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If Syria had to stick one more needle into one more vein, she was going to shove an enema bulb up somebody’s back end.
Nurse Calhoun frowned beneath her curtain of black bangs. Syria sighed. If there was anything she hated more than practicing phlebotomy, it was Nurse Calhoun. She took a deep breath, picked up the hypodermic needle from the metal tray, and pricked the skin of her friend and fellow student Jennifer, who stared intently at the ceiling so she wouldn’t have to look.
“Work with confidence,” the nurse said. “You can’t dig around in there.”
Syria withdrew the needle, too nervous with the beastly woman standing over her. Jennifer gave her a sympathetic look. No one else in Syria’s class had offered to allow her to practice a real blood draw. They had all seen the mess Syria made on the lab arms. But they were supposed to start clinicals in a week, and Syria was going to flunk out if she couldn’t get a proper draw.
She took in one more deep breath and moved the needle toward the obvious blue line bulging inside Jennifer’s elbow.
“Angle in!” the nurse snapped. “You can’t take it straight down!”
Syria tried to adjust, but a bead of blood welled up, and she could see she had already caused a bruise to form. She pulled the needle out again, tears pricking her eyes.
“I think we’re done here.” Nurse Calhoun unwrapped the rubber tie from Jennifer’s arm and stepped back to let her out of the chair. “Perhaps your next choice of study should be outside the field of medicine.”
Syria bit her lip as she dropped the sharp into the biohazard container. Her mother was a 911 operator and had been so pleased when Syria enrolled in junior college to be a medical assistant.
But classes hadn’t worked out so she’d switched to phlebotomy, hoping the simpler focus would mean she could finish her twelve hours of coursework, pass her clinicals and start a real job. Everyone else she knew was halfway through four-year degrees, but Syria couldn’t afford that, and her grades hadn’t been good enough for scholarships. Learning a trade had seemed her only hope to avoid waitressing until she was too old to hold a tray.
Jennifer taped a cotton ball over her own arm and squeezed Syria’s hand. “I’m sorry, Syria. You’ll figure out something. Let’s go out later, okay? Burn off some steam.”
Nurse Calhoun led the smattering of students out of the clinic space and back to the classroom. Syria picked up her bag and headed the other way to the parking lot. More money wasted on a program she couldn’t finish. She didn’t want to face her mom yet, so instead of going home, she drove over to the park. The day was breezy and cool, a perfect spring afternoon, and she might as well go sit in the grass before the Oklahoma summer came along and fried it all into a dead brown carpet.
She parked near the picnic tables and tucked her purse under her seat, carrying only her keys and an old blanket she used to cover the cracking seats of the ancient Pontiac her mother had given her when she graduated high school. With classes still in session, the main fields were deserted. Only mothers with small children were about, and they were all across the lot near the playground.
Syria topped a small rolling hill, planning to spread her blanket on the other side, facing a line of trees, but stopped short when she saw a photographer shooting a woman wearing only her underwear not twenty feet away.
She couldn’t suppress her, “Oh!” The man with the camera looked up, and Syria could see he wasn’t so old, maybe early twenties. The woman was closer to forty. “Sorry,” Syria said and whirled away.
“Hey!” the man said. “Can I get your help for a second?”
Syria turned back around, trying to avoid looking at the woman splayed out in a lacy black bra and matching thong. “Me?”
The man held up a large flat silver disc. “My assistant couldn’t make it, and it’s too breezy to put this reflector on a stand. Would you mind holding it for a minute?”
Syria hesitated. She’d never had a professional picture taken other than at school. The man had a ton of equipment spread out. Lenses, a tripod, two big cases, and a flash on a stand weighted down with sand bags. She set her keys and blanket in the grass. “Okay.”
The man held out his hand to shake hers, his arm tan and lean in the rolled-up sleeve of his button-down shirt, pale blue, a near-perfect match for his eyes. “I’m Anthony.” His grip was firm. “I do boudoir photography.”
Syria glanced back at the woman, who was adjusting the strap of a black stiletto heel, nonplussed that she was showing so much skin. “You often shoot out here?”
“I insisted,” the woman said. “I was tired of all the chaise lounge shots and cheesy backdrops.”
Anthony shrugged. “I do what my clients ask.” He handed Syria the disc.
“What do I do?”
“See where the sun is?” He pointed into the sky. “Your job is to reflect that light onto her face, so we get a little extra sparkle.” He moved the disc around. “Can you see the light as I move it?”
Syria couldn’t see anything. “I don’t think so.”
“Look at her belly.”
Syria blushed as she stared at the women’s pale flat midsection. She hoped she looked half as good when she got to that age.
“Do you see the bright spot?” Anthony asked.
“Yes.”
“Now watch it move.” He tilted the disc and the light moved up the woman’s body to her face.
“I get it now.”
He handed her the reflector, and she angled it like he had, starting on the belly, and moving up to her face.
“Perfect,” he said. “Much better light. You learn fast.”
Syria warmed over with the compliment. It was the first nice thing anyone had said to her that day, thanks to Nurse Calhoun.
Anthony picked up his camera. “Sharon, draw that knee forward. Perfect. Now shoulder back.” The woman adjusted, and Syria could instantly see the improvement. Her thigh was leaner, not that it needed to be, and her boob popped out more prominently, creating a shadow of cleavage.
“The trick,” Anthony said, taking a few steps toward Sharon’s head. “Is to make sure we emphasize the best parts.” He snapped a few shots. “And de-emphasize anything we don’t want to draw attention to.” He glanced down at the woman. “Not that anything on you isn’t perfect.”
The woman laughed. “Photoshop those stretch marks or I’ll torch your studio.”
Anthony smiled. “Threats will get you everywhere.” He took a few more images. “Chin up, eyes closed.”
He knew what he was doing. The rapport kept the woman relaxed, and the new position switched the focus from her body to her face. He circled her, taking shots from several angles. Without moving the woman, Anthony was getting a number of completely different looks. Syria wished she could see his display to know how he was cropping her.
“So when do I get naked?” she asked.
Syria almost dropped the reflector. Couldn’t they get arrested for that? She looked around frantically to see if anyone was watching.
“Whenever you like,” Anthony said.
“Here in the grass?” Sharon looked thoughtful. “That sounds delicious.”
“Let me get a few more of these,” Anthony said. “Lay flat now.”
The woman moved to her back. He reached down and fluffed out her mid-length blond hair, perfectly processed with even, balanced highlights. Syria did very little to her own hair, unable to afford much more than a SuperCut to trim the ends every few months.
Anthony moved down the woman’s body, suggesting changes to her position, but was careful never to actually touch her other than her hair or her shoe. Interesting. Despite her crazy show of skin and extremely sexy look, he was completely professional, complimenting her regularly, but not in a skeezy way. Just simple little phrases, like, “That looks perfect.” Or “Let’s showcase those amazing legs.”
He stood over her, shooting down. Syria assessed the light she was reflecting and felt like it was over-emphasizing the size of the woman’s nose by adding an extra shadow. She shifted over and held the reflector higher.
Anthony glanced over at her. “Excellent change. You have an eye for it. Have you done this before? Or maybe you’re an artist?”
Syria shook her head. Anthony clicked a few more shots, then stepped aside. “Okay, Sharon, let’s do this thing.” He picked up a silky white robe.
Sharon sat up and slipped the robe on, then worked beneath it, tugging off her bra and thong to toss them in the grass a few feet away. Syria held the disc close to her body, resting her arms, and hoped her flaming face wasn’t too obvious.
“Shoes or not?” Sharon asked.
Anthony turned to Syria. “What do you think?”
