some clothes shopping, they were ready for some serious play at last. 

To put him in a more submissive frame of mind, Eric had had Johnny step into the shower with him, but not stand directly under the hot spray. Instead he was told to stand behind Eric, soaping his body and washing his hair, then waiting while Eric rinsed himself and stepped out before being permitted to wash himself. 

“Don’t touch that cock except to get it clean, you understand?” Eric said, sticking his head into the shower. “It belongs to me now. You touch it only when I give you permission.” Johnny’s cock had swelled visibly as Eric gave his directive, something Eric noted with satisfaction. 

As he toweled himself dry, he mused on Johnny’s potential. He seemed eager and willing. Eric had been impressed with his taking his own initiative with the dildo during the week and with his obedience in demonstrating its use. He’d actually been expecting more resistance, more embarrassment, more shame. Johnny had surprised but pleased him with his lewd display. It showed he was willing to erotically debase himself for his lover. 

He was also pleased with Johnny’s online research, and his reactions to what he had read and viewed. They seemed to share a romantic sensibility toward D/s—something Eric had not seen a lot of in the gay BDSM scene. 

Could Johnny be “the one”? 
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Eric knew he had to move slowly, not so much with the S&M games—Johnny seemed pretty eager in that regard—but with the romantic side of things. Johnny was young, and not just in years. He was so inexperienced, so new! Like he’d literally been on a shelf waiting to start living. Eric didn’t want to scare him away. He knew he had to be careful. 

“Get out of the shower now, Johnny. Dry yourself and meet me in the bedroom. Put on the underwear I’ve left for you.” Once in his bedroom, he hurriedly lit the dozen or so candles he’d placed around the room beforehand. As he pulled on his black soft-cotton lounging pants he glanced at himself in the mirror across from his bed. His image was softly lit by flickering candle flames. A small lamp near the bed was the only other illumination in the room. His olive brown skin glowed golden, his shoulders broad and strong, his chest smooth. He shook his hair out of his eyes. Eric’s dark, Latino, chiseled good looks were wasted on himself. He knew people found him hot, but it was a matter of indifference to him. Like Johnny, he’d never had a particular self-interest, preferring to find beauty in the things and people he surrounded himself with. 

 Eric, he said to himself,  you had better watch your step with this one. He’s going to steal your heart, and if you’re not careful, he’ll run away with it. This one is dangerous. Stay cool, chico .” 

As Johnny had come into the room Eric held back a sigh of pleasure. He looked so submissive with his eyes downcast, his hands crossed modestly over his red silk-covered crotch. Affecting a stern countenance Eric said, “Hands at your sides. How dare you cover yourself in front of me?” 

Quickly Johnny dropped his hands, revealing his cock rising in response to Eric’s stare. “Are you ready for me, Johnny? I haven’t let you come since last night. I know what a horny little slut you are, so you’re probably ready to come right now, am I right?” 

Johnny nodded, looking away as Eric walked over to him, standing so close he could smell the shampoo on Johnny’s honey-colored wet hair. “Don’t turn away from me. Tonight you are going to show me if you have the potential to be my slave. You will start by keeping your eyes on mine unless I tell you otherwise. When you turn away from me, you are hiding. To truly submit you must hide nothing.” 

Johnny obeyed, locking his eyes on Eric’s. Eric silently marveled at their beauty. 

Those green eyes were glittering in the candlelight. Eric had never seen such eyes, the gold rimming the black irises and flecked throughout the pure green emerald. 

He stepped back a pace to distance himself from the sheer beauty of the man. 

Busying himself with one of the ties he had earlier secured to the bedposts, Eric commanded, “Lie down on the bed, on your back. I’m going to bind your wrists and ankles. You won’t be able to move, but you’ll be safe. I’m not going to gag you because I want you to be able to speak. Later in your training I will gag you and blindfold you and plug your ears. It will heighten your senses—you’ll feel everything tenfold. When you feel the whip snake its way over your body, you won’t know when the next strike will be. You won’t be able to anticipate the cut of the lash by the telltale whoosh of 80 
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sound just prior to it finding its mark. This loss of control heightens the intensity of the experience. When you can’t cry out—can’t beg for me to stop, you begin to appreciate who is truly in control of your pleasure and your pain.” 

Johnny’s eyes had widened as Eric spoke, and his breathing had become fast and shallow. “Relax, sweetheart,” Eric said, smiling. He stroked Johnny’s bare back as he led him toward the bed. “That is not for now. That is for another time, when you’ve proved you are worthy of such delicious tortures. For now, we’ll start slow. I’ll know when you’re ready. Together we will find your measure.” 

Johnny lay on his back, lifting his arms up and out and spreading his legs. Eric secured each wrist and ankle with a thick but supple leather cuff and then used a metal clip to close each one. He slipped the rope ties into the ring of each clip, rendering Johnny taut and helpless. 

Eric stood back, observing his slave, bound and naked, save for the strip of red silk covering his privates. He took the digital camera from the nightstand and snapped several pictures. Johnny closed his eyes. Eric did not stop him. Instead he sat next to him on the bed and rested his cheek a moment on Johnny’s chest. His heart was already pounding, no doubt anticipating what was to come. They had discussed over dinner that Johnny was ready for a bit of pain—nothing too dramatic, but a taste of the sensual pleasure that erotic pain could afford. 

Now Eric produced the ruler, the one Johnny had bought the Monday before. He snapped it against his palm before setting it down on Johnny’s chest, balancing it over his little nipples. “Stay still, don’t let that fall off,” Eric admonished. 

Next he produced the red scarf, which he dragged sensually over Johnny’s body, tickling him so he wriggled a bit and the ruler tipped and then fell to the bed. “Oh dear,” Eric said, his voice low, but his eyes twinkling, “you’ve only been here a minute and already you’ve disobeyed me. You’ll have to be punished, you know.” 

Johnny started to say something. He’d been silent since the shower. Eric stayed his speech with a hand to his mouth, the fingers pressing against his lips. “No, no, no. Not a word. Not a word unless I tell you to speak, understood? If you become frightened, afraid for your safety, and  only then, you may speak. The only word you may say is 

‘Sir’. That will get my attention and if I decide so, then you may ask me whatever you need to.” 

He took his fingers away and Johnny did not speak. “That’s better,” Eric said. He drew the scarf over Johnny’s body, trailing the tip under his arms and down his sides so Johnny involuntarily shivered and wiggled, a little cry escaping his lips. 

“Tickles, huh,” Eric said. “And you can’t get away. Well, don’t worry. I’m not interested in tickle torture. I prefer the real thing.” He took a long, sharp-looking knife from the night table and held it up in front of Johnny. “Are you afraid of the sight of your own blood?” 

Johnny was breathing heavily now. “Jesus, Eric,” he whispered. “What the fuck? 

Please, I don’t think I—” He began pulling against his bonds, his expression panicked. 
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His words were cut off as Eric slapped him across the cheek. Johnny gasped, his expression stunned, but he closed his mouth. Quietly Eric said, “Johnny, love. Listen to me. This isn’t a game. This is for real. This is a test. You really want to fail it so soon? 

Don’t tell me what you think or don’t think. I don’t care.  I will decide what you can and cannot do, do you understand?” 

More gently he added, “Part of the test is about trust. Do you trust me? Haven’t you spent enough time with me to know, to really know in your bones, that I would never hurt you? Never put you at risk? I showed you the knife because if I wanted to,  if I wanted to, I could cut you. And, someday, obviously not now, you’ve clearly demonstrated you’re far from ready, but someday you will have the grace to accept it if that’s what I decide.” 

Gently he kissed Johnny’s forehead. Johnny kept his eyes closed but his breathing had slowed to something closer to normal and his body was relaxed. “I had hoped you would have understood that, but trust is earned and obviously I haven’t earned it yet with you. That’s on me. I’ll have to do a better job.” 

He set the knife down and sat on the edge of the bed, bending over to kiss Johnny’s face—his eyelids, his cheeks, his lips. Johnny parted his lips, kissing Eric back. After a few moments Eric stood up and whispered, “Are you okay? Do you want to continue or have you had enough for now?” 

Eric waited quietly. He had tried to keep his voice neutral, not wanting Johnny to know how much it mattered to him that Johnny want to continue. He knew he would want Johnny in his life even if this was as far as they could go—where a little light bondage and a little service were the most Eric could expect from his lover as far as BDSM was concerned—but he knew in his heart he was longing for more. 

“Sir,” Johnny’s voice was quiet but confident. “I want more. Please, Sir.” 

Eric’s heart soared, but his voice was calm as he answered, “And you shall have it.” 

Taking the ruler he lightly tapped Johnny’s cock through the red silk. Johnny moaned, turning his face to the side, away from Eric. Experimenting, Eric hit him harder and Johnny jumped a little but otherwise was still. 

“Open your eyes,” Eric commanded. “Watch me.” As Johnny obeyed, Eric again took the sharp kitchen knife and brought it close to Johnny’s body. Deliberately he slipped the blade just under the fabric of Johnny’s underwear, at the hip. 

Johnny’s breathing was again labored, his eyes fixed on the knife, but to his credit, this time he stayed silent. Slowly Eric slit the fabric, easily tearing the silk with the sharp blade. Johnny’s cock sprang from the rent fabric, fully erect, its tip gleaming in the candlelight. 

Eric placed the knife back on the little table and stood close to Johnny’s naked body. 

Taking the ruler, he lightly smacked the cock and then the balls. Johnny moaned a little and Eric struck him harder, the sound of the wood smacking against flesh. 

“I can do what I like, can’t I, slave? You’ve nothing to say about it, do you?” Johnny was breathing hard as Eric struck his erect shaft over and over. 
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After one especially hard blow Johnny cried out and begged, “Please! Sir! I can’t, that is…” he stammered to a stop, still enough in control of himself to remember Eric’s earlier admonitions. 

Johnny sighed, closing his eyes. Eric glanced at his face and then down his long, hard body, noting despite Johnny’s protests his cock was erect and hard as steel. 

Despite how frightened he was, Johnny was hot and ready for more. 

“It stings, doesn’t it?” Eric asked. “Let me soothe it for you.” He sat next to Johnny, leaning over to take his reddened but still erect member in his mouth. Slowly he slid his lips over the shaft, moving down until he’d taken the entire length of it into his throat. 

As Mark had taught him long ago, slowly he undulated his throat muscles, massaging the head of Johnny’s cock as his tongue slid around the base, adding pressure to increase the sensation. Johnny moaned and shuddered, writhing with pleasure in his bonds. Eric knew Johnny was very close to coming and so he pulled away, leaving Johnny’s cock glistening with his saliva. 

“You see, with each bit of pain you endure, pleasure will follow. If you’ve earned it, that is. If you’ve exhibited some grace. But you aren’t going to come. Not yet. Oh no. 

You have to take more than a little cock smacking to earn that privilege. I’m going to turn you over and smack your ass. We’ll see what kind of man you are then, won’t we?” 

He untied Johnny’s bonds, slipping the rope knots easily out of the metal rings, but leaving the cuffs on his ankles and wrists. “Turn over,” he ordered. 

Instead of obeying, Johnny reached up, his arms out as he whispered, “Please. I need you.” Eric’s heart swelled at this sweet, needy gesture and he couldn’t help but hug Johnny in response. They held each other for a moment, Johnny squeezing tight, pressing his face against Eric’s neck. 

Eric tried to think back to his own first D/s experience, recalling the intensity, the fear, the sexy, hot, dangerous pleasure of that first submission. He knew Johnny was experiencing a range of emotions now. But he felt sure Johnny could take more, much more, and he didn’t want to ratchet down the mood too much. Johnny needed to be kept on the edge of anticipation, with a dash of fear thrown in for good measure. 

Thus Eric extricated himself from his lover’s arms and said firmly, “I said, turn over.” This time Johnny obeyed, lying on his belly, his cock bent beneath him so the tip was poking down below his balls. His ass was firm and rounded with muscle, with an athlete’s indentation just below each hip. To make it more accessible, Eric had Johnny lift his body a moment so he could slide a pillow beneath his hips. Now Johnny’s ass was invitingly offered up for whatever torture or pleasure Eric cared to devise. 

Quickly he retied the ropes, knotting them securely through the cuff rings, again rendering his boy toy immobile. With his long, slender fingers Eric caressed Johnny’s offered ass. Johnny sighed with pleasure and arched up as best he was able. Unable to resist this silent invitation, Eric brought his palm down hard and suddenly, smacking one cheek full-on. 
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Johnny yelped as Eric watched his own handprint appear in white, which darkened quickly to pink and then red. A matching one on the other side would complete the symmetry, he thought with a sadistic grin, as he smacked the other cheek just as hard. 

Again Johnny cried out, his back rising and falling as he gasped for breath. 

Eric felt his own cock, hard and fully distended as he smacked the muscular, sexy ass of his lover, his palms raining down a staccato of stinging blows until Johnny’s entire ass was rosy red and his cries were a steady whimper. 

“Had enough?” Eric finally whispered, triumph soaring through him as he realized Johnny had just taken quite a thorough spanking without once begging him to stop. 

Now the real test—Eric reached beneath Johnny’s body and grabbed his cock. 

Ah! It was still hard as iron, hot to the touch, on fire. Johnny not only took what Eric gave, he wanted it! He was turned on by it. Eric knew anyone could take a spanking, especially when bound and with no choice in the matter, but to maintain a raging erection during a sound spanking wasn’t something one could fake. 

Feeling a ridiculous joy surge through him, Eric held his lover’s shaft, sliding his hands up and down its length. Johnny, still tied to the bed, groaned and tried to lift himself to give Eric better access. 

After pleasuring him a few moments, Eric turned his attentions to Johnny’s virgin ass. Gently he spread Johnny’s still reddened, tender ass cheeks. Johnny stilled, and Eric sensed the battle within his lover at that moment—the shame from a lifetime of taboo mingling with the lust from his spanking and being tied down, his cock stimulated to just this side of orgasm. 

“Whose ass is this, Johnny?” Eric said in a low voice. When Johnny didn’t answer right away Eric took the ruler and smacked each cheek, hard. Johnny yelped and jerked as a dark red line appeared where the metal-tipped wood had struck him. 

“Answer when spoken to,” Eric said roughly. His own cock felt like it was going to explode. He wanted Johnny’s lips around it—now. But he, like Johnny, would have to earn that pleasure. 

“I don’t know,” Johnny finally said. 

Eric smacked him again, harder even than before. “You will know before this night is out, I promise you that!” He struck him again, watching the tender flesh darken, feeling its heat, knowing Johnny’s suffering. 

Eric released Johnny’s bonds. He lay still, his breathing slowly subsiding. When his hands were free, they went to his burning ass, as Eric had known they would. Eric got the little tube of K-Y Jelly and smeared a generous amount between Johnny’s ass cheeks. Johnny started to turn over, startled at the sudden cold wetness at his anus. 

“Get on your hands and knees, slave. I’m going to finally teach you whose ass that is. I’m going to take you like you’ve wanted me to from the moment we met. I’m going to fuck you and you’re not only going to take it, you’re going to love it.” 

Visibly trembling, Johnny obeyed, his head down, his expression obscured by the golden sheet of hair falling over his eyes. His rock-hard cock was testament to his 84 
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arousal. Despite his fear, indeed partially because of it, Johnny wanted what Eric promised more than anything in the world. 
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Chapter Eleven 

Johnny fingered the thin strip of black leather he wore around his left wrist. “This is a reminder for you—of what you are and who you belong to,” Eric had said as he had secured the bracelet around Johnny’s wrist. “Maybe someday you’ll wear my collar around your neck, to show the world you are owned. But that is for another time, sometime in the future, perhaps.” 

Amanda’s eye was drawn to the bracelet as Johnny fiddled with it. It was Wednesday evening, their usual meeting night. Johnny hadn’t wanted to talk too much on the phone about the amazing events going on in his life and Amanda hadn’t pushed, though she’d warned him she’d be wanting a full accounting on movie night. 

“What’s that?” she asked now. “I’ve never seen you wear a bracelet before. It’s cool.” She reached over his lap to take his arm and get a better look. 

“Oh,” Johnny said, smiling broadly, “It’s nothing. Just something Eric gave me.” 

