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  Chapter 3


  



  A Knight in Shining Armor


  



  [image: ]


  



  About a month after my fifteenth birthday I was reminded why I was against what we usually call ‘the system’. We call it that because it is a euphemism for indentured service, which in its turn is a euphemism for slavery. I'm sure most of you think of the system as ‘sensible’ or ‘reasonable’, mainly because from a very young age we are taught so. I'm also sure that most of you think that the Greenberg Act, more than fifty years ago, reintroduced indentured service in more or less one go.


  Believe me, that wasn't the case. I'm a history buff, so I know. In fact it was more of a gradual process. The original Greenberg Act, passed in a dire economic crisis, was intended to make it possible for debtors who hadn't any money to pay off their debts by rendering services to their creditor. Which seems sensible, doesn't it? Originally there were many restrictions and safeguards. The nature of the services and their monetary worth had to be stipulated in contracts and these were supervised by the government. At first it was strictly on a voluntary basis, but after a while the courts could order someone who couldn't pay his debts to render services instead. Naturally there were those who altogether sought to avoid paying what they owed, and moved to another part of the country, or went into hiding. So, restrictions were placed on the freedom of movement of those under a service contract. Still fairly sensible.



  



  Some ten years later the scope of the law was considerably enlarged. The prisons at that time were full, and there never seemed enough cells. So why not calculate the monetary damage of a crime and let the convicts pay it off instead of having them locked up? Rather than burdening the country's finances, they became productive and even profitable. Fewer prison cells to maintain, fewer prisoners to guard and feed.


  At first this new extension of the law was only applied to those who had committed lesser crimes like theft, but the success, and also the financial gain, was so great that it was soon used for those who had committed major crimes as well. Naturally, as this involved dangerous individuals, strict measures for the safeguard of the population had to be taken. Of course they were chained. They were also thoroughly ‘trained’ to make them obedient, mostly by instilling a terror in them of being punished severely. The persons in whose service they worked were given the authority to discipline them and to take all measures they thought necessary to prevent their escape. After all, these were dangerous criminals. It was impossible to distinguish between those who were ordered into indentured service for minor debts on the one hand, and murderers on the other. One regime for all. That was the only way the system could function and, boy, did it function.


  



  And still the scope of the law was broadened. Drug dealers were criminals, obviously, but a few years later users too were convicted into indentured service. Even if they hadn't committed a crime yet, it was only a matter of time before they would. Why run the risk that some innocent citizen would suffer because of their addiction? Once in the system, they were thrown in a training camp where they detoxified cold turkey. A few of them died, but that was to be expected. Besides, chances were their addiction would have killed them anyway. Once in actual service, they were continually supervised and severely punished for the least infraction of discipline, so they had no opportunity to relapse.


  Crime figures dropped dramatically. Another ‘blessing’ was that some fifteen years after the introduction of the Greenberg Act, the death penalty was abolished. This proved, its supporters argued, that the Greenberg Act was both sensible and merciful. You could also say that it was more profitable to work criminals to death than to fry them on the electric chair.


  At first, and theoretically this is still the case today, you could get out of indentured service. When your debt, actual or to society, was paid off, you became a free citizen again.


  The few who did manage to get released, had a hard time reintegrating into society, and often relapsed. This proved, said specialists, that there is something like a type that is almost predestined to become an indentured servant. What was the use of training them, releasing them, trying to readapt them to society, only to have to repeat the process eventually? So, in practice, the courts tended to render more and more verdicts of lifelong indentured service. Your debt might be small, but the court could decide that you would always be financially irresponsible, hence a danger to the economic stability of the country. By this time the system had evolved into full fledged slavery. I know we don't like to call it that, not officially or in polite company at least, but that is exactly what it is.



  



  About twenty five years after the introduction of the Greenberg Act, indentured servants became a commodity. Individuals or companies could buy the services of indentured servants. Very sensible. Maybe you owed me money, and at the same time it could be I was not interested in your services. Why not let me sell your services to a company that could make good use of them? I got my money from the company, and for you it made no difference. Theoretically, all this was supervised by the Bureau of Indentured Service. In practice the caretaker, or the master in daily parlance, did pretty much as he pleased.


