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Suncoast Society
Word of Mouth
Gordon’s soul was already shredded once. He thought he’d failed Jonah as his Dom, and it took everything he had not to throw away his sobriety, too. Three years later, he’s finally found peace, a new job, and is trying to move on. That’s when his big break comes along—a chance to play with one of the most famous rock stars ever.
Except it also means playing with Jonah.
Jonah realized too late that the worst mistake of his life was leaving Gordon. Make that second-worst. His worst mistake was trusting the wrong person and breaking Gordon’s heart with cruel words he wishes he could erase. When the chance of a lifetime falls in his lap, he’s willing to throw it away if it means he can win Gordon back.
Jonah wants another chance to prove himself. Does Gordon dare risk his trust, his heart—and their biggest career opportunity ever—and let his boy back in?
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Chapter One
 
“So can you come over? Right now? We’re freaking desperate, Jonah!”
Jonah closed his eyes and rubbed at them over the—yes, desperate—tone in Clark Waterford’s voice. Clark’s phone call had just roused Jonah out of a sound sleep maybe barely an hour after he’d finally gone to bed that Sunday morning following a late-night gig at a club in Anaheim.
“I just got home a little while ago, man. I was playing until three this morning.”
“I don’t care. Troy’s hand is fucked, and we’re now short a guitarist for both this leg of the tour and the studio sessions. Please?”
Jonah sat up on the edge of his air mattress. “I…dude, I don’t even have a car.” And as he mentally ran through his budget, an Uber would be fucking pushing him dangerously close to the edge. The money he earned last night had already been sent by Venmo, along with most of the rest of his bank balance, to his landlord to pay the rent.
That left him literally fifty dollars, plus whatever was in his spare change jar on his dresser, until his next gig Friday night.
Unless he wanted to go busk in a park for change or something.
Which…he was beginning to think might be a viable option. Wouldn’t be the first time he did that. He hadn’t had a studio gig lined up in a couple of weeks, which was unusual and starting to bother him, as well as make him incredibly nervous.
“I’ll send a freaking car for you,” Clark added. “I’ll even pay you five hundred, cash, for today’s session. As long as you aren’t high or hungover, we can dump enough coffee in you to get you through today. Today is just practice, which we’ll need you at for the fucking tour. Please?”
“Wait.” Jonah rested his elbows on his knees. “I’m going to tour with the band? Without even auditioning for them?”
“Yes! Jesus, now he’s fucking getting it! Word of mouth is you’re the best guy for this gig.”
Word of mouth from who, he wondered. “Stupid questions here—which band, how long, how much, and I’m going to need some up-front money to pay my bills and cancel a gig I’m signed up for Friday night. And why me?” Surely Clark had to know more experienced studio musicians who could easily fill in.
“For twelve weeks, starting today. Four in the studio, eight on tour, but you have to pass a drug test and stay clean and sober for the tour. That’s a hard rule.”
“I can do that, no problem. I don’t drink or do drugs, you know that.”
“I know, which is why I want you there.” Then he named the amount. “And I’ll give you five grand today if you’ll sign the contract to go on the tour.”
Holy fuck.
He honestly couldn’t turn down that kind of money.
“And the band? Who are they?”
“NDA needs to be signed first. You’ll like them, I swear.”
“Wait—why the secrecy? I’m not contracting to work with anyone without knowing who the hell I’m working with first.”
Clark chuckled. “If you get here and sign the NDA, and then after I give you that info you still tell me nope, I’ll still give you a grand, cash, for your work today. If you play the practice session. Otherwise, you sign the contract, five hundred cash today to play, and I’ll have a five-grand money transfer in your account by midnight. Rest of it paid out in stages. This is how desperate I am.”
Jonah took a deep breath. Right now, he was living gig-to-gig. Failure wasn’t an option, because he’d stupidly burned his boats—and bridges—when he moved to LA in search of “fame” three years ago.
“I’m going to need a lot of coffee, and a nap, at some point this afternoon,” Jonah told him. “I’m going to be off my game and not at my best. I’m exhausted and running on about five hours’ sleep in the past forty-eight.”
“So that’s a yes?”
“That’s a yes to showing up and playing today. Electric?”
“Yes. No amp needed, we got the equipment. And you can sleep during lunch. I’ll send a fucking car for you right now, and you can nap on the way in, too. Get a shower, get ready, get your shit gathered for today’s session. What’s your address?”
Jonah told him.
“I’ll get the car en route as soon as we hang up. Driver’s name is Rudy. He’ll call or text you when he’s there. You have no idea how much I appreciate this!”
And with that, Clark was gone.
Well, fuck.
Jonah briefly thought about falling over and dozing off, but then realized he needed to stand up and get moving.
Okay, then.
He didn’t like the idea of blindly showing up somewhere he didn’t know who or where, or even what style he’d be playing.
But at the worst he’d be out a few hours of sleep and come home at least five hundred dollars richer than he’d been when Clark woke him up.
That’s…doable.
Jonah hit the shower and groaned as the water sluiced over his body. He’d been so exhausted he hadn’t even showered before bed last night, meaning he still smelled like cigarette smoke from the bar he’d played. Technically it was his friend’s band, but their regular guitarist was out for several weeks because the guy’s wife just had a baby a few weeks ago, and his wife was getting ready to go back to work after her maternity leave ended. It would cost them more in childcare than he made playing gigs, so he was staying home with the baby, for now. He could play some daytime weekend gigs with them, but not the regular ones during the week or at night.
Fuck my life. Why did I leave Florida?
Oh, yeah, because I’m an idiot.
He’d left a decent life behind in Florida and tried not to think about how things would be different if he’d stayed.
He wouldn’t be living in a shitty, tiny efficiency apartment over a goddamned auto repair shop.
He wouldn’t be lonely and sleeping on a fucking air mattress and eating ramen noodles nearly every night.
He wouldn’t have fought with Gordon that night, gotten angry with him when Gordon begged him to not rush into the decision, to maybe fly out for a visit first and check things out before committing to a move.
He wouldn’t remember the ugly, downright shitty things he’d said to Gordon, accusing him of trying to hold him back, keep him under his thumb. Killing his dreams. That Gordon was just jealous of him and his skills.
He wouldn’t have to remember the pain in the man’s blue eyes when he’d told Gordon he was leaving, and that was final, or the way Gordon’s voice choked up when he uncollared him and released him, instead of begging him to stay like he’d hoped Gordon would.
He wouldn’t have to think about the sting of embarrassment when he realized the friend he’d moved out there to stay with, who’d told him tales of how easy he’d have it finding gigs, and who’d made it sound like opportunity was everywhere, was actually an addict who’d been trying to sucker someone to move in with him to help him pay the bills.
He wouldn’t have to remember how fucking good he’d had it in Florida, and how he’d blown the best thing he’d ever had by leaving.
He wouldn’t have to think about how Gordon had probably moved on already, rightfully so, and how some other lucky guy was surely happily collared to him.
He wouldn’t feel ashamed of himself for not having the balls to reach out even some three years later and apologize to the man he still fucking loved.
If he hadn’t left Florida…
He wouldn’t be alone and lonely and struggling.
 
Chapter Two
 
Jonah was ready to go when the driver texted him forty-five minutes later that he was outside. Jonah picked up his messenger bag and slung it over his shoulder, and grabbed the two guitars he was taking with him. One was his Martin electric-acoustic, and the other his Ibanez electric. Not the two most expensive guitars in their class, sure, but they sounded clean enough for today.
And if Clark’s mystery band didn’t like the way they sounded, they could provide him with something better to play. Today was supposed to be practice, anyway, not recording.
When Jonah emerged from the building, the driver got out and opened the Escalade’s back hatch for him. It wasn’t just an Uber—it was an actual car service, like for money clients, and the guy was dressed in a nice freaking suit.
“Good morning, sir,” the guy said, reaching for a guitar case.
“Good morning.” Now Jonah felt really underdressed in his jeans and a short-sleeved T-shirt that showed off his tats on both arms, full-sleeves down to his wrists. “How long will it take us to get there?”
“About an hour, with the traffic. Maybe a little longer. Mr. Waterford said to stop and get you food on his tab, wherever you’d like.”
“Okay, thanks. Can we stop like just before we get there? I really need a freaking nap. I played a late gig.”
“We can do that. Any preference where?”
“Drive-thru’s fine. Coffee and some sort of breakfast sandwich. I’m not picky.” Hell, it’d be food. “Like, maybe three coffees.”
“I’ll wake you up when we’re close.” He finished stowing Jonah’s gear and opened the back passenger-side door for him.
“Thanks.”
Jonah didn’t even bother fastening his seatbelt, even though he knew that was stupid. But he needed the sleep more. So he lay over on his side with his messenger bag as a pillow and almost immediately fell asleep.
It felt like only a few minutes later when he heard the driver’s voice. “Mr. Yeager, we’re about a mile from the exit. There are several choices.”
Jonah blearily sat up, wondered who the hell Mr. Yeager was, until he remembered that was his name, and he looked around.
“Where are we?”
“Coming into Pasadena.”
He fastened his seatbelt. “Anywhere’s fine. Starbucks, Dunkin’, McD’s—I don’t care. Whatever you hit first, as long as it’s not a Taco Bell or something.”
They pulled through a Starbucks. With a breakfast sandwich and one of three coffees in Jonah’s hands, they pulled back into traffic.
He’d finished the sandwich, one of the coffees, and was working on the second coffee when they pulled into a fenced-in parking lot with a full gate, not just one of those stupid parking arm things. The driver punched in a code and the gate rolled open for them. There was no sign outside.
“This it?”
“Yes, sir.”
It felt weird being called sir.
Really weird.
Then again, I’m thirty-two. I should get used to it, I guess.
He gulped the second coffee and was climbing out with the third in hand when the building’s front door opened and Clark raced out.
“There you are! Are you awake?”
“Barely.” He’d worked with a few of Clark’s clients in the past, but didn’t really know the guy that well. He wasn’t making enough to have a fucking manager, much less one like Clark.
Hell, he was barely making enough to pay his fucking rent, and he didn’t even have a car he could live out of if that fell through. He’d had to sell that last year. Couldn’t afford the insurance and inspection fees.
“Let’s get your shit inside and get the paperwork done first.” Clark and the driver waved Jonah off when he tried to grab one of his guitars, so he juggled his coffee and the messenger bag and followed the men inside the small lobby, which required a pin code to get in, where they set his cases down by a couple of chairs.
“Thanks, Rudy,” Clark said to the driver. “I’ll text you tonight when he needs to be picked up. Probably not until nine, at least.”
“Yes, sir.”
Once they were alone, Jonah realized there was a clipboard and large manila envelope on one of the side tables. Clark produced a pen, fished out a form, and stuck it on the clipboard, handing both to him.
“NDA, first thing. Short version basically says you don’t say anything about what you did or who you met today, and that you don’t own any rights to the music you’re playing beyond what the contract you’ll sign says you’re getting paid.”
Jonah had signed a few of these before for studio sessions, but never without knowing who he was playing for.
He skimmed through it. “If this is someone like Ted Nugent, I’m going to nutpunch you,” he told Clark as he signed the NDA.
“Nah, I wouldn’t do that to you.” He grinned. “I promise, you are gonna be a very happy fucking man in very short order.” He took the form back and passed him another. The contract.
“I’m not signing that until I know who it is.”
Clark looked like the Cheshire cat. “How about I show you? Follow me.”
“What about my stuff?”
“It’s safe, don’t worry. Come on.” He led Jonah down the hallway and through a couple of doors, until they emerged into the anteroom outside a control booth for a recording studio. The large window showed both the studio and the control booth.
Inside the studio—
Jonah’s eyes widened and he nearly choked on the swallow of coffee he’d just taken. “No fucking way!”
“Fucking way.” Clark cackled and slapped him on the back with one hand, holding out the clipboard and pen with the other. “Still want to hold off signing the contract?”
With numb fingers, Jonah handed Clark his coffee and then snatched the clipboard from him and signed where Clark told him to without even reading the damn thing past the immediate terms listed on the front page.
Clark patted him on the back. “Welcome to Portnoy’s Oyster, kid. Play your cards right, and they’ll keep you on past the contract as a background and backup player. They’ve been wanting to hire another couple of guitarists, anyway.”
Inside the studio, Mevi Maynard, one of the most famous rock stars of Jonah’s lifetime, front man for a band whose music he’d covered countless times at gigs, wore a pair of headphones and was laying down vocal backing tracks.
Oh, shit!
 
* * * *
 
Clark led him back to the lobby and helped him carry one of the guitars down to a different studio. “We know you’ll need some warm-up time,” he said. He pointed to a stack of sheet music on top of an amp. “The set list is on top. You probably know some of them. You’ve got at least two hours before they’ll be ready for you. There’s a fridge in the break room through that door, so help yourself”—he pointed to one across from where they’d entered—“and Troy should be here soon to go through stuff with you.”
Jonah remembered Clark mentioning a Troy earlier. “Troy Garland?”
Clark grinned again. “Yep. Broke his wrist and three fingers in a stupid accident at home last night. Tripped and fell down his stairs and caught his left hand wrong in the railing. He’s having surgery tomorrow for it.” He turned to leave.
“Hey, so how did you think of me for this?”
Clark turned back. “Well, I still had you in my contacts. When I mentioned your name in an emergency conference call this morning with everyone, Rich chimed in and voted for you. Guess he knew you back in Florida, he said?”
Jonah mentally winced at the reminder of what he’d mulled over in the shower earlier. “What’s his last name?” He wanted to know for sure, just in case.
“Hurst.”
That triggered another thought. “Wait—”
“Yes, the same one.” He smiled. “He’s touring with Mevi and the band now. They met through friends in common a few months back and hit it off.”
Oh, shit.
When he’d last seen Rich Hurst, Rich was playing the same coffeeshop he himself had once played, when the guy wasn’t driving for a pizza place.
I wonder if he’s still in contact with—
He slammed the door shut on that thought. There was a very pathetically cruel irony that his old acquaintance from Florida had been the one to hit it big while still in Florida, and here he was, in LA, and still nameless and struggling.
Clark’s gaze narrowed. “You okay?”
“Yeah, sorry. Memories, man.” He forced a smile. “Sorry. But…why me?”
“Band’s sober. Totally. We needed a guy who’d mesh well with everyone, and Rich spoke highly of you. Yeah, there might be better players than you, and yes, I even called a couple of them, but they couldn’t just drop everything and tour, or were already contracted and booked, or admitted they couldn’t pass a drug test.
“So we’re taking a chance on you. Don’t fuck it up, kid, and this could become a long-term gig for you. Oh, there will be a tech here in the next hour or so to draw blood and get a urine specimen for the drug test. You better be clean.”
Jonah nodded. “I am. I don’t even smoke.”
“Perfect.”
“So I can just set up?”
“Yep. Make yourself at home, kid.”
Clark left, and Jonah forced himself into work mode. He grabbed two guitar stands and removed his from the cases to set them up. He positioned a music stand where he wanted it next to a stool, plugged in his Ibanez and Martin…and tried not to shit himself at the thought that he was not only sharing the same building with Mevi Maynard, he’d be playing with the guy.
Recording with him.
Holy shit!
 