She glanced back at the woman. “Shoes make it more formal, like a photo shoot in a magazine. No shoes make it like you stumbled upon her, something natural and spontaneous.”
“Nice observations. What do you think, Sharon?”
“I want to look like a centerfold,” Sharon said.
“So shoes it is.” Anthony led her closer to a tree. “We’ll start here.” He looked around. A man was walking across the top of the hill, a backpack on his shoulder. “We’ll wait this guy out.”
He and Sharon chatted amicably about when he’d show her the proofs. Syria watched the other man anxiously, wondering if he might stop to watch and if they’d go on anyway. Obviously Syria hadn’t stopped them by her arrival.
But he moved on and the valley was theirs again.
“Let me set up the shot first so I can work swiftly,” Anthony said. “Hug the tree, knee cocked out, look over your shoulder.”
“Still on the face?” Syria asked. The new position would make it hard to reflect the right direction.
He glanced at the sun. “Not possible here. Let’s rim light her.”
“What’s that?”
“Kick a little light from behind her onto the curve of her back so we get a highlight.”
Syria moved around Sharon, watching the sun, and angling the disc while Anthony moved his flash and tripod. “Here?”
“Perfect, but switch to the gold side.”
Syria glanced down. Sure enough, the disc was silver on the front and gold on the back. She flipped it over. The light had a different color on the white robe, warmer toned.
“That’s it. Okay, Sharon, we’re ready. Take it down slowly, then toss the robe so it’s out of the shot.”
Syria’s heart sped up as the woman slipped the satin off her shoulders, letting it fall to her elbows, caught on her ample breasts. She glanced at the crest of the hill again, but no one was around. Her heart was beating in strange places, her throat, and between her legs. Sharon shook her head, letting her hair fall down her back, and when she looked at Anthony again, it was pure lust.
But Anthony was completely unaffected, snapping shots as though she were a part of the tree. “Chin up a little. That’s it. Now let it go.”
Sharon shrugged again and the robe slipped to her wrists. She took it in one hand, held it out for a couple shots, and tossed it Syria’s direction.
Syria inhaled sharply. The woman was beautiful, her body curved and toned, perfectly tan with no lines. Her breasts were still high and firm, her legs slender and shapely. Keeping the shoes had been a good decision, as it made her calves stay taut and as her knee came up and around the trunk, the shiny smooth leather was a killer juxtaposition against the roughness of the bark.
Syria wondered what it would feel like to have your naked skin against a tree, out in an open park. She couldn’t hold a candle to a woman like that. She wasn’t beautiful whatsoever, her mixed heritage of Oklahoma mother and a father from India made her skin a strange watery coffee color, and her hair dark but not thick and lustrous like Indian girls, just curly and unmanageable.
She didn’t belong in this town. Her absent father, who turned out to have lied and was married, seducing her mother at an ashram on a trip to India twenty years ago, was a constant source of gossip. Her mother hadn’t dated, and the two of them kept to themselves on a little lot surrounded by wheat fields out on the highway as Syria went through school.
Watching Anthony close in on the woman, taking tighter shots of her face and parts of her body, set Syria on fire. He was so comfortable with it, like he did it every day. Maybe he did. She imagined herself in Sharon’s place, breasts exposed, thighs rubbing a tree, out in public, pictures forever capturing the moment.
“I think we’ve got it,” Anthony said and turned to Syria. “Can you hand Sharon the robe?”
He turned away to pick up equipment, but Syria couldn’t take her eyes off the woman now, her skin rosy where it had made contact with the tree. She handed her the robe, but Sharon didn’t put it on, kicking off her shoes and walking over to her underwear, passing close to Anthony.
Syria clutched the disc, wondering what the woman was up to. Anthony was kneeling low, packing his camera in a bag, and Sharon stood over him, her breasts just above his head, the bare mound right where his face would be if he turned. “So do you think we have some good stuff?”
Anthony was stuck, and while he didn’t seem upset by it, he also didn’t want to turn right into the woman’s naked body. Syria felt sorry for him. Did many of these women proposition him after shoots, either boldly or subtly? He was extraordinarily cute, his short brownish gold hair spiking straight up, those happy blue eyes, and the lean frame. She could see the appeal.
Anthony kept busy with the bag. “Absolutely, Sharon. You are a rare treat to photograph.”
This mollified the woman, and she stepped back to retrieve the black lace. When she looked down to step into the thong, Syria could see Anthony visibly relax. She began to wonder if he’d needed the reflector at all, or if he had wanted Syria as a buffer.
She walked over to them as Sharon finally hooked the bra back on and headed toward a bag that hopefully held more clothes. “That was fun,” Syria said, passing him the disc.
He stood up and twisted it, collapsing it down into a quarter of its previous size.
“Wow!” she said. “Can I do that?”
He handed it back to her. She opened the disc, and it popped out suddenly. She lost her grip and it smacked her in the nose.
“You okay?” Anthony took her arm and shoved the reflector out of the way. “It opens quick!”
Syria rubbed her face. “I’m fine. Just embarrassed.” She passed the reflector back. “Perhaps I need safety training before operating heavy machinery.”
He laughed, a ringing sound that bubbled through Syria’s already warmed-up body. “You’re funny AND useful. I’d love to work with you again.”
Syria blushed. She’d just failed to do a basic task, but still, he was being nicer to her than pretty much any boy she’d ever talked to.
Sharon interrupted them, seeming a bit miffed. She tore a check off her pad. “I expect I’ll see these soon?” She looked from Anthony to Syria.
He accepted the check. “Absolutely. You’re my highest priority.”
Sharon watched him a moment. “You are a sweet talker, Anthony. If only I was ten years younger.” She pinched his cheek and sent a scathing look over at Syria. “Ta ta!”
When she had disappeared over the hill crest, Anthony exhaled in a long slow rush. “I am so glad you came along. That woman is a tiger.”
Syria sat in the grass to watch as he collapsed his tripod and packed it in a bag. “I think you mean a cougar.”
“Her husband is a big banker dude. She’s a great client. Her orders alone can feed me for a month.”
“Must be tough, photographing hot naked women all the time.”
He pulled the light stand closer and removed the flash. “It’s harder than it looks. Sharon is in good shape, but they aren’t always.” He twisted a knob, and the stand shrank down. “And then there’s moments like this.” He gestured around him.
“Isn’t it illegal to shoot nudes in public?”
“Yes and no. If it’s not sexualized, like shooting a porn movie, it can be art. But they can still get you for public indecency.” He stuffed the light stand in next to the tripod. “I hate doing it this close to kids.”
All his stuff seemed to be packed up now, and he folded up the piece of canvas he’d laid everything out on. “I don’t think I got your name?”
Syria’s face bloomed hot as she realized she hadn’t given it to him when he’d said his. “It’s Syria McMillan.” She held out her hand. “This was fun.”
He took it, but instead of shaking it like he had earlier, he held it between his fingers like she was a princess. Her heart beat a little faster. “Syria.” He looked at her again. “With caramel skin and hair like black fire. Are you part Native American? Puerto Rican?”
“My father is from India,” she said.
“It’s an exquisite look.” He let go of her hand. “I tell you what.” He slung a bag over his shoulder. “Help me get this stuff to my car, and I’ll take you to dinner for your trouble. You did save me, you know.” He passed her a camera bag.
Syria stood back up and brushed the grass from her shorts. Her heart was hammering out of control. This amazing cute and funny guy wanted to have dinner with her?
She took the bag from him. Maybe it was just a thank you, but she had to do it. The day had gone from horrible to amazing, and she wasn’t ready for the good stuff to end just yet.
