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LISA

Chapter 1

My name is Lisa.

I’m five foot nine. My hair is long and it’s dark brown. I wear leather a great deal, high boots always, and sometimes glove-soft vests and even leather skirts now and then, and I wear lace, especially when I can find the kind I like: intricate, very old-fashioned lace, snow white. I have light skin that tans easily, large breasts, and long legs. And though I don’t feel beautiful and never have, I know that I am. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be a trainer at The Club.

Good bones and big eyes, that’s the real foundation of the beauty, I suppose—the hair being thick, having a lot of body—and something to do with the expression on my face, that I look sweet and even kind of lost most of the time, but I can inspire fear in a male or female slave as soon as I start to talk.

At The Club they call me the Perfectionist, and it is no small compliment to be called that in a place like The Club, where everyone is after a perfection of sorts, where everyone is striving, and the striving is part of the pleasure involved.

I’ve been at The Club since it opened. I helped create it, establish its principles, approve its earliest members and its earliest slaves. I laid down the rules and the limits. And I imagined and created most of the equipment that is used there today. I even designed some of the bungalows and the gardens, the morning swimming pool and fountains. I decorated over a score of the suites myself. Its many imitators make me smile. There is no real competition for The Club.

The Club is what it is because it believes in itself. And its glamour and its terror evolve from that.

This is a story of something that happened at The Club.

A great deal of the story doesn’t even take place there. It takes place in New Orleans and in the low countryside around New Orleans. And in Dallas. But it doesn’t matter really.

The story began at The Club. And no matter where it goes from there, it’s about The Club.

Welcome to The Club.


LISA

Chapter 2

The New Season

We were waiting for landing clearance, the enormous jet slowly circling the island in the tourist route, I call it, because you can see everything so well: the sugar-white beaches, the coves, and the great sprawling grounds of The Club itself—high stone walls and tree-shaded gardens, the vast complex of tile-roofed buildings half hidden by the mimosa and the pepper trees. You can see the drifts of white and pink rhododendrons, the orange groves, and the fields full of poppies and deep green grass.

At the gates of The Club lies the harbor. And beyond the grounds, the ever busy airfield and heliport.

Everyone was coming in for the new season.

There were a score of private planes, winking silver in the sun, and a half-dozen snow-white yachts anchored in the blaze of blue-green water offshore.

The Elysium was already in the harbor, a toy ship it seemed, frozen in a sea of light. Who would guess that there were some thirty or more slaves inside it, waiting breathlessly to be driven naked across the deck and onto the shore?

The slaves all make the journey to The Club fully clothed for obvious reasons. But before they’re allowed to see the island, let alone set foot on it, they are stripped.

Only naked and subservient are they admitted, and all their belongings are stored under a serial number in a vast cellar until time comes for them to leave.

A very thin gold bracelet on the right wrist with a name and number artfully engraved on it identifies the slave, though in the first few days much would be written with a grease pen on that stunning naked flesh.

The plane dipped slightly, passed closer to the dock. I was glad the little spectacle had not begun yet.

I’d have a little time before inspection to be in the quiet of my room, just an hour or so with a glass of Bombay gin and ice.

I sat back, feeling a slow warmth all over, a diffused excitement that came up from inside and seemed to cover all the surface of my skin. The slaves were always so deliciously anxious in those first few moments. Priceless feeling. And it was just the beginning of what The Club had in store for them.

I was unusually eager to be back.

I was finding the vacations harder and harder for some reason, the days in the outside world curiously unreal.

And the visit with my family in Berkeley had been unbearable, as I avoided the same old questions about what I did and where I lived most of the year.

“Why is it such a secret, for the love of heaven? Where do you go?”

There were moments at the table when I absolutely could not hear anything my father was saying, just see his lips moving, and when he asked me a question I had to make up something about having a headache, feeling sick because I’d lost the thread.

The best times oddly enough were those I hated when I was a little girl: the two of us walking around the block together, uphill and downhill in the early evening, and him saying his rosary, and the night sounds of the Berkeley hills all around us, and not a word said. I didn’t feel miserable during those walks as I had when I was little, only quiet as he was quiet, and inexplicably sad.

One night I drove into San Francisco with my sister and we had dinner alone together at a glossy little North Beach place called Saint Pierre. There was a man standing at the bar who kept looking at me, the classically handsome young lawyer type wearing a white cable-knit sweater under his gray houndstooth jacket, hair cut full to look windblown, mouth ready to smile. Just the sort I always avoided in the past, no matter how beautiful the mouth, how brilliant the expression.

My sister said, “Don’t look now but he’s eating you alive.”

And I had the strongest desire to get up, go to the bar and start talking to him, give my sister the car keys, and tell her I’d see her the next day. Why can’t I do that, I kept thinking. Just talk to him? After all, he was with a couple and he obviously didn’t have a date.

What would that have been like, vanilla sex as they call it, in some little hotel room hanging over the Pacific with this wonder-fully wholesome Mr. Straight who never dreamed he was sleeping with Miss Lace’n’Leather from the grandest exotic sex club in the world? Maybe we’d even go to his apartment, some little place full of hardwood and mirrors with a bay view. He’d put on Miles Davis, and together we’d cook dinner in a wok.

Something wrong with your head, Lisa. Your stock and trade is fantasies, but not fantasies like that.

Get out of California right away.

But the usual distractions hadn’t done much for me after-wards, though I’d raided Rodeo Drive for a new wardrobe, spent a whirlwind afternoon at Sakowitz in Dallas, gone on to New York to see Cats and My One and Only and a couple of Off-Broadway shows that were great. I’d haunted the museums, been to the Met twice, seen the ballet everywhere I could catch it, and bought books, lots of books, and films on disc to last me the next twelve months.

All of that should have been fun. I’d made more money at twenty-seven than I’d ever dreamed I’d make in a lifetime. Now and then I’d try to remember what it was like when I wanted all those gold-covered lipsticks in Bill’s Drugstore on Shattuck Avenue, and only had a quarter for a pack of gum. But the spending didn’t mean very much. It had left me exhausted, on edge.

Except for a very few moments, sort of bittersweet moments, when the dancing and music in New York had been utterly exalting, I’d been listening to this inner voice that kept saying:

Go home, go back to The Club. Because if you don’t turn around right now and go back, it might not be there anymore. And everything you see in front of you is unreal.

