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Beautiful Liar


​Chapter 1

It’s been seven years since Johnny Thomas
last sat in this chair, at this desk, across from this man. He’d
been fifteen then, precocious, and one of the hottest names on
prime time TV. Every teenybopper magazine had his picture splashed
across the cover; every teenage girl from New York to LA had his
pictures taped to her wall. He went by JT Pierce then, a rising
young star with the world at his feet and nowhere to go but up.

From appearances, manager Lou Merrin’s office
hasn’t changed much since Johnny’s last visit. The movie posters
lining the walls have morphed from the early 90’s films Johnny
remembers to last year’s Oscar winners, and there are a few more
signed celebrity photos scattered around the bookshelves, Lou in
every single one of them. Each photo shows him shaking hands with
A-listers in the industry and smiling for the camera. Though Lou
only manages actors, there are quite a few musicians in the pics,
Johnny notices, but a lot of singers make the transition to actors
nowadays, and vice versa. Johnny thinks maybe he has an album in
him somewhere, once he gets back in the public eye. Nothing like a
Top 40 single to give his career a much-needed boost, is there?

On Lou’s desk sits the same family portrait,
a studio shot of the man, his wife, and a son who must be in
college by now but looks all of ten in the frame. Johnny met him
once but can’t recall the kid’s name. Samuel? Stuart? He should ask
but he doesn’t want to remind Lou how long it’s been. He’s lucky
the manager agreed to meet with him after all this time.

Leaning back in his patent leather chair, Lou
crosses his ankle over one knee and props his elbows on the arms of
the seat. He steeples his fingers in front of him, then peers at
Johnny over his fingertips. “JT Pierce,” he drawls, each syllable a
separate word. “J. T. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

“It’s Johnny now.” He clears his throat and
sits up a little straighter, his head cocked to the left to keep
his long bangs out of his eyes. “Johnny Thomas.”

Without dropping his gaze, Lou murmurs,
“Johnny.”

He’s old enough to be Johnny’s father. In
many ways, that’s exactly how Johnny thinks of him—it was Lou who
saw him at the mall all those years ago, when he was just a toothy
eight-year-old with a mop of dark brown hair, clear gray eyes, and
a wide grin that made hearts flutter. Lou who approached his
mother, business card in hand, with the promise of making her
little boy a star. Lou who walked him through auditions, who
screened his scripts, who finally landed him his first television
spot. A handful of commercials later, it was Lou who got Johnny a
returning role on a popular Nickelodeon after school program, and
after that, Lou snagged him the coveted lead in Fox’s Friday night
hit series Zack’s Back, as well. Johnny owes the man so
much, he knows.

And here he is, like an ungrateful son,
asking for more.

For a moment, they stare across the desk,
each gauging the other. Lou with his balding pate, combed over with
fine strands of reddish-orange hair. His narrow face, his gaunt
cheeks, his dark, unreadable eyes. Johnny forces himself to sit
still, but despite his best efforts, one knee shakes nervously. He
keeps his hands clenched together in his lap and waits for Lou to
speak again. Let him run the meeting, he reminds himself. I need
his help; he doesn’t need me.

“Johnny.” With a sigh, Lou uncrosses his legs
and surges forward to rest his elbows on the desk between them.
“It’s been what, five years?”

“Seven.” Johnny clears his throat again to
keep his voice from cracking. “I’m twenty-two now.”

Lou gives him an indulgent smile. “So why are
you here?”

“I want a comeback,” Johnny says, unable to
hide the excitement in his voice. “I need the limelight, Lou. You
told me to wait, remember? And I waited. Seven years I
waited. But the calls stopped coming and the scripts dried up, and
I haven’t had an offer in I don’t know how long. I just can’t wait
any more. I want back in the business. I want you to bring
me back.”

Holding up one hand, Lou cautions, “Wait.
You’re how old?” When Johnny starts to answer, he talks over him.
“Have you gone to college?”

Johnny shakes his head. “No, I—”

Lou interrupts him again. “Acting school?
Done any stage work? Any bit parts or paying gigs since
Zack?”

“No.”

Johnny knows that sounds bad—he hasn’t done
squat with his life since his show was canceled, but that wasn’t
his fault. He was a star, damn it, and wouldn’t
settle for commercial spots or sidekick roles. He wanted—he
wants—the lead. “Lou, please,” he tries. “You’re the best in
this business, and I need the best. You took a nobody from
Bum-fucked, California, and turned him into a household name,
remember? You took me and made me a star. So they already
know who I am. They loved me once. How hard is it going to be to
make them love me again?”

But Lou doesn’t look convinced. “Disney has
the corner market on kids’ TV nowadays,” he points out. “The
Olsens, High School Musical, Hannah Montana? You
can’t cash in on that without selling out to the system.”

“I’m not talking Disney.” Johnny
sighs, exasperated. “I’m twenty-two here. I don’t want to settle
for TV, alright? I want something more, something bigger. I’m
talking adult films.”

Lou holds up both hands now, backing away. “I
don’t touch those, Johnny, and you know it. I’m above board all the
way—”

“I don’t mean porno.” Johnny laughs and runs
a hand through his long bangs. They fall back into place and he has
to shake his head to the left so they don’t hide his eyes. “Jesus,
Lou. What kind of guy do you think I am?”

He doesn’t like the dark look the manager
throws his way. “I’ve heard stories about what happened at your
sweet sixteen.”

A twinge of fear spikes through Johnny, but
he shrugs it off. “Rumors, that’s all. Nothing happened.
God, it was so long ago anyway.”