“No   way!” Amanda enthused. “How cool is that! The famous, hot, sexy Eric Méndez gave my Johnny a token of his affection!” She looked at it more carefully, noting the catch, a ring of silver sewn into each side of the bracelet. 

“Hmm,” she said discerningly. “It doesn’t seem to open. It’s like it’s in place permanently, unless you broke the ring or cut the leather. That looks like a slave collar to me, Johnny. Someone in this room is a slave and it sure as hell ain’t me!” She laughed adding, “Am I right?” 

Johnny blushed and ducked his head. While he was deeply happy to be wearing the bracelet, as thrilled as a teenage girl wearing her first gift from her boyfriend, he hadn’t realized its nature would be so obvious to someone else. 

Covering it with his other hand he said, “Man, Amanda. You sure can cut to the chase, you know?” 

“I knew it! I knew it! No way would Eric Méndez waste his time with just anyone!” 

“Jesus, how do you know so much about Eric Méndez all the sudden? Since when have you become a fag hag?” 

“Since I met  you,  you big dope!” Amanda punched him playfully on the arm. He punched her back and she grabbed his arm, twisting it until he pulled away and lunged toward her, pinning her arms as she struggled. They tussled and laughed for a few moments like two little bear cubs before falling apart, sprawled across the couch with their legs thrown over one another, only their breathing breaking the comfortable silence. 

Finally Amanda sat up and ran her fingers through her spiky hair, this week thickly striped with blondes, oranges and browns—in honor of upcoming Halloween, she 86 
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explained. “But seriously,” she said, picking up the thread of their conversation. 

“Marlon told me all about Eric. He’s, like,  famous.  I mean, that’s relative of course. But in his circle, in the gay BDSM crowd, the guy is like a god.” 

Johnny sat up, feeling a burning pride to know  his man was so highly regarded. 

Like any new lover wanting to know more he demanded, “What do you mean! Tell me everything.” Johnny realized in the time he and Eric had spent together so far, the two long, lovely weekends, they’d talked very little about day-to-day things, focusing more on ideas, philosophies and shared dreams. 

Eric had talked about some of his past lovers and about his experience as a Dom. 

He had mentioned hanging out at various BDSM clubs and training a few men for fun from time to time, but he’d been rather vague. Johnny hadn’t wanted to press, and was content with whatever Eric chose to share, everything being new and fascinating to him. He could listen to Eric’s deep, lilting voice for hours, even if he were just reading the phone book aloud. 

Amanda tilted her head at her friend and grinned. “You are in love. Johnny’s in love! Oh, my God, Johnny’s in love!” She put her hands up to her face, opening her mouth in mock surprise, her eyes wide and dancing. 

“Shut  up!” Johnny threw a sofa cushion at her and Amanda ducked, letting it sail by. 

“Okay, okay,” she relented. “Let me tell you what Marlon told me.” She reached down and grabbed the cushion Johnny had hurled at her, hugging it to her torso as she leaned toward Johnny. 

“I’m sure he’s probably already told you everything I’m going to tell you, that is, if you guys even  talked at all!” She winked lasciviously at him. “But let’s see…” she looked up at the ceiling, collecting her thoughts. 

“Marlon has told me Eric Méndez is the king of the gay BDSM scene. He hasn’t taken you to a club yet, right?” As Johnny shook his head no Amanda said, “I didn’t think so. When he does, you better not keep  that to yourself, Johnny Wilson! I’m going to want details, boy! Details!” 

“Focus,” Johnny said, laughing. 

“Okay. Yeah. So the story is, Eric is unattainable.” Johnny frowned, his eyebrows knitting together. “Oh, I mean ‘til now, obviously! How could  any  guy resist my J? But seriously, his rep is he’s hot as molten lava but his heart is made of ice. He plays the scene but no one ever goes home with Eric. Or if they do, they have to leave before dawn. 

“His rep, and this could all be bullshit, you know how people like a good story, a good icon, but anyway, his rep is dangerous Dom. He won’t hesitate to whip someone to shreds, if that’s what they or their master wants. But his real skills, according to Jack O’Connell, Marlon’s pal in the scene, are in his subtlety. Unlike a lot of those guys who are into serious pain and suffering, Eric prefers more subtle methods of torture—tying a guy totally naked in the middle of the club, for example, and letting everyone who 87 
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comes in do something to him. Like drop hot wax on his cock, maybe, or put a ball gag in his mouth, or jerk off on his chest.” 

Johnny was listening intently, trying to reconcile the Eric he knew with this diabolical Dom she was describing. “He’ll leave the guy bound for a long time, making sure he’s always near orgasm but never permitted to come. When he finally unties the guy, he’s allowed to jerk himself off while kneeling in front of Eric. Jack said one time this guy was so hot, he knelt and after two strokes shot his load all over Eric’s fancy leather boots. Eric made him lick it off.” 

“Man,” Johnny whispered. “This doesn’t sound like my Eric at all.” 

“Your Eric, eh?” Amanda grinned at him. In a more serious tone she said, “Listen, J, I know you’re new to this gay thing. I know you’ve lived this incredibly sheltered little life over there in Brooklyn, but gay guys are still guys. They can act like total assholes when ‘strutting their stuff’. It’s just maybe the stuff they strut is different.” 

Johnny looked confused and Amanda tried to clarify. “For example. With your buddies back home, they might be real assholes at the gym or in the locker room. 

Roughing each other up, slamming each other around, calling each other names. They aren’t really serious, but it’s how they interact when they wanna act all tough and macho. But at home with their wife they might be the most loving, sensitive, sweet guy around. They’re still the same guy, but they’re displaying different aspects of their personality. 

“Now, you haven’t told me much about you and Eric so far. Which you’re going to rectify, by the way, before I  kill you. But from what you have told me, you and Eric are courting. He’s showing his romantic side to you. His soft side. The side a straight man would show to his woman. But he’s still Eric Méndez, the hottest, sexiest Dom on the gay scene and he has a reputation to uphold, and from the sounds of things, he has fun upholding it!” 

Johnny nodded. He found himself excited at the prospect of going to one of those BDSM clubs with Eric. He remembered suddenly Ginger’s obvious pride at being 

“Eric’s little pet”. An icy finger of fear dragged through his innards as he recalled how easily Eric had let Ginger go. Would Johnny be next, just another flash in the pan for the 

“famous” Eric Méndez? 

He sighed a little, and Amanda said, “What’s up, kiddo?” 

“I don’t know, nothing,” Johnny lied. 

“Okay, well, I’m going to get the popcorn and beer and you’re going spill your guts. This will be  way more entertaining than a movie!” 

They sat munching and drinking beer for a while before Amanda, licking some butter from her fingers said, “Here’s what I want to know. Well, wait, there are two things I want to know. I’m going to throw this out there and then you just talk. Number one—are you still a virgin? You know what I mean, with a guy!” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “And two—what is the significance of that bracelet? Really. Not 88 
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just a little something your new boyfriend gave you. I want the truth. And remember—

details, boy, details!” 

If it had been anyone else, Johnny would have clammed up. He was not in the habit of sharing his personal life with anyone, ever. Up until now it hadn’t been much of a personal life, but more a series of failures with women and a secret questioning about his own ability to connect with anyone. 

But Amanda was different. She’d been different from the moment he’d met her, and he’d always implicitly known he could trust her. And truthfully, if it weren’t for her, would he be with Eric now? Would he have had the courage to discover his sexuality on his own? To embrace it so readily without her sisterly encouragement and support? 

He knew he would not. He also knew, just because she was gay, this didn’t make her different from any other woman he’d known in that she wanted to know  everything about a relationship, no detail too small to be found fascinating. So he would give her the gift of sharing, as far as his private nature would allow. 

“Well, he’s a great cook. He’s Puerto Rican, you know. He loves his  abuela—his grandma,” Eric explained. 

“Wow, he cooked for you,” Amanda breathed. 

“Don’t interrupt or I’ll never get through it,” Johnny laughed. “I do have to work tomorrow, you know!” 

Amanda nodded, doing a mime of zipping her lips shut as Johnny continued. “The first weekend was amazing. When we left Moe’s he took me to his place. It was, like, so easy. He didn’t make me uncomfortable or pressure me at all.” 

Amanda laughed and said, “He didn’t know you’d only been gay, or ‘openly gay’ I should say, for about five minutes! I mean, if he  had,  he probably would have run as fast as he could in the other direction! Nobody wants a virgin, male or female!” 

“Amanda, you promised—” 

“Okay, okay, my lips are sealed.” Again she mimed a zipper across her mouth, rolling her eyes histrionically. 

“And anyway, yes he did.” 

“He did what?” 

“He knew I was new to it. New to admitting it anyway. He said he picked up right away my nervous vibe and my confusion. He was really cool about it, though. He didn’t make me feel like a jerk or anything.” 

“Wow, that’s pretty cool. Not the tough-guy image he likes to portray, huh?” 

“Well, he’s got a day job, you know. He’s a psychologist. So he knows this stuff. 

Anyway,” Johnny said hurriedly, so Amanda wouldn’t interrupt. “After that we went back to his place and well, it was really nice.” 

Amanda waited a moment, and then prompted, “Really nice? That’s it? Really  nice? 

Come  on, Johnny!” 

“Hey, you’ve never told me the details of your love life with Marlon!” 
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“Yeah, but that’s only because you didn’t want to know!” 

“Well, yeah, I guess. I don’t know, I guess it’s the way I was raised. You just don’t talk about this stuff!” 

“Okay. Listen. I understand. And I’m half kidding anyway. You don’t have to tell me details. I don’t need to know his cock size and stuff like that.” Johnny winced and Amanda laughed. “But tell me,” she said softly. “Are you submissive, are you his sexual slave? And are you still a virgin?” 

“Yes and no,” Johnny said and took a long drink of his beer, finishing the bottle before putting it down and reaching for another from the little cooler Amanda had put on the table. 

Amanda stared at him a second before comprehension dawned. “Oh,” she breathed. “That is so hot!” 

As Johnny drank his second beer he thought about what he’d just admitted.  Yes he was submissive and  no he was no longer a virgin. His mind shifted back to last Saturday night when Eric had bound him and spanked him, heating his skin and making his cock so hard he’d been afraid he’d ejaculate before Eric even untied him. 

He’d thought about it a lot since then, wondering how he could be so turned on from being  hurt. He’d even discussed it with Eric, trying to understand. “I mean, I’ve read about it online—the idea of pleasure and pain blurring together, fusing together into something more intense than either alone. But I don’t really get it. I mean, I wouldn’t get turned on by stubbing my toe. Why does it get me so hard when you smack my ass or use that ruler on my cock?” 

Eric hadn’t responded immediately. “You know, I’m the flip side of the coin. I derive intense pleasure from inflicting pain, but not just any pain. It’s like you said—it has to have erotic overtones. And it has to be consensual. I don’t get off on forced torture like some Doms. To me they aren’t Doms, but just bullies and assholes. But anyway, I’ve had this discussion with many a sub. A lot of them, like you, try to reconcile their feelings—to understand why getting whipped or spanked turns them on so much when it’s our natural instinct to avoid pain. 

“You know what I think, after endless conversations like these?” 

“What?” Johnny had asked, ready for “the answer”. 

“That it doesn’t matter  why.  The fact is, there are a lot of people, men and women, straight and gay alike, who derive intense sexual pleasure from delivering and receiving pain, and, taking it a step further, from causing and experiencing erotic humiliation. I think the key is in the eroticism. It has to be the right setting, the right conditions and the right people together. 

“Then, as to why, what does it really matter? Some people are very aroused by beautiful feet. Or by high-heeled shoes. Or by a woman’s breasts, or by all sorts of things you and I would be utterly indifferent to. 

“Just as I wouldn’t want to judge someone for their sexual orientation, I think D/s is the same sort of thing. You are what you are. And if there’s some sort of divine plan, 90 
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well, we are part of that plan too. We are here with as much right to our capacity for pleasure and our unique way of expressing it as any other human.” 

He had leaned over on the bed where they were lying together and ruffled Johnny’s hair. “So,” he suggested, before kissing Johnny’s mouth, “please stop worrying you might be sick or twisted and just revel in who and what you are.” 

After the kiss, which had lasted rather longer than he’d intended, Eric had added, 

“And you belong to me. You may not know it yet, but you are mine.” 

His mind danced back farther to the sudden cold wetness against his asshole as Eric had promised Johnny would belong to him before the night was through. He’d untied him and told him to get on his hands and knees. Johnny had heard the sound of foil tearing and knew Eric was putting a condom on his own cock. 

He’d craned his head around, still obediently in position, his ass burning from the spanking. His heart was beating so fast he felt lightheaded, and for a moment, he’d thought he was actually going to pass out. 

He’d collapsed onto the bed, sweating, slightly nauseated, a ringing in his ears. Eric had been right there, draping his body over Johnny’s back before sliding off to cradle him lightly with his arms. 

“Johnny,” he’s whispered, “It’s okay, honey. It’s okay. Just rest there. This is a lot to handle. I think I’m rushing you a little. Just relax. We have all the time in the world.” 

Johnny had lain still, his heart slowly easing, the nausea subsiding. 

Eric had wiped Johnny’s forehead with a soft cloth, pushing his thick blond hair from his eyes. He continued to stroke Johnny’s head, softly humming a tune Johnny didn’t recognize, but which was very soothing. He’d closed his eyes and drifted on the edge of sleep for a while, Eric still smoothing his hair. He’d realized he’d actually fallen asleep because he woke up suddenly, his cock raging, a vivid dream of Eric spanking his ass in the middle of a group of onlookers still bright in his head. 

He had sat up suddenly on the bed, taking a moment to get his bearings and realize where he was. Eric was asleep beside him, his face much younger in repose, the thick fringe of dark lashes actually brushing his cheeks, his lips full and red, curled into a little smile as he slept. 

Johnny felt a surge of tenderness as he looked at the sleeping man. He stroked Eric’s cheek lightly, its five o’clock shadow darkening his features. Eric lay naked on his side, his cock flaccid. On an impulse, Johnny scooted down so his face was level with Eric’s penis. Lightly he licked the head, circling around it with his tongue, enjoying Eric’s particular salty tang. 

He let his tongue slid down the loose-fleshed shaft, marveling as it swelled against his kiss. In a few moments the cock had grown like a magic beanstalk, rising up straight and hard, though Eric still appeared to be asleep. 

Johnny savored the quiet moment, enjoying his chance to explore Eric’s sex without having to perform or impress. He licked slowly around the base of the shaft, moving over the soft balls covered in a light down. He licked below the balls, along the line 91 
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leading to Eric’s nether entrance, before sliding back up again to fully take the cock into his mouth. He felt his own erection pressing against the bed and shifted a little to accommodate it. 

Eric moaned at last, his eyes coming open, the iris almost as dark as the dilated pupil as he stared down at his lover. He didn’t speak, but put his hand on the back of Johnny’s head, silently indicating he should continue. Johnny complied, his own cock stiffening even further at Eric’s touch. 

Johnny found he couldn’t get enough of Eric’s delicious, hard cock. He’d completely gotten over his gag reflex and loved the little moan he could wrest from Eric each time he slid his mouth all the way down the shaft, letting Eric’s cock rest deep in his throat. At one point Eric held his head still while the cock was positioned in such a way as to cut off Johnny’s airflow. 

Johnny didn’t resist, feeling a curious but intense thrill at the knowledge Eric could kill him by suffocating him if he didn’t allow him to pull back soon. Johnny knew he would probably have instinctively fought back if it actually came down to a matter of life or death, but just as instinctively he knew he could trust Eric not to endanger him. 

Because he experienced that level of trust, he found himself free to revel in the sheer eroticism of completely giving up control. 

Thus he was so aroused when Eric had pulled away and whispered, “Are you ready now? Ready to truly become mine?” Johnny had nodded, a little thrill of fear racing through his blood, mingling perfectly with his fierce desire. 

Again Eric had smeared lubricant on Johnny’s virgin asshole. Again he’d opened a little foil-wrapped coin, removing the condom rolled inside. He slid it expertly over his own full erection. Again he had commanded Johnny to get up on his hands and knees, and this time Johnny obeyed willingly, even eagerly, though his heart was hammering in his chest. 

