
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Prairie roots can be deceptive. Will Ellen Jeffers cling to the sedate past that’s familiar, or will she embrace a different version of her history—one that includes tragedy, scandal, fortitude, and freedom?

	 

	 

	It’s 2002, and South Dakota third grade teacher Ellen Jeffers has signed up for a photography summer course and assistantship at an art academy in Minneapolis. Thirty-three, divorced from her college boyfriend for nearly a decade, she’s not seeking major change. She just hopes the course will enhance her teaching skills and her resume.

	Aaron Brewster comes from privilege, and he has used that status to flaunt his family’s values and carve out a successful career as a photographer specializing in black and white erotic portraiture. Has he ever loved? His love is for beauty, sensuality, eroticism. His new uptight teaching assistant will never fit that vision. Should he send her packing? For reasons he cannot fathom, he takes her on as a challenge.

	Aaron’s frontal assault shocks Ellen, but it also triggers something deep inside she’s never been willing to acknowledge. Is her beloved prairie a safe refuge, or will it become a crucible for transformation? The choice is not merely Ellen’s.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“I wish you’d change your mind and tour Europe with me this summer.”

	After putting away the last of the third-grade workbooks, Ellen Jeffers glanced up to smile at Angie Graham, her best friend on the Washington Elementary faculty. “Maybe next summer,” she quipped, “if you’re still single by then. I enrolled in my photography summer program before your divorce settlement came through.”

	“And I plan on toasting that bastard in every large city and tiny hamlet across France and Switzerland. Can you believe it? I gave him five years of my life.” Angie tossed her head to the side, her curls bouncing. “At least I got a trip to Europe, and if I save my money, I’ll have another trip for next summer. I’m counting on you joining me then. You can make it a photo shoot of some sort.”

	“Right. We’ll see.” Ellen started looking in each child’s desk to make certain none of her charges had left anything behind. “You’re still on that post-divorce high. You know at first it’s a downer, and then when it’s finally settled there’s a euphoria—and then reality sets in.”

	“Don’t tell me about reality. I’m not ready for it. How long has it been for you?”

	“Nine years.”

	“And no other serious guys?”

	Ellen shrugged. “Nothing serious. A couple guys were interested in more, but I wasn’t.”

	“So, you’re satisfied with the way things are.” Angie shook her head. “I’m so goddamn horny, I may screw my way across Europe.”

	Ellen laughed. “That’s different than looking for a serious relationship. My post-divorce horny period lasted six months, one week and two days. I had eight guys during that stretch and probably not that many since.”

	“You don’t know for sure?”

	Ellen grinned. “I haven’t been counting lately.”

	“At least you’re getting out of Graystaff, South Dakota, for the summer. Maybe you’ll find true love in the big city.”

	“I’m not holding my breath. I need the continuing education credits, and maybe if I ever tire of teaching, I’ll have some other options.”

	“Speaking of options...” Angie stepped to the classroom door and closed it before turning to give Ellen a quizzical look. “Have you ever been with a woman?”

	“What?” It was Ellen’s turn to be shocked.

	“You know what I mean. Have you ever slept with a woman?”

	Ellen shook her head and took a step backward.

	Laughing, Angie clasped her hands at her waist. “Don’t worry, I’m not about to hit on you—here.”

	Ellen’s breath caught in her windpipe. She hadn’t missed the emphasis on here.

	“I tried it a few times in college and found it surprisingly satisfying. But I was faithful to Allen—the bastard who swept me off my feet with his glibness. Too bad you can’t come with me. We could’ve had a beautiful summer. Apparently, I could’ve introduced you to some new erotic experiences.”

	Ellen swallowed. She’d never noticed this side of her friend before. Angie could be flip and scattered. Sometimes her raunchy jokes were too much, but she’d never talked about being with other women or implied she had any interest in Ellen.

	Ellen frowned. She’d been pretty much out of the dating game for the past three years, but she still recognized sexual banter for what it was—an invitation for more. Maybe the fact that they both were leaving the next day had triggered something in Angie. Maybe Angie was simply priming herself for her European adventure.