“Yeah, well.” Lou gives him a distrustful
look, one Johnny doesn’t care for much. “Rumor or not, that sort of
shit can make or break a career these days and you know it. You see
the tabloids. Just because it’s the twenty-first century doesn’t
mean middle America embraces the idea of queer leading men.”

Johnny starts, “I’m not—”

Now it’s Lou’s turn to laugh. “Please,
Johnny. We both know you’re not that great an actor.”

Johnny falls silent, a sullen pout tugging at
his lips. This meeting’s taken a turn he didn’t expect. Suddenly
he’s half ready to play the diva and storm out of the office. What
will Lou do then?

Find someone else. Johnny hates to
admit it, but it’s true. There’s a line of hopefuls in the
waiting room outside, each yearning for a chance to take what I
once had. And it’s mine, damn it. I’m not giving in just
yet.

Lowering his voice, Lou says, “Look, kid. It
doesn’t matter to me who you sleep with. I’ve been in this business
long enough to have seen it all. But you’re not trying to sell
yourself to me.”

“I’m not selling myself to anyone,” Johnny
mutters. He picks at a loose thread in the seam of his jeans and
refuses to meet the manager’s gaze. “I want to act again. On the
big screen, this time. I want—”

“Johnny.”

His name in that stern voice, so quiet, so
commanding, makes Johnny’s words dry up. His mouth snaps shut and
he pouts again, harder this time. He feels twelve years old,
sitting here in Lou’s office waiting for an angry lecture on why he
shouldn’t cuss on the set. Maybe he should’ve picked a different
manager this go ‘round, someone who doesn’t know him so well,
doesn’t know which buttons to push or how to bring him down with
just a word, a look, a tone of voice.

When it becomes evident Lou isn’t going to
say anything else, Johnny says, “What.”

“Listen,” Lou sighs. “Ninety-three percent of
moviegoers in this country are women between the ages of
twenty-five and forty. That’s your market base. That’s your
audience. All those girls who grew up swooning over your pictures
in Bop and Teen Beat are graduating from college now,
getting married, having babies. They’re getting jobs and raising
families, and finally beginning to realize maybe they aren’t going
to snag the celebrity they used to fantasize about growing up. So
they’re perfect for you. They’re poised, ready and
waiting to fall in love with you all over again. With your
persona. With who they want you to be.”

Grudgingly, Johnny nods. Women love him; he’s
always known this.

Lou continues. “The gay market is growing,
don’t get me wrong. But it’s still very marginalized.
Brokeback aside, America wants traditional romances. Women
want to be able to imagine they’re Kate Winslet, promising they’ll
never let go. They want to be Romeo’s Juliet, Sid’s Nancy, Jack’s
Sally. Movies are an escape—from chores, from kids, from everyday
life. And if their leading man’s kissing on another dude, what’s in
it for them? Where do they see themselves in that picture,
hmm?”

“I don’t want to do gay films,” Johnny
mutters. “I want to do blockbusters—”

“Exactly.” Lou sits back, the leather chair
creaking beneath his weight, a smug smile on his face as if he’s
just made his point.

Johnny frowns, unsure of what that might
be.

Rolling his eyes, Lou sighs. “Fame isn’t how
many films you’ve done—look at what’s his face, that guy in
Amistad. The man’s been in just about every movie that’s
come out of Hollywood since 1970. But who knows his name? Who
cares? The media sure doesn’t. And without news articles or
headlines, or candid pics, he’s nobody. See what I mean?”

The frown on Johnny’s face deepens—he has no
clue who Lou’s talking about. He doesn’t watch foreign films.
“Who—”

Lou cuts off his question with another sigh.
“It’s the papers you have to cater to, Johnny. The tabloids you
have to woo. Rachael Ray was a bubbly little girl working at HoJo’s
a few years ago and now you can’t turn without seeing her face
somewhere—on the TV, in the magazines, on a set of steak knives.
That’s what’s called publicity. That’s what’s called kissing ass
when you have to, smiling pretty for the camera, and letting the
media have its day. You want the paparazzi to follow you
around, I’m telling you. Sure, Britney’s not churning out hit songs
anymore, but everyone still knows who she is. You get me?”

Johnny nods, dubious, then thinks better of
it and shakes his head. “Not really.”

“How does the public get to know you?” Lou
asks. “Not Johnny on the big screen but Johnny the actor? The face
behind the movie? Because believe me, they want more than just
headshots anymore. They want intimate details of every little
aspect of your life. Go to the supermarket—half the magazines and
newspapers on the stands are candid photos off the streets of
Hollywood. Christina shopping for baby clothes, Hilary having her
latté at Starbucks, Puff Daddy or P. Diddy or whatever the hell
he’s calling himself these days playing in the park with his kids.
Housewives eat that shit up. They want to know you, the
real you.” He gives Johnny an arched look. “For that, they
turn to the tabloids.”

Johnny hasn’t thought of it that way. When he
was in the business earlier, he had a modest security force who
would go in ahead of him, clear out a McDonald’s, and lead him
through a crowd of screaming, crying girls just so he could order a
Big Mac. But the only photographers taking his picture were hired
to do so. The paparazzi he’s seen on the streets of LA just weren’t
there then.

A sudden panic grips him. Have they been
trailing him all along? Snapping pictures when he’s not aware? How
many crazy photos of himself are there online anyway? Flirting with
the UPS man who delivered his flat screen TV, or adjusting his
crotch as he watched the other guys in the weight room of Bally’s
Gym, or hell, picking his jeans out from the crack in his ass as he
got out of his car? Not to mention the nameless guys he paired off
with in the clubs. Is nothing sacred?