Chapter Three
 
Jonah found the restroom, grabbed himself a bottle of water from the break room, and returned to the studio. He picked up his Ibanez first, adjusting the amp so he wasn’t blasting his own hearing with it, and tuned it, then picked up the Martin. It had built-in pickups, and he could make adjustments to the sound. If he played it without that turned on, it was a traditional acoustic, even though its sound in that mode wasn’t quite as good as his Yamaha acoustic.
None of them were top-of-the-line, either, but they did what he needed them to do. He was a skilled enough player he could make a shitty guitar sound good, but if you were a shitty player, even a high-end Gibson would sound like crap.
I guess now I can upgrade.
Hopefully.
With the strap of the Martin over his shoulder, he tuned it and took a deep breath before running through a few scales to loosen up, then playing “When I Was With You,” one of his favorite Portnoy’s Oyster songs.
Still, he couldn’t relax, couldn’t let the music flow. His fingers felt stiff, disconnected to his brain, and he knew exactly why.
He swapped out the Martin for the Ibanez and, with the volume low, and despite it not being made for it, he played “Spanish Romance,” in classical style. He closed his eyes and now the music—and memories—flowed.
He hadn’t played this song in a while, but every note was embedded in his soul.
If he needed to quickly access his emotions for serious music, this was the express elevator to his self-made Hell. It wasn’t the song itself that did it to him every time, it was memories of times he could never recapture, the self-loathing he now felt over the senseless destruction he’d wrought.
The longing to return to a happier time in his life, before his ego and his stupid lust for fame brought him…
Well, here.
Then again, this was a chance in a lifetime, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t all artists suffer before they hit their big break?
When he finished, he sat there and let the last note ring out and fade, which was why he jumped when he heard the voice on the speaker from the control booth.
“Dude, that was amazing.”
Oh, fuck.
He opened his eyes to see Mevi Maynard standing there on the other side of the glass.
“Um, thanks.”
Mevi opened the door and walked over to him, his hand extended. “Mevi.”
Jonah shook with him. “Jonah Yeager. Thank you for the opportunity today.”
The man looked different now that he wasn’t dying his hair anymore, and he was keeping it trimmed shorter than he used to. Looked younger.
Happier.
He knew from the news that Mevi had come out as gay and married a guy, but he didn’t have time to follow gossip beyond that. Today the man was dressed in jeans and a comfortable T-shirt, much like he himself was.
“Well, when we were all on the conference call this morning, Rich stopped Clark when he mentioned your name, and he vouched for your skills.”
“I haven’t seen or talked to Rich in a few years, since before I left Florida, but please tell him I said thanks. I don’t have his contact info.”
Mevi waved him off. “We’ll get you all of that. For all of us. Did Clark give you the deets?”
“Some of them. Said today was a practice.”
“Yeah. We’re all flying out to Florida on Tuesday, though. Charter flight. Feel free to bring whatever you need to with you. We’ll get you the details. We won’t be back here until after the tour ends, so if you have anything to arrange, I’d do it fast. Doyle and I put in a recording studio at the house we built there. The paparazzi here are freaking crazy right now, driving us all nuts, and we’re sick of it. We’ll pay your expenses, obviously. We’ll be there for four weeks before we leave on tour.”
“Um, wow. Okay.” Hell, he could pack the contents of his shitty-ass apartment into a couple of large rolling suitcases.
Including his damn bed.
“What else can you play like that? In classical style?” Mevi settled onto another stool.
Now Jonah felt so nervous he didn’t know what the hell to do, so he opted for another old standard that would rip the scabs off his unhealed heart and make him bleed…but maybe that would make his music sound richer for it.
“Cavatina” flowed from his fingers and through the Ibanez. It never sounded as good as it would have on a classical guitar, a good one, with nylon strings, but Jonah didn’t have one of those anymore. He’d had to pawn his three months ago. It hadn’t been an expensive one, and he’d actually bought it from a pawn shop in Sarasota, but it had held bittersweet memories.
At least he still had his mandolin. That was something he’d never part with.
“Dude, that’s fucking amazing,” Mevi said when Jonah finished. “I’ve never heard it played like that before.”
Jonah’s face felt beet red and he shrugged. “I used to play classical a lot. Learned in high school.”
“Can you play anything else? Instruments, I mean.”
He nodded. “I’m not bad on bass, but it’s not my favorite, and I don’t have one of my own. I’m good on a mandolin. There are plenty of guys who can outplay me on one of those, though. I can play a twelve-string, but, again, I don’t have one.”
Mevi got a faraway look in his eyes. “A mandolin…hmm…”
“What?” Jonah was still trying to absorb he was having this conversation—any conversation—with Mevi-fucking-Maynard.
“Hold on. I’ll be right back.” Mevi hurried out of the room.
Now that Jonah had started that old wound bleeding, he took a deep breath and played “Gran Vals,” all the while struggling against the tears hiding just beneath the surface.
Gawd, I really am a masochist.
Except that was something else he’d lost by leaving Florida—he’d left behind his heart, his Master, his submission. He hadn’t even tried finding a local BDSM scene since hitting LA. He’d been too busy grinding, trying to make a living, trying to find a lucky break.
Too damn broke.
Add to that he couldn’t imagine doing it with anyone but—
Sigh.
Returning to Florida would be sweet agony, but fuck, this was his career, his literal big break.
Ironic that he’d be heading home to do it, returning to a state he hadn’t set foot in since he’d left. At least it was a big damn state. Hopefully they’d be nowhere near Sarasota or Venice.
Mevi returned a few minutes later, carrying a mandolin by the neck in one hand, and an acoustic guitar in the other.
Jonah set his Ibanez aside and took the mandolin when Mevi offered it.
“Oh, here.” Mevi dug into his pocket and handed him a plectrum for it, a little larger and rounder than the usual guitar pick.
Jonah checked the tuning on it and tried to get used to the narrower neck. It’d been a while since he’d played his.
Mostly because of the ghosts it conjured in his heart and soul.
That’s the main reason he settled on playing a few lines from “Man of Constant Sorrow” to warm up on it and get a feel for its sound.
“Excellent,” Mevi said. “Now, listen to this. E-minor.” He perched on the other stool, slung the acoustic’s strap around his neck, and launched into a song Jonah had never heard before. Three-quarter time, it was a ballad, that much was obvious. Not real slow, but definitely not possessing the high-energy punch of some of the most famous Portnoy’s Oyster songs.
Jonah thought it through as Mevi played the first verse, then when he repeated the verse, Jonah started fingerpicking, adding chords and walk-downs and walk-ups to harmonize with him.
From the smile Mevi wore, and the way he nodded to Jonah, he knew that was exactly the kind of feel Mevi was looking for. Mevi repeated the verse again, and now that Jonah was feeling a little more confident, he started improvising more in the same key, harmonizing and adding a slightly brighter tone to the piece, bringing a sound of hopefulness to it and lifting the overall feel.
He followed Mevi into the chorus, only stumbling a little, but he’d listened to and played enough of Mevi Maynard’s songs in the past to anticipate where he might be going with it, then back into the verse again. A bridge, another chorus, the verse.
When Mevi strummed the last note, he reached over and high-fived Jonah. “Dude, that was brilliant! Perfect. Wait until we play that for Rich.”
“Wait, what?”
“Yeah, we’re collaborating on it. I’m writing the lyrics, he’s writing the music, but we both knew there was something not quite right about it, and neither of us could pinpoint it. You fucking nailed exactly what we needed for it. In fact…” He pulled his cell phone out and put it in speaker mode.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Rich, it’s Mal. Listen to this.” He set his phone on the music stand and started playing.
Jonah scrambled to catch up and join him, adding even more to what he’d done the first time. This time, they played the verse twice, a chorus, another verse, chorus, bridge, verse, chorus.
When they finished, Mevi grabbed his phone. “What do you think?”
“That was perfect! Was that a mandolin?”
“Yeah.” Mevi grinned at Jonah. “Our newest band member.”
“Is that Jonah?”
Mevi nodded at him, and Jonah found himself tongue-tied for a moment. “Um, hey, man. Long time, no see. Thank you for the recommendation. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”
“Dude, this is awesome,” Rich said. “We’ve been fighting that song for weeks. I don’t know why neither of us thought about adding a mandolin.”
“I’ll lay down a track with him today for reference,” Mevi said. “We can refine it later, once we get through the tour.”
“Yeah, perfect. I gotta go, Chelbie and I are at the airport now.”
“Okay, man. See you in Venice.”
“Later.”
Mevi ended the call and smiled at him. “So that’s going to happen today, too,” he said. “Oh, and by the way, you can call me Mal. Mevi’s a stage name. I’ll answer to either one, but just so you don’t get confused by who’s calling me that.”
“Gotcha.” Jonah’s heart had squeezed a little at the mention of Venice, when he realized they’d probably meant Venice Beach here, not in Florida. “Are they flying back to California?”
“No, they’re heading home to Florida.” He smiled. “They’re in the process of building a house a few properties down the road from ours, in Venice.”
Oh, fuck!
 
Chapter Four
 
Gordon’s fingers walked through “Cavatina” as guests milled around the Sunday afternoon cocktail party currently filling the Ca’ d’Zan. This was a regular gig he played every three months. The average net worth of each attendee was probably well over a million dollars, easy. A political action group hosted it, renting the Ringling mansion in Sarasota and taking over the grounds and interior for the evening.
Outside, a string trio was playing for people on the patio, but he had the interior to himself. Even with the sound of people’s voices filtering through the space, he loved the way his music echoed through the air beneath the soaring ceilings. He used a wireless pick-up for his small amp, which gave just enough oomph without distortion to keep him from being lost in the crowd.
Finishing that, he moved into “Capricho Arabe” for the next number. He didn’t get many gigs where he could totally stick to classical numbers, and he savored the peace that flowed through him with every note he played.
Then he mixed it up with Mozart’s “Variations on a Theme,” followed by “Spanish Romance.”
He didn’t even need a playlist for this gig, because he could pull up every song he loved deep within his heart. These were the songs he played alone at home, unless he was hired to play a wedding or other event.
Bach came next, “Bourrée in E Minor.” That led into “Asturias.” All of these songs were perfect for this space, not just the tone and feel of the event, but the building and decor, too.
Tomorrow night, though, he’d be sitting in a coffeeshop and listening to someone beg him to play “Classical Gas,” if they weren’t asking for John Denver, or Johnny Cash, or Simon and Garfunkel. Not that he had anything against any of those, but…
It was boring.
That gig would follow a day of teaching, which he did three days a week, at Sorrellson Academy, a private school there in Sarasota. He’d started working part-time at Sorrellson at the start of the school year, specifically teaching classical guitar techniques. It wasn’t the greatest paying job, but it was guaranteed work, provided him regular paychecks, he now had health benefits for the first time in his adult life, and he no longer had to take every crappy paying gig someone offered him, either.
He could pay his rent and utilities and now lived in an apartment complex that wasn’t being raided by the sheriff’s office every weekend. He’d actually bought a new-to-him SUV that didn’t break down every damned month like clockwork, usually the day after he’d paid his rent.
It meant he could sit back and breathe, finally, after the past three years of struggling to make ends meet through his heartbreak.
He shoved that thought out of his mind. He didn’t need to go there tonight. Tonight, he was all about playing for this crowd, for enhancing the event without standing out. He wasn’t the focus, he was window dressing, and he knew it.
If they noticed him too much, he was doing it wrong.
Didn’t mean he didn’t have a business card holder of his cards sitting on his amp for anyone to take—and a few people did. If the past pattern held, he’d probably end up with a couple of nice wedding gigs after tonight.
At least a little peace filled him today. He could play his favorites and not want to break down crying while remembering how he used to have someone who loved to play some of these songs as a duet.
 
* * * *
 
When Gordon returned to his apartment that evening, he was a thousand dollars richer, had booked two wedding gigs and the next cocktail party, and was ready to kick back with Netflix.
He resisted the urge to grab his phone from where it was charging on the kitchen counter and scroll through Facebook or Instagram. If he did, snakes would tangle in his brain and send him back into an emotionally dark place he didn’t want to be.
He needed to move on.
He wasn’t coming back—ever.
Moving into his new apartment had been a bittersweet event he’d cried buckets of tears over. No more beater car with all the memories.
No more apartment where, despite the crappy location, the little patio balcony had been perfect for playing. Remembering the hours they’d spent sitting there together and doing just that, earning applause from other residents, who’d come out and listen to them.
No more Jonah.
He hadn’t changed his phone number, though, despite two phone replacements since the man’s departure. Or his e-mail address. He hoped one day maybe Jonah would reach out to him, his ginger-haired boy. The way his beard and mustache felt against his flesh—
Shit.
There he went, right where he knew he shouldn’t.
He could sometimes go weeks without giving more than a cursory thought to how much he missed him, without delving into the deep pools of pain still filling his soul. Without giving in to reliving sweet memories.
Or, like tonight, he could helplessly get sucked in and down.
I need to date.
Except he couldn’t bring himself to do that yet. Not even three years later. He’d lost friends who’d drifted away when they realized Gordon wasn’t the fun, carefree guy he once was, and would basically sit and mope and turn the conversation around to talking about memories of things they’d all done with Jonah around.
 
* * * *
 
By the time he fell asleep that night, Gordon had managed to turn his mood around by listing his blessings. Which, when he tallied them, were expansive and increasing.
Maybe I need a meeting.
He hadn’t been to one in a couple of months, and maybe that was his problem. Eight years sober wasn’t a time to start fucking around and slacking off. He’d come close to blowing it a few times, especially right after—
Stop.
He couldn’t think about him. Not tonight, not alone in bed, not without a meeting to go to.
He had work in the morning, because his first class of the day at Sorrellson was at nine. They were talking about possibly making him a full-time teacher next year, depending on how this year went. The music classes were really popular and in-demand. Enough so that Darryl Holman, head of their music department, had been given permission to bring in musicians who were specialized to supplement the classes he taught in keyboard and music theory. Gordon specifically taught classical guitar, they had an orchestra class that focused heavily on bowed instruments, a jazz class with plenty of horns and sax, and a modern guitar class, with both acoustic and electric methods. But if they expanded Gordon’s role next year, he could add mandolin, banjo, and ukelele to his class offerings.
That would be a dream job for him, to finally have stability, security.
Knowing that he didn’t have to sweat every month’s bills and pray he could make ends meet. Just having this job part-time had been a huge boon for him. No, it wasn’t some make-believe dream of being famous, but he was, overall, happy.
Well, mostly.
He was lonely, but that was on him. He couldn’t bring himself to date yet. He’d tried, once, a year ago, and realized he wasn’t close to being ready.
Although, now that he had health insurance, he was seriously considering seeking out a counselor to talk to. His insurance would actually pay for it, miracle of miracles.
Maybe now I can start to move on.
Besides, he was still second-guessing himself, everything he’d done. What kind of damn Dom was he, really, if Jonah honestly thought he was jealous and trying to hold him back?
He’d just been…scared for him.
And scared of losing him.
For all the good the concern had done him, because obviously he’d fucked things up between them, and Jonah had never reached out to him.
No, it was best to do what he was doing and stay his steady course.
Maybe, one day, it wouldn’t hurt so damn much.
 