“That sounds great,” she said.
“My car’s up that way.” He pointed back toward the lot. “We can pick a place.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s a little early and I need to get my equipment somewhere safe, but maybe in a few hours?”
“Sure.” Syria scooped up her blanket and keys and had to force herself not to skip as they headed up the hill. Never had a day turned around quite as fast as this one.
Syria smoothed her skirt as she stood by the door of her Pontiac. She didn’t bother parking around the corner like she normally might have, to avoid embarrassment over the old car, as Anthony had walked her to it back at the park.
Her mother had thankfully been out when she dashed home, showered, and fussed about what to wear. This wasn’t a date, technically, just a thank you. But he hadn’t been forced to take her, right? So he at least could bear her company, even if he wasn’t truly interested.
Jennifer had used so many exclamation marks in her text messages about the date that they hadn’t fit on one screen. She and Syria often lamented the lack of dates for either of them, wondering if their mixed-race looks were the reason, or they were just that unapproachable. Syria was so relieved to find someone who understood this fear.
Anthony’s car was three spaces over, so he had to be waiting inside the restaurant already. Syria drew in a deep breath. She was so inexperienced in all this, even though she was twenty and plenty old. She would loved to have kissed a dozen boys and slept with one or two by now. There had just been no one. Maybe this could be the start of something. Maybe not. Only one way to find out.
The breeze kicked up, lifting her skirt as she headed up the walk. She kept one hand on the dress as she struggled with the door. By the time she got it open, her thighs were showing and her black mop was standing straight up. Great.
But Anthony rose from a bench, looking pleased to see her. “I think I like this weather,” he said, tilting his head to look at her legs as Syria tried to pull herself together.
Syria didn’t say anything, just made sure her skirt was down, and smoothed her hair as best she could. He took her arm, and they followed a hostess to a booth in the back corner.
The place wasn’t fancy, just a chain known for pub food and fruity drinks. Anthony slipped onto the cushioned bench, a half circle with a round table, and pulled her next to him. His hand on her arm was electric, and all her tingly bits grew warm when he kept the contact as she sat down next to him.
The waitress left them menus, and Anthony turned to her. “Sharon called me an hour ago asking if she could come over tonight to view the images.”
Syria shook her head. “She’s got it bad.”
“I’m going to have to meet her in public places, not that it will stop her.” Anthony picked up his menu. “I think I bit off more than I could chew with that one.”
“Why not invite her husband to view the images. Make it a date for them.”
“A great idea.” He turned his face to her, those blue eyes darker in the low light. “She might go for it. Hard to say.”
“Occupational hazard.” Syria scanned the menu, looking for cheap things. She didn’t want to seem expensive or opportunistic.
“What are you drinking?” he asked. “The cocktails here are kind of girlie but they have a lot of beers.”
Syria bit her lip. “I’m only twenty.”
“Ah. I thought that might be the case. They aren’t super fanatic here about carding if you want to give it a try.”
“That’s okay. I’m fine with water.”
Anthony sat back against the cushion. “All right.”
Syria sensed that she’d disappointed him and wanted to be bolder to keep his interest. “So do you do a lot of nudes?”
He barked out a short laugh. “Not a lot, no. Sharon likes them. She likes to show up with little to no costume changes.”
“She’s very beautiful.”
“She’s aged well.”
The waitress arrived. “I’ll have a Guinness,” Anthony said. “Syria here said that last time the cocktails were too sweet. Do you have anything a little less sugary?”
The girl nodded. “I like the Berry Cider. It’s dry enough to cut through the sweetness.”
Anthony turned to her. “You want to give it a try?”
Syria was blushing so hard she could barely choke out a reply. “Sure.”
Anthony nodded at the girl. “Thank you.”
She took off, and he turned back to her. “See? Not so hard.”
Syria tried to calm her breathing, her heart hammering. “Is this a test to see how many illegal activities we can do in one day?”
He laughed. “You know, you’re a bad influence on me. I’m just an ordinary hack, trying to make a dollar, and here you are, luring me into all sorts of trouble.” He picked up her hand from her lap, and Syria’s heart began thumping. “Such delicate hands.”
She didn’t know what to say to that. He continued to play with her fingers, bending each one. “I’m so glad you showed up on that ridge.”
The waitress brought the drinks. “Can you bring some fried pickles to start?” Anthony asked.
The girl glanced at their joined hands and went away again.
“Fried pickles?” Syria managed to squeak out. Her hand and arm were on fire from where he touched her.
“Never had them? You’ll love them. Are you a vegetarian?” He caressed her wrist and her pulse jumped against his fingers.
“No. I’m a hot dog eating American like the rest of us.”
He chuckled. “Good. You should try the ribs here. Amazing.”
“Sounds messy.” She had already lost her composure a hundred times. She couldn’t eat sloppy too.
“Messy is fun. Shall I order some for us to share?”
Syria nodded, her throat tight. She didn’t know what to feel, excitement, surely, that this arrestingly cute boy was coming onto her so strongly. But wariness too, that he thought she was easy, that he could just seduce her. She’d known about boys like him and avoided them all her life. She was petrified.
But then, why not? If this was something she wanted, why not with him? So what if he did this to every girl? She could be one of them.
She needed advice.
Syria picked up her purse. “Little girls’ room.”
“You haven’t even tried your cider yet.” He picked up his beer and clinked it against her glass.
He thought he knew her, that she was shy and reticent.
She’d show him.
She picked up the glass and took a tentative sip. The waitress was right. It was like a light Italian soda, one that was easy on the syrup. Syria flashed a smile at Anthony and brought the glass back to her lips, and in one long unending gulp, drained the contents of the glass.
He stared at her, then broke out into a glorious grin. “This is going to be a fun night, Syria.”
She nodded and slid out of the booth, heading straight for the bathroom. As soon as she was out of sight, she frantically typed a message to Jennifer.
Night crazy. Boy coming on strong. Should I do this?
She pushed into the restroom and stared in the mirror as she waited for a reply. Her hair had calmed down and looked relatively decent for once. Her makeup was simple, as she didn’t know a lot about applying it, but it passed. The dress hugged her chest and showed a little cleavage, then billowed out below the waist into a full swing. And caught the wind, she thought, and wondered what it would be like to be as bold as Sharon, naked in the middle of the day in a park.
But Syria had freaked over her skirt blowing and showing her legs. On an impulse, she reached down and tugged her panties off. They weren’t anything special, just pale yellow and cotton. She dropped them into the trash. There. Now she was getting bolder.
Her phone buzzed.
He sounds like a good time. I say GO. Buy CONDOMS.
Dang it, condoms. She’d just have to hope he was supplied. If not, they’d just have to, well, not do things.
Syria fluffed her hair one more time, tucked her phone back in her purse, and headed back out to Anthony. She’d made her decision. He might be a rake, too smooth, too fast, but this was an opportunity she wouldn’t let pass.
She almost stopped short, seeing him in the booth, hands wrapped around the bottle. He was cute. REALLY cute. Why was he with someone like her, average looking, shy, and uninteresting? She couldn’t even get through a junior college tech program.
He smiled when he saw her. “I half expected you to bolt.”
Syria slid back into the booth, startled when her skirt shifted and her bare bottom brushed the cool vinyl. She couldn’t wait for him to find out what she’d done, to slide his hand up her thigh and discover the secret. A fire licked between her legs, just imagining it. “Now why would I do that?”
He shrugged. “It happens. I can be pushy.” He pointed to another glass of cider. “I got you another one, as an apology for molesting your hand.”