Lou must see the scared look on his face
because he gives Johnny a tight-lipped, sympathetic grin. “You want
to be a star, again. Fine. I can do that. You have that
classic, all-American look about you, those eyes, that hair, and
God, that smile of yours is enough to get you front row seats at
the Oscars, believe me. It won’t take much to get you back out
there, I know. But you have to want it—”

“I do,” Johnny assures him. He sits up
straighter, leans forward, eager. “Lou, you just don’t know….”

Lou speaks over him. “And you have to
live it. I don’t care what you do in the privacy of your own
home but in public, you’re straight.” When Johnny opens his mouth
to protest, Lou holds up a hand to stop him. “Uh-uh. Listen to me
now. Every minute you’re out where someone can see you, even if
there’s no one around, you have to stay in character. You can’t go
picking up guys on street corners or making out in the back rooms
of clubs or holding hands in line at Starbucks.”

“I’m not like that.” Except the clubs bit,
Johnny adds silently. Is that a lucky guess or does Lou know
something Johnny doesn’t?

“Find a female friend,” Lou advises. “Someone
you can drag to award shows, someone pretty. No palling around with
one guy, even if he’s been your best friend since birth. Ricky
Martin brings a male escort to the Grammy’s one year and where’s
his career now? You tell me. I’m serious here, Johnny. You want
back in, you need to pay the dues. And that means acting like you
don’t like dick. Got that?”

Johnny glares at Lou. After a moment, the
manager’s face softens. “I’m not out to bust your balls, son. I’m
just telling you like it is. It’s their game; you play by their
rules. Or you resign yourself to indie art house films that will
never make you a star. If you want this, I’m behind you a hundred
percent. Make your mark now, while you’re still young, and you can
chase after pool boys when you’re retired. What do you say?”

In truth, Johnny doesn’t know what to
say. Yes, he likes guys—he’d suspected it for years before his
sixteenth birthday party, when he hooked up with another actor his
own age. They hid in a closet during most of the party, kissing and
touching in the dark, nothing more, but it’d given him a taste of
something wonderful, something forbidden, something real
he’s been searching for since. And where was that other actor now?
The guy grew up in the limelight, unlike Johnny, and seemed on his
way to making a big name for himself, until he came out a few years
back. After a couple Advocate covers, he sort of faded from
the scene.

So maybe Lou’s right. Maybe America isn’t
ready to separate the private from the public—maybe his sexuality
would hurt his career. At the moment, it doesn’t matter much
anyway. Johnny has no steady boyfriend, no one he’s interested
in….when’s the last time he was with a guy? Last weekend, maybe,
someone anonymous at a club. He’d give that up, if he has to.
Anything to be famous again.

The determination must shine in his eyes
because when he looks at Lou, the manager gives him a slow grin,
then offers a hand across the desk for Johnny to shake. “Alright
then. Welcome back.”

* * * *


Chapter 2

Before Johnny leaves, Lou gives him the name
of a publicist to call and an appointment for early next week. “Get
a portfolio together,” the manager advises. “All those photos you
did years ago, throw them away. By the time I see you again, I want
new pics and at least the beginning of some sort of idea about what
you want your image to be. Give this some real thought, Johnny.
This is the rest of your life we’re talking about here. Got
that?”

Johnny already knows what he wants—doesn’t
“superstar” count as a career choice anymore? He stuffs the
publicist’s number into his back pocket and gives Lou a big grin as
he shakes the man’s hand on his way out. It’s not exactly a binding
contract, but he does have another appointment, right? So
that puts him a step above the schmucks still lining the hall,
glaring jealously at him as he strides toward the elevator.

At least he’s coming back.

To celebrate, he calls in sick to work.
What’s an evening shift at a fake bake tanning parlor when he’s
going to be in movies soon? He wants to go out, get drunk, share
his good news with the rest of Hollywood. Sure, Lou told him to lay
off the clubs, but Johnny doesn’t think he meant immediately, did
he? Tonight’s one of his last nights of anonymity. He plans to take
advantage of that.

He has a small apartment downtown, a place he
can barely afford but he’s always liked to stay close to the scene.
For years now he’s felt like a forgotten satellite, spinning in an
off-kilter orbit, circling the fringes of popular society. He sees
the paparazzi trailing other celebrities and wonders why they don’t
bother with him. He eats at the same restaurants, hangs out at the
same clubs, shops at the same specialty boutiques and no one seems
to notice. No one cares. Johnny won’t settle for that, damn it. His
star still burns, he knows it, and he wants nothing more than to
eclipse the sun again.

At home, he heeds Lou’s advice and walks
around the cluttered apartment, closing blinds and pulling
curtains, until the rooms are draped in late afternoon shade. In
the bedroom, he changes into a tight pair of jeans—no underwear—and
a clingy shirt that barely reaches his belt. The shirt is made from
a shimmery, metallic fabric that changes colors when the light hits
it, now blue, now green, now a dark silver that sets off his eyes
perfectly. A palm full of gel is rubbed brusquely into his hair,
giving it the tousled, bed-head look that’s big these days. One
last glance in the mirror—his hands smooth down the shirt and he
turns, those hands propped on his hips, then cupping his ass—and
he’s good to go. In another few months, when he hits the clubs like
this, maybe he’ll have an assistant who can page the paps ahead of
time, let them know he’s on his way. He’s seen the cameras flash at
other celebs, each bright white shot pinning them for all eternity
like a captured butterfly in the pages of a collector’s
scrapbook.

That could be him.

It will be.

