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      Alisha heard the stirring of the palm fronds as she stepped onto her balcony. Such a tease. Normally a summer breeze implied cooling relief, but not during a California heat wave. The breeze only intensified the stifling temperature inside her apartment where the ceiling fan did its creaky best to stir the muggy air. She pushed her hair away from the back of her neck and held it on top of her head.

      The empty swimming pool in the center courtyard of the four-sided apartment complex was another mocking tease. What a time for the landlord to have the pool repaired.

      She flopped into a reclining chair in one corner. The neighboring balconies were deserted, most residents having the normalcy of a day job. Typically, Alisha spent her days trucking around with her camera looking for the perfect shot for her portfolio. Except during the heat wave when smart people stayed indoors with the AC unit and there were few photo ops.

      Her silk robe fluttered open. Beneath it she was naked. Absently she rasped a fingernail across her nipples, one at a time. They puckered instantly, followed by the familiar sweet rush of heat between her legs. She sighed as she intensified the pressure on her nipples, fingertips, palms, then knuckles. It felt so good. The sun on her skin, the flare of inner heat.

      Self-love outside. Was there anything better?

      She pushed her full breasts together so she could pleasure them both with one hand, fingers spread wide, while her other hand reached between her legs where her clit pulsed demandingly. Her inner lips were soft and moist and warm. She moaned softly, then raised her hand to her lips. Moistening her finger tips, she tasted the juices of her own arousal. Her head lolled from side to side on the recliner as she enjoyed her own sexuality, feeling the pressure slowly build.

      Not yet, she breathed softly. Not yet.

      Hold off. Enjoy the sweetness of arousal.

      The heated excitement intensified as her clit swelled beneath her fingertip at the same time she rubbed her nipples faster, keeping pace with the caress to her inner lips and delicate pleasure pearl of a clitoris.

      She was searching through her memory banks of favorite fantasies when she noticed shadowy movement across the courtyard in the far corner unit.

      Was someone there? Watching her?

      She embraced a favorite fantasy. The faceless stranger, A man enjoying the sight of her enjoying herself. Witness to her wild side.

      Their eyes locked. As he stepped forward, half in shadow, she could see his cock swelling against the front of the towel he wore draped loosely over his hips. As he leaned forward the towel edges parted and his cock jutted forth proud and big and throbbing deep red.

      His hand cupped its diameter, fingers barely meeting. Slowly, rhythmically he caressed himself. His hand moved from root to head, lingered at the sensitive spot where head met shaft, the skin pulled tight. His chest rose and fell. Watching his pleasure build carried her over the edge.

      Her hips bucked and she let out a soft cry as her orgasm broke. Pleasure and release washed through her at the same time he unloaded.

      She reclined, eyes closed, one hand pressed against the apex of her thighs. Heightened sensation slowly receded as the crescendo dissipated. Residual warmth flowed through her limbs. When she opened her eyes he was still there.

      No! He was really there!

      Not someone she had conjured up in a fantasy, but a real live flesh and blood male. Her gaze narrowed. If he thought to send her scuttling inside embarrassed, he had another think coming.

      Instead, she sent him a challenging half smile before she ringed her open lips with the tip of her tongue suggestively. With an acknowledging tilt of her head, she dipped her middle finger into her mouth, pulling it slowly in and out. She watched in delight as his flaccid cock stirred in renewed interest. Her clit responded with a little dance of its own.

      Hmmmm… She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, indicating she was finished with him. For now.
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        * * *

      

      From his balcony, Hanson continued to watch his neighbor pretend to sleep. He’d seen her before, although never splayed out in all her intimate naked glory. He wondered what she did for work, and if she worked the same crazy hours he did. He smothered a yawn. It had been a long night at the ER last night. Time for some shut eye. He sent her one last lingering glance before he went inside and closed the blackout blinds that allowed him to sleep during the day after an all-nighter.
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        * * *

      

      The Italian restaurant where Alisha worked as an evening hostess was buzzing with activity as throngs of diners found their way into air-conditioned comfort after their work day. Alisha had read someplace that there was always a baby boom nine months after an intense heat wave or a power outage.

      Sorentos was a true Italian-style bistro with red and white checkered tablecloths, old Chianti bottles with wicker bottoms doubling as candlesticks, and enough space between the tables that couples in the darkened corners could fondle each other.

      When the door opened she glanced up, took a second look and blanched. It was her sexy neighbor. The one who—She felt the blood rush to her cheeks and hoped, in the dim light of the restaurant he didn’t recognize her. She dipped her head slightly so her hair fanned her cheek. “Joining us for dinner tonight?” she said brightly. “How many in your party?”

