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All That Jazz

By Lynn Townsend

Prelude: The
Party

Finnegan James Riordan—Finn to his friends
and family—defined himself almost exclusively by what he was not.
When he was feeling clever, he said that it was easier. When he was
being honest, he would admit that this was because he didn’t really
know who he was yet.

He did, however, quite firmly, know who he
wasn’t.

He wasn’t a very social person; there were
few people in the world that Finn knew well, and even fewer that he
could honestly say he liked. It wasn’t precisely that he hated
people—well, not most people, there were some dozen or more in his
boyfriend’s circle that Finn would cheerfully throw out a
window—but more that he just didn’t care all that much. People were
noisy, attention-hungry competition…and at least in college, Finn
hadn’t found very many of them who took life seriously.

Finn was not a frivolous person. His father
had left them when Finn was only seven. His brother, Sean, had
become head of the household at the tender age of eleven, and their
mother had been seven months pregnant with their baby sister, Nora,
when Michael Riordan had walked out on them. There hadn’t been time
to figure out who he was, not then. He’d had to take up a more
adult role. Ma had needed help around the house and watching the
baby. Finn couldn’t let his brother take responsibility for
everything and with Ma working two jobs just to try to make rent,
there wasn’t time for discovering likes and dislikes, for figuring
out who he was. That first day, watching his mom cry over the
incoherent apologetic scrawl of a letter that Finn’s father had
left behind, Finn grew up. He had put childish things aside.

He also wasn’t a military guy—which was both
good and bad. Most of the Riordans and the Walshes on Ma’s side of
the family, had joined the military at some point. Good way to get
job experience, get into college if they had wanted that later.
Made a man out of you, said Grampa Walsh, who’d been a Marine
during the Korean War and part of the Incheon landing. Grampa Walsh
had not ever particularly approved of Finn, who was small and
scrimpy and had asthma that would have kept him out of any sort of
military service. Finn was glad of that. He hadn’t ever
wanted to be in the military. At least the asthma was
something he couldn’t help. Unlike being gay, which Grampa Walsh at
least believed Finn could have done something about. Grampa
Walsh had very strict views on manliness, and being a skinny, gay,
asthmatic hadn’t exactly endeared him to his grandfather.

Finn wasn’t a computer guy, he wasn’t a lit
guy, and he wasn’t a science guy. He certainly wasn’t a theater
guy—no matter how gay he was, theater had as much appeal to him as
sticking his hand in a garbage disposal. Finn had gone to college,
unlike his brother, who’d planned to be career military, and had
majored in business, for lack of something more interesting. He
didn’t like his classes, but he didn’t hate them, and he was
managing a mid to high B average most of the time. Unremarkable,
but probably employable. Probably. Hopefully. Sean’s military
paycheck only stretched so far, and Finn himself was up to his neck
in student loans. There wasn’t going to be anything for Nora’s
education in a few years if Finn didn’t buckle down and get a good
job.

And he wasn’t a party-boy. That was actually
pertinent to the situation on that particular evening. His
boyfriend—hopefully soon to become his fiancé—Blake, had encouraged
Finn to go to this party, thrown by some friends of his. Or friends
of friends. Supposed to be a little more sophisticated than just
beer pong and music. Blake had hinted that some of the local
Fetlife couples would be there. Finn had met a few of them at a
local munch a few weeks back. But Finn had never been much of a
party person, and as far as he knew, Paxton, the guy whose
apartment this was, wasn’t either, so he entertained the idea that
it might just be a social gathering pretending to be a party.

Looking at the door, hearing the stereo
booming behind the thin wood, Finn sighed. Maybe it had started as
a more sophisticated romp, but Finn had to work late, the party had
started hours ago, and now it was sounding—and smelling—like a frat
party.

What Finn was, he decided, was a
procrastinator. Instead of going in to the party, he was pondering
his flaws on the front step. Pathetic. And entirely, completely,
stereotypically, Finn Riordan. Blake would laugh at him, if Blake
only knew.

Finn knocked on the door; he’d promised Blake
he’d meet up with him at the party, although that didn’t mean they
had to stay.

A tall, dark-haired guy opened the door. He
was shirtless and wearing a velvet-trimmed leather collar. He
bowed—actually bowed? Did people really still bow these days?—and
waved Finn in through the door. Behind him was a woman whose fey
confidence would have attracted stares, if Finn had been the sort
to have his head turned by a woman. Although, he had to admit, she
had some incredible assets. Namely, a pair of bold, sparkling
eyes.

