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Megan

The polished marble floors of the Briar Galleria cast my inverted reflection up at me. I strode with purpose across the main showroom, my strappy patent heels clacking on the onyx surface. My knee-length sleek dress matched the shoes, black as the night was long. Normally I don’t like to dress so plain, but the Galleria had a dress code.

I mean, the nerve. The pretentiousness. It’s not like we artists could afford fancy clothes like the dress I wore. I’d borrowed it from a friend of mine, Junebug, and I hoped to return it in one piece. 

My circle of Soho friends tended to share and share alike, pooling our community resources to succeed in the man’s world. I was in possession of a laser printer, for example, a carryover from one of my more affluent but still terrible mistakes. When people needed to print up a resume or a recipe, or create hard copies of their art prints, I helped them out—provided they helped pay for paper and ink. 

The heels were mine, fancy Italian leather and all. I’d found them at a street market and had almost fainted when I saw them for ten dollars. The vendor didn’t know what he had.

As sweet as the heels made my calves and ass look, they had a dark side, however. Namely, they slowed me down, allowing the creep with an ill-fitting suit and way too much cologne to catch up to me.

I tried to stare at an impressionist rendering of a manor house on a hill, pretending to be enthralled with the utterly pedestrian piece. The creep sauntered up to me, scratching his five o’clock shadow and inundating my personal space with the alcohol on his breath.

“Hey, sugar.” His voice grated on my eardrums like sandpaper. It was like he’d taken all the worst qualities of pick-up lines from pornos and somehow melded them into his entire persona. “You forgot your drink.”

I forced a smile on my face and took the drink from him. “Oh, right, thank you so much.”

No way in hell was I going to drink that drink. A girl from New York knows better than that.

I held the glass and searched for the nearest potted plant to pour it out in as Mr. Schmooze edged up a little closer. He damn near knocked me on the ground with his breath. He’d been hitting up the wet bar early and often.

“So, this is an amazing piece, right?” he said, gesturing at the four-foot-tall, three-foot-wide oil painting. “It really speaks to me.”

“Me too.”

He looked up with surprised delight. “Really? In what way?”

“Hmm. Well, to me it says that the artist has ill-advisedly attempted to bring post-modern expressionism with cubist overtones to an impressionistic work. The result is a pastiche of a zombified Monet with entirely too much emphasis on form rather than expression.”

His jaw went slack. “So, anyway, it was nice meeting you. Enjoy the gallery.”

And he was off. I sighed and poured the drink out in a nearby water fountain. Then I wove off into the crowd, taking in the different exhibits.

I truly wasn’t impressed. The Galleria is a pay-to-play establishment. If you wanted your work exhibited, you had to pay thousands of dollars. This meant that most of the work on display was by people who had more money than talent. 

Some of the works were nice. I did like a bust of Poseidon done by a Greenwich sculptor. Other than that, there was really only one reason I hadn’t left yet.

One of the paintings in the Galleria was mine.

I hadn’t painted it myself, not entirely. I’d found the half-finished portrait in my grandfather’s attic when I cleaned it out after his passing. I’d been instantly intrigued.

Grandpa Willie was a painter, like myself, but he was so much more. He could sculpt, weld steel, sing, play any instrument he picked up, and even dance. He’d taught me everything I’d ever known about painting, and if I lived to be a hundred I probably still wouldn’t know half as much as him.

The portrait itself was done in a photo-realistic style, a rarity for my grandfather who was more of an expressionist painter. The man in the portrait was a stranger to me. I’d gone and looked at old family albums and hadn’t found anyone close. He stood in front of a cherry red convertible sports car, leaning against the hood with a contented smile on his face. 

The man in the picture was in his forties, or so I thought. I hadn’t been able to identify him, and I wondered if he was even a real person at all or just an imagined subject. I’d been able to identify the car in the picture, though. A Shelby Cobra, one of the rarest and most treasured classic cars in the world.

Eventually I wandered out to the terrace. I looked out on the towers of glass and steel on Manhattan Island. The Hudson flowed past like an inky black ribbon in the night, reflecting the lights of the skyscrapers back up at me.

