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To Amy L. and Mary C. This one is for you two wonderful ladies.


 




Chapter 1


 


“YOU know this was contracted months ago, and if you can’t fill your half of the gallery, then I can certainly take over the whole thing. My body of work is large enough for a one-man show.”


Brent Phillips’s teeth hurt from grinding them hard as he tried to keep from reaching through the phone and wrapping his hands around Xavier’s neck. “I’ll be just fine. You concentrate on your portion of the show.” Brent disconnected and tossed his phone onto the other chair. He wanted to throw the damned thing across the room, but it wouldn’t do a bit of good. Throwing Xavier’s head across the room, preferably separated from his body—now that would make him feel better. But it wouldn’t help him with this damned show he was supposed to do in three weeks, and he had no vision. Sure, he had pieces he could hang on the walls, but they would just be haphazard bits of his work rather than a comprehensive show, and that bothered him. Xavier was one of the best-known photographers in Philadelphia, two hours away, possibly the entire state, and when Brent had been approached to take part in a show with the celebrated photo artist, Brent had been thrilled. What he hadn’t realized was that in addition to being a talented artist, Xavier Collins was also the biggest asshole on the face of the earth.


The door to Brent’s studio opened and Correen Jensen, his assistant, came in. She closed the door and strode to where Brent sat staring at the wall behind her, wishing like hell that something, anything, would come to him. “What’s on the schedule for today?” she asked.


“We have a few portrait appointments,” Brent said absently. At least they paid the bills and allowed him the possibility of branching out into art photography, but only if he could make a name for himself. And he’d never be able to do that if he couldn’t show his work. This show with Xavier—just thinking the name made his blood boil—was his big chance.


“Let me guess—you were on the phone with him, weren’t you?” She placed the cellular phone on the coffee table and sat down in the next chair.


“Yes. The man’s an ass, but a giftedly talented one, and if I can’t come up with something to use for that show, I’ll be dead in the water.”


“You’ve done wonderful work. Otherwise you never would have been invited by the gallery,” Correen told him, and Brent smiled. She had always been his biggest supporter.


“You know, the best decision I ever made was hiring you,” Brent said absently.


“I’ll remember that in a few months, when it’s time for my raise,” Correen teased and stood up. Without being asked, she began arranging the work Brent already had against the wall so he could see it. “These are stunning and you know it.”


“But there’s something missing. Something that will really make viewers take notice.”


“And you think they aren’t going to notice the nude men?” Correen teased with an eye roll.


“It isn’t that,” Brent said, standing up. “I agree the work I’ve done is good.” He picked up one of the matted pieces and looked it over critically. A nude ballet dancer leaped into the air, buttocks tight, shoulders and back taut, legs splayed. The energy and movement in the photograph was intense. “They’re all gorgeous, and collectors of male nudes are going to love them.” Brent set the photograph back in place. “What I need is one or two highly original images to tie everything together and create a focal point.” Brent picked up the next piece, but didn’t really look at it. “I want them to look at it and then move closer for more detail. It has to be an image they’ll want to stare at.” He set down the photograph. No matter how many times he looked at the images he already had, none of them had that certain something he was looking for.


“Give it some time,” Correen said as she walked to the desk. She looked through the book and then began setting up the studio for the first shoot of the day. 


Brent hardly noticed; he was still racking his brain for some sort of idea. 


“You’re trying too hard, and the first appointment will be here in half an hour,” Correen reminded him from where she sat behind the desk. The phone rang, and she answered it, but Brent still didn’t look up from where he’d been staring at his shoes. He’d tried the ceiling, but found no inspiration there. Finally letting it go, for now, he stood up and began getting his equipment together. In the studio, he had a number of backdrops and settings that he could use for portraits, but one of the best things he had going for him was his green thumb. Brent’s hobby was gardening, so behind his house/studio was an amazing garden filled with flowers and color. On sunny days, there were hundreds of locations he could use to take a stunning, one-of-a-kind portrait. Too bad it was raining today—the weather outside as foul and gray as his mood.