	“I’ve got a lot of packing left to do tonight,” Ellen finally volunteered, “before I can head out in the morning.”

	Angie gave her a knowing smile. “I didn’t expect a sleepover invite. I’ve got a lot to do, too. I am so excited I probably won’t be able to sleep anyway. You really think your summer is going to be all work and no play?”

	“The program looks intense on paper. I’m not sure which will be more time consuming, the courses I’m taking or my teaching assistantship.”

	“Well, you have plenty of years teaching. Your professor should appreciate that. Maybe that’s why he selected you.”

	“Probably. I don’t know how any of us were assigned. And he’s not a professor. He’s an instructor. It’s a private academy that offers photography and art instruction. It sounds more hands-on than many college programs. I don’t want to spend the whole summer buried in theory and esoteric stuff. Though I do wish he specialized in landscape photography.”

	“What’s his specialty?”

	“Portraits.”

	Angie giggled. “Maybe he does nudes.”

	Wincing, Ellen shook her head. “He probably does weddings, graduation pictures, kids, and animals.”

	“Boring. Nudes sound much better. I hope you can stick out the summer.”

	“I’m sure I’ll manage. I always do.”

	“I’d better run. Give me a hug goodbye, and good luck to you and your summer.”

	Ellen stepped easily into Angie’s arms. Angie hugged her tight and kissed her cheek. In turn, Ellen kissed Angie’s cheek.

	Before she backed away, Angie tapped her rear lightly. “I’ll miss you. Have a good summer. And make time for some fun, for a change.” She gave her a half smile. “And at least think about coming with me next summer.”

	Ellen nodded. “I’ll think about it. Have fun, and be careful.”

	A smile split Angie’s face. “See, we would be perfect travel companions. You’d keep me safe, and I’d pull you out of that shell of yours. Maybe we should plan a fall camping trip to northern Minnesota to see the changing colors.”

	“Maybe. Send me an email now and then when you can find the time—and a cyber-café!”

	“I will. Bye.” Angie blew her a kiss and left.

	Ellen exhaled, looking around her classroom through clouded vision. Why hadn’t she simply said no way to a fall trip? She loved Angie, but not in that way. She hadn’t wanted to offend her friend and colleague.

	Wasn’t that just like her? Now she’d have to deal with that issue in the fall. Maybe with any luck, Angie would return with a lover, or maybe she’d be completely sated for a year. No way would Ellen think about spending the next summer traveling with Angie.

	She wasn’t repulsed by the idea of a woman being with a woman. She had a distant relative who’d lived with a woman for years, but she’d never seriously thought about that for herself—probably because she’d never been attracted in that way to a female. Inhaling sharply, Ellen tried to ignore her aching nipples.

	She couldn’t help but envy Angie’s freer style, and she knew their four-year age difference didn’t account for it. At thirty-three, she’d never been so free or felt she had the extra resources to consider barnstorming across Europe. Dale had been her high school sweetheart whom she’d dutifully put through college by clerking at two stores while cramming in a community college course here and there. He’d dumped her shortly after graduating from college without even a thank you. They really hadn’t owned much to argue over—but he didn’t have to leave her for one of her old high school friends. Nor did he have to tell her repeatedly she was cold and sexually uninteresting. She’d been warm enough while he was in college.

	She grimaced. That wasn’t even true. After they’d split, she learned he hadn’t always been studying for exams when he stayed late at the library. Maybe that was how he discovered his wife was so inadequate in bed.

	Ellen pursed her lips. Maybe it wouldn’t be completely terrible to find a guy in Minneapolis for a summer fling. Small town South Dakota hadn’t been very fruitful for her in that department—not that she’d spent much time looking recently. She and Angie had talked frequently about checking out teaching possibilities in the Twin Cities, but neither of them had done anything about it.

	Taking one last glance around her classroom before turning out the lights, Ellen couldn’t help but wonder if inertia had become her favorite sleeping companion. At least she’d taken the leap to rent her house out for the summer, and she’d found a beautiful place in Minneapolis to lease while a professor and his wife were abroad.