The night breeze stirred my hair, and I leaned my elbows on the cool metal rail. The sounds of the party became muted as the glass door swung shut behind me.

“I miss you, Grandpa,” I said to the wind and the night. “I’m trying to make it, just like you told me to. Keeping one foot in the gutter, but reaching for gold.”

I laughed softly, disturbing a pigeon who had been roosting on a ledge nearby.

“I never understood what that was supposed to mean.”

The sounds of the party grew louder, which meant someone was about to join me on the terrace. I heard a pair of men’s dress shoes clack across the scored concrete tiles. 

He joined me at the rail, a respectful distance away. At first I feared it was the creep coming back to harass me, but then I got a better look at him.

Tall, broad-shouldered. A tapered waist and long, lean, limbs. In his early thirties, but not too old. Even under his three-piece suit, I could tell he was an athlete. His eyes flashed my way as he withdrew a silver cigar case from his coat pocket.

“Good evening,” he said with a gentle smile. When his parted, he became even more gorgeous. 

I wasn’t the type of girl to just swoon over a good-looking man, but this particular man proved to be the exception. I tried to play it casual, but I was interested. Very interested.

“Good evening,” I replied. I tilted my head toward the party. “Enjoying the exhibits?”

“Not really. I like art, but this stuff seems...” he grasped at the air with his empty hand as if trying to clutch at the right words.

“Uninspired?”

“Yes,” he said, his smile widening. “Exactly. Uninspired.”

His smile faded a bit.

“So what’s a gorgeous lady like you doing out here all by her lonesome?”

My heart skipped a beat when he called me gorgeous, but I tried to keep it off my face.

“Honestly, I needed a break. There’s so much fakery that goes on at events like this. Most of the people in there are just looking to compare clothing.”

He laughed easily, a merry sound. I got the feeling he laughed often. The vibe he put out felt peaceful. Nice. Here was a guy who could have been a pro football player, or a male model, or both, and he carried himself like a chill, normal guy.

Judging from the suit he wore, he was probably loaded too. Gold cufflinks. Platinum tie clip. I surreptitiously checked for a ring on his finger and couldn’t help but be pleased that there wasn’t one there.

“You’re an interesting woman, if I may be so bold.” He turned toward me, tucking his cigar-case back in his pocket. I guessed he decided not to smoke, maybe for my benefit. I didn’t mind cigars, actually. They reminded me of my grandfather. He thrust his hand out toward me. “Mason Wilder.”

“Megan Scott,” I replied, clasping his hand. It was huge, enveloping my own easily. I could feel the power in those hands. His eyes ran up and down my body with subtle interest. “It’s nice to meet you, Mason.”

“The pleasure is all mine.” His brows arched in query. “So, can I buy you a drink, Megan?”

“It’s an open bar.”

“I didn’t necessarily mean here.”

The invitation in his tone was obvious. I smiled and shook my head.

“Due to circumstances beyond my control, I can’t leave the party just yet.”

“That’s a shame. I have an important meeting in a couple of hours. I suppose we’ll just have to make the most of the time that we have.”

“Yes.” He was standing a little closer. I could smell his cologne. “That sounds like a good idea.”

We chatted a bit, about nothing and everything. Pure small talk. Neither of us wanted it to get heavy. I knew, unequivocally, that we’d both decided to bang right there at the party. Normally that would have freaked me out, but a strange sense of calm had fallen over me. I still felt all the tingling butterflies of anticipation, but at the same time, I wasn’t in a hurry.

He touched my bare arm, his fingers stroking along my skin. I felt a shiver run down my spine, goose pimples rising on my flesh. Mason moved in a bit closer, until our bodies were touching. 

“You’re one of a kind, Megan,” he breathed.

Then his lips were on mine, and his kiss tasted as sweet as he looked. Big, powerful arms embraced me, pulling me into his warmth. 

He kissed me harder, deeper, and my pulse quickened. Suddenly I broke away from him, staring up at Mason as my chest heaved with heavy pants.

I could have left, right then. I could have given him my number. Instead, I took his hand and led him back into the Galleria.

