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New York Heat




Part One:




Club 21 Comes Alive




Chapter One




Dan leaned against the metal newspaper box and stared at the brick building in front of him. This was either the best decision he’d ever made … or the worst. There could be no in between. He’d be happy and financially well off … or this would lead to utter ruin.

He fumbled in his back pocket for the pack of smokes he’d bought earlier that day. Haven’t smoked in twenty years, he reminded himself again. The stress of today, though, made it impossible to resist the decades-old siren song of tobacco. He tapped a cigarette out of the pack, along with the lighter, and lit up. He inhaled deep, letting the searing smoke fill his lungs, the burning taste fill his mouth — it was comfortable. It brought him an instant relief to the tension that had been building for the last two weeks, culminating in today.

Through all of this, he never took his eyes off the brick building.

“Since when have you started smoking again?” Brad asked.

“Today,” Dan said, the answer coming out as little more than a grunt. It was enough, he knew, to signal to Brad to not ask further questions.

Brad let out a hmm sound, then folded his arms over his chest and leaned against the second newspaper box. He stared up at the building. Brad had come down from Canada to help Dan with what the next few weeks would bring.

“Remember when we bought fake IDs and snuck in?” Brad asked.

Dan laughed — expressing far more humor than he really felt — but the laugh was good. It was cleansing. It was what he needed to break the tension that had settled over him, tightening up his whole body.

He flicked ash off the end of the cigarette. “We were such twinks back then.”

Dan remembered the night well. It was more than thirty years ago, but he recalled it like it was last week. They were nineteen, but desperate to get into Club 21, the hottest gay bar in New York City. They’d spent weeks asking around the college campus for a black market ID seller. They’d practiced acting older — even though twenty-one, the age to get in, was barely any different from nineteen. Dan had even gone out and bought a dress shirt, hoping it made him look like a banker or something.

“All that work,” Brad said, “and they didn’t even give us a second glance or check our ID.”

“If I remember right, you ended up with some hot daddy in the men’s room.”

Brad laughed, then reached over and took the cigarette from Dan’s hand, taking in a drag before handing it back. “I wasn’t even that attracted to him. I think I was just in awe that a man wanted me. But I seem to remember you grinding on some jock on the dance floor.”

They both broke into a roar of laughter. When it died down, Dan inhaled another lungful of smoke. He hated the habit, hated the taste too, but it helped him get through days like this.

He finally tore his gaze from the brick building to glance at his friend of almost forty years. “I’ve missed you, Brad. It’s good to have you back.” Shortly after college, Brad had taken odd jobs around the country before getting certified in various types of yoga and moving to Canada to teach in studios there. Dan had taken a much different path, heading into a career in accounting, where he stayed with one company his entire career. Until now.

Brad took another drag of Dan’s cigarette. “It’s good to be back. I’ve been away from New York for too long.” He put his arm over Dan’s shoulders, pulling him closer, sharing his warmth on this chilly May afternoon. “But I wouldn’t miss this for the world, Dan.”

Dan looked up at the building again. Even in this drab May day, the brick was a deep red, nice and clean, and the neon sign, not yet lit up, proudly pronounced this building as Club 21. As of two o’clock this afternoon, just a couple hours ago, this club was now his.

Though he’d been an accountant by day, he’d done some evening work as a bartender here. He’d been happy with his life. But when Rachel, the previous owner, moved to L.A. to follow her son and support him in his newfound career, he saw an opportunity that he couldn’t pass up. He wanted to own Club 21.

I’m still scared shitless, he admitted to himself. He couldn’t tell anyone else that — not even Ken, his boyfriend — because he needed to appear confident and sure. He suspected that Brad saw right through his façade, though. Being best friends with a guy for something like four decades allowed for that kind of closeness.

Brad’s arm was still around his shoulders and it felt comforting. It reminded Dan of when they were much closer, when they were almost boyfriends. They’d hooked up a few times in college, before getting into Club 21, but they’d never progressed beyond a few blowjobs and the occasional fuck. He leaned into Brad’s warm, solid body, letting out a sigh and, with it, letting out some of the tension that had built up in him over the day.

“I still can’t believe you bought the place,” Brad said. “I remember back in college, we were chatting one night about our dreams when we were in bed together, and you said something about wanting to own the place. I had thought it was a cool idea, but I never thought it would happen.”

Dan had forgotten about that. Even though he’d spent hundreds of nights over his lifetime at Club 21, he remembered nothing of a desire to own the place. He said as much to Brad, then added, “I guess it was just meant to be.”

“Speaking of meant to be — tell me about Ken.”

Dan felt a blush warm his cheeks, like he was that nineteen-year-old twink again. “He’s a bit of a bad boy, but with a good heart. He’s one of the dancers here. He’s, uh, he’s inside,” Dan said. Brad and his partner, Simon, had flown in two nights ago, but with all of the busyness of signing contracts and legal documents, they hadn’t had a chance to get reacquainted or to meet — or even see — each other’s boyfriends. “And he’s … he’s considerably younger than me.”

Brad laughed, but it wasn’t the friendly-teasing laugh that Dan had expected. It seemed almost a laugh of recognition. “Simon is quite a bit younger than me too. He’s twenty-two.”

Dan felt a wave of relief. Though older-younger relationships weren’t uncommon, especially among gay men, he had always felt that they were based more on lust and carnal desires, rather than genuine love. Even when he had started with Ken, it was a relationship based on hooking up and frequent sex. Love had been an unexpected consequence.

“Ken is twenty-two, as well,” Dan said.

“Well, look at us being man-cougars.” He hugged Dan’s shoulders a little tighter for a moment. “Do you love him?”

“I do,” Dan said. It had taken Dan and Ken a while to recognize these feelings, and even longer to admit them. But, once they did, everything felt right. “And you and Simon?”