      “Table for one,” he said in an appealingly gravelly voice. Of course he’d have a sexy voice to match his sexy body. His Adam’s apple bob as he spoke. He was unshaven, which lent him a dangerous air, compounded by a ruffled mass of curly dark hair clinging to his skull. He looked tired, dark circles smudged the skin beneath his eyes.

      She snuck a glance at his hands. Large well-formed hands, in keeping with what she’d seen this morning on the balcony.

      She seated him at a table where she could watch him covertly from her hostess station, and dropped a menu on the table. “Your server will be with you shortly.”

      Before she could make her escape, his hand reached out and manacled her wrist. Her heart sped up. Surely he didn’t recognize her. Wasn’t about to say something here in public.

      “Think you could rustle me up a glass of Chianti while I look at the menu?”

      “Of course.” She glanced pointedly to where he still held her wrist, then back up at him as he released her a tad too slowly for her liking. She felt as if a thousand pins pricked her all over her body. He knew who she was, and knew she knew he knew, which only heightened every over-active hormone in her body. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t look away.

      She could easily drown in those eyes, at the same time her fingers itched for her camera. What a subject he made, observed from the safety zone behind the lens. She loved to get inside the head of her subjects, to reveal their innermost thoughts and dreams on film in a way no one else could.

      “I’ll be right back with your wine.”

      She was conscious of his eyes following her as she went behind the bar where she poured a generous glass of Chianti and passed it to his waitress. “It’s for Superman over there.”

      The girl almost swooned. “Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome?”

      “The one and only.”

      Given the way Mr. TDH ignored his server’s flirtations all night, Alisha almost convinced herself he was gay. Except she knew he wasn’t. No gay guy would have joined in her selfish intimacy.

      She hadn’t always been so self-fulfilling but after sampling her share of clumsy clueless lovers, she realized she was her own best partner. No man had ever brought her the same satisfaction. Plus, she didn’t leave toothpaste gunge all over the bathroom sink. Too many men thought all they had to do was show up. Alisha had learned to satisfy her need for intimacy with the lens of her camera, and her need for sexual release by herself. Nothing wrong with either of those things.
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        * * *

      

      “Good news. They filled the swimming pool after you went to work.”

      Alisha jumped when he stepped from the shadows and into the halo from the streetlight.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Walking you home.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “We’re going the same way.” He fell into step beside her.

      “I don’t know you.”

      “Oh, I think you do. I think we know each other better than most neighbors.”

      “I don’t want to know you!”

      “But you do.” His voice was husky, feathering a riot of nerve endings up and down her spine. “We’re the same, you and I. Solo performers. Out of step with society’s norm.”

      Alisha had no answer. How did he know the things he was saying? She’d observed him before, had in fact photographed him, in all his symmetry of masculine perfection.

      He’d never know about those few covert images she had captured of him, the play of light and shadow that revealed as much as it hid. Smacking of voyeurism, the use of a telephoto lens without the subject’s permission had never meshed with her principles. But something about this man threw those principles into the great beyond. As if the rules of polite society ceased to exist.

      She pulled out her iPhone. “I could dial 911, report a harassment.”

      “But you won’t. You’re coming back to enjoy a midnight swim with me.”

      She didn’t have to think too long. A midnight swim sounded amazing.

      “Let me photograph you.” The words popped out before she could stop them.

      “Why?”

      It was the perfect response. “I’m mounting a show next month. Erotic images. No faces. You’ll be completely anonymous.”

      “You don’t think anyone will recognize body parts?” His voice was light and teasing. She could tell he was intrigued.

      “The difference between erotica and pornography is lighting,” she quipped.

      “Join me for a swim. We’ll talk.”

      They entered the courtyard through the wrought iron gateway. Inside, the surrounding units were cloaked in darkness, the residents all tucked away in sleepyville, the only sound the hum of individual air conditioning units. The occasional string of lights wound up the trunk of a palm tree, providing a magical illumination. The pool gleamed, azure blue and welcoming, lit by the search beacon of underwater lights.

      It was still ridiculously warm, around 90 degrees she guessed.

      Feeling bolder and more daring than normal she stripped off her black and whites, kicked off her shoes and shimmied out of her underwear. Without stopping to see what her companion was up to, she dove into the deep end. She didn’t know his name and didn’t want to.

      The water felt like silk across her naked limbs and she rolled onto her back, staring up at the constellation of stars above her head. It had to be Orion. The only constellation visible from both the northern and southern hemisphere.

      He surfaced alongside her and pushed his dark hair back from his face. Neither spoke a word, as if they knew this moment was too magical to shatter with sound. They were simply silver water sprites, passing in the night. As she pulled herself from the pool and gathered up her clothes, she wondered when their paths would cross again.

      And if she’d get to photograph him for the show.
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