I felt like a naughty teenager leading him up a flight of stairs to the darkened second story. I found an empty office and tugged him in by his necktie. The door closed and then he made me feel like a woman.
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Mason

I woke up on silk sheets with only two and a half hours of sleep, but I had a big smile on my face.

My last thought before I went to bed was of Megan, the incredibly hot, incredibly cool woman I’d met at the Galleria. My first thought when I awakened was of her as well.

I rolled out of bed and headed for the shower. The sun had yet to show its face, but a lightening out over the water heralded its impending arrival. Not the first time I’d awakened before dawn, and it wouldn’t be the last.

I could still smell Megan’s perfume on me. Both that kind that came out of a bottle and the kind that came from her body. It was with great reluctance that I washed both clean from my body.

After a close shave—a literal close shave, with my straight razor—I put on one of my favorite suits, a gray and charcoal two-piece with a so subtle as to be indistinguishable check pattern. Stan the Man calls it my Steve Harvey suit, but that’s just Stan.

The whole ride to work, I kept thinking about Megan. I’m not bragging, but with my size, appearance, and wealth, I don’t want for female company. However, I’ve always lost any interest after the actual consummation took place.

Not so with Megan. I’d done something different last night, something I’d never done with a wild hookup. I asked for her number.

And she gave it to me. No hesitation. I knew she was having fun last night. I’d had to clap my hand over her mouth to keep her screams from alerting the guests downstairs. Then, my little Megan had liked it even more.

The limo dropped me off at the skyscraper the firm called home. We leased out the top ten floors. The name of the building has changed about four times since we moved in. Stan wanted to buy the entire building, but Chandler refused to open the purse strings. He said that owning real estate in Manhattan was ‘redundant and unnecessary, and a bad investment.’

Since Chandler goes along with ninety-nine percent of the schemes we come up with, nobody wanted to pressure him on that point.

I stepped into the elevator, stifling a yawn. My eyes were sore and weary, and I obviously didn’t have enough sleep, yet I was filled with energy. My motor was rumbling on jet fuel grade Megan.

The doors slid most of the way shut before a hand thrust between them. Once they popped open again, a man and a woman stepped on with me.

“Good morning,” I said to Jonathon and Amelia. 

“Good morning yourself,” Jonathon said. He squinted at my face. “Hmm. Dark circles under your eyes, and you’re wearing your favorite suit. You got lucky last night, didn’t you?”

“A gentleman never tells.”

“Then what’s stopping you?” Amelia asked.

“Zing!” I fired a finger gun at her. “And tell your husband that he has no idea HOW lucky.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

I showed him my phone, Megan’s digits scrawled across the screen.

“You actually got her number?” Jonathon frowned. “I’m confused. Didn’t you already sleep with her?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, you never bother with them after the actual conquest. What’s different this time?”

“Jon, don’t be a prick,” Amelia said. 

“Are you kidding?” Jonathon laughed. “Mason here messed with me when I was dating you, so now it’s my turn to mess with him.”

I shrugged. “He’s right. I did mess with him quite a bit.”

“Well, maybe you’re going to be the next one to get domesticated,” Amelia suggested, cocking an eyebrow.

I started to laugh, and then, to my shock, I realized the idea wasn’t as abhorrent as it should have been. In fact, the idea of waking up next to Megan every day seemed... nice.

Which of course terrified me.

“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, my dear. This bachelor is remaining single for at least another twenty years.”

“We’ll see about that,” Amelia replied.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open to reveal the top floor. 

“You’re glowing,” she said, patting my arm before she and Jonathon preceded me out of the elevator. I stopped to check my reflection on the polished metal walls of the elevator car. 

“I am so not glowing,” I grumbled, but my good mood was just too powerful. I couldn’t find anything to be upset about that day.

I entered the board room a few seconds after them. Stan Timmons, a lean and wiry bespectacled genius, sat in his customary spot by the water cooler. Chandler Reece, mustachioed, tanned, and athletic, smiled widely as I entered.

“Hey, there he is,” Chandler said. “So I guess you didn’t get my message last night? You disappeared from the party.”