When Eric’s cock had touched his anus Johnny had jumped a little, but then recalled himself, forcing himself to stay still. He could do this! He’d had that dildo in his ass half a dozen times. But the dildo was much smaller than Eric’s erect cock and Johnny knew it. However, a real cock was also more yielding than the molded rubber, bending to Johnny’s curves as Eric gently entered him. 

There had been one moment, when about half the shaft was in his ass, when it had really hurt. Johnny had screamed, jerking forward, but Eric’s hands were ready, firmly gripping Johnny’s hips to keep him from pulling away entirely. 

“Shh, shh,” he had whispered. “You’re doing beautifully. That was it, baby. That was the worst part. You’re not a virgin anymore!” He had laughed softly and said, 

“You’ve been penetrated. Now all you have to do is relax and let me please you. Let me give you the pleasure you’ve been waiting all your life to receive.” 

Oh! And he hadn’t been lying. As Johnny had unclenched his sphincter, Eric’s cock had slid in to the hilt. Johnny could feel Eric’s balls against his ass as Eric held him for a 92 
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moment, wrapping his strong arms around Johnny’s torso while he laid his head on Johnny’s back. 

He had knelt back up after a moment and began a slow sort of glide that made Johnny shudder with pleasure as he moved in, deeper and deeper, and then slid out, almost all the way but never quite, before pressing it back home again. The rhythm varied so Johnny never knew what to expect, each sudden thrust making him shudder and cry out, at first with fear then with rising lust, finally with aching, arching pleasure. 

As Eric had fucked him, he had reached around, massaging his cock with fingers oiled with lubricant. The combination of those skilled fingers and the iron-hard cock up his ass was like nothing Johnny had ever experienced or even dreamed of. 

Their bodies had begun to move together, Johnny’s uncontrolled tremble and spasm milking Eric’s cock even as he teased Johnny’s cock to impending release. When Eric had finally orgasmed, releasing himself deep inside of Johnny, Johnny had come too, spurting his seed over Eric’s fingers as they fell together in a kind of slow-motion to the bed. 

They lay still for some time. Johnny could feel his own heart thudding, and he could feel Eric’s heart as well, beating fast as a little captured bird against his back. 

After a while Eric had slowly pulled out, tossing his used condom into the little trash can beside the bed before taking Johnny into his arms. 

Amanda pulled Johnny out of his reverie by demanding, “So, you gotta at least tell me this. Was it good?” 

“It was heaven on earth,” was all he said. 
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Chapter Twelve 

“Say, Johnny. What’s that?” Johnny’s brother Billy leaned over the engine they were both working on and tapped Johnny’s leather bracelet. Though he’d been wearing it for several weeks, in the chilly fall weather he always wore long-sleeve work shirts in the garage and so far no one had noticed it. Today, in a careless moment, he’d rolled up his sleeves while trying to reach a difficult spot under the engine. 

Now Johnny jerked his hand away, putting it behind his back. “Oh, um. It’s just a bracelet. You know, just something I picked up.” He knew he was blushing so he turned away, busying himself on the other side of the car. 

“Huh,” Billy said as he wiped the dipstick and slid it back into the engine. He looked at Johnny for a moment, his expression bemused, before putting his head back under the hood. “Hey, Johnny,” he finally said, “let’s grab a bite at Aldo’s at lunch. 

Want to?” 

Usually Billy, Hank and Frank ate lunches packed by their wives, sitting together around a small table in the cluttered office of the garage. Johnny would go out, mostly just to get away for a while. 

He didn’t usually eat lunch as he found this made him tired. But he welcomed the chance to take a brisk walk and clear his head. Especially lately, since his life had exploded open with possibility. 

Eric was still limiting Johnny to weekend visits, which at once frustrated and relieved him. A part of him wanted to move in with Eric, spending every possible minute with him. Being in love felt wonderful! Before Eric, Johnny had secretly believed all the hype about “true love” was just that. He couldn’t understand the obsession that seemed to overtake people in love. But now that he was in it, if he couldn’t be with his lover, there was nothing he’d rather do than stare out a window, daydreaming about him, and counting the minutes until they’d be together again. 

The delicious added overlay of a D/s relationship added a fierce intensity that left Johnny reeling. It scared him sometimes, if truth be told. Over the course of the last few weeks Eric had been taking Johnny steadily farther down the BDSM path. After that first time, when Eric had penetrated Johnny’s virgin ass, he’d begun to train Johnny in earnest. 

The sessions could be intense, and sometimes Johnny found himself out of his league, near panic and frightened, not only of what was happening, but of his own reactions. A whipping session begun sensually, with Johnny kneeling naked in front of Eric, his head bowed, would slowly escalate until pain began to outweigh pleasure. Yet even as he rebelled, he was wildly elated, desperately longing for what was happening, and this scared him a little. 
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The sessions would usually start with Johnny paying homage to his master’s cock, as Eric had phrased it, to put Johnny in a submissive headspace. Johnny would be required to strip naked and kneel, his head bowed as Eric stood in front of him. Johnny was to open Eric’s pants, using his hands as little as possible. He had learned after a few tries to open the top button of Eric’s jeans with his teeth, and then drag the little tag down to open the zipper. 

Because Eric was usually at least half erect by this point, Johnny needed his hands to pull the pants down past Eric’s slender hips and over the lovely bulge. Sometimes Eric would pull down his pants the rest of the way himself, kicking them off before standing again with his legs in a relaxed stance, hands on his hips. He would watch with amusement as Johnny would struggle to pull down his silk underwear with his teeth, allowing Eric’s now fully erect penis to spring free in all its glory. 

Eric was teaching Johnny to take his cock deep in his throat, his muscles completely relaxed, his entire being open to receive his lover. “Once you’ve learned to take me completely, I’ll allow the use of your hands, but for now focus on what you are doing.” 

To help him remember, Eric would sometimes shackle his hands behind his back. 

This heightened Johnny’s sense of helplessness and, ironically, his arousal. Eric would lightly hold the back of Johnny’s head as he guided his erection down Johnny’s throat. 

After several false starts with Johnny gagging, his eyes tearing, sometimes even pulling away, Johnny started to learn how to accommodate his lover’s sizable shaft deep in his throat. He learned to close his eyes, empty his mind and relax his throat. 

Eric would permit him to lick and kiss the head for a while before slowly guiding himself into Johnny’s open mouth. Johnny loved the feel of the satin-soft skin stretched taut over the rock-hard shaft. He loved to kiss and suckle it, but after a while, Eric would press farther, forcing Johnny to let go, to open his mouth and throat in utter submission. 

As Eric slid his cock in farther and farther, Johnny would breathe deeply, willing himself to relax and accept this offering with grace. Eventually Eric was able to press his cock in to the hilt, Johnny’s nose pressed against his pubic bone, his windpipe completely blocked by the invading member. 

Eric would remain this way for several seconds, sometimes close to a minute. There was a moment during this process—Johnny could actually feel it descending over him—when he felt utterly at peace. It was hard to describe, but it usually followed some difficulty—some resistance, perhaps some gagging—during which Eric would whisper, 

“Relax, baby. Take it for me. This is what you were born for.” 

Even in the midst of the struggle, on the edge of panic, unable to breathe, Johnny would hear these words and something would change. He actually felt his heart slowing, felt his mind easing into a curious peace. At the same time, his cock would be raging, ignored while he ministered to his master. 
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Eric rarely ejaculated in Johnny’s mouth, preferring to keep himself on the edge as long as Johnny was. He would take his pleasure later, much later, using Johnny’s ass until they both came together, collapsing into exhaustion, utterly spent. 

Instead, Eric would slowly withdraw from his sub’s mouth and Johnny would usually lean forward as a matter of instinct, wanting to keep the delicious cock for his own. He loved to elicit the little moans and sighs of pleasure from his master, feeling for those brief moments as if he were the one in control. 

Then the whipping would begin. Slowly at first, with a heavy flogger of the softest suede. Johnny loved the flogger, loved the feel of its whispering sting, barely more than a kiss of pain at first. It would build as Eric increased the force of his blows. He was careful to ratchet the intensity of the whipping slowly, so Johnny was barely aware it was getting harder, the heat building along with his desire. 

When he switched to the crop or single lash Johnny had more trouble coping. Eric would usually have him stand at this point, his body now bathed in sweat, his back crisscrossed pink from the suede tresses kissing the flesh over and over. 

On his ass Eric was much rougher, using a riding crop to strike the same spot until Johnny was literally dancing in place, begging for mercy. Eventually Eric would relent, but only to change implements, using the single lash, which bit into his flesh as it found its mark. 

Johnny, who during these whippings was instructed to stand with his hands behind his neck, would often flail out when the single lash struck him with too much force. He would scream and reach out instinctively to ward off the blows. “Back into position!” 

Eric would bark, his voice stern, not a trace of the tenderness he usually reserved for his lover. 

Johnny would struggle to obey, his breathing labored, his ass on fire, his cock perversely still hard as iron, poking out straight between his legs. Sometimes he could move past this stage, recapturing some of the peace and sensual serenity he’d felt earlier in spite of the pain, but more often than not he could not. Instead he would fall out position again and again, finally begging and cowering as Eric continued to lash his ass and back without mercy. 

Finally Eric would stop, softly reminding him, “I stop when  I think it’s time, not you. We will continue these lessons until you learn to submit with more ease. Until you truly give up control and give yourself to me completely.” 

Johnny was exhausted from these sessions and frustrated. Eric always seemed to push him to the point of failure. No matter what new skill he’d acquired or new submission realized, Johnny felt he could never be good enough. He desperately wanted to please Eric and knew he was falling short. 

“Maybe I’m just not cut out for this sub stuff,” he said one night while held safely in Eric’s arms. They had been talking about their experience so far and how it measured up to Johnny’s expectations and preconceived notions. 
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“I can’t seem to get to that point of grace you talk about. I don’t even know what it means, if you want to know the truth. Maybe I’m not really submissive, you know? 

Maybe I just get off on the pain when it’s mixed with sex, and that’s that.” 

He must have sounded sad as he said this because Eric had kissed his forehead and crooned, “No, no, no. That’s not it at all, sweetheart. You  are submissive. You are just right for who you are right now. You’re perfect. We don’t need to label ourselves. It doesn’t matter if people call me Dom and you sub, or not. You are exactly where you should be at this moment with me.” 

Johnny wanted to believe it, and did feel comforted by his words. Eric had added, 

“I don’t really know if there’s such a thing as a submissive. I mean, someone who just totally gives himself over to another without thought or question. Someone who would allow himself to come to harm for his so-called master, someone who never questions his master and always puts his own needs second.” 

He smoothed Johnny’s yellow-golden hair from his forehead in a tender gesture and continued. “I don’t think I could love someone like that. I don’t want a robot or a blowup doll. I want someone who is strong and sexy, who knows his own mind and still finds the courage to take a whipping. Someone who is able to trust me enough to know I’d never stop your breathing for too long, or give you more pain than you could handle. Someone who appreciates the sensual potential of mixing pleasure and pain into something hot as molten steel and just as strong.” 

Johnny found himself subsumed by their relationship—completely taken over by it. 

He didn’t want to speak to anyone else, see anyone else, even leave Eric’s Manhattan apartment. Yet by the same token this was exhausting at times. As if he were experiencing all the years of living he’d missed packed into the few weeks they’d had together so far. 

Thus he had to admit he was partially relieved by their forced absence from each other during the week. Over the past month they’d been seeing each other, Eric would send him home on Sunday night or early Monday morning with a lingering kiss and a 

“see you soon”. 

So far they’d stayed in, not yet venturing out to any clubs or meeting any other guys in the scene. Again, Johnny had been relieved. While it was exciting and sexy to submit to his lover in the privacy of their apartment, to do so in public was another thing altogether. 

“But it will happen,” Eric had promised him. “You aren’t ready yet, but you move closer each day. When I do take you out, it will be as my boy toy, my slave, my possession. You will behave with submission and grace or pay the consequences. Do you understand?” 

Johnny had nodded, but he wasn’t sure that day would ever come. As it was, he loved submitting to Eric’s delicious torture, his cock hardening just from the sight of Eric’s flogger or cane. Oh the cane! Just thinking about it made Johnny’s ass itch. 
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Unlike the heavy flogger, which built the heat up slowly, the cane would slice the flesh in one burning line, making him scream. Yet even as he cried out, he would thrust his ass toward the source of his suffering, inexplicably eager for more. The orgasm he would experience from Eric’s sweet kisses afterward would be the most intense thing he’d ever experienced. 

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?” 

Johnny jerked toward Billy, flustered. They were walking together the three blocks toward Billy’s favorite little Italian restaurant and evidently Billy had been speaking. 

Johnny said, “Oh I’m sorry. I have a lot on my mind, I guess. What were you saying?” 

“Man, Johnny. What has gotten into you lately? It’s like you’re, I don’t know,  gone.  

That’s why I suggested we go for lunch, you know? I don’t see you anymore on the weekends, Sandy and kids are asking after you. Mom’s devastated you’ve been missing Sunday dinner and Hank and Dad think you’re doing something clandestine like using drugs or something. Mom thinks you’re in love. I don’t know what to think!” 

“Jesus!” Johnny exploded, irritated. “Is that what you guys do all the time—sit around and talk about me? Christ, I feel like I’m on display, being judged here. I’m a grown man for God’s sake! What is this?” Johnny felt anger heating his face and neck. 

Yet he knew even as he protested that Billy didn’t mean to be unkind. Billy, more than any of them, had always looked out for his little brother, defending him from the constant haranguing by his older brother and father, who had always found him wanting. Even now, with this lunch, Johnny knew Billy was just trying to look out for him. 

They were seated and had placed their orders when Johnny said, “Listen, I’m sorry, Billy. I know you’re just concerned. Everything is fine. Really. I guess I’m just trying to grow up, you know? My private life is private. Dad and Hank can go to hell and you can tell them that.” He felt himself grow hot again, his blood pressure rising, and he forced himself to calm down. 

“I mean, you can tell them I’m not using drugs or dealing drugs or secretly drinking or doing anything illegal. I’m fine. Just fine.” 

“So what is it?” Billy asked softly, his expression beckoning. “Is Mom right? Are you in love?” 

Johnny turned away but not before Billy saw the slight flush on his face. “Oh, my God! You  are!  Mom’s always right! So what’s the big secret? Why keep her from us! 

How long have you been seeing her? It’s been at least a couple of weeks, am I right? 

Probably longer. Is that bracelet from her? Kind of a weird gift from a woman, isn’t it? 

Is she a biker chick? Is that why you’re hiding her from us? Come on, bro, you can tell me!” Billy smacked Johnny on the back in congratulations. 

Johnny laughed in spite of himself. “Jesus, it’s a good thing you ran out of breath! 

What were there, six hundred questions just now? What am I, under arrest? Do I need an attorney?” 
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Billy laughed sheepishly and Johnny was saved further discussion for the moment by the arrival of their food. Johnny bit into his meatball sub while Billy twirled spaghetti around his fork and ladled a huge bite into his mouth. After a few more bites Billy, not to be deterred, said, “So, all this moping and absentmindedness and not showing up to visit us anymore is because of a girl? What’s her name? Where’d you meet her?” 

Johnny stared at his brother. He knew his family was disappointed and confused he hadn’t married yet and rarely even brought a date home for Sunday dinner, as had been the tradition with his older brothers before they married. He knew his mom wanted grandchildren from him and she often reminded him he “wasn’t getting any younger”, though she always said it with a smile, just before launching into a story about a lovely young woman she’d met at the deli or her sister’s friend’s mother’s maid’s cousin who was available and eager to meet her Johnny. 

Johnny’s mind drifted back to Eric—to the last time they’d made love. “Eric?” he’d said sleepily, dozing off and on, embracing Eric from behind as they lay on their sides. 

“Hmm?” 

“I want to make love to you.” 

“You always do.” 

“No, I mean, I want to…” he paused, wondering if he dared ask for what he wanted. Johnny still wasn’t sure about all the rules and regulations of a D/s relationship, if there were such things. 

“What? What do you want, Johnny? You can ask me anything, you know that.” 

“Okay.” Johnny was glad Eric wasn’t facing him. It made it easier to say what he wanted to say. “I think I’d like to try to, uh, take you from behind. To, uh, fuck you. 

You know.” 

Eric turned back toward Johnny, his expression at once tender and amused. “You are so cute when you get all shy on me! You’re saying you want to take me anally, huh? 