Odd feeling. A sense of the absurd as the French philosophers call it, making me so pervasively uncomfortable that I felt like I couldn’t find a place just to take a deep breath.

In the beginning I had always needed the vacations, needed to walk through normal streets. So why the anxiety this time, the impatience, the feeling of being dangerous to the peace of those I loved?

I had ended up the vacation finally watching the same video disc over and over again in my room at the Adolphus in Dallas, of a little film by actor Robert Duvall called Angelo, My Love. It was about the gypsies in New York.

Angelo was a shrewd, black-eyed little kid about eight years old, really street wise and brilliant and beautiful, and it was his film, his and his family’s, and Duvall let them make up a lot of their own dialogue. It was realer than real, their life in their own gypsy community. Outsiders in the middle of things, right in New York.

But it was crazy for me to be sitting in a darkened hotel room in Dallas watching a film seven times, like the reality of it was exotic, watching this sharp little black-haired boy call up his preteen girlfriend and bullshit her, or go into the dressing room of a child country-western singing star and flirt with her, this fearless and good-hearted little boy immersed in life up to his eyeballs.

What does all this mean finally, I kept asking like a college kid. Why does it make me want to cry?

Maybe it’s that we are all outsiders, we are all making our own unusual way through a wilderness of normality that is just a myth.

Maybe even Mr. Straight at the Saint Pierre bar in San Francisco is some kind of an outsider—the young lawyer who writes poetry—and wouldn’t have shocked out over coffee and croissants the next morning if I’d said: “Guess what I do for a living? No, actually it’s a vocation, it’s very serious, it’s ... my life.”

Crazy. Drinking white wine and watching a movie about gypsies, and turning out the lights to look at nighttime Dallas, all those glittering towers rising like ladders to the clouds.

I live in Outsider Heaven, don’t I? Where all your secret desires can be satisfied, and you are never alone and you are always safe. It’s The Club where I’ve lived all my adult life.

I just need to get back there, that’s all.

And here we are circling over Eden again, and it’s almost time to have a very close look at those fresh slaves coming in.

I wanted to see those slaves, see if this time there wasn’t something new, something altogether extraordinary ... Ah, the old romance!

But every year the slaves are different, a little more clever, interesting, sophisticated. Every year as the The Club gets more famous, as more and more new clubs like us open, the backgrounds of the incoming slaves get more diverse. And you never know what will be there, what new form that flesh and mystery can take.

There had been a very important auction only days ago, one of the only three international auctions worth attending, and I knew we’d bought heavily, full two-year contracts on some thirty men and women, all of them ravishing, with excellent papers from some of the best houses in America and abroad.

A slave doesn’t get shown at one of those auctions unless he or she has had the best prior training, unless every test has been passed. Now and then from other sources we get an unwilling or unstable slave, some young man or woman who, flirting with the leather paddles and straps, got swept up in things more or less accidentally. And we liberate and pay off those slaves very fast. We don’t like the losses. But it’s not the slave’s fault.

Yet it’s amazing how many of them show up a year later on the most expensive auction blocks. And
if we snap them up again—and we do if they’re beautiful enough and strong enough—they tell us later that ever since they were liberated they’ve been dreaming of The Club.

But to continue, these mistakes don’t happen at the big auctions.

For two days prior to the sale, the slaves are worked before a board of examiners. They have to show perfect obedience, agility, and flexibility. And the papers are checked and rechecked. The slaves are rated for endurance, temperament; they’re classified according to a series of physical standards, and you could, if you wanted, make a very satisfactory purchase from the extensive catalog copy and photographs alone.

Of course we do all this evaluating again for our own purposes and according to our own standards once the slaves come to us. But it means the merchandise at these auctions is first rate.

And no slave reaches the auction preview room who isn’t a gorgeous specimen, expertly mounted on the lighted platform to be examined by thousands of hands and eyes.

In the beginning I used to go to the important auctions myself.

It wasn’t only the pleasure of picking what I wanted from these fledglings—and no matter how much private training they’ve had they are fledglings until we train them—it was the excitement of the auction itself.

After all, no matter how well a slave is prepared, the auction is a cataclysm for him or her. There is a lot of trembling, the free flow of tears, and the frightening aloneness of the naked slave on the carefully lighted pedestal, all that delicious tension and suffering displayed as exquisitely as a work of art. It’s every bit as good as any Club entertainment that I ever worked out.

For hours you drift about the huge, carpeted preview room, just looking about. The walls are always painted in soothing colors: vermilion or robin’s-egg blue. The lighting is perfect. And the champagne is delicious. And there’s no distracting music. The rhythm is the beat of your heart.

You can touch and feel the candidates as you inspect them, asking a question now and then of those who are mercilessly ungagged. (Voice trained, we call it. It means trained never to speak except when spoken to, never to express the slightest preference or wish.) And occasionally the other trainers draw your attention to a fine specimen, maybe one they don’t think they can afford themselves. Now and then there is a gathering of buyers around some extraordinary beauty who is being made to assume a dozen or so revealing positions, respond to a dozen commands.

I have never bothered to paddle or strap a slave at an auction preview. There are others only too willing if you just wait and watch. And the few blows dealt on the block itself at the moment of bidding can tell you all you need to know.

And you hear so much gratuitous wisdom: this slave marks much too easily, you’ll never get your money’s worth, and this skin feels kitten soft but it’s very resilient, or small breasts like that are really the best.

It’s an education all right if you can keep away from the champagne. But the really fine trainers reveal little of themselves or the poor shuddering victims they examine. A really fine trainer can learn all he wants by slipping up to a slave and closing his or her hand very suddenly on the back of the slave’s neck.

And no small part of the fun is seeing the other trainers who come from all over the world. Gods and goddesses they seem sometimes, slipping out of those black limousines lined up before the doors—everywhere that brand of high fashion that seems luxuriously friable: threadbare denim and open-down-the-front shirts in the thinnest Indian cotton, the off-the-shoulder silk blouse that is about to fall apart. Savaged hair and dagger nails. Or the colder, three-piece-black-suit aristocrats with the square, silver-rimmed glasses, and the perfectly combed short hair. A babble of languages (though the international language for slaves has pretty much been established as English) and the special imprint of a dozen different nationalities on what is almost invariably an air of command. Even in the sweet-faced ones, the seemingly innocent ones, there is underneath the air of command.