* * * *

At the last minute, he changes his mind and
veers off-course, away from the gay-friendly pub he usually
frequents in favor of the more newsworthy Viper Room. As he drives
past the club, he wishes again he had an assistant, someone who
could drop him off at the front door then park the car while he
navigates through the gauntlet of cameramen lining the entrance.
But he’s alone in the car—for now—and has to fork over a twenty to
squeeze into a private parking deck. A ten-minute walk back to the
club puts him behind the cameras, not where he wants to be.
He has to bully his way through the paparazzi, and not one of them
bothers to snap his picture.

Just you guys wait, he thinks, flipping his
ID at the bouncer who guards the door. This time next week, once
Lou’s circulated his headshots, once he has headshots, these
same men shouting out the names of passing celebrities in the hopes
of having them look their way will wish they’d bothered with
Johnny. They’ll be crawling all over him, he just knows it. At
least, they better be. Isn’t that why he’s paying Lou in the
first place?

Inside the club, the air is close and smoky.
The crowd moves like the tide, flowing from one side of the room to
the other, catching Johnny in the undertow and pulling him along
until he’s washed up against the side of the bar. He’s seeing stars
he only dreams about meeting one day and he stands with his back
against the bar, watching them bob past him like ships in the
night. All the big names are here, and he feels his own status burn
a little brighter just being this close to the others. This is what
he’s missed all these years. This is where he should’ve been, where
he belongs.

Someone bumps into him. He moves aside to
make room but the stranger presses against him, clinging to his
side. He feels a strong hand ease around his arm to settle
somewhere in the small of his back, and hot breath curls into his
ear. A masculine voice sighs into him, “Hey.”

Johnny spares a glance and finds himself
staring into deep eyes the color of rich chocolate. His gaze
flickers to take in short brown hair, lighter than his own,
streaked by the sun and standing up from a tanned, sweaty brow. A
strong, aquiline nose above too-red lips. A small gold hoop earring
in one ear and, around a slim neck, a black cord with a handful of
white puka shell chips like all the surfer guys wear. The shells
fall in the hollow of the stranger’s throat, accenting his dusky
skin.

One thought crosses Johnny’s mind…. Fuck
Lou. He isn’t famous yet, right?

His grin must be encouraging, because it
makes the stranger grin back. Leaning against Johnny, he shouts to
be heard over the music and the crowd. “Anyone ever tell you that
you should be a model with a smile like that?”

Johnny laughs. “Is that your best line?”

“I’m serious. Brett Cary.” The stranger holds
out a business card for Johnny to read. Freelance
Photographer. “With your looks? I could make you a star.”

Taking the card, Johnny jokes, “That seems to
be the general consensus today. You do headshots?”

“I’ll do whatever you want,” Brett says.

His suggestive look says he’s not only
talking about photos, either. And suddenly Johnny’s evening goes
from just alright to hell yeah.

“You come here often?”

Johnny shakes his head. “I’m usually at the
Den downtown,” he calls out, raising his voice to be heard over the
crowd.

The Den….only Hollywood’s hottest gay club.
Johnny watches Brett smile, a slow, sexy grin that says he got the
hint. Closing the distance between them, he leans down over
Johnny’s shoulder, one hand brushing the soft skin on the inside of
Johnny’s elbow. The touch is ticklish but Johnny doesn’t pull away.
Instead, he studies those dark eyes and imagines they’re shadows he
could disappear into tonight. Brett’s mouth curves into a bemused
grin. “Can I buy you a drink?”

His gaze flickers past him and Johnny turns
to see the bartender, waiting to take his order. When he moves, his
back presses against Brett’s arm—warm, firm, strong. With a coy
glance over his shoulder at Brett, he suggests, “How about some Sex
on the Beach?”

The photog’s eyes widen at his brazen words,
but a moment later, they soften and the smile’s back. One hand
drifts to Johnny’s waist, nimble fingers easing into the band of
his jeans. “You want to wait that long?” he teases. “I was thinking
the VIP Lounge upstairs….”

Now it’s Johnny’s turn to feign surprise.
“How can you get in there?”

“I know people,” Brett says with a shrug,
like it’s no big deal he has access to the hottest off-limits party
in the world. “You want to head on up?”

Though they’re already tight, Johnny takes a
half-step closer, his body molding alongside Brett’s. Narrow hips
jut out, pushing his crotch into Brett’s, and an adventurous hand
drops from the bar to cup the start of an erection through Brett’s
jeans. With a playful poke, Johnny purrs, “Then why are we still
here?”

“Drinks first,” Brett tells him.

Johnny doesn’t care. VIP is where he belongs,
and he’ll do anything to gain access. With his head on Brett’s
shoulder, he breathes, “I think I love you.”

That earns him a laugh, a drink, and an arm
around his waist to hold him close.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Three strong drinks later, Johnny leans
against Brett, legs weak, feet clumsy, hands unable to stay in one
place for long. They find the buttons on Brett’s shirt and slowly
work them free, one by one, starting at his waist and moving up,
until they smooth over the flat, tanned swath of belly above his
jeans. Johnny’s fingers are insistent, picking at the button fly,
as well. He gets the first button undone and manages to rub the
faint hair that trails from Brett’s navel down into his pants, but
he doesn’t move much farther before the photog catches his hand.
“Not here,” Brett says, but his body seems to disagree. It’s in the
way he steps closer, the way he bends down, the way his lips close
over Johnny’s earlobe as his tongue licks out to wet the hidden
spot behind his ear. He is officially all over Johnny.
“Upstairs.”