“Me too.” He took another drag of Dan’s cigarette, then handed it back. “It’s odd, isn’t it? Being in love.”

Dan took the final drag of the cigarette, then flicked it across the sidewalk. “It is. Sometimes, well…”

“Sometimes what?”

“Do you ever wonder if these young twinks will grow tired of us? You know, realize there’s more fun to be had with someone closer to their own age?” It was a fear that he had never voiced before, a fear he had trouble admitting even to himself. Brad was the one person in this world who he felt comfortable saying such a thing to.

“All the fucking time,” Brad said. “I’m in my fifties, my body is sagging, even though I’m fit. I’m slowing down every year as much as I hate to admit it. And every day brings a new gray hair. And Simon is supposed to love me as this keeps happening?”

Dan sighed. “Maybe we’re getting lust and love mixed up. I know it took me a long time to sort them out. I didn’t even realize they meant different things until recently.”

“That could be it. Lust is all physical, all animal. Love is … love is something deeper, more permanent, slow-growing. I don’t think it’s as easily lost as lust can be.”

Dan didn’t know how to respond, so he let the comfortable silence settle over the two of them. They continued staring at the brick building, even as pedestrians passed in front of them and cars passed behind them. New York City was a busy place with rarely a moment of pure peace — but this was pretty damn close.

After a very long time of just leaning against the newspaper boxes, Brad broke the silence. “I see the leather bar is closed.”

Dan glanced toward the brick building across the narrow alley. The leather bar had gone under just a couple weeks ago and, as far as Dan knew, no one had made an offer on the place yet. While commercial real estate in New York City was hot, it seemed no one wanted the old bar.

“It’s been there as long as Club 21,” Dan said. “Changed names many times, but it’s always been there. But the world moves on.” Dan remembered well when they’d gone to the leather bar together. If nights at Club 21 were slow or if they were in particular need of sucking daddy dick, they’d sometimes head across the alley and scope out the meat there. There were as many memories in that building as there were in Club 21.

“Hmm,” Brad said. Dan looked at his friend and saw a look of serious contemplation on his face.

“What?”

Brad stared at the building a little longer, seeming to size it up, then glanced at Dan. “Just a … just a flight of fancy, I guess. I’ve been thinking of starting up my own yoga studio. That place is large enough.” He shook his head. “But this can’t be a spur-of-the-moment decision. I can’t just say I’m going buy a building and start a studio.”

Dan let out a laugh that came out as a snort. “That’s basically what I did with Club 21.” He looked again at Brad and saw just how seriously his friend was considering this. He elbowed him in the side. “You should do it. Take risks. I bet the price is a steal — seems no one wants to move in.”

“Hmm,” Brad said again.

Dan let Brad ruminate on the building and his dream of a studio while he instead looked at Club 21 again — his apparent dream come true. Hopefully it’s a good dream, not a nightmare.

An urge for another cigarette settled into Dan. He didn’t want to get too deep into smoking again — the further in he was, the harder it would be to quit. And he’d have to quit. Ken didn’t like that he smoked. Dan didn’t like it himself, either, but he could put up with his bad habits easier than Ken could.

“Come on,” Dan said, “let’s go inside.”

Brad released his hold on Dan’s shoulders and the two men stood up and walked toward the front door. Though he’d gone in and out a few times today and he’d been running the place for Rachel until the paperwork legally signed the place over to him, this was the first time he’d entered with the building belonging to him. It was somehow fundamentally different.

He put his key in the lock and turned, the tumblers clicking and causing his heart to pound against his ribs. He felt almost lightheaded for a moment. He gave the door a tug and it opened.

Pulling the door open wide, he turned to Brad and said, “Welcome … to Club 21.”




Chapter Two




Even with only a handful of people in the building, Club 21 was already a happening place. Dan’s gaze was pulled to one person in particular, the one young man he didn’t know — other than Brad, he was the only man in this building right now that didn’t work for him.

He leaned to the side and whispered to Brad. “Is that Simon?”

“Yeah,” he said, “come on.” He grabbed Dan’s hand and pulled him toward Simon. The twink was helping out where he could, following along behind Liam and Ken.

This is interesting, Dan thought. The boyfriends have met.

“Simon, there’s someone I want you to meet,” Brad said. All three young men turned as they approached. It didn’t escape Dan’s notice that Simon’s eyes held a twinkle as he saw his lover. “Simon, this is Dan. Dan, Simon.”

Dan reached out and shook Simon’s hand. The twink was slim and fit with short, dark hair on his head. He looked lean and lithe, like someone who spent a lot of time in the yoga studio with Brad, getting limber and bendy.

“Good to meet you,” Dan said.

“Likewise, I’ve heard so much about you,” Simon said. His voice was youthful, though his demeanor was more mature.

Dan laughed. “Good things, I hope.”

Simon, winking at Brad, said, “Good stuff, yeah, and also a few stories of the two of you getting into trouble.”

Brad whispered into Dan’s ear, “I may have told him about our trip to San Francisco.”

A wall of memories — good and bad — slammed into Dan. He and Brad went back a long way and had some good times. He put those memories aside and smiled. “Well, I hope you won’t hold those stories against me.” He turned to Brad. “And I have someone I want you to meet — this is Ken.”

Brad shook Ken’s hand. Ken was about the same size and stature as Simon, but with a little more muscle on him. Dan could feel his pants grow a little tighter the longer he watched his boyfriend. Ken always turned him on and their sex was always fantastic. Though with the stress of this business deal, we haven’t done much of that lately. Dan resolved to change that fact, now that all of the paperwork had been signed.

“Good to meet you,” Brad said as he shook Ken’s hand.

“I’m so glad you were able to make it for tonight,” Ken said.

Tonight. The grand re-opening. Though the place had been open nightly for the last few weeks during this transition, tonight was the first night with it being under Dan’s ownership. Really, nothing had changed between yesterday and today — other than a couple new staff who were due to show up shortly — but Dan wanted the party to end all parties to mark this exciting day.