She picked up the glass and took a small sip. “Apology accepted.” She screwed up her courage, feeling the alcohol loosening the tension in her belly. “As long as I get my turn.”
He raised his eyebrows. “You want to lick my fingers?”
“Or something.” She assessed him, trying to be brave. What did she like best? His eyes, blue and intense. The spiky thick hair, gold on the tips. The lips, full and soft. No, not a kiss, not yet. His jaw. She liked his jaw.
Syria willed her hand not to shake as she reached out to touch him, the line from his chin to his neck, chiseled and hard. She ran her thumb along the edge, feeling the light stubble there. She’d never been this intimate with anyone. The closest she came to boys was forced dances during PE when they’d learned Do Si Do and Allemande Left.
He turned his face and kissed her palm, lifting his hand to press hers in place. “This is pretty intense,” he said. “I just met you this afternoon.”
“I get the idea that this comes naturally to you.”
“Not that often.” He watched her over her arm, leading to his neck. “You’re pretty damn beautiful, you know.”
Syria shook her head. “Not hardly.”
He pulled her hand down but held on to it. “I’m a professional. I know these things.”
“I’m sure you can do miracles in Photoshop.”
He squeezed her fingers. “Not necessary. Not with you.”
Syria looked away. “You don’t have to flatter me. I think you’ve already lured me into your trap.”
He let go of her hand. “Is that what you think? I’m just coming on to you?”
Syria’s face flamed. Of course she’d thought that. “No!”
Anthony exhaled in a long slow rush. “I’m not good at this.”
“Good at what?”
“Being around women who make me nervous.”
She made him nervous? “You were fine around Sharon.”
“Are you kidding? I thought she’d never leave. You saved my skin out there. Normally I have a girl assistant, someone as chaperone.”
Syria reached back for his hand, trying to smooth things over. “I’m glad I was there. This was a crappy day, and you rescued it.”
He relaxed against the seat. “I think our fried pickles are arriving.”
They watched the waitress approach with a red basket.
“You’re convincing me to do the craziest things,” Syria said.
“Good.” Anthony picked up a spear of breaded pickle, then immediately dropped it. “Hot!”
Syria flashed with boldness. She grasped his hand and kissed the fingers, then touched one with her tongue. She tasted salt and the crumbs of the breading. Heat flashed through her midsection, tingling her breasts and settling between her legs, and without panties, the warmth made her feel sticky and wet.
Anthony swallowed, his breath measured as his chest rose and fell. “I’m going to owe a debt to Sharon for dragging me to that park today.”
Syria slid her lips off the end of his fingers, feeling absolutely on fire. “Me too,” she said.
They stared at the basket then, heat wafting off the pickles. “I think I need to drink more,” Anthony said, taking a long pull on his beer.
“Me too.” Syria lifted the cider and drained a fourth of the glass, now really feeling the effects, giddy and loose and good.
“You should eat a pickle,” Anthony said.
Syria burst out laughing. “That’s just about the worst double entendre I’ve ever heard.”
Anthony wiggled his eyebrows. “But they are so long and hot.”
Syria picked up a spear and bit into it. “It spurt juice on me!” she said.
“Money shot!” Anthony picked up another.
“I didn’t know you were into pickles,” she said, laughing.
“Baby, I swing all ways.”
Syria began to relax. This was how she’d always imagined a date to be.
Anthony ordered the ribs, and they finished off the pickles. He sat back. “Have you done any photography? You seemed to pick up on the light and shadows pretty fast.”
Syria shook her head. “I don’t even own a camera other than what’s on my phone.”
“We could make a day of learning. I should photograph you and we could practice.” His blue eyes bore into hers. “I’d love to shoot you.”
Syria could feel her face growing hot. “Normal things? Or like Sharon?”
He sucked in a breath. “You willing to do boudoir?”
She tried to stay bold, willing her voice not to waver. “What does it entail?”
“Anything you want. You can wear normal clothes.” He hesitated. “Or none.”
“I don’t think I could do that in the middle of the day.”
Anthony nodded. “That was too crazy.” He glanced back up at her. “But I do know a more private place.”
Syria’s stomach flipped. “Where is that?”
“Down by the lake. The grass grows pretty high. It’s nice.”
“Do you shoot there?” She imagined a running list of girls who’d been lured there.
“Nope, not ever. I used to fish there with my dad.”
“But, what about people? If someone came up, I would just...” Heck, even having Anthony look at her seemed too crazy.
“We could go at dawn, super early.” He picked up her hand again. “I’m totally nervous, just thinking about it. We don’t have to do it. We can do normal things for a while, get to know each other. It’s sort of crazy. Forget I said it.”
Disappointment welled up in her. If she didn’t do it now, she might not ever. Her mom might ask too many questions. She might chicken out. He might change his mind. “No, let’s do it tomorrow.”
“Really?” His smile lit up their dark space.
The waitress brought the ribs to them, and Syria was relieved for the distraction. The meat looked delicious, bathed in a thick sauce. “I guess there’s no easy way to do this.”
Anthony cut the ribs apart. “Just pick them up and go.” He lifted one of the ribs and kissed it, getting sauce on his lips. “Now I’m tasty meat.”
Syria laughed, shaking her head, but she pressed one of the ribs to her mouth as well. “And now so am I.”
They sat there a moment, grinning foolishly at each other, when he leaned in. “Can I?” he asked.
She nodded, watching him come closer to her in slow motion. When she’d imagined her first kiss, over and over again after watching romantic movies or walking up on other high school couples making out in cars, she couldn’t have actually pictured the booth, the ribs, and the sticky honey-barbecue.
They came together, gently, a bit slippery with the sauce. He laughed a little against her, then flicked his tongue out and cleaned her lips. He was gentle, just brushing against her mouth, and her heart hammered so hard she was certain he could hear it. Then he pressed in, sliding her lips apart, angling across her, and everything began shooting sparks, seriously — sparks, just like in cartoons when fireworks went off.
She gasped for breath and he broke the kiss a moment, his mouth on her cheek. Everything felt on fire, from her face to her breasts to her belly and thighs. She wanted more of it, endless amounts.
Syria felt him pulling away but moved with him, keeping him close, and turning her face so their lips met again. This seemed to set something off in him, as the new kiss was even more intense, his tongue deep into her mouth, hungry, licking at her.
When she gasped again, he let her go, looking down at the forgotten ribs. “I don’t think I’ll ever look at barbecue the same again.”
Syria forced her breathing to slow. She wanted to be anywhere else, but they had details — food, checks, payment, where to go and what to do. She would call her mom, tell her she was staying over at Jennifer’s. Her mom wouldn’t question it. Syria had never gone on so much as a date.
“Can we get these to go, you think?” she asked, and hoped Anthony wouldn’t think she was some sort of slut.
“Forget them.” He dumped several bills on the table and slid out his side. “Let’s get out of here.”
He reached for her hand and helped her out of the booth. “I live very close to here.” He suddenly looked doubtful. “Are you okay with that?”
“Sure.” Hell, she was okay with anything at this point. She’d call her mother on the way.
“You can follow me.” He led her out the door.
Syria looked back at their table, already feeling wistful. She’d have to come back here again. She had a feeling her life had changed at that very booth.
They pulled up to a duplex, a little on the shabby side, but respectable enough. Anthony jumped from his car, rushing to open her door. “It’s probably messy. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”
Syria got out of her car. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
“I have a roommate, but he’s off visiting his parents in Arkansas. I’ll blame anything embarrassing on him.”
Syria laughed. “Sounds like a plan.”
He took her hand to lead her up the path, but the wind decided to gust. Syria tried to catch her skirt, but with her purse in one hand and the other in Anthony’s, it got away from her.