Chapter Five
 
Monday morning, before his first class even started, Gordon was waylaid by his boss, Darryl Holman.
“Do you have a minute?” Darryl asked.
“Sure. What’s up?”
“You still doing work on the side? Like studio gigs? Recording?”
“Yeah, but I haven’t done one of those in a while. Why?”
“Would you be interested in a short-term studio gig? You could do it after classes on the days you teach. A friend of mine whose name you’d likely know if I told you needs someone to fill in for a few weeks. They have a studio at their house locally, and the group is working there before touring. Their regular player broke their hand and wrist.”
“I-I…sure!”
Darryl smiled. “Don’t even need to know how much, huh?”
“Is it legal and pays money? Then yes, I’m in.”
Darryl walked into Gordon’s classroom and handed him a business card. “You’ll have to sign an NDA and a contract. Routine. Call them when you get done today, and they’ll give you directions, if you need them. They’ll have the paperwork ready for you to sign when you get there.”
The card was for a film production company with offices in Venice. Gordon held up the card. “Who are they?”
“They’re other friends in common,” Darryl said. “Once you sign the NDA, then they’ll tell you more about the gig. Trust me, it sounds like overkill, but it’s not.”
“Um, okay, sure.”
“Excellent.”
So that afternoon, Gordon found himself heading out to east Venice. He knew whoever it was couldn’t be someone A-list, that’d just be crazy.
Wouldn’t it?
I wish I could tell Jonah.
Even three years later, those thoughts hadn’t gone away. He still caught himself wishing he could call or text him with something funny or crazy, or just to tell him he missed him like hell.
That he was sorry he hadn’t been better for him.
That he hoped he was happy and doing well.
Fuck, I really need a meeting.
He’d already looked that up, too. There was one in a meeting room at a local hospital at five, and he planned on having his butt in a chair when it started. He’d have just enough time to skate out of there and make his gig at the coffeeshop.
He found the office and parked, taking a deep breath before he walked in.
A very pleasant woman at the front desk smiled at him. “Gordon?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She giggled. “I’m not a ma’am, but you’re sweet.” She handed him the first form and a pen. “That’s the NDA. I’m authorized to give you a little more info after you sign it. I’d suggest reading it. It means that, without express permission, anything you learn or do or see while bound by it is private. Breaches of the NDA can be punishable by $250 thousand dollars per incident.”
He read through it and signed it. “Now what?”
She took that form and smiled. “Ever heard of Mevi Maynard and Portnoy’s Oyster?”
He laughed. “Sure, everyone’s heard of them.” Her smile widened, and then his eyes widened as he realized what she was saying. “Are you serious?”
“Absolutely. Should I text Mevi your info so he can talk to you? He told me he went to your website and looked up your videos you have linked, and he was impressed. Darryl suggested your name to him.”
“Darryl knows Mevi Maynard?”
She laughed. “Yeah, we’re all friends in common. Is that a yes?”
“Yes!” He laughed. “Absolutely, yes!”
“Good.” She handed him more forms. “You fill these out for me, and I’ll send him your info. He actually has a Florida cell number.”
“Okay, thanks.”
He sat in one of the chairs to fill out the contract and employment forms.
Then he got to the one for the drug test. “Ma’am, it’s asking about drugs and alcohol. I’m sober, but I used to drink. Is that okay?”
“That’s fine, but for the duration of this, you’ll have to stay that way. Sober, that is. I’m actually to send you to a lab when you finish with me, and they’ll take the samples for us at our expense.”
“Okay.”
Whew. Even better reason to hit a meeting today. He didn’t want to do something stupid and blow his sobriety and lose this opportunity.
Once Gordon was finished, his cell rang from a number he didn’t recognize.
“Hello?”
“Hi, is this Gordon Pope?”
He recognized the man’s voice. “Um, yes. Yeah, th-that’s me.”
“Hey, it’s Mevi. Welcome aboard.”
“Um…thank you. Thanks. I mean—”
He laughed. “It’s okay. I’m just a regular guy. I’m looking forward to working with you…”
Ten minutes later, Gordon stood there in the office, staring at his cell phone while the lady behind the desk smiled at him.
He was in shock.
“Am I really awake right now?” he asked her.
She grinned. “Yes, you are. And yes, it happened as weirdly and easily as you think it did. You’re in the right place, at the right time, and coincidentally knew the right people.” She handed him a slip of paper. “Here’s the lab info. They’re expecting you.”
“Thanks.”
On the way there, a lab fortunately only a block away from where he needed to be for the meeting, he literally pinched his arm.
I’m going to be working with Mevi Maynard!
Mevi—who’d said to call him Mal—told Gordon that he couldn’t say anything about the gig until after the tour started in four weeks. They’d be dropping at least two singles then, and he’d be listed in the credits. But it was to stay a secret until that time. Only their official PR people could release social media info about what was going on, and they’d start dropping teasers in about a week.
He was in and out of the lab in less than fifteen minutes, leaving him nearly an hour before he had to be at the meeting.
Grabbing himself take-out, he opted to head over to Venice Beach and sit there eating while watching the sunset. Some days, he would come here and sit and play as evening rolled in.
Didn’t hurt he could usually earn a few extra dollars doing that, either.
Mostly, he did it to let his mind unwind and try to soothe the longing ache in his soul.
Maybe I should try to find him and apologize.
The one time he had, a few months after Jonah left, Gordon realized Jonah had blocked him on Facebook and Twitter. Gordon didn’t have Jonah’s phone number, either. His phone had gotten stolen, and all his contacts had been wiped by the fuckers before he could log in and change his passwords.
At least he’d had backups of his photos on his laptop.
Then again, three years on, maybe it was best to let it go.
I just wish I knew how to let him go in my heart.
 
* * * *
 
There were at least twenty-five other people in the meeting. He hated that it was a podium instead of a circle, but still, he got up and spoke, because he felt he needed to.
“Hi, my name is Gordon, and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Gordon.”
He took a deep breath. “I’ve been sober for a little over eight years now. I landed a part-time job today that will last for four weeks that requires I be sober, so it’s like fate, you know?
“But along with that, it brings back a lot of memories of a relationship I had that ended three years ago. I loved them very much, but I guess I wasn’t doing as good a job of showing them that as I thought I was. They left, moved away, said I was trying to hold them back. I didn’t think I was. They’d been offered a job in LA, and I wanted them to be careful and check it out first. But…”
He sighed. “I guess I was so scared of losing them I must not have made that part clear. They blocked me and I haven’t talked to them since. This job is in the same field, though, and like I said, lots of memories to deal with. I haven’t had a relationship since then. I started a new job not long ago, and this new one will work with that, and it feels like my life is finally on the right track, right?
“But why does it hurt so much now? Even more than back then. I know I should move on, but I still love them and can’t. Even if I tried, I’d be doubting myself. I don’t know how to move past that.”
He thought for a moment. “I guess I just needed to get all that out. I know I’m not going to drink, because I refuse to give up my sobriety. I got sober because of…the person I lost. They told me to choose, them or drinking, and I chose them. And now they’re not here and I wish I could talk to them. At least apologize and find out what I did wrong so I can either make amends or, at the very least, know what not to do the next time.” He blinked back tears. “Thank you.”
Soft applause as he returned to his seat, and then the next person stood and walked forward to speak.
“Hi, I’m Janet, and I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hi, Janet…”
He tried to listen to the rest of the meeting but kept finding his thoughts drifting back to the past.
Maybe I should write the letter I wish I could write him.
So many times he’d started to do that and gave up.
It hurt too much.
Acknowledging the finality of it all, that he’d never see Jonah again, never hold him, never love him…
It hurt too much.
He wasn’t ready to unpack all that pain yet. It fit too comfortably in his heart and soul, and he wasn’t sure he was strong enough to live without it.
 
Chapter Six
 
Tuesday afternoon, Jonah felt desperately glad they were flying on a charter. It meant he’d been able to bring everything with him. He’d literally packed all his shit into four large suitcases, in addition to his instruments and amps, and was now homeless.
But since he’d be staying with Mevi and Doyle in Florida, that’d be okay. It was money he didn’t have to spend staying somewhere else, and it’d keep him around sober people.
Finding out Doyle was a counselor was an additional bonus.
A guilty thought flashed through his mind, and not for the first time, either.
I hope Gordon didn’t relapse because of me.
He’d never had the problem Gordon had, but he’d never forgotten the lessons he’d learned while watching Gordon struggle, either. That it’d be too damn easy to slide over that edge into a bad bunch of decisions.
Sobriety was easier as a lifestyle, for him to maintain, even though it wasn’t a requirement for him. Not to mention, water was cheaper than booze. But he’d sat through enough meetings with Gordon to know the drill.
Frankly, he owed the man an apology. Now that they were here in Florida…
He really needed to find him and make an attempt to make amends. If for no other reason than to stand there and let Gordon take all the verbal potshots—hell, literal ones, if he wanted—that Jonah rightfully deserved.
Gordon hadn’t done anything wrong. He’d been worried for Jonah, and rightfully so, as it turned out. At the time, Jonah had been too damned angry at himself—and later ashamed of himself—to admit it, though.
There were several SUVs and a box truck waiting for them when they landed at Venice Municipal Airport.
“You can ride with us,” Doyle said. “All the gear is being brought to our place, anyway.”
“Okay, thanks.” He grabbed his carryon and messenger bag, and then grabbed his mandolin case and the case for the classical guitar.
Yesterday morning, he’d paid for an Uber to take him to the pawn shop where he’d sold the guitar, and found to his amazement it was still there, hanging on the wall.
He’d waited until he was alone in his shitty little apartment to take it out of its case, tune it, and play it, crying as he did. Which was fair, because he’d cried himself to sleep the night he’d pawned it.
Was that a sign? That it was still there?
Or was he being a sentimental dumbass and working himself up in his mind for, what, some impossible reunion, just to have Gordon tell him to go fuck himself?
Yeah, he’d paid twice as much to buy it back as he’d sold it for in the first place, but it was still there.
And he’d never let it go again. It, or the mandolin.
He could replace anything else, even though it’d hurt to lose more, but those were precious and he couldn’t replace them. In fact, he needed to buy himself instruments for the tour and recording sessions, ones that he didn’t mind putting through the rigors of heavy use.
These two were his.
He climbed into the SUV first and made his way to the very back seat, leaving the middle for Mal and Doyle.
“So how long’s it been since you’ve been to Florida?” Mal asked him.
“Years.”
“Any family around?” Doyle asked.
“No. Not anymore. My parents disowned me. Last I heard, they moved to the Carolinas somewhere, with my brother.”
“Sorry,” he said.
Jonah shrugged and stared out the window as they headed for US 41. “It is what it is.”
The men apparently sensed he needed some quiet time and didn’t bother him for the rest of the ride to their house. As scenery both new and familiar passed outside the window, Jonah struggled with the urge to start searching for Gordon. Mixed with that, fear that he’d find out Gordon had, in fact, moved on, or worse.
That maybe Gordon hadn’t made it at all.
I’m a chickenshit.
It’d be better to exist, for now, in a world where he could pretend that Gordon had moved on, found a great guy who knew how great Gordon was, and was living happily ever after.
It’d be wrong and cruel to just drop in on him, wouldn’t it?
Or was he worried more about his own pain?
He’d own that, too, because he absolutely was.
When did it walk the right side of seeking Gordon out to make amends and make things right because it was the right thing to do, or to make himself feel better?
They paused at a gate, and Doyle held up a small clicker, hitting the button. The gate slid open. “We’ll get you a gate code,” Doyle told him. “And if you want to borrow a car, that’s not a problem, either.”
“Thanks, but I probably won’t have anywhere to go,” Jonah quietly said.
“You know, if you want to go visit anyone, or hit the store, or just need some private time.”
Once they were inside the house and the driver had departed, Mal showed Jonah to his room. It was on the other end of the house from their bedroom, which was good, as far as Jonah was concerned. He had his own bathroom and a large-screen TV.
Hell, it’s nicer than my last apartment, that’s for damn sure.
He had a real fucking bed.
Doyle knocked on the doorway. “By the way, we need to have a quick chat.”
This didn’t sound good. “Chat?”
“Yeah.” He stepped inside and motioned for Mal to leave, but Doyle didn’t close the door, either. “You signed an NDA.”
“Yeah.”
“So, here’s the thing. Mal and I are more than husbands. We have a…different relationship. Non-traditional.”
Jonah suspected exactly where this was going even before Doyle got there, because it totally fit and made a lot of little things he’d noticed click perfectly into place. “He’s your submissive?”
Doyle arched an eyebrow at him. “What do you know about that?”
“NDA works both ways, right?”
Now Doyle closed the door. “Anything you tell me, I’ll keep in complete confidence.”
Jonah slowly nodded and sank onto the end of the bed. “I had…” He sighed. “I didn’t realize what a good thing I had, man.” He shook his head. “I fucked up. Three years ago, when I moved to LA, I left a great guy behind here in Florida who was my Master, and I said a bunch of mean shit to him when I did that I shouldn’t have. I loved him, and I thought he was trying to keep me from making it big.”
Jonah sadly laughed. “I was a fucking idiot. He was trying to warn me to take things slow, to go out for a visit first. To not blindly trust the guy I thought was my friend. But I accused him of being jealous and trying to control me in bad ways. I hurt him. He released and uncollared me and let me go. And it turns out, in the end, he was completely right, and I was the one who was wrong.”
Doyle leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. “Is he local?”
“I don’t know. He was in Sarasota when I left. I never contacted him again. I don’t even have his phone number. I lost my phone and had to get a new one, but I didn’t have my contacts backed up. And at the time, I blocked him on Facebook and Twitter and everywhere. I know I should look him up now, but before this big break hit, it was taking everything I had just to make it through the day. I didn’t want to add more pain to my plate, you know?” He sighed. “I guess now that financially I’m in a better place, it’s time I give serious thought to making amends to him.”
“How does the sobriety fit in there?”
“He was an alcoholic. We knew each other since middle school, fell in love before we knew what the hell it was between us. He had shitty parents and he drank to escape. Finally, when he turned twenty-two, I told him that morning, after he’d puked all over himself, that he needed to make a choice. Me, or drinking. Either/or. I helped him get to meetings. I never really liked to drink anyway, but I went to meetings with him, and while we were together, he never had a drink from that day on.”
Now the tears came. “He chose me. And then I fucked it all up by leaving him. Even though I wasn’t a drinker, I tried to work the steps, you know? I knew I was a codependent to him. Then I turned my back on him and I’ve never made it right.”
Doyle looked grimly sympathetic. “I can find a meeting for you tonight. We’ll go with you.”
“Not tonight. Besides, isn’t everyone coming over for dinner and to work?”
“They’d understand.”
“No, I’d rather not.” He forced a smile. “But thanks.” He took a deep breath. “Maybe tomorrow night. I’ll let you know.”
Doyle nodded. “I’ll look one up, just in case.”
“Thanks.”
“So…we’re good?” Doyle asked.
“With what?”
Doyle smiled. “If you see me and Mal doing something a little…personal.”
“Oh, yeah. Sorry. No worries. I’ll look the other way.”
“Thanks.” He opened the door. “The others will be here in about two hours, if you want to take a shower or grab a swim or something.”
“Thanks.”
The box truck with their gear showed up shortly thereafter, and Jonah walked out to help the techs unload everything into the storage bay next to the studio.
Which was fucking amazing. Three studios, actually, and even a green room and break area.
He retrieved his own suitcases and gear from the pile being unloaded, left his instruments in the studio where Mal told him to store them, and headed for his room.
He did want a swim. He even had a swimsuit, fortunately, and quickly headed out the sliders leading onto the lanai, where he dove into the deep end of the enormous pool.
It was the perfect temp, too. The pool was half-covered by the lanai roof, like a secluded courtyard, and surrounded on three sides by the house. The fourth side, open to the south to catch the sun, was screened from outside view by tall hedges for privacy.
The techs headed out and would return later, leaving just the three of them at the house. Jonah swam a few laps and then flipped over to float, repeating that a few times and trying to clear his mind.
When he came up to take a breath after one lap, he heard Mal’s voice. “Nice, isn’t it?”
He turned and found him standing by the sliders to what he assumed was their bedroom. “It’s amazing. Thank you for inviting me to stay with you.”
“It makes sense. We can work more this way. Saves you some money.”
“You coming in?” He noticed Mal now wore a leather collar around his throat.
Mal shook his head, a playful smirk quirking his lips. “No. Sir and I need to…talk.”
“Ah. Enjoy.”
“Thanks. We’ll be out in a while.”
Jonah lifted a hand in a wave and Mevi disappeared back into their room.
He decided to get a shower and after climbing out of the pool, he snagged a towel from a rack of them and returned to his room.
I need to talk to Rich tonight.
Maybe he’d know something about Gordon. Based on that, Jonah could decide how to proceed.
Or if he should even disturb the man.
Once the others started showing up later, Rich arrived with a woman Jonah presumed was Chelbie—who was pregnant—and another man he remembered was Rich’s fraternal twin, Nick.
He hugged both of them, and was introduced to Chelbie. “So, congratulations,” he said to Rich.
“Yeah, we’re all excited.” He smiled down at Chelbie. “Our first time being dads.”
Jonah blinked. “Um…dads?”
Chelbie giggled. “You didn’t tell him yet?”
“Haven’t seen the guy in person in years, hon. Not something you drop on a guy out of the blue like that.”
“Um…”
Chelbie took over. “We’re poly.” She pulled the brothers in close. “The three of us. I mean, both of them with me, not them with each other, ew.”
“And, yes, everyone in our group knows,” Rich said. “Doyle texted me he told you about him and Mal.”
Jonah nodded, shocked into silence.
“Well, we kind of have the same dynamic. Chelbie’s ours.”
“Oh, okay.” Jonah took a deep breath. “Did he say anything about me?”
“Just that you were cool with it.”
Jonah nodded. “Let’s just say I used to have that kind of relationship with someone in the past. I mean, like Mal and Doyle have.”
Although when Rich last knew Jonah years ago, the man wouldn’t have known he and Gordon were kinky. That was something they’d done in private and hadn’t advertised. Although the fact that Rich wasn’t blasting him for leaving Gordon the way he had likely meant either he didn’t know the circumstances surrounding that, or wasn’t friends with Gordon.
Or that Gordon…
Maybe Jonah just had a brain full of snakes he needed to dump in a meeting, like Doyle suggested.
Rich nodded. “Ah. Okay. Sooo…we’re cool?”
“Yeah,” Jonah said. “Is anyone else kinky?”
“Not that I’m aware of, but everyone knows and keeps this quiet.”
“Cool.”
He spotted Bonnie, their keyboard player and lead female vocalist, stand and look around. “Are we missing anyone?” Bonnie called out. “I’m ordering the pizza.”
“Just one,” Mal called back, “but he’s on his way. Go ahead and order it.”
“Will do.”
They were gathered in the green room area, where they’d eat dinner while discussing plans for the next several days before they had a practice session.
Mal caught Jonah’s attention. “Hey, where’s your mandolin? I want to play that song for Rich real fast, now that we’re together.”
“It’s in my room.”
“Would you mind grabbing it?”
“Sure.” The studio area was connected to the rest of the house by a hallway that led from the door to the outside by the studio wing, past the storage room and studios, and into the main house, near the kitchen.
Jonah retrieved his mandolin from his room and had made his way back down the hall, almost to the studio, when the door to the outside opened. He couldn’t make out the man’s features because he was backlit by the setting sun to the south.
“Studio’s here,” he called out, opening the door. He walked in. “I think our last person is here,” he said to Mal.
“Oh, good. We’ll play for Rich in studio one, if you want to go set up in there.”
“Sure.” Jonah headed that way, leaving the door standing open behind him. Mal hurried out to go greet the man.
In the studio, Jonah tuned his mandolin and took a moment to center himself.
It still didn’t feel…real. Any of this.
In good ways for once, though.
He’d just set the mandolin into a stand when he heard Mal return to the green room.
“Hey, everyone. This is our other new guy who’s going to help us out with the studio sessions here before we leave on tour. I’d like you all to meet Gordon Pope.”
Jonah was glad he’d already set the mandolin down, because he likely would have dropped it from the shock.
Oh, no.
He wasn’t ready for this at all, no matter what he’d thought.
What if he won’t forgive me? What if he hates me?
Or, worst of all…
What if Gordon wasn’t single?
 