“It’s going to be a wild night,” Brad said.

“And this is Liam,” Dan said, introducing his friend to the third twink in the group. Brad shook his hand and they exchanged pleasantries.

Liam was one of the go-go dancers that performed on Fridays and Saturdays. With his slim and toned body, he had many men drooling over him — and stuffing money in his underwear. Dan was glad the boy had returned from Los Angeles. He had departed to follow Ryan, a gay porn producer who had seduced Liam into the porn lifestyle. The boy had followed Ryan across the country and starred in a few videos before abruptly returning home and leaving porn behind. Dan had never gotten the full story, but Liam seemed happier since he returned.

It was Ryan and this porn studio that also had seduced Zack, one of the former go-go dancers here. A couple months ago he had flown over to L.A. to go full-on into gay porn. Zack’s mom, Rachel, the former owner of Club 21, had followed her son out there, leading to Dan taking over the club.

From what little I’d heard, Ryan’s a dirtbag, Dan thought, but it was his interference in our lives that led to this positive outcome.

Ken, Simon, and Liam all wandered off. They were setting up tables and chairs, wiping everything down, readying it all for tonight.

Dan pointed to the DJ booth, where a slender man with a few days’ beard growth and arms scrawled with tattoos was setting up equipment. “That’s DJ Heat — Paul. He’s been a regular fixture here for a couple years now.” Brad and DJ Heat waved to each other. Dan led his friend to the bar. “And these are Jake and Lance, our two bartenders.” Brad shook their hands. “Lance, here, is Liam’s boyfriend.”

With Dan being bumped from bartender to owner and manager, Jake had bumped from assistant bartender to lead bartender. The slightly chubby young man started counting bottles and verifying inventory up and down the bar. Lance, a tightly-muscled jock, had started as a go-go dancer — in order to hit on and win the heart of Liam, if Dan could believe what Ken had told him — and once he’d won the boy’s heart, he was ready to move on from go-go dancing. With the change-up of bar staff, Lance took the opportunity to learn some skills here and move into the now-vacant assistant bartender position.

Dan grabbed two bottles of beer from the bar, then they left all the young men to their work and retreated to the small closet of an office that served as management central for Dan. Each man took a seat on either side of the desk. The surface of the desk was covered in paper; Dan knew owning a business required a lot of paperwork, as he worked as an accountant for many years, but even he was surprised at the sheer volume of it. The pile was almost a foot high. The walls were covered in hunky, shirtless men, mostly torn pages from firemen calendars, all left behind by Rachel. Dan had considered tearing them all down, but he was so used to having them here that it wouldn’t feel like the office of Club 21 without them.

He opened the beers and passed one to Brad. They clinked their bottles together.

“To Club 21,” Dan said.

“To exciting new futures,” Brad said.

They took a swig of their beers.

“Ken seems nice. Cute, too,” Brad said.

Dan felt a small blush warm his cheeks. “Thanks. He means a lot to me. I like Simon — he seems like a good match for you.”

“Thanks.”

Silence settled between them.

“How come we never ended up together?” Brad asked, after finishing half his beer. “We’ve fooled around many times, we’re compatible, yet it never happened. I mean, I’m over the moon with Simon, but I still wonder sometimes.”

“I don’t know,” Dan said. “I think it’s that old love/lust thing we were talking about earlier. With Ken, it started as lust, but over time there was something that grew between us, a spark I couldn’t deny. As compatible as you and I are, I don’t remember feeling that.”

“True, true,” Brad said. Dan wondered if he heard a whisper of regret in his friend’s voice, like regret that they missed out on something that could have worked. But at the same time, he knew from talking with Brad over the past few months that he was absolutely head-over-heels in love with Simon; there was no mistaking what his friend felt for his boyfriend. He could even see it in how the man’s breathing and tone of voice changed when he spoke of Simon. It was subtle, but something Dan was able to pick up on because of their decades of close friendship.

As they enjoyed the rest of their beer, Dan watched the club through the doorway of his office. Liam, Ken, and Simon caught his attention as the three of them moved from table to table, wiping them down. Then, with the tables done, they sat down at one of them, huddled in close, chatting. Dan couldn’t help but notice just how close they were all sitting and he couldn’t help but have his old fears of Ken leaving him get stirred up again. Really, that group was perhaps most unlikely to lure Ken away from him, as every man in that group was in a long-term relationship with another man. But all it would take is for the right man to come along at the right time and seduce Ken away from him. Or if Dan continued to neglect Ken — which he felt bad for doing in the last few weeks due to the onslaught of paperwork — all it would take would be for Ken to get bored and move on. He says he understands and that he loves me, but I still worry.

Jake, the bartender, popped into the doorway. “There are two men here to see you — Xander and Gabriel.”

“Ah, yes,” Dan said, snapping out of his morbid thoughts of the hopefully-never-to-happen demise of his relationship. It took his mind a moment to piece together everything. “I’ll be right there — have them take a seat at a table.”

“New staff?” Brad asked, draining the last of his beer.

“Yeah,” Dan said, doing the same with his bottle. “With Lance moving from go-go boy to bartender, I need a new dancer. And I think it’s time this club got a little bit of security, so I’ve hired a bouncer, at least for the busy nights.”

“This place had bouncers back when we were teens.”

“I remember. And with gay liberation, the need for security became less and less imperative. But then Pulse happened.” A dark worry entered Dan. The Pulse Nightclub shooting in Florida had devastated the global LGBTQ community. Clubs were no longer safe spaces. “I tried to get Rachel to hire security, but she kept believing in the good of humanity. It’s admirable, I feel, but not realistic. Gabriel will be our new bouncer. I’m thinking of metal detectors too, though I don’t want people to feel like they’re entering a prison.”

“Even just the presence of a bouncer will change the feel of Club 21 for many people.”

