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Snapshot

 


 


Darrin Phillips fiddled with the strap of
his second-hand digital camera, wondering what the hell he was
doing here at dawn on a Sunday, when any normal person was either
getting ready for church or sleeping off last night. If he, a lone
black man with a camera, got caught on this empty, abandoned
beach-side forest right next to some of the richest, whitest
neighborhoods in the city, he’d have a hell of a time explaining
himself. Why the hell had he let himself get talked into this? He
wasn’t a photographer. He wasn’t even an amateur or a hobbyist.

He was an idiot with a camera he barely knew
how to use and a handful of pictures his friends had convinced him
were decent enough to post online.

“You have an eye, Dare,”
Hayato had told him when the man had first proposed the offer. “A
way of looking deep into a person and bringing out their essence
and beauty. Of seeing what’s beneath the surface.” Then he’d
snorted — an odd sound to come out of the prim, proper man. He’d
shot Dare a scoffing look before adding, “Plus, you’ve a reputation
of handling even the most stubborn subjects.”

At his job, maybe. Dare worked at Patty’s
Playhouse, a children’s arcade and restaurant known for its singing
waiters. He wore a stupid toy soldier costume with mitten-hands and
sang six-year-olds’ burger and pizza orders back to them. He dealt
with temper tantrums and crying fits on the daily. Whiny
complaints, from parents as well as children, had become the
vernacular of his life.

So he’d learned early on to cajole. How to
use compliments and distractions as verbal shields against the
never-ending assaults. He’d learned how to watch for signs of
stress, a wobbly lip from a child, a clenched jaw from a parent.
Even in his fellow wait staff, he’d learned to tell when the noise
of it all had become too much.

Like he had last week with Wendy, the rag
doll waitress, who’d almost slapped a bratty birthday guest armed
with spitballs and an early curiosity about that sacred space
beneath a girl’s skirt. From across the room, he’d seen the exact
minute her temper had flared. The second her rouged cheeks had
flushed with embarrassed anger when the precocious fourth-grader
had lifted the hooped tulle. In a flash, he’d rushed over in time
to grab her pulled-back hand and lead her into a waltz out of the
party and into the break room, where he’d poured her a coffee and
let her finish her shift unmolested.

It was a shit job and Dare knew it. It
wasn’t where he’d planned to be. Wasn’t where he wanted to be for
the rest of his life but, he supposed, with working all day with
rowdy, hyper kids and tired, on-edge adults, yeah, he’d built a
tolerance to stubborn.

He just hoped that carried through to today.
The couple approached, strolling the park’s path in the early dusk
light. He watched as Hayato and the woman walked, her fiery hair
glowing in the climbing sun’s rays as it waved in the chill morning
breeze.

Max Wells. Queen bitch of the publishing
world. The cocked harpoon in shark-infested waters. Dare wasn’t
above admitting that she scared the hell out of him.

Or, at least, he thought she should.

He’d heard rumors about her being a
ball-busting ogress. There were legends abound about her shredding
grown men with manicured nails before grinding their bones into
dust to powder her face.

When he’d imagined her in his mind, whenever
he’d listened to those stories, he’d always imagined a giantess. An
Amazon. A hard, coarse cyborg of a woman built to destroy a
man.

Not this woman, who laughed deep and throaty
as she and Hayato neared him. She was small. Not even five and a
half feet, she wouldn’t so much as brush his shoulder. She was lush
too. Softly rounded, curved and full. And she smiled.

Smiled! With her whole face, from her
glossed lips to her dimpled cheeks to her crinkled nose to her
warm, brown eyes.

She was gorgeous. She didn’t look like an
ogress or a harpoon or even a bitch. Dressed in a long, tan sweater
dress and tall boots, she looked like a nymph in the woods. An
angel bathed in golden morning light.

“Dare.” Her voice was as
rich as her laugh. She held out her hand.

“Ms. Wells.” He held out
his own, taking her small, graceful, cream-colored hand in his
larger, pecan-shaded palm.

“Please, call me Max.” She
shook his hand with a surety that both unnerved and eased him.
“I’ve seen your work. It’s good.”

“Thanks, ma’am.” He bowed
his head.