  If you're going to take away a man's freedom and make him obey orders, you have to psychologically prepare him. This was mainly achieved by two mechanisms. First there is the ‘breaking in’. When a person is declared an indentured servant, he immediately loses everything: his freedom, his citizenship, his rights and his name. It is paramount, said psychologists, that the fact that this person's life had changed forever is impressed upon him as forcefully as possible. The convict is stripped naked in court, right after sentencing, and a slave collar is put around his neck. It is made of a light, but very strong alloy. There is a mechanism that clicks the collar shut. There is no mechanism to unlock it. Usually the court orders a public spanking, administered by the Special Guards of the BIS. According to renowned psychologists this is most effective. The humiliation of being stripped in public, maybe in front of spouse and children, makes the convict realize that his old life is over and done with. The public spanking with wooden paddles on the buttocks goes on until the pain becomes unbearable and the convict loudly begs for mercy. This makes him realize that his fate is now in the hands of others, more worthy and responsible people. And, they add, it is perfectly harmless. The buttocks are essentially big muscles and there are no organs in the vicinity. So, while it is most efficient in administering pain, it causes no permanent damage.


  Immediately after his conviction, the new slave enters a training program of usually a month, in which he is conditioned to total obedience. The goal is, again according to psychologists, to take his obviously faulty personality apart, to dehumanize him and then to reconstruct him into a productive, useful entity. Most of these persons are much happier afterwards, they say, because for the first time in their lives they will have a sense of accomplishment, of usefulness through service. There is a general manual, but besides that, each BIS Training Center has its own special methods and procedures, none of which you want to happen to you. Slaves learn to obey orders immediately, never to speak unless spoken to, to call free citizens ‘sir’ and ‘madam’, even if they are minors, and never to look them in the eyes. As they have no name anymore they learn to respond to ‘boy’ or ‘girl’, whatever their age. Of course their caretaker, their master, can give them whatever name they want. A popular book, “Indentured Service — An Owner's Manual”, recommends they be given silly names, or names of pets, to prevent the emergence of an undesirable sense of self-worth.



  Once his training is finished the slave is auctioned off. Those in need of an indentured servant can come to the center and inspect them at their leisure. Then their services are sold to the highest bidder. For we still maintain that hypocrisy: we don't sell human beings, we sell their services. Fat difference.


  



  You still think that, all in all, the system is reasonable and sensible? Consider this. Let's suppose your father is in debt. First his possessions like his car or a yacht are sold off. If that doesn't bring in enough money your house is sold. Then your father himself is sold. Your mother probably escapes. If your parents were married with a prenuptial that states that each partner retains control over his or her assets, she obviously is her own person and as such has nothing to do with your father's estate. Why do you think there is no marriage without a prenuptial anymore? The children are another matter. Minor children, until they are eighteen, are considered to belong to the estate of both parents. The reasoning is this: they cost a lot of money to feed, clothe, house and educate. If father hadn't spend that money on his offspring, he could have used it to pay off his creditors. So it is fair that you should help in paying back father's debt. So you are sold also.



  Still think the system is fair? It goes yet one step further. Merely to prevent getting into debt, your parents can commit you into indentured service. In polite company it is frowned upon, and it doesn't happen all that often, but happen it does. By the way, if you are an unruly child that can't be controlled by your parents, they can also petition the court to commit you to lifelong indentured service. They have to justify their reasons and a judge has to examine them. In most cases mentioning budding criminal, or antisocial tendencies is more than enough. He can invite you to tell your side of the story, but he doesn't have to. If he concludes that you show indeed signs of future criminal, or even disruptive behavior, your fate is sealed and off you go. One day, three Special Guards and a certified executor appointed by the court, usually an attorney, appear at your doorstep. In the presence of your entire family the Act of Commitment into Indentured Service is read aloud by the executor, after which he instructs the guards to take you. They grab you, strip you naked, put the slave collar around your neck and give you a fierce paddling on the ass. All in front of your parents and siblings. If you happened to have friends over, they also can enjoy the spectacle. Then, crying, blubbering, barely able to stand and still naked, you are marched outside your house to the van that will bring you to the training center. The van is very obvious and by then most of your neighbors will be behind their windows, or in their doorsteps, to witness your humiliation.



  Granted, few parents could do this to their child. And yet, from time to time, it happens.


  Still think that by and large the system is sensible? Reasonable?