That’s what Johnny wants, more than the bulge
in Brett’s pants or the heat of his kiss. Access to the VIP lounge,
a chance to hobnob with the rich and famous, a glimpse at the life
he deserves. The life to come. Downing the last of his drink,
Johnny leaves the glass on the bar and takes Brett’s hand. With the
photog in the lead, they wind through the undulating crowd, hips
bumping into strangers, bodies swaying with the beat. Johnny finds
himself moving in rhythm with the crowd around him, dancing his way
through. A tight grip keeps him on track, trailing behind Brett,
who moves ahead like an unseen guide leading a wayward traveler.
Hands reach out, arms brush over him, legs and asses and torsos
grind into Johnny. He feels like he’s in the heart of a living,
writhing creature, and every touch cranks up his libido another
notch, until his dick is raging in his pants, aching for release.
With the hand that isn’t attached to Brett’s, he fondles himself
through his jeans, pushing the erection there, rubbing the coarse
denim against his sensitive skin. His cock throbs, and his balls
pound in time with the music. When he finally breaks free from the
crowd, following Brett up a narrow staircase, which leads to the
lounge above, his hand is fisted at his crotch, his fingers
squeezing, his whole body eager to come.

A bouncer blocks entrance to the VIP section
of the club. Brett flashes something—a badge? His card? Johnny
can’t tell. He stands behind the photog on a lower step and, when
Brett stops, Johnny leans his forehead against his ass. Beneath the
cottony smell of denim, there’s a faint odor of musky sex that
drifts over Johnny, spurring his desire, and he buries his nose
against the seam that runs between Brett’s buttocks. He shakes his
hand free from his friend’s and grabs those cheeks, kneading them
through the jeans, lifting, separating, his breath hot and fast.
His teeth slide over the worn denim, seeking purchase. His tongue
licks out, wetting taut fabric. If the jeans were gone, and they
were alone, he’d be nipping at the doorway to paradise.

Suddenly Brett turns, and Johnny stumbles up
the stairs. Strong hands catch his arms, hauling him to his feet.
“Are you through kissing my ass?” Brett jokes.

His steady grip keeps Johnny from falling. “I
wasn’t….”

Damp lips cover his. It’s just a quick kiss,
but it silences Johnny and takes his breath away. “It’s much more
private in here,” Brett purrs, leading Johnny through a door held
open by an impassive bouncer. The man ignores them, his gaze
surveying the crowd below.

Johnny glances down at the surge of people
and feels faint.

Brett takes his hand to steer him away from
the stairs. His other hand is now on Johnny’s waist, now on his
elbow, pulling him into the VIP lounge. Johnny lets himself be led
into a darkened corridor that curves into a mezzanine above the
dance floor. Tables edge the railing on his right, overlooking the
stage and bar; the wall to the left is lined with one long seat,
the red patent leather like dark blood in the low light. More
tables are pushed against the seat, making a narrow path along the
balcony. With Johnny’s hand in his, Brett starts down the
aisle.

Johnny teeters on his feet, head swimming,
eyes unable to focus on any one face for long. All the stars are
here, all the names he reads in the tabloids, all the people he
envies because he no longer lives like they do. All the hot stars,
the pretty starlets, the singers, the athletes. The superstars,
each glowing with an internal light, each an individual sun
revolving within a private galaxy. Individual rulers, minute kings
and queens, basking in the adoration of private entourages, bevies
of hangers-on. Here are the dreamers, Johnny tells himself, and
here are the dreams.

Here is where he is meant to be.

He follows Brett to the far end of the
lounge, where the wall-length seat curves around to meet the
railing. There’s an empty spot in the corner, overlooking the dance
floor below, and Brett drops into place, then scoots over to make
room for Johnny. He pats the seat, right next to the railing, but
it’s unnecessary—Johnny stumbles over himself to sit down. The
drinks he’s had conspire against him, and he falls like a graceless
fop, sprawled halfway into Brett’s lap. “Sorry,” he says,
snickering. When he leans back against the railing, the room spins
dizzily.

Sure fingers brush up his inner thigh, over
his crotch, to tug at the zipper on his jeans. Brett leans down
over him—in the darkness of the lounge, it’s hard to see the
photographer’s features, and Johnny’s already begun to forget the
exact shape of his face, the curve of his jaw. Cute, he remembers,
and that’s about it. Light from the floor below glistens like
starshine in Brett’s eyes. “Hey,” he sighs, his breath like fire
igniting the kerosene of sweat sheathing Johnny’s skin.

“Hey,” Johnny whispers. He likes it here. He
doesn’t want the night to end.

The fingers at his crotch have worked his
zipper down an inch, two, and the AC-cooled air of the lounge nips
at heated skin, exciting his dick. Being here, in public, with the
rest of young Hollywood, only heightens his desire. Fisting his
hands in Brett’s shirt, he pulls the photog down to steal a kiss as
he arches his hips away from the seat, against Brett. At the sweet
pressure that spikes through him where his cock grinds between
them, he moans, “Yes.”

Brett needs no further encouragement. His
mouth grows insistent on Johnny’s, pinning him back to the seat,
the crown of his head pressed up hard against the railing. A warm
tongue fills Johnny, licking him, staking claim. His jeans are
fully unzipped and fingers twine through trimmed hair, circling his
cock, grasping his balls, stroking along his length. “Commando,”
Brett breathes. Johnny feels him smile against his lips.
“Nice.”

Johnny bucks beneath him, lost in an
alcoholic haze of lust and greed. The hand on his dick gives a
gentle squeeze, and Johnny’s body shivers in response. As Brett
kisses him, Johnny scoots back, sitting up a little, legs spread
wide. His jeans stay in place, sliding down his thin hips, and the
leather seat feels hot and alive against his backside. His dick
juts from his crotch at an obscene angle, the shaft hidden in
Brett’s fist, the bulbous tip like a ruddy mushroom that has
bloomed in the darkness of the lounge. Leaning against the railing,
Johnny throws his head back and lets out a guttural growl that
sounds playful and kittenish. He can’t believe he’s doing this,
here, not in some sleazy gay bar on the outskirts of town but
here, among stars. “Please.”