“I know. We’re known as both a happening place on Friday and Saturday nights and the community watering hole for the rest of the week. I have to weigh community comfort with community safety. It’s not a pleasant thought experiment.”

“I don’t envy you, Dan.”

“Let’s just hope it never happens, that Gabriel gets to sit around and be bored.” He stood up and Brad did the same. “I better show the new guys the ropes.”

“Enjoy. I hope they work out.” Brad checked the time on his phone. “I think I’m going to grab Simon and go for dinner. We’ll be back before opening.”

“Great. See you soon.”




• • •




Dan and Brad left the office, with Brad beelining across the cavernous space toward Simon and with Dan carrying a folder under his arm. Dan immediately spotted Xander and Gabriel seated at one of the high bar tables. Though he’d interviewed both of them for the positions earlier this week and had met both of them, the differences between the two were more apparent now than before, given that they were both seated together.

Xander, who would work as a new go-go boy in Zack’s absence, was a slim twink. Fresh-faced and with messy, brown hair, he had just a hint of sexual deviousness in his eyes. During the interview, Xander had mentioned that he was good friends with Zack and thus knew the job well, even though he’d never done it before. During the audition, which had involved Xander grinding around in his underwear, Dan couldn’t deny the boy’s intense sexual energy.

Gabriel was the complete opposite from Xander in terms of physical appearance. He was tall and muscular, with rich, dark skin. He was soft-spoken and gentle, with none of the overt sexuality of Xander, but had a lifetime of experience that would only aid in his new role as bouncer and all-around one-man-security-force.

“Greetings, gentlemen,” Dan said as he neared the table. He shook both their hands and then sat in the remaining chair. “Welcome to Club 21. Before we get started, I’ll just need you to fill out a few employment forms.” He placed the folder on the table, opened it, and distributed the papers to the two men, along with a couple pens. He watched as they filled out the forms, then took them back.

“Great,” Dan said. “Xander, as discussed, you’re our newest go-go dancer. I think you’ll be best oriented by the other go-go boys, rather than myself.” Dan waved his arm toward Liam and Ken and the two men sauntered over. Dan introduced them to Xander and Gabriel. “Can you boys take Xander and show him the ropes?”

Ken winked at Dan. “You got it, boss. Come on, Xander, let’s have some fun.”

Dan watched as the slim twink slipped off the chair and followed Ken and Liam to the far side of the room. There seemed to be a natural connection already blossoming between the three boys — Dan could see it in the way they eased into chatting and were comfortable with friendly touches. While go-go boys on their own were meant to be sexy, if the team worked well together, then the sexiness would only be increased. And with higher sexuality came higher liquor sales.

“Now, Gabriel, remind me what your experience in security is,” Dan said.

Gabriel leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I don’t have extensive experience,” Gabriel admitted, his words soft and with a French accent. “But I have worked for the past two years as campus security at New York University. My duties mostly included patrolling the corridors, ensuring everything was safe. I never ran into a problem.”

While Gabriel didn’t have the extensive professional experience that Dan would have preferred in security personnel, it was Gabriel’s personal history that had so entranced Dan and convinced him that Gabriel was the right man for the job. Gabriel was born and raised in Ghana and faced intense homophobia at home before finally immigrating to America. The month before he left, he had been shot at by a random stranger that had hated him for the simple fact that he was gay. Gabriel had claimed that after being shot once — and surviving — nothing scared him.

And that was what Dan needed — not someone with experience monitoring the front door, but someone who was not afraid if the worst should happen.

“Let me show you where you’ll be working,” Dan said. He hopped off the chair and Gabriel followed behind him, towering over him. They headed toward the front door. Inside the door from the street was a corridor that ended in another door before entering the club. The corridor was lined with windows that looked into the club. “You’ll be stationed here. Guests will come in and line up and you’ll determine who gets to enter and when. If someone looks even remotely underage, ask for ID. If someone looks like they’re here to cause trouble, don’t hesitate to turn them away or call me over for assistance.”

“Have there been problems before?” Gabriel asked.

“Not recently. About five years back, there was some drug activity going on in here — sales and whatnot — but I think most of that has been pushed back out to the street. Club 21 is a safe space, an unusually calm oasis in the middle of New York City. You’ll probably face very few situations here.”

Gabriel smiled, his brilliant, white smile contrasting against his dark skin. “I’m looking forward to it, sir.”

Dan chuckled. “I may be the boss, but you don’t have to call me sir. Just call me Dan.”

“Thank you, Dan.”

Checking his watch, Dan said, “We open in about an hour and a half. Let’s have you review fire and safety policies before we get you set up for the night.” Dan led Gabriel to his office, where he dug out a dusty file with fire escape routes, emergency procedures, and police contacts. It was a file that Dan hoped would never be needed.

Leaving Gabriel to review the documents for a few minutes, Dan hurried toward the back door of the club, the one that opened out onto the alley, to have a smoke. He needed to calm his jittery nerves.




Chapter Three




Xander was buzzing with excitement, almost trembling. He’d been to Club 21 many times and been in awe of the dancers. And it almost blew his mind when his best friend, Zack, became a dancer last year — because, suddenly, a go-go boy wasn’t some god-like, untouchable person. Even though he knew during his whole friendship with Zack that, at the time, his mom owned the place, it still never clicked that go-go boys were real people. And that one day he could be one of them.

While he didn’t have the ultra-high sex drive and promiscuity of Zack, he did like being the center of attention, of people appreciating him for his body. He had to struggle to contain his excitement for tonight, to save some of that energy for when the music was pumping.

He followed Liam and Ken across the room toward one of the dance platforms. It was circular, stood maybe four feet high, and was surrounded by brass rails. It was high enough that the dancer stood out in the crowd, but low enough that horny men with money in their hands could give the dancers a tip — and maybe a grope or two.