Chapter Seven
 
All the way to the address Tuesday afternoon, Gordon tried to keep his nerves in check. This would be a great side-gig for him, and who knew? Maybe it’d lead to bigger and better things, eventually.
Although he wasn’t stupid enough to think he could quit his day job. Working at the school was a guaranteed paycheck, especially if they bumped him up to full-time next year.
Working with the students was gratifying, too. He loved teaching the kids.
He still couldn’t believe Mevi-fucking-Maynard called him! It was a small freaking world, for sure.
He hadn’t realized Laurel’s “guitar teacher” was one of the most famous musicians in current rock history.
Mind.
Blown.
And that Darryl was friends with Mevi, and had recommended him to Mevi in the first place.
Proves it’s who you know, not what you know.
He also made another note to himself to update his YouTube channel with more videos. Heck, that Mevi had actually gone to his website and looked him up also still blew him away.
And now I’m going to get to sit in a studio and record with him!
He’d filled out the paperwork at the film production office yesterday after work. Yet another brush with fame, that a famous movie star lived in Venice and was close friends with the rocker.
I wish I could tell Jonah about this.
Besides the NDA he’d signed, he had no idea where Jonah was, or how he was doing. Despite cruising Facebook for hints of Jonah, that was the only stalking he allowed himself to do. He couldn’t risk his already fragile sobriety seeing pictures of Jonah with someone else.
Wishing his old love happiness and success was far easier to do without having proof of it smashed into his face.
One day at a time.
Maybe one day he could do that, look for him, see how he was doing.
Today, however, was not that day.
Still, in his heart, he hoped Jonah was doing great things and living the life he’d dreamed of. Despite the pain of losing him, he wanted Jonah to be happy.
Even if it was without him.
When he drove up to the gate, he punched in the four-digit code Mevi had given him and waited, his pulse racing, as the gate swung open for him.
Holy crap!
There were several other cars already there, so he parked next to one of them and found the side door he’d been told about.
It opened into a dim corridor, made even darker by how bright it was outside and his eyes taking a moment to adjust, but a guy was standing at another door several yards down the hallway.
“Studio’s here,” the man called out before walking in.
Gordon pulled up short.
That…
No.
That couldn’t be…
That had to just be wishful thinking on his part. He didn’t get a good look at the guy before he walked through the door.
Gordon pulled the outer door shut behind him, walked down the hallway, and was about to reach for the door when it opened again, and there stood Mevi Maynard.
He smiled. “Gordon?”
Unable to speak, he nodded.
“Good to finally meet you in person. Darryl said great things about you.” He extended his hand and Gordon forced himself to shake with him.
“Um…I have my gear in my car.”
“Great! We’ve got pizza on the way. Come on in and we’ll introduce you around first.”
Gordon didn’t see anyone in the room he recognized except Rich Hurst, holy shit. There was someone he hadn’t seen in a while.
“Hey, everyone,” Mevi said, calling for their attention. “This is our other new guy who’s going to help us out with the studio sessions here before we leave on tour. I’d like you all to meet Gordon Pope.”
Rich stood to hug him, and they introduced Gordon around.
Then Mevi scowled. “Where’s Jonah?”
Gordon froze. Oh, shit.
“Studio one, I think,” Rich said.
Mevi walked over to an open doorway. “Jonah?”
The man stepped into the doorway, and it was like three years hadn’t passed.
His boy.
His green eyes, his ginger hair—still even had the short beard and mustache.
The tats Gordon had spent hours tracing with his fingers and tongue, tats he’d sat with him for every one.
Or maybe he has new ones now.
One on the inside of his right arm, just above his elbow, that were Gordon’s initials.
Just like on the inside of his own left wrist, the only tat he had, were Jonah’s initials in the same stylized, swirling font.
A tat he couldn’t bear to get rid of, or have covered, because it was his boy, and part of who he was and had been.
It was a reminder to him of what he should not repeat in the future, to be a better person.
To stay sober.
Jonah spoke first. “Hey.”
I love you. I’m sorry. I miss you so fucking much. Tell me how to fix this, please.
All that ran through Gordon’s mind, but what came out was, “Hey.”
 
* * * *
 
Out of the corner of Jonah’s eye, he spotted it the second Doyle looked from him to Gordon and back again, and then put two and two together and realized exactly who the fuck Gordon was to him.
“Hey, Jonah,” Doyle said. “Can you do me a favor and show Gordon around the house for us? Pizza will be here soon.”
He numbly found himself nodding. “Yeah, sure.”
Jonah stepped around everyone, his gaze locked on those damned gorgeous fucking blue eyes, naturally blue like a beautiful blue sky, eyes he’d dreamed about and had missed for what felt like forever, that soft blond hair he’d loved running his fingers through.
He stepped past Gordon and opened the door, not bothering to see if he followed. Jonah didn’t know what to say, what to do, his brain temporarily on auto-pilot.
All he knew was that he absolutely could not fuck up this gig.
Would not.
It felt like he was close to hyperventilating by the time he reached the door to the house and opened it. He heard footsteps behind him and waited, not wanting to slam the door in his face.
Gordon caught up and his hand brushed against Jonah’s as he caught the door before Jonah stepped through.
Jonah still didn’t look back, walking toward his bedroom, not even trying to pretend he was going to give Gordon a tour.
Thank god his room was on the far end of the house. He opened the door and stepped inside, Gordon following him, Jonah now unable to look him in the eyes as Gordon passed him.
Jonah quietly shut the door behind him.
As an afterthought, he reached out and locked the knob.
When he turned, the words tumbled out of him, and he realized he was talking over Gordon.
“I’m so sorry, I—”
“Please, whatever I did, I—”
They fell silent and stared at each other for a long moment.
Fuck it.
This wasn’t just the man he loved—this was the only man he’d ever been with.
The only person he’d ever been with, period.
He flung himself at Gordon, kissing him, wrapping his arms around him and shoving him toward the bed. Before Jonah realized exactly what was going on, they were both shirtless and kissing, biting, apologizing, sucking, licking—frantic need and lonely agony wrapped in an exploding ball of gasses.
Combustion.
Flames.
At six feet, Jonah was an inch taller than Gordon, and was still a little beefier, but had always willingly knelt for the other man, considered him bigger in many ways.
He caged Gordon with his body. “I’m sorry,” Jonah said. “I was wrong, and you were right, and I’m so fucking sorry. Please tell me you’re still sober.”
Gordon was crying now, and he nodded. “Yeah. Eight years.”
“Oh, thank fucking god.” He crashed his lips over Gordon’s, sucking, biting, needing him now.
“I haven’t been with anyone since you,” Gordon mumbled against his mouth.
Jonah lifted his head, shocked. “What?”
Gordon was still crying. “I hoped you’d come back, and then I didn’t know what I did wrong. I’m sorry, I—”
“You didn’t. It was me. I was a fucking idiot. The guy lied to me.” He brushed Gordon’s tears away with his thumbs. “You were right. I fucked up. And I haven’t been with anyone but you, either.”
Gordon softly gasped. “Really?”
“Really. I will gladly grovel and do whatever I fucking have to do to earn your forgiveness, but please, I need you right now.” He took a deep breath. “I need Master, right now. And I’ll do whatever I need to do to get him back. Please.”
 
* * * *
 
At that word from Jonah’s lips, it felt like lightning struck inside Gordon’s brain.
Master.
Gordon flipped Jonah onto his back, now on top of him, straddling him. He sat up so he could unfasten Jonah’s shorts and yank them down enough to expose his cock, already dark and engorged with blood.
Gordon hungrily devoured his cock, every moan and gasp music to his soul. He’d give him this one.
The rest Jonah would have to earn, on his fucking knees.
They could talk—later.
Right now, he wanted to reclaim his boy. They could figure everything else out after.
Then a thought hit him. He grabbed Jonah’s right wrist, where his hand was buried in Gordon’s hair, and lifted his head from his boy’s cock to look.
There, inside Jonah’s arm, just above his elbow, were Gordon’s initials in the same stylized script as his own tattoo.
Gordon started crying again as he leaned in and kissed the tat, tracing it with his tongue before latching on with his teeth, biting, drawing a hiss of pain from Jonah.
Their old ritual.
Gordon felt Jonah grab his left hand and bring his wrist to Jonah’s mouth, where he licked and sucked at the tat there.
“Please, punish me, Master,” Jonah whispered against his flesh.
Gordon released his bite and jerked his hand free so he could go down on Jonah again.
This would happen, right now.
He cupped Jonah’s sac in his hand and went hard and deep on him, sucking, rewarded almost immediately with a cry and the painfully familiar tang of his cum.
Yes!
He was already reaching to unfasten his own shorts as he sat up and climbed up the bed. Nothing tender or gentle about it as he fucked Jonah’s willing and eager mouth, choking and gagging him and pounding his cock into him, until Gordon’s climax hit. Agonizing pleasure twisted through him.
Still, he kept fucking Jonah’s mouth, driving his pain and loneliness away with Jonah’s tongue and lips and the back of the man’s mouth, until he was drained dry of cum and growing soft, but Gordon was crying.
Sobbing.
To the point he finally fell off Jonah, to the side, crumpling to the mattress.
Arms enveloped him, lips rained kisses across his cheeks, licking up his tears, and a fervent whisper repeating.
“I’m so sorry, Master. Please forgive me. I love you. I’ll make it right.”
Gordon wrapped his arms around him and, right or wrong, in this moment he held on tight and swore he’d never fucking let him go again.
 
Chapter Eight
 
There was a soft knock on the door a short while later.
“Hey, guys? Pizza’s here.”
Doyle.
“Thanks,” Jonah called out, sniffling back tears. “We’ll be right there.”
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, we’re good.”
“If you need to talk after we’re done tonight, I’m here.”
“Thanks.”
Jonah tucked his head back under Gordon’s chin and closed his eyes. This had to be a dream. Maybe the plane had crashed and he was in Heaven, or he was in a coma.
It couldn’t be this…easy, could it?
“He’s a counselor,” Jonah told Gordon. “Addiction recovery. And he’s an alcoholic. Sober. Him and Mevi both. And, FYI, they’re kinky.”
“Oh,” Gordon said.
“Shit,” Jonah muttered. “You did sign an NDA, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Whew, okay. Good.” They lay there for another moment. “I’m so sorry, Master. I know I can’t take back what I said, or what I did, or the time we lost, but I’m fucking sorry.”
He felt Gordon’s breath along his scalp. “I wondered what I did wrong.”
Jonah tipped his head back and made Gordon look at him. “You didn’t. It was all me. I didn’t see it then. I was stupid and hungry for more, and…I’m sorry. I let Josh make me think I’d have it better out there in LA, and I’m sorry.”
“You didn’t fuck him?”
“No. I was never going to fuck him.”
Looking back on the events, Jonah couldn’t believe he’d been so blind and stupid. He’d thought, at first, that Gordon was just being personally jealous for no good reason over his friendship with Josh, seeing things that weren’t there.
Then, when what Jonah thought was a great opportunity arose, he thought Gordon was being professionally jealous that Josh had wanted Jonah to come out to LA and not Gordon. They hadn’t had the money, at the time, for both of them to go out for a visit, but Gordon had even encouraged Jonah to go for a short trial basis.
The guy had connections, supposedly. Had played gigs with some big names.
Well, he had, but what Josh had left out was that he was a nameless session player, and not any kind of producer.
Had Jonah simply done what Gordon asked and taken his time, a trial visit first, he would have seen that.
But Josh had been a player, and done a damned good job of worming his way into Jonah’s brain, helped twist stuff around that Jonah told him happened between him and Gordon to mean something it had not, and to make it look like Gordon was the bad guy, that Gordon was the bad kind of controlling.
That it was Gordon using Jonah and afraid of losing his meal ticket. That Jonah was the one with the talent, not Gordon.
And yeah, Josh had tried to get Jonah to fuck him once Jonah had moved out there, but Jonah had turned him down.
He sat up and stared down into Gordon’s blue eyes. “I’ll do anything to win you back and prove I mean it.”
 
* * * *
 
With the heat of the moment draining away, Gordon now felt split into two halves despite what he’d just promised himself—the rational, level-headed guy who was trying to pull the emergency brake only to have the lever snap off in his hands, and the heartbroken Master who wanted to do nothing more than go home, grab the collar he still—STILL—had kept, and bring it back here and slap it around his boy’s neck, where it belonged.
Common sense told him he had no clue what Jonah was capable of. He’d left him once before, broken his heart, and who was to say what would happen after this all ended.
Hell, in four weeks, everyone would be heading off on tour and leaving him behind.
How did he even know he hadn’t just set himself up for another massive round of heartbreak by stupidly sleeping with the guy?
How did he know anything about Jonah anymore?
Why did he still love the guy so much, and why did Jonah still have the power to shred his world with a word?
There might be a universe’s worth of difference between the Jonah he once knew, the man he wanted Jonah to be, and the man Jonah really was now.
“I’m not leaving Venice,” Gordon quietly said. “I have a life here. I started teaching at a school this year. I still work gigs, and my boss at the school got me this one. Next year, I might actually be teaching full-time, but I have health benefits this year for the first time. That’s a sure thing. This is just…for now.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So am I.” He untangled himself from Jonah and sat on the edge of the bed. “I can’t tour with you guys, either. I won’t leave my job. Maybe that’s better right now.”
He felt Jonah’s hand come to rest on his shoulder. “I won’t leave you again. I swear.”
“You can’t make me that promise when you’re about to go on an eight-week tour.”
“I mean…I’ll come back. I promise.”
Gordon had thought it’d be relief filling him, if this day ever materialized. But now…now he felt a slow and steady seepage of anger from some previously unseen crack in the depths of his soul. A new kind of fear and dread he’d never felt before.
“We need to get back out there,” he quietly said, standing and fastening his shorts.
This was wrong…sooo fucking wrong, on so many levels.
I should have had more control. I should have made him sit down and talk to me.
He grabbed his shirt from where it’d landed on the floor and pulled it on, hurrying toward the door.
“Master, please,” Jonah said, pulling Gordon up short, like a noose around his heart.
He refused to look back. He’d been hired to do a job, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for someone like him. Maybe Jonah was used to working with celebrities, but Gordon wasn’t.
He couldn’t afford to fuck this up.
He closed his eyes. “We can’t do this again,” he said, squeezing back tears. “Not until after the tour’s over. Then…then we can talk. I can’t lose you a second time and survive it.”
Not and stay sober.
And he absolutely could not fuck that up.
“You won’t lose me, Master. I swear.” He heard the rustle of Jonah climbing out of bed, but that only spurred Gordon across the bedroom and toward the door.
“Please don’t call me that right now,” he said before slipping out and gently closing it behind him.
It took him everything he had not to break into a run. He ducked into a powder room he’d spotted on the walk inside, near the hallway that led back to the studio. There, he locked himself in and turned on the sink, staring into the mirror before splashing water on his face.
What the hell did I just do? I should not have done that. Any of that.
For all he knew, Jonah could be a liar, or desperate for…
He realized this was exactly the scenario he’d always secretly dreamed of. For Jonah to show up, allow him to apologize and take him back, happily ever after to follow.
Now that he had it, he realized how…wrong it was.
Actions, not words.
Jonah was going to have to prove to him that he meant it, that he wanted to come back and stay this time.
Because that was the other part, wasn’t it? No way in hell was Gordon going to give up the life he’d slowly started clawing out for himself in the wake of the destruction. He’d just started to feel like he was back on an even keel.
The old agony he was familiar with was better than a fresh and strange hell he didn’t know and wasn’t sure he could survive.
He finally emerged from the powder room and found Jonah back in the green room with the others. So Gordon did what he’d been so good at doing—pasted a smile on his face, started talking to his new coworkers…oh, and tried not to faint that, yes, he was going to be working with Mevi Maynard.
After pizza, Bonnie and Mevi—Mal, he kept correcting himself—went over their notes about their schedule. They’d be taking Gordon’s teaching schedule into account, and he’d already arranged with a couple of friends of his to take over his scheduled gigs at the coffeeshop for the next month. They were more than happy to oblige him. Meant more money in their pockets for a little while, and he’d get to keep his regular slot once he was finished with this.
Because Gordon was under no illusions that any of this was permanent. It was temporary, and could just as easily vanish tomorrow, leaving him there with his life.
It was a lesson he’d forgotten once, and he wouldn’t forget it again.
 