To fuck me in the ass.” 

“Yes.” Johnny bit his lower lip and then grinned. 

“Well, subs don’t usually get to fuck their masters, you know.” Johnny’s face must have registered his disappointment because Eric laughed and tousled his hair, adding, 

“But then, we aren’t just master and slave, are we? We’re lovers. We’re best friends.” 

Johnny had warmed to these words, grabbing Eric in a big bear hug as a crazy joy spread through his body. “I do enjoy being on the receiving end now and again. It’s actually a good thing for a Dom to experience everything he asks of his sub. I’ll let you fuck me, Johnny. But you do understand this is me letting you, not you taking anything I don’t want you to have.” 

“Of course, yes, I understand.” Now that he’d said yes, Johnny felt butterflies flitting through his belly. He’d had intercourse with several women, but that was 99 
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different. What if he got soft and couldn’t penetrate? What if he messed it up or hurt Eric? 

His fears had been unjustified it turned out. Eric had gently pushed Johnny to his back and taken his cock gently into his mouth, quickly bringing it to full erection with his skillful attentions. He’d even rolled the lubricated condom onto Johnny’s cock himself, making the experience an erotic one as he’d kissed Johnny’s mouth and throat while his hands were busy below. 

Eric had stood over the bed, leaning over it for support. “This is the easiest way for a beginner, I think. If this doesn’t feel comfortable, we can try a different way. Don’t worry about hurting me. I’ll guide you. Trust your body and go with what feels right. 

Okay, baby?” 

Johnny nodded, his cock bobbing toward Eric’s small, muscular ass. Tentatively he took hold of Eric’s hips, daring to touch his nether entrance with the tip of his cock. 

Slowly he pushed, feeling the resistance of Eric’s sphincter. He hesitated, not wanting to hurt him. 

“It’s okay. Go on. Just press past the ring of muscle and it’ll be easy after that. 

You’re so fucking sexy right now, Johnny. Do it. I want it.” That was enough for Johnny. Emboldened, he pushed harder, feeling the tight clamp of Eric’s rectum as he penetrated his lover. 

He was in, his cock disappearing between the round globes of his lover’s ass. 

Johnny couldn’t suppress a moan of pleasure as his cock was sheathed in the tight, velvet passage. It felt different from vaginal intercourse—tighter and hotter. But it wasn’t only the physical sensation that was different, it was the fact he was making love to his lover—to the man who made his heart pound with desire and his body cry out for release. 

Together they moved in a primal rhythm, Eric arching back to meet Johnny’s thrusts, their sighs and moans a duet of passion. Eric’s hand was on his own cock, massaging it with each movement of Johnny’s hips. Johnny reached around, taking Eric’s shaft into his hand, drawing a low, guttural moan of pleasure from his master. 

As Johnny had started to come, Eric had taken over his own cock, making himself ejaculate within seconds of Johnny. They’d fallen together in a kind of slow-motion dance, Johnny rolling to one side as they fell, his arms tight around his lover. 

Johnny blinked a little in the dim light of the restaurant, trying to focus on whatever Billy was saying. Ah yes, he’d been asking for the name of his lover. 

Billy was looking earnestly at him, clearly waiting for an answer. Did he tell him? 

Did he say, “You know how Hank’s always hassled me that I’m a pretty boy? How he and Dad have always told me I don’t have what it takes to be a real man? Billy, I know Dad thinks homosexuals should be castrated and then shot, but guess what, your little brother is a flaming faggot.” 

Did he admit, “You know, this bracelet you’re wondering about? It’s actually a symbol of ownership. It’s like a slave collar, except we didn’t want to be so obvious so I 100 
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wear it on my wrist.” Did he continue over the no doubt stunned silence that would follow this admission by explaining, “See, I’m what you’d call a sub. A submissive. I get off on being used and controlled sexually. I get hard by being whipped and tied down and fucked up the ass by a sexy man named Eric Méndez.” 

Should he calm Billy’s natural fears at that point by adding, “Don’t worry, he may be Puerto Rican, a  spic as Dad would say, but he’s rich. He’s college educated with a masters in psychology and he has his own practice in Manhattan. He’s real good to me and he loves me in a way no one ever has and, frankly, I didn’t know anyone could. Oh, and you can tell Mom he’s a great cook. They could exchange recipes.” 

“What’re you grinning about?” Billy asked, as these thoughts raced through Johnny’s head. 

“Oh nothing.” Johnny’s expression sobered. 

“So come on, what’s her name?” 

Johnny teetered on the edge of a confession, angered by the certain knowledge neither he nor his lover would ever be accepted by his family. What the hell! He had just proclaimed to his brother he was a grown man—why shouldn’t he admit the name of his lover? He opened his mouth to give voice to his convictions. 

“Amanda,” he said instead. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Johnny and Eric didn’t talk about their families much. They came together in a kind of fairy-tale way, leaving their “real lives” aside. Their weekends were like a secret oasis, not shared with anyone else. 

Johnny seemed content with this. Eric’s probing about Johnny’s life and background had yielded basic details, but Johnny didn’t seem to want to linger on the topic. He’d made it pretty clear his family had no idea of his sexual orientation and he believed he’d be disowned if they ever did find out. 

Eric, on the other hand, was much luckier. His family not only knew, but embraced him for who he was. He’d been all of thirteen when he’d come out to them, admitting it first to his little sister Margarita, only a year younger than himself. 

They had always been very close and it really hadn’t occurred to him to hide it from her. They had both started taking an interest in sex at about the same time, girls maturing faster than boys as Margarita had explained to him. 

When Margarita hung pictures of her favorite movie stars and rock stars on her wall, Eric found himself attracted to them as well. He felt only mildly interested at best and indifferent most of the time toward the girls his friends found hot. 

They’d been lying in Margarita’s bed late at night, as they often did, talking about everything under the sun. Their mother worked the evening shift as a nurse and they’d gotten into the habit of waiting up for her on weekends so they could visit with her at midnight when she’d arrive home. Eric liked to have a warm meal prepared for her and Margarita would massage her shoulders after she ate. They both felt very grown-up taking care of their mama. 

“You should tell mama,” Margarita had counseled. “She’s a nurse—she’ll know what to do.” 

“What do you mean she’ll know what to do?” Eric had demanded, punching his little sister playfully on the arm. “You act like I’ve got a disease or something. It’s perfectly natural! In fact I read somewhere at least ten percent of the population is gay! 

Think about that! Of our twenty-two first cousins, at least two of them are gay! In your class at school there are a couple of gay kids too, even if they don’t know it yet.” 

Margarita had shaken her head emphatically, her long curly hair flying. “No way! 

There aren’t any gay kids in my class. No way. And none of our cousins are gay. The uncles would kill them!” 

Eric’s father had died when the children were still toddlers, and “the uncles” were the men of the house. Though Eric and Margarita only had their mother, they also had 102 
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an entire neighborhood full of extended family in the South Bronx, several of the families even residing in the same apartment building. 

Eric had laughed. “You nut. Uncle Luis is gay! Has anyone killed him?” 

Margaret stared at her older brother. “Are you sure?” 

“Sure I’m sure. I’ve heard the aunts talk about it. They’re cool with it. They have enough babies without Uncle Luis adding any more. That’s all they care about anyway, babies! Haven’t you ever noticed how Uncle Luis never married, and always has a nice-looking guy with him when he comes to family parties?” 

Margarita thought a while and then nodded. “Well, Uncle Luis is my favorite uncle and you’re my favorite brother so I guess I’m okay with it.” 

“You nut, I’m your only brother!” 

His mother had been just as easy, ruffling his head and saying, “Eric, I don’t care about that sort of thing. That’s your private business. I love you six ways to Sunday, just the way you are.” 

Of course, his mother and sister did  not know about his dominant sensibility or his reputation as a trainer of sex slaves and a much sought-after Dom. As his mother had wisely said, it was his private business. He didn’t know what his sister did for sexual fun either, though married to an attorney with two children of her own, he doubted it was anything too exciting. But then, one never knew. He’d learned that long ago. 

Johnny, on the other hand, didn’t have the luxury of a longtime knowledge of his own sexuality or the loving acceptance of his family. His was clearly a struggle, and even though Eric believed Johnny did love him, and loved what they shared, he wondered how Johnny would really feel if Eric took things farther. 

He found himself thinking, as he never had before, about settling down with just one person. At almost thirty-one, he’d been playing the scene for close to ten years. 

He’d had literally dozens of casual affairs and a couple of more serious relationships, but other than Mark, he’d never seriously considered choosing a life partner. 

He’d always had fun using subs until they bored him, which was usually pretty quickly. He enjoyed the little training sessions at the clubs where he’d garnered a reputation as a serious Dom. He could pretty much have his pick of the guys and he helped himself, though he tried never to just blatantly use someone and never led them on with impossible promises. 

Yet as the years passed, he found he was looking for more than just a pretty face and a nice ass. He wanted someone he could actually talk to and share ideas and dreams with. 

He’d certainly never expected that in Johnny. When he’d first laid eyes on him at DeSoto’s, he’d seen the exceptional looks, the golden hair, the strong jaw, the long, beautiful body, and in his head he’d written him off as just another pretty boy. At least, he’d tried to. Something about Johnny had stayed with him though, and he’d been compelled to seek him out. 
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When he’d actually connected with Johnny, he’d been stunned by his innocence and his open yearning. Most of the guys in the scene learned early on to hide their real feelings, giving only enough to get what they wanted. But Johnny wasn’t in the scene—

he was truly a novice, open and heartbreakingly naïve. 

Eric thought of some of the other Doms in the scene who might have gotten hold of his Johnny. They would have chewed him up and spit him out. They would have used him and left him discarded, his heart no doubt broken, his fledging exploration into the romance of D/s shattered. 

When Eric had first invited Johnny home, he been attracted to him of course, but hadn’t dreamed of the intense connection they would forge. He realized he must be something of a snob because he honestly hadn’t considered a mechanic with only a high-school education as someone he could ever connect with in a meaningful way. A great fuck sure, but beyond that, no way. 

Yet now he found himself daydreaming of life full-time with Johnny Wilson. 

Johnny seemed to want more too, asking why he couldn’t stay during the week—go to work  from  Eric’s  place,  bring  some  clothing  over.  Eric  had  been  tempted,  but  he’d always said no. 

He told Johnny it was because their relationship was too intense. They needed the time off during the week because as a sub, it would be too much for Johnny to be expected to leave for work each morning after an intense sexual torture session the night before. He wouldn’t be able to focus on his work—he’d be wiped out. 

Johnny had laughed at this, saying, “Okay, so don’t whip me and fuck me every night! We can just be like a regular couple and rent a movie and eat pizza or something. 

We can just cuddle!” 

Eric had smiled and shook his head. “There’s no way I can keep my hands off you, I’m afraid,” he had retorted. Johnny had accepted it—what choice did he have? But Eric had been less than honest with his lover. 

The real reason, the crux of the matter, was fear. Eric was afraid if Johnny moved in, he would grow tired of Eric and leave him. How could it not be so? Eric was Johnny’s first real love experience, and Eric had known from the beginning it was only a matter of time before Johnny was ready to move on. Who stayed with their first? 

By keeping him on the edge, by withholding himself in this way, Eric was hoping to stave off the inevitable, to buy himself more time with Johnny. He remained in control, the one doling out the sexual favors and controlling the intensity of the relationship. If he allowed Johnny to move in, the whole dynamic of the relationship would change. 

And Eric would open not only his home but his heart. He was Dom enough to control another person’s pleasure and pain, but was he man enough to let himself be vulnerable? 

Maybe he’d test Johnny first. See if he was truly worthy of becoming his life partner. He wanted a man who wasn’t merely submissive, but willing to show it to the world. While he didn’t expect Johnny to come out to his family—that was something 104 
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that would have to happen in its own time—he did expect Johnny to be willing to submit to him in public. It was a D/s tradition, at least in his circles, and it would prove Johnny was serious about being his sexual slave. 

That Friday when Johnny came over he seemed agitated. He kept twisting his leather bracelet and seemed as if he wanted to talk about something. Eric didn’t press him, waiting to see if Johnny would open up on his own. 

Johnny looked so miserable that over dinner Eric finally said, “Seems like you’re distracted tonight. Something on your mind?” 

Johnny let out a breath and said, “No. I mean, yes. That is, I don’t know. Yes.” 

Eric laughed. “Let’s see. Which answer should I go from? Yes, no or maybe so?” 

Johnny laughed too, though without much mirth. “Here’s the thing. My family’s on to me.” 

“What?” 

“They know.” 

“They know what? That you’re gay?” 

“No. God, no!” He paused and added, “At least, I don’t think so. But they know I’m seeing someone. Billy, my brother, he said something. Apparently they all have nothing better to do but sit around and discuss me. My dad and older brother Hank think I’m doing drugs or something, but Billy and my mom think I’m in love. Billy called me on it the other day.” 

Eric smiled, touched. Was his Johnny mooning around the car garage—was he that sweetly obvious about his feelings? Aloud he said, “So? It’s okay to be in love, isn’t it?” 

“Sure, yeah. I guess. But Billy asked me  her name.” 

“Well, that’s natural. He assumes you’d be with a girl, right?” 

“Yeah, I know. And I was sitting there with him feeling so fucking confused! I wanted to tell him! I wanted to tell him the truth! All of it!” Johnny let out a long sigh. 

“Things used to be so easy. Me and Billy could talk at least. Besides my mom, he’s the only one I ever felt safe with. The only one who didn’t laugh at me because I didn’t want to do all the macho shit the rest of them did. Because I wanted to read a fucking book! Him and his wife Sandy have always made me feel welcome in their home. 

Besides you and Amanda, they’re the only people I feel safe with. 

“But I couldn’t tell him! I was  this close to admitting it. To saying, I’m not in love with a woman at all! I’m in love with a man! His name is Eric Méndez and he’s the best thing that ever happened to me! I belong to him! I’m his gay, submissive lover and I’m proud of it! 

“But I didn’t, Eric! I denied you. I bit my tongue and I lied. I didn’t have the courage to admit what I am. I didn’t have the nerve to say the most basic truths about myself to my own brother. I lied. I said  her name was Amanda.” Johnny’s voice cracked and he looked away, his expression full of pain. 
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Eric put his hand on Johnny’s arm. “Hey,” he said softly. “It’s okay. I certainly don’t expect that of you. What you and I share doesn’t have to be shouted to the world, at least not your world. You know, even though we live in the Twenty-first Century, and you’d hope people would be tolerant of differences and accepting of who we are, some things take a really long time to change. I’m sure Billy is a great guy. In fact, he might be more open to accepting you as you are than you think. But even if he wasn’t, please don’t beat yourself up about this. 

“Listen, I know you love me, and I know I love you. Fuck the rest of ‘em!” Eric smiled and tried to catch Johnny’s eye, but Johnny wouldn’t look at him. 

“Listen, what’s really bugging you, Johnny? Is it really just about Billy and you being afraid to admit to him you’re gay? I sense something else going on here.” 

“No. No. As usual you’re onto me,” Johnny said, now turning to gaze at his lover. 

“That isn’t all of it. When I betrayed you—that’s how it felt when I said Amanda instead of Eric—when I did that, it really got me thinking. What  do we have, you and I? I mean, we spend the weekends together and we have great sex and wild, intense times, but is that it? Is that all there is between us?” 

Now that he’d started talking, Johnny couldn’t hold the words back, desperate to make himself understood. “I feel like I try to get closer to you, but you keep me back. I feel like by making me leave you each Sunday night, you are saying, ‘This is it. This is all we can have.’ And I find myself wanting more! I want those other nights—nights like regular couples have, where we just eat pizza and watch a movie. Where we go out with friends. Where we go to the supermarket together and do the laundry together. I want to be in your life more, I guess is what I’m saying. And you don’t want that. You just want your weekend boy toy to fuck and forget about.” 

Johnny whispered the last sentence and pushed his chair away from the table. 

“God,” he said, as he moved to the living room. Eric stood as well, following him. “I said more than I meant. It’s your fault! You sit there with that superior psychologist look  on  your  face  making  me talk! I didn’t mean to say that. At least not quite so bluntly!” He dropped heavily into a chair and said imploringly, “Listen, I do love what we have. I know I don’t have any right to ask for more. It’s just that, I sit in my crappy little apartment during the week, exhausted from a job I fucking hate, and wonder what you’re doing right then and wonder why I can’t be there with you! Why you force this distance between us. I wonder when it will change, if it will change. I wonder if I’ll lose the time we  do share if I dare to ask for more.” 