  



  As I've already said, just how unfair the system can be was brought home to me when I had just turned fifteen. It was the beginning of October, late in the afternoon and I decided to go to my secret spot in the woods. For the time of the year the weather was mild. The grounds around our house are vast. There are several gardens and beyond that fields as far as the eye can see. It made for quiet living. At the southern end of the estate is a wood. The first part lies on our property, the greater part is a protected park. There is a clearing in the woods, where nobody ever comes, with a little river. I often went there to think, when I felt unhappy or just to sit quietly. It always calmed me down.


  I set out on the small path that led from the back of the garden, through the fields to the wood. Mother employed a gardening company to maintain the grounds.


  “It takes a lot of work, my dear,” she said, “to keep them looking natural.”


  When I came near the woods I saw a man removing dead branches from a patch of shrubbery. As I came closer I saw that it was not so much a man but a guy, maybe a few years older than I was. He seemed somehow familiar. Then I recognized him.


  “Hey, Eric, Eric,” I called out and he turned around.


  



  Eric was a boy I had known at school. He was a few years older, so we weren't exactly friends, but he had saved me from some bullies once. I must have been twelve when one day, while going to school, I saw at the corner of the street some guys who had already beaten me up once. I didn't know what to do. They had spotted me, and running away seemed useless. I was still trying to figure out how I could possibly avoid them when this guy, a few years older than I was, crossed the street and came towards me.


  “I'm Eric,” he said, and smiled. “Would you like to walk to school with me?”


  I looked up at him and saw a pleasant face with an easy smile. I nodded, speechless. I didn't know the guy from Adam. He was very relaxed, as only those can be that have total self-confidence. I knew instinctively that he was one of those guys others listened to, a natural leader. I immediately felt protected.


  “What's your name?”


  “I'm Andrew.”


  “Nice to meet you, Andrew.”


  He kept making idle conversation, asking me all kinds of trivial questions. From a distance it must have looked like he was a good friend, or an older brother perhaps. The bullies weighed their chances. Three small bullies against one smaller boy seemed fair odds to them. Three small bullies against one smaller boy and a big boy, not so much. Bullies are cowards who want to deal out punches, not receive them. So they called it a day. They never bothered me again. Eric stayed beside me all the way to the school grounds where I found safety in the company of Sean and Timmy.


  “Have a nice day, Andrew,” he said when our ways parted.


  “You too… and thank you, Eric,” I replied gratefully.


  We didn't become friends. At that age a gap of two years means you move in totally different circles. But I admired him from afar. Once and again we ran into each other and he always nodded kindly or said ‘Hi’. Even when he was with friends his own age. It always made my day special and I would glow for hours. I think I had developed a mild crush on him, more a case of hero worship, in fact. He was a good student and was well liked by both his fellow students and the teachers.


  Often at night, when I went to sleep and had closed my eyes, I imagined that Eric was lying behind me, holding me in his arms. It never failed to make me feel safe and warm.


  When the new school year started I didn't see him at first. It was only after a few weeks that I began to wonder what had become of him. I started to ask around, and I learned that Eric's father had owned an accounting firm that had gone bust. They had to sell their house and had moved to another county.



  



  And now I saw Eric again. He obviously had gotten a gardening job to help out the family, or to buy a car, or something like that. I was glad to see my erstwhile savior and was eager to reacquaint with him, so I started running in his direction.


  “Eric, Eric, it's me, Andrew,” I cried from afar.


  When I finally reached him I was slightly panting.


  


  “What a coincidence for us to meet here, isn't it Eric? How are you doing?”


  “Very well, sir,” he said hesitatingly.


  “Oh, come on,” I said, “this may be my family's estate, but you don't have to be so formal.”


  “I don't want to get into trouble, sir,” he said softly with downcast eyes.


  I looked at him properly. He was wearing baggy pants that were much too wide and had seen better days, held up with a piece of string. His shoes seemed a bit too light for the season and the work he was doing. His shirt wasn't big enough, so that it left a small area of his belly uncovered. And then I saw, horrified, that he wore a slave collar. I stood there dumbfounded, knowing neither what to say nor what to do. The firm of Eric's father must not have simply gone bust. There must have been more debts than their house was worth. Quite a bit actually since the sale of his father hadn't been enough. I later looked it up. In fact Eric's father had embezzled a lot of money from his clients, so much that the sale of Eric and his one year older sister had been ordered.