Chapter Nine
 
Jonah wished he could drag Gordon out of the green room and make love to him again. If he could get him in bed, he could get him to listen.
That was one place where they’d never had trouble communicating. That, and while playing together.
The two of them, it was more like two hands playing one instrument than two people playing different ones, that’s how seamless their duets had always sounded.
He’d been an idiot to think any differently, to believe he could have ever truly succeeded without Gordon at his side.
He’d wanted to follow Gordon outside to his car when he went to get his instruments, but Doyle caught his eye and gave him a little shake of his head, and instead slipped out the door after Gordon.
Maybe that was for the best. A third-party—a qualified third-party—to talk to him.
Jonah had already confessed to Doyle. Maybe Doyle could help Gordon understand Jonah wasn’t playing him.
Jonah moved into studio one and set up his Ibanez and amp, started tuning it. As the others moved into the studio, Mal grabbed his acoustic.
“Oh, hey, get your mandolin.”
Jonah swapped out the Ibanez for it and, with Mal leading on guitar, played the song for Rich and the others. Gordon returned at the tail end of it, freezing as he walked through the door and spotted the mandolin in Jonah’s hands.
Maybe something can convince him I mean what I say.
When they finished the song, everyone else broke into applause. Rich patted Jonah on the shoulder. “Dude, that’s perfect. Man, if we could hone that before we leave, we could debut it at the concerts for the acoustic set.”
“That’s what I was thinking,” Mevi said. “It’s perfect. And now I can finish the lyrics, since we’ve nailed down the feel of it.”
Everyone was still setting up, tuning, or shuffling sheet music around when Jonah had another idea. He swapped back to the Ibanez and turned down his amp so it wasn’t drowning out conversation-level talking. He started playing “Cavatina,” his gaze focused on Gordon, who was now set up on the other side of the room.
Come on, Master. Play with me. You know you want to.
He started slowly, watching Gordon.
Praying.
He started picking up the tempo a little, still hoping Gordon would join him. It took another couple of bars, but finally, he did.
Jonah blinked back tears as he played, trying to will Gordon to just look at him.
But Gordon wouldn’t. He kept his focus on his guitar, playing the duet the way they used to. Sure, it wasn’t a classical guitar Gordon was playing, but on his old Martin, it still sounded beautiful, rich.
The others fell silent, watching them, listening, the old call-and-answer sections they’d always included in the piece, their custom addition. Jonah naturally fell into the harmony while Gordon continued in the original melody as it was written, before their next bit of customization.
The song had been theirs. Whenever they played together, if it was a gig where they could play classical, they always included this number.
Always.
It was the number they’d perfected on the old patio balcony at that shitty apartment, an apartment that was like a luxury suite compared to what he’d been living in the past couple of years.
An apartment he’d crawl through broken glass to live in again, if he could live there with Gordon.
When they finished, they received a loud round of applause from everyone.
Mal stepped forward. “Guys, we have got to include that in the show. That was…that was amazing!”
“You guys still have it,” Rich said. “I forgot how brilliant you two are together.”
“I can’t,” Gordon said, still not looking Jonah in the eyes. “I can’t leave my teaching job. I’m sorry. And I’ve got some other big events coming up that I’m playing that I can’t cancel.”
“Bummer,” Mal said. “Before we head out on tour, though, we need to get the promo team in here to film you two playing that. We can post a video on YouTube. It’ll go viral. That was just…that was fantastic.”
 
* * * *
 
There was sooo much freaking irony, Gordon supposed, that a man like Mevi Maynard was awestruck over what he’d just played. Until an hour or so ago, Gordon would have felt flattered and said it was one of the happiest and most professionally successful and satisfying moments of his life.
All he could think about right now, though, was the man standing on the other side of the room with the strap to the Ibanez slung around his shoulders.
Damn him.
Jonah knew what that song meant to him. It’d been their song.
How dare Jonah make him expose his heart in front of all these people.
To dangle something in front of him that couldn’t be.
And he still had the mandolin.
In secret, Gordon had saved up for months to buy it for him. Jonah had wanted to learn how to play one, but it wasn’t in their budget. So Gordon took money he would have spent on lunches, or tips he earned at work, or any spare bit of change, sometimes busking on the sidewalk outside wherever he was working before and after his shift, to earn an extra dollar or two.
He’d saved up and bought it from a small guitar shop that had closed down last year after the owner died. The guy had given him a discount on it because of a small scratch on the face. He’d given it to Jonah the Christmas after Gordon had gotten sober, and he’d sat up for hours watching Jonah work with it, teaching himself chords and watching YouTube videos together.
He’d never forget the light in Jonah’s eyes as he’d watched his boy playing it.
They hadn’t had a damn tree, they’d been so broke. And it’d been a warm day. So, that night, they’d sat on the balcony and played Christmas carols for the complex, him on his Martin that he’d inherited from his grandfather, smiling and loving the applause they earned.
Then they’d gone to bed and made love. They’d both had the day off the next day, and they’d spent the day dreaming, planning their future together.
They’d been their own little family of two.
Until they weren’t.
Gordon turned away from everyone while he blinked back tears, pretended he was shuffling through papers, the tabs for what they were going to be working on tonight.
Doyle had followed him outside earlier.
“He’s still in love with you,” Doyle had told him. “He regrets what he did. He told me that. I don’t know if you know this, but I’m a counselor.”
“He told me.”
“I’m just saying, I’ve been in your shoes. Don’t let fear keep you in pain. Please, stay behind after the others leave, and talk to him.”
“I can’t stay late. I have to teach in the morning.”
Gordon blinked, bringing himself back to now.
He shouldn’t stay and talk tonight, not just because of teaching tomorrow, but because he needed to sort out his feelings.
And why there was now…anger inside him.
Why now?
Shouldn’t there be nothing but joy that all his goddamned dreams were coming true? Did he have to self-sabotage this, too?
Or would that happen if he gave in and let Lucy talk him into trying to kick the football again?
At the end of the evening, while everyone was talking, Gordon quietly packed his gear and tried to slip out the door without anyone noticing he was leaving.
But he was almost to his SUV when he heard the door open behind him. “Gord, wait. Please?”
He didn’t stop until he reached his SUV and fumbled his keys out of his pocket with a trembling hand.
He heard the crunch of footsteps on the gravel behind him, saw Jonah’s shadow cast by the security light on the house, saw his reflection in the surface of the rear hatch before he raised it.
“Please come inside and talk to me,” Jonah softly begged.
“I’ll be here tomorrow a little after one,” Gordon said. “I have to teach tomorrow morning.” He stowed his gear and gently shut the hatch.
It was that, or slam it.
He refused to look at Jonah, afraid if he did he’d want to grab him and kiss him, or fuck him.
Instead, without turning, he walked around to the driver’s door and got in, the backup camera painfully revealing the sorrow on Jonah’s face before he finally stepped aside so Gordon could back up.
As Gordon drove away, he glanced in the rearview mirror and spotted Jonah standing there, watching him.
I can’t do this again. I can’t survive another emotional maiming.
 
* * * *
 
Jonah was still standing there when Doyle walked outside. “He leave?”
“Yeah.”
“I hope you don’t mind that I told him you still love him.”
“I don’t mind. I told him that, too. But I don’t think he trusts me anymore.”
Doyle sighed. “Well, that’s a distinct probability, given what you told me about the circumstances.”
“He asked me not to call him Master.”
“Well, you said he uncollared you and released you.”
“Yeah. But I thought…I mean, what happened in the bedroom. I thought it was a reconnection, then it was like he flipped a switch and didn’t want it.”
“I’m sure he was in shock, seeing you like this. You both were.”
“How do I prove to him that I mean it?”
“I don’t have a good answer for you other than don’t give up on him.” Doyle looked at him. “Mal and I had a rough patch early on. Miscommunication and a misunderstanding, and I left and went dark. Took on another job and wouldn’t get in touch with him. Took a special friend of ours interfering in her own loving way and bringing us back together again. Forced us into a situation where we couldn’t avoid each other.”
“Is that what happened here? Did Rich have something to do with this?”
“No, this was accidental.” Doyle smiled. “But now that I know what’s going on, do I have your consent to meddle?”
“Meddle?”
He shrugged. “To see if I can’t help move him for you?”
“Yeah. Anything. You can tell him anything I said, too.”
Doyle turned to him. “Trust actions, not words. That’s likely running through his mind right now. So make sure whatever you do, your actions and your words match up.” He looked thoughtful. “That guitar duet you two played earlier. That was deliberate on your part, wasn’t it?”
Why deny it? Jonah nodded. “It was our song.”
“I wondered. I could see the look on his face from where I was standing. Like he was trying not to cry.”
“I fucked this up,” he said. “I fucked us up. I want to fix it. I want my Master back.”
“Let’s start with trying to get your friend back first,” Doyle said. “That might be easier. And it’s the place we’ll have to start, anyway. Friends first.”
 
Chapter Ten
 
Jonah slept like shit that night. He swore he could still smell Gord on the bed and kept trying to follow the scent, sniffing the covers, his pillows.
At this rate, he’d drive himself insane before they left for the tour. If he couldn’t figure out how to convince Gord to forgive him and trust him, he wasn’t sure what the hell he was going to do.
Wednesday morning, he knew he looked like hell because he sure felt like it. He followed the aroma of coffee brewing to the kitchen where Mal and Doyle were sitting at the breakfast bar and talking.
“Hey,” Mal said. “Can I fix you something to eat?”
“No, I’m okay. Do you have any cereal or something?”
“It’s no trouble,” Mal said. “Omelet? Pancakes? Eggs?” This morning, he wore shorts and the leather collar.
And nothing else.
They had nearly two hours before everyone else showed up to start working.
The absurdity of the situation slapped Jonah in the face. “I can’t believe another submissive is wanting to make me breakfast, when, if anything, I should be offering to cook for you two for allowing me to stay here.”
“You’re our guest,” Doyle said. “I wouldn’t care who you are, we take care of our guests.”
“But he’s Mevi Maynard!”
Doyle smirked. “And he makes damned good pancakes.”
“Seriously. Cereal, or a bagel, something easy. My stomach can’t handle a lot right now, anyway. And my brain can’t handle the idea of a famous rock star making me breakfast.”
“Mal, show him where everything is. It’s okay. Let him get his own breakfast.”
He’d swear Mal was pouting. “Yes, Sir.”
Then again, Jonah got it. Not like when he was with Gord they’d had guests or money, or damn near anything except music and a lot of love. But he got it. He took care of Gord.
It was his job.
Maybe that’s where I start.
So when Gordon arrived that afternoon, Doyle was able to give Jonah a heads-up because of the gate code chime. Jonah was standing outside, waiting for him when he parked. Before Gordon could get out of the SUV, Jonah was already moving in and opening the back hatch to get his things.
“You don’t need to carry my gear, Jonah,” he said.
But Jonah smiled, trying to stay positive. “I want to, Sir.” If he couldn’t call him Master, he’d default to the next best thing.
He headed inside with Gordon’s gear.
 
* * * *
 
Dammit.
Gordon was exhausted from not sleeping well last night—as in not sleeping at all—followed by having to keep up appearances for teaching that morning, and now…this.
He didn’t have the energy to resist Jonah’s efforts to wear him down today.
He trudged inside after him and soon realized, yes, that was exactly Jonah’s plan—to wear him down.
Every time he turned around, it seemed, Jonah was right there, bringing him coffee perfectly made—damn him for remembering—or getting him a snack, or…anything.
Finally, he escaped outside for a few minutes during one of their breaks, walking around the outside of the house, past a corner, to sit in the shade along the wall, out of sight of the entrance.
I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough.
He couldn’t even last four hours, and he was supposed to go four weeks?
I’m going to have to back out of the contract.
Which he fucking hated to do. Especially since this was his big break. He had a few tracks on his YouTube channel, music he’d written, and being affiliated with Mevi and the band would mean he could finally make extra money selling the tracks. It’d be enough to allow him to invest in better gear, upgrade his computer, so he could record and self-release more tracks.
But it was either be unprofessional, like backing out of the contract, or be unprofessional when he snapped in front of Mevi-fucking-Maynard—thank you very much—oh, and the rest of Portnoy’s-fucking-Oyster—let’s add insult to injury, why don’t we?
At least his pride remained intact with option number one.
He closed his eyes and struggled against the tears, which was why he probably didn’t hear the footsteps, at first.
“Hey.”
He opened his eyes to see Doyle standing there, hands in his pockets and staring down at him.
“Hey.”
Doyle crouched in front of him. “I can’t tell you to give him a chance. You feel what you feel. But something’s got to give. I can see it in both of you already.”
“I can’t do it again,” Gordon said. “I damn near lost my sobriety when I lost him. I can’t go through it again.”
“I’ve only just met both of you,” he said. “But I kind of do this for a living. The counseling, the sobriety, and the M/s dynamic. That’s a boy who is about to twist himself inside out trying to prove to you that he means it when he says he wants another chance.”
“Then please ask him to back off.”
“What?”
“Either he backs off and chills the fuck out, or I’ll have to apologize to Mal and back out of this. This is Jonah’s career. I won’t ask him to stay here in Florida with me. He’s probably used to working with all sorts of stars. I’ve got my teaching job. It’s not fancy, it’s not going to make me rich, but hey, last month I got to see the doctor for the first time since I was a kid.”
Doyle looked at him funny. “How much talking did you do yesterday?”
“Not much,” he muttered.
Hard to talk with our cocks down each other’s throats.
“You do realize that he was barely surviving out there before this gig happened, right?”
“What?”
“He sold his car because he couldn’t afford it. He was living in a shitty little room over an auto parts store. He literally brought all his earthly possessions with him on the flight out here, and he’s currently living with me and Mal until the tour starts. He doesn’t have a home. He had fifty bucks in his pocket Sunday morning when Clark—the band’s manager—called him and asked if he wanted to work the gig.”
“What?”
“Yeah. So if he lied to you and painted some sort of—”
“No. I mean, I just assumed he was—”
“That he was famous? Did you ever hear of him playing with anyone?”
“I didn’t search his name,” he said.
“Yeah, well, he wasn’t. He was too embarrassed to call you and tell you that you were right after the things he said to you. He said he was horrified, and worse, he figured that you’d probably laugh in his face, or that you’d probably found another guy and moved on already.”
Doyle sighed. “Karma bit him in the ass. You, on the other hand, survived. Maybe not thrived, but you were doing a damn sight better than he was. Maybe instead of trying to look for all the ways this can go wrong, you should keep an open mind and look for what could go right.”
“So is he using me because he needs a safety net? Because he hit rock-bottom?”
Doyle scrubbed his face with his hands. “No. He loves you. Talk to him. Stop throwing up walls out of fear. Maybe see where this leads.”
“And then he goes off on tour and I never see him again?”
“Or he goes off on tour and comes back to you and you live happily ever after.”
“Or he goes back to LA and I never see him again. Because I can tell you from personal experience, it’s hard to make a living as a fucking rock star in goddamned Venice, Florida.”
“And yet you’re paying your bills.”
Stalemate.
“All I’m saying,” Doyle continued, “is to keep an open mind and maybe don’t think you need to rush to any kind of decision right now. If you want, yes, I’ll talk to him and ask him to ease up.”
“Thank you.”
“So will you please stay on?”
Gordon finally nodded.
“Thanks. See you inside.”
“Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.”
Once Doyle walked away Gordon finally stood and stretched, then looked up at the clouds overhead.
Please grant me a fuckton of wisdom.
 