“Message?” I checked my phone. “Chandler, you haven’t sent me any messages since the day before yesterday.”

“I didn’t?” Chandler checked his own phone. “Fuck. Forgot to hit send.”

My phone dinged, and an image appeared on the screen. It looked like an oil painting portrait of a man in front of a car. I barely glanced at it.

“Why are you sending me this?”

“Mason,” Chandler said, his smile twisting into a frown. “Take another look. A good look.”

I sighed, and squinted at the photo. I spread my fingers out, expanding the pic larger.

At first I didn’t recognize the man in the photo, probably because the last time I’d seen him he was much, much older. But I did recognize the car. It was a Shelby Cobra, cherry red and white and pristine. 

It was my grandfather’s car.

I stared at the face, and picked out the bump in the nose section—we called it the Wilder bump—the piercing blue eyes, the strong jaw and broad shoulders...

“It’s... it’s my Grandpa.” My voice dropped to an awe-filled whisper.

“That’s what I thought when I saw it,” Chandler said with a nod. 

“Where did you take this?”

“At the Galleria last night. Didn’t you check out all the exhibits?”

“Not exactly.” A smile came to my lips.

“Yeah, Mr. Wilder here met a new girlfriend at the Galleria last night,” Jon said.

“That explains why you vanished.” Chandler nodded. “And why you didn’t see the portrait yourself.”

I gave Chandler a look. “I wish you’d have sent that message last night. I would have bought that painting on the spot.”

Chandler cocked an eyebrow. “Actually, I tried to buy the picture for you.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. I figured you’d be more than willing to take it off my hands at cost.”

“You figured right. What went wrong?”

“It wasn’t for sale. I tried to find out who the artist was, but the Galleria director was three sheets to the wind and said he couldn’t find the paperwork.”

“Damn.” I stared at the photo, tracing my finger over the familiar contours of my grandfather’s face. “That’s a shame.”

“Hey, that painting is somewhere in this city,” Chandler said. “I’m sure that a man of your resources can locate it.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Ahem.”

We turned to see Stan the Man drumming his fingers on the table.

“If you’re all done playing art critic, and gossiping like a knitting circle, maybe we can, oh, I don’t know, get down to the business of making us all richer?”

I laughed. “Point taken, Stan.”

I put my phone away, but now I had two reasons to be excited. 

No matter what, I had to get my hands on that portrait. Come hell or high water.

And pity the poor fool who got in my way. 
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Megan

I peeled back my sheets some time well after noon, swung my legs off the mattress I had laying on the floor, and stood up with a grand stretch.

It was good to be alive. 

My studio/apartment/den wasn’t very big, having only room for my bed, the stove, and a closet-sized bathroom. The rest of the space was taken up by my easel and art supplies. Still, I put on some music and danced my way across the ancient, highly polished hardwood floor.

I spun a small circle, a sublime smile on my face. I could still smell Mason’s cologne all over me. God, what a night. I had never done anything like that before. Sure, I had sex with my ex-boyfriend, but not like that. Not just crazy, random sex in an ostensibly public place with a man I’d literally just met.

Urgent, brief, but oh my GOD, had it been good.

After it was over, a thrill shot through me when Mason asked for my number. I hadn’t expected that. Judging from the look on his face, he hadn’t either.

I picked up a clown painting I’d snagged at a garage sale for a buck and painted over with gesso. Canvases were expensive, but old paintings for some reason weren’t. 

I checked my supplies and blew air out my lips, stirring my bangs. I didn’t have much in the way of oils left. And the oil paint tubes I did have were all the wrong colors. 

“Acrylics it is,” I said. I picked up my palette and used a scraper to remove the old, bubbled-up paint. I don’t like working with acrylics as much as oils, but they’re cheaper, and much faster to dry.

I dropped the palette when I remembered I had another gig. A local nightclub—using the term loosely, the dance floor was barely bigger than my apartment—had paid me a thousand dollars to do a mural on the brick wall of their building.

I had barely started, and if I didn’t get it done soon my patron would probably want his money back. And I’d already spent it.