  Now tell me how that can be seen as just or sensible. Eric had been a good student, and was a decent human being.How was it his fault that his father was a crook?


  I still was recovering from the shock when suddenly a man in his thirties appeared as out of nowhere. He was heavily built and carried a little, supple kind of stick.


  “I'm Clarence,” he introduced himself, ”the foreman.”


  “Andrew Ashton,” I replied.


  I saw he recognized the name.


  “Inspecting our work, sir? I hope everything is to your satisfaction.”


  I'm only fifteen, and my mother wouldn't let me inspect a potted plant, I thought, but instead I said “No, no, not at all, eh, just looking around.”


  “Right. The boy hasn't been making a nuisance of himself, has he?”


  Oh, my God, I was getting Eric into trouble.


  “Oh no, certainly not,” I said hastily.


  “He's not a bad boy, this one. But you know how it is. Sometimes he makes a mistake, and from time to time he gets a little bit cocky, don't you, boy?”


  “Yes, sir,” Eric replied meekly.


  I was getting very, very uncomfortable, and a little bit sick in the stomach. Was it really necessary to treat him like a little child?


  “You see, young sir,” the foreman said, “they are not trained properly. Treated far too leniently, if you ask me. This one we bought from a factory that was downsizing. So he was trained at the Bureau and then at the factory. Still we had to do most of the hard work ourselves. You always have to, you know, if you want first class service. Firm discipline from the start, I say. It makes it easier for them in the long run. A few weeks ago we had to discipline this one firmly, didn't we, boy?”


  “Yes, sir,” Eric said once again.


  Stop calling him ‘boy’, I thought angrily, his name is Eric.


  “Turn around, boy,” Clarence said harshly. Eric obeyed promptly and the foreman unceremoniously pulled his pants down. The baggy garment fell to his ankles. Eric wasn't wearing any undergarments. “Bend over boy, so we can have a good look at your ass.”


  Eric bent over. The foreman pointed out some almost healed lesions with his stick. They were still angrily red, and I shuddered at the thought of how they must have looked when they were freshly made.


  “He's healing nicely, isn't he? Anyways, this one won't be cocky anymore for a long time, will you, boy?”


  “No, sir,” Eric said, his voice sounding strange from his bent over position.


  The foreman went on to describe the work they were doing in great detail. All the while Eric stayed in his humiliating position, afraid to move an inch.


  “Now,” he said finally, “stand up and turn around, boy.” Eric turned around, his pants still on his ankles. His member was in full view as his shirt was far too short, and neither did he dare cover himself with his hands. Without really wanting to I stared at him, and he saw me looking. His face turned deep red with shame and embarrassment.


  “You're certain, young sir, that the boy hasn't given you any trouble? Lack of respect, maybe? I could discipline him here and now, you know.” He patted his left palm lightly with his stick thing.


  Eric's face contorted from sheer terror.


  “No, no, no,” I said as fast as I could, “he, eh, the boy has been good. Lots of ‘sirs’ in every sentence. Always looking down. Very proper and all that. The boy has been very, very good.”


  “Have you indeed, Bibi?”


  What the fuck? Bibi? His name's Eric, I thought. But of course his owner could call him anything he liked.


  “Yes, sir, I swear, this boy has been very good, just like the young master says, sir.”


  “Well, alright then. I'm pleased, boy.” Then he turned to me. “I must be off now, young sir, I've still got the others to inspect. Can't leave them alone for too long, you know. A good day to you.”


  “Yes, a good day to you too,” I mumbled totally confused.


  And off he went, as fast as he had appeared, totally oblivious of the fact that he had left Eric in his humiliating position. I always had kept this idea in my mind of Eric as my knight in shining armor who had saved me from those bullies. Now that he could use some protection himself from this bully, there was nothing I could do to return his kindness. I was only fifteen, for crying out loud, and there was nothing, nothing at all I could do. I looked at my hero, this guy of seventeen, who had been viciously beaten, standing there with his ass bared and his manhood in full view and who didn't dare lift a finger to defend his dignity. Who knows what he had gone through these last years.


  I had to fight back my tears, but I soon lost that battle.


  “In heaven's name, Eric, pull up your pants,” I said through my tears as soon as I was absolutely certain the foreman was out of earshot. Damned if I was going to call him by that ridiculous name.