* * * *
 
Doyle returned before Gordon did and motioned for Jonah to follow him into the house.
“Ease up,” Doyle softly said. “I had to talk him out of quitting.”
“What?”
“Yeah. You didn’t bother to tell him about everything that happened in LA, I guess?”
Jonah felt his face heat. “We didn’t have time to talk much.”
“He thought you were making a good living out there. He thought this is just another big-time gig, for you.”
Jonah groaned. “Oh, shit. I doubly fucked this up.”
“Ya think? Ease. Up. Friends. Let him want to not lose you again, because, right now, he’s got himself convinced if he lets you back in that you’re going to leave him again.”
“I won’t. I swear.”
“Swearing it and following through are two different things. You’re going to need to take it easy and prove to him that you mean it.”
He nodded and followed Doyle back to the studio, where Gordon had returned.
And despite it killing him, despite him wanting to drop to his knees in front of Gordon and beg him to believe him…
Yeah, he got it.
So he eased up, watching, trying not to pressure him.
When they called a break for dinner, Jonah waited for his chance to catch Gordon alone.
“I’m sorry,” Jonah said. “About coming on strong. Please, don’t quit. I’ll back off, but please don’t quit. You’re too good.”
He hated the wary look in Gordon’s eyes. Worse, he hated that he was the reason it was there in the first place.
Never in their time together, before that ugly afternoon, had Gordon ever looked at him like that before.
With mistrust.
With fear.
“Okay,” Gordon quietly said.
Jonah held out his hand. “Friends, at least? Please?”
He wasn’t sure at first if Gordon was going to shake with him. Finally, Gordon reached out and took his hand. “Always friends,” he said. “I missed you so much.”
“I missed you, too. And I’m sorry.”
“Me, too,” Gordon softly said.
“You don’t have anything to apologize for. It was all me.”
“Yeah, well, you had to deal with your fair share of shit from me before I got sober, so I guess we’re even there.”
Jonah shook his head. “I would do it again in a heartbeat,” he said. “I couldn’t let you kill yourself with that shit. I wasn’t going to let you.”
 
* * * *
 
Gordon felt a wave of shame wash over him. Yes, when he’d hit rock-bottom, it’d been Jonah kneeling there next to him and begging him to get back up and keep trying.
It’d been Jonah he’d been strong enough to keep fighting for.
Gordon finally opened his arms to him for a hug, and he wanted to cry over how sweet and perfect Jonah felt in his arms.
Jonah tightly hugged him. “I’ll prove it to you,” he whispered. “I promise. I won’t leave you again.”
“You have to, for the tour.”
“But I’ll be back.”
He couldn’t resist rubbing his face in Jonah’s hair despite the fresh heartache welling inside him. “Don’t make me promises you can’t keep.”
“Stay late tonight so we can talk. Please?”
“I’m exhausted. I didn’t sleep last night.”
“Then stay here.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to sleep together again right now.”
“You can use one of the guest rooms. I know it’ll be okay.”
Reluctantly, he finally released Jonah. “Let me see how I feel when we’re finished,” he said. “And I’ll let you know then, but not before. No promises.”
But Gordon recognized that look of triumph on his boy’s face.
Yes, in his heart, Jonah would always be his boy.
“Thank you,” Jonah said. “You won’t regret this.”
But as Jonah returned to his place, Gordon watched him.
I think I already am.
 
Chapter Eleven
 
They ended up working until after ten, when Mal and Bonnie and everyone else started yawning like crazy.
“Okay,” Bonnie said. “I’m done. We’ll pick this up again tomorrow. Great job, everyone.”
Tomorrow was Thursday, meaning Gordon didn’t have to teach, but he still hadn’t decided whether or not to stay, even as he packed his guitar. Except he noticed how Jonah wasn’t leaving the green room area.
Where Gordon would have to walk right past him either way, stay or go.
Doyle returned to the green room after showing the others out. “Let me show you two something,” he said, then headed out.
Gordon didn’t know what was going on, but he finally followed Doyle and Jonah.
Doyle led them into the house and toward the wing where Gordon knew lay the master suite. There, he stopped in front of a door with a keypad on the lock and punched in a four-digit code.
“This is the playroom,” Doyle said, opening the door.
Yep, it was a dungeon, all right.
He turned to them, pointing inside to a cozy corner where a futon mattress and fluffy pillows were tucked. “Go talk, go play, go fuck—or do all three. There’s condoms and lube and wipes in the cabinet. The bathroom’s through that door over there on the far side. If you use it, wipe it down or wash it in the bathroom sink, that’s all we ask.”
Doyle reached inside the door and flipped a knob, then tested the lock. “There, it shouldn’t lock you out now. But if it does, the code is 1814. Gordon, you’re welcomed to spend the night, with Jonah, or in a separate guest room, your choice. There are three more over there, just pick one. Make as much noise as you want, this room is soundproofed. And the music channels on the cable box are listed on the guide by the remote control over there. You can turn on the corner lamp and turn off the overhead light for ambience. If you want to use the hot tub or pool, feel free to skinny dip.”
Doyle turned to go but then hesitated. “Oh, one more thing? You two are so in love with each other it’s painful to watch. I mean, painful in the emotional way, because you both would be so much happier if you’d just get back together. Go beat his ass. Take out your rage and pain on his flesh. Fuck him and reclaim him. Make him cry and beg and beat him some more. He feels he needs it for penance, anyway. It’ll make you both feel better.”
That time, Doyle turned and headed down the hall, disappearing behind his bedroom door.
Gordon’s heart pounded, throbbing. All the things they wished they could have had back then in terms of play implements and furniture, and never had the money to afford. They’d made do with dollar-store items they could pervert to use as implements.
It wasn’t until he bought a seven-dollar riding crop from a tack shop that they’d actually had an “implement” that wasn’t supposed to be something else.
And even then, that was designed for a horse, but at least it was a commonly perverted item.
Except for the collar. Gordon had saved up to buy that, and it’d cost him fifty dollars. At the time, he couldn’t afford the cuffs that went with it. Jonah had worn it for four years, every moment they were home and alone—which was most of the time they were home—and it was still curved from the shape of his neck, even three years later.
Just like Gordon’s heart was still shaped like Jonah, even three years later.
He still had the collar stashed in his dresser at the apartment, another reminder he couldn’t bear to get rid of.
He forced himself to stare into Jonah’s green eyes and saw the desperate hope welling up there.
Then Jonah dropped to his knees.
“Please, Sir?” he whispered. “I’m always going to be your boy, and I was an idiot to think anything was better than you. There is nothing better than you, and if you said so right now, I’ll go walk down there, knock on their door, and tell Mal I’m quitting so I can be with you.”
 
* * * *
 
Jonah couldn’t read Gord’s expression, and that terrified him.
There had once been a time they could hold silent conversations just through expressions, especially when performing together.
They’d spun magic, they’d had perfection.
And I shit all over it, and him.
Gord stepped out of the doorway, into the room, and shut the door behind him, pausing as he stared down at him.
Three years.
Three years away, and there were new lines on Gord’s face that he knew hadn’t been there before.
Lines he knew might not be there if he hadn’t left.
“Strip,” Gordon finally said.
Jonah leapt to his feet and started ripping his clothes off while Gord walked over to the cabinet on the other side of the room and perused its contents. He selected a few things, but Jonah couldn’t see what from that angle, and he wasn’t going to move unless Gord told him to.
Gord grabbed a sheet and carried it over to the futon mattress. There, he dropped the items he’d selected before he spread the sheet out over the futon and pillows. Then he returned to the cabinet, grabbed something else, and walked over to Jonah.
He snapped his fingers and pointed at the floor.
Jonah dropped to his knees again, and realized it was a blindfold in Gord’s hands.
“You want me to trust you, but do you really trust me?” Gord asked.
“Yes, Master.”
He couldn’t help it—it’s what he wanted to call him. That’s who Gordon would always be, to him.
Gordon blindfolded him, tightening the buckle before grabbing his hand. “Up.”
Jonah stood, his fingers curling around Gord’s. Yes, he trusted him.
He didn’t deserve a second chance, and he deserved to be put through hell, but he trusted Gord with his fucking life.
He always would.
Gord led him over to the futon mattress, let Jonah’s feet bump against the edge.
“Hands and knees on it,” Gord said.
He recognized that voice, too—that was Master.
Jonah’s cock twitched, still trained.
That was the tone Gord always used before when they played, whether it was a bare-handed spanking, or a pummeling, or stripes across his ass with the riding crop. It meant pain…
And pleasure.
Jonah dropped down onto the futon and got in position, praying this meant there was a chance now.
That Gord wouldn’t just beat him and then say, haha, see what it feels like? and leave.
Except he knew he’d deserve that, too.
He listened, but he didn’t hear Gord undressing, and didn’t know what to think of that. Usually they were both naked when they played.
But “usually” was three years ago. They were both different men now.
Older.
Wiser.
Sadder.
He heard Gord moving around the room, the sound of him picking things up, the snick of a lamp switch, then he sensed that Gord turned off the overheads. Music came on, soft rock.
One night, Gord tied him up and made love to him for hours, edging him to a Chopin album Jonah loved. To that day, he still couldn’t hear Chopin without popping wood.
They’d fucked to Aerosmith and Jimmy Buffet, to Sweeney Todd and A Chorus Line. They’d fucked to lightning and thunder and the soft darkness of a power outage while a tropical storm blew through the area.
They made their own music and set their own rhythm.
He flinched when he felt hands touch his ass, then fought back a greedy moan as Gord’s fingers dug in, painfully hard, definitely going to leave bruises the next day.
If he was lucky.
Nails raked down his back, down his ass, along his thighs, up.
He flinched again when Gordon lightly flicked the underside of his sac, not enough to hurt, but more than enough to warn him.
Oh, shit.
Fingers stroked his sac. “I don’t think someone should get to come yet. You came last night. I think someone’s going to have to really earn his next one.” Gordon wrapped a jelly cock ring around the base of Jonah’s sac, and another around the base of his cock, making him whimper.
Holy fuck.
This ride was going to get bumpy.
The bare-handed spanking started first, hard, brutal, and leaving him gasping with pain when Gord finally eased up and took a pause.
But then he was back, this time with a paddle. He laid the flat, cool wood against Jonah’s ass for a moment, letting him process it, before he smacked him with it the first time.
And it wasn’t a love tap, a playful swat.
It was a hard, swinging-for-the-bleachers kind of hit that left Jonah howling in pain.
“That’s it,” Gord said. “I want to hear your pain.” SMACK!
Damn good thing Doyle had told them the room was soundproofed, because he was going to test its outer limits.
There were several hits of that level before Gordon switched implements. This one felt like a riding crop, and he viciously went after Jonah’s ass and thighs with it.
Through it all, Jonah cried and sobbed and fisted the covers, but he did his level best not to fucking move.
He’d take it all, every damn bit of it, and he wouldn’t beg for mercy, either.
None.
He didn’t deserve it, for starters.
He’d show Gord he’d take it, take everything.
That he wanted to take it.
Not to mention he’d missed this part of them like hell. He hadn’t played with anyone but Gord.
Jonah lost track of time. His whole world had shrunk to one small sphere that encompassed only him and Gord and the pain he was currently enduring.
Finally, he was aware of the feel of cool hands on his ass, stroking, soothing him. Gord stretched out next to him on the futon and tucked him against his side. Then he realized at some point Gord had shed his shirt, but he was still wearing shorts.
And he was hard.
Jonah started to work his way south, to go down on him like he used to do, but Gord stopped him.
“No. Stay.”
Confused, Jonah settled in again, breathing in Gord’s scent, wondering what this meant and not daring to hope.
Gord’s hand settled in Jonah’s hair, stroking his head. “I’m still thinking, boy,” he softly said. “Just…be, for now.”
Relieved to at least have that, that pet name restored, made him break down sobbing, in relief, this time.
 
* * * *
 
He’s going to have fun sitting tomorrow.
In fact, he suspected Jonah would spend the entire day standing instead of trying to perch on one of the studio’s stools.
He wanted to flip Jonah over onto his back and fuck him, do exactly what Doyle told him he should do.
But still…fear.
Which was why he was now lying there holding his boy but mulling over his options in his mind. That bell couldn’t be unrung, and merely getting a blowjob had already fucked his brain and heart enough.
He needed to be sure.
“What’ll you do for me, boy?” he finally asked.
“Anything, Master!”
Gordon didn’t correct him, because hell, he wanted Jonah to call him that, too.
“Will you come home after the tour? Back to me here in Venice? To stay with me for good?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Even though it means giving up LA?”
“Absolutely.”
He nuzzled the top of Jonah’s head again. “Anything?”
“Anything, Master.”
That made his mind up for him.
“Hands and knees again.”
While Jonah wobbled and did that, Gordon got the items he’d snagged from the cabinet. He put the puppy pad under his boy, because he’d need it, for sure. Then he unlocked the chastity cage and got it ready, and removed the cock rings from Jonah. Gordon pulled on gloves, lubed his fingers, then slid one inside Jonah’s ass, drawing a moan from him.
“You can come, boy,” he told him. “But like this. No touching that cock of yours. I’m going to make damn sure you have a fucking reason to come home to me.” They’d played like this before, years ago. But not quite like this.
He quickly worked two fingers inside Jonah’s ass and found his prostate, started massaging it. Gordon’s cock twitched, jerking as he played with Jonah’s button and made him start leaking.
Then he got him over the edge, his ass contracting around Gord’s fingers as he didn’t stop, milking him until his cock went soft and Gord was satisfied he’d finished.
He withdrew his hand from Jonah’s ass and peeled the glove off inside-out, dropping it to the floor. Working fast, he cleaned Jonah’s cock with a wipe and then locked the chastity cage on him.
The small, metal lock clicked with a satisfying sound.
Jonah groaned, making Gord smile.
Gordon finally removed the blindfold from Jonah, so he could see what had happened.
“Here’s the deal,” Gord said, holding up the two tiny keys. “For the next four weeks, you’re under my direct control. I’ll keep a key, and I’ll ask Doyle to hold the other one while you’re on tour. He’ll only be allowed to give you a key when I ask him to, or if there’s an emergency, like you’re bleeding, or TSA, or something.
“You are not allowed to come. Period. Not until after the tour and you’re back home with me. Between now and when you leave, I’ll decide whether or not you’ve earned a milking like you just received. If so, I’ll be the one who gets you off—like you just did. You’ll pee sitting down, and I’ll take it off you once a day to check to make sure you’re not getting a rash or something.
“Now then, when you’re on the road, we’ll set up a system. When I’m available, and when you’re at a hotel, Doyle will hand you a key while you’re on video chat with me, I’ll watch you take it off and check yourself, and then you’ll have to figure out how to get your cock soft enough to get it back in there—without coming—on your own. I recommend ice or cold water.”
Jonah whimpered, but didn’t interrupt.
It made Gord smile. “If you’ve obeyed me for the whole time, including the eight weeks on tour, when you get home we’ll talk about the future. If I receive a bad report from Doyle that you were fucking around, or not doing what you were supposed to be doing, or it looks like you’re making eyes at someone else? Game over, we’re done. No second chances. Yes, or no?”
Without hesitation, Jonah met his gaze and set his chin. “Yes, Master.”
Gord smiled. “Good boy.” He lay back and shoved his shorts and briefs down far enough to free his cock. “Drain Master’s balls.”
Jonah eagerly bent to his task, moaning when Gord grabbed a fistful of hair and forced him to choke it all down. “You need to work on your deep-throat skills. You used to hold me all the way without any effort at all.”
 