“Max,” she corrected,
tossing her loose, red curls over her shoulder. “The only time
anyone calls me Ma’am is during a scene. We’re not doing a scene right now, are we,
Dare?”

He chuckled nervously, his face paling at
the thought. “No, ma’ — Max,” he stuttered.

“And even if we were,” Max
said as she turned an impish, knowing grin — one full of innuendo
and unintelligible inside jokes — at Hayato, “I certainly wouldn’t
be playing the top today, would I?”

“Why don’t we just get
started?” the man shot a matching smirk at Max.

“Aye, aye. Sir.” She gave
him a mock salute, her goading grin full of brazen defiance before
she turned to face the other man. “So, Dare,” she challenged, “how
do you want me?”

Dare swallowed and blinked, his throat
suddenly dry and his mind a blank.

“Dare?”

He coughed. “Um.” He pointed toward the
beach. “I thought we’d start near the water. Before the sun gets
too high.”

“Whatever you say.” She
walked over to the shoreline.

“Max,” Hayato called, his
authoritative voice stopping her mid-step, “aren’t you forgetting
something?”

Dare watched Max wince before she slowly
turned to face the stern-looking man. She sighed, a resigned defeat
weighing down her face. “Now or never, huh?”

“You agreed to this,” the
man reminded her, an entire conversation held in that phrase. Dare
watched the man hold out his hand expectantly.

Max closed her eyes and sighed, her breath
almost visible in the cool air. She reached for the hemline of her
short dress, her hands pausing as they gripped the edge. She licked
her lips, Dare practically tasting the sweet waxen taste of her
gloss along with her, as her eyes flicked around the park as if
looking for a reason, an evasion, to save her.

But they were alone. No one was coming. Not
this early in the morning.

Her frantic eyes flashed pleadingly at the
unbending man with hard arms crossed over his chest. Hayato just
stared, raising a single eyebrow in impatient expectation. “Now,
Max,” he said, his voice impeccably reserved but unmovingly
resilient, “or never.”

She swallowed hard and nodded before her
decision burned determined in those wide, dark eyes. Dare watched
with expectant unease as she pulled the dress up over her head,
baring her body like a rising curtain.

Dare’s breath came short and shallow, her
nervousness making him anxious. She stood before him in the empty
park, her dress bunched in front of her body as her pale, milky
skin flushed a warm pink glow, her feet shuffling awkwardly in her
boots.

Hayato shook his held-out hand.

Max, dragging her feet, turned her back and
made her way to him, looking too much like the young, frowning,
pigtailed princesses as they left the Playhouse. An indignant
dignity wrapped about her like a cloak, a prideful pout painting
her curved lips. She stopped in front of the firm, unyielding man,
her profile mulish and bent. Her hands clenched the dress before
she reluctantly handed it over.

Dare had known this was coming. The other
man had talked him through what was going to happen, what wasn’t,
and what might.

Dare just hadn’t quite believed it until
now.

Even staring at Max’s nude body, he still
didn’t.

The man took the dress from her hands and
folded it neatly. “Boots too.”

Dare watched her bend, the muscles in her
full-figured ass tightening as she unzipped her boots and slipped
them off.

Hayato took those from her too before gently
touching her cheek. “You can do this.” He stroked her softly. “It
won’t be like before. Trust me.”

Not understanding what that meant, Dare did
his best to ignore the private moment as he watched Max from
behind, the play of sun and shadow glinting against her soft,
silken skin as she leaned into the other man’s touch.

Idly, he remembered pictures — scandalous
and racy even in newsprint — of Max published and splashed over the
local circuit. He remembered the stories — gossipy, grasping tales
of her personal life and her ties to Donovan’s, the local kink club
— that accompanied them.

Dare’s lips thinned thoughtfully as he
studied the shape of her body, the curve of her hips and breasts.
The perfect, ample roundness of her ass. The sweet dip of her
spine. Even her thighs, as full as a Renaissance painting. that
were perhaps too thick for the current thigh-gap fashion, drew the
eye, making it long to linger as it traced the soft lines.

She turned and took several steps toward the
shore, her arm crossed over her chest with the other one wrapped
protectively around her lush loins, her eyes averted but her chin
held high.