“Do come in,” the woman behind the door
greeter said. “Jeremy is upstairs, if you want to say hi, otherwise
there are drinks in the kitchen, I think Angela is still playing
bartender if you want something more than a rum and Coke, and
there’s beer in the basement. We were just leaving.”

She stated the We with such conviction
that Finn was convinced she was using the royal We, rather than
indicating herself and her submissive. Finn couldn’t quite stop
himself from staring at the two of them, obviously in one of those
full-time D/s relationships. Not that Finn had much experience with
the lifestyle, although Blake had dragged him off to a few munches.
Blake, Finn knew, wanted that lifestyle, but hadn’t gotten quite
around to asking for it, not yet. They’d done some experimenting in
the bedroom, leather cuffs and the like, but Finn wasn’t ready—he
might never be ready—to sacrifice his sense of self to someone
else. Although, because one more thing that Finn knew about
himself—it was very difficult for him to say no to much of
anything—Blake would probably talk him around, eventually.

“Hey, can I—” Finn started, reaching out to
touch the sub’s arm, and then glancing at his Domme for permission.
The woman nodded at her sub, who flashed a strangely panicked
glance in Finn’s direction. “—just ask a question?”

“You may, if you wish,” the Domme said, a
half smile on her lovely lips. She’d painted them some
extraordinary shade of red and there were several matching lip
prints over the sub’s shoulders and neck.

The sub nodded—not quite a bow, but deeper
than a normal nod and Finn squirmed a little on the inside,
realizing he might well be putting the kid on the spot. It was hard
to think of subs as adults; although quite honestly he didn’t know
if he thought of himself as an adult. Adulting. Yeah, not really
his thing either, but he’d given up on being a child, so Finn was
stuck in some weird, neutral zone of maturity. Which wasn’t his
question. He shook his head, clearing cobwebs.

“Do you…are you happy?”

The Domme raised an eyebrow way up. Her
amusement made Finn really, really uncomfortable, like he’d
transgressed somehow. He supposed that was what made a good Domme,
that schoolteacher, librarian, person of authority twitch of
expression that said so much.

The sub, on the other hand, smiled. “I am
delighted, of course, to be of service to my Mistress. To give her
what she needs. That I might get what I need,” he added, almost as
an afterthought.

“What you need?”

The sub spread his hands, as if trying to
encompass a thought that was bigger than he was. “I need structure.
I need order and rules and discipline. I can’t find these things
myself—if I’m left to my own devices, I have a hard time making my
own decisions, particularly not ones that are good for me. I’m
proud to honor my Mistress because I know that she’ll take care of
me.”

The Domme smiled. “It really is both more
complicated and just as easy as it looks, friend.”

Finn chewed his lip. “All right.” His
question didn’t feel answered, but he wasn’t going to be able to
work it out in a fifteen minute hallway conversation anyway.
“Thanks.” He stood aside to let them pass and the Domme stroked
down one cheek with her finger before they crossed the
threshold.

“If you have more questions, tell Jeremy I
said you could have my email. I’ll be happy to help you
understand.”

“Thanks.”

It wasn’t until the door had closed behind
them that Finn realized he’d never gotten their names. Oh well, how
many open D/s pairs could there be at one party? Finn squeezed past
a drunk couple of lesbians necking in the foyer, then slid into the
kitchen. He gave the room a quick glance, but there was no Blake
present. He stopped by the bar—there was an actual bar, who the
hell had an actual bar in their house?—and got the bartender, the
previously mentioned Angela, to mix him up a vodka martini. She was
a talented bartender, and even though the vodka she used was almost
bathtub gin quality, she made it work. Finn quaffed the drink and
handed her back the empty cup. “Can I get a second one?”

“Keys,” she said, gesturing to a giant purple
Easter basket behind her. “I don’t want your blood on my
hands.”

Smart, Finn thought. He dropped the keys to
his apartment/car/school post office box/and house key for Ma’s
place, adorned with one Cloisonné butterfly that his brother had
brought him back from Germany at one point. Angela mixed another
drink, this time adding an olive and a lime wedge to the side of
the red Solo cup.