	And she was excited about the photography program. She hoped she’d strengthen her skills so she could begin to introduce photography to children. The middle school principal had already talked with her about offering a class or two—it might be in school or after school. From the course descriptions, it looked like the Academy considered photography as one more genre of the art world, and that appealed to her a lot. She’d taken an art minor in college and French as her language, so she thought she had a fairly good background for what she was setting off to do.

	It was unlikely that her French would’ve gotten her far in Paris. Probably best not to let Angie know she might have a working knowledge of the language.

	A last glance told her she’d left the class calendar on the bulletin board. She walked over and removed it—2002, a decade since she’d first taught third graders in this room. Those children would be graduating high school in a week

	She flipped off the classroom light switch. Inhaling deeply before leaving, Ellen tried not to wince at the rather barren, spartan classroom. It had been so full of life only two days earlier with screaming children on their last day of school. There had been some tears, too. But now the room looked so stark without kids.

	She squared her shoulders and left her classroom, ready to embrace the world of photography and whatever else might come her way. She had no doubt Angie would keep her appraised of her summer ventures—and probably her conquests.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Fixing his gaze on the rather stoic woman sitting across from him at the small table in his academy office, Aaron Brewster tried his best to get a good read on her. He’d spent much of his life reading women—their moods and their desires. He’d developed a reputation for being adept at capturing feminine subtleties in black and white.

	Ellen Jeffers was one of those rare women who defied immediate description. She vacillated between projecting an air of haughtiness—which he supposed came with being a schoolteacher who seldom believed her audience understood her—to projecting an air of innocence characteristic of a girl from the South Dakota prairie making her way in the unfamiliar big city. And in between those poles, he witnessed prim and proper, mystery, smugness, disdain, awe, shyness, self-censure, and thankfully a spark or two of humor.

	If she was going to work with him, he’d have to get her in front of the camera. It was through the camera lens that he could best sort out the nuances of a woman and his own feelings about her. Keeping his smile to himself, he wondered if his summer teaching assistant had ever posed in the nude.

	He needed help with his tits-and-ass study, but the way Ellen Jeffers blanched at some of nude pics hanging on his office walls, he wasn’t sure she’d be helpful with that project. He’d take a wait-and-see position about her usefulness. At the very least, he needed an assistant comfortable enough in her own skin to help models prepare themselves for the scrutiny of the camera.

	“Do you only do nude portraits?” Ellen asked, glancing quickly from one photo to another and back to him.

	“Some subjects are partially clad,” he said dryly. “So does nudity bother you, Ellen? Is it okay if I call you Ellen? Given how close we’ll be working together, first names seem more natural.”

	“Of course, please do.”

	“And nudity?” He arched an eyebrow. “You are comfortable with nudity, right? You’ve been married. You’ve hung around art students, and you applied to this program.”

	“My undergraduate college didn’t allow nude modeling.” She didn’t blink. “I had hoped to expand my knowledge of landscape photography or taking action pictures of children.”

	“I see. You’re avoiding my question, but that’s okay. In case you’re wondering, I didn’t select you as my teaching assistant. You were the only person available when I returned from a conference. So if you want to blame someone for your misfortune, blame my colleagues. This is sort of like going on a blind date.” He paused. “I’ve only been on one. I didn’t like it.”

	Ellen’s laughter came quick and a little harsh. “At least we can agree on that.” She swallowed. “So I guess it’s safe to assume that you don’t do weddings, family portraits and such.”

	He shook his head. He’d love to have a window into the strawberry blonde’s brain as she appeared to check off her options. She didn’t have many, and he knew it. She could go back to South Dakota, but he’d already witnessed her grit. Ellen Jeffers wouldn’t run if she could manage at all.

	She smacked her lips. “I haven’t spent much time around nudity”—she gave him a wry smile—”and much of that was in the dark. It may take me a while, but I’m sure I’ll be comfortable enough.”