“This hole here,” Liam said, pointing toward a wide slot at the base of the go-go platform, “is where you can stuff the tips that you get, so you’re not holding onto them all night. After we close, Dan will open them up and you can take the tips home — all of them, he doesn’t take a cut.”

Xander had to give his mind a moment or two for the information to process. The fact that not only would people be ogling him all night, but that they would be paying him, just blew his mind. Though he knew going in that this was the case, it was all just so exciting.

He also had a little trouble focusing since he knew Liam’s secret double life. Zack had told Xander that Liam used to be a porn star — and, sure enough, when Xander went searching, he found Liam’s videos. The guy could take dick like a champ. In a distracted moment in his mind, he wondered how Zack was doing — he had moved out to L.A. to try out porn, despite it somehow working out poorly for Liam. Zack never did fill Xander in on the whole story.

But what Zack did fill Xander in on were the hijinks that went on in the club. Like the fact that the go-go boys started every shift with a circle jerk. First one to come gets the best platform; last person to come gets the worst. He was already hard in anticipation.

Ken threw his arm around Xander’s shoulders and Xander felt a thrill rush through him. Even though he knew that Ken was taken, the touch seemed somehow intimate. Almost instinctively, Xander glanced back across the room, to where Gabriel and Dan were sitting and chatting. If he had his choice of hookups for the night, he hoped to God it would be with Gabriel.

“Early into the evening, DJ Heat will announce our entry,” Ken said, pulling Xander back to the conversation at hand, “and we’ll go on our platforms and dance the night away. We get a short break in the middle of the evening, so make sure you piss when you’re off.”

“Sounds fun,” Xander said, managing to contain his enthusiasm to an acceptable level. Even so, he could hear the horned-up huskiness in his own voice.

“Come on,” Ken said, using his arm around Xander to steer him away from the platform, “let’s head to the back room and we’ll show you around.”

The back room, Xander thought, where the circle jerk happens.

Ken led them down a short hall at the rear of the space and into a locked storage room. The space was full of boxes of liquor and decorations and there was a small space with chairs and lockers, and what looked to be a staff washroom off to the side.

“We’ve got lockers here,” Liam said, pointing them out. “You can lock your stuff up if you want, but it’s pretty secure back here.”

“I’m so excited, guys,” Xander said, giving up on all attempts to contain that bubbling energy. “I can’t wait to show off my moves and have the men drool over me.”

Liam chuckled. “It sometimes grows old, especially if some creeper won’t leave you alone. But, yeah, it’s fun for the most part.”

Ken sat down on one of the three foldable chairs set up in a small circle in the middle of the room. Liam and Xander sat down in the other chairs. In his chest, Xander’s heart thumped wildly against his ribs.

“Zack told me about some of the crazy stuff that goes on here. Like the full-on orgies that sometimes happen in the private room,” Xander said. “I’m so fucking ready for this. Like, seriously, guys.”

Liam glanced at Ken and they shared a brief look that Xander couldn’t decipher. He chose to ignore it.

Xander leaned toward Liam, almost conspiratorially. “And I heard you’re a fucking porn star.”

Liam’s cheeks darkened with a blush. “I was … briefly. It … it wasn’t what I thought it would be.” He looked like he was going to say more, but then closed his mouth and seemed to gather his thoughts. Then he said, “But I hear Zack has entered porn too.”

Xander nodded. “I SnapChatted with him yesterday — he was sending me all these hot pics and vids from his shoot. Fuck, he’s so lucky.” He held out his hands in front of him, about ten inches apart. “Yesterday he took a guy that was, like, this big. For hours.”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Liam said. He again looked like he wanted to say more, but then chose not to.

“I don’t know, sounds pretty hot to me,” Xander said. With all the wild things Zack was telling him, he couldn’t quite get what was going on with Liam and his reaction to the job. Meh, maybe it’s just not for everybody. Come to think of it, Xander wasn’t sure if he could do a life of porn, despite how turned on he got by Zack’s stories.

“We should start getting ready,” Ken said, interrupting them.

Ken stood up and pulled off his shirt. Xander watched in awe as the man stretched, exposing his muscles, looking almost like an Adonis in the middle of an Earth-shattering orgasm. His pecs and abs strained as he arched his body, lifting the shirt over his head.

Then Liam stood up and started taking off his clothes. Xander watched him with equal slack-jawed admiration; Liam had the perfect and quintessential twink body — smooth, slim, slightly toned, and all around delicious. Soon, Liam and Ken were standing around in their underwear and Xander was almost drooling.

Liam shucked his clothes into a locker and then walked into the bathroom to check himself out in the mirror. Ken sidled up beside him. They checked their hair, their bulges, their asses, and everything else that would help them get tips. Liam had on a pair of skimpy aqua blue briefs with a cut-out on the top half of the ass, giving a glimpse of his round cheeks and deep crack. Ken wore a glittery red pair of briefs with slashes all over them, giving hints of both cock and ass. Xander was getting really hard watching these two incredibly hot men work to make themselves even hotter. And to think someone will look at me and think the same thing.

Not taking his eyes off the hot bodies of Liam and Ken, Xander stood up and quickly stripped down to his undies. He wore a jockstrap that he had picked up yesterday — it really highlighted his bulge and the straps cupped the bottom of his ass cheeks just right, making his butt pop out behind him.

When Liam and Ken returned from the bathroom, Xander had to try not to chuckle at their reactions to seeing him in just the jockstrap. Though he didn’t have much muscle, he gave them a flex of the biceps, then followed it with a squeeze of his hard bulge.

“I think we’ve got some real competition for tips,” Liam said.

Xander’s cheeks warmed with a blush, so he turned around, giving Liam and Ken a look from all sides, but also hiding his reaction from them.

When Xander completed his circle, he pulled down the front of his jockstrap and let his meaty cock hang out. His heart thudded even harder. Someone has to start the circle jerk, I guess. He grabbed it and started stroking.

