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‘Cut!’ the director hollered, and the music ended abruptly while a troupe of dancers in Saris and bangles and big gold earrings stopped gyrating and relaxed their stances, slapped each other on the backs and jingled over to the shade by the pool bar to rest and get some cold drinks in them. Matt Stone followed them with longing eyes. The women were all beautiful: they were trim and fit with good curves and flat, bare stomachs. They’d been filming all morning for a beer commercial at a lush rented villa on the outskirts of Mumbai, formerly Bombay.

Matt Stone had been a photographer now for nearly twenty years. He had dreamed of being a photographic artist but instead had drifted into media. Over the years he’d widened his skill set to include film and animation as well, but still, photos remained his specialty and the agency he worked for knew he was the best in the business. He may not have been a rich and famous Pulitzer Prize winner, but he made a better living than the struggling artist that he might have been. He also got to travel: the latest job was to launch a beer label in India and Sri Lanka. They’d make a commercial, take some stills then all retire to the villa’s poolside bar and lounges for a wrap party.

Matt was sipping from a cold bottle of water when he saw her come out of the villa, across the pool. He’d been told the brief but he’d had no idea the girl in the light lavender bikini would have been such a stunner. They all were but she stood out by far.  She was tall and dusky-skinned, with rich dark hair that fell down past her shoulders. Her nose was noble and her chin sharp; her lips full and sensual. She had slender shoulders and a small waist, but strong thighs, a round behind and full breasts. She was the perfect Hindi Goddess, surely a local star, and he would get the chance to work with her in an hour or two. He was looking forward to this.

The director and some Indian handlers went over and fussed about the beauty, making sure she was comfortable at a bar side stool, had some water to drink between takes, that bottles of the product to display were on ice in a bucket; a middle-aged woman even began oiling her delicious brown limbs. Matt watched and felt a mild flush in his groin as the hands worked up and down her dark, firm flesh. He followed the ripples that momentarily troubled her skin after each passage of the woman’s hand. He watched her breasts jiggle slightly, her ass wobble gently as she turned. For a moment she caught his eye – caught him watching – and smiled at him knowingly. It was no secret was hot property.

‘Matt!’ came an effeminate British voice. It was Ben, the producer, wrapped as usual in an unambiguous pink scarf. ‘Come on over, I’d like you to meet Priya.’

He couldn’t believe his luck – a personal introduction rather than just business. He stood, stretching out his six-foot frame. He’d taken photos in some pretty hairy locations: he’d been shelled in Kandahar, shot at in the Congo, car-bombed in Yemen. When he’d finally taken some shrapnel in Syria a few years ago he’d decided to call it quits. This was much better. But he still dressed like a war photographer: khaki cargo shorts and a blue Under Armor T-shirt; trekking sandals and a beige pocketed vest. He chuckled as he thought all he needed was helmet and a flak jacket with a big sign reading PRESS across the chest and back. He felt self-conscious approaching such a beautiful creature dressed in such basic working gear.

They circled around the pool, nudged past dancers and set-dressers, stepped over cables that had been loosely taped down, ducked under studio lights and at last entered the shelter of the pool bar. It was thirty-six centigrade outside and just that short stint under the sun made Matt’s brow glisten. Large fans blew cool air across the space, making the model’s luscious long hair billow slightly every time they made a pass.

‘Priya, darling,’ Ben said flamboyantly. 

The dazzling Bombay beauty stood and embraced him, ‘Ben!’

‘So nice to see you,’ he cooed, ‘Mua, mua.’ They kissed on the cheeks. Ben was, the words of another colleague, a colossal poof, but they worked well together and Matt counted him as a dear friend. In contrast, his previous assignments had mostly been trying to kill him.

‘This is Matt Stone,’ Ben continued, ‘Combat photographer extraordinaire, though these days he does much tamer stuff. Matt, this is Priya Bhati. She did a shoot with me in London last year.’

Matt had thought she had been dazzling from a distance, but standing there a head shorter than him in nothing but a pale lavender bikini and looking up at him with sparkling brown eyes, he felt himself getting positively hard. In his thirty-eight years, he’d never seen anyone so attractive. Her skin was a flawless brown and her cleavage an inviting pillow-bed to dive into. He felt his head spin. There was something else coming off her – something magical.