Finn nodded to her, turned to watch the
crowd. And it was, indeed, pretty crowded. Jeremy and his roommate
Paxton rented a huge three-story modified farmhouse on the edge of
the suburbs and both the home and the yard were enormous by today’s
standards, although probably a little on the cramped side for the
proverbial farmer and his horde of children back in the day.

“Hey, Irish,” someone greeted him as he
crossed into the back foyer. Finn scowled. He knew he looked about
as stereotypical Irish as it was possible to get without having
green eyes, but he wished people didn’t feel the need to comment on
it. He didn’t go around calling people mongrel Americans, did he?
He had the typical red hair, unruly, but not quite curly; fiercely
white skin that did nothing but burn and then freckle along the
bridge of his narrow nose. It wasn’t like he had a choice in the
matter; ethnicity being what it was and his parents growing up in
some of the most Irish-thicketry available outside of Dublin
itself.

“Hey, yourself,” he said. The guy actually
looked like Finn felt, vaguely annoyed to be there with a headache
brewing behind glassy eyes. “Look, do you know Blake
Tylczynski?”

“Bless you,” the guy said. “Um, yeah,
Blake…last time I saw him, he was downstairs.” The guy smirked.
“But I think he was a bit busy…”

A small worm of fear grabbed hold of Finn’s
lower bowels and started gnawing.

Finn gave the guy a hurried nod and spun on
the beer-splattered linoleum. His Keds squeaked against the damp
floor.

The basement stairs were shallow and worn to
gentle curves in the middle; the hand-rail was peeling white paint
that left tiny chips embedded in the heel of Finn’s hand as he
dashed down the stairs two at a time. Once in the basement, which
had a pool table and was hip-deep in both participators and
spectators, he paused. Blake was both short and somewhat
unremarkable—brown hair and eyes the same color as new blue
jeans—and Finn took care to examine every face. What are you
worried about, he asked himself. Blake had…well, to be honest,
Finn had never been quite certain of Blake’s fixed attachment.
More, it was that Finn couldn’t see what was remarkable enough
about himself to keep Blake’s attention. There’d been rumors, but
most of the time, Finn had managed to squash what he couldn’t
refuse to listen to.

No Blake around the pool table. Nor around
the wide screen flat panel where a few guys played the latest PS4
game.

In the back of the rec room was a slender
door that led to the laundry room. As he got closer, Finn could
smell the strange wet-heat in the air that was the washing machine
running. Who the hell was doing the wash at this time of night?

He took a tentative step into the hall. The
noises of the party seemed distant, unimportant, far away.

Enthusiastic, labored breathing filled the
small space. A moan. “Oh God!”

The man had one of those familiar voices;
Finn didn’t know him well, but they’d met a few times. Hector
Lange—now there was a playboy of epic proportions. Everyone loved
Hector, that was the saying, and Hector loved everybody. Equally,
enthusiastically, with all the reservation of a child at the candy
store. Finn had met him a few times, seen him at a few parties and
social events.

This time, he was seeing a lot more of Hector
than he wanted. The big man had his shirt off and his pants around
his ankles. He wore a black leather harness that drew attention to
the muscular shape of his chest with its thick coating of black
curly hair. Hector had all his attention focused on the naked man,
who was perched on the edge of the washer. The spin cycle was
running, vibrating ferociously, an active participant in the
love-making. Hector’s partner had his face buried in Hector’s neck,
panting, his features obscured, brown hair thrown back in an
unattractive tangle of what used to be well-jelled spikes. Finn
stepped closer, trying to bring the man’s face into focus.

A familiar green button down shirt snuggled
with old, tastefully torn jeans on the floor.

Another step closer. The laundry room light
shone a spotlight down onto the sweating, oblivious couple.

“Yeah, yeah, just like that,” Hector said,
lifting the man’s leg higher, getting a better angle. He was
standing on the laundry stool, balls-deep in his partner.

The man leaned back his head, eyes closed,
face lost to glory. Sticky cum spurted between his body and
Hector’s.

“Blake,” Finn said, aware, terribly aware of
how vulnerable his voice was. Every thought in his life
crystallized around this terrible moment. There would never be a
day in his life, he just knew it, that his imagination wouldn’t
paint this exact picture for him, to agonize in and mourn over. His
lover, his friend, his…everything, lost in the embrace of someone
else, lost to trust. His world fell apart.