I know trainers when I see them in other places. I have spotted them everywhere from the dirty little pavilion in the Valley of the Kings at Luxor to the veranda of the Grand Hotel Olaffson in Port au Prince.

There are dead giveaways like the broad black leather watch-bands and the high heels you could never find in an ordinary shop. And the way that they undress with their eyes every good-looking man or woman in the room.

Everyone is a potential naked slave to you once you become a trainer. And you carry with you an aura of supercharged sensuality that is almost impossible to shake off. The naked backs of women’s knees, the little crease where a bare arm presses against the body, the way a man’s shirt stretches across his chest when he puts his hands in his pockets, the movement of a waiter’s hips as he bends to retrieve a napkin from the floor: you see all that everywhere you go, feeling that perpetual low hum of excitement. All the world is a pleasure club.

But there is a special pleasure too at the auctions in seeing those few very rich individuals who maintain trainers in their homes or country houses and are permitted to buy slaves through the auction for their own use. They are often stunning, the private owners, a curious lot.

I remember one year there was a handsome eighteen-year-old in the company of two bodyguards going through the catalog with great seriousness and peering from a distance through his violet sunglasses at each victim whom he would then approach and quite deliberately pinch. He was dressed all in black except for a pair of dove-gray gloves that he never removed. I could almost feel those gloves myself when he would pinch one of the slaves. Everywhere he went the bodyguards went, and the trainer, one of the best I should add, was also right at his arm. His father had been keeping a trainer and two slaves for years, and now it was time for the son to learn to enjoy “the sport.”

He settled on a very robust boy and girl.

Understand when I say a boy and a girl, I don’t mean children. The Club and the reputable auction houses don’t deal in children for obvious reasons. The private trainers know better than to send them to us. When teenagers do get in sometimes, through trickery or with false papers, we fly them right back out.

By boy or girl, I mean a kind of slave who regardless of his or her real age looks and acts young. There are slaves thirty years old who qualify as boys or girls. And there are slaves of nineteen or twenty who even in bondage and humiliation retain an air of seriousness and injured dignity that makes you think of them as women or men.

Anyway, the eighteen-year-old master bought two very youthful and well-muscled slaves and I remember it because he outbid The Club in the auction for the girl. She was one of those darkly tanned blond-haired creatures who never sheds a tear no matter how hard she is punished, and the master becomes more and more enflamed. I wanted her badly, and I remember being a little out of sorts when I saw her bound up and packed off. The young master observed this and I saw him smile for the first and only time that day.

But I always worry about them, those slaves who go to individual owners. It’s not that these owners aren’t trustworthy. To buy from a reputable slave auction house or a reputable private trainer, you have to be trustworthy, and your staff must be tested and approved and your house must be safe. It’s just that it’s lonely and eerie being only one of two or three slaves on a great estate.

I know because that is what I was when I was eighteen. And no matter how handsome or beautiful the master or mistress is, no matter how often there are parties or other entertainments, no matter how vigorous and good the trainers are, there are too many moments when you are left alone with your thoughts.

The Club frightens the slaves at first. It terrifies them. But in a real way, The Club is a great womb. It’s an immense community where no one is ever abandoned, and the lights never go out. No real pain or damage is ever inflicted. There are never any accidents at The Club.

But as I was saying, I don’t go to the auctions now, and haven’t for some time.

I’m simply too busy with my other duties—supervising our little newspaper, The Club Gazette, and meeting the insatiable demand for new souvenirs and novelty items sold in The Club Shop.

White leather paddles, straps, boots, blindfolds, even coffee mugs with The Club monogram—we can never design or supply enough. And these items don’t end up in bedrooms back in the States. In San Francisco and New York, they are selling, along with back issues of the Gazette, for four times the original price. That means this merchandise has come to represent us. All the more reason to make it first rate.

Then there are the new members who have to be guided on their first visits, have the naked slaves personally introduced to them.

And then there is the all-important indoctrination and training and perfecting of the slaves themselves, which is my real work.

A good slave is not merely a thoroughly sexualized being, ready to serve your every whim in bed. A good slave can bathe you, massage you, talk to you if that is what you want, swim with you, dance with you, mix your drinks, feed you your breakfast with a spoon. Just make the right phone call from your room and you can have a specially trained slave ready to play master or mistress expertly, making you the slave as you desire.

No, there is no time anymore to go to the auctions.

And besides, I’ve found it’s just as interesting to wait for the new batch of slaves to be delivered and then choose the one I want to train.

We buy enormous numbers, at least thirty at a time if the auctions are big enough, and I’m never disappointed. And for two years now, I’ve had first pick. That means I choose before any other trainer the slave whom I want to develop myself.

It seemed the plane had been circling for an hour.

I was getting more and more anxious. I was thinking, this is like an existentialist play. There is my world down there but I cannot get into it. Maybe it is all something I’ve imagined. Why the hell can’t we land?

I didn’t want to think anymore about dreamy Mr. Straight in San Francisco or a dozen other clean-cut faces I’d glimpsed in Dallas or New York. (Was he just about to come over to our table at the Saint Pierre when we left so abruptly, or did my sister make that up?) I didn’t want to think about “normal life” or all the little irritations of the vacation weeks.

But as long as we were up here I was still caught in the net. I couldn’t shake the atmosphere of big city traffic, the endless small talk, or those hours with my sisters in California, listening to the complaints about careers, lovers, high-priced psychiatrists, “consciousness-raising groups.” All the easy jargon about “levels of awareness,” and the liberated spirit.

And my mother so disapproving as she made out the list for the communion breakfast, saying what people needed was to go to confession, and there didn’t have to be psychiatrists, old-guard Catholicism mixed up with the tired expression on her face, the irrepressible innocence in her small black eyes.

I had never come so dangerously close to telling them all about “that certain spa” that was always being mentioned in the gossip columns, that scandalous “Club” they’d read about in Esquire and Playboy. “Guess who created it? Guess what we do with levels of awareness’ at The Club?”

Ah, sadness. Barriers that can never be broken.