Priya looked up at the rugged New Zealander before her. He had well-groomed sandy hair, close-cropped at the sides, and a three-day growth of stubble on a defined jaw, flecked with the odd speck of grey. He had a solid chest, long sculpted legs and a deep tan. There was something of the Indiana Jones about him, though his eyes were blue. Her own heart rippled slightly in her chest and she felt suddenly flushed. There was an instant connection, but she regained her composure, put on the affectation of a prim, well educated Mumbai woman, and straightened to greet him.


‘So nice to meet you Matt,’ she said, leaning in for a chaste peck on the cheek. Her hair smelled of Jasmine, and her skin like coconut oil. A whiff of expensive perfume trailed the air as she pulled away.

‘Same here. Have you been doing this long?


‘Modelling or acting?’

‘Both,’ he shrugged. It hadn’t been a real question anyway. He’d just wanted to keep her attention a moment longer than he was entitled to.

‘About seven years now.’

He guessed that made her twenty-five or twenty-six at most. As his father had used to say, Jeez, what a beaut.

Yet something electric had passed between them that first moment and his years of chasing reporters around had taught him never to deny a fresh lead.

‘How long have you been a photographer?’

Suddenly Matt was self-conscious about his age. He ran his hand awkwardly through his hair and remembered there were a few grey flecks there too. ‘Well, it’s umm...a long time,’ he smiled.

‘It’s okay,’ Priya smiled, recognizing the question was age-related. ‘My grandmother always said, Ghiste ghiste to patthar bhi gol ho jata hai.’

Matt looked quizzically at her sparkling big eyes for a moment.

‘It means, even a stone gets rounded by constant rubbing,’ she explained, with a wrinkle-nosed smile. ‘So keep rubbing.’

‘Priya,’ you’re on!’ The director’s shout interrupted them again. Derek was weathered, hard-nosed Australian who liked to keep to the schedule so he could get to the pub afterward. His belly attested his love for beer and his demeanor could be terrifying when he was at work. Even Ben was afraid of him on set, but off-set he was as gentle as a kitten if a little dry at times.

‘Nice talking to you,’ she said and touched Matt’s arm warmly before scurrying off to join the cast and crew for her segment. He watched her perfect ass wobble as she marched sharply out toward the pool and the dancers who were lining up.

Matt wondered if the bit about rubbing had been genuine, or a well-placed innuendo.
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The video was done and the dancers were packing up. It was time for the stills. There would be posters and billboards to accompany the TV spots, and the lovely Priya Bhati was to be the face of the brand in this part of the world. They shot in the pool, playing with inflatable toys; coming out of the pool, water drops glistening on the oil that coated her smooth brown skin as she climbed the ladder; lying on a deck chair, on a towel on the terracotta-colored flagstones; sitting at the poolside bar and holding a bottle of the glistening brew.


Priya knew how to communicate with a camera. She pouted and winked and followed Matt and Derek’s instructions to the letter. She held every pose, she smiled on cue, she moved and changed when needed and even suggested and improvised additions of her own, most of which were intuitive and well-received. But more than just talking to the camera, Priya’s eyes spoke to something deep within Matt. They suggested a more intimate need, a baser want, and a promise that they could be more than just drinking buddies, as the shots were intended to suggest. The billboards, he thought as he flipped his camera from wide to long and snapped away, were going to cause traffic pileups on the busy streets of Delhi and Mumbai. 


The camera exposes the soul of the photographer as much as the flesh of his subject. Though an imprint displays plenty of skin there is always a deeper story. The girl by the pool brandishes a mere beer bottle with a chic label yet exposes her flesh to the will of the artist and the eye of the viewer. She becomes more than just a collection of body parts and dew-dripping bottle.

The staff cared for her hair and brushed it until it fell off her head like shimmering black sable, dancing in the gentle breeze. Matt circled her like a jungle cat as his camera snapped, eyes on his prey, taking in every color, every curve, and every inch of her delectable brown body. Priya smiled back with the suggestion if so much more behind those deep dark eyes.

The shoot wrapped at about four, a reddening sun starting to sink in the western haze. Matt sighed as Priya went indoors to shower and get changed, dreaming of being in there with her, and set about helping the crew pack up their kit. 

‘I think she liked you,’ Ben said, touching his shoulder in that gentle way he always did.

‘You’re always trying to hook me up.’ Matt grumbled jokingly.

‘We all are,’ Derek interjected. The overweight fifty-something Aussie was Stalin on a shoot, but a jovial old teddy the minute the show was over. ‘You can’t go on pining for her forever.’

Christ he’d loved her: ivory skin, jet black hair, delicate hands and a soft voice on an Aegean breeze. She’d be back in
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