“Stop.” Dare gripped his
camera, his eyes widening as they took her in. “Just stand there.
Just like that.” The still rising sun cast a rich, golden light
over the beach. The light caught her hair and set the autumn color
ablaze, flaring as the wild curls waved in the wind. Her flushed
skin, the color of a perfectly ripe peach, looked warm and
welcoming against the water’s backdrop.

He aimed his camera and took the shot.

But he stilled — stiff — when he saw her
shudder. He frowned, playing with the settings as he studied her.
Her full breasts heaved with harsh breaths that hurt to look at.
She bit her lip, her teeth a white slash digging into her pink
flesh. Her eyes looked nervous and downcast as her hold around
herself tightened. She looked like a sacrifice, a harrowing
humility hanging about her neck, weighing her, shutting her,
down.

He snapped another shot — just to test the
light — only to stop again as she shook as if struck.

He lowered his camera and looked at her
outside his lens. She looked frightened, cold, hurt.

By him.

Dare glanced back at Hayato, still standing
off to the side, uncertain. Max obviously didn’t want this. Looked
pained by the experience. Dare felt dirty, like a voyeur or a
sneak, stealing something from her with each sharp snap.

The man met his gaze surely as he gave a
single, precise nod. “It’s okay.” Dare wasn’t sure whom he was
talking to, whom he was trying to assure, Max or Dare. “You can do
this.”

Max looked up, just a tiny tip of her head,
barely a flicker of her eye, as she met the other man’s gaze. Their
eyes met and held — just for a moment, brief but sweet — before she
closed her eyes again, shoring up her confidence, trudging up her
touted temerity.

With a nod of his own, Dare lifted his
camera, determined to capture that — that expression, that
feeling.

This perfect moment.

This time, as his shutter snapped, Max held
her breath and place, her mouth set with a brassy aplomb. Dare
grinned. “You’re doing great, Max.” His camera clicking, he moved
around her, catching her from several angles. “You’re
stunning.”

A flicker of a smile touched her lips as a
fresh flush of color brushed her pale peach cheeks.

Click.

Max blushed, her head dipping even as she
peeked up at the man behind Dare. “Thank you,” she murmured, her
hesitant gaze turning hot as the arms around herself relaxed a bit.
Her gaze flicked to Dare. “Thank you.”

Click.

“You’re very welcome.” He
held her gaze even as he kept an eye on the LCD screen.

He saw her take a deep, shuddering breath
before she let the arm around her chest fall to her side, revealing
the beautiful mounds of her breasts. The rose crowns of her nipples
hardened, teased by still jittery nerves and the brisk, blowing
breeze, even as her skin warmed with pretty, pink excitement.

For a moment, Dare was stunned, unable to do
more than just stare at Max’s beauty, his mind racing with images
and ideas as his hands clutched his camera.

Then she moved her other hand.

His eyes widened and his nostrils flared,
sure he could almost smell the sweet, sea scent of her wetness that
he spotted slick between her soft thighs, even from this distance
away. Dare licked his lips, his mind wondering at the taste of that
glistening sheen. He shifted his tense legs and felt his body
react, a reflex predictable and unstoppable. His finger itched over
the shutter release, brushing anticipatory over the button.

His eyes flicked to a nearby picnic table,
an idea taking shape in his mind while he stared at the faded, worn
wood.

After beckoning, Dare positioned Max on the
table, spread her out on her back like a feast. He took his time,
deliberately arranging her legs in a lazy, delectable sprawl. He
lifted her shoulders so she leaned up on her elbows. “Give me a
sexy look,” Dare told her, “something inviting and hot.”

Max nodded as her dark amber eyes flared and
her mouth curved.

“Perfect.” Dare took the
shot. “Lick your lips.” He looked through his lens. She did. And it
was good, but something was still missing.

He bit his lip and tried to puzzle it out.
Her body looked luxuriously relaxed and comfortably lustful. Her
eyes burned with a promising passion and her lips looked wet,
beckoning a kiss. And the wetness gleaming on her bare, exposed
pussy dared a man to look. To touch. To taste.

It was a good image. Very good.

And still…

Dare’s eyes narrowed on her breasts, her
nipples soft and full now atop her plump, pillowed chest. It was
nice, but he wanted them stiff again. Stiff and sampled, slick with
saliva as if someone had sipped from the sweet tips.