You only hurt people when you tell them the truth about things that they cannot respect or understand. Imagine my father’s face. (There wouldn’t be any words.) And imagine a flustered Mr. Straight hurriedly paying for the coffee and the croissants in that Pacific Coast hotel dining room. (“Well, I guess I better drive you back to San Francisco now.”) No, don’t imagine that.

Better to lie and lie well, as Hemingway put it. Telling the truth would be as stupid as turning around in a crowded elevator and saying to everybody: “Look, we’re all mortal; we’re going to die, get buried in the ground, rot. So when we get out of this elevator ...” Who gives a damn?

I am almost home, almost okay.

We were crossing the island now, and the sun exploded on the surface of the half-dozen swimming pools. It flashed from a hundred dormer windows in the main building. And everywhere in the verdant paradise below I could see movement, crowds on the croquet lawn and on the luncheon terrace, tiny figures running beside their mounted masters or mistresses along the bridle paths.

Finally the pilot announced the landing, the gentle reminder to fasten my seat belt.

“We’re going in, Lisa.”

I felt the air in the small cabin subtly change. I shut my eyes, imagining for a moment some thirty “perfect” slaves, that it would be difficult for once to make my choice.

Give me one really unusual slave, I was thinking, one true challenge, something really interesting ...

I felt suddenly, unaccountably, like I was going to cry. And something happened in my head. There was some little explosion in slow motion. And then fragments of thought or fantasy like the bits and pieces of dreams left over the next day. But what was the content? It was disintegrating almost too quickly for me to know.


Some image of a human being broken open, penetrated, but not in any literal sense. Rather a being laid bare by the delicacy of sado-masochistic ritual—until you reached out and you touched the beating heart of the person and it was this miracle, because the truth is, you’ve never seen anybody else’s beating heart and up until this moment of touching you thought it was just a myth.

Not in good mental shape. Almost unpleasant thought.

I hear my own heart. I have heard and felt the pulse of hundreds and hundreds of other hearts. And no matter how good the slaves are, no matter how exquisite, it will all be the same in a couple of hours.

That’s why I want to be back here, isn’t it?

That is what I’m supposed to want.



ELLIOTT

Chapter 3

The Voyage In

They told me to bring any clothing I would want when it came time to leave. How did I know what I’d want when it came time to leave? I’d signed a two-year contract for The Club, and I wasn’t even thinking about when I would leave. I was thinking about when I would arrive.

So I filled up a couple of suitcases pretty quickly, and put on the “dispensable clothes” they’d told me to wear for the trip. And then there was an overnight case with what I might require on board.

But at the last moment I threw in my tuxedo, thinking, what the hell, maybe I’d go to Monte Carlo as soon as it was over and gamble every cent they’d paid me for the two years. It seemed a perfect thing to do with the hundred grand. I mean it was such an irony that they were paying me anything. I would have paid them.

And I packed my new book too, though why I wasn’t sure. It might still be in a few bookstores when I got out, if the wars in the Middle East were still going on. Photography books tend to stick around that way, but then again maybe not.

I just had this idea that I should look at it as soon as I left The Club, maybe even page through it on the plane out. It might be really important to remind myself of what I’d been before I went in. But what were the odds that I’d still think I was a pretty good photographer by then? Maybe in two years it would all look like trash.

As for El Salvador—the book that didn’t get done, the book I was leaving undone—well, it was too late now.

All I cared about on that score was shaking this eerie sense that I ought to be dead, just because some asshole had almost seen to it, this feeling it was some kind of special miracle that I was living and breathing and walking around.

It was strange the last evening. I was sick and tired of waiting. Ever since I’d signed the contract, it had been nothing but waiting, turning down the assignments from Time I’d ordinarily jump at, drawing away from everybody I knew. And then the final call.

The same genial, well-bred voice. An American “gentleman,” or an American behaving like a British gentleman without the British inflection, something of that sort.

I closed up the house in Berkeley and went to Max’s at the Opera Plaza and had a drink. Nice to look around at the crowd against all that brass and plate glass and neon light. Some of the most beautifully finished women in San Francisco pass through Opera Plaza. You see them in the Italian restaurant, Modesto Lanzone, or in Max’s. Gorgeously painted ladies with professionally done hair and couturier clothes. Always wonderful to look at.

And then there’s the big bookstore, true to its name, “A Clean Well Lighted Place,” where I could pick up half a dozen Simenon mysteries for the voyage, and some Ross MacDonald and le Carré, same high-grade escapist stuff I’d read in the hotel room at three o’clock in the morning when the bombs were dropping on Damascus.

Almost called home to say good-bye again, but then didn’t, and then I took a cab to the waterfront address.

Nothing but a deserted warehouse, until the cab had pulled away, and then a well-dressed man appeared, one of those nondescript guys you see everywhere in the financial district of a city at noontime, gray suit, warm handshake.

“You must be Elliott Slater.” He led me out onto the pier.

A handsome yacht was anchored there, dead quiet like a white ghost ship, with its string of lights reflected in the black water, and I went up the gangplank alone.

Another man appeared, this one a lot more interesting, young or at least my age, with nicely unkempt blond hair, and very tanned skin. His white shirt sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, and he gave an extraordinary display of beautiful teeth when he smiled.

He showed me to my cabin, and took the suitcases off my hands.

“You won’t see these again for two years,” he said in a very friendly manner. “Is there anything perhaps you want, Elliott, just for the trip? Everything in your cabin will be put in these afterwards, your wallet, passport, that watch of yours, anything you leave.”

I was a little startled. We were standing very close together in the passage and I realized this meant he knew what I was, where they were taking me. He wasn’t somebody who merely worked on the yacht.

“Don’t worry about anything,” he said. He was standing right under the light, and it showed a few freckles on his nose, the sun streaks in his hair. He slipped something small out of his pocket and I saw it was a gold chain with a nameplate. “Give me your right wrist,” he said.

It raised the hairs on the back of my neck, the touch of his fingers as he put the bracelet on me and snapped the clasp.

“Your meals will be pushed through that slot. You won’t see anyone, or talk to anyone during the voyage. But the doctor will come for a final check. The door won’t be locked until then.”