* * * *
 
Jonah was in fucking heaven.
Sure, his ass hurt like hell, and he wasn’t sure how he’d survive eight goddamned weeks without rubbing one out, but fuck, he’d do it.
He’d do anything.
If it meant another chance with Gordon, he’d do whatever he was told.
Without complaint.
His cock was already trying to get hard again in the cage, Sure, he’d seen porn of this before, but they’d never had the money to buy anything like this when they were together.
Ice-water interludes would be a staple of his immediate future, he was pretty damn certain.
It didn’t take Gordon long to come, either. And when he did, he forced his cock all the way down Jonah’s throat, choking him, making him take it.
He loved it.
Finally, once he was finished emptying his balls into Jonah’s stomach, he eased up enough Jonah could take a deep breath again, but still didn’t let him up.
“So expect to be doing this at least once or twice a day, too,” Gord said. “And make sure you go to the store and get stuff to clean out with. Because I’ll be fucking you every day. You’re going to start making up for every day you were gone over the next three and a half weeks.”
Jonah looked at him and did his best to smile around his Master’s cock in his mouth.
“Deal?” He pulled Jonah off his cock by the hair.
“Deal, Master.”
Gord tucked his cock back in and got Jonah standing while he cleaned up everything else they’d used. Then he didn’t bother letting Jonah get dressed, grabbing his own shirt and Jonah’s clothes, and leading him back down to Jonah’s bedroom.
It was already midnight, and after laughing his ass off at watching Jonah go through the double torment of having to sit to pee—and realizing how much sitting to pee was going to hurt until his ass healed up—they climbed into bed together and Gord pulled Jonah into his arms.
“Please don’t hurt me again,” he whispered in the dark. “I can’t take it. I nearly lost my sobriety the last time.”
Jonah wrapped his arms around him even tighter. “I swear, Master. I’m not leaving you again. I’m always going to come back to you.”
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Thursday morning, Gordon lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling, with Jonah pressed tightly against his body, even in sleep.
He’d started out thinking about this whole situation, whether or not he should actually go through with Jonah’s torture once the band left on tour, then his mind…drifted.
He thought about the duet with the mandolin and the song Mevi and Rich were working on. How good it sounded with the mandolin.
But how much better it’d sound played classical style.
His gasp of breath woke Jonah. “Master?”
Even this, still perfect between them. “Get up. We need to go into the studio.”
“What?”
Gordon was already moving. “Pull on your shorts and come on.”
He hit the bathroom first, got out of Jonah’s way, and was already tuning his guitar when Jonah joined him in the studio a few minutes later.
“It’s only seven thirty, Master.”
“I know. Listen to this.” He played the song how Mevi had played it, just the opening and first verse. “Now, listen to this.”
He played it not just fingerstyle, but like a classical guitar song, and Jonah’s eyes immediately widened.
“Holy shit!”
Jonah raced for his mandolin and effortlessly joined him, the same part Jonah was playing now seamlessly integrated with the guitar section.
They were running through it for the fifth time when a very tired-looking Doyle appeared in the studio doorway. “You guys do realize it’s salaried and not hourly, right?” he joked.
“Listen!” Jonah said to Mal, who had followed Doyle.
Immediately, he was wide awake, too. “Holy shit!” Mal said. “You just struck gold.”
And everyone else thought so, too, when they arrived and Jonah and Gordon played it for them. Now, Gordon was so comfortable with it that he was adding his own emphasis to sections, not even knowing what the lyrics were yet, but it felt right.
Playing with Jonah, it felt perfect.
Mevi looked at Rich. “Well, I guess you’d better master the mandolin in under four weeks, or else we need to hire a mandolin player.”
“What?”
“You said you can play one, right?”
“Well, yeah, but it’s been years. I don’t even have one.”
“Can you play classical style guitar?”
Rich frowned a little. “Not nearly as good as Jonah, and definitely nowhere near as good as Gord.”
“It’ll be easier for you to master the mandolin than for me to learn how to play classical-style,” Mal said to Rich. “I can’t play the mandolin or classical-style. My hands are too fricking big. I do good to fingerpick as well as I do. Jonah can play the guitar section classical style, I’ll handle the vocals, and you play mandolin.”
Rich ran a hand through his hair. “Well, I guess I’m buying a mandolin.”
 
* * * *
 
During a break for lunch, Gordon asked Doyle to join him and Jonah in Jonah’s room, where he proposed the deal to Doyle.
Doyle stood there and listened, arms crossed over his chest and slowly nodding.
“I’ll do it as long as that’s all it entails, and only if Mal’s okay with me doing it. If he says no, it’s no. Or if I think he’s not comfortable with it and just saying yes to make me happy. Normally, I wouldn’t do this at all, but if it’s going to get you two guys playing music like I heard this morning? I consider that a work-related exercise.” He smiled. “And it’s good to see you two both looking sickeningly happy today.”
“I feel sickeningly happy,” Gord admitted as he looked at Jonah.
His boy smiled at him.
Gordon wondered how much smiling Jonah was going to be doing over the eight weeks they were apart, though.
“How much do I owe you for the cage?” Jonah asked.
Doyle chuckled. “Consider it an early wedding gift. Enjoy. My boy can’t wear that one, anyway, and I’m damn sure not wearing it.”
By the time they wrapped that evening’s session, Gordon had managed to find a modicum of peace within his soul over his decision to give Jonah another chance.
In his mind, he refused to relinquish the dark nugget of doubt, that this might not be permanent.
To remind himself to enjoy this for what it was, right now, in this moment—a chance to make peace with his past and his pain and to have both a closure as well as a possible new beginning with his boy. To not look forward to a future that might not exist.
Doyle put out the offer for Gordon to stay with them, too, to make things easier on them logistically. So once Mal declared that evening’s session completed, Jonah rode with Gordon in his SUV to Gordon’s new apartment so he could grab some clothes for work the next day.
They rode mostly in silence, with Jonah’s hand resting on Gordon’s thigh and Gordon’s hand covering it.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you, Master,” Jonah quietly said as Gordon turned into the parking lot at the new place. “I promise I won’t let you down.”
It was something Jonah had said a variation of all day, any time they had a private moment together.
But, until now, Gordon really hadn’t responded to him. He understood it was part of Jonah’s process, just as processing this reunion would be part of his own.
“I would prefer you show me instead of telling me,” Gordon quietly said as he pulled into his assigned parking space. “I need to see you dedicated to making this right between us.” He met Jonah’s gaze. “I will give you every opportunity to make this right as long as your actions keep meeting your words. Show me.”
Jonah nodded. “I will.”
 
* * * *
 
It felt…weird being in Gordon’s apartment. They’d lived together for so long, before Jonah blew it all up. This was a space Jonah was unfamiliar with, even though many of the things in it were familiar to him.
He saw books and DVDs he’d read or watched in the past, music CDs. Pictures on shelves and on the wall.
Gordon now owned a small four-person dinette set they hadn’t had, but the couch was the same. It’d been a gift to them from a buddy they’d helped move, and he couldn’t take it with him. Older, and leather, but comfortable, and in great shape.
A lot of memories had been made between them on that couch.
Jonah sank onto it while Gordon headed into the bedroom to pack. Meanwhile, Jonah stared at the coffee table he’d been tied over more than once.
He finally made himself stand and walk into the bedroom. Gordon was in the closet and digging out clothes to wear. Jonah walked over to the right side of the bed and sank to his knees, head bowed, waiting. Even though the chastity cage dug into his balls a little like this, he didn’t care.
Small price to pay, and one he would willingly pay, over and over again, as often as he needed to.
He was watching Gordon’s feet and spotted it when he froze after he stepped out of the closet and saw him kneeling there.
His old spot.
Before bed, part of their rituals.
That’s when his Master sighed. “Please don’t break my heart again, boy.” Gordon’s choked tone broke Jonah’s heart. “I can’t survive losing you again.”
Gordon walked over to the bed and dumped an armful of clothes onto it before he headed to the battered dresser that used to be half Jonah’s.
Jonah refused to look up or break his position before Gordon told him to, so he didn’t see whatever it was that Gordon retrieved from the dresser drawer before he returned to stand in front of Jonah.
Gordon remained quiet for several painfully long moments. “I didn’t know what I did wrong. I hoped that, one day, you’d allow me to make amends. I knew after a few months that wouldn’t happen, but I still had to do what I needed to, emotionally, to survive.
“I white-knuckled my sobriety there for a while, no lie. But when I’d really seriously think about buying a bottle, I’d remember that night when you begged me to choose you over the alcohol. I remembered how you cried, and you never cried. I remembered how you were the first person who wanted to fight for me. And even as much pain as I was in, I knew I couldn’t go back on my promise to choose you first. Look at me.”
Jonah did, his vision doubling and tripling as tears filled his eyes when he realized what Gordon held in his hands.
His collar.
“If you want it, you need to ask me for it,” Gordon said.
Jonah nodded. “I want to wear your collar, Master.”
Gordon held it out to him. “Then you need to put it on. I know you can’t wear it on stage, or in public, but while we’re here in Florida and practicing, and when you’re alone on tour, you’ll wear it. If you’re serious about being mine.”
With trembling fingers, Jonah took it from him and buckled it around his throat, closing his eyes as he felt the cool leather nestle against his flesh and quickly begin to warm. A shiver raced through him at the familiar sensation.
One he’d missed so fucking much.
He blinked away the tears before looking up at Gordon. “I’ve never belonged to anyone but you, Master.”
 
* * * *
 
Gordon struggled against the urge to say fuck it and throw out the rules he’d already laid down for Jonah and throw himself into a full-on relationship with Jonah, to pick up where they left off.
But that wasn’t healthy, and he knew it. It damn sure wasn’t smart, either.
For a whole host of reasons, including his own sobriety being at risk.
Instead, he held out a hand to Jonah. Jonah took it, and Gordon helped him to his feet.
“Help me get packed,” he said. “We have a stop to make on the way back to Doyle’s.”
“Yes, Master.” While Jonah helped him pack, Gordon tried to stay present and focused in the moment.
To not think about the past.
To not let fear—or irrational hope—steer his decisions.
Before they left the apartment, Gordon stopped Jonah at the front door, smiling as he pointed at the collar.
Another familiar memory Gordon could now smile about.
As always, Jonah looked momentarily confused, until he reached up to his neck and felt the collar buckled there.
Gordon couldn’t count the number of times Jonah almost—or sometimes even did—walked out wearing it. To the point that they kept a sticky note on the back of the door at the old apartment to remind him to check if he was wearing his collar.
Something else Gordon couldn’t bear to get rid of. It was still tucked into a photo album, next to an old picture of them.
Gordon’s smile widened. “Let’s not scare the ’nillas,” he said. “You can put it back on in the car, after our errand is complete.”
He thought Jonah would ask where they were going, but he didn’t. When Gordon pulled into the parking lot at Walmart and shut the engine off, Jonah still didn’t ask.
Part of Gordon’s soul wanted to soften, to relent and wipe the slate clean.
But every time he felt that way, he remembered the countless hours of tears, of hating himself, of remembering the angry words Jonah said to him when he moved out.
Once again, he hardened his heart.
Actions, not words.
“Let’s go.” He got out, not even waiting to see if Jonah followed.
Behind him, he heard Jonah open the passenger door, and once Gordon heard it shut, he held up his hand and hit the lock button on his key fob until the horn chirped.
Inside the store, he handed Jonah a hand basket and led the way to the health and beauty section, where he loaded up with condoms, lube, gloves…and supplies for Jonah to clean himself out.
“You got the money to pay for that?” Gordon asked. “Or do I need to pay?”
Jonah’s cheeks had turned a gorgeous shade of beet red. “I can pay, Master,” he softly said.
“Excellent.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “Then I’ll see you out in the car.” He headed out of the store, not even glancing back.
Part of him did want to stand there and watch him stammer and stutter his way through the checkout process.
Part of him wanted to sit out there and…breathe.
Process.
And fight against the teeny little part of him that wanted to drive off and leave Jonah there.
About five minutes later, Jonah emerged from the store and hurried over to the SUV.
Before he even fastened his seat belt, Jonah grabbed his collar and buckled it around his neck, then looked over at Gordon.
Gordon leaned in, fisted Jonah’s hair, and slanted his lips over Jonah’s in a hard, crushing kiss. The way Jonah softly whimpered and reached for him hardened Gordon’s cock.
“Time for my boy to start making good on his promise,” Gordon said when he finally ended their kiss and sat back so he could start the engine.
Jonah tried to follow him, pulled up short by his seat belt. “Yes, Master.”
Gordon smiled, and for the first time in years, he allowed himself to feel a little hope. “Good boy.”
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Back at Doyle’s, Gordon sent Jonah into the bathroom to take care of business. Meanwhile, he stripped and stretched out on the bed to channel-surf while he awaited Jonah’s return.
He also reached down and gave his cock a long squeeze. Part of him still wanted to free Jonah from the chastity cage and make love to him all night long.
The sadist quickly clawing his way back to the surface of Gordon’s psyche said fuck that noise and wanted to reinstall his boy in his proper place as quickly as possible.
Before, they hadn’t had a lot of rules and protocols, but the ones they did have, Jonah expected Gordon to enforce them. Would sometimes push deliberately, butt against Gordon to test him, wanting to be taken in hand.
In retrospect, Gordon knew it was likely due to how Jonah’s family had abandoned him when he’d come out. Maybe partly due to testing Gordon’s resolve, wanting to know he still cared.
No doubt, some of it due to the times Gordon had failed Jonah before finding sobriety.
Wanting to reassure himself Gordon was still strong enough to catch him if he fell.
But Gordon had never wanted to be a controlling asshole, either, which was why he hadn’t forbidden Jonah from having contact with Josh despite how much Gordon hadn’t liked the guy.
Won’t make that mistake again.
There would be a whole new set of rules for his boy, tighter restrictions, harsher penalties.
If he denied there were any punitive reasons behind the new world order, he’d be lying.
And if his boy was as serious about winning Gordon’s trust back as he claimed he was, he wouldn’t balk at any of those rules, either.
It was tempting—sooo tempting—to call in sick in the morning and spend a few extra hours lying there and making love to his boy.
Not an option, though. He had a job to do, a job he had to keep doing, because there were no guarantees Jonah would hang around. He could rely on himself, and couldn’t fuck his own hard-won progress.
Still, his breath caught a few minutes later when the bathroom door opened and Jonah emerged. His boy’s green eyes immediately sought Gordon’s gaze, holding it as he crossed the room and knelt next to the bed, where he waited.
 