“I hear this is how you pick who gets which go-go platform. First to come gets the prime spot!” He stroked faster and harder.

“Uh,” Liam said, but seemed at a loss for words. Ken had gone still, likely trying to fight against his own erection.

“What’s wrong?” Xander said, slowing down but not stopping with his jacking off. His heart was still beating hard, but no longer in lust. Now it was in fear that he’d stepped over some line he didn’t know existed.

“Um,” Liam said, “we’re both in relationships now. I don’t feel right circle-jerking anymore. We haven’t done it for months now.”

Xander’s cheeks flushed and he put his cock away. “Sorry, guys,” he said. “I guess Zack gave me some bad info.” He looked down at the floor, feeling extremely embarrassed.

Ken finally moved, unfreezing, and walked across the room and put an arm over Xander’s shoulders. “Hey, don’t get the wrong idea. This is a sexy job and I know you’ll love it. Your job is to turn people on, and,” he paused to chuckle, “trust me, you’re already working your magic.”

Xander smiled, but still looked down at his feet. “I just want to fit in and have a good time.”

“You will,” Liam said. “But save your sex for seducing the men with money.” Liam crossed the room to Ken and Xander and pulled them into a group hug. It felt warm and comfortable with flesh against flesh. That feeling of awkwardness and embarrassment started to ebb.

I’ll fit in, Xander knew. I just have to learn the ropes.




Chapter Four




Lance grabbed a couple bottles of water from behind the bar and walked across the club to the DJ booth. DJ Heat smiled as he noticed Lance approaching and took off his massive headphones.

Paul, Lance reminded himself. His name is Paul. He was so used to calling the man DJ Heat that he had trouble remembering that he had a real name.

“How’s it going?” Lance asked as he stepped up onto the platform, joining Paul behind the semi-circle of sound equipment. He handed Paul the water bottles.

“Good. I’m looking forward to tonight. I’ve been working on a few new mixes that I’m hoping to unleash on the crowd.” He put the water bottles on a little shelf under the main mixer and then laughed to himself as he shuffled through a few files on his MacBook. “I’m hoping, yet again, to find a new song to replace Get Your Junk Up. I’m tired of that fucking thing.”

“Gotta keep the crowd happy, unfortunately,” Lance said. When he was a go-go boy, he’d danced to Get Your Junk Up more times than he could count. It was at least every shift and sometimes more than once in a night. The crowd absolutely loved it, sending up a roar of cheers every time the opening beat pounded through the room. While they were tired of it, the patrons were not. Now that he was over behind the bar and running frantic every night filling orders, he wasn’t always aware of what music was flowing through the room.

“I just have to find a new happy for them,” Paul said. “I think I’m getting closer. I’ve had a couple of my new mixes requested a few times, but still nowhere near the number of requests I get for Junk.”

Lance watched Paul fiddle with files and adjust settings for a bit. He had been observing Paul from across the room since they’d both arrived a couple hours ago. Something was off with Paul — he wasn’t quite his usual self, but Lance didn’t know him well enough to put a finger on exactly what was different.

“Paul,” Lance said. Paul paused what he was doing and looked at Lance. There it is again. There’s a hurt behind his eyes. “Are you … are you okay?”

Paul smiled, but it didn’t look genuine. Then it faltered. “No. No, I’m not. My … my girlfriend dumped me last night.”

“I’m sorry,” Lance said. “I didn’t even know you had a girlfriend.” He hadn’t even realized that Paul wasn’t gay.

“Meh, we almost never talk,” Paul said. “Don’t worry.”

Lance was almost able to accept the brush-off, that Paul didn’t want to talk about what had happened. They weren’t close friends, so Lance didn’t really have the comfort or right to push Paul on the topic. But it occurred to Lance that he had almost never heard Paul reference his life outside his work — which made him wonder just how many friends the DJ had.

“Can I ask what happened?” Lance asked.

Paul looked at him again and there was a steel in his eyes, like he wasn’t ready to have this conversation, but then it softened. He let out a heavy sigh. “I’m bi. My girlfriend — my ex-girlfriend — had problems with that. I was always faithful to her and never fooled around with a guy, but she was … uncomfortable with the fact that I was into guys too.”

“Did she not know you were bi when she started dating you?”

“She did. I told her. We had a conversation about it and she said it was cool. But obviously it wasn’t. I think she assumed that I’d be with her and turn straight or something.” The pain in Paul’s voice was obvious and the embarrassment was reflected in how the DJ kept looking down at his shoes or at the music panels, avoiding eye contact with Lance.

“I’m sorry,” Lance said. “I know some people just don’t get the bi thing.”

Paul shook his head. “Gay guys think I’m denying myself and straight women think I just haven’t been loved by the right girl. It’s rough.” He inserted a few more cables into slots. “It was this job that finally broke us up.”

“This job?”

“Yeah, she didn’t like that I DJed at a gay club. She didn’t want to tell her friends where I worked for my evening job. She loved telling people how I’m a carpentry apprentice for my day job, but it’s like this part of my life didn’t even exist for her.” Paul rubbed absently at the back of his neck. Lance looked the guy over — he was slim, but with hints of refined muscle, and his arms were scrawled with tattoos. He looked both strong and vulnerable at the same time.

“Listen, I know we don’t know each other that well, but I know that the right person will come around eventually. Someone will love you for who you are.” Lance wasn’t one for empty platitudes, so it felt almost strange saying what he did, even if he did believe that good things would come to the man.

He glanced back at the bar, at Jake still finishing up with some of the pre-opening tasks. A few weeks ago, on a slower night, Jake had leaned against the bar and watched Paul work his magic at the DJ tables. When Lance had come up beside him, Jake had confessed an attraction for Paul. I wonder … would they be a good match?

“I need a bi partner,” Paul said. “I don’t care if it’s a man or woman, but they need to be bi so that they understand what goes on in my head.”