Johnny sighed and bit his lower lip. “Jesus. I’ve said too much. Way too much. I’ll shut up now. I’ll even go now, if you want.” He stared out the window, his hands clenched in his lap, his lips compressed in a tight line. 

Eric sat next to him on the couch and looked out the window with him. He was quiet for a moment, gathering his thoughts, gathering his courage. “You want to know why I don’t let you stay here during the week? The real reason?” 

Johnny, still looking out the window, said, “I don’t know. Do I want to know?” 
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“Well, it’s not another guy, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Johnny let out a little puff of air, which showed that had been precisely what he had been thinking. 

Eric squeezed Johnny’s hand a little and plunged in. “Listen. This is ironic for me, since I’m the therapist, the one who’s supposed to be in touch with their feelings and all that crap. You want to know the bottom line? It’s fear.” Eric let go of his lover’s hand and clasped his own hands in his lap. 

“God. You know, your timing is perfect. I’ve been thinking about this very thing the whole week. Thinking something was going to have to change but afraid to initiate it. 

Here’s the thing, Johnny. I’m afraid if I let you get too close, I’ll lose you. There, I’ve said it out loud.” 

Johnny turned to stare at Eric. “What? Lose me? How?” 

“Come on, Johnny. This is your first time. I’m your first real lover. You’re only twenty-four.” 

“Twenty-five next month,” Johnny interjected. 

“Okay, whatever. You’re a young guy. And in a way you’re younger than your years because you’re so new to this. It took you so long to come to terms with your own sexuality. So you were kind of dormant, if you know what I mean.” 

“So? I’m not dormant now!” Johnny laughed. “I’m gay and I’m sub, and I totally love it!” 

“Yes, I know you do, and that’s so great! But I’m your  first, don’t you see? It’s just a matter of time before you get tired of me. Before you wonder what it would be like to submit to someone else, to belong to someone else. Who ever settles for their first?” 

Johnny looked at his lover and gently touched his cheek. “You don’t get it, Eric. 

Listen. First of all, you aren’t my ‘first’. I had sex with six girls before I met you. I know, my heart wasn’t there, but my dick was!” He grinned and continued. “What I mean is, I’ve had other relationships, even if they weren’t right for me. I’ve been around. I know what’s out there and I know what I want, and it’s you. I think what’s missing here, for you, is trust. You need to let go and trust me. You’ve taught me to let go in so many ways, but now it seems like you don’t follow your own advice. 

“And you know what else, Master Sir?” He said this with intentional irony, his voice teasing, and Eric playfully cuffed him on the head. “Let’s just say, for the sake of argument, that I do leave you in a month or a year or ten years. Or let’s say you leave me. Or we both decide we can’t fucking stand each other. So? So, that’s life! Isn’t that what you would tell your patients? That’s life! Life is full of risks, and if we don’t take them, we never ending up experiencing anything. 

“Jesus, look at me. It took me twenty-four years just to dare to really feel my own feelings! I was so afraid of taking even that risk that I missed out on years of being happy and fulfilled. I’ll tell you what, Mr. Méndez, I’m through with that. I’m going to take risks and fuck the world if it can’t take it!” 

Eric smiled and nodded. “You make it sound so obvious. And, of course, you’re right! So I lose you. I didn’t have you before. Who am I to try and control things like 107 
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that? You see right away what I was hiding from—I can’t control the world. I can control my sub’s orgasm, I can control his level of pleasure and pain, but no one can control another’s heart. I’m going to have to trust you. To trust myself and go with it. 

Thank you, Johnny. I feel so much better! Thank you.” 

He leaned over and they shared a sweet, lingering kiss. Johnny was the first to pull away. “You know,” he mused, “I should put my own money where my mouth is. I should be willing to continue with the risks. I hate it that I have to keep you a secret. 

That I can’t tell anyone but Amanda how in love I am! How thrilled I am to know you and be loved by you! I’m going to ‘fess up, how ‘bout that? I’m going to tell Hank and my parents and Billy who and what I am. If they don’t like it, they can go fuck themselves!” 

Eric nodded but cautioned, “That’s terrific, Johnny. But let’s go slowly with that. 

You can tell them, sure. But maybe we can think of the best way, the least shocking way, of letting them know. I’ve had some experience with this—no need to go barreling in. Though I applaud your intentions and support them all the way, let’s do it in our own time, not theirs.” 

“Okay. Agreed. God! I feel like a huge weight just got lifted off my shoulders! I hate living a lie! I want the world to know!” 

Later, lying in bed, Eric said, “Remember earlier you said you want to show the world? To prove to the world your love for me?” 

“Yeah.” Johnny moved closer, snuggling against his lover. 

“Well, I want that too. Not just your family. I want to take you out, Johnny. I want to show you off. I want to take you to the Cavern. What do you think?” 

Johnny didn’t answer right away. In a small voice he said, “Um. What does that mean exactly? I mean, what would you expect of me?” 

“I would expect everything of you. As submissive as you are at home, I would expect that in public. Don’t forget, these aren’t just any people. These guys are all heavily into the BDSM scene. Many of them live the life 24/7. Some of these guys are kept in cages when they aren’t being used, and their sole function in life is to serve their master. They’re kept chained and marked at all times. What you and I do is soft-core compared to some of these guys.” 

“Did you ever do that?” Johnny whispered, his voice awestruck. 

“Do what?” 

“Keep your sub in a cage. Keep him in chains, with fresh welts on his ass to remind him of his place.” 

Eric sensed the longing mixed with the fear in Johnny’s voice and was surprised. 

Gently he said, “I have, Johnny. I will with you, when I own you completely. If that’s what we decide we want.” 
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Johnny shivered and snuggled closer. Eric could feel Johnny’s rising erection against his thigh, though Johnny had just orgasmed a few moments before. He wanted more intensity in their D/s relationship—at least he thought he did. 

Eric was excited by this response. He made his decision at that moment. 

“Tomorrow I’m taking you to the Cavern. I’m going to chain you and whip you in public. I may make you suck cock, not necessarily mine. I may let someone else fuck your hot little ass. I may keep you locked and gagged in a cage while I fuck someone else’s boy toy. What do you think of that, Johnny Wilson? Could you handle it? Would you want to?” 

“Jesus,” Johnny whispered, “Jesus.” His cock was rock-hard now as he began to move up and down, creating friction between his cock and Eric’s muscular thigh. His eyes were closed, his breathing labored, his lips parted for a kiss. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.” 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Johnny stood in front of the mirror examining himself. His eye kept returning to the black leather pouch completely covering his cock and balls. Eric had brought it home that night, in preparation, he said, for Johnny’s coming-out party at the Cavern. 

It was a male chastity device that consisted of a zippered black leather pouch held in place by a thick, shiny, buckling, latex cock strap that went under the balls and closed over the base of the shaft. The buckle had a place for a little lock, but Eric hadn’t bothered with it. Right now he had just wanted Johnny to try the contraption on after his shower. 

The shower itself had been the beginning of his submissive experience for the evening, as Eric had ordered, “While you’re in there, you’re going to shave your balls and pubes smooth. Use this special cream—it reduces abrasion. And be careful, I don’t want you damaging  my slave’s body.” 

He’d tossed Johnny the super-emollient shaving cream, and a sharp triple-bladed razor. Johnny had automatically caught the items before really taking in what Eric had said. If Eric noticed his discomfiture as he observed the command, he didn’t let on. “I’ll want you completely smooth for a couple of reasons. First, you’ll feel things better—a tongue, a clamp, a whip—they’ll all register better on freshly shaven skin. Second, it’s a mark of a submissive in my circle—soon to be your circle if you please me tonight. We like to keep our slaves smooth. At least their cock and balls.” 

Johnny stood there throughout this little speech, a tiny towel wrapped around his waist. The shower was steaming behind him and Eric grinned. “Hey. Is there a problem? Get in there and do what I said. When you get out, I have a present for you.” 

Eric had a large steam-resistant mirror along the back wall of his shower. This enabled Johnny to see what he was doing better as he performed the delicate operation of shaving himself smooth. Despite his trepidation at scraping his most tender parts with a very sharp blade, and his fear he would look ridiculous afterward, Johnny’s cock responded to his touch, elongating and engorging as he watched his dark-blond pubic hair fall away in front of the razor blade. 

As he worked, his mind was wrapped around Eric’s words… a tongue, a clamp, a whip… Jesus, was he up to this? Yes, he adored what he and Eric shared in the privacy of Eric’s apartment, but how would he handle someone else’s tongue? Or whip! Johnny comforted himself with the reminder his lover wouldn’t take him somewhere he wasn’t ready to go. 

Would he? 

When he was done shaving, he simply stood and stared, not sure of his own reaction. His penis looked strange with no surrounding curls in which to nestle. It made 110 
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his cock look larger actually, and his balls looked heavy and masculine, despite their new bald state. 

Now as Johnny stood in the mirror per Eric’s direction, he stared at the large, shiny black sheath, which imprisoned his cock and balls. Eric, standing just behind him, reached around and fondled him. 

Johnny moaned as Eric said, “Yes, that’s right. Even though this sheath keeps you totally enclosed and confined, you’re still vulnerable to stimulation by touch. This can make for an intense sensory experience.” 

As he delivered this little lecture he continued to stroke and squeeze Johnny’s balls and cock until Johnny’s hips began to writhe in response, his head falling back with pleasure. 

Eric withdrew his hand and snapped, “No you don’t. You won’t be coming for a long time. You’ll have to earn it, and where I’m taking you, they’ll put you through your paces, I can assure you. Don’t even  think about coming until I give you permission, you got that?” 

He pulled Johnny’s head back by his hair and reiterated, “No matter what anyone does to you, don’t you  dare come until I tell you to.” 

“No, Sir,” Johnny whispered. His erect cock was mashed uncomfortably against his balls in the confining leather, but he knew if he mentioned it, Eric would only smile and ask him if he had a problem with that. 

He had no problem with it. In fact, perverse as it might be, the erotic discomfort turned him on, ironically further exacerbating the problem. Eric, no doubt aware of Johnny’s aroused state, took pity on his slave, unbuckling the strap and releasing his genitals from their prison. 

“Get dressed,” Eric said. “I’ve laid out your outfit on the bed. We’ll wait ‘til we get to the club to put the sheath back on.” Johnny nodded, trying not to betray his nerves. 

Anxiety and excitement were warring inside of him, one or the other gaining the upper hand from moment to moment. 

He followed Eric into the bedroom and saw his outfit for the night. Eric had selected the black leather pants he’d bought Johnny as a gift the weekend before. A white silk shirt with no collar and long sleeves, also a gift from Eric, was set out next to the pants. Its small, closely spaced buttons were made of mother of pearl. 

He took the black silk jock strap first, pulling it up and over his cock and denuded balls. Eric, already dressed in charcoal gray linen pants and pale gray cashmere sweater, sat in an armchair watching Johnny with smoldering eyes. 

Next Johnny pulled on the black leather pants. The leather was supple and soft as a baby’s bottom. The pants fit like a glove against his strong legs and firm, shapely ass. 

His cock and balls were clearly outlined in a lovely package at his crotch. 

Eric tilted his head, appraising his lover. “It’s almost a shame to cover that gorgeous chest with a shirt but it can’t be helped,” he remarked. “We can’t have you going out in the cold with no shirt, can we?” 
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Johnny put on the soft, silky shirt, admiring its fit, which was snug against his chest, but roomy enough for his broad shoulders. As he began to button it, Eric said, 

“Leave the top four open. I want show off those gorgeous pecs.” 

Eric then told him to come stand in front of him for inspection. “I think we’ll pierce your ear soon. Would you like that? A lovely diamond, just here.” Eric reached up, grabbing Johnny’s right earlobe gently between thumb and forefinger. 

Johnny hadn’t thought about getting his ear pierced until Eric said it, but now he looked at Eric’s diamond stud and touched his own lobe thoughtfully.  No!  The word leaped into his brain from somewhere inside of him. His dad and brothers would tease him mercilessly. The guys he used to hang with at the bar would think he was…a sissy. 

Johnny turned away, these thoughts confusing and angering him. Fuck those people! He could do what he wanted. “What’s the matter, Johnny?” Eric misinterpreted his expression as one of fear regarding a piercing. “Don’t worry, I won’t have you pierced unless you want it. I was thinking maybe nipples too, but that would be later.” 

Eric laughed, unaware of the thoughts that had just passed through Johnny’s head. 

Johnny realized the conditioning of a lifetime would take more time than he’d had so far to undo. Meanwhile he’d just focus on the evening ahead. 

* * * * * 

They stood together at the red door of a three-story brownstone in a New Jersey suburb. This club wasn’t much of a club as far as Johnny could see. It looked more like someone’s house. They had driven in Eric’s car, which he rarely used and kept in a garage in the city, taking it out only on occasions like this, when the bus or subway wouldn’t get him where he was going. 

“This is a house, actually,” Eric explained. “The owners Mark and Jason live here as well as run the club. They open the Cavern on the weekends, and it’s by invitation only.” 

“Really! Did we get an invitation?” 

“Well,” Eric ducked his head modestly. “Some people have an open invitation, I guess you’d say.” 

The door opened to their ring and Eric was suddenly enfolded in a bear hug. The man hugging him was at least six feet five, with massive shoulders and a big belly. 

“Eric! Darling! We’d been despairing if we’d  ever see you again! There’s a whole gang of poor, miserable submissives here who feel abandoned!  Where   have you  been, dearest boy!” 

As the man let go of Eric he spied Johnny standing just behind him. “Oh,” he breathed. “Oh my.  Now I see where you’ve been.” He grinned a sly grin at Eric, before pushing past him to stand in front of Johnny. Johnny took a step back, uncertain how to respond. 
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The man’s face seemed almost rapturous as he gushed, “A  god. A Greek god. Where did you find this  perfect boy? Did he fall from the heavens fully formed?” 

“Oh stop!” Eric laughed. “He belongs to me. His name is Johnny. This is his coming-out party, Mark, so treat him nice. He’s not used to big brutes like you gushing over him so give him some space, will you?” 

Mark laughed and stepped inside, inviting the two to come in. “Jason!” he called. 

“Jason! Our Odysseus has returned at last from his adventures. And just  wait ‘til you see the treasure he brought back with him!” 

A much shorter man, thin and wiry with a receding hairline and rimless round glasses came into the room. He stopped short upon seeing Eric and Johnny, putting his hands up to his face, his mouth a perfect O. After a moment of holding this pose he breathed, “Eric Méndez. Home at last! And this! Who is this? This bit of blond perfection? This golden boy!” 

Eric laughed again and moved toward Jason, allowing himself to be hugged and exchanging air kisses on each cheek. “That’s exactly what I call him, my golden boy. 

Johnny—” Eric turned to his lover, who was looking rather shy and thoroughly embarrassed at these attentions. “Meet Mark and Jason, owners of the Cavern and our gracious hosts for the evening.” 

Turning back to Jason, Eric said, “We’d like to relax for a while in the juice bar. Give Johnny a chance to get his bearings.” 

“Of course, of course,” Jason said. “We have some lovely crab puffs tonight, and some delicious little sausage and cheese things Mark made, if there are any left, that is! 

He was so busy sampling them I’m not sure any actually made it to the refreshment table!” 

As they entered the juice bar, Johnny took in his surroundings. The room was like someone’s study, the walls paneled in dark wood, a fire burning in the hearth. It was a comfortable room, set about with several small tables. A long, high bar had been built along one wall and a man stood diffidently behind it, ready to serve refreshments. 

Several of the tables were occupied, and all the occupants turned to stare as Johnny and Eric made their entrance. Almost all of them waved or called out to Eric, who smiled and waved back his greetings. Johnny felt strange. Of course he’d known Eric was popular in the scene—hadn’t Amanda warned him, hadn’t Eric himself admitted as much? He recalled the throng of admirers at DeSoto’s, and his own first glimpse of his lover in the center of them. 

But it was one thing to know it in the abstract, and quite another to witness it firsthand. A very handsome Latino man dressed only in bright red biker shorts with no shirt came over to their table and knelt next to Eric, his head bowed in obvious submission. Johnny felt a strange emotion it took him a moment to identify—jealousy. 