“Lick your fingers,” he
told her, pleased when she did so right away with little more than
a quirking eyebrow. “Really suck. Then touch your nipples. Really
get them wet.”

“Excuse me?” A shocked hand
hit the table.

“You heard him,” Hayato
said before Dare could repeat himself.

He watched her swallow hard, her eyes
checking the park again, her nerves returning. For a second, even
though it was well within the limits the man had laid out, Dare
wondered whether she’d do it.

But she sighed and brought her hand to her
mouth again. She sucked, her cheeks hollowing as her tongue worked
over her skin before she let them pop from between her lips. With
her gaze uncertain but heated, she lowered her slippery fingers to
glaze the tightening crests.

It was good.

But it still wasn’t right.

“Pinch them,” Dare heard
Hayato say.

Yes.

Dare’s breath hissed when he saw her flinch
as she pinched her nipples hard, her own breath heaving in a hot
huff.

Dare moved to take the picture, but
stalled.

He grunted and squared his jaw.

“Dare?” the other man asked
over his shoulder.

“It’s still not right,” he
said. “Her nipples, they should look as if someone has just had at
them.”

“What do you mean,” the man
said, his tone more knowing than questioning.

Dare shrugged, feeling suddenly
uncomfortable, trying to put his thoughts, his feelings, into words
when he worked better in images. “They should look laved, almost
sloppy from someone’s mouth and tongue and teeth. They should be
more than just tight or even pinched; they should look like they’ve
been tugged at, pulled taut.”

The image was clear in his head, so sure and
so promising that Dare jumped when he felt a hand on his shoulder
urge him forward. “Show me.”

Dare choked as he stumbled forward. He
turned to stare unbelieving at the man.

“I hired you because you’ve
an eye for such things.” Hayato gave an easy shrug. “I was led to
believe that you know what to look for and know how to get it. Was
I wrong?”

Dare crinkled his nose in
confusion. He knew they’d talked about this. The possibility of it.
But the actual expectation of it … Dare hadn’t really thought it
would happen. Could and would were two very different things. “But you could—”

The man held up a hand,
dismissing him. “I don’t have your eye, Dare,” he said. “I don’t
know what exactly you’re looking for. Only you do. So logic says it
should be you.” He waved his hand before crossing his arms again.
“Besides, I don’t do direction well,” he said as a harsh
ha bubbled up frank and
feminine from the picnic table.

“I, uh…” Dare shook his
head. “I don’t know.” He turned to the woman,
disbelieving.

“It’s up to you.” Max
simply shrugged. “I’m okay with it, if you are. And, Lord knows,”
she said, rolling her eyes at the other man, “he’s good with it
too. So, it’s up to you; I promise, no hard feelings either way.”
She shifted impatiently on the table and shot him a daring stare.
“Though I hesitate to point out that I’m getting cold.”

Dare gulped hard.

What the hell was he doing here? He should
be home, in bed, not messing around in a public park, flirting with
felonies and philandering. With cameras and carnality. With
temptation, he thought as he looked at the image of Max laid out in
front of him like a banquet, and trouble.

His mouth watered.

“Really, it’s okay,” Max
assured, her brown eyes twinkling as she arched her back a bit, her
breasts pushed out on a deep breath.

Was it? It went against everything he’d been
taught to believe.

But it was what she wanted.

What her partner wanted.

And, if he was honest, yeah, he wanted it
too.

Did that make it okay?

Tentatively, Dare stepped toward the table
and the woman waiting for him, her legs spread to show her heated,
wet flesh. He stared into those eyes whose lazy lids veiled
half-open, pupil-full eyes. He leaned forward, his wet mouth ready
as he closed his lips around one rosy nipple. He sucked hard,
heating himself as she moaned, her back bowing even more. He pulled
at her, his teeth tugging with a gentle bite that made her jerk and
groan. With a wet smack, he let her breast go only to turn to the
other, lavishing the same attention there.

He stood back and studied his work.

Perfect.

Almost.

