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It was a party for the beautiful
people, or so the media would say. Thad Blanchard looked across the
crowded room. Post-production movie blasts featured bling and glitz
and narcissistically huge egos. He supposed, at a glance he would
get lumped in with all the rest. There was some woman standing
beside him, chatting away and he made the obligatory responses
without really having the slightest idea what she was talking
about. Mostly he was bored out of his skull.

“You know, I think I really need
another drink,” said Thad. Obviously more alcohol was the only way
to get through the rest of this night. If it had been up to him,
he’d have ditched the entire event, but it looked bad if one of the
three main actors in a film didn’t show up. Thad headed for the
bar.

As he stood waiting for the bartender
to get him a double shot of Patron, someone else stepped up beside
him and bumped into him. He lost his footing just enough to stumble
against the guy next to him and ended up smacking his face into a
broad shoulder. The guy smelled amazing, a combination of a musky
cologne and soap, with an undertone of something spicy.

“Oh, sorry,” said Thad. “My bad.
Somebody banged into me.” Strong hands gripped his shoulders and
righted him, and for a moment he wondered if the guy was going to
be an ass about it. He looked up into blue eyes and a raised
eyebrow.

“You okay?” the man asked.

Thad felt transfixed. Hot did not even
begin to describe the guy, he’d bumped into. Blond hair pulled back
into a pony tail, wide cheekbones and a perfectly delicious looking
mouth, this one definitely fell in the beautiful people category.
He wore a light gray double breasted suit and pristine white shirt,
open at the top to show off a strongly muscled neck.

“Um, yeah, fine,” Thad said.

“Patron?” said the bartender, holding
up a glass.

“Oh, that’s mine.” Thad reached for
it.

“I’ll take Laphroaig on the rocks,
please,” said the man. His voice was low and had a resonant tone
that made Thad automatically wonder what it would sound like in
bed. Thad took a gulp of his drink.

“I don’t have Laphroaig, would
Jameson’s do?” asked the bartender.

The blond looked irritated. “I
suppose.”

“I take it you have very specific
tastes in whiskey?” said Thad.

The blond man cast a long look at Thad.
It was one of those top to bottom assessment sort of looks, and it
definitely paused in the vicinity of Thad’s crotch. “I have very
specific tastes in many things. Good movie, by the way.”

Ah, so the man did actually recognize
Thad. “It was good experience.” That had become Thad’s one line
response tonight. He could gush about what a magnificent director
it had or how working with his fellow actors had been enjoyable,
all of which was total bullshit. “Are you in the
industry?”

“Oh, hell no.”

“What do you
do then?”

“I own an art gallery.” The man held
out a hand. “Devon Bryant.”

“Nice to meet you. Do you have a lot of
clients among the people here tonight?” Thad asked.

“Some, including James and he suggested
I drop by for the party tonight. Are you in the market for
something to decorate your walls?”

“Not currently.”

“How ‘bout your bed?”

Thad choked on his drink. It wasn’t
like he hadn’t been propositioned by men before. It just wasn’t
usually quite so blatant. He had had a few male sex partners in his
life, even though he mostly stuck to women. Those had been very,
very discrete.

“Not currently on that either,” Thad
said.

“If you change your mind,” Devon dug a
business card out of his pocket and offered it to Thad. It read-
Bryant Art Salon- and gave an address as well as an email and phone
number. “About the art or anything else.”

****

The man hadn’t exactly said “no”, Devon
told himself. Who was he kidding? Thad Blanchard was a star lusted
after by probably a hundred thousand people. He wasn’t even sure
Blanchard did guys, but that dilated pupil stare seemed to indicate
there was some kind of interest.

Devon left a little while later, alone.
It wasn’t like he couldn’t have taken someone home of either sex
for some casual mattress gymnastics but he wasn’t in the mood.
Lately, the low key, no strings attached, one night fuck held less
and less interest for him. Long term and monogamous sounded nice on
the surface but he wasn’t sure he was cut out for that
either.

Driving home, the image of Thad
lingered. Up close the man was less self-assured than on the big
screen. That made Blanchard even hotter, to know that even movie
stars stumbled and acted a little tongue tied. Curly light brown
hair and a body that was all long lean muscle almost bordering on
thin, Devon would have propositioned him even if he’d been some
coffee shop barista.

****

Latest major motion picture
film done, Thad was in the mood for something different. Stage
seemed like a good idea. He was sure his PR guy was going to have a
cow, but Thad decided he needed something more intense, something
that didn’t allow eighteen takes to get it right. He needed a play.
Matilda Irvine was the maven to talk to about upcoming shows on Broadway. Thad dialed
her number.

“Thad!” she answered. “It’s been a
while since we talked. Having fun on set?”

“Actually I’m between gigs at the
moment. I thought I’d pick your brains for plays that might have
need of a leading man.”

“And a headliner at that. Hmm, you
might have to give me a couple of days. Everything I’m aware of
right off the top of my head’s already been cast. Are you looking
for something in particular? Shakespeare? Chekov?”

“Something modern would be nice, but
not a comedy. I need a stretch, something to push me a little,”
said Thad.

“I’ll ask around. If you don’t hear
from me by the end of the week, call me. I’ve got so much going on
right now, I might forget.”

“Thanks Matilda, I’ll be in
touch.”

After he hung up, he sat staring at the
coffee table for a moment. He’d dumped a handful of items from his
pockets onto the table over the past few days. A pale gray business
card was one of those items. It had to be the one Devon Bryant had
given him. Thad reached over and picked it up reading the
information on it. Did he want to call Devon? No, that smacked of
desperate. Dropping by the gallery to look at what kind of art they
carried, that sounded like a better idea.