“You’re so damn sexy.” Brett’s words are mere
breath on Johnny’s chin, and his kisses chase after them, down
Johnny’s jaw, down his throat, over his Adam’s apple. Each kiss is
punctuated by a mind-numbing tightening of the fingers around his
dick. His heart beats in his cock, drowning out the music thudding
through the club. “These bitches have nothing on you. How lucky did
I get tonight?”

Johnny doesn’t know—he’s pretty damn lucky
himself. He lays back as Brett massages his dick, lips suckling his
neck. Brett’s thumb has found a tender spot just beneath the tip of
Johnny’s cock, the nail tracing up and down the slit with maddening
ease. Johnny’s breath quickens, coming in short pants, words of
affirmation intermingled with unintelligible gasps of delight.
“Yes,” and “please,” and “God,” the words mean nothing but
more. He sets his head back on the railing, stares at the
ceiling far above, and savors the waves of pleasure crashing over
him with each little kiss, every stroke, Brett’s very touch.

At the first bubble of pre-cum, Brett moves
back and Johnny feels that harsh mouth close over his cockhead. The
tongue is softer than he imagined, the lips like velvet, hot and
wet and so unexpected that Johnny digs his heels into the seat,
raising his buttocks up to drive as much as he can into that
willing hole. He gasps, “Yes, yes,” clutching at the
railing, the table beside them, the wall, as he fucks into Brett. A
hundred shiny eyes seem to watch them, but as Johnny glances
around, no one meets his gaze. Below them, the music swells, the
crowd continues its ancient dance, laughter drifts over to their
darkened corner, turning the moment unreal.

Then Johnny meets Brett’s gaze. He’s taken
Johnny’s length in completely, and Johnny’s pubic hair looks like a
dark beard on the photog. Inside that mouth, Brett’s tongue swirls
around Johnny’s cock, the thick muscle massaging the hard shaft,
guiding it to release.

“Please,” Johnny whispers.

The word is lost in the noise around them. As
he watches, Brett’s hand drops between Johnny’s legs to fondle his
balls, and one inquisitive finger dives deeper to breech Johnny’s
puckered hole.

He comes in an explosive rush that sets the
whole world spinning out around him. Yes.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Johnny’s never bothered to reconnect with
anyone he’s met in a club before. He rarely takes their number,
never gives his own. But he needs a portfolio before he meets up
with Lou again, and he doesn’t know any other photogs in town. Not
to mention that the earnings he made years ago are rapidly
dwindling down to nothing, so he hopes to maybe get some sort of
discount from this Brett Cary guy. And who knows where things might
lead between them? Johnny may not be looking for a man, but
if one just sort of found him, he’s not likely to kick him to the
curb.

There is a scary moment when the phone stops
ringing, before Brett says a word, but he recognizes Johnny’s voice
and the world starts spinning again. “I’ve been thinking of you all
day,” he says. “Why didn’t you tell me you were famous?”

“We didn’t really get much chance to talk,”
Johnny points out.

Part of him preens to think someone
recognized him, but a little voice inside wants to know who
else might have, too. A voice that sounds suspiciously like
Lou. At least there were no paps inside the club. Johnny and Brett
left separately so when the cameras started to whirl, they wouldn’t
be caught in the same frame. Not that any of the paparazzi seemed
to clue in to who he was.

“JT, right?” Brett laughs, an infectious
sound, and Johnny remembers how he tasted at the club, fresh and
heady, spearmint gum and a hint of rum. “Man, I used to have wet
dreams about you.”

That has to be the best thing anyone’s ever
said to Johnny. He’s heard dozens of girls say they loved him when
they were little, but none of the guys he’s ever been with really
seemed to care. He can’t stop the stupid grin that tugs at his
lips. “Really?”

“Listen,” Brett says, “I’m in the middle of a
shoot right now, but maybe we can hook up tonight, what do you
think? Dinner, a movie, get to know each other a little
better?”

There’s something seductive in his voice that
makes it hard for Johnny to say no. As if he would. But he needs
pictures, and soon. “Actually, I wasn’t kidding about the headshots
last night. I’m trying to get back in the game and my manager says
I need an updated portfolio. I was wondering, if maybe you weren’t
too booked….”

“I’m free after two.” Lowering his voice,
Brett purrs, “I don’t usually mix business with pleasure, but
there’s always the exception to the rule.”

“Then maybe we can do something afterwards,”
Johnny says. A hint of suggestion creeps into his voice, and he has
to shift from one foot to the other to dull the sudden ache at his
crotch. Brett was hot, from what Johnny remembers, and damn,
that voice of his just seems to curl up inside Johnny’s ear and
trickle down the back of his neck like warm honey. “Let’s get the
business out of the way first, then move onto the pleasure.”

Long after he hangs up, he still hears that
voice in his mind. I’ve been thinking of you all day. Johnny
decides that’s a much better come-on line than the one about
modeling, and he’s glad he gave the man a chance.

* * * *

He reaches Brett’s studio at ten till two,
but because he doesn’t want to seem overly eager, Johnny walks
around the block once, twice, three times, then crosses Sunset
Boulevard to grab a latté at Starbucks. From a perch in the café’s
window, he sips the hot coffee as he watches the old five-story
brownstone bearing the address on Brett’s business card. Quite a
few people enter through the revolving door, but no one famous, no
one Johnny knows. Once he’s finished his drink, he glances at the
clock over the counter—two-thirty now—and weaves through traffic on
his way back across the street. Nothing like being fashionably
late, no?