  “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” he said.


  Only now that he had been given a direct order Eric dared cover himself. He stood at attention. I tried to think of something to say that would indicate that in my eyes he was still Eric, the kind guy who a few years ago had taken me under his wings, but nothing came to mind. He was only seventeen and this was how the rest of his life would be, I thought thoroughly depressed. I would have liked to hug him, comfort him, but the risk was too great that someone would see us, and then I probably would have gotten him in really big, big trouble.


  “I hope one day this will all turn around for the better for you,” I said, but I doubted it ever would.


  “Sir is very kind,” he answered in a tone that indicated he didn't believe it either.


  I couldn't stop crying.


  “Oh, God, Eric, I'm so, so sorry about all this.”


  For a while he said nothing, just standing there, eyes downcast. Then he looked up slightly.


  “Don't cry, Andrew,” he said almost inaudible. “None of this is your fault, and I know that if you could do something about it, you would. Nobody else has cried for me these last years.That means a lot to me. You're a kind person, Andrew.”


  And so he ended up comforting me, instead of the other way around. I was grateful that he had called me by my name. It meant that at least some part of the old Eric was still there.


  At long last I left him. What else could I do?


  “Goodbye, Eric.”


  “Goodbye, sir. Thank you, sir.”


  



  For months to come I suffered from sudden depressions when, at the most unexpected moments, something reminded me of Eric. Eventually I told Sean, when one day we were alone in his room, and he asked me directly what caused my mood swings. The retelling made me burst out in tears again. Sean held me in his arms while I sobbed uncontrollably on his shoulder.


  “There, there,” he said while he stroked my hair, “there, there.”


  



  Over and over and over again.
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  Chapter 4


  



  An Unacceptable Offer
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  When I was fifteen, I decided it was time to come in the clear about the fact that I liked guys. Not that I planned on telling the world, far from it. I know, there is officially no discrimination against gays, and homosexuality is even fairly common, but there is still that hidden, unspoken, but clearly felt, disapproval of boys who like boys. There is still that nonsense of not being a real man, and especially my coevals could be cruel about it. Not that I would have minded that much, but why invite trouble? My nearest and dearest, on the other hand, well, that was another matter. My small, very small, inner circle should know, I decided.


  That meant I had to tell mother, Sean and Timmy. Mother, because I would have hated it if she had found out from somebody other than me. Sean and Timmy because at our age sex crept more and more often in our daily conversation. What did you expect? We were fifteen and even paint drying on a wall reminded us of sex. Everything did. It became gradually more difficult to evade mentioning my preferences or to talk around them. I also didn't want to have to lie to my best friends. Then there was my gigantic crush on Sean. I still hadn't done anything about it, and at times it was so painful that I felt like I would explode. I was afraid that the time would come that I would lose control, grab him in the crotch, and force my tongue in his mouth. The thought alone made me feel excited and horrified at the same time. Besides, if I wanted Sean to even consider me as a possible love interest, he first had to know I liked boys, ergo maybe him. Pure science: from the general to the particular.


  Andrew Ashton, from now on, would live in truth and honesty.


  Once my decision was made I began to plan the operation carefully. My mother had to be told first. I didn't expect great difficulties on the parental front. My mother was a kind, sensitive woman who loved me dearly, and she was broadminded. Of course, she probably would be a little bit disappointed, there might be slight indications of worry, and there even might be well meant, but, as far as I was concerned, ill advised urgings to ‘speak with someone’ or to ‘try it with a girl’. Broadminded she might be, but I still have to hear of the first parent who jumped for joy when they were informed that their offspring was gay. No sweat, I was prepared for all that. My replies would be kind but firm, my attitude gentle but persistent. She would soon come to see it my way and learn to be happy for me. It was just something that had to be done.


  I chose my moment carefully. My mother grew her own herbs in a special patch in our gardens. She also dried them herself and made tea withf them in countless combinations. They all tasted vile, but her hobby seemed to relax her. So, when one late afternoon, after the help had gone home, she was in the kitchen trying out a new brew, I saw my chance.


  


  “Mother,” I said, “can I talk to you?”


  “Of course, my dear,” she answered absentmindedly, while putting herbs out of different jars in the teapot.