He opened the cabin door. Soft amber light inside. Dark-grained wood under a sheen of plastic lacquer. His words had set up a din in my head. The door won’t be locked until then. And the little bracelet felt annoying, like a cobweb clinging to me. I read my first name on the plate and something like a code of numbers and letters beneath it. I felt hairs rise again on my neck.

The cabin was okay. Rich, brown leather armchairs, mirrors all over the place, large bunk with too many cushions, built-in video monitor with a library of films on laser disc under it, lots of books. Sherlock Holmes of all things, and the erotic classics, Story of O, Justine, The Claiming of Sleeping Beauty, Beauty’s Punishment, Romance of the Rod.

There was a coffee grinder-maker, beans in a glass canister, a refrigerator full of French mineral water and American soda, a tape player, and unopened decks of exquisitely decorated cards. I picked up one of the paperback Sherlock Holmeses.

Then the door opened without a knock. And I jumped.

It was the doctor, obviously, in a starched white coat. With an easy, amiable expression, he set down the inevitable black bag. I wouldn’t have guessed he was a doctor without the coat and the bag. He looked like a weedy adolescent, even a little pimply still and washed out, and his short brown hair was as messy as short hair can get. Maybe he was a resident just off twenty-four-hour duty. And with a polite but preoccupied look, he had out the stethoscope immediately, asking me to take off my shirt. Then he removed a manila file from the bag and opened it on the bed.

“Mr. Elliott Slater,” he said, scratching the back of his head, and looking at me for definite verification. He was already thumping on my chest. “Twenty-nine. In good health? No major problems of any kind? Regular doctor?” He turned to consult the file again, and glance over the signed report of physical examination. “All this has been checked out,” he hummed half under his breath. “But we like to ask you face to face just the same.”

I nodded.

“You work out, don’t you? You don’t smoke. That’s good.”

Of course my private physician hadn’t known what the examination was for when he filled out the report. “Fit to participate in a long-term strenuous athletic program” was jotted on the blank portion at the bottom in his near indecipherable hand.

“Everything seems in order, Mr. Slater,” said the doctor, putting the file back in his bag. “Eat well, sleep well, enjoy the voyage. You won’t be able to see much out of the windows; they’re covered with a film which will make the scenery something of a blur. And we have one recommendation, that you refrain from any private sexual stimulation during the trip.” He was looking me directly in the eye. “You know what I mean ...”

I was startled, but I tried not to show it. So he understood everything, too. I didn’t answer.

“When you arrive at The Club, you should be in a state of sexual tension,” he said as he moved to the door. He might as well have been telling me to take an aspirin and call next week. “You’ll perform much better if you are. I’m going to lock the door now, Mr. Slater. It will open automatically if there is any emergency on the vessel and there is more than adequate lifesaving equipment, but for no other reason will it be opened. Is there perhaps any last question you want to ask?”

“Hmmmm. Last question!” I couldn’t resist laughing under my breath. But I couldn’t think of anything. My heart was clipping along a little too fast. I looked at him for a moment. Then I said: “No, thank you, Doctor. I think everything’s been covered. That’s tough about not jerking off, but I never did want hair to grow in the palms of my hands.”

He laughed so suddenly that he looked like somebody else. “Enjoy yourself, Mr. Slater,” he said trying to get his smile under control. The door shut behind him, and I heard the lock turn.

For a long moment I sat on the bunk staring at the door. I could already feel a stirring between my legs. But I decided I would try to play the game. It would be like being twelve years old again and feeling guilty just on general principles. And besides, I knew he was right. Better to land at The Club with all systems revved and ready for action rather than on an empty tank.

And for all I knew they were watching me through the mirrors. I was theirs now. It’s a wonder it didn’t say “Slave” on the bracelet. I’d signed all the papers myself.

I took one of the books off the shelf ... one that wasn’t erotic, and making myself comfortable on all the pillows, started to read. James M. Cain. Terrific stuff, but I’d already read it. I reached for the Sherlock Holmes. It was a wonderful facsimile of the original Strand Magazine printing of the stories, complete with little ink drawings. I hadn’t seen anything like it in years. Very nice, being with Holmes again, remembering just enough to make it interesting, not enough to ruin it. What they call good clean fun. After a while, I put the book down and consulted the shelves again hoping they’d have Sir Richard Burton, or Stanley’s book about finding Livingstone. But they didn’t. And I had Burton in my suitcase where I’d packed it and forgotten about it days ago. First feeling of being a prisoner. Trying the door to see it was locked. What the hell? Get some sleep.

At times, playing the game was hard.

I showered a lot, soaked in the bathtub, did push-ups, read all the James M. Cain again, The Postman Always Rings Twice and Double Indemnity and Serenade, and watched all the films on disc.

There was one film that really got to me. It was brand new, still in the brown paper mailing envelope, and I opened it last. It was a little thing about the gypsies in New York called Angelo, My Love. I wished there’d been a couple of sequels, all about the same gypsies, the same little kid Angelo.

But it seemed strange, a film like that in this collection of Bogart film noir classics and hard glossy Flashdance trash. I took the packaging out of the waste basket. The disc had been sent out express mail from a Dallas video store of all places only a couple of days before we left. Odd. Like maybe somebody saw it and loved it and ordered it impulsively for the cabins on the yacht. I wondered if anybody else on board was watching it. Not a sound ever penetrated the room.

I slept a great deal. In fact, I would say I slept most of the time. I wondered if there weren’t drugs in the food, which was slipped through the door. But I don’t think so, because I felt so good when I woke up.

Now and then I woke up in the middle of the night and realized what I’d done.

I was headed to The Club, this strange place, for two years, and no matter how I begged or pleaded, for two years I wouldn’t be allowed to split. However, that was the least of it. It was what was going to happen there. And I remembered my master, my trainer, my secret sexual mentor, Martin Halifax, saying over and over, right up to the end, that two years was too long.

“Go for six months, Elliott, a year even. You can’t really imagine what The Club is. You’ve never been incarcerated anywhere longer than a few weeks. And these are small places, Elliott. The Club is enormous. We’re talking about two years.”

I didn’t want to argue with him anymore. I had said a thousand times I wanted to be lost in it, no more fortnight trips and exotic weekends. I wanted to drown in it, get so deep into it that I couldn’t keep track of time, believe in a day when the time would be up.