****

At the top of the ladder, Devon hooked
one foot around a step as he stretched up to adjust the hook on the
wall. The glass tiled artwork he’d hung yesterday was at the wrong
height, too high, and it made his customers tilt their head too far
back. He notched the hook down about three inches and started to
climb down.

“I’m surprised you don’t have an
assistant to do that sort of thing.”

There was someone standing a few steps
behind the ladder and it took him a moment to figure out who it
was. Thad Blanchard. Devon was surprised. “I do, but often it’s
easier to do things myself. I’m a bit of a perfectionist.” He
climbed down and moved the ladder off to one side, and stood gazing
at the piece he’d just hung. “Did you change your mind about some
art?”

“Maybe. I thought I’d come have a
look.”

Devon suspected art wasn’t what Thad
was checking out at all, but he’d play along. “Do you like this
one?” Glass tiles in eleven different shades of blue mapped out an
abstract shape.

“The color’s nice.”

Devon chuckled. “If you don’t like it,
that’s fine. Art is very subjective. Why don’t you wander around
and see if anything gets your attention. I need to go put the
ladder away.”

“Okay.”

Folding the ladder and carrying it back
to the storage room, Devon decided he was pleased that Thad had
enough interest to drop by the gallery. Even if the event didn’t
lead to an intimate encounter, he might garner a sale out of it. He
walked back out into the gallery slowly, savoring a moment to have
a long look at Thad. The black leather jacket Thad wore was sexy as
hell.

****

The gallery had a mix of abstract
ultra-modern art along with some more traditional paintings and a
few photographs. Thad found himself looking at one of the photos.
It showed a scuba diver swimming near a whale.

“What do you think?” asked Devon,
approaching Thad.

“I’m not sure if I’m impressed or
thinking it should have a caption that says ‘oh shit’.”

“I thought blue whales were supposed to
be pretty gentle.”

“Maybe, but one accidental swat of the
flipper from that thing and it would probably be like getting
nailed by a Mack truck.”

“True. I have some other photos. Neal
Jenson’s been doing a series of inner city graffiti pics.” said
Devon.

“Too bad da Vinci’s and Rosetti’s are
out of my price range.”

“Come this way. There’s a new artist
named Eliza Brock. There’s an old masters flair to her work.” Devon
crooked a finger.

Thad followed him to a corner of the
gallery. A painting hung there that showed a young man leaning
against an archway. The skyline behind him had an old European city
look to it.

“I like this one better than some of
the others,” Thad admitted. The young man in the picture had a
wistful, longing expression.

“People buy art for two main reasons.
One, they want something to show off to their friends and the more
expensive the better. Two, they buy what speaks to them, an image,
a symbol, a style, and price is borderline irrelevant. Which one
are you?”

Thad glanced from the painting to
Devon. “Probably number two.”

“Then if the painting means something
when you look at it, buy it. If it doesn’t, keep looking until you
find something that does.”

Thad had expected a touch of the hard
sell from Devon. What did that mean about the price of the
painting? “How much?”

“Four hundred and fifty dollars. Brock
is a no-name, but I like her stuff, so I let her keep a couple of
pieces at a time in my stock.”

It was a pretty insignificant amount of
money in the grand scheme. Thad had paid much more for a suit or
dinner at a five star restaurant.

“Think about it. Is there a place where
it would look good on your wall? Would you like seeing it every
day? I might even be convinced to let you take it home for a few
nights as a trial run.”

Thad smiled. Okay, there was a little
of the salesman in Devon, but it was casual. “And what sort of
convincing would it take?”

“How ‘bout dinner?”

Ah. Now they were down to the flirting
and testing the water phase. Here in the relative privacy of the
gallery, Thad was willing to pursue the idea a little further. “Did
you have someplace in mind?”

“Maybe. There’s a little Italian place
up the street. We could walk.”

“Okay.” Dinner wasn’t really a promise
of anything more.

“Let me tell Karla I’m leaving.” Devon
walked toward a small open office space off to one side.

****

The flash of light momentarily blinded
Thad. He had just sat down at a table with Devon. He blinked
several times, scanning the area for the source of the sudden
light. A man with a large camera stood back near the entrance to
the restaurant. Thad heaved a sigh. Damn it, he never seemed to
escape the paparazzi, and the restaurant wasn’t quite upscale
enough to prevent that sort of thing. He flagged the waitress.
“Could you tell the idiot with the camera that I’m trying to have a
business dinner, and that he should leave?”

The waitress gave him a star-struck
“deer in the headlights” look. “Y-yes sir.”

Oh hell, things were just going to get
worse. He heard murmuring back near the door and the click of a
half dozen cell phones taking his picture.

“This was a bad idea wasn’t it?” said
Devon.

“Unfortunately. Sometimes I can’t seem
to get away from it.”

“Come on. I have a better idea then.”
Devon stood up.

They left the restaurant and Devon led
them through a couple of back alleyways to dissuade the people who
tried to follow. It included ducking into a doorway and hiding
behind a parked van.

“I feel like I’m fleeing the scene of a
crime,” said Thad as they arrived at the loading dock of the
gallery.

Devon unlocked the door as he and Thad
went in, and then he locked the door behind them. “All for the sake
of trying to eat dinner in public,” said Devon. He was standing
inches in front of Thad in semi darkness.

“Now what?”

“We celebrate escape.”

That was an opening if ever there was
one. Thad fisted his hand in the front of Devon’s Shirt and pulled
him into a kiss.

It was everything Thad hoped for, deep
and hungry and very male.

Devon’s arms slid around Thad’s body
and Devon pushed him back against the closed door. Thad ground his
crotch against Devon’s. It had been too long since he’d had a
hook-up with a guy and this had all the hints that it might be very
good.

“Not that I’m completely opposed to
getting off up against a door, but I was kind of hoping for a bed,
or at least a sofa,” Thad mumbled as he bit
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