  “Well,” I said, suddenly feeling nervous, “it might be, well, the thing is, I think that, maybe, possibly, there could be a chance, that I might not feel all that attracted to, you know, girls.”


  “Oh, yes dear,” she said while studying the contents of one particular jar, “you mean you're gay? I've known that for years, dear.”


  I was thunderstruck. I felt as if all the blood in my body had instantly concentrated in my face, and I stared at her with open mouth. She looked up at me.


  “What? Should I have told you that you are gay, dear?”


  The woman was incredible. She poured boiling water in the teapot.


  “Come,” she said, “sit with me at the kitchen table. We'll have cookies, and you can tell me all about it, dear.”


  Cookies: my mother's universal medicine for every little spot of trouble life would throw at you. But, as it turned out, we had a lovely time and she made me feel at ease.


  “You know, dear,” she said at one point, “just be true to yourself. Love and let yourself be loved, and try to not hurt people in the process. Love is love is love, whatever form it takes”.


  OK, not the most original advice maybe, but sound nevertheless. When I made ready to go to my room and had almost left the kitchen, she called after me.


  “You will let me know in time, won't you dear?”


  “What, mother?”


  “When you invite a friend to stay overnight. So I can ask the help to put an extra pillow on your bed.”


  The woman would never cease to amaze me.


  



  So, all in all, that went very well. The first hurdle was taken. Telling Sean and Timmy would be somewhat more delicate. I didn't want things between us to become all weird, and I certainly didn't want to lose my friends. I pondered the problem from all sides, and always came to the same conclusion. I would simply have to tell them, hope they took it well and pray that we would remain friends because of who we were, and what we meant to each other. The alternative was keeping up appearances, eventually outright lying and always running the risk of being found out. That, I decided, would be more embarrassing and certainly would hurt our friendship more, maybe even beyond repair. The way I would go about it was that I would take my chance when the conversation turned naturally to sex, and we were all in a good and relaxed mood. I would be suave about it, and everything would be cool. Except, I wasn't all that sure it would.


  It was late May. Sean had his sixteenth birthday earlier that month. I would be sixteen on September 29th and Timmy on October 14th. Sean had got a car from his parents, the classic sweet sixteen birthday present. Timmy and I also fully expected to get a car on our birthday. Oh, and like Sean, our own parking space at the club, but that went without saying. OK, we were spoiled little brats, I'll admit as much. Sean loved his car and loved driving it. That meant far fewer bus rides for Timmy and me, as Sean was happy to fetch us, bring us and generally drive us around. Any excuse for driving his car. His brand new mode of transportation was not the only thing Sean loved. Lately he had developed an eye for the girls in the club, and the girls didn't seem to mind at all. One sweet, little thing in particular, Linda, seemed to be his favorite. He often sat with her alone at a table in the club, talking and giggling, while Timmy and I, at another table, watched him charm the pants of her. Well, figuratively speaking, because it seemed early days as far as a relationship was concerned. Was I jealous, you ask? I most certainly was, so much it hurt. But I managed to conceal it. I think. Nevertheless, I realized all too well that I was working in a rapidly shrinking time frame.


  At this occasion, however, it was just the three of us. We were sitting at a table, outside, overlooking the courts, and we were basking in the mild sun.


  “What,” said Timmy, “no Linda, Sean? No lovely, luscious Linda?”


  “No,” Sean said, smiling, “she's in the city, shopping with her mother, so I'm stuck with you dorks, more's the pity.”


  “We're losing our boy, man,” Timmy said to me, “I tell you, the creature has hypnotized him. Yeah. Soon she will forbid him to speak to us.”


  “Of course not,” said Sean, “I'll always spend time with you two, sad, lonely guys. Once every two months or so.”


  “See?” Timmy said again to me, “We're getting behind, man. Time we scored ourselves some hot chicks too, man. Yeah. Hot chicks with tight pussies and loose morals.”


  Here I saw my opportunity, and without thinking twice I jumped at it.


  “Sorry Timmy,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, “I am afraid you're on your own there. While you go chasing the pussy, I'll be chasing the snake.”


  “What? What?” Timmy said, totally confused.


  “I believe,” Sean said lightly, “that what our friend is telling us, is that he is immune to the feminine charms.”


  “What? What?”


  “Timmy, Andrew is telling us that he is gay.”