“Come on, Martin, you’ve sent in all the papers,” I’d said. “And they’ve examined me, accepted me. If I wasn’t ready, they wouldn’t take me, right?”

“You’re ready for it,” he had said wistfully. “You can handle what happens there. But is it what you really want?”

“I want to go off the proverbial deep end, Martin. That’s what I’ve been saying all along.”

I had practically memorized the rules and regulations. I’d be paid one hundred grand for my services. And for two years I’d be their property to do with as they pleased. I wondered what they charged their “guests,” the ones who would use us, if they paid us that much.

And now I was on board the yacht, and already there was no turning back. I could hear the sea, though I couldn’t see it or really smell it, and rolling over I went back to sleep.

The truth was, I couldn’t wait to get there. I wanted to be there now. I got up in the night and felt the door again to make certain it was locked, and that made the desire in me uncontrollable so that it erupted in a half tangle of painful and delicious dreams.

I was kind of regretful afterwards, but there was only one mistake—coming like that, like a Catholic boy in a wet dream.

A lot of the time I thought about Martin, about the way it had started, “the secret life” as he called it and I called it to myself.

There had been so many mentions of “The House,” before I had finally made somebody spell it all out. And it had been so hard to call that number, yet so easy to wind up outside the immense Victorian at nine on a summer night. The traffic was almost gusting past me uphill as I turned to make the short walk under the tall, straight Eucalyptus trees to the wrought iron gate. (“Come to the basement door.”)

Forget the hackneyed whores in black corsets and spike heels (“Have you been a bad boy? Do you need a whipping?”) or the dangerous little baby-faced hustlers with the tough-guy voices. This was going to be the Deluxe Escorted Tour of Sado-Masochism to the max.

And the civilized conversation first.

Small lamps in the big, sprawling, darkly paneled room, no brighter than candles as they illuminated the paintings, the tapestry on one wall. Oriental screens, deep red and gold paisley window shades. Dark, lacquered french doors with mirrors for glass along the far wall, and a big comfortable leather wing chair, my foot on the ottoman, and the shadowy figure of the man behind the desk.

Martin, soon to be my lover, my mentor, my therapist, my unstinting partner in the inner sanctum. Tall, black haired, youthful voice, gray at the temples, the fiftyish college professor at home in the brown V-neck sweater with the open shirt collar, small but brilliantly inquisitive eyes. Eyes that seem forever to be examining something wondrous. Gleam of an old-fashioned gold watch against the dark hair on his arm.

“Do you mind the smell of a pipe?”

“Love it.”

Balkan Sobranie tobacco, very nice.

I was nervous, sitting quietly in the chair, my eyes scanning the walls, the old landscapes under the crazed lacquer, the small enameled figurines on the mahogany chest. Otherworldly here. Mass of purple flowers in a pewter vase against the marble clock. The carpet that smooth plum-colored velvet kind you only see these days on the marble staircases in the very old hotels. Sounds from the house above. The creak of boards, the dull resonance of a music.

“Now, I want you to talk to me, Elliott,” he had said with an easy authority, as if none of this was rehearsed, had ever happened before. “I want you to relax and recount for me the sort of fantasies you’ve enjoyed over the years. You don’t have to be graphic. We know how to be graphic. We’re geniuses at it.”

He sat back, his eyes moving over the ceiling, touch of gray in the eyebrows, the pipe smoke rising thickly for an instant, then vanishing.

“And if it’s difficult for you, describing the fantasies to me, you can always write them down if you like. I could leave you alone for a while with paper and pencil, the typewriter if you prefer ...”

“But I thought you made things happen, that it was an environment, so to speak, a world ...”

“It is, Elliott, don’t worry about that. We’ll take control. Complete control. Once you go through that door. We have a thousand ideas, a thousand proven ways of doing things. But it’s important that we talk first, about you, about your imagination. It’s a good way to begin. Do you want a cigarette, Elliott?”

How unnerving it had been to realize I had to begin it, start the wheels turning. I had seen myself surrendering when I came to the door. “Yes, I’m guilty. Punish me.” How unnerving to discover myself saying, “I want to go through that door now.”

“Soon enough,” he had answered, with a little smile. Eyes softening, getting larger, more mellow as they studied me. It was the easiness of a man who had known you all your life. A man like that could never hurt anyone. Face of the family doctor, the college professor who understood and respected your mania for the subject matter, the perfect father ...

“You know, I’m not the type you would expect for this,” I had said uneasily. God, he was a good-looking man. Had some constitutional elegance a young man never has, no matter how beautiful he is.

“As a student I was something of a nuisance,” I said. “In my family, I’m considered testy. I don’t take orders well. I’m almost a cliché when it comes to macho tastes. I’m not bragging about it, you understand.” I had shifted in the chair a little uneasy. “I think it’s ludicrous, risking your life at 150 miles an hour around the Laguna Seca track, skiing down the most treacherous slopes you can find anywhere, pushing a goddamned ten-pound Ultralite plane as high and as fast as it will go on a teacup of gas.”

He had nodded for me to go on.

“There is something compulsive, stupid about it all. For two years I’ve been working as a photographer. But in a way it’s the same routine. More and more danger. The scrapes I’ve gotten into are obscene. Last time, I nearly bought it in El Salvador, ignoring the curfew, like some rich kid on vacation ...”

Don’t really want to talk about that. Those awful endless seconds in which for the first time in my life I could hear my own watch tick. Couldn’t stop running it by over and over afterwards, what almost happened: TIME-LIFE PHOTOGRAPHER GUNNED DOWN BY DEATH SQUAD IN EL SALVADOR. The end of Elliott Slater, who could have been writing the great American novel in Berkeley, or skiing in Gstaad instead of doing this.

Wouldn’t have made the network news for two nights.

“But that’s often the type of man who comes here, Elliott,” he said calmly. “The kind of man who submits to no one and nothing in the real world. The man who’s used to wielding power and fed up with intimidating others. He comes to us to be turned inside out.”

I smiled at that, I think. Turned inside out.

“Don’t edit the fantasies, Elliott. Just talk to me. You’re obviously articulate. Most of the men who come to us are articulate. They have keen and elaborate imaginations, well-developed fantasies. I don’t listen to these fantasies like a doctor. I listen to them as stories. Like a literary man, if you will. Do you want a drink to help you talk? Maybe some Scotch, a glass of wine?”