His jaw dropped. “Did I just see —” He decided not to say anything else, but spun her around so her back was against the car. He pressed against her, his mouth seeking hers. She could feel his erection pressing against her thighs. That had been easy. She had no frame of reference for size, although she knew bigger was supposedly better. In her case, maybe something smaller might be better for the task. She didn’t know if she should tell him she was a virgin, if that would freak him out or if he’d be more careful.
He deepened his kiss and her thoughts erased. His hands slid down her arms and moved to her waist, squeezing her. His thumbs grazed against the bottom of her breasts and she sucked in a breath. Everything was so intense. She didn’t see how she could contain it all.
Anthony reached down, past her hips, gathering up the material to her skirt and lifting it up. When his hand grazed her bare thigh, she jumped. “I thought I saw something,” he whispered.
His fingers traveled up and up, shifting toward the middle.
Syria thought she would die if he didn’t touch her soon, feeling frantic and needy. She hadn’t masturbated much, even though she’d tried. It didn’t do anything for her but make her feel silly. She should have read up on it, or something. She didn’t know what she was missing, really, and even though a book or movie might make her feel hot and tingly, she hadn’t been sure what to do about it. It just hadn’t come naturally to her.
But Anthony’s hand traveling there was like fire. He reached the puff of hair and smiled against her mouth. “Syria, you surprise me constantly. You act so innocent, but then you do something crazy.”
His finger delved into her folds, and Syria thought she’d collapse. Her legs turned to ash, and she had to hold on to Anthony’s shoulders. He stroked her, first diving deeply in, then seeming to seek something, opening her so wide that the cool air hit her skin in places she’d never thought would be exposed to the night.
Then he found what he was looking for and began to work it harder. Pleasure splintered through Syria and she heard herself cry out. She wanted to be embarrassed but it was too much, moving so fast. She was spiraling up, and needed more and more. She didn’t want to be outside anymore, standing by his car, but somewhere that she could focus on this, understand it, see where it led.
She kissed him harder. “Can we go in?”
He released her and she sagged in relief, still holding on to him. “Yes,” he said, tugging keys from his pocket and leading her to the porch.
Then they were inside, his place smelling of stale pizza and dust, but she didn’t care. She hoped he’d take her straight to his bed. “Where is your room?” she asked.
“Through here.” They went down the dimly lit hall but when he reached for the bedroom overhead light switch, she stopped him. “Do you have something less harsh?”
He nodded and hunted around in a corner, working by the light from the hall. She could make out a cluster of stands, and he powered on a big black box. A studio flash, and the diffused light from the front panel gave the room a soft glow. “That good?” he asked.
“Perfect.” She set her purse on the floor, nervous now that she was here. Still so many hurdles. Her virginity. Condoms. Fear curdled in her belly. Her mother had gotten pregnant by a stranger. It was the one thing she had really impressed upon Syria, taking care of that, never falling for lies.
“I’m not on the pill or anything,” she blurted.
Anthony came back to her and grasped her elbow. “I’ll take care of it.”
One thing down. Syria exhaled. “There’s one other thing.”
He pulled her into an embrace, tucking her head against his shoulder. “We don’t have to do anything. We can just be here until morning, and then see if you still want to do the shoot.”
“I know. I just wanted to tell you that I am a virgin.”
Anthony’s breath rushed out. “Wow.”
Crap, now he was freaked out. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s got to go eventually, right? I just wanted to make sure you knew.”
He continued to hold on to her, his breath warm against her neck. She wondered if he still wanted her, but at least she could tell THAT. She shifted a little so her hips were more firmly nestled against his pelvis.
Oh yes. She could feel it.
He sucked in a breath, as if he knew she’d made that contact on purpose. She wasn’t sure which she wanted more, to try touching him, or to get him to touch her again. Well, he had started things. She could make the next move.
Syria snaked her hand between them, pressing her palm against the long bulge. He was angled to one side, trapped in the khaki pants. That couldn’t be comfortable. She reached for his belt, trying not to let her jangling nerves slow her down. “May I?” she asked him this time.
He nodded against her hair.
She tugged the leather strip out and pulled on the buckle. Rather than just leave it hanging there, she slid it, slowly and leisurely, out of all the loops.
Now his knees bent a little, and she smiled to herself. The belt hit the floor behind them and she reached for the button, tugging it loose. His zipper broke the silence of the room and his breathing sped up a notch.
Syria wasn’t sure what to do next, pull his pants down where they’d get caught on his shoes, or just reach for him? After a hesitation, she peeled the front of his pants away and grasped the elastic band of his boxers.
It didn’t take much to release him, long and lean and now pointing straight up. She couldn’t see a lot in the dim light, but the end glistened. She formed a circle with her fingers and thumb and surrounded him, trying to decide how tight was too tight to hold on.
The skin actually moved, surprising her. She’d expected it to all be, well, attached. He groaned a little, so she repeated the movement, now alternating between tighter and looser grips. “Syria,” he whispered. “I need you in my bed.”
He pushed down his pants and kicked off his shoes. Syria released him, watching him undress without any shyness. His chest was lean, light muscles leading to nice hard arms with decent girth. His belly was flat with just a tiny amount of hair near the bottom as it led down.
Syria swallowed the lump in her throat as she watched the boxers come off and she could see clearly what she’d been touching before. She’d seen diagrams in sex ed, and the occasional random porn shot on the internet. But the real thing, up close and personal, was so different.
Anthony got the pants and boxers off and away and stood there a moment, watching her. She was fascinated by his body, by all the things she could explore. She reached for him again, continuing the grasp on him that he had liked. What would it be like to do the same thing with her mouth? Was that too much? Would that make her a slut?
She didn’t care. She wanted to do it and she would. It’s not like Anthony was in her circles. He knew her name but not her phone number or where she lived, or anything about her. She could walk away if need be. Tonight she’d do whatever the hell came into her head. She knelt in front of him and slid her lips where only her hands had been.
He responded immediately, sucking in a gulp of air and then groaning as she made her way down. He was sticky and fleshy, both sweet and tangy, not like anything she’d ever tasted. But she liked it, especially when she tightened her lips and he grasped her hair, his knees bending.
The bed was close, so she pushed him toward it, breaking away only for a moment to let him fall back, naked on his bed, while she was fully clothed. This felt powerful, as though this were her moment, and only she got to do what she wanted.
She bent down and brought him back into her mouth, letting her hands go everywhere, his chest and arms and belly and hips. She grasped the bottom part of his shaft that she couldn’t get to with her mouth, and cupped the soft round balls beneath it.
Syria couldn’t stop herself now that the dam had burst. She wanted everything, to do it all, even the things she couldn’t quite fathom. She worked faster, sensing him creating a rhythm with her. The little veins began to twitch and then he pulled her away. “I want to last,” he said. “I want to be with you all night.”
The fire in her blasted all the way through her body, and she let him roll her over. Her shoes hit the floor and his hands were on her knees, pushing up that skirt. “I can’t believe you did this,” he said when he got her bare again, pressing his thumbs against her mound. “It’s so damn hot.”
He rose up on the bed, back to her face, and kissed her. Now lying down, their bodies in full contact, his skin hot beneath her hand, the kiss was much more, like a starter rather than something that stood on its own.
Anthony grasped at the spaghetti straps of her dress and pulled them down her shoulders. She hadn’t worn a bra, since the dress had built-in support, so when he peeled the bodice down, he freed her breasts. “Jesus,” he breathed. “Beautiful.” He lowered his head to capture a nipple in his mouth and so many sensations shot through Syria that she gasped and jerked upward on the bed.