  “Oh, right. Yeah.”


  “I hope I haven't shocked you, Timmy,” I said, willing my voice to sound relaxed.


  Timmy blinked.


  “No, no. Totally awesome, man.”


  A deep frown, usually the sign that some heavy processing was going on in his brain, appeared on his brow.


  “So, who are you fucking, man,” he asked genuinely curious. “Do we know him?”


  “Timmy, Timmy, some delicacy, please,” Sean said, laughing out loud.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, Timmy,” I answered with mock sadness, “but I am, alas, just like you, single.”


  “Don't worry,” Sean said, only half teasing, “someone will come along. You're reasonably good company, you're borderline nice, and when the light is just right you could almost pass for cute.”


  “I'm glad,” I replied in the same vein, ”that my sexual proclivities and the resulting complications are such a rich source of amusement for you.”


  “No, seriously, Andrew,” Timmy chimed in, “Seany is right. You'll score, man, totally. Yeah.”


  Then after some more thinking, he added:


  “Man, if you were a chick I would so do you.”


  Sean erupted in laughter and, looking at Timmy's earnest face, so did I.


  “What? What? It's a compliment, man.”


  


  “Taken as such,” I managed to say between two gulfs of laughter.


  Timmy looked from Sean to me, from me to Sean and decided to join in our mirth. At nearby tables heads were turned. They must have seen three teens having the time of their life.


  A heavy burden had fallen from my shoulders. It was in the open now. No lies would be told, no masks would be worn. I was Andrew, I was gay, love me or leave me, I believe the phrase goes.


  While we were sitting there in the sun, laughing and exchanging silly banter, I felt happy and extremely lucky to have such friends.


  



  Sean drove us home. We had just dropped Timmy, who lived nearest the club, at his place and were driving silently. I looked at the landscape, beautifully lighted by the setting sun.


  “Andrew,” Sean broke the silence, “can I ask you something?”


  “Ask away,” I said.


  “Listen, I may be crossing a line here, and if so, just say the word, and I will drop it and never bring it up again.”


  “What is it?” I asked and, a little red alarm light went off in my brain.


  “Oh, probably nothing. My imagination most likely. You know me, vain as hell.”


  He grinned broadly. “You know I think I'm irresistible… but, well, do you have a crush on me?”


  There it was, the moment I had dreaded most, the one question I didn't want to answer. I wasn't ready for this. I wasn't prepared for what his reaction might be.


  “Yes, I've had a crush on you,” I lied. “It came. It went.”


  “Oh,” he said, “that's alright then.” He fell silent.


  I know what you're thinking. Wasn't I all about truth and honesty? Yes, but there is such a thing as too much truth in one day. And it wasn't a total lie. The crush had indeed come. It hadn't gone, that's all. I just wasn't prepared to let my hopes and dreams, flimsy as they were, be taken away already. But, be taken away they would.


  The rest of the way we talked about current affairs, and the awkward moment seemed behind us. When he turned into the long driveway up to our house, Sean fell silent again. He stopped before the stairs that ran along the front of the house.


  “Andrew,” he said, looking straight ahead, over the gardens, over the fields, at the wood in the distance as if he had seen something there, “you're my best friend, and you do trust me, don't you?”


  “Of course,” I said and the little red alarm light in my head started blinking furiously.


  “If there was something that, eh, bothered you, that was, maybe, difficult for you… you would come to me and talk about it, wouldn't you?” He took a deep breath. “You see, I would hate it if my friend should be in pain, would suffer, because he needed something that, well, that I could so easily provide.”



  I choked. He had seen through my obvious, stupid lie. It was only after some time that I trusted my voice enough to answer him. His right hand was resting on the stick shift. I lay my hand on his and squeezed it lightly.


  “You're a good friend, Sean,” was all I dared say.


  I got out of the car and ran up the stairs into the house, and I didn't stop until I was in my room and had locked the door behind me. I fell upon my bed, crying, muffling the sound in my pillow.