 * * * *

There was nothing Hector loved more than a
party, unless it was finding a new guy at a party. Or, banging a
new guy at a party. He was a simple man with simple pleasures.
Looking at a new guy, deciding on the best way to approach him,
that was fun. Finding Jake (or was it Drake? Did it even matter?)
at one of Jeremy’s tired little gatherings was an unexpected
pleasure. Jeremy always tried to throw the best parties and he
always failed miserably. Jeremy wanted to be memorable, to throw
the bash that everyone would talk about later in hushed tones of
awe.

“Keep tryin’, kid,” Hector said from his
position on the sofa, looking out over the sea of familiar faces.
“Maybe someday…”

Jeremy pulled a face. “Oh, come on. I even
got a bartender this year.”

“Yeah, but kiddo, where’s the new fish?”
Hector gestured expansively. “You’re givin’ me some lame hec-scuse
here…”

“Hector, I can’t possibly find someone in
this city you haven’t already fucked. You know that, right?”

“I ain’t that big a whore,” Hector said,
rolling his eyes.

“Hector, you’ve done more ass than I’ve had
hot meals,” Jeremy protested.

A nondescript sort of guy flopped into an
armchair across the living room, red solo cup in his hand. His hair
was arranged in very careful, well-jelled spikes and he wore a
green button down with a pale lime tee underneath. Tight jeans
outlined his narrow hips.

“Well, I haven’t done that one,” Hector said,
tilting his head to one side, intrigued. “Who is that?”

“Get your eyes off that one, he’s
attached.”

“Hey, I take people’s relationships as
seriously as they do,” Hector said. “I ain’t a poacher, you
know.”

Jeremy snorted, which was not precisely
agreement. Hector was about to argue further, then noticed the new
guy was giving him come hither looks and Hector never resisted an
opportunity to go thither. He went and a few minutes later was
wrapped up in both conversation and arms. The new guy—Jake, or
maybe it was Blake?—was entertaining, talking about his adventures
working as a clerk in a gaming shop, talking about the uber-nerds
that he dealt with on a regular basis, complete with vocal
imitations for the customers and managers that he worked with.

Flirting led to a little bit of groping, and
groping led to interest in finding someplace to relieve the
pressure that groping had gotten started. Jeremy’s housemate had
flatly locked them out of his bedroom, which was annoying, but
Hector decided he could understand that, especially since there was
absolutely no way he was going to do Paxton. He’d met that guy a
few months ago and a more crashing killjoy, Hector could not
imagine.

The laundry room was relatively unoccupied,
even if it was crowded with washer, dryer, folding table and about
eight baskets of laundry that were in various states of need to be
washed or folded. Hector grinned. “This is a good spot,” he said,
drawling. “I can hec-splain it to you, if you need, but man, spin
cycle is heavenly, especially if you get your balls right…here…” He
traced a finger between Blake’s legs, still clad in tight
jeans.

Jake scurried out of his jeans, snagged a
towel out of one of the stacks of laundry—”shit, that metal is
cold, man,”—and sat on the washer. Hector set the cycle up and
listened to the water filling the tub. Hector drew it out, took his
time, kissing down Blake’s body, touching and tasting every inch.
Hector wasn’t a romantic, but he was the most sexual person he
knew. He didn’t want love, just sex. Sex was glorious. Love was
trouble. Love was getting bored at three in the morning, love was
knowing too much about another person. Love was having to rely on
someone to bring home a gallon of milk. But sex, oh. God, Hector
was a master of sex. He was a wizard of seduction, a legend in his
own mind, perfect and constantly seeking perfection.

Hector skipped a few cycles ahead; the
agitator whined irritably inside the old washer, and really, it was
the spin cycle he was the most interested in, anyway. Lucky him,
his newest paramour was well equipped, and Hector spent a few
moments enjoying a huge mouthful of cock. Jake was incredibly
responsive, eager, appreciative, all the things Hector loved in a
new lover, without any of the things he didn’t want, talk of dating
and boyfriends and other boring stuff, that put Hector straight to
sleep.

As always, Hector had a pocketful of fun
times, sample packets of lube and condoms, because you just never
knew when the moment was going to happen and Hector was a good Boy
Scout. He’d never lost a friend to AIDS and he didn’t plan on being
the one hit up by stupid.

They were just finishing up when Hector heard
a step in the hall behind him. Ah well, someone could appreciate
the view.

“Blake?”

Hector turned to look at their observer and
found himself looking into the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen
in his life.