His hands kept working on the dress, taking it to her waist, even as he moved from one breast to the other. Syria clasped his head, trying to hang on, overwhelmed by everything she was feeling. Her hips moved on their own, making a slow gyration against his waist. He broke away from her and pulled the dress the rest of the way off, and now she was as naked as him.
No one had seen her his way, not even her mother, not since she was small. He braced himself over her, just looking. Syria felt self conscious of her bony hips, the flare of her thighs, a couple nicks on her skin that bothered her, caused by crossing through barbed wire too many times when she was young.
“You’re amazing,” he said, his expression reverent. “God, I hope you let me photograph this tomorrow. I won’t let a soul see them other than me, I swear.”
Syria felt like parts of her were weeping, she was so wet. Anthony leaned down and kissed her belly button, then went down lower, like she had with him. Her legs opened without her consciously telling them to and then he was there, his mouth between her thighs, tongue flicking against her.
He slipped a finger inside and her head fell back. The two things at once caused something crazy to happen to her, something she’d gotten close to a time or two by rubbing herself, but never could quite reach.
Anthony felt her responding and sucked harder, drawing a bit of her into his mouth. This time, when he flicked his tongue across it, she knew something was happening, a strange intense feeling, like when you lift a box that is too heavy and you’re straining. It built up between his fingers and his mouth, rising, tightening, and now her hands were grasping fists full of the sheets. Her calf tried to cramp so she shifted it down, hoping she didn’t move Anthony, because now something was really starting to go.
Then she was over the top, across the rise, and instead of everything being tight and intense, it all came loose, pulsing, cascading. She could feel the muscles contracting against Anthony’s face. Holy crap, this was an orgasm. She’d just had one!
The room seemed filled with tiny spots of light. Her head was rushing even as Anthony slowed down, knowing, she guessed, that this had happened. Her body relaxed against the bed and she stared at the dim ceiling. Wow wow wow wow!
She wanted to laugh. How could they do it again? Syria pulled Anthony up closer to her. “Oh my God! You did that!” Now giggles did burst out of her. “That was unbelievable!”
Anthony grinned. “I live to serve.”
Syria held on to his jaw, looking into the shadows of his eyes. “I can’t believe it.”
He braced himself over her and began grinding against her thighs. She opened for him and he rested against her, the head of him just touching her folds. There was more! Of course there was. Her heart hammered as he played on the edge, just barely pushing in. He wouldn’t forget the condom!
He reached down and slid against her, slippery and wet. She relaxed, getting used to the feel of him moving from outside to in. When her breathing had gotten faster again, he pulled away and reached beside the bed to a little table. She heard a tearing sound and relaxed. He was taking care of it.
She watched him unroll the circle along his length until he leaned over her again.
“You sure? It might be a little uncomfortable.”
Syria had read it could hurt, and she could bleed. “Your sheets!”
“Don’t worry about it. They’re washable.”
She lay back, more tense now. “I want to.”
He pressed against her again, sliding just like he had before. Syria had a harder time relaxing this time, though, anticipating the pain.
Anthony pressed against her and now he was really in, pushing gently, taking his time. “You okay?”
She nodded, her hands on his back, holding on. He pulled out partway, then lowered in again, this time just a touch more. “I can feel the resistance,” he said.
“I can too.”
“Not too late.”
Syria pushed on his back, encouraging him to go farther in. She wondered if it were better to do it like a bandaid, and just go for it, or to take it slow.
“Take the plunge,” she said, readying for the shock, like jumping into a lake before the water warmed up for summer. “I can take it.”
Anthony pulled back one more time, then thrust with more force. Syria felt something give way with a sharp pinch that make her suck in.
Anthony instantly stopped. “You all right?”
“Just keep going. I think it’s better if we work through it.”
He rolled out and in again, and this time the ache was more dull. Syria relaxed a little and found that this helped immensely. He went in and out a few more times, and now she could handle it fine. “It’s okay now,” she said.
Anthony pressed down on her, kissing her forehead. “You are amazing.”
He moved over her, his eyebrows drawn together. Syria like what they were doing, but it was nothing like when he’d touched her. His movements got faster, and the muscles in his arms tightened. He switched to one arm and now his fingers found that magical spot, the one he’d worked with his tongue.
Syria really engaged then, pleasure bursting in every direction. She didn’t think she’d orgasm again, not in time, but this was way better, and now she got it, she knew whey people did this, why it was so addictive. Anthony’s body stiffened and he held his position, his breath coming out in one long exhale that ended in a shuddering groan. Syria gripped his back and waited, loving that she’d done this for him, make him feel like he had done for her.
He relaxed on her body, face buried against her neck. She felt swollen around him and a little sore, but she couldn’t wait for them to try it again.
Anthony rolled on his back and pulled her up against him. “This has been the luckiest day of my life,” he said.
Syria snuggled her face against his neck, remembering the day had begun with her getting kicked out of the phlebotomy program, and that she had nowhere to go next. “Mine too.”
Syria slept fitfully, waking when Anthony got up to toss the condom, then again when the early morning light began streaming through his half-open blinds.
She turned to her side, realizing he wasn’t there.
Sounds from the kitchen filtered down the hall. Coffee beans dropping into a grinder, then the buzz of the machine. She pulled the sheets to her chin, not sure if she should wait or go find him. It seemed silly to put her dress back on. The words “Walk of Shame” began to take on new meaning.
Syria rolled over, noticing that she still felt full and swollen down below. She pressed a hand between her legs and this calmed the ache, like when you touched a finger against your skin after plucking eyebrows. Syria had to do this almost daily, something that must have come from the Indian side of her genetics, as her mother’s brows were thin and pale.
Anthony came back into the room and slid across the sheets. “You’re up, sleepyhead. Do you drink coffee?”
She nodded.
He pulled her up against his chest. He’d only put on a pair of boxers, but his skin was still warm. “It’s a lovely day for that shoot, if you’d like to try it. Warm enough to keep you comfortable. Nice light.”
Syria wasn’t as sure now that the torrid night was over and didn’t answer.
Anthony seemed to understand her reticence. “Or maybe another day.” He tugged the sheet away from her. “Let me see if you’re as beautiful as I remember.”
He exposed her breasts to the morning light, cutting across her in slits from the window. “Now that’s a picture.” He ran his hand across the stripes of white, bending with her curves. He rolled to the edge of the bed and rummaged on the floor, returning with a camera. “May I?”
Syria nodded, crossing her arm across her eyes, feeling crazy shy. He shifted around, making the mattress dip, and she heard a few faint clicks. No one ever photographed her, much less bare-breasted. The attention was frightening, but intoxicating, and heat rushed through her body. She felt her nipples tighten. “Now that’s it,” Anthony said, and she heard a few more clicks.
He lay down next to her. “Would you like to see?”
She lifted her arm away from her eyes. Anthony held the back of the camera to her. In the display she could see herself in deep shadow, her face hidden. Cutting across her body were the curving stripes of light, highlighting the curves of her breasts, two taut nipples interrupting the perfect lines. “It’s beautiful,” she said.
Suddenly she wanted to be able to do that, to take an image like this one, whether for her own memory or for others. If he could make her look like that, then anyone could be beautiful. She sat up, grasping his wrist. “Teach me how to do that. I want to learn.”
He powered off the camera. “Let’s go! Let’s do it!”
She held on more tightly. “Can I photograph you? Or at least try?”
“Definitely. I can’t think of anything more fun to do. Do you want to stay here?”
Syria looked around. “No, we can do that later. I liked your idea, by the lake.”