“One more thing.” His voice
was a low, gravelly growl. He let his hand hover over her pussy,
staring into her eyes with question. She gave a slight nod — all
the permission he needed — before he let his fingers touch her,
stroke her soft, soaked skin. He parted her labia, opening her lips
as her hips gave a small twitch. Gathering her wetness, he touched
her clit, feeling it hard and insistent against his fingers.
Thinking of how much she liked his bite, he gave her clit a pinch,
satisfied at her squeaked squeal.

Perfect.

He trailed his wet fingers over her mouth,
glossing her open, panting lips with her own juices. Her tongue
peeked out to touch the tip of his finger, tasting herself on his
skin.

Yes.

Dare stepped back and snapped his shots. He
wandered around her, surrounding her. He let the camera take her,
capture her over and over, as her seductive gaze followed him, her
own eyes lit with a savage gleam as she followed his every
direction, moving this way and that.

Dare didn’t even know how many pictures he
took. He just kept clicking, stopping only to try new settings,
speeds, and modes. To position and re-position her. It was only
when his screen began to show the small, insistent flash that
signaled low battery that he stopped, frowning.

“I take it we’re done for
today,” Max said, her voice laughing even as a trace of
disappointment touched it.

Dare nodded, feeling cheated too.

“This time anyway.” Hayato
stepped toward them, Max’s dress and boots in his hands. “Good job,
Dare. You’ll let us know when you have the pictures ready for
us?”

Dare nodded again and let his camera fall
against his chest as Max dressed. “Of course.”

“Good.” The other man
reached into his jacket pocket, pulling out a small business card.
“I hope you don’t mind, I showed a friend your photos, talked a bit
with him about you. He works in an advertising agency that works
closely — if quietly — with Donovan’s from time to time. He’s got
some old equipment he doesn’t use much anymore and a lot of
experience. He said you’re welcome to borrow both, if you’re
interested.”

Dare took the card and stared at it, his
mind quiet as if afraid to wonder.

“I’m not a photographer,”
Dare said blankly, shaking his head as he thought about the paltry
handful of photos that had landed him here in the first place. He
wasn’t even an amateur or a hobbyist.

The tall man just shook his head and walked
to Max, who was waiting for him. “I’ll call you again to set up
another session.”

“Sure,” Dare said absently
as he continued to stare at the card. “Sure,” he repeated even
though they’d already gone out of earshot.

Carefully — if numbly — he tucked the card
into his pocket. With a surprised scoff, Dare shoved his hands in
his pockets and started to walk toward his car, musing about
stopping by a bookstore or maybe seeing about signing up for a
class before heading back into work. Whistling, he let his fingers
brush the card in his pocket as he strolled.

It was true, he wasn’t a photographer.

Yet.
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It’s a good night. Dark and warm, the air
just a little heavy with a heady humidity that holds a man like a
lover.

I peel off my calfskin coat and enter the
shadowed alley in the back of the club where I parked my car.
Leather may make the look, but it’s damned hot.

I watch a couple, a little tipsy and a lot
horny, stumble out of Donovan’s, helped out by the club’s bouncer,
Gabe, his massive hands hard as he shows them the door. The tall
man tips his head at me. “Rand,” he greets, before he takes a drag
on his cigarette. “Nice night.”

“Could always be better.” I
nod back, thinking it a shame the man’s on duty. Gabe’s a good
time, if I remember right. Real shame he’s working.

But he is. And, for the first time in three
weeks, I’m not and I’m in the mood for a good time now. Just got
off a big case, a drug ring — little money-laundering thrown
in.

I head to my car alone. Again.

My job’s not real conducive to a
relationship, you know? Takes me away for long stretches; never
letting go till the job’s done. Then there’s always the danger. Got
me shot twice. Made me do more bad in the name of good than I’d
like to recall. Sometimes the stress of it gets to you too, you
know? Gives me a temper sometimes — not proud of it. Not exactly
easy to find somebody willing to put up with that for long
stretches.

But that’s all right. I like my job and I’m
good at it; it’s a good fit. Even without it, I’m not too conducive
for relationships either.

It’s why I do thirds. Be
the second guy to someone else’s half, the less-significant other.
Or hookups, where you’re the significant-for-a-scene other. Where,
when you’re there, you’re smack the fuck in it, but, when it’s done, well, you
both know the score. It’s easier. On everybody. See each other when
you can. Enjoy the hell out of each other. Then walk away. No
expectations. No demands. No disappointments.