It was dark enough in the hallway that he
couldn’t see the guy’s features clearly, but he had a pair of blue
eyes, so brilliant and lined with white striated marks that they
looked like endless silver mirrors.

And they were absolutely shattered.

Hector actually pulled out of his lover in
shock, stood there with his pants around his ankles, a condom on
his prick, and his partner’s jizz dripping down his thigh. Not the
most dignified pose imaginable. Blake—the guy’s name was Blake,
Hector remembered—was still a little blissed out to actually
comprehend. Blake blinked a few times, then sat up hurriedly.

“Finn?”

The blue-eyed devil pinched the bridge of his
nose as if warding off a sudden onset migraine. “I don’t want to
hear it, Blake.” He turned that steely gaze back on Hector, his
eyes narrowing with rage. “God, Hector Lange. I’ve heard about you.
You’re a real shit, you know that?”

The guy didn’t wait for an answer. He walked
away with more dignity than Hector would have been able to manage
in that situation. Blake scrambled into his jeans and chased the
guy down, calling for him as he climbed the stairs.

“Well , that was awkward,” Hector said,
talking to himself as he gathered up his clothing and dressed.

Blake was back, a few minutes later. “Damn,”
he said, getting his shirt. “I wasn’t actually expecting him to
show up at this party. Sorry about that, man. You didn’t need
that.”

Hector shrugged, ignoring the little voice in
the back of his head. Jeremy had told him, after all, that Blake
was in a relationship. Not that it had seemed to matter much to
Blake. And in the end, wasn’t that where the problem always
was? It wasn’t Hector’s fault that Blake wanted to have fun, he was
just obliging the guy to a quickie throw-down in the hall. Weren’t
nothing but a thing.

“Look, he was…can you give me a ride? I know
that it’s probably not a good plan to show up to our place with you
in tow, so you can just drop me off?”

Hector sighed. Of course he was going to get
stuck in this fucking drama. “I can drop you off.” And that’s
exactly what he did.

And never thought twice about Blake
again.

 * * * *


Chapter 1

“I feel like an adult,”
Hector complained, tugging at the collar of his tuxedo. When the
hell had he decided it was more economical to buy a tuxedo of his
own, rather than rent one? “I hate feeling like an adult.”

“Well, you look great,” Vin Reyes said. Vin,
of course, looked about fifty times better because not only was his
tux his own, but it was made for him and probably cost more than
Hector’s car. Vin always had the best stuff, the best of the best.
He was the poster child for trust fund babies…which hadn’t stopped
him from becoming a successful businessman in his own right. Not to
mention that Vin wore a suit on the reg these days anyway, as the
head of a moderately successful art gallery, and because he wore it
all the time, the suit did not give him elegance the same way
Hector wearing a suit once in a while gave him elegance. Instead,
Vin lent the suit itself a certain something. Hector grinned. If
Vin wasn’t disgustingly happy with his long-term boyfriend—and
yeah, they were actually engaged now, that diamond set band on
Vin’s hand was revolting in the extreme—and Hector had already
plowed that field before, he might take an interest in seeing if
Vin’s suit looked better on the floor.

They hadn’t gotten together as much in the
last year or so as they did before; Vin’s rugged, Latino good looks
were always in style, but they hit Hector with a force that they
hadn’t managed in quite a while. Maybe it was age catching up with
him. Hector was going to be thirty in eight months. Or maybe it was
that there hadn’t been anyone interesting in the clubs in a while.
Hector managed to snare a new fish from time to time, but there
hadn’t been lots of options. He took a moment to pine for the good
old days.

Hector brushed imaginary lint off his suit
jacket, tugging the cuffs straight. “I do look mighty fine,” he
complimented himself. “If I could clone myself, I’d definitely fuck
me.”

Vin laughed. “Some things never change, and
you’re one of them, Hec.” He clapped a hand fondly on Hector’s
shoulders. “Come on, look around, mingle. I’m very pleased with the
new layout, you should see it in action.”

“Yeah, thanks for that work, by the way. Frer
is never going to let me live it down.”

Vin smirked. “Frer thinks entirely too much
of herself. Besides, I’ve worked with you for nearly—”

“Do not say it,” Hector warned.

“Seven. Years.” Vin enunciated carefully,
grinning like the asshole that he was totally being at the
moment.

“Ugh, I feel old.”