“Alfonso, lovely to see you. Where is Peter tonight?” Eric patted the man’s head as if he were a puppy or a small child. Alfonso looked up shyly at him and beamed. 

Johnny noticed the silver bars piercing each nipple, a little silver ball on either end. He 113 
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felt his own nipples stiffen. Alfonso observed him looking and proudly puffed out his chest. Johnny looked away. 

“Peter’s already in the playroom,” Alfonso turned back to Eric. “He’s, um, interviewing a potential play partner and he asked me to wait in here.” Johnny stared more closely at the man. He gathered from this brief conversation Alfonso was Peter’s sub. 

Would Eric do that to him? Have him wait while he went to “interview” some other guy? Johnny shifted and glanced at Eric, but Eric seemed oblivious of him for the moment. “Well, that should be interesting. Are there a lot of people here tonight?” 

“Well, it’s only ten, so the party’s barely getting started, you know. I do hope you’ll be showing off this delicious little piece of ass.” Alfonso reached over, his voice suddenly far less submissive. He touched Johnny’s thigh and Johnny resisted the impulse to smack the hand away. Eric had warned him people would touch him, and he was to accept whatever came his way, as long as Eric approved it. Eric didn’t seem to mind this man’s hand on Johnny’s thigh, so Johnny sat still, though he could feel heat in his face. 

Alfonso giggled in an irritating way and cooed, “Isn’t he just too adorable? 

Blushing like a girl because I touched his leg! Where have you been hiding this golden angel?” 

Eric reached over and gently brushed away Alfonso’s hand, which had begun moving upward toward Johnny’s crotch. “He’s from Mount Olympus,” he said, smiling. “But I’m  very possessive of him, Alfonso. So hands off. At least for now.” 

Johnny was grateful Eric had pushed the man’s hand away, though Eric’s last words were not lost on him. What did the evening hold in store? Was he up to it? Eric had told him they wouldn’t be drinking alcohol before going into the playroom as he wanted both their minds clear and aware in a new situation. 

“I’m going to give you something I don’t usually bother with,” Eric had said as they drove out of the city and toward New Jersey. “It’s called a safeword. The idea is if a sub feels in trouble or too out of control during a ‘scene’, they can use the word and there’s no confusing it. You know how someone might say, ‘no, no, no’, but really mean, ‘yes, yes, yes’?” 

Johnny nodded, having been guilty himself of this a time or two when things had gotten rather intense at Eric’s place. “Well,” Eric said, “when you’re with someone, when you know them and trust them, and they trust you, you have a sense of what they really want and what they don’t. And as a Dom, it’s your duty and responsibility to know your sub’s limits, what feels right for them and what is going past their boundaries. 

“That’s why you and I have never discussed a safeword. If you want me to stop something I’m doing, you tell me and I weigh your plea, and I decide if I will stop. 

Simple, right?” Johnny nodded, and Eric continued. “But that’s not necessarily so in public. If I let someone else play with you at the club tonight, that person, even if he is a 114 
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sensitive and experienced Dom, might miss cues, not understand signals. Especially if you’re bound or gagged or in any way unable to express yourself clearly.” 

“Eric,” Johnny said, finally voicing what had been worrying him all night. “I don’t know about this whole thing, you know? I mean, it sounded really sexy and exciting while we were lying in bed together, but now that we’re actually going to do it, I…” He trailed off, embarrassed to admit his fears. 

Eric finished his sentence for him. “You’re scared. I know, sweetheart. That’s natural. Fear of the unknown, fear you won’t be a graceful sub—that you’ll be unable or unwilling to obey a command given to you. And for you it’s even harder, since you have the added new dimension of this being an all-gay club. You’re used to, even if it wasn’t right for you, being with women. Not men! I do understand all that, Johnny.” 

He paused, glancing from the road to look at Johnny. “But you know what? 

Sometimes the very things we’re frightened of are the ones we want most. And sometimes the very things we think we can’t do are just what we need to do to grow.” 

Eric reached over, gently stroking Johnny’s cheek. “If I didn’t think you were ready to move to this new step in your training, we would be home right now. I have faith in you, Johnny. And I love you.” 

Johnny, who had been looking out the front window as they drove, now turned his head toward Eric. Neither of them had said these words very often to one another, though Johnny knew he felt love, fierce love, for this dark, sexy man next to him. He wanted to say it back, but for some stupid reason the words stuck in his throat, so instead he had said, “So tell me more about this safeword thing? I think I remember reading something about it online. I say something like ‘pickle’ or ‘red light’ and you know I mean business. That I need things to stop right then or I’m going to, like, die of a panic attack or something.” 

Eric had laughed. “Yes, something like that, yes. If we play with others tonight at the Cavern, I will make sure everyone knows your safeword, and they will respect it. 

But,” he had said soberly, “if you use it, make sure you mean it. A safeword is a last resort. It’s something you use when your Dom is not catching on through any other way you need things slowed down or stopped. And if you use it, be ready for the game to be over. Using a safeword means you’re overloaded and all action ceases. Some Doms I know even use it as a kind of punishment. If you have to say the word, you lose. 

Their attitude, which I do not share by the way, is if you were such a punk to bail like that, you don’t get to play anymore—you’re sent from the room in disgrace, like a little kid put in time-out. 

“Don’t you worry in that regard, though. Because I’ll be there. I will not leave you alone at any point. I know you can take a lot, more than you think you can, and I hope tonight we find out more about the edges of your sensual envelope. But if you need the escape, you use it, and I’ll be right there to catch you, okay?” 

“Eric,” Johnny had said, again not finishing his thought. He wanted this, his cock was nudging at his thigh as he thought about being stripped and tortured by strange, sexy men, or whatever was going to happen to him. But he also felt nervous. Really 115 
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nervous. He knew he should be more honest with Eric and confide the level of his fears, but the macho part of him, the part that had been beaten into him from an early age, wouldn’t let him admit his weakness, or what he perceived to be his weakness. 

So instead he had asked, “So, what’s my safeword?” 

“Let’s see,” Eric had mused. “What would be a good one?” 

“How about  abuela?” 

Eric had grinned, his big white teeth flashing in the dark, making Johnny’s heart flip-flop as his smile always did. “That’s perfect. Not something you’d usually say. And my grandma would be happy to know she was of service.” 

Now, as Alfonso went back to his table to wait for his master, Eric leaned over to Johnny. “How’re you doing? You okay? You ready to go into the playroom and check things out?” 

Johnny swallowed nervously. He didn’t honestly know if he’d  ever be ready. But it was clear Eric wanted this, and a part of Johnny was excited by the thought of playing with other guys, whatever that entailed. He knew Eric wouldn’t let things go too far—

would he? 

“Johnny?” 

“Yeah. I think so. I mean, yes. I am.” 

“Good.” Eric nodded and stood up. “What’s your safeword?” 

“Abuela.” 

“After you.” Eric waved his hand toward the door. Johnny drank the last of his freshly squeezed orange juice and stood up, his heart already high up in his throat. 

 This is it, Johnny, he said to himself.  Now we’ll find out if you’re a mouse or a man.  He had to laugh a little as they walked. Imagine defining manliness as the willingness to submit to someone else. To strip naked, to be cuffed, bound, whipped and used, and submit to it all of it with what Eric liked to call “grace”. 

But Johnny understood now, as he followed his master up the curved oak staircase to the second floor and into the large, dimly lit dungeon they called the playroom, it took enormous courage to do what he was about to do. 

He only hoped he was up to it. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

The playroom was the size of a large living room. In fact, they had converted two rooms, taking down a wall so there was ample space to mingle and play. There were several large cubicle-type partitions set up throughout the room, providing semiprivate place spaces for couples and small groups. 

In one corner of the room, sheer netting had been stretched over a wooden frame, with thick, flat bands of rubber stretched across it in random patterns, creating something that looked like a gigantic spider web. Clips were hanging at various intervals along the bands, ideal for securing a slave. “We call that the web,” Eric said, noticing Johnny’s fascinated stare. “Perfect for punishing bad little slaves. You can whip them from either side or both sides at once. It’s a very effective restraining device.” 

As Eric guided Johnny about the room, he noted sturdy chains dangling from the ceiling in several spots, with thick leather collars and wrist cuffs already attached and waiting to be filled. One wall had a variety of floggers, whips, canes, riding crops and paddles hung on bicycle hooks for easy access. Most Doms had their own bag of tricks, but these toys were available for those who wanted them, and many poor slave bottoms had felt their fiery sting over the years. 

Johnny noticed a long table that looked like an exam table in a doctor’s office. Next to it was high, round table covered with various candles, both tapers and glass jars, all lit. Eric, following his gaze remarked, “That’s the candle-wax table. You’ll see that later, or maybe experience it later, if I so decide. They put the sub up there and tie him down—see the belts along the table? And then people can come by and drop hot wax on them. It’s quite entertaining, and you can make some lovely patterns with all that colorful wax!” 

Eric spoke in a playful tone, but Johnny couldn’t help the little shudder than went through him. He turned to see who was in the room. There were only about ten men and he recalled Alfonso saying the party was barely started yet. It was easy to identify some of the men as submissive and others as Dom. The subs were naked or mostly naked, what clothing they were wearing designed to enhance their vulnerability—like the one man wearing only a jock strap, leather wrist and ankle cuffs and a black mask completely covering his face with small holes cut for his eyes, nostrils and mouth. 

Johnny stared around him, his eyes wide, his mouth closed only because he forced it shut, his instinct being to gape. One man was completely naked except for a little metal cage around his cock and balls. He was bound to a thick post that extended from floor to ceiling. “That’s a whipping post,” Eric said unnecessarily, as the man was at that moment being flogged with a heavy leather flogger. As they moved closer, Johnny could hear the rain of leather against the man’s bare flesh. 
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The man was moaning softly and crying out after particularly sharp blows. Several men were gathered around them, watching the slave’s Dom whip him. The Dom was dressed in black, apparently the uniform color for Doms, Johnny thought, though his own master flouted the tradition tonight by wearing shades of gray. 

They stood with the group watching this scene for a while. Johnny couldn’t help but notice the stares and whispered remarks as people checked out “the new kid”, that is, him. He noticed the room was pretty quiet—this was not the party atmosphere of a club or hangout. It was more subdued, more serious somehow. 

Eric touched Johnny’s arm and said quietly, “Come over here. I want you to get ready. I can’t wait to show off my gorgeous slave.” 

Johnny’s heart started hammering in his chest as Eric led him to a corner where a screened partition was standing. It was a changing area and Eric took Johnny behind it. 

They too had brought their own toys—a small duffel bag in which Eric had packed his favorite whip, a riding crop and Johnny’s leather wrist and ankle cuffs, lined with soft sheepskin. Also in there were Johnny’s cock and ball sheath and a few other instruments of torture or pleasure, depending on one’s interpretation. 

“You ready, Johnny?” 

“No.” Johnny hadn’t meant to say that—it had just popped out. 

“Excuse me?” Eric raised his eyebrows. 

Johnny swallowed and took a deep breath. He didn’t want to blow this evening. 

“Yes,” he amended. “I think.” 

Eric laughed and tousled Johnny’s hair affectionately. “You’re not going to an execution, sweetheart! This is supposed to be fun! Listen, you’re the hottest guy this place has ever seen! Did you see those guys out there? They’re salivating already, tripping over themselves to get a better look at you!” 

This comment was supposed to make Johnny less nervous, but it had the opposite effect. Though he was used to being admired for his looks, the knowledge these men would soon be admiring his  naked body was another thing altogether. And while he loved touching and tasting his Eric, he frankly wasn’t sure he was ready to be intimate with these strangers. Why hadn’t he been more upfront with Eric? Well, he  had tried to tell him his fears, hadn’t he? And Eric had laughed them off, assuring him he was more ready than he realized. 

He would have to trust Eric. Eric had promised he would be there every step of the way. Johnny knew he tended to take things too seriously and now he consciously tried to relax and take it easy. “Take off your boots,” Eric said. Johnny obeyed, stuffing his socks into them. He allowed Eric to open his pants, sliding them down his legs like he was unpeeling a banana. “Take off your shirt,” Eric added. 

As Johnny obeyed, he shivered. The room was warm but he could feel a slight draft that stiffened his nipples. His cock was flaccid, nerves keeping it down. Eric was busy removing things from his duffel bag. He brought the black leather sheath over, holding it in one hand as he fondled Johnny’s genitals with the other. 
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“Oh, my nervous angel,” he crooned. “Please don’t be afraid, sweetheart. You are going to be the belle of the ball.” He kissed Johnny’s cheek and then sank to his knees in front of his naked sub. 

Lightly he cupped Johnny’s balls in one hand as he slipped his lips over his cock. 

His velvet tongue slid over the shaft, drawing a moan of pleasure from Johnny’s lips despite his nervous state. Nothing compared to the sweet burst of pleasure Eric’s mouth and hands could draw from him. His nerve endings responded quickly to Eric’s skillful, tender touch, making Johnny’s cock rise like a balloon filling with air. 

“Oh,” he whispered, his pleasure at last obscuring his nerves. “Oh, God, Eric. Oh, Jesus…” 

Eric continued to suckle and kiss his lover’s cock and balls for a few minutes more. 

Johnny felt the delicious rise of pressure inside his balls that signaled an impending orgasm. He was breathing hard, his head back, his hands on his master’s head, fingers entwined in Eric’s thick, shiny hair. 

The sweet, hot mouth was withdrawn suddenly and Johnny slowly opened his eyes, his mind not yet processing what had happened, his body thrusting forward for more. “No, no,” Eric’s laughter had a cruel edge that set Johnny’s blood on fire. “You didn’t think it would be so easy, did you? Remember, I told you, you would have to earn this orgasm. I just wanted to get you hard enough to show off this chastity belt to advantage.” 

Johnny sighed, at once disappointed he wouldn’t be permitted to come, but also aroused by the withholding of his pleasure at the hands of his master. His hard cock gave him the courage he couldn’t seem to muster a moment before. He was excited now at the thought of what lay in store for him, and he felt a delicious, submissive languor settle over him like a net. 

He was ready. Let the games begin. 

* * * * * 

As they emerged from behind the partition all eyes turned to the couple—Eric, dark and splendid, his eyes smoldering in the dim light, Johnny, his golden-tan body proudly displayed—the strong well-muscled chest, the tapered waist, the long, shapely legs. Hungry eyes slid over his body, mentally devouring it as tongues licked lips in anticipation, but all eyes eventually stopped at his cock. 

It was fully erect and bound with his heavy balls into the black leather sheath secured with the shiny latex belt wrapped around it. He couldn’t have covered this impressive package if he’d wanted to as his hands were bound behind his back, the wrists cuffed in leather and clipped together. 

Appreciative murmurs were heard all over the room, and it was as if all other actions, all other “scenes” stopped as all heads turned toward the new slave. A man approached, tall and heavyset with a massive head of silver hair. He was dressed in the 119 
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uniform black and Johnny noticed Alfonso crawling on hands and knees just behind him, being led on a leashed clipped to one of his nipple rings. 

Johnny realized this must be Peter, who now stood right next to them. “Eric,” he said in a rich English accent. “You’ve outdone yourself with this one. I’ve never seen such a beautiful specimen.” 

“He is lovely, isn’t he?” Eric concurred proudly. “This is his first time out, so be gentle with him.” 

Peter laughed, a big, hearty guffaw. “Oh, right, like a submissive slut wants it gentle! Let’s put him through his paces. Show us what this pretty boy is made of.” As he spoke, he moved close to Johnny, touching the sheath that enclosed his cock and balls. 

He raised his eyebrows toward Eric, asking silent permission to handle Johnny. Eric nodded, watching under hooded eyebrows as Peter fondled Johnny’s cock and balls through the sheer, soft leather. 

Johnny was breathing hard, his face and necked flushed, but other than that, he was passive and obedient. Though he was a little frightened by the huge man handling him, he had to admit he was aroused as well. It was sexy and exciting to be the center of so much attention. The man’s fingers were skillfully teasing along his shaft through the leather and Johnny had to control his impulse to thrust forward to give the man better access. 

“He’s gorgeous,” Peter said finally. “And very responsive. A total slut, I see.” 