A little before ten, a knock sounded on his door before it opened and a young girl walked in with her mother. 


“Good morning,” Correen said, greeting the clients and helping them with their coats. 


Brent approached and saw both women flinch for a second, something he was used to. The mother was the first to recover. 


“I’m Sharon Couch and this is my daughter Elise,” she said.


Brent shook hands with both of them. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Brent said to both of them before turning to Elise. “These are for your senior pictures, correct?”


“Yes,” Elise answered softly.


“We were hoping to be able to take the pictures outside, but it doesn’t seem like the weather will cooperate,” Sharon said. “Maybe we should reschedule and hope for a sunnier day.”


“Or, we could do something different,” Brent said. “Correen, do you mind if we borrow your umbrella?” Brent turned back to Elise. “The color will go perfectly with your dress.” Elise grinned as she held the umbrella behind her head, and Sharon smiled. “Good, let’s go outside.” Brent quickly forgot about Xavier and the rest of his frustration. He always gave his full attention to his subject.


“I’ll turn on the lights we use at night,” Correen said, and Brent smiled at her as he picked up his camera.


“Do you want me to come?” Sharon asked.


Brent paused. He dealt with mothers all the time. “Please make yourself comfortable here.” He motioned toward the sofa. “Correen can get you a drink or some coffee,” he said, knowing not only would Correen do that, but she’d also show Sharon the photographic packages and review pricing. 


Once Elise’s mother was settled, he led his subject out to the backyard. Thankfully, the rain had tapered off to a drizzle. “Normally, the ladies like to have a picture taken over there in among the flowers, but today you’ll only get your dress soaked, so let’s try right here.” The lights snapped on, and Brent had Elise stand on the edge of the patio. He moved a few of the flowerpots on stands near her and stepped back to take a look. “Position the umbrella… perfect,” Brent praised, looking through the camera. “Smile, you’re beautiful.” Brent clicked the shutter a few times. “Okay, turn slightly to the side… yes.” He clicked the shutter again. “Lower the umbrella behind you for a few seconds, but don’t move otherwise,” Brent said, and Elise complied. The color behind her came into view, perfectly accentuating her auburn hair, and Brent snapped some pictures.


They worked outside for almost a half hour, until the rain picked up. Then Brent led Elise inside. They snapped a few studio pictures in her dress, and then Brent had her change clothes. He handed the camera to Correen, so she could download the pictures, and he grabbed another one. He rarely spoke during a session, other than to his subject, but he also knew Correen would give Sharon a peek at a few of the photographs. Brent was ready when Elise came back out, and they worked for another half hour in the studio with various backdrops and lighting effects. By the time they were done, Elise glowed, and when she joined her mother, she bubbled with enthusiasm.


Correen dealt with the business details—she was amazing at that—and Brent prepared the camera and studio for the next session. “That was a great idea with the umbrella,” Correen said as she worked at the desk to download the second batch of photographs.


“It was,” Brent said with a smile. “How did the shots from outside turn out?”


“See for yourself,” Correen said, turning the monitor so he could see it. She then clicked through a number of the pictures. “I think they’re beautiful.”


Brent nodded as he thought. “The next time you’re at the store, get different colored umbrellas for us to have in the studio,” he told her, already seeing some of the portrait shots he could do, rain or not. “And make sure there’s a black one.”


“Black?” Correen said, surprised.


“Yeah, and not one of the fold-up kind either. It’ll be a great prop for the guys.” He continued to work. “Get a black one with a wooden handle. And no patterns.”


“Okay, I got it,” Correen huffed. “Sheesh, I’m not stupid.” Brent growled as he continued working. “And I filled the empty portrait slot for today. Someone called while you were outside. It seems everyone waits until the last minute.”