“Scotch,” I had said absently. I didn’t want to be drunk. “There was one fantasy in particular,” I said, as he stood up and went to the bar. “A fantasy that used to obsess me when I was a boy.”

“Tell me.”

“God, you don’t know how felonious it all was, having those fantasies, thinking I was some sort of lunatic when everyone else was gaping at the Playboy centerfold and the cheerleaders on the football field.”

Johnny Walker Black Label. Good luck. Just a little ice. Even the aroma and the thick crystal glass in my hand had its effect.

“When people discuss their fantasies they often talk only about the acceptable,” he said as he settled behind the desk again, leaning back. He was not drinking, merely drawing on the pipe. “They talk about the clichés, not about what they really imagine at all. How many of your classmates had the same fantasies, do you think?”

“Well, I used to imagine something of a Greek myth,” I said. “We were all youths in a very great Greek city, and every few years seven of us—you know, like in the Theseus myth—were sent to another city to serve as sexual slaves.”

I took a little sip of the Scotch.

“It was an old, sacrosanct arrangement,” I said, “and an honor to be chosen, yet we dreaded it. We were taken into the temple, told by the priests to submit to everything that would happen to us in the other city, and our sex organs were consecrated to the god. It had happened for countless generations, but the older boys who had been through it never told us what would take place.”

“Nice,” he said softly. “And then ...”

“As soon as we arrived in the other city, our clothes were taken away. And we were auctioned off to the highest bidder to serve for several years. It seemed we brought luck to the rich men who bought us, we were symbols of fertility and masculine power, like the Priapus in the Roman garden, the Herm at the Greek door.”

How strange it felt to be telling it, even to a man who seemed the perfect listener. Not the faintest indication that he was shocked.

“We were cherished by our masters. But we weren’t human. We were utterly subservient, meant to be played with.” I took another slow drink. Might as well get it all out. “Meant to be beaten,” I said, “and sexually tormented and starved—driven through the city for the amusement of the master, made to stand at the gate for hours in a state of sexual tension while the passersby stared, that kind of thing. It was a religious thing to torment us, while we kept our fear and humiliation inside.”

Had I really said all that?

“Terrific fantasy,” he had said very sincerely, with a slight lift of his brows. He appeared to reflect. “All the best ingredients. You not only have ‘permission’ to enjoy the degradation, but it’s religious, good.”

“Listen, my mind is a three-ring circus,” I had laughed, shaking my head.

“That’s the way it is with all sadomasochists,” he said. “The ‘circus animals’ almost never desert us.”

“There has to be the framework,” I said. “All very neat. It would be unthinkable if you were really forced. Yet there has to be coercion.”

I had put the glass down on the desk and immediately he rose to fill it.

“I mean there has to be consent and coercion for it to be a really good fantasy,” I said, watching him. “Yet it has to be a humiliation, with a struggle inside between the part of you that wants it and the part that doesn’t; and the ultimate degradation is that you consent and grow to like it.”

“Yes.”

“We were objects of scorn as well as veneration. We were mysteries. We were never allowed to speak.”

“Just priceless,” he whispered.

What had he really heard in those hours as we talked? Anything really different, new or unique? Maybe all he had learned was that I was like a thousand other men who had passed through his doors.

“And your master, the man who buys you in the other Greek city ...” he had asked. “What does he look like? How do you feel about him?”

“You’d laugh if I told you. He falls in love with me. And I fall in love with him. Romance in chains. Love triumphs in the end.”

He hadn’t laughed, merely smiled agreeably, drawing on his pipe again.

“But he doesn’t stop punishing you or using you when he starts loving you ...”

“No, never, he’s too good a citizen for that. But there’s something else.” I could feel my pulse accelerating. Why the hell mention it at all?

“Yes?”

I felt a slowly heating anxiety for the first time, a confusion as to why I had come here.

“Well, just that there is this woman in the fantasy ...”

“Hmmmm.”

“She’s the wife of the master, I guess. Well, I know she is. And it sometimes works towards her.”

“How does it work towards her?”

“No. I don’t want to be involved with women,” I said.

“I understand.”

“There are a thousand reasons why you choose a man or a woman as a love partner, a sex partner, aren’t there? It’s not like it used to be, when the lines were hard to cross.”

“No, not like that anymore,” he said. But he had paused for a second before answering. “And you’ve been with women as well as men?”

I had nodded. “Too many of both.”

“And she’s in the fantasy.”

“Yeah. Damn her. I don’t know why I brought her up. I sort of look to her for some sort of mercy, tenderness, and she becomes more and more interested in me—her husband’s slave—but then she’s worse.”

“How is she worse?”

“She’s tender, and she’s loving, but she’s harsher, stricter, crueler at the same time. The humiliation is like keening. You know what I mean? Strange.”

“Yes...”

“She isn’t always there. But sooner or later ...”

“Yes.”

“But this is really off the point.”

“Is it?”

“Well, I mean I want male lovers, male dominators, if you will. That’s what I really have to say. That’s why I came here, for men. I’ve heard you’ve got beautiful men here, the best...”

“Yes,” he said. “I think you’ll like the album when it’s time for you to make your choice.”

“I get to choose the guys who dominate me?”

“Of course. That is, if you want to. You can always leave the choice to us.”

“Well, it’s got to be men,” I said. “Men are the exotic sex to me, the hot sex. The sex for romps and for rough adventures ...”

He nodded, smiled.

“There’s nothing like it, that sense of being with somebody as tough as yourself. When women come into it there is something sentimental, high pitched and romantic ...”

“Whom have you loved in the past—really loved—men or women?” he asked.

Silence.

“Why is that important?”

“Oh, you know why it’s important,” he said very gently.

“A man. And a woman. At different times.” Close those doors, please.

“You loved them equally.”

“At different times ...”

It wasn’t three months before we were talking again in that same room—though I would never have thought after all that happened upstairs I could sit in a room, fully clothed, and talk to him again—and he was saying: “But there is no need for you to pay me anything anymore, Elliott, that’s what I’m telling you. I can arrange it with three or four interested ‘masters’ who will cover all expenses. You’ll come here as before, but on their nickel. While you are here you will belong to them.”