	“We’ll see. I do appreciate your honesty and spunk. I apologize in advance, because too much of your job will be that of a gopher, but I promise to try to help you hone your skills behind the camera. You’ll make arrangements for some of our work outside the academy. I’ll want you helping students with the basics. I am pleased that you have some darkroom experience. Our inexperienced students will need help with such fundamental things as cropping.” He chuckled. “You may be surprised how many will forget to turn off the lights.”

	Ellen matched his chuckle and smiled genuinely. “Sounds like some of my students.”

	“Fortunately, we only have eight of them for the summer. That’ll give us plenty of opportunity to get you involved in some of my other projects. That’s where you’ll best see the merging and interaction of art and photography.” He peeked at her application. “If we introduce you to action photos, it won’t involve children at play.”

	She remained passive, giving no indication she had any clue what he’d alluded to.

	He’d let that pass for now—no need to press her prematurely. “I will want you to do some modeling.”

	She sat up straighter.

	Good, he’d shocked her. He smiled. “That’s the best way to get a feel for what’s going on with a model when you’re behind the camera. Much of this work is about feel and sensitivity. We’ll be honing your observation skills as much as anything else. You must be able to envision a finished product while remaining open to the magic of the process, to being surprised by what you had not envisioned.”

	Seeing a look of confusion on her face, he shrugged. “This will be clearer as we proceed. We’re dealing with an art form here, not simply with a skill. I only work with film. No digital cameras allowed. I’m well aware of the sharp rise in the sale of digital cameras—anybody can get one now. I don’t believe photography should deteriorate to a crapshoot. That might be okay for taking snapshots at home, but it has no place in undertaking photography as a serious art form. Understand?”

	“I think so.” She narrowed her eyes. “You do seem to have strong opinions.”

	“So you are observant.” He chuckled just as his cell phone rang. Glancing at the caller ID, he shook his head. “Sorry, I have to answer this. It won’t take long.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Ellen took advantage of the interruption to catch her breath, study the office more thoroughly, and consider her instructor. Several black and white photos of nude women decorated his office walls. She had to admit the photos were tasteful. Two focused on breasts and taut nipples. One highlighted a black woman’s backside. The two she found most fascinating were only headshots. Each woman was so expressive, with eyes sparkling and lips set provocatively. She tipped her head to the side and studied them closely. She was unable to decide whether the photographer’s intention was depicting a moment of seduction or a woman mimicking the moment of orgasm. Maybe if she had more experience with those, she’d know for sure.

	She returned her focus to Aaron Brewster. She considered herself a fairly good judge of character. That was a helpful skill when it came to working with parents. She’d had the impression that Aaron was trying to be straight with her about his expectations, yet he was withholding something. She was certain of that.

	He wasn’t hard on the eyes. His nearly shoulder-length dark hair was almost as long as her own. His dark eyes seemed to snap with every emotion—be it humor or annoyance. The phone call had clearly irked him. While she tried not to listen in, she couldn’t help but hear that he had a problem with a model. Apparently not for the first time, the model was not going to make her scheduled photo shoot. That must be one downside to this photography business.

	Ellen had only posed for artists a few times back in her undergraduate days, which was years ago, and clothed. She wasn’t about to pose in the nude for her new instructor, but she didn’t question his logic. It had been her experience that to learn anything, you had to put yourself in the role of the other, whether a child, a parent, or a teacher. Now she’d have to add photographer and model to that list.

	She grinned. Maybe she would agree to pose in the nude—discreetly—if he let her photograph him in the nude. That sounded like the kind of deal Angie would make. He did have a nice square jaw. His shoulders and chest filled out the dark tee he wore very well. Her mouth watered, surprising her. She didn’t think about men like this.

	Still, she had considered a summer fling. But not with Aaron Brewster. She had to work with him. Work and pleasure did not mix. She knew that for a fact. She shook her head—better not let her mind spin out of control.

	“Did I say something wrong?”

	Ellen flinched. When had he gotten off the phone, and how long had he been smirking at her? Surely he wasn’t a mind reader. “No, no,” she said quickly. “I was just thinking of the unpacking I have left to do to get organized for the summer.”