“My friend, you are old,” Vin said. “Old.
Ancient. Decrepit.”

“Get off my lawn, kid.”

“It was only fair that you get the contract,”
Vin said.

“She thinks it’s just because you’re my
friend,” Hector said. Frer was his co-worker, one of six of the
most sought-after interior designers in the city, and technically,
she’d been the one up for the next contract. But Vin had blown in
with his list of demands and his non-negotiables, and his
requirements and his very large number of billable hours and the
company Hector worked for—Whitley Conceptual—had given Mr. Reyes
everything he asked for. Including Hector as head designer. A huge
project. Hector usually stuck to smaller things like executive
suites or vacation homes, but the art studio’s design had taken him
the better part of six months and been both rewarding as a creative
endeavor and extremely lucrative.

“It wasn’t,” Vin said. “But if it will make
your job easier, I can throw some additional business her way. I
have in mind a little addition, an art studio, I’ve been talking
with some instructors, it’d be the building across the street—”

“Will you stop spending money for one night,
babe, and just enjoy the evening?” Beau Watkins, tall and blond god
that he was, draped one arm around Vin. In college, he’d been
reed-slender; since he’d graduated he’d packed on quite a
substantial amount of muscle, which was making his suit-shirt
strain around the button areas. Hector admired; both young men had
been lovers of his, back in the day, and they were quite an
attractive couple.

Hector frowned at a strange ache around an
area of his chest that he wouldn’t be quite corny enough to call
his heart. Jealousy, maybe? Not of them, but just, they were
together and he was going stag tonight. His most recent lover had
bowed out at the last minute, which was both odd and troubling.
Usually the boys were lining up to accompany him to his events,
especially something like this art gallery showing, which was high
on the exclusive list, and had free food and booze. Of course, for
Hector, it was also a working date, and maybe that was why Ryan had
bailed on him. Hector had at least three purchases that he needed
to make at the auction, which meant sitting through the auction,
and for people with no money, that wasn’t exactly high
entertainment.

“I am enjoying the evening,” Vin protested,
leaning against his boyfriend’s side. “Now do me a favor and go
stand near those wretched Miles VonBlak paintings and sell a few of
them.”

“They’re not wretched,” Beau said. “They’re
very popular.”

“Of course they are wretched,” Vin said.
“They’re overly sentimental, treacle-patriotic mood pieces that
belong in dentist’s offices and Army recruitment centers. The
painting version of a Nicholas Sparks novel. Of course they
sell well. But they’re artistically bankrupt shit and I don’t want
to carry them anymore.”

“Well, it’s obvious that you can’t
sell them,” Beau said, kissing Vin’s cheek.

“They sound hideous,” Hector said. “Why don’t
I walk with you and you can hec-splain the whole concept to
me?”

“Ain’t that joke of yours died a painful
death, yet?” Beau asked.

“Now, why would you say a hurtful thing like
that, Beau?” Hector said, linking his arm with the taller man. “You
may as well ask me to run a marathon, or eat some kale.”

Beau laughed politely and drew Hector in the
direction of the VonBlak paintings. On the short walk over, Beau
gave Hector all the gossip, knowing those little details actually
mattered, at least on a work-level. The more background details
that Hector had of specific paintings, the easier it was to sell
them to clients. Clients didn’t know shit about art, for the most
part, but they did like a good yarn, and that’s what Hector sold to
his clients; little stories about their knickknacks that would make
them feel important to their own clients. Money might make the
world go round, but gossip made it worthwhile. Miles VonBlak, a
local painter of some renown, had a whole section of the gallery to
himself. Before Vin had brought him into the gallery, VonBlak had
sold his paintings out of the back of his van in parking lots. In
further fact, it was suspected his legal name wasn’t VonBlak at
all, but that it was a pun off the fact his van was black.

Hector smirked, jotting notes down in his
little booklet. This was exactly the sort of story his clients
enjoyed. “Do you think the bidding will be hot?”

Beau shrugged. “You never can tell at this
stage. Sometimes the auctions go really well—that’s the whole plan,
of course, is to get people competing. People are stupid when it
comes to money and competitions.”

“Tell me about it,” Hector said. “On second
thought, don’t. Let me tell you about it, instead. I have this
client, Dr. Bakersfield, and you know what he wants to hang on his
office wall?”

“I’m assumin’ not one of his medical
degrees.”