“Good.” That meant he had two more photo sessions today, and one with a model. A friend of his had started a publishing house for gay romance a few years earlier, and a few months ago, she had requested pictures of men she could use on the book covers. They’d used up the supply of guys from the stock photo sites and needed new images. She’d loved the look of this particular model, so Brent was bringing him in to shoot some images. He’d hoped to have an idea for his exhibition, but….


Brent finished up and his next client showed up—another senior portrait, this one for a football player. He listened to the student and his father and did his best to accommodate what the men wanted. They left happy, and Brent had just decided to grab a quick lunch when Correen called him to the phone. 


“It’s Dan,” Correen mouthed and returned to the computer.


“Hey,” Brent said, his mood brightening. “I haven’t heard from you in a while. How’s Gene?”


“Really good,” Dan answered. “I called for a couple of things. First, I want to set up a session for the two of us. And second, Gene and I are going out downtown tonight and we wanted to know if you wanted to come along. We’ll grab some dinner and then wander a bit. There’s supposed to be a few new shops just off Third and they looked interesting.”


Brent looked through the appointment book. “I’m clear this evening, so dinner sounds great.” He paged through the book, looking for an open appointment. “I have an appointment available next Thursday at five, if that works.”


“Perfect. Book us in,” Dan said, lowering his voice. “And you might want to make sure there’s no one else around.”


“Gotcha,” Brent agreed with a smile. He sometimes did boudoir and couples photography. “I’ll see you tonight. Do you want me to meet you in Harrisburg?”


“How about if we swing by your place about six? Parking can be such a pain,” Dan offered.


“I’ll be ready.” They said good-bye, and Brent hung up before getting ready for his next session.


 


 


“DO YOU feel any better now?” Correen asked as she gathered her things at the end of the day.


“Not really,” Brent said. He was done for the day. Dan and Gene would be here soon, but he sat in his chair staring at the pictures he’d already assembled, hoping something would jump out at him. Of course, nothing did.


“You’re not going to find any inspiration sitting there staring at what you’ve already done. Go outside, look around, ogle every man you see, if it helps, but stop moping. You’re depressing me.” Correen shut down the computer and picked up her umbrella. “Have a good time tonight and try not to think about the opening. An idea might come to you when you least expect it.”


Brent stood up and sighed. He knew she was right. “You have a good evening too.”


“Oh, I intend to. Josh is taking me out for dinner, and I intend to have the lobster,” she said with a lilt in her voice.


“He’s a lucky guy,” Brent said as she closed the door behind her. 


Brent made sure everything was set before leaving the studio area of his home. Brent hurried upstairs and changed into something more comfortable and a bit dressier for dinner. By the time he was ready and grabbing his things, the doorbell sounded. He opened it, and two of the most gorgeous men he’d ever had the pleasure to meet stepped into his house. Dan and Gene had been together for at least five years now. Gene was a competitive body builder, and Dan, while in his forties, looked amazing. Both of them were gracious and kind to everyone. They were incredible men and had become very good friends with Brent.


Gene stepped forward and encased Brent in a hug. “Are you doing okay?” he asked in a whisper.


“Yes. Thank you,” Brent said. Actually, Gene was a bit more than a friend. At one point, the bodybuilder had been Brent’s savior. That was how they’d originally met: Gene had come to his rescue during a gay-bashing incident. 


“You’re looking better,” Gene told him.


“The doctors say the scars and damage will fade a bit over time, but I know things will only improve so much,” Brent said honestly.


“I only wish I’d gotten there a bit sooner,” Gene told him.


“None of that, now,” Brent said. “It’s because of you that I’m still alive, and I’ve learned to be content. I’ll never get my looks back; that part of my life is over and gone. I can’t change it.” Brent took a deep breath and smiled. “Just imagine—it’s only taken eighteen months and a fortune in therapy for me to say that and mean it. But I can now. Instead of being in front of the camera, I’m behind it, and I find I’m happy there.”


Dan hugged him hello, and then Brent pulled the door closed and followed them to their car. 
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