Except on hot, humid nights like tonight
when I find myself sweating my ass off alone.

I pause by my car, digging for my keys in my
pockets.

“Nice night,” I hear a
voice say from the shadows. It’s light, kinda high, like a
teenager. Slurred too.

My lips twitch. Just what I need. A drunk,
young punk making a scene.

I sniff the heavy, moist air. It smells
rank, like a cheap bar. Or really good pot.

I see a spark in the shadows and I have my
answer.

“I said,” the Kid repeats
as he steps out into the spot lit by the streetlight, “nice
night.”

“Sure, Kid.” I lean against
my car when he saunters toward me. He’s lanky. One of those artsy,
hipster boys with slicked-up hair and glossy lips. He’s got soft
skin, like he uses moisturizer. His clothes are out of one of those
trendy mags.

And the beer in his hand is imported and the
joint between his fingers is good.

“Little late for you,
innit?” I ask him, still staring him up and down suspiciously.
“Shouldn’t you be home right now?” I imagine textbooks and truancy
slips. Curfews and classrooms.

“Sure, sure,” he says with
a nod, “just gotta find me a home to go to.” He slides me a glance,
studying and smooth. “Is yours free?”

I scoff dismissively and turn back to my
car. “No. Go home, Kid.”

He shrugs, his thin shoulders lifting
carelessly. “Whatever. I’ll find more like you inside.” He turns to
walk away.

Inside? “You mean Donovan’s?”

He doesn’t answer.

“It’s a private club, you
know,” I tell him, my keys jangling lightly as I jerk my thumb
toward the club. “Don’t let just anybody in.”

He turns back to me, the streetlight
catching a gamin glint in his eyes as his gaze smolders over his
shoulder. “Look at me;” he says, “I’m not just anybody.”

I chuckle. Yeah. Even under three layers of
Abercrombie and Whatever, the Kid has a body. Thin, yes, but he has
wide shoulders and a broad chest for his frame — wiry but still
toned, top-heavy like a swimmer maybe — that tapers down into a
trim, packed waist. With his back turned like that, I can see his
ass cupped adoringly in jeans that fit like skin.

“How old are you?” While he
may be the exact type for a lot of people — men and women — I know
who frequent Donovan’s, he doesn’t look old enough to get in the
club, much less to be drinking.

“What’s it to you?” He
scoffs and takes another swig of beer. “You a cop?”

I just smile and say nothing.

He looks me up and down, taking in the black
leather pants and black silk shirt, and smirks. “You’re no
cop.”

I grin, reaching into my pants pocket to
flash my badge, the pair of handcuffs — my own, not department —
glinting bright off my wide, stiff leather belt. He leans in as if
to peer at the badge held tight to my leather-clad thigh.

Indulging his curiosity and idly enjoying
those sweet, full lips’ proximity to my body’s hard reaction, I let
him, watching with fascination, as his mouth moves into a puckered
moue. My cock twitches while I imagine those pursed lips wrapped
around my thick dick, sucking hard, the way he’s puffing on that
overpriced, weak-ass joint.

Yeah.

I take in a harsh breath when the boy pulls
the joint close. He turns his head slightly to inhale deeply
through the corner of his young mouth, his focused, glassy eyes
never leaving the gleaming metal hanging hard next to the pressing
bulge in my black pants.

There’s a tense, silent, immobile moment,
while the boy just blinks at my badge before blowing a slow steady
stream of smoke at it through those pouty lips. His black eyes roll
up to meet mine with disdain and challenge.

I grin and it ain’t a nice grin. “Got a
respect problem, don’t you, Kid?”

“Only to those who see it
as a problem,” he answers flippantly as he straightens before
snuffing out the joint and tucking it in his pocket. He waved a
hand. “Personally, I like to think of it as part of my
char—”

He doesn’t even see it coming as I rush him,
slamming him against the side of my car, my hand reaching for the
cuffs at my belt.

“What the fuck?” He
writhes, bucking against my much bigger body like a prized colt. I
hold him easily against the window of my car, his face smashed flat
against the treated glass. “What the fuck do you think you’re
doing?”

“Fixing that problem of
yours.” With a satisfying clink, I slap the cuffs on
him.
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