	“I expect being organized is very important to you.”

	She didn’t detect any sarcasm in his statement. “That’s right. If you have thirty-some third graders to teach, you’d better be organized.”

	“I suppose. I’m sure your organizational skills will come in handy here. So do you have any questions for me?”

	She nodded, feeling her cheeks warm. “Is there a good reason why I have to be tested for sexually transmitted diseases on a monthly basis?”

	His disarming chuckle came without hesitation. “It’s not you personally. Everyone who works with me, staff and students, are tested monthly. No one has to work or study with us. It’s always a matter of choice.”

	His look flashed from menacing to mirthful, and she nodded her understanding. No one had put a gun to her head to walk in the door. And she’d have no compunctions about leaving, if it came to that. She could always pick up continuing education credits elsewhere. But she couldn’t fight the notion that she’d been drawn to the academy because of its hands-on orientation, and she was getting a glimmer of just how hands-on it could be. “But why the testing?” she insisted.

	He nodded. “Fair enough. You’ve been around models before, and as I’ve told you, we do work a lot with nude models—women and men.”

	Men. That caused her breath to catch. She’d only teased herself with the notion of photographing him in the nude.

	“There are times,” he continued, “when posing a model in the exact position the photographer wants, that there may be inadvertent touching of the genital region. It’s highly unlikely that anyone would be exposed to STDs, but our lawyers tell us in these litigious days we’d better play it safe. So everyone is tested. There are no exceptions, including me. Are you going to be okay with that?”

	She nodded. She didn’t have a problem with the testing—but what did incidental touching involve? She chewed on her lower lip. Her sink-or-swim attitude might yet get challenged, but she had no desire to bail yet. “How do we begin?”

	“Good. We’ll meet our students tomorrow. I’ve already scheduled a tour at the Minneapolis Institute of Art for the end of the week.” He hesitated and scrunched his mouth. “I see you have classes Tuesday and Thursday mornings. The rest of the time, you’re mine.”

	She winced but didn’t bother to point out that her time wasn’t exactly his.

	“As you probably gathered from that phone call, my model for Wednesday’s photo shoot is going to be out of town. Maybe we can use that time to get you a little experience in front of the camera.”

	“So soon?”

	He shrugged. “Better sooner than later, don’t you think?”

	“Okay,” she sighed. “Do you have a studio here?”

	“I rarely use the one here. I have my own a half dozen blocks from here. That’s where I do most of my indoor shoots.”

	“Then you do some outdoor photography?”

	His smile split his face. “Oh yeah, various landscape settings add a certain eroticism of their own, don’t you think?”

	He did seem to ask her opinion a lot, usually about things she knew little about. Oh well—he was the expert. “I’m sure I’ll learn.”

	“I’m quite optimistic about that. You do appear to have an eye for this sort of work. Wait ‘til you get behind the camera and learn that from that position, you can see even more than you ever thought possible.”

	She pursed her lips. He did have her intrigued with her summer work, and she knew that was part of what he was trying to do. After all, they were going to be working together as colleagues. He wouldn’t want someone who didn’t have an ounce of curiosity about his passion.

	“Sorry, but we really don’t have much office space at the academy.” Aaron shook his head. “I do seem to be apologizing a lot to you. That’s not my style.” He shrugged. “Anyway, there’s a small bullpen office space down the hall shared by our TAs, or you can use the desk over there in the corner. That’ll be more private and more convenient. I’m seldom in my office. And I expect you won’t be either.” He checked his watch. “I have to get over to my studio for a shoot. Why don’t you settle in the rest of the day? And I’ll see you in the morning.”

	“Okay. I’ll check out the office down the hall, but I’ll probably prefer being in here. I do like having my own desk and space.”

	“So be it. See you.”

	Ellen sat and stared at the door closing behind Aaron Brewster. What had she gotten herself into? The man seemed so sure of himself—and of her. That was what disturbed her most. He seemed more confident about how she’d adapt to his world of portrait photography than she was. He did have a way of making her feel comfortable. He exuded confidence and assurance. That probably came from spending so many years working with models.