“No. Money doesn’t mean a damn thing to me where all this is concerned, and I’m not ready for that ...” The complete domination of another, his fantasy supplanting my fantasy. No, not yet. Keep it careful. It’s hard enough.

But it was like a staircase spiraling upwards from the basement room, and I was going to climb it right to the very top.

“I’d like a woman,” I said suddenly. Did I say that? “I mean I ... Well, a woman,” I said. “I ... think it’s time for that, a really good-looking woman who knows what she’s doing, and I don’t want to know anything about her, and I don’t want to pick her picture out of any album. You pick her. Make sure she’s good at it, great at it, that she can take over. It’s time ... I mean, to be dominated by a woman, don’t you think?”

Martin was smiling agreeably.

“As the genie says when he rises from the lamp, ‘Yes, Master.’ A woman it shall be.”

“She’ll be good looking—she doesn’t have to be beautiful you understand—and she’ll know how to do what she does ...”

“Of course.” He nodded patiently. “But tell me ...” He drew on his pipe, letting the smoke out slowly. “Do you think you’d like to meet the lady in a Victorian bedroom, you know, an old-fashioned setting? I mean in a very ladylike room—lace curtains, a four-poster, that sort of thing?”

“Oooooh, God. Is this really happening to me?”

Up and up the staircase, through one lovely layer of dream after another.

And now, half a year later, where was I headed? The Club.

“It’s just what I want,” I had said. I had driven over as soon as I finished reading the rules and regulations, waiting an hour to see him in the little waiting room, glancing again and again at my watch. “Why didn’t you tell me about this place before?”

“You have to be ready for The Club, Elliott.”

“Well, I’m ready for it now. The full two-year contract, that is exactly what I want.” I was steaming as I paced the floor. “How long will it take to get me in there, Martin? I could be ready day after tomorrow. I could be ready this afternoon.”

“The two-year contract?” he had asked, weighing each word equally as he spoke. “I want you to sit down, have a drink. I think we should talk a little more about what happened in El Salvador, Elliott. What happened there with the death squad and all of that.”

“You don’t understand, Martin. I’m not running from anything that happened there. I learned something there about violence, that it didn’t have to be literal for it to work.”

He was listening very intently.

“When a man seeks out violence,” I said, “be it war, sports, adventure, he wants it to be symbolic and most of the time he believes it really is. And then comes that moment when somebody literally puts a gun to your head. And you literally almost die. Then you realize that you’ve been confusing the literal and the symbolic all along. Well, El Salvador is the place where I learned that, Martin. I’m not running from it. It’s merely the reason I’m here. I want violence just as I always have. A sense of danger, Martin. I love it. I think I even want to be annihilated by it all. But I don’t really want to be hurt and I certainly don’t want to die.”

“I understand,” he had said. “And I think you put it very well. But for some of us, Elliott, sado-masochism may only be a phase. It may be part of a search for something else ...”

“So it’s a two-year phase for me, Martin. So The Club is the perfect landscape for my search.”

“I’m not so sure, Elliott.”

“It’s too much like the boyhood fantasy I had, don’t you see? Being sold to the Greek master for a period of years. It’s too perfect ...”

“Time doesn’t mean much in a fantasy ...” he objected.

“Martin, the die was cast when you told me about the place. Now if you won’t sign the papers, I’ll find some other way ...”

“Don’t get angry.” He had cooled me off at once with that easy smile. “I’ll sign the papers. And for the full two years if that’s what you want. But let me remind you that there were a lot of elements in that boyhood fantasy you told me.”

“This is too beautiful!” I said.

“You may be searching for a person rather than a system,” he went on. “And when you go to The Club, Elliott, the system—in all its remarkable splendor—is exactly what you get!”

“I want the system,” I’d said. “I can’t turn away from this! If it’s half as good as what you’ve described, I wouldn’t miss it for anything in the world.”

So the contract for two years at The Club with its male and female slaves, its male and female guests, its male and female handlers, trainers, staff. All right.

Okay. That’s exactly what I want. I don’t think I can stand it. How could anyone stand it? It is just exactly what I want.

No good to think of all that while trying to refrain.

After six days at sea I was like a male dog tormented by a bitch in heat when I finally heard a key in the door.

It was afternoon and I was just coming out of the bathroom, showered and shaved after a really late sleep. Maybe they knew that. Saved them work.

It was the young blond-haired kid with the deep-bitten suntan and the white sleeves rolled halfway up his arms.
 
He came in smiling again.

“All right, Elliott,” he said. “We’re eighteen hours away from port. You’re not to speak at all unless you’re spoken to. And just do as you’re told.”

There were two other men with him, but I didn’t really see them. Instantly, they had swung me around, pinning my hands behind my back. I got a glimpse of a white leather blindfold before it was slipped into place. Secret panic. If only they wouldn’t use the damned blindfold. I felt my pants being unsnapped, and the shoes being pulled off my feet.

It was all beginning, really happening. My cock was immediately hard. But it was hell, absolute hell, not being able to see.

I waited for the gag to come but it didn’t, and as soon as I was stripped, my wrists were being shackled with leather cuffs and lifted over my head. Not too awful. Nothing as awful as being tied up tight.

I was led into the corridor, and in spite of all the training I’d had, I was sort of stunned.

But it was like an aphrodisiac had been pumped into me. When they hung my wrists up on a hook above me I was sorry I’d played by the rules all those nights in the cabin when I was alone.

I didn’t know where I’d been taken, except that for some reason it sounded like a large room. I could feel the presence of others there. I could hear them making small sounds. I could hear a sort of whimpering as though one of the slaves nearby was about to cry. I realized it was a woman slave.

So we really were mixed together, males and females, just like they’d said we’d be. I couldn’t picture it. And the sound of the woman confused me. Maybe I felt more powerless because I couldn’t protect her. Or it tantalized me to know I was suffering silently in the same manner that she was suffering. I just couldn’t tell.

I hated the blindfold. Couldn’t stop hating it. I rubbed my face against my arm trying to get it off but that was useless. And I had to make myself quit.

And it crossed my mind as it would a hundred times that maybe Martin was right and I’d made an awful mistake. Training in Martin’s house in San Francisco, what was that? And the brief stays at the country place, scary as they were, what had they been compared to this? But with the strongest, sweetest sensation of relief, I
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