“Then let’s head out before the sun gets too high.”
Syria let go of him and tried not to be too shy about sliding from the sheets. He watched her though, every movement, as if he couldn’t look anywhere else. She searched around for the bright peach dress. It was going to be wrinkled beyond belief. Anthony crawled across the end of the bed and retrieved it from the floor.
While she slid it back on, he grabbed some shorts and a t-shirt and packed the camera in a bag. “We’ll take just the basics, nothing like all the gear I had for Sharon.” He snapped the reflector onto a loop on the camera bag.
Syria located her shoes beneath the comforter, which had fallen off the bed. Anthony was watching her again, his smile crazy wide.
“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” she asked.
“This is the best day ever. Well maybe second best, after yesterday.” He slung the bag over his shoulder. “I can’t wait to show you this spot.”
Anthony pulled off the highway and onto a gravel road, his old Volvo bucking up and down as they crossed ruts from water run off.
Syria had been to other parts of this lake. There was a nature preserve on the opposite side, undeveloped, but with parking spots and a grassy section that led down to a beach. It had once been built up with sand, but time and negligence had left it rocky again.
On this side, though, the scrub brush, weeds, and grass went right up to the banks. Anthony stopped the car on a clearing to one side of the road. “There’s a little walkway down to the water here. Or was.”
“When was the last time you came here?”
“About a year ago. Dad had cancer, and he wanted to do one last bit of fishing.” Anthony looked across the field, the taller weeds undulating in the morning breeze. “We didn’t catch anything that day, but it was still a good day.” He turned back to her. “He died about a month later.”
She reached out and squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah.” Anthony opened his door. “He was a good one. What about yours?”
Syria stepped out of the car. The wind kicked up her hair. She realized he’d be photographing her without an ounce of makeup.
He came around the side of the car. “Sore subject?”
“Not really. I don’t know my dad. I never met him.”
“Oh, geez. Sorry.”
She shrugged. “You don’t miss what you don’t know. He lied to my mother, seduced her while she was visiting India. She didn’t find out about me until she was back in Oklahoma.”
“Did she tell him?”
“Oh yes. But he was married with a couple children already.”
Anthony wrapped his arm across her shoulders and led her to a narrow path. “Does he recognize you exist?”
“He used to send us letters. And once, a gift. A Santa doll. But then he stopped, about twelve years ago.”
He pulled ahead of her, holding a wispy tree branch out of her way. “Did you ever try to find him?”
“No. Mom won’t talk about him anymore. We used to celebrate all the Indian festivals, but she stopped that too.”
The ground got softer as they approached the water’s edge. Anthony led them around the bank to an area where the grass was shorter and the weeds sprang up with less abandon, just sprigs here and there.
“This is where we’d sit,” he said, gesturing to a little knoll. “Dad said the shallow water there was a great place for the fish to spawn.”
Syria blushed at the reference, and blushed doubly when he opened his case and a handful of condom wrappers spilled out. He grinned up at her. “I came prepared.”
Her belly was still warmed up from the coffee on the way over, but now the heat spread. She looked around. There was no one for miles, and even if someone approached the other side of the small lake, they would easily be hidden by the knoll and weeds.
“So show me what to do,” she said.
He spread a green blanket in the grass, rolling it so that it wasn’t much wider than a person. “It can be itchy for a client lying directly on the grass, so I always try to hide something that won’t show in the picture, but will protect them.”
“So you want me here?” She sat on the center of the blanket.
“Sure.” He pulled a camera from his bag. “I’m going to use a shorter lens, since I’ll be doing close up work. But longer lenses are great for working boudoir, as you can easily make parts of the image blurry, like if they have belly issues, or you want to emphasize cleavage over less than stellar thighs.” He lifted the camera to his face. “But someone like you has no flaws. I can shoot you however I like.”
Syria looked down, crossing her legs and folding her hands in her lap.
He snapped a few shots, making adjustments. “So, since the sun is low,” he pointed into the sky, “I don’t need much more than a fill flash to pop out the shadows I don’t like.” He snapped a quick shot of her, then messed with the settings, and took a second one, this time with a bit of light coming from the flash.
He sat close to her, and he smelled of grass and coffee. “Look at these two images.” He showed her the first, without any flash, then the second. “See how this brings out your eyes, when I let a little light in?”
She nodded. “It makes a big difference.”
“Now, if your eyes were closed, and I wanted a deep shadow,” he crossed his hands across her breasts, “let’s say here.” He let a finger dip into her cleavage. “Would I want that flash?”
Syria swallowed, her skin tingling where he caressed her. “No. You’d want that shadow.”
“Exactly.” He moved away. “So lie on your side, letting your hair spill on your shoulder.”
Syria moved as he asked, already feeling wet again.
He walked to her feet. “If I shoot up your body from here, I emphasize the curves and let your face fall out of focus. Fun for some shots, but not ideal.”
Anthony moved to her belly. “Shooting in the middle is even less useful, as everything is equal now, and most women don’t want a focus on their bellies.”
He walked around to above her head. “But this is where the magic happens. Tilt your chin up.” He snapped a shot of her. “Close your eyes.” She heard another click, then the rustle of him shifting in the grass. Suddenly his hands were on her, tugging on the bodice to her dress, moving a strap down her shoulder. Her body temperature rose another degree.
He moved away and she heard more clicks. “So look at this.”
She opened her eyes to the screen. The shot was amazing, her lack of make up pointless as the light caressed her face in white, the darkness of her hair leading you to the pale shoulder and the strap falling across her arm, bringing you back to the swell of a breast, just the top visible above the bodice.
“See how I made your eyes follow a path? That is what you want to happen. Lead the viewer to see the image the way you want it to be seen.”
“You didn’t touch Sharon yesterday, even when you needed to adjust things.”
“I usually have a female assistant. She does all the strap shifting and clothing adjustments. I try not to ever touch them. I don’t want to seem sketchy.”
“If I were shooting, though, I probably could?”
“Sure, women get away with anything.”
“Can I try a shot?”
“Sure.” He handed her the camera. “How do you want me?”
“Shirtless.”
He whipped the t-shirt over his head. He was smooth and hard, like she remembered. His hair spiked up, gold and brown, thick all across his head.
She looked at the top of the camera. “This button?” she asked, finger on the largest one.
“That’s it.”
She backed away from him a moment, fitting his glorious face and bare shoulders in the frame. “Nice,” she said. “Angle away just a little.”
He turned and she took the shot, her first photograph, his blue eyes bright, hair wild around his handsome face, sitting strong above the angles of his shoulders. She loved it. She took a few more, shifting around him, then handed the camera back.
He clicked through the shots. “Very nice, Syria. You are a natural with composition.”
Syria flushed with the compliment and lay flat on her back, staring up into the sky. “It’s beautiful here.” A few weeds with pretty lattice on the ends brushed against her shoulder, tickling and setting her to tingling again. She turned back to Anthony. “What would you like to do now?”
“To see more of you.” He hesitated. “You were a little shy last night.”
Syria blushed. “I have scars everywhere.”
“I don’t believe it.”
Syria rolled back to her side and lifted the hem of her dress. “See all these little white lines?” She pointed to a few on her thigh. “We live surrounded by wheat fields separated by barbed wire fences. I used to crawl through them to run through the rows. Sometimes I wasn’t careful.”
Anthony set down the camera. “Mmm. I see.” He pushed the skirt up more. “Let’s see if I can connect the dots.” He ran his tongue up her thigh. “None here.” He pressed her on her back, moving the fabric until she was exposed to her belly button, the sun warming her mound. “I’ll have to keep looking.”