	Ellen ran fingers through her hair. How many years? She was quite certain he was younger than she was, but then increasingly that had been her experience with guys—when she bothered to look. They were either too young or bouncing off recent divorces. She’d learned not to be the first woman after a guy’s divorce. That had disaster written all over it.

	Frowning, she couldn’t help but wonder if Aaron Brewster was married or had a live-in partner. She blinked. Cripes, the guy could be gay. Maybe that explained his comfort level with talking to her about nude women.

	 

	Glancing around the small semi-circle of students, Ellen guessed that only one woman was older than she was. She’d been a little surprised to discover two of their eight students were male. Like her, five of them were elementary, junior high, or high school teachers. One was a college teacher. And two were stay-at-home moms. Two of the women were black, and one was of Asian descent. The remainder appeared to have that mix of backgrounds that made them Caucasians.

	What had actually surprised her so far was Aaron Brewster. He was much more dynamic in the classroom than he’d been when interviewing her in his office. His passion for photography as art formed the cornerstone of the introductory lecture—he preferred to think of the classes as a series of seminars, but there’d be plenty of room for lectures. He had a knack for taking off into several areas from a single student question. She smiled. He could teach third graders, because apparently he’d never encountered a stupid question. Maybe that was why he was teaching at the academy. Their instructor was no stuffy professor type.

	“Now then, if Ellen would step forward.”

	Ellen snapped to attention at the sound of her name. Now what?

	Aaron motioned her to a stool. “Let me demonstrate a little what I mean by perspective and how it changes what the observer is seeing and feeling. That understanding will become sharper for you when you’re looking through your cameras, but this will do for now.”

	Ellen sat on the stool facing the class with her hands folded at her waist. She’d deliberately chosen to wear a blouse and skirt that came nearly to the knees because she didn’t want to stand out in the class. She tried not to grimace. So much for that.

	“You’ve all been introduced to Ellen, and I’m sure you’ve chatted with her at break, so we’ve established some mutual comfort. Being comfortable with your model is extremely important when you’re doing portraiture. While you remain in overall charge of the setting and the photo, you must be tuned into your model—to what she is thinking and feeling. Many won’t tell you or can’t tell you.

	“Now then, let’s take Ellen as she is.” He smirked. “Tell me what you see. What’s her mood? Who is she? Who might she want to be, and so on? Spit it out. One word or two. No more than three. Quickly now.”

	“Pensive,” the college teacher said.

	“Good. More. Don’t take time to reflect. You don’t have a lot of time to react in a sitting.”

	“School teacher.”

	Aaron laughed. “Yeah, I see that.”

	“Shy.”

	“Genuine.”

	“Determined.”

	“Capable.”

	“Great! Now I’m going to pose Ellen as I want her. Swivel on your butt so you’re at a right angle to most of the group. Good. Now look back over your shoulder at them. That’s right. Hold that. Now what do you see?”

	“Goodness. Mystery,” one of the stay-at-home moms said.

	“Fun.”

	“Temptress.”

	“Almost sexy,” one of the guys said.

	Holding her pose like she knew she was expected to, Ellen wanted to hop off the stool and bop that guy over the head. She tried not to wince. Had the simple change in direction made that much difference? Given the look on the faces of the students, it must have. Aaron had proven an important point. Never accept the obvious front-on position as the best or only perspective.

	If she looked that different, maybe she should walk around the city with her chin resting on her shoulder.

	“Go ahead and pout.” Aaron chuckled.

	Without thinking, she did.

	“As I thought. Even more sexy.”

	She knew she must be blushing now. It was one thing to have one of the students describe her as sort of sexy—but she was supposed to be working with Aaron, not reacting to him.