The studio is on the fourth floor. Alone in
the elevator, Johnny studies his reflection in the mirrored walls,
glancing from the corner of his eye to check out his profile and
try to catch a glimpse of his backside. These jeans make his ass
look high and taut, he loves that, and his tight ringer T-shirt
bunches at his waist, showing off the goods. Why guys insist on
wearing baggy clothes to hide their bodies, Johnny will never know.
He may not be buff but he’s slim, with a bubble butt he’s not
afraid to display.

Here in the elevator, he cups his crotch to
adjust his dick, and gives it a little squeeze to perk it up. Then
he tugs his shirt down over his flat stomach, runs a nervous hand
through his hair, and bares his teeth at the mirror to make sure
the coffee hasn’t stained them. He’d like some water now to wash
that down, and maybe a mint to kill the aftertaste. There’s an old
Jolly Rancher in his pocket that he pops in his mouth just as the
elevator stops. He drops the wrapper on the floor before the doors
open.

Brett’s office is at the end of the corridor,
a nondescript door with a plaque that reads Cary Studios
and, beneath that, QUIET! Shoot in Progress. For a moment,
Johnny hesitates, hand on the doorknob, torn between knocking and
just busting up in there. The guy’s expecting him, right? He
did say he was free after two. And it’s so far after two,
it’s almost three. But when he tries to turn the knob, he finds it
locked. Sullen, he knocks, two quick raps, then waits. Brett
was expecting him, wasn’t he? So why the hell is the door
locked?

He’s just about to knock again when the door
opens and Brett’s there, backlit by the early afternoon sun that
streams into the studio through a wall of windows. The hair is a
lighter shade than he remembers, longer too, though the front still
stands up in spikes. The eyes are darker, the lips fuller.
Damn. Johnny feels like he’s gotten lucky all over again.
“Hey stranger.” He shrugs, a move that makes his shirt rise up off
the waistband of his jeans just an inch to expose his pale belly.
“Invite me in.”

“I thought you’d be here sooner.”

Johnny sort of just shrugs again; he has no
answer to that. But Brett steps back and lets him into the studio,
and there’s no real hint of malice in his voice. Johnny tries to
see everything at once—the room is open and airy, with a high,
unfinished ceiling and those huge windows overlooking the city. A
handful of desks huddle in one corner by the door, laden with
computers and printers and cameras, with the rest of the space
given up to the art of photography. In another corner sits a
mirrored vanity, a full-length mirror behind it, a tall stool in
front. Makeup and brushes litter the vanity top. Nearby, vibrant
clothes dangle from rolling racks, and various backdrops are tacked
onto the walls or stand clustered together out of the way.
Free-standing lights, their bulbs dark, stare blindly at one
makeshift scene—a daybed set against a white backdrop, a bedside
table nearby, pillows and feathers scattered about. Following his
gaze, Brett explains, “Sorry about the mess. I had a CK shoot
earlier.”

“CK?” Johnny asks.

“Calvin Klein.”

Ah yes. Which would explain the photos Johnny
can see on one computer monitor, half-naked men cavorting in their
underwear as they pillow fight over a woman who watches from the
daybed. Is it just him, or are advertisements getting gayer? How
can Lou think coming out would be bad for his career?

I want to act, not model, he reminds himself.
In movies, not TV, and sure as hell not commercials.

Without warning, Brett leans in and plants a
chaste kiss in the corner of Johnny’s mouth. “I didn’t think I’d
see you again,” he breathes.

“You said two,” Johnny reminds him.

The exasperated look on Brett’s face tells
him he doesn’t mean that. But it’s a subtle reminder of just
why he’s here in the first place, and Brett picks up on it easily.
“My assistant’s gone for the day, but you’ve got pretty flawless
skin already.” He should know—he’s inches from it. “I started in
makeup. I’m sure I can get you camera ready. You brought stuff to
wear?”

“Some.” Johnny hefts the messenger bag he
carries slung over one shoulder. Inside are two shirts, the nicest
he owns, and a pair of black twill pants that are part of his
uniform at the tanning salon. He doesn’t have another
pair—everything else is denim.

Brett eases his fingers under the strap and
catches Johnny’s hand in his own, a quick touch before he takes the
bag. “I have some things from the CK shoot, if you want to try
those on, as well. Let’s get you into makeup, what do you say?”

The phrase sends a thrill through
Johnny—that’s how they used to say it on the set, “into makeup.” It
makes him feel like he’s actually doing something to get back into
the business. With eager steps, he follows Brett, who leads the way
to the vanity.

* * * *


Chapter 5

Brett knows just what to say to make Johnny
feel good. “Oh, that’s perfect,” he tells Johnny, watching him pose
through the eye of his camera. “Damn, you’re a sexy boy. Give me
that pout again. Make me want you.”

Johnny doesn’t think that’s hard to do.

“Gorgeous.” Brett snaps off another two or
three shots, Johnny moving subtly with each frame. The camera’s
digital, connected to the closest computer by a long, thin cable
that snakes across the room, and over Brett’s shoulder, Johnny can
see images of himself pop up onto the screen, each slightly
different from the last. They use a cloud-covered backdrop for the
first series of shots, close-ups mostly, in which Brett directs
Johnny through a myriad of emotions, from flirtatious to angry to
heartbroken. Johnny acts his way through each one, determined to
prove he still has game. “Awesome,” Brett says, camera clicking
away. “Give me that pout again. Run your hand through your hair,
you’re trying to get your way here, show me some puppy eyes. Yes,
like that, yes.”