* * * *
 
Gordon rolled onto his side to face Jonah, sending Jonah’s pulse racing as he spotted the man’s cock, already hard.
It made his own cock painfully throb inside the confining cage locked onto him.
I can do this. I will do this.
This was nothing compared to the self-inflicted pain he’d endured since leaving Gordon.
Or the pain he now realized Gordon had endured.
Now…he waited. Waited, while Gordon reached out and stroked Jonah’s beard, his hand drifting up to his hair, all while his gaze remained focused on Jonah’s.
Those intense, gorgeous blue eyes.
Blue eyes Jonah had always looked for in someone else, yet never found.
Never tried very hard, either.
Not when his heart ached, and he realized he obviously wasn’t good relationship material, if he could so stupidly throw away the perfection he’d already had.
“Stay.” That was all Gordon said before he climbed out of bed and headed to the bathroom.
Jonah heard him in there, and a moment later, Gordon returned. He carried a towel and spread it out on the bed, then pointed. “On your back.”
Jonah scrambled to get into position, wincing as the cage pinched him when he moved the wrong way.
Gordon knelt between Jonah’s legs and pulled on a nitrile glove. “I meant what I said.” He stared down at Jonah after he’d liberally coated two fingers with lube. “The next three months are going to be hell on you, boy.”
“I know, Master. Worth it.”
“Hold your legs back.”
Jonah pulled his knees back, biting down on his lower lip to stifle the low, deep, needy moan that rolled from him at the feel of Gordon’s fingers pressing for entrance. Tonight, the man wasted no time. Gordon quickly found Jonah’s sweet spot and worked it, driving him hard and fast to the edge and making him come.
It was anything but a satisfying orgasm, though, without having his cock stroked. The only thing that relieved him was the brief respite his softening cock received, even as his own cum now coated the inside of the cage.
Gordon’s gaze narrowed as he smiled. “Want to go for another one?”
Jonah shook his head. “No, Master.” Because he knew damn well it’d take forever, and Gordon would torture him in the process…which might be fun under other circumstances.
He didn’t want to keep Gordon up that late tonight, didn’t want to interfere with his job.
Gordon withdrew his fingers and stripped the glove off, inside out, and dropped it onto the floor. Then he took his time rolling a condom down his shaft and lubing himself. He nudged into position between Jonah’s legs, and Jonah struggled to hold still and not rock his hips, try to encourage him to fuck him.
He wanted to feel Gordon’s cock owning him again. Had actually hoped Gordon would want to fuck him raw tonight.
Gordon paused, watching him with a dark, hooded gaze. “Ask me for it.”
“Please, Ma—”
He didn’t even get it all out before Gordon thrust, hard and deep, a vicious stroke that sucked the wind out of Jonah’s lungs and re-hardened his cock all at the same time.
Gordon’s gaze narrowed, the sadist’s smile returning to his lips. A smile Jonah used to know well. “Regretting turning down that second one now?”
Jonah nodded.
His smile widened. “Too bad, boy. You’re done for the night.” Gordon fell on him, caging Jonah with his body as he fucked him. And this was no loving, sweet reunion—it was a brutal fuck with Gordon’s mouth crushing Jonah’s.
Jonah moaned, clinging to him, wanting more, needing it.
How could he have ever walked away from this man?
I’m an idiot.
But no more—never again. Once the tour was over, even if it meant he spent the rest of his life busking in Sarasota parks for change, he would never walk away from Gordon.
It didn’t take Gordon long to come at that punishing pace. When he did, he fell still with his cock deep inside Jonah and his lips gentling over Jonah’s.
“Please don’t break my heart again, boy,” he softly whispered against Jonah’s mouth.
Jonah wrapped his arms and legs around Gordon. “I’ll show you how much I love you, Master. I promise.”
 
* * * *
 
Over the next three weeks, the men spent every night together, and Jonah almost dreaded leaving on tour with the band, even though the PR team had the fans whipped into a frenzy on social media.
He couldn’t help but worry that, while he was gone, Gordon might change his mind and decide not to take him back after all.
They did a lot of talking.
A looooot.
But while Jonah told Gordon he loved him several times a day, Gordon held that back, despite having said it that very first night of their reunion.
Jonah didn’t blame him, either. That he’d managed to regain as much of Gordon’s trust that he had was a miracle Jonah refused to take for granted.
The cage felt uncomfortable, but it only took him a few days to get used to that. He fully understand why Gordon insisted on it—because any moment Jonah wasn’t working with the band, his mind was completely focused on Gordon.
The night before they were scheduled to fly out of the Venice airport on a charter flight to Atlanta, Gordon surprised him by removing the cage from him and making love to him.
It drove both of them to tears, but that didn’t stop Gordon from handing it back to Jonah when they finished, after they’d cleaned up in the bathroom.
“Your choice, boy,” Gordon said.
No, there was no choice. Not really.
Jonah, now an expert in how to wear the damn thing, quickly put it on, making sure to watch Gordon’s face when he clicked the lock shut.
The fragile relief that widened Gordon’s eyes and made his breath catch was all the motivation Jonah needed to endure this any way he had to, as long as he followed Gordon’s rules.
He stepped in and wrapped his arms around Gordon, tightly holding him as Gordon buried his face in Jonah’s hair and…just breathed.
“Thank you, boy,” Gordon whispered. “I was going to get you a day collar, but I wasn’t sure what to get and realized that, in a way, this is one. If you want to be mine, I have to trust you’ll come back to me. Once you’re home, then we can discuss what your day collar will be.”
“Thank you, Master.”
The next morning, they took a shower together before Gordon had to leave for work. Jonah had helped him move his things back to his apartment the night before, not wanting the bulk of that job resting on Gordon’s shoulders.
Whether Jonah would be joining him there upon his return was up to Gordon.
Jonah walked him out to his SUV and stood there holding him for several minutes, even when he knew he needed to let him leave for work.
“I love you, Master,” he whispered. “I’ll keep saying it until I can prove it to you, and I’ll keep proving it to you as long as you need me to.”
He felt more than heard Gordon’s ragged breath. Then he pressed his lips against Jonah’s ear. “Be safe, boy. Follow my rules. We’ll talk when you return. I’ll be waiting.”
When he finally released Jonah, Jonah spotted the tears in Gordon’s eyes, but he climbed into his vehicle too fast for Jonah to say anything else to him about it.
So he stepped out of the way and watched until he’d pulled out of the gate.
That’s where Doyle found him a few minutes later when he walked out, sipping a cup of coffee.
“And?” Doyle asked.
Jonah shoved his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “I won’t let him down,” he quietly said. “I’ll show him.”
Doyle nodded. “That’s all you can do, at this point.”
 
* * * *
 
8 Weeks Later…
 
It was a long, grueling tour, but by everyone’s reckoning it was also one of Portnoy’s Oyster’s most successful ones.
Ever.
Due in no small part to the viral video of Jonah and Gordon playing the song, which had been titled “Word of Mouth,” in their duet, with Mal singing along with them.
They were working on prepping a single of that version, too.
Jonah wanted to stampede over the others to get off the charter flight, but somehow managed not to.
In the eight weeks during the tour, he learned what hell meant.
Hell was not being curled up with Gord every night, like they had been during the weeks before leaving for the tour.
And Jonah was so fucking horny now he could barely see straight. All he wanted to do was get alone with Gordon and hopefully hear his Master tell him he was forgiven.
Doyle had teased him that he knew there was a surprise awaiting Jonah, but that’s all he’d say.
When they got off the plane in Venice that Wednesday afternoon, there were several SUVs waiting for them. As he ran toward them, looking for Gordon, the driver of the first SUV waved him in.
“Mr. Yeager? This is your ride.”
When Jonah jumped in the back seat, there sat Gordon, wearing a playful smile and a sexy-ass suit.
“Miss me, boy?”
Jonah flung himself on Gordon and kissed him. “God, I fucking missed you, Master!”
“Missed you, too, baby.” Part of the daily torture had been Gordon watching him remove and replace the chastity cage during their video chats, and then making Jonah watch him masturbate.
Jonah hadn’t had an orgasm since the night before they’d left on the tour.
The SUV departed. “Got something for you,” Gordon said as he eased his fly open.
Jonah dropped to his knees in front of the seat and swallowed his cock, eagerly sucking him down to the root.
Something else he’d improved on before leaving on tour—regaining his deep-throat skills.
And he’d been fantasizing about his Master using him exactly like this upon his arrival.
It didn’t take Gord long to reward him with a load of cum, either. As he relaxed on the seat, he held Jonah in place and stroked his hair.
“Happy to be home?”
“You have no idea, Master!”
Gordon threaded his fingers through Jonah’s hair, staring into his eyes for a long moment with nothing breaking the silence but the sound of the vehicle’s tires on the pavement and the AC blowing.
“You came back.” The tentative tone of Gordon’s voice nearly broke Jonah’s heart.
“I’ll always come back to you, Master.”
Gord sighed. “I’m not leaving my job. I enjoy teaching the kids. And I…I can’t not have a job. Especially not right now. I need it for my sanity as much as I do to make a living.”
Jonah hated that he’d shattered Gord’s trust, but all he could do was try to rebuild it. “I can either walk away from the band,” Jonah said, “and find a job locally here. Or, Mal said I could fly back and forth and stay in their spare bedroom at their condo in LA when I have to be out there. If it’s a weekend, you can fly out and join me. I’ll pay.”
“What do you want to do?” Gord asked.
Jonah squeezed Gordon’s hand. “Whatever you tell me to do.”
Gordon studied him, his blue eyes dark today, the Gulf’s depths instead of a sunny sky. “If I tell you to quit?”
Jonah shoved away the pang in his heart. “Then I’ll call Mal and tell him right now.” He started to dig out his phone, but Gordon stayed his hand.
“It’s your dream to be famous.”
“Yeah, that’s what I used to think. My dream is to be happy, and that means being with you. Without you, nothing else matters.”
Gordon stroked Jonah’s hair again. “What if I say we can have a trial period of you doing that? Going out to LA?”
“It’s up to you, Master.”
He loved the feel of Gordon’s fingers along his scalp, had missed that even more than orgasms.
Missed the feel of the other man’s body pressed along his after weeks of having him back.
It made his absence so much more painful to bear.
“What’s the next step with the band?” Gordon asked.
“Two weeks off. Then two weeks recording in LA. I could come home on the weekends, or fly you out there with me. I already told Mal I’d have to let him know what my availability is after talking to you, that I couldn’t give him a commitment yet. Two weeks after that here in Florida, working with Rich and Mal on some new material and recording here. Then probably a lot of Florida time, because Rich doesn’t want to go out to LA without Chelbie, and she’s getting too far along to fly much more.”
Gordon slowly nodded, but didn’t answer yet. After several long minutes, he finally smiled. “You’d wear the cage while you aren’t with me?”
Jonah eagerly nodded. “Your rules, Master.”
Gord dragged it out another long minute. “Then I suppose we can try it for a month and see what happens. But if I feel we’re not working because of that—”
“Then I’ll walk away from the band,” Jonah promised. “Without a look back. I belong with you. I miss our shitty old apartment, and having to play at the beach to earn money to buy food after we paid the rent. Because I knew we’d always be okay. We were always okay together, even when things were hard. And when I wasn’t with you, things were never okay again.”
Gord finally nodded, stroking Jonah’s chin. “One more thing—I decided on a day collar for you. At least I can afford to buy you one this time around.”
Jonah felt something slip onto his left ring finger. Only then did Gord release him so he could look.
The gold band was shiny and plain, but it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his fucking life.
He looked up at Gord, who smiled. “Our next stop is the county courthouse, by the way. To get our marriage license.”
Jonah completely forgot about the damn chastity cage and nearly smashed his junk against the edge of the seat as he climbed up for a kiss.
“I love you, Master,” he said. “God, I love you.”
It was something Gordon hadn’t said to him since that first night, their frantic interlude.
Jonah didn’t blame him, but he’d kept saying it anyway.
During their chats and talks and texts while Jonah was on tour, Gordon had told him to stay safe, told him to be good, had called him his good boy, lots of other endearments…but had not said those particular three words again.
Gordon smiled and cupped Jonah’s face in his hands. “Love you, too, boy. Never letting you go, either.”
Jonah grinned. “Good, because I think I’ve successfully proven I’m shit without you.”
Gordon nuzzled his nose against Jonah’s. “Then it’s a good thing you have a Master who loves you and will take care of you for the rest of our lives, huh?”
“Yes, Master. Absolutely.”
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Upon their return to Doyle and Mal’s—with their freshly minted marriage license in hand—they headed straight to the bedroom where some of Jonah’s things were still stored, and where the techs had taken all of Jonah’s things from the plane, and Gordon locked the door behind them.
Honestly? He’d refused to hope until he watched Jonah sign his name to the application form.
Because when Jonah had turned and looked up at him after signing his name to it, the fierce determination painted across his features nearly made Gordon cry.
Only in a good way this time.
He knew his boy’s look all too well, but the last time he’d really seen it had been watching his boy leaving him.
Jonah was determined to win back Gordon’s trust. In private talks with Doyle over the phone, Doyle had confirmed to Gordon that he witnessed nothing but Jonah’s actions on the road matching his words to Gordon. That he’d never seen Jonah so much as make a joking remark to someone else that could be considered in the least bit inappropriate, much less any flirting or other behavior.
That all Jonah ever talked about when the band was alone was getting back to Florida.
To Gordon.
How much he missed Gordon.
And—with Jonah’s knowledge and permission to share them with Gordon—how Jonah’s private talks with Doyle were centered around how to win back Gordon’s trust.
At some point, it had to be enough for him to open the door to his heart once more. He knew he couldn’t keep himself locked into a self-made purgatory where he refused to let Jonah in even while refusing to let him go.
Because he did love Jonah. He’d never stopped loving him.
Gordon pulled Jonah into his arms and kissed him, long and sweetly and allowing his heart to finally relax. His boy had come home, and he didn’t want to live in the past.
He wanted to move forward, to make new memories with Jonah, to live fully in their present and to work toward their future.
“Let’s grab a shower,” Gordon said, and led him to the bathroom where he took his time stripping his boy before he removed his own clothes.
Then he smiled as he held up the key. Doyle had left it for him on the bathroom counter. It dangled from a small split ring. “Ready to earn your reward, boy?”
He thought Jonah would eagerly nod and start begging for it, but instead, he slipped his arms around Gordon and stared into his eyes.
“That’s your choice, Master,” Jonah quietly said. “It’s always your choice. That’s the way I want it. It’s the way I’ve always wanted it, even if I was too stupid to openly admit it the first time around. You earned my trust by getting sober, and I tossed it away. I’m not stupid enough to make the same mistake twice.”
Jonah couldn’t have said anything more perfect. Gordon unlocked the cage and carefully removed it, setting it on the counter. “I think that can stay off for now.” He pulled Jonah into the shower with him, his own cock already hard again despite their earlier play.
As the steam built and enveloped them, he wrapped his arms around Jonah and pressed him against the shower wall, kissing him, sucking on his tongue and enjoying the softly scratchy feel of his beard and mustache against his cheeks. Thank god he didn’t have to teach tomorrow.
He planned on spending all day in bed with Jonah. Doyle had already told them they had the run of the house—and the playroom. And that the two of them planned on spending a lot of time in their own bedroom to recover from the tour.
It was even better than being at a hotel, because it meant he could keep his boy dressed in nothing but his collar for the next several days, at least.
Gordon pinned Jonah to the wall with a hand planted in the middle of his chest before he sank to his knees and tenderly kissed the end of Jonah’s cock.
His boy’s needy moan was one of the sweetest sounds he thought he’d ever heard in his life.
Gently cradling Jonah’s cock in his hands, he went down on him, teasing him only a little before swallowing him deep, sucking, lightly tugging on his balls.
Jonah’s hands settled on Gordon’s head as he groaned, fingers digging into Gordon’s scalp when he exploded.
As the hot tang of his boy’s cum filled his mouth, Gordon sighed, freed, relieved.
He didn’t like denying Jonah anything.
Not his love, not his trust, not his attention or touch.
His eyes closed as he knelt there, his forehead resting against Jonah’s abs even as he held his boy’s softening cock in his mouth.
He’d forgotten what peace felt like. Somewhere, over the past three years, his shattered heart had shoved that fact aside in an attempt to survive and maintain his sobriety.
This…this was peace.
This was true contentment.
He finally climbed to his feet and kissed Jonah again.
“Thank you, Master,” Jonah whispered against his lips. “I love you.”
“I love you, too, boy.” He reached for the soap, but Jonah touched his hand.
“What about you, Master?”
“In bed. I want to curl up around you and go to sleep after you make me come again.”
And that’s exactly what they did after their shower—Gordon made love to his boy, easily coaxing a second one out of Jonah before finally rolling onto his back and letting Jonah go down on him.
After, as they lay there in each other’s arms, totally sated, Gordon rubbed his face in Jonah’s hair. “Doyle and Mal have a friend in the lifestyle who’s a notary. She’s coming over on Saturday.”
Jonah sweetly nuzzled his face in the hollow of Gordon’s throat, his breath warm against Gordon’s skin. “Excellent.”
“No other chances,” Gordon warned. “So if you aren’t sure, say so now, and we’ll pull back.”
“I won’t need another chance,” Jonah said. “I belong to you, and that’s all there is to it. I’ve always belonged to you. I love you, Master.”
Gordon closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I love you, too, boy.”
 
 
THE END
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