	By the time Aaron finished having her pose one way and then another, the students were all chattering, seemingly quite happy with their choice of instructor and class. Actually, Ellen was rather pleased, too, even if she hadn’t chosen him in the first place. Clearly, she could learn a lot from him.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Pursing his lips, Aaron peered through the lens of his camera on a tripod at his newest assistant, who sat perched comfortably atop a tall stool. Dressed in a long calico skirt and white blouse, Ellen projected that determined air he’d quickly come to expect from her and which he thought reflected quite well his idealized image of the prairie woman. She might as well have stepped out of the tall prairie grasses into his studio. That she sat there barefoot at his suggestion only enhanced that fantasy.

	She seemed more comfortable and confident in front of the camera than he’d expected, but then from experience he knew he saw more deeply looking through a camera than with the naked eye. Uncharacteristically, his mind spun in several directions. Usually, he was calmer behind the camera. But he had to decide what to do with this woman.

	She had an air of innocence he’d not often seen. Was that part of her prairie spirit, or was it his imagination? Something pinged in the back of his mind—a long-standing dream of creating a photo series on prairie women as determined and hardworking but also equally sensuous and provocative. Ellen would probably flee back to the prairie if he asked her to help with his more erotic projects, but this might work. Still, his prairie woman would have to be much more forthcoming than her current pose suggested. He liked mixing up photos of the same woman fully dressed, partially clad and completely nude. The progression invited the viewer to participate in the total process. It might take time and patience, but now he had a woman who—with his help—could fill that image.

	The tip of Ellen’s tongue slipped out to wet her lips.

	Damn, he knew she wasn’t trying to provoke him, but he couldn’t help but wonder how her face would contort and light up in the heat of orgasm. Getting her involved in his orgasm series seemed highly unlikely. He smiled. But he could wonder. Too bad she wasn’t his type—then he could find out how expressive she could be climaxing without the camera. But he liked his women much more experienced and edgy than his prairie woman. An elementary school teacher? She’d never keep up with him.

	Still, he needed to loosen his schoolteacher up. “Take your bra off for me, please.”

	Ellen blanched. “What?” she said as if she hadn’t heard him correctly.

	“I said remove your bra. I like the image you’re projecting. It’s very real. Very grounded. Very earthy. But I need something a little more sexy. A view of shielded nipples may help.” He stood up and glared at her. “I’m not asking you to pose in the nude.” He deliberately withheld the words he figured she’d heard—not yet. “You’re supposed to be getting the feel of modeling for me so you can assist our models. Most of them have given up on modesty.”

	“For their art?” she said caustically. Her fingers flexed as if she was still undecided.

	“Look it, Ellen, you came to me wanting to learn. It’s your choice. And I do think I’ll want you to work in front of the camera more than I’d originally intended. You’re very expressive in subtle ways. I’ve been doing research on the possibility of a prairie woman photo series. You may have fallen in my lap at just the right moment.”

	“I have no intention of being in your lap.” She turned around and reached for the buttons of her blouse. “But I would like to hear more about this prairie woman idea. I’ve done a lot of historical work on the pioneers in the prairie states. They were remarkable people—especially, I think, the women.”

	“From what I’ve read, I tend to agree with you.” He walked around the tripod as she turned to face him. “Just as I expected,” he said, grinning, “you have very expressive nipples. They’ll add just the right hint of seduction to this little photo series. “Can you pinch them to make them a little more perky, or do you want me to?”

	When her fingers suddenly flew to her nipples and pulled on them, he chuckled. “Excellent. Doubt that I could’ve done that better.”

	“Do you try to drive all your women crazy?” It looked like she was having some difficulty breathing.

	“You mean my models?”

	“Of course.” She scowled. “What did I say?”

	“My women, but no matter. I want my models to exude sex. Sometimes subtle. Sometimes raw. Some women can climax by simply twisting their nipples like you did.”

	“I don’t,” Ellen said sharply.

	“Others require much more coaxing. You must be one of those.” He did his best to ignore her irritation. “Let’s get another button or two undone.”

	Slowly he reached for the top button of her blouse, holding her gaze, watching her swallow hard. He undid it deftly and moved down to the next button. When he had it undone, he parted the blouse to better show off her cleavage. Almost accidentally, the back of his hand grazed the rise of a breast. She gasped, but he headed back to the tripod before she had a chance to say anything.