After about twenty minutes, they move into
the bedroom scene, where the daybed still looks rumpled and
feathers from the pillows still litter the floor. “How about
something a little different?” Brett suggests.

“Different how?” Johnny starts to peel off
his shirt, but the moment it’s over his head, obscuring his vision,
he hears the tell-tale click of the camera. Tugging off the shirt,
he glares at Brett. “What the hell? I’m getting undressed.”

“I’m just testing the setup,” Brett says.
He’s not looking at Johnny—he’s setting the camera onto a tripod,
but there’s a hint of a smile on his face and Johnny knows that
shot wasn’t an accident. “Come on, man. I’ll just erase it.”

Yeah right. Johnny can see the photo
from here, the concave curve of his bare chest an almost erotic
pose. It’s a great shot, if he says so himself, but if Lou saw it?
Holy shit.

Brett continues to fiddle with the camera,
correcting the settings for the new backdrop. “You getting changed
or what?”

A pair of CK boxers waits for him on the bed.
Grudgingly, Johnny unsnaps his pants and eases down the zipper,
moving slowly to see if Brett plans to take a picture of
that, too. But the photog doesn’t seem to be paying him any
attention, and the camera is silent. Still, Johnny half-turns as he
begins to pull down his pants. Once again he’s sans
underwear, and the last thing he needs is to see a picture of his
dick on the front page of the National Enquirer. As the
waistband slides down over his ass, he glances over his
shoulder….

Another click; this time, the flash blinds
Johnny and he stumbles in his haste to pull up his pants.
“Hey!”

The smile Brett gives him looks sincere.
“Johnny, trust me. No one sees this, I swear.” The corners of his
mouth turn up a little, seductive, and Johnny catches a hint of the
lust he tasted last night. “I’ll erase it when we’re done.
You can erase it yourself, I’ll show you how. What do you
say?”

Johnny knows what he should say, but
those eyes, that grin, they turn him on all over again—who’s he
kidding? He’s been hard since he walked into the studio, and he’s
loved being objectified through the lens of Brett’s camera. He
loves being watched, being seen, and his cock has been at half-mast
all damn afternoon. The thought of doing a nude photo shoot with
this man? Hearing Brett’s encouragement as he writhes on the
daybed, the sheets twined around him? Touching himself as Brett
watches? Or—God forbid—having Brett join in? Sweet Jesus.
That’s better than dinner and a movie any night.

With a coy smile of his own, Johnny starts,
“I don’t want to be the only one having fun….”

Brett makes one final adjustment on the
camera, then steps around the tripod, his hands drifting to the fly
of his jeans. “Thought you’d never ask.” By the time he reaches
Johnny, his jeans lay on the floor, his shirt is off, and the bulge
at the front of his boxer briefs leaves no question how he
feels about their time together. Behind him, the camera clicks,
another picture pops up on the computer screen, and he laughs at
the surprised look on Johnny’s face. “It’s on a timer. Have you
ever watched yourself having sex?”

“No.” Johnny tries to laugh but the sound
comes out warbled and anxious. He shouldn’t do this, he
knows—hello? How many celebs have been laughed at and mocked when
their homemade sex tapes showed up on eBay? What if these pics end
up online? What if Lou sees them?

I’ll delete them, he assures himself. Brett
steps closer, catches the front of Johnny’s pants in both hands,
and kneels to kiss the trembling skin that peeks between his open
zipper. A hot tongue licks out, swirls around his navel, then
trails down to disappear into his pants. He wants this. As Brett
spreads his fly wider, the fabric presses down on Johnny’s
stiffening cock with a sweet ache.

He needs it. Lou be damned.

Leaning back, he vaults up onto the daybed.
His pants stay with Brett, sliding down Johnny’s legs, releasing
his dick. The meaty shaft swings up for its cameo at the same
moment the camera fires again. As if spooked by the flash, Johnny’s
cock jerks to attention, hard and thick. He grabs it in one tight
fist and squeezes, sending a thrill through his body. “Brett….”

The photog needs no prompting. He drops the
pants to the floor and places his hands on Johnny’s knees,
spreading them apart, as his tongue licks over the soft sac of
Johnny’s fuzzy balls. Johnny lays back, legs wide, as those lips
kiss his nuts, then that tongue traces the contours of his hidden
spaces, down below his sac, to taste the quivering hole at his
center. “Yes!” Johnny cries, arching his hips off the bed as he
grasps at the cool metal rails behind him. “Oh God, oh yes, fuck
me, yes.”

Click. Another photo, him spread wide,
his anus puckering, his knees weak. Click. Click.

Brett’s breath is hot and feathery along
Johnny’s inner thigh. “Turn over,” he says as he stands. “You want
to do this?”

Johnny lies on his back a moment, his heart
racing, his blood on fire. “Yes.”

“I’m not your first, am I?”

There’s a worried furrow in Brett’s brow that
smoothes out at Johnny’s quick laugh. “God, no. Just fuck me
already, will you?”

Brett grins. “For this, your photos are
free.”

“You don’t have to,” Johnny says. “I’ve got
money—”

But Brett leans over him and silences him
with a kiss. “I want to.” His hand brushes over one pert nipple and
Johnny shivers with delight. “Maybe it’ll entice you to come
back.”

“I haven’t come yet,” Johnny points out.

Brett’s hand drifts to his crotch, where it
closes over Johnny’s tender cockhead. With a gentle tweak, he
purrs, “Let’s remedy that.”

In the top drawer of the bedside
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