I gathered up my paint kit in an old tackle box. Pro tip—tackle boxes are cheaper and more versatile than what they try to sell you at the art supply stores. Wearing a pair of paint-stained overalls and a sports bra underneath, I headed out onto the city streets. The sun had banished the previous evening’s chill, and the Big Apple, well, the Big Apple was baking. And not an ounce of brown sugar or cinnamon in sight.

That was okay. I didn’t mind the heat. It was hard to feel grumpy about anything after the magical night I’d had. And to think I’d been dreading that exhibition, and the people likely to frequent it. Like McCreepy with the—possibly—doctored drink.

Instead, I’d met a man who I found endlessly intriguing. God, I’d fucked him before I even knew his last name. That’s got to be some kind of accolade on the wall of shame.

The wall of shame. The walk of shame. Screw that noise. I did the Stride of Pride. I was glad for what had happened the night before. 

I stopped at the brick wall in question. So far all I had was a cartoon of the design I had in mind, done in yellow ochre. It was supposed to be an underwater scene, because that’s what the client wanted. I had no objections to it, not offhand, but now I realized it was going to take multiple trips up and down the ladder.

“Looks like my quads are getting a workout today.”

I got to work. First I laid down the background, an emerald green mixed with chlorophyll and lime, with a hint of silvery-white in the center to simulate the sun shining through the water. 

That took a couple of hours. I thought about Mason almost the entire time. I wondered what kind of music he listened to. I wondered if he was going to call me for real, or had just asked for my number to avoid an awkward parting.

But most of all, I wondered if he was single.

Once the background was ready, I went to the earlier half—which had dried by then, gotta love acrylics—and started laying down the ‘main’ mermaid. Only I didn’t want to paint a female mermaid any longer. 

I changed the torso, making it broad-shouldered before tapering down to a narrow waist. Working from memory, I recreated Mason’s face as best I could. I added long, flowing hair like seaweed or kelp so it wouldn’t look EXACTLY like him.

I was putting in details on the hard knots of muscle in his lower abdomen when I realized I had painted a pure thirst trap. People were stopping on the sidewalk to take pictures. Especially women.

If I were a smarter artist than I was, I’d have gotten off my ladder and posed for selfies with the pic takers. Talked to them, dropped my name and my social media pages. That’s how you build a platform. Being a good artist, or even a great artist, had surprisingly little to do with success, believe it or not.

I put in the details on his silver-scaled lower half. I was a little disappointed I couldn’t get away with painting Mason’s magnificent cock. Oh well, I could do an X-rated version for myself later if I wanted to.

I should have moved on, started painting the rest of the mural. Yet, I remained there until the late afternoon shadows stretched out and darkened my brick wall canvas, putting little details on Mason the Merman.

When I finally packed it in for the day, as the streetlights came on with a buzz, I stood back and appreciated my work. Jesus Christ, even with kelp hair it looked just like him. I hoped he wouldn’t take offense.

I shook my head and sighed. The fact of the matter was, I didn’t know if Mason was even going to call me or not. I hoped that he would, but I was wary of getting my hopes up too high.

Who am I kidding? I’m pink clouding right now. God, I hope he calls me. I want to see him again. Maybe this time we’ll even learn each other’s last names or something crazy like that.

“Hoo doggies,” I said with a sigh. “You’ve really got it bad, don’t you?”

“Who’s really got it bad?”

I turned around to find my friend Fish Man standing there, his tablet tucked under a muscular arm. Fish Man was a digital artist, and one of my oldest friends in the city. He got his name because he always wears a Luchador mask and is frequently bare-chested. His mask had a defined piscine aspect to it.

“Hey, Fish,” I said with a grin. “What do you think?”

I gestured grandly at my mural and Fish Man gave an appreciative grunt.

“Mmm. I love it.”

“Thanks.”

“Is that man in the picture anyone in particular? He doesn’t look familiar.”

“It’s the face of a man I met last night at a party.” A grin crossed my face. “Well, actually, those are his abs, too...”

He laughed. “Did you at least dance with him first?”

“We talked,” I said defensively. “We hit it off like old friends, with plenty of sizzle, that is.”