He kissed her belly and worked down, nibbling at her skin until it tickled and she kicked her knee up. “Stop it!” Now she was laughing, trying to roll over.
Anthony crawled up her body, nipping at her bare shoulder. “I’m going to do crazy things to you out here.”
Syria’s body flooded with heat now. His shorts scraped against her bare thighs and she longed for him to fill her again. He nuzzled into her neck, his golden brown hair spiking against her cheek. She wanted him like crazy.
He peeled the bodice down like he had the night before, and her nipples puckered in the sunlight. He picked up the camera again. “I have to capture this. Too beautiful.” He snapped a few quick shots, then crawled a few feet away, getting more of her.
“Will you slide that dress down?” His voice was low and husky, like he wasn’t quite in control of it.
Syria nodded, slipping her fingers under the fabric of the dress, pushing it the rest of the way to her waist. He clicked away, shifting positions, changing settings.
She was on fire, every girly part of her licking with sensation. She’d never been so wanton or bold in her life, and might never be again. She arched her back and lifted her pelvis, letting the dress skim her hips. Then it was down, past her knees, and she kicked it away.
Anthony continued to photograph her, clicking madly. “This is amazing,” he said.
Syria rolled to her side, remembering the things he’d told Sharon. She bent her knee forward and buried her hand in her hair. Her breast pulled high and tight and she could feel the lengthening of her waist.
“Perfect. You’ve got it.” He moved in closer, training the lens on her face, then her breasts. “On your back again.”
She rolled over, closing her eyes, feeling the sun kiss all her skin. The clicking went on for a little longer, then stopped.
His hand touched her belly and his face loomed over hers. “I can’t stand this one more minute.” His mouth closed over her nipple.
Syria sucked in a breath, thrilled that he was on her again. He leaned over her and she went for his waist band, yanking at the shorts and boxers and getting them out of the way.
He kicked them into the grass and spread the blanket out more, nipping kisses along her body. His fingers found that perfect place again, and now she couldn’t wait for all the things he could do to her. He spiraled against a little nub, something she could pick out now from the other parts of her. The shards of pleasure splintered across her skin.
She took his face in both of her hands and brought him to her so she could kiss him, her body writhing against his. The sun was getting higher and warmer, and sweat began to break out along his shoulders.
Syria wanted it faster, stronger, and pulled him closer to her. Their bodies collided, his hand still between them, and now she took him in her grasp, working the hard shaft like she’d learned the night before. He groaned, already slippery on the end, so she batted at the bag near their heads and found one of the condoms, tearing it open herself.
He rolled back and let her put it on. She got it backwards at first, but realized what she’d done and flipped it over. It rolled sweetly down his length, the thick circle nestling against a puff of hair at the base. She looked at him more closely, the purply balls, the veiny skin. It was all so different from her.
He lay on his back and now she straddled him. He cupped both her breasts, thumbing the nipples.
“Can I try this?” she asked.
“You can do anything you want with me.”
Syria lifted up, holding on to his shaft, and eased it between her legs. She couldn’t figure out exactly where it went for a moment, moving it up and down, then it suddenly slid in.
“That’s it,” Anthony said.
She felt a little soreness still, but nothing she couldn’t manage. She braced her arms on the blanket and lifted up, then down again, trying not to go so far that he came out of her.
Anthony lay still, his hands moving to her hips, his eyes closed. She rocked above him, loving the control she had, experimenting with moving high and lower, going more flat and sitting up high.
He held her hips more firmly, pushing her down, and the contact where they joined started feeling a lot like when he fingered her. She pressed down in tighter circles, working it, and now she could tell it was building again, that same shower of sparks coming off her skin.
She started making sounds without even thinking about it and Anthony helped her from below, rocking against her, holding her firm against him. The pleasure rolled up and up and then it happened again, she came across the other side, pulsing and tightening and god, it was so incredible. Anthony brought her down slowly, and when she was lying across him, he pulled her tight against his chest and rolled them over, neatly shifting her below him. He lifted her legs to her shoulders, holding her hips, and drove into her with long powerful strokes.
The movements made the pleasure splinter through her and now he moved a finger to that nub again. She didn’t think it was possible but he was bringing her up one more time, higher, harder, and then again, she was over the top and this time he came with her, shuddering inside her, crossing that peak.
He let her legs fall and collapsed on her, holding his weight on his elbows. “I am the luckiest man alive,” he said.
Syria curled her hands across his back. Whatever time she’d had to wait, the loneliness she’d had to endure, it was worth it, for this. He was the one she’d been waiting for.
Six Months Later
Syria stood on the porch of her little house, holding the cool keys in her palm. Las Cruces, New Mexico and her first place.
She’d rented the two-bedroom from a man Anthony had told her about. Anthony had lived and worked in Las Cruces until his father got sick, when he chose to move back and spend the last year of his dad’s life in Oklahoma. Luckily for her, he’d stayed.
The house had a small living room up front, perfect for meeting with clients, and a large family room in back, with enough square footage for a good-sized studio space.
Her heart panged a little as she thought of Anthony. He’d be in Milan by now, having flown out yesterday. A fashion tour made him an offer he couldn’t refuse, traveling with sixteen models and a big-name designer.
But he’d introduced her to Victor, a photographer in Las Cruces whose wife had just had a baby and told him, “No more naked chicks.” She’d spent the last month working as his assistant and meeting his clients, and now the boudoir portion of his business was spinning off to her.
She owed Anthony so much. She’d learned a trade, gotten away from home finally, and learned to have confidence in herself. She’d see him again, one day, she hoped, but for now, she had a new life to start, and a new career to build.
She stepped back across the threshold to her little house. Life had really, truly, just begun.
Don’t miss any part of The Boudoir Sessions series!
Syria’s Seduction: An Introduction to the Boudoir Sessions
Syria’s accidental meeting with a boudoir photographer in a park turns into her first sexual experience and a new profession.
Syria’s Seduction 2: Naughty Santa
Syria schedules a photography session with a man she thinks is a traditional mall Santa. But when the red suit hits the floor, she realizes THIS Santa has an entirely different line of work.
Syria’s Seduction 3: Pirate Hooker
Syria’s photo shoot with a pair of pirate performers turns into her first menage.
Syria’s Seduction 4: Goddess of Bondage
Syria’s work with a prominent Dominatrix leads to an invitation to a Japanese Bondage exhibition where Syria ends up on stage.
Syria’s Seduction 5: The Exhibitionist
Syria is offered the opportunity to be a wealthy man’s escort and exhibitionist, but she must choose between him and the tumultuous on and off again relationship with her Santa stripper, Tyson.
Some retailers hide books with erotic content. You can always find direct links to where to buy Starla’s stories at
http://starlacole.blogspot.com
Get notice of any new releases on Starla’s mailing list at: http://eepurl.com/tlv6b
Thank you for being a part of Syria’s journey!
Starla
Starla Cole is a boudoir photographer and writer. She began her Boudoir Sessions stories after some crazy guy called her once and said he was so hot, she'd want to have sex with him during the photo session.
After she hung up, she thought--hmmm. What if he WAS? And wrote the story Naughty Santa.
The characters Syria and Tyson seemed to decide they wanted an actual relationship, so the Boudoir Session series has continued. She has also started a series with her husband (who was *not* amused by the phone call) called Couples Play.
Watch for more work from Starla at her web site: http://starlacole.blogspot.com or join her mailing list for sneak peeks and free excerpts at http://eepurl.com/tlv6b
When not creating erotica, she writes romantic comedies under the name Mary Beth Daniels.
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