	Whatever she might’ve said remained unspoken. She gave him a curious look and then settled back into her pose.

	“You have the kind of breasts I wanted in my idealized prairie woman.” He clicked pictures as she frowned, then gave him a tiny smile.

	“What do you mean by that?”

	Perhaps she did have some vanity—not surprising. She’d had to devote a fair amount of time to develop her deep tan. Again, that fed into his image of the windswept prairie woman, though Ellen didn’t have leathery skin by any means. Her tan had come from carefully timed exposure to the sun, or maybe a tanning bed. Did she tan in the nude? He’d find out, but not today. “Your tits are full, but not huge. They slope just enough to project a maternal quality.”

	“They slope too much.” Ellen quickly clenched her teeth, as if trying to bite back her words.

	“I want to see them in their glory.”

	She shook her head.

	“But not today. We have time. Plenty of time. Can you see how important it is to take your time with a prospective model?”

	Not waiting for an answer, he stepped from behind the camera. “Let’s set you in a three-quarter pose. Hike your skirt up above your knee. Use both hands. That’s right. You do have sculpted legs and thighs. I assume you work out.”

	“That’s right. I’m not going to go to seed prematurely.”

	He grinned at her. “I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”

	He stepped back to get an overall view of her. “Perfect. Keep your hands on your skirt like that. The viewer will have to decide if you’re pulling it down to protect your treasures from a would-be suitor, or if you’re lifting it in invitation.”

	He stood in front of her. “That’s right. Wet your lips for me.” Before she could blink, he reached out and tapped a finger on her nipple. It rose immediately.

	She gulped. “What...”

	“Keep your hands on your skirt, please. Your nipples need a little more attention.” He locked his gaze on hers as he reached for the other nipple. “I’m not hitting on you, Ellen. I’m trying to make this photo the best we can make it. You may have to do the same for someone else. You wouldn’t want that model to think you were hitting on her, would you?”

	She shook her head.

	He nodded, cupped each breast with a hand, and grazed each nipple with a thumb. Satisfied, he stepped back. He couldn’t read the silent plea in her eyes. Did she want him to stop or continue?

	“Beautiful,” he said from behind the camera. “That’s exactly the look I hoped for. We won’t know for sure until it comes out of the darkroom, but you’re quite photogenic.”

	“In an earthy sort of way,” she said, seeming to find her voice.

	“There’s nothing wrong with that. If I wanted the sophisticated chic look, I’ve got hundreds of models to choose from.” He chuckled. “Your makeup budget is probably a tenth of what most of my models spend. And for the most part, it works for you. We may want to experiment with a few things, but I wouldn’t want to lose your naturalness. Okay. That’s it. How are you doing?”

	Ellen stretched and stood, apparently unaware of how her tits rose and fell with every move.

	Aaron winced. What if she wasn’t unaware?

	“I didn’t come here to join your stable of models.”

	“But it does intrigue you.”

	She shrugged, blushing a little. “Doesn’t every little girl dream at one time or another of being a model?” She shook her head. “But I guess you’re right. I am getting a better feel of what it’s like being in front of the camera. Do you pose?”

	He tilted his head to the side and then laughed at her serious question. “I have in the past. Yes.”

	“In the nude?” She eyed him levelly.

	“At times.”

	“Good.”

	He frowned. “Why is that good?”

	“I’m a teacher, Aaron Brewster. I know how to coax and cajole students into doing things they never thought they could. This posing was only a taste. You work primarily with nudes. It’s no huge leap to figure you’re trying to get me easy with talking about nudity while posing with you touching me in intimate”—she arched an eyebrow—”but non-sexual ways.”

	“Maybe you’re too smart for all of this,” he grumbled. “Maybe I should’ve simply told you to take your clothes off and been done with it.”

	“That wouldn’t work, and you know it.” She gave him a half smile. “I am surprised, but I’m actually quite pleased with how you’re seducing me into posing nude. There’s something very breathtaking about the process.” She reached out and tapped his chest. “But if you ever do get me to pose nude
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