Johnny bristled a little, glancing at Eric to see how he took this remark. Eric just smiled, nodding. His expression was proud and Johnny realized he desperately wanted to please Eric and not let him down, no matter what the evening held. 

Alfonso had crept up next to his master, still on his knees. Obsequiously he tugged at his master’s pants until Peter looked down. “What is it?” 

Alfonso whispered something and Peter grinned, turning toward Eric. “My slut here would love to see what’s underneath that stunning little sheath. You know he’s the best cocksucker in ten counties. Would you object to his, ah, tasting the wares?” 

Johnny tried to process what he was hearing. Peter was asking Eric’s permission to let that little creep suck Johnny’s cock? No way! Eric would never permit it. Thus he was more than a little surprised when Eric said, “That would be interesting. Let’s make it a little more interesting. Your sub has to get the sheath off with his teeth. If he succeeds, he gets to suck my slave’s cock. Sound fair?” 

“More than fair.” Peter grinned like a wolf, and Alfonso was tugging at his master’s leg now like a dog in heat. “Go to it, my little whore,” Peter said, pushing Alfonso forward. 

Johnny wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. He didn’t like Alfonso. He didn’t have much to base this feeling on—it was more a gut instinct than anything, but he found him irritating and unctuous. Someone not to be trusted. Yet his master, his beloved Eric, didn’t seem to have a problem with this man biting around his privates with his teeth in an effort to unbuckle the belt so he could suck on Johnny’s cock! 
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 I promised him I’d be good, Johnny reminded himself. He did so want to please his man. Forcing himself to be still, he stood like a statue as Alfonso slobbered over him, gripping the little silver buckle in his teeth and somehow getting it undone with his tongue. In a matter of minutes he’d succeeded in pulling the sheath off of Johnny’s genitals. 

His cock and newly shaven balls were now displayed for all to see. Everyone in the room had stopped what they were doing to watch the little game. Johnny was overcome with confusion at his own response. Part of him wanted to disappear, to get away from this weird game with these strange people, but another part of him was thrilling to the attention and the submissive place in which he found himself. His desire to please Eric again won out and he stood still, trying not to betray his trepidation. 

Alfonso was unaware of or indifferent to Johnny’s reservations. Like a greedy puppy he took Johnny’s half-erect penis into his mouth. He was doing something with his teeth and tongue that almost hurt but somehow made Johnny’s cock grow instantly hard. Alfonso gripped Johnny’s balls, again almost too hard, but in such a way Johnny felt a jolt of intense pleasure burning through his loins. 

As his cock hardened and lengthened, he felt Alfonso’s throat opening and taking him fully. Again teeth, tongue and throat muscles colluded to create a powerful pleasure so intense it was almost painful. Johnny moaned a little in spite of himself, his breathing fast becoming labored. He wanted to sit down, to lie down, to give himself over completely to the amazing attentions of this strange little man. 

He felt Eric behind him and leaned gratefully against him as Alfonso brought him close to the edge of orgasm. Eric unclipped the wrist cuffs, though he still held Johnny’s arms behind his back. “Don’t come,” Eric whispered into his ear. “Don’t you dare come!” 

At that precise moment Johnny wanted nothing more than to orgasm. The fierce pleasure he was experiencing made him forget his promises to obey Eric at all times during this evening. His focus was entirely on his cock, and the delicious sensations coursing through him. He tried to pull back, to get Alfonso to ease up a little so he could recover himself. But Alfonso’s strong hands were gripping his hips, keeping him still. With Eric solidly behind him, he was unable to pull away. 

Alfonso did something with his tongue and teeth at just the moment Eric again admonished him to control himself. Johnny felt his seed spurting hot and hard against the wall of Alfonso’s throat. It had happened so suddenly he hadn’t been able to control himself. 

“Fuck…” he breathed, trying to speak over the endorphins crashing through his bloodstream. “I’m sorry, Eric. It just happened. I—” Eric had released his hold on Johnny, moving to the side to better see what was going on. 

Alfonso sat up on his haunches, a triumphant look on his face. “He came! The little slut just shot his load right down my throat! No self-control, huh, Peter? You’d whip me to shreds if I showed such poor self-control! This guy calls himself a sub?” To Johnny’s 121 
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astonishment and horror, Alfonso puckered his lips and spit on Johnny’s now wilting cock. 

Johnny’s instinct moved to the fore, his defenses perhaps lowered by his orgasm. 

Quick as lightning he punched Alfonso squarely on the jaw. The man fell back, screaming, his hands on his face. 

Johnny felt Eric’s hand on his neck, pushing hard. “Kneel,” Eric commanded. “Put your head on the ground and don’t move. Do it. Now.” He continued to press Johnny’s neck until Johnny, stunned, obeyed. He knelt with his forehead touching the ground as Eric and Peter stood over him. Alfonso still lay sprawled on the ground, crying and whining that Johnny had broken his jaw. 

Peter knelt over his sub, examining his face. “You’re fine. It’s just a little bruise, stop crying like a girl. You’re fine.” 

Eric, standing over Johnny, said, “I’m sorry. Alfonso, you’ll have to forgive my impetuous slave. He’s new. He’s not used to treatment like that. He obviously lacks self-control, both of his orgasm and his violent impulses. I will punish him later, I can assure you, for hurting Alfonso and for coming against my express command.” 

“Punish him now!” Alfonso squealed. 

Peter said, “Shut up, you. You shouldn’t have spit on him. That was unnecessary, whatever you might think about his self-control.” 

“Hmm,” Eric said slowly. “That’s not a bad idea. You do need to be punished, don’t you, Johnny?” His voice was hard and Johnny felt tears pricking his eyes. This didn’t feel so sexy anymore. He wanted to get up, put on his clothes and get out of there. 

But he also wanted to please Eric, and he felt mortified at what he’d done. He honestly hadn’t meant to hit that little shit. It had just happened. He hadn’t meant to come either, but whatever else Alfonso was, he was the best cocksucker this side of heaven, there was no denying it. 

Johnny started to lift his head from the floor but felt someone’s boot on his neck. 

Utterly humiliated, he remained in position, his head down, his naked ass up. “Answer the question, boy,” Eric repeated. “Do you need to be punished?” 

“Yes, Sir,” Johnny whispered. 

* * * * * 

Rough hands hauled him up. Apparently everyone there was ready and willing to help with the new kid’s punishment. Eric stood back as others handled his sub, half pushing, half pulling him toward the web. Eric watched Johnny being herded toward his punishment and shook his head. He really hadn’t expected Johnny to hit Alfonso, though truthfully he couldn’t say he blamed him. While it had been bad form to come like that, Eric knew firsthand of Alfonso’s skill and wasn’t that surprised Johnny hadn’t been able to resist it. Alfonso’s act of spitting on him was typical in the gay BDSM scene where crude handling was common and slaves were often subjected to far more 122 
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humiliating treatment, including urinating in the face of a misbehaving sub. Eric himself didn’t like this kind of treatment, but he knew it was out there, and shouldn’t have been surprised at Alfonso either. 

Eric toyed with the idea of taking Johnny home right then, but decided it would kill Johnny’s confidence. He sensed Johnny’s ambivalence regarding this whole evening, and felt it was his duty as Johnny’s Dom to help him through it. He knew if Johnny could get past his own fears, he would grow immeasurably as a sub, moving past mere masochistic play to a more meaningful submission. 

And there was no getting around it—Johnny had committed two grave “crimes” in the space of a minute—crimes at least in the BDSM scene—orgasming without permission and striking out. He clearly deserved to be punished. Slaves could protest, they could beg for mercy, they could even use their safeword, but on no account were they to use physical violence against another. Perhaps this unwritten edict was so strictly enforced because the act of submission was voluntary. 

No one was here against their will. The so-called slaves submitted to their so-called masters because this is what everyone wanted. For the slave to rebel in so obvious a fashion was to call into question the entire subtle relationship established between master and slave. Eric understood this intrinsically, and vowed to help Johnny learn it as well. 

Johnny was being tied into the web, his wrists stretched up and out over his head, secured to clips embedded in cuffs. His ankles were similarly spread and clips were attached to the cuffs so he stood like a human X, completely at the mercy of his captors. 

As Eric approached, the others moved back a respectful distance. He leaned close into Johnny, pressing up against Johnny’s naked body. “You understand why you deserve this, don’t you?” he said softly, his words only for Johnny. 

Johnny nodded, but whispered urgently, “Eric. I’m scared. This is too much for me. 

I can’t do this.” 

Eric reached up and smoothed the fringe of blond hair falling across Johnny’s face. 

“Of course you can, darling. You’ve taken much worse beatings than you’ll get tonight, I promise you. If you don’t accept this punishment now, you won’t be welcome back here. You need to take it like a man. I have faith in you. This is your chance at redemption. You can do it.” 

Eric discreetly cupped Johnny’s balls as he leaned up against him. His other hand stroked Johnny’s shaft as he kissed him full on the mouth while the others watched. 

They were holding various instruments of torture—riding crops, paddles, whips and canes. Every Dom seemed eager to get into the act. 

As Eric stepped back he noted with satisfaction Johnny’s now-erect cock. He also saw the fear in his eyes, and he offered, “Would a blindfold help, sweetheart?” 

Gratefully Johnny nodded. Eric murmured something to a man standing nearby, who left and quickly returned with a black satin blindfold. Eric tied it over his lover’s 123 
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eyes. Johnny started to say something but Eric shushed him with a finger to his lips. 

“Just let it go, Johnny. This is what you were born for. Revel in it.” 

When he took away his fingers Johnny remained silent, though Eric could feel his heart pounding against his chest. He smoothed Johnny’s torso for a moment until he felt him calming a little. He stepped away then, retrieving his own favorite whip. 

Turning to Peter he said, “As my sub accosted yours, you may exact the first punishment.” Peter was holding a single tail lash that would have made Johnny quail if he’d seen it, but mercifully he was blinded by satin. 

Peter walked behind the naked, tethered man and struck the first blow to his ass. 

Johnny screamed as much in surprise as pain as the single line of fire cut across his skin. 

Peter hit him several more times, all on the ass as Johnny jerked and writhed in the web, which bounced and swayed with his movements, but held him firm. 

Several men stood in line behind Peter. The next up held a soft, suede flogger. He used it gently, dragging it over Johnny’s back and ass, hitting him lightly at first and only slowly increasing the tension. He moved around to Johnny’s front, letting the many soft tresses drag across his cock and balls, lulling Johnny into a false sense of security. 

Thus when he pulled back his wrist and smartly hit Johnny squarely across his genitals, Johnny screamed anew, jerking hard against his chains. Eric was close to him, though Johnny didn’t know it. He observed, though Johnny screamed, his cock remained hard. Whatever was going on in his head, his body craved what was happening to him. 

The second man hit Johnny several more times across his cock and balls, drawing a cry each time from the slave. When the man was done, he fondled Johnny’s cock and balls, licking his lips eagerly and glancing toward Eric. Eric shook his head. There would be time later to suckle that gorgeous cock. Right now he was being punished. 

The third man had a paddle made of wood with a thick rubber covering on the rounded end. Moving behind Johnny, he struck him on the ass, the sound resounding in the otherwise quiet room. Eric had never used a paddle on him, and knew the pain Johnny was now feeling was something different than the sweet, stinging kiss of the lash. A paddle, with its large surface area, can pack a powerful wallop, enough to drop even a strong man to his knees. 

Johnny, of course, could not fall to his knees as he was bound and chained to the web, helpless against the fiery onslaught of the paddle. The man was hitting Johnny hard, and Eric knew he would be bruised tomorrow. Johnny was keening softly now, the tendons on his neck standing out. 

“That’s enough,” Eric said finally to the man. When he didn’t respond immediately Eric’s voice got louder. “I said enough. Stop.” He took the man’s wrist, as he didn’t seem inclined to heed Eric’s admonition. The man did stop then, looking a little embarrassed. 
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Johnny was breathing hard, his body bathed in sweat. “Look at him,” someone said derisively. “He’s hard as a rock. He’s a pain slut. He’s getting off on this punishment. 

This is just masturbating the guy. It isn’t a punishment at all. If he were  my slave, I’d give him a proper punishment. A  real punishment.” 

Eric rose to the bait, feeling affronted, as if his masculinity as a Dom was being called into question, which in fact it was. “Oh yeah?” he answered. “And just what would you do?” 

“I’d have him apologize properly to Alfonso. Service him in some way. Make amends directly to the slave. With all of us watching, of course.” The man laughed, and several of the men laughed with him. 

Eric pursed his lips. He realized his slave had been tested and found wanting by all these witnesses. Which meant he, as Dom, was also found wanting. Eric wasn’t used to this. In the past he’d only “scened” with very experienced and well-trained submissives who always obeyed his every command. 

A voice in Eric’s head told him to ignore this guy. Johnny had probably had about all he could take for his first night out. But another voice, suddenly made louder by the taunting expression of the other Dom’s face, made Eric say aloud, “Okay. Fair enough. 

What do you think, Peter?” 

“Sounds good to me. Get over here, Alfonso.” As Alfonso moved forward from where he had been crouched to watch the spectacle of Johnny’s beating, many hands went to work on Johnny, quickly releasing him. The blindfold was pulled off and he squinted a moment as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the room. 

Eric was there and Johnny moved toward him. His legs felt like rubber and he was very thirsty. He started to speak but Eric, catching the eye of the bully Dom said loudly, 

“Silence, slave. Kneel here and await your final punishment.” 

“Eric. I can’t do this, please,” Johnny whispered. He sank to his knees, his head bowed with exhaustion and shame. 

Oh, if only he’d listened to his sub just then. Eric, his ego now wrapped up in impressing his friends, had failed the first test of all Doms—to truly listen to the sub, to pick up the danger signals when they were at the breaking point. 

Instead he ignored him. As Alfonso approached Eric said, “My slave hit you. He shouldn’t have done that. He’s ready to apologize. What would you have him do?” 

“Oh, that’s easy,” Alfonso said, his voice nasty. “He’s going to lick my asshole clean. That will make things all better, as far as I’m concerned.” Alfonso rubbed his jaw meaningfully for a moment before peeling off his red biker shorts. He knelt, lewdly spreading his ass cheeks in front of Johnny without a trace of embarrassment. 

There were murmurs, some approving, some not. This act of submissive debasement was not foreign to any of them, but it was highly unusual for one sub to do it to another. Johnny turned his head away but Peter was behind him, turning his head back. Peter addressed Eric. “Not very well trained, is he, Eric? I think maybe you brought him out too soon, eh?” 
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Eric again rose to the bait, stiffening as he answered, “He  is very well trained. He’ll prove it now by apologizing to Alfonso in the way requested. Won’t you, Johnny?” 

Alfonso still knelt patiently, his spread ass displayed in front of Johnny. Johnny closed his eyes. Eric saw the struggle in Johnny’s face and a part of him knew he was pushing him too far, too fast. But the die was cast now—he couldn’t call this off without completely losing face. Eric waited to see what Johnny would do. 



Johnny had wanted to obey. Even though the sight of Alfonso’s, puckered little asshole, slightly opened as he pulled his own ass cheeks apart made Johnny sick. Eric had never asked such a thing of him, not even in the privacy of his apartment. That wasn’t Eric’s style. He didn’t get off on humiliation, preferring erotic torture and delicious sex. 

Why was he allowing this now? Johnny was aware there was a tension between Eric and the other Doms, and knew he was the cause of it. He still wanted to please Eric, but he was exhausted and overwhelmed. At this moment he wanted nothing more than to run out of there, get away from all these freaks and back to the safety of Eric’s Manhattan apartment. 

He became aware the room was completely silent, as everyone waited for Eric’s sub to obey their commands and completely humiliate himself in front of them all. Every fiber of Johnny’s being rebelled. He might feel submissive toward Eric, but most certainly not toward that odious little man now kneeling shamelessly in front of him. 

He looked up at Eric, his expression eloquent with pleading. Eric stared back, his dark eyes expressive as well, warning Johnny to obey. Johnny closed his eyes and leaned toward Alfonso’s bared ass. He felt sick to his stomach and dizzy. He chided himself to get a grip—he could do this, what was the big deal. 

The tip of his tongue appeared between red, full lips as he slowly moved forward. 

But when his face touched Alfonso’s buttocks he recoiled, sitting back on his haunches. 