Lance was pretty sure that Jake was bi, too. Another vote in favor of this potential match-up, Lance thought. He glanced back at the bar one more time and as he did, Jake looked up and they made eye contact. Even from across the room, Lance could see the bartender’s gaze sidle a little to the side, to look at Paul. There was definitely an attraction there.

When Jake blushed and looked back at the task at hand, Lance turned back to Paul. “This might be the total wrong time to say this,” Lance said, “but I know someone that is interested in you. And I think he’s bi.”

“Oh?” Paul said. He raised an eyebrow, looking slightly interested, but the rest of his face was neutral, like he wasn’t sure if he was ready to jump back into the dating game so soon.

“I, uh…” Lance chuckled awkwardly. “I’m not sure if it’s okay for me to say this — he did say this to me in confidence…”

Paul stepped a little closer, like they were sharing a secret. His eyes widened, seeming genuinely interested now. “I can keep a secret.”

Lance bit his bottom lip as he thought through the potential fall-out — but he determined there wasn’t much fall-out to be had, even if word got back to Jake that he was the one that spilled the secret.

“Jake thinks you’re hot,” Lance said.

Paul looked behind Lance for a very long moment, toward the bar, then rapidly looked back at Lance, like Jake had caught him staring. “Are you for real?”

Lance smiled. “Yeah.”

Paul looked toward the bar again, his pupils angling toward the right, like he was following the path of Jake walking down the length of the bar. Without taking his eyes off Jake, Paul said, “I’ve had a crush on him for a while now. I didn’t think he’d be interested in me.”

“Why not?”

“He’s … he’s so clean cut. Perfect hair, perfect clothes, nice smile. Here I am with my grungy outfit, tattoos, piercings, facial hair … I just didn’t think I was his type.” Paul was whispering, like he was confiding secrets.

“You should ask him out for coffee,” Lance said. He glanced over his shoulder and right as he did, Jake looked up at the both of them. Lance quickly turned his head back around and Paul looked at him. The DJ’s cheeks were reddening with every passing second.

“I couldn’t,” he said, sounding almost scared.

Lance couldn’t help but smile. Paul’s reaction seemed so …. so innocent. “Oh, come on. You can do it.”

“No, no, no, I couldn’t,” Paul said. “But … you could tell him I’m interested … ask him to ask me out…”

Lance laughed. “I guess I could do that.”

After a few more moments of reassuring Paul that Jake was actually interested in him, he left the DJ to his work of continuing to set up for the night. Paul put on his massive headphones and started bobbing his head as some beat worked its way into his ears.

Lance smiled to himself as he neared the bar and opened the little gate to let himself through. He looked back at the DJ booth and caught Paul looking at him out of the corners of his eyes. Lance walked down the length of the bar toward Jake.

“We set up for the night?” Lance asked.

“I think so,” Jake said. He picked up a clipboard and looked through the list of tasks again. “We’ve got everything cleaned, everything’s stocked up … I think we’re good. And with ten minutes to spare.”

“Cool, cool,” Lance said. He clasped his hands and rested his forearms on the edge of the bar. He looked toward Paul, trying to figure out how to tell Jake what he needed to tell him. As he watched the DJ, the man looked up at him, their eyes locking for a moment, before he lowered his gaze to the controls again.

Jake came up beside him, leaning forward against the bar, looking out on the empty dance floor. In his peripheral vision, he saw Jake’s head eventually turn toward the DJ booth and his gaze settled on the solitary figure there.

“How’s DJ Heat?” Jake asked. “Looked like you were deep in conversation.”

Lance smiled. Sometimes these conversations happen naturally, he thought. He turned around, leaning his lower back against the edge of the bar and crossing his arms over his chest. “He’s okay. His girlfriend dumped him yesterday. Seems she didn’t like the fact that he’s bi.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Jake said. Lance looked at the clean-cut bartender — he certainly saw the attraction that Paul had felt. Jake was a good looking guy and friendly too. “So … he’s single.”

“Uh-huh,” Jake said, trying to sound somewhat non-committal, like he wasn’t the go-between for this impending hook-up.

“I should, uh … he must … he probably needs a little time to heal first, to get over being dumped, before moving on,” Jake said, fumbling for words in a manner that was uncharacteristic for the outgoing bartender.

“Oh, I think if the right person came around, he’d be up for … for something,” Lance said. The interest in Jake, the mutual attraction between both men, was pretty obvious now that he knew how they both felt about each other. How they had both gone so long without stating these feelings to each other, Lance didn’t know.

Nearly a year ago, when Lance had started coming to Club 21 regularly and developed the crush to end all crushes on a go-go dancer, someone who Lance didn’t even know the name of, he had to do everything in his power to make a date happen. He came religiously every Friday and Saturday night, spending time just sitting down and watching Liam grind and writhe and bump and wiggle on the go-go platform. Sometimes he’d go up to the guy and slip a five under the waistband of his tight, little briefs. When that wasn’t getting him the attention he wanted from Liam — the attention he so desperately needed — he got a job as a go-go dancer, so he could work in close contact with Liam.

Even then, Lance had become uncharacteristically shy, unable to state his interest in Liam, for fear of rejection. Maybe that’s what’s going on between Jake and Paul, a fear of rejection, Lance realized. It was only with the help of Ken acting as go-between that something finally happened between Liam and Lance. Since then, they’d been blissfully in love. Liam moved in with him last month — every night he fell asleep beside his love and every morning he woke up with him.

“Do you … do you think he’d say yes if I asked him out?” Jake asked. He still hadn’t taken his eyes off Paul.

“Something tells me he’d be up for it.”

Jake let out a long breath, like he was trying to calm his racing heart.