“He wants a fucking trophy.”

“Like a deer head?” Beau raised an
eyebrow.

“No, nothing so obvious. He wants me to bid
on something that someone else wants, that someone else wants
desperately. He wants me to pay whatever it takes to take something
away from another patron. He wants to hang someone else’s dream
painting on his wall, just to say he did it. Just to prove
something.”

“What a complete and utter ass,” Beau
said.

“He’s paying for it, so I guess he’s allowed
to be as much of an ass as he wants to be,” Hector said. “I try not
to stand between rich men and the things they want.” He eyed Beau
speculatively. “With some very few exceptions.”

“Ah, to be fair, you had no way of knowin’
that Vin wanted me, back then,” Beau said. He leaned closer to
Hector’s ear and spoke sotto voce. “Besides, it was an
educational experience and I wouldn’t trade it for diamonds.”

Hector laughed. “You wouldn’t have to make
that choice. If you want diamonds, I expect your boy would buy ‘em
for you.”

“Don’t even kid, man,” Beau said. “If I said
something that stupid where he could hear me, I reckon I’d end up
with a diamond mine and what the hell would I do with that?”

“Have me as your kept man on the side?”

“Hector, my friend,” Beau said, “ain’t nobody
in their right mind wants to keep you.”

“Oh, I’m in pain, Beau,” Hector lamented.
“You wound me.”

“You don’t wanna be kept,” Beau said, “so you
know, it works out for everyone that way.”

Hector had to agree with him there, and let
the argument drop, although admittedly, he didn’t feel…quite as
happy about it as he might otherwise have done.

Vin was right, however. They stopped in front
of the VonBlaks and they were trite. Military action paintings,
with ghostly eagles watching over the battlefield, wounded war
veterans talking to old men, ghosts standing behind the memorials
in Washington, DC.

“Well,” Hector said. “I think I might pass on
these. Can’t imagine any of my clients wanting them.” He gazed over
the paintings, then tilted his head. “Well, maybe this one. This
one’s different.”

Hector gazed at the mounted painting; it was
one of those multi-colored abstracts, the huge canvas cut and
divided over six separate pieces, the sort of thing one put on two
different walls, or used to fill a really large space. He could see
each piece hanging on several of his more regular clients’ walls.
The colors were bold and brassy, on a dark background, with shapes
and abstract splatters. Clients always liked abstract art—it made
them look edgy without actually offending anyone, which was almost
always the goal. Art for the sake of having art, not for the sake
of thinking about art. Critical difference, and sometimes one that
he had to remind his clients of. There had been several who would
fall in love with a particular piece, but didn’t really realize
that taste was not universal.

Speaking of taste, and its lack of
universality, Beau was talking up a piece, one of the overly
patriotic fluff pieces to the left, with an exaggerated Tennessee
accent. Or maybe it was just that the last six years in Chicago had
dulled out what Hector had always remembered as an extravagant
southern drawl. These days, there wasn’t as much evidence of the
drawl, but it was still there around the edges. Now, Beau had taken
it out and dusted it off. The boy—as Hector considered any man who
wasn’t tall and well filled out—was vaguely familiar, with a head
full of russet, wavy hair. He listened to Beau intently, asked some
questions about the artist, stepped back to admire the
painting.

The painting being admired was one of those
war-veteran type glurge bits; the central figure was a wounded
soldier; behind him in jagged reds and blacks and grays were
war-scenes, in front of him, the peace and freedom and serenity of
the American public that he’d given all to protect. Truly,
over-the-top emotionally; like a piece of art done for a Support
the Troops charity.

Hector…did not support the troops. Well, he
didn’t wish them any particular ill, but he was against
fear-mongering and war-profiteering, which tended to make him the
enemy of freedom and ‘Murca and the ideals of heroism in war. As
far as Hector could tell—and he’d minored in American History, sort
of by accident, really, but he did get some use out of his
degree—war was just an excuse to cut population and to make rich
men richer. It had never been about freedom and being morally
right. It was hell, but the ideal of glory kept selling so hard
that each new generation had to discover it for themselves, and the
people selling freedom and the American Way had a much
bigger budget than Joe Private and his poorly-edited memoirs.
Hector was not the sort who was ever going to stick a yellow ribbon
on the back of his car.

The kid that Beau was expounding upon the
merits of the painting to probably had at least two such stickers.
He was staring at the
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