Fish Man nodded. “Tell me this isn’t going to be another Brian Schrauth.”

I blew out a razz at him. “Don’t speak that name around me.”

“Then I guess you don’t want to hear that he was asking about you at Junebug’s party the other night.”

“Oh God,” I groaned. “What, was he asking if I was dating anyone?”

“No, he was actually asking if you were still looking for a place to exhibit your work.”

“Always. I’m always looking for that, but I don’t want to pay the price Brian probably wants me to pay.”

Fish Man shrugged. “Just thought I’d pass it along. So... are you going to see the Mermaid Man again?”

I smiled coyly, but on the inside, I was wondering the exact same thing. 
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Mason

After the board meeting adjourned, I headed back to my penthouse condo for a little R and R. Not rest and relaxation—though I was running on only a few hours of sleep. Research and Resources. 

My first attempt was the direct approach. It seemed like a logical conclusion that the Galleria owner would know exactly who had displayed my grandfather’s portrait.

I dialed his number and waited. A moment later, he answered.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Mr. Bryce, I was interested in purchasing a portrait I saw at the Galleria show last night.”

“You what?” I could hear him sneering I swear. “Give me a break. That’s way below my pay grade, son. I don’t know how you got this number, but I suggest you call this number—oh, what the hell did I do with that?—ah, here it is. Five, five, five—”

“Begging your pardon, Mr. Bryce, but I already called that number and I wasn’t able to get a satisfactory answer. And as far as how I got this number, I’m a man with certain connections.”

He grunted. “You must have good connections to get this number. May I ask who is calling?”

“My apologies, where are my manners? My name is Mason Wilder.”

“Oh, right. I’ve heard of you,” his manner changed. The prospect of money does that to people. “What piece were you interested in?”

“It was an unnamed portrait hanging in the north wing of the Galleria.”

“And my people on the other line couldn’t help you?”

“Well, they said that it was labeled ‘unnamed portrait’ and by a ‘local artist.’ I was hoping you could help me narrow it down some.”

“Ah, I see the problem.” He sighed. “You see, in order for our Galleria to deliver the full quality experience that our patrons demand, we have to charge for display space. However, we do allow local artists, in a small number, to display works that meet with our approval.”

“That’s great. Very generous of you. So do you have this local artist’s name?”

“Therein lies the quandary, Mr. Wilder. You see, we have to recoup our losses on the gallery space for these charity cases somehow, so we offer the artists a choice: Sign over your rights to the artwork, in return for a ten percent take on the profit after sale or put your art up anonymously. Most artists choose the former, but apparently this one did not.”

“So you don’t have any record of who it was?”

“Well, no, we don’t.”

“Someone must have met with this artist, though. Surely there’s someone I can talk to that remembers them?”

“Sheila McGee is in charge of that area, and I’m afraid she’s out of the country at the moment on a vacation.”

Of course she is. Fuck.

“Is there any way I could get her number?”

“I can’t dispense that with good conscience. Can’t your ‘connections’ provide you an avenue to it?”

“I’d prefer to go through a more direct route if possible. Very well, if you can’t pass on her number, then perhaps you can pass on a message?”

“That I can do.”

I gave him my information. He gave me his assurances that he would deliver the message. I had to be satisfied with that.

I put out a few more feelers, but they were unlikely to bear fruit quickly. I finally sank into my bed and caught a few hours of sleep.

Stan woke me up after dark. The city had come to life with light, and I felt somewhat better, though to be honest I could have stood to sleep a little longer.

“What is it?” I said by way of greeting.

“It’s what you make of it.”

“Stan, I just woke up, I’m not able to mentally spar with you. Just tell me what you want?”

“You’re no fun. Which is why you’re coming with us to The Cheddar tonight.”

“Who’s us?”

“Me, Chandler, and a twin set of Norwegian underwear models you have to see to believe.”

I grunted. “I’ve seen a lot, Stan.”

“I know you have, and yet, I still called you to offer this incredible opportunity.”

“Your math is a little off, Stan. Twins come in pairs, and there’s three of us.”

“No worries. Nobody has to worry about sloppy seconds, because Chandler has it bad for one
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