Chapter Five




Brad picked a few fries up from his plate and dipped them in the ketchup before shoving them in his mouth. He and Simon had found a cute, little diner for dinner, just around the corner from Club 21. Being a yoga instructor, Brad usually ate quite healthy, but this being vacation and being the grand re-opening of Club 21, this felt like a day for celebration — even if he wasn’t actually celebrating with Dan. Thus, the night called for a greasy cheeseburger and a plate full of fries. Simon, one of those twinks who burned off the calories faster than he could consume them, had ordered the same and was scarfing down his fries.

“How are you liking New York?” Brad asked after he swallowed down the fries.

Simon looked out the window at the end of the booth, facing the busy city street. “It’s so busy,” he said.

Brad laughed. “You might be from a smaller city, but you’ve been to Toronto.”

“I know, but this is like busy on a whole new level,” Simon said, still watching out the window. Brad looked out the window too and saw one of the stereotypical yellow taxicabs drive past them.

Brad took a sip of his Coke — another allowance he’d given himself on this day of celebration in Dan’s honor — and found his mind wandering back to the old leather bar next to Club 21. He’d long thought about opening up his own yoga studio, but had always considered it something like a pipe dream, a project that he’d always think about but never actually pursue. But being back here in New York, seeing Brad and the big changes in his life, and with the old bar being up for sale, it was almost like things were falling into place, like they were meant to be.

But this wasn’t a decision he could make on his own. He wasn’t a single man anymore, he was one half of a couple. He could fantasize about buying the leather bar, moving to New York, and converting it to a yoga studio all he wanted, but to actually consider it, he would have to talk with Simon about it.

“Did I ever tell you about my dream of owning a yoga studio?” he asked, finally deciding to bite the bullet and bring the subject up.

“No — but that sounds cool,” Simon said. His face seemed to light up, as it often did when Brad talked about his hopes and dreams. “What would it be like?”

“Welcoming, for sure. Cozy. Focused on whole health, not just on yoga practice. And it would be a mix of hot and cold yoga, different practices for different people,” he said. He had never really fleshed out his ideas beyond that. All he knew was that he wanted to make a place that had a class for everyone.

“That sounds neat,” Simon said. He shoved a few more fries in his mouth. “You should actually open your own place one day.”

Brad watched his boyfriend for a few moments. Simon didn’t seem to notice that he was being watched; he was so into his burger and the busy view out the window. Eventually, the younger man clued in that silence had settled between them and he looked at Brad.

“I have a crazy thought,” Brad said. “Like, it’s so impulsive, but I’m having trouble getting it out of my head.”

“Oh?”

“There’s an old leather bar next door to Club 21. It’s been there for ages, but it’s recently gone out of business and the building is up for sale. I’ve been in there a few times and I know the general size and layout of the place. I think it would work great as a studio.” He forced himself to stop there, to not go running off at the mouth or to sound too excited. He had to hear what Simon thought of all this and he wanted his honest opinion — he didn’t want Simon to be too polite and worry about hurting his feelings if he really thought it was a bad idea.

“Oh…” Simon said. He put his burger down and stared at it. “That’s a big change.”

“I haven’t decided anything,” Brad said. “Right now, it’s just a fantasy.”

“It might be fantasy, but it could become real. The bar is actually up for sale. You’re from New York, so this place is home for you. This is something you’ve always wanted to do.” Simon looked up at him and there seemed to be hurt in his eyes — a hurt that Brad didn’t understand. “I knew this wouldn’t last.” His voice had gone cold, low, quiet.

“What?”

“Us. I knew we wouldn’t last. I’m too young for you.” Simon’s eyes got watery and he looked out the window, evidently to avoid crying.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Brad’s heart started to hurt. He didn’t know what he had said or done to earn this reaction from Simon, but it physically hurt him to know that he had somehow caused this pain.

“You want to move here and open your own studio. I don’t see me in those plans,” Simon said, low and pained.

“Whoa, Simon,” Brad said. He reached across the table and pulled one of Simon’s hands into his, stroking his thumb over his lover’s knuckles. “I totally see you in this. The whole reason I brought it up is that I would only consider it if it was okay with you.”

“You … you would want me to come with you?” Simon asked. He seemed disbelieving, which Brad just didn’t understand.

Weren’t Dan and I just talking about how we thought our boyfriends would leave us? And here I see that Simon had the same fears about me…

“Of course, I want you to come with me,” Brad said. “If you’re on board with this, I see it being something we do together. I’d own the place, but we’d run it together. And once you get your certification, you could teach some classes too.”

Simon wiped the back of his free hand over his eyes, clearing away the tears that had threatened to fall. “That’s … that’s still a big change. I had never thought about moving to another city, never mind another country.”

“I know,” Brad said, soothingly, still stroking Simon’s hand, “which is why I wanted to bring this up with you to see what you think. I would only do this if you wanted to do it too.”

Simon took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh, a sigh that seemed to carry a lot of weight with it. With that breath out, Simon’s shoulders looked a little lighter, like he felt a little more at ease.

“It would be exciting, though,” he said. After another long pause, he added, “I don’t know … I don’t know.”

“Hey,” Brad said. Simon looked up at him and their eyes locked. He could see the love there in the younger man’s eyes and he hoped that Simon could see the same in his. “This isn’t a decision we have to make today. We don’t even have to make it tomorrow. If that bar gets bought up by someone else, then it gets bought up by someone else. There’s no pressure, okay?”

“Okay,” Simon said. Finally, a small smile graced those kissable lips. “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all I ask,” Brad said. “Remember, what I want most of all in life is for the two of us to be happy. I don’t care if that’s here or back home in Canada or if that means we find our happiness in Mongolia or some other far-flung place. Happiness is with you, wherever we are.”

Simon put his other hand on top of Brad’s. “Thank you,” he said. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” Simon stretched across the table and they kissed, quickly and chastely, but it was a kiss that released a lot of tension between them. “Now, let’s finish our food and get back to the club. It opens soon.”
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