  



  My wonderful, wonderful, generous Sean. “If you want to have sex with me, I'll have sex with you”, was what he had said. If that was what I needed, Sean would give it to me. And Sean would give freely, willingly. There would be no restrictions, no holding back. I knew him all too well. Sean was straight, and yet he would permit me to do anything to him I wanted, he would allow me to act out every little perverse fantasy I might have. And he would not complain, on the contrary, he would be enthusiastic about it. He might find some things personally repulsive and disgusting, but he would never permit me to notice it.He would make me believe that he wanted it as much as I did, and never would he ask for anything back. It would be glorious. It would probably be the best sex I would ever have or could have. Almost indistinguishable from the real thing. For when Sean gave, Sean gave everything he had to give. And there was the rub. For that would still not be enough for me. I would still recognize it for what it really would be: pity sex. It wouldn't have what wasn't his to give: his heart. And it was that what I wanted, craved, needed. I could see it clearly now. He would never dream of me, like I dreamed of him. His heart would never beat faster just thinking about me, like mine did when I thought of him.


  He would never feel that smoldering fire in his loins upon seeing me, like I felt when I saw him.


  And so, without even knowing it, certainly without meaning to, Sean had crushed the last remnants of my dreams, smothered my hopes and taken away my last illusions. I knew I could never accept his generous gift. By offering himself, he had taken away everything.


  



  I fell into a bottomless pit of despair and cried like I had never cried before.
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  Chapter 5


  

  Enter the Ridges


  

  [image: ]


  

  They were a handsome lot, the Ridges, I had to give them that.


  In a few days my mother would marry John Ridge, and they were moving in. John Ridge was a widower, in his late thirties like my mother, well conserved, with a full head of hair and still a striking figure, except that he began to show the first signs of decline that are usually associated with good living. His belly had begun to expand a little and dark patches under his eyes gave away that he liked his drink. Nothing dramatic as yet, but give it ten years and the decay would be much more pronounced. He had two sons.


  The oldest, Dan, was about my age, a month younger to be precise, with a very handsome face and the trained body of an athlete, a jock. He wore his light brown hair short. He played basketball and was quite good at it, it seems.In fact, sports were his life. He was obviously used to people admiring him and he accepted their adoration as the most natural thing in the world, as his birthright. That there were people like me, who were totally not interested in sports and couldn't tell you a single name of the star athletes around whom everything revolved in his world, was of no consequence to Dan. It only meant, in his eyes, that we were ignorant, that we were too stupid to understand how important he was. I had despised him and his natural arrogance almost immediately upon meeting him. As far as I was concerned, being able to shoot a ball through a hoop wasn't the height of human accomplishment, and the notion that it made you a hero seemed ridiculous to me. Sports hero, my ass.The two words shouldn't be written in the same sentence, let alone next to each other.


  The other son, Davey, was two years younger and couldn't be more different. While Dan was loud and obnoxious, Davey was quiet and seemed to prefer to fade away in the background. He shared his brother's good looks, but his face was more oval and his muscles less pronounced. He wore his thick blond hair almost shoulder length, maybe to contrast himself with his brother. Yet it didn't make him look girlish, he was all boy. He seemed to be always on edge, constantly on guard, moving with the natural grace of a cat. When he entered a room, he quickly scanned it as if to imprint its features and, more importantly, its exits on his mind. There was a natural conspiratorial bond between John and his eldest son. They both ignored Davey, whose impassive face never betrayed if this bothered him. But I got the impression that he didn't mind the lack of attention, that he preferred it even. Him, I liked.


  With their arrival, the quiet, cozy existence that my mother and I had led ended. It was also the day I started to lock my room routinely, whether I was in or out.


  

  Now that I come to think of it, we had formed a strange little family, just the two of us in that big house, until now. The Ashton fortune had evaporated to almost nothing when my mother and father married. You know how it goes. The first generation lays the foundation for the fortune, the second builds on it and enlarges it to obscene proportions, and the following generations usually live on it and try to maintain it. You will find no captains of industry in our family tree. The Ashtons were mostly silent partners, backers, investors in sometimes hugely successful enterprises. Basically they leeched on the success of others. Our family's luck had turned, and by the time of my grandfather the Ashtons barely could hang on to the estate. The big house in the city and all the other real estate had long since gone. No wonder grandfather thought his son to be a clever boy to rake in a rich heiress. The Ashtons were old money, except there wasn't any of that money left, and the Burbanks were definitely very new money, but by that time our family didn't care about such subtle niceties. My mother and father moved in with my grandparents when they were married. Why not, the house had been built with a very extended family and a small army of servants in mind, so it was big enough. When my
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