He opened his eyes and stared up at Eric. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t. I won’t.” 

Eric’s face had flushed a dull red. “You  won’t?” he said in a cold voice. 

“Please, Eric. Don’t make me. I can’t.” Eric grabbed his head, forcing him back toward Alfonso’s bared ass. Johnny struggled, shoving Eric from him. 

“Abuela. Abuela. Abuela!” Johnny shouted his safeword, and then burst into tears, hiding his face in his hands. 

Eric dropped to his knees, quickly taking Johnny into his arms, whispering, “Ay, Dios mio. Yo siento. I’m so, so sorry. Please forgive me, Johnny.” 

Johnny turned his head away. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

To keep him company and, Eric had told him, as a reminder of his place as a sub, Eric always sent Johnny’s little slave photo album with him to look through during the week when they were separated. It now contained over fifty pictures, all of them graphic reminders of Johnny’s developing status as not only Eric’s lover, but his submissive. 

Usually Johnny took it back and forth with him as Eric would add new pictures each weekend. He had forgotten the album this past week and now it lay on his tiny kitchen table in Brooklyn while they were at the Cavern in New Jersey. 

Would Johnny have gotten around to telling his family in his own way in his own time about his sexual orientation and his new lover? Probably. But on that Saturday night, while Johnny was being subjected to sensory overload at the BDSM club in New Jersey, his options were being removed from him by an accidental discovery. 

Though they rarely had occasion to use it, Johnny’s parents had a key to his apartment for emergencies. That weekend Johnny’s mother Ann had decided she simply must have her casserole dish back. She’d made Johnny take home his favorite tuna casserole several weeks before, and as he had recently barely been by to see them, he hadn’t returned it. 

Several calls to his cell phone beforehand had yielded no return call, which began to worry Ann. Johnny always answered his phone if he could, or returned calls in a timely fashion. Where was the boy that he hadn’t answered his phone? She’d left several messages over the course of the day and evening. 

Now she began to worry in earnest. “Frank. Something’s wrong with Johnny. He always calls back. I need my casserole dish and that boy is nowhere to be found. What if something’s wrong!” 

“Relax, Ann. He’s probably shacked up at that girl’s house he’s ashamed to introduce us to. He’s fine.” 

“Well, maybe. I think I better go over there and check, just to be sure. And then I can get my dish too. I have to cook for tomorrow’s potluck dinner at the Swenson’s and I need my dish!” 

With a disgusted sigh Frank stood up. “Oh, all right. Let’s go. I can see you won’t shut up until we go over there and get your damn casserole dish.” 

“No need to take that tone with me, Mr. Wilson,” Ann huffed. “I can go myself. It’s only two blocks away.” 

“Oh no you don’t. It’s dark out. I’d worry myself sick if you went out alone. You know that. Let’s go and get this over with.” 
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As Frank unlocked the door to Johnny’s apartment Ann called out, “Yoo-hoo! It’s just us, Johnny. Mom and Dad. Are you home?” A quick look around the little efficiency made it clear he was not at home. 

As Frank flicked on the overhead light Ann moved toward the kitchenette in search of her dish. Frank followed her, sitting down at the tiny table to wait for her. He saw the little photo album and picked it up, idly curious. 

“What the…” His mouth dropped open and his face flooded with blood, making him beet red. 

Ann swung around to see what was the matter and for a moment she thought her husband was having a stroke. “Frank! What’s the matter! What is it, honey!” In a flash she was by his side. His mouth was working but no words were coming from it. He pointed to the open album. Ann glanced at it, did a double take and sank slowly into the chair next to Frank. 

“Sweet Jesus, Mary mother of God,” she whispered. Together they stared at picture after picture of their youngest son in various states of undress. He was pictured tied down in chains and rope, completely naked on his knees with a cock down his throat—

by virtue of Eric’s camera timer—blindfolded, gagged, displaying his welted ass and in any number of other compromising poses. 

His parents were speechless as they turned the pages, unable to help themselves as they stared at the images. Frank was the first to break the spell. He stood up and took the album, hurling it against the wall. 

“I’ll kill him,” he raged. “I’ll kill the bastard! No son of mine is going to be some goddamn pansy faggot queer pervert! We raised him, I let him work for me at the garage, even though his head is up his ass half the time, and  this is how he repays us! 

Jesus, when I get my hands on him, I’m going to kill him!” 

Ann was twisting her hands nervously as she watched her husband thunder around the tiny apartment. He was pulling books from the shelves and upending furniture, searching for God knew what else in the room. 

“Filthy pervert! My God, he’s lucky he’s not in jail! What the hell does he think he’s doing! I can’t believe a son of mine…” Frank continued to smash around the apartment, tossing clothing from the bureau, brushing toiletries from the bathroom counter, not caring when aftershave shattered against the tiles. 

“Frank. Frank! Calm down. This isn’t good for your heart. Stop it. Calm down, I say! You’re destroying his place! You have no right!” 

“I have no right! I have no  right! I brought that little bastard into the world and I can take him out! He has no right to do this to us! Jesus, a goddamn homo queer, all these years, hiding like a serpent in the bosom of our love…” 

“Oh stop it, you idiot,” Ann said. “Quit over-dramatizing. So he’s gay! So what! Is this our business? It explains a lot of things, if you want to know. I’ve always wondered…” 
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“You’ve what? You’ve wondered if our youngest son is a pansy queer? Are you serious?” 

“Frank, control yourself. Your bigotry is showing. Just put a lid on it. You know, we’re the ones at fault here, not him. He’s a grown man. If he likes to pass his time, er, posing for these, uh, these pictures, well, that’s his business. Times are changing you know. Gay couples can get married in some places.” 

“Not  in  Brooklyn  they  can’t!  And  over  my  dead  body!  If  that  boy  tries  to  bring some faggot queer into my house, I’ll shoot the both of them myself! See if I won’t.” 

Ann was moving around the little apartment, trying to straighten up the mess her husband had created. She found the album and, holding it as if were a dead animal, gingerly between thumb and finger, she set it back on the kitchen table. 

They left the apartment, Frank still raging and Ann still murmuring for him to stop. 

She forgot her casserole dish, leaving it on the table next to the photo album. 

* * * * * 

When Johnny got home he was bone-tired. It was Sunday, late morning, and despite Eric’s pleas that he stay, Johnny felt he had to leave. He needed some space, some time to process the weekend. 

They’d left the Cavern quickly after he’d been compelled to use his safeword. 

Johnny was silent on the ride home. Eric spoke at length, apologizing again and again for having pushed Johnny too far, too fast. 

“I’m such an idiot!” He had said for the fiftieth time. “I forgot, Johnny. You are so sexy and so submissive at home, I forgot just how different it can be out in public. I thought you were ready and I just totally ignored your cues. 

“You told me, over and over, you weren’t ready and I didn’t pick up on it. I thought it was just stage fright. Opening night jitters. I thought everything would be fine once you got past that initial thing.” 

His face was a study in pain as he drove, staring ahead, his hands clenched on the steering wheel. Johnny felt an ache in his own heart as he watched the obvious anguish his lover was going through, but he wasn’t ready to say anything. 

Even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t let Eric off the hook. Too much had happened too fast and Johnny needed some time to process it. He needed space. He actually wished Eric would just be quiet for a while. 

As Eric was reanalyzing what went wrong for the fourth time, all the while castigating himself, Johnny finally said, “Eric. Listen. Can you just shut up about it, please? I don’t hate you. God, how could I hate you? I love you, man. I just need some time, okay? I need time to process this.” 

Eric had quieted, a single tear rolling down his cheek that made Johnny’s heart break. Gently he had touched Eric’s knee. “Listen. This isn’t all your fault. I tried to take on too much too. I thought I could handle it. I really wanted to please you. I didn’t want 129 
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to let you down. I guess I just have limits I can’t get past. Don’t want to get past, I guess. 

If that makes me not a sub, then I’m not a sub, I guess.” 

“No, no. Like I’ve said before, those labels don’t mean anything. For me you are perfect. Just as submissive as it’s right to be for us. I’m so sorry I pushed you. I let my ego get in the way of taking care of you. I let you down, not the other way around.” 

Johnny had wanted Eric to drop him off at his apartment in Brooklyn but Eric had begged him to stay the night. “Please. I won’t ask a thing of you. I just want to sleep next to you. If you go now, I think my heart will break clean in half.” 

Johnny had smiled in spite of himself. Eric was so dramatic sometimes! He’d agreed, and though he’d turned away from Eric in bed, he’d allowed him to hug him, cradling him from behind as they drifted finally into sleep. 

Now Johnny sank onto his futon, resting his head in his hands for a while. He realized he was thirsty and got up to get a bottle of water from his tiny refrigerator. As he entered the kitchenette he noticed the casserole dish next to the photo album. 

Wait a minute…he looked at the dish, puzzled. He hadn’t left that there. And the album, the front cover was bent and folded, like it had been smashed under something. 

Johnny felt adrenaline gush through his body like a cold wave of fear. He could barely breathe and his heart was suddenly pounding a mile a minute. 

Mom… 

They had his key! They’d come for the stupid dish and found his slave album. He glanced around the apartment, now noticing some of the disarray his mother hadn’t entirely cleaned up. He could just imagine his father, tearing through the place, looking for Johnny so he could wring his filthy, perverted neck. 

Johnny felt bile rise into his throat. He was going to vomit. He ran to the little bathroom and leaned over the toilet but the moment passed. Dizzily he leaned against wall, wiping sweat from his forehead with his shirtsleeve. He noticed the strong smell of his aftershave and saw the shards of glass in the little trash can, a large blue stain on his white tile floor. The room seemed to rise to meet him. A gray mist fogged over his vision and he could hear a distant ringing piercing his brain before he sank, unconscious, to the floor. 



He came to a few seconds later and for a moment was completely disoriented, thinking he was back at Eric’s apartment. Eric. He could hardly bear to think about him, not now that his family knew. They  knew! And not only that he was gay, but that he was sexually submissive, involved in dirty, perverted little games with a man he sometimes called master! 

The whole thing felt sick and dirty to him now, filtered through the lens of his own guilt and embarrassment. At that moment he thought he never wanted to see Eric again. And what would happen now? What would his parents do? What would his father do? How could he show up at the garage? His career was finished. His life was finished! 
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These histrionic thoughts were momentarily stopped by his cell phone vibrating in his pocket. As he flipped it open he saw all the missed calls and knew his parents had probably been trying to reach him. He’d left the phone in Eric’s apartment when they’d gone to the club. 

Now he saw the name flashing across his screen and it seemed like a lifeline at that moment.  Amanda it said, as her number was programmed into his address book. He flipped the phone open and before she had a chance to say anything he said, “I have to see you. Now.” 

They met over coffee and pancakes at a diner near Amanda’s apartment. Johnny was only toying with his food, having no appetite. In very sketchy terms, he’d described his adventure at the Cavern, and what he’d found upon his return to his Brooklyn apartment. 

Instead of spouting fountains of sympathy at his plight, Amanda said, “Well, that’s good. Cat’s finally out of the bag! You don’t have to try to come up with a way to tell them. They already know! Just give them time—they’ll come around.” 

“Just give them time! Are you kidding? You obviously don’t know my family. I mean, my mom, maybe. But my dad? My brothers? No  way!  This is it, babe. I have no more family. If they were Jewish they’d be sitting on boxes somewhere, tearing their clothes and crying, ‘I have no son!’” 

Amanda laughed but sobered at Johnny’s woebegone expression. Gently she said, 

“You know what? Not having the approval of Frank Wilson might not be the worst thing that’s ever happened to you.” 

“What?” 

“I’m saying, this man, and excuse me because I know he’s your dad, but from what you’ve told me, and you’ve told me plenty, Frank Wilson is a bully. He raised you, yes, but so what? That was his job. And from what you’ve said, he wasn’t exactly a loving and supportive father. Seems like he expressed himself more with his belt and his fist than his words. And he employs you, yeah. But so what? You work hard for the guy, and you still can’t afford more than that crappy little dump you live in, no offense.” 

“Amanda, you don’t get it—” 

She cut him off. “No, Johnny. I think maybe you don’t get it. There are people who love you in your life. Who really love you. That’s your real family.” 

“Like who.” 

“Like me, you big dope. Me, for one. And Eric for two.” 

“Oh, well—” Johnny began, waving his hand dismissively. 

“Stop it! Stop right now, Johnny Wilson, before I slap your face. Just because you had a bad scene at that stupid club, are you honestly going to sit here and tell me what you’ve got with Eric is worth nothing? That it all came down to this one thing? That because he suddenly showed himself as just a vulnerable, regular, fallible guy, you’re 131 
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going to dump his ass? Jesus, Johnny. I know you’re immature, but this takes the fucking cake!” 

Johnny started to protest, to bluster, deny and defend. Then he processed the last sentence and instead started to laugh. Amanda laughed too, and soon they were hysterical, the tears rolling, the other patrons at the diner staring at them curiously. 

When they’d caught their breath and were somewhat composed Amanda said, 

“Johnny. Don’t take yourself so fucking seriously, please. It’s tedious. And it isn’t fair to the people who love you. Oh, and I wasn’t done with the list. Billy and Sandy and their kids love you too. Right?” 

“Yeah. At least they love the Johnny they  thought they knew.” 

“Oh give it a rest! They love  you! Whether or not they know who you like to sleep with and what turns you on, what difference would that make? If you found out Sandy liked to be fucked by a Great Dane, would you suddenly hate her? Want to disown her?” 

Johnny laughed. The image was too funny, but he understood what she was getting at. “Nah,” he admitted. “That’s her business. And Billy’s I guess. I mean, if he’s cool with it…” He laughed again and suddenly the world didn’t seem quite so dark and hopeless. 

“Exactly. I rest my case.” 

“Well. I haven’t heard from my parents. I’m sitting here freaking out about it. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Well, that’s where you’re in luck, J. Because I know just what to do. I have this special knack of knowing just the right thing to do in every situation.” She laughed and ran her fingers through her spiky hair, today dyed in thick swaths of red, gold and brown, in honor, she said, of Thanksgiving. “So here’s what you do. And in this order. 

Number one, you call Eric, who is probably at home dying a thousand deaths thinking he’s lost his lover.” 

Johnny started to protest but Amanda said, “No, no, no. Shut  up, J! Amanda knows best. You know you’re still so in love with him it’s stupid. Your face gets all soft and dreamy when you talk about him. Just admit it, you’re in love! And you will forgive him for whatever he did, just like grownups who have problems and work them through do! If you run at the first sign of a problem, you’re gonna be alone all your life, my brother, I can promise you that! 

“So, number one you call your sweetheart, and you apologize to  him for running away, and you arrange to meet and talk things through. 

“Number two, you call Billy and his wife and you arrange to go over there. At which time you confess to the horrible, hideous crime of being a homosexual, and you throw yourself on the mercy of their court. Think of this as damage control. You get there before Mom and Dad have time to get their version out there. 
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“Number three, you get out the want ads and look for a new job. No way are you going back to work for that man who trashed your apartment. Your days of being his whipping boy are over, got that?” 

Johnny nodded, dazed. She was laying out his life and it all seemed so easy. And it made sense. The last thing she had said made his pulse zing. The work at the garage had been near to unbearable, especially lately as Eric had opened his eyes to so many new worlds in art and literature. He’d never really allowed himself to consider another avenue. Being a mechanic and working for Wilson & Sons was what one did. No discussion—it was the way things were. 

But now it wasn’t. Amanda was right. Even if he had wanted to continue to work there, for close to minimum wage if truth be told, his father would never let him back. 

And life with Hank would be worse than hell on earth once he knew “the dreadful truth”. Instead of being terrified at the prospect of being without a job, Johnny turned to Amanda and said, “You know, I could train for something different. Something in the arts! Something in graphic design.” He stared dreamily into space and Amanda clapped him on the shoulder. 

“That’s the spirit! The world is your oyster, Johnny! Nothing’s going hold you back now!” 

They walked together to a nearby park. It was a cold day but the sun was shining brightly and the sky was that wonderful deep blue only an autumn day in New York could produce. Amanda had discreetly left Johnny alone as he punched in the number one, his speed dial location for the man of his dreams. 

When Eric answered Johnny said, “I love you. Can we start over?” 
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