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Daphne Kemp gave her best friend, Faith Ganther, a look she hoped conveyed how ridiculous Faith was to suggest such a thing. “You can’t be serious.”

“Read it again.” Faith scooted the piece of paper closer to Daphne. “I printed this from Lynch’s website this morning. This is perfect for you.”

Daphne pushed aside her empty plate and picked up the paper. She quickly perused it, only because her friend wanted her to, not because she would ever consider doing something so insane.

“What do you think?” Faith asked.

“I think you’re crazy for even bringing this to show me.”

Faith’s eager expression faded. “Why? You’ve worked your butt off since Len left you. You can use the extra money.”

“Faith—”

“You’ll be modeling for Gerard Lynch.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement. “Gerard Lynch! Ohmigod, he’s only the best photographer in the world.”

Daphne understood getting excited about a musician or someone famous from television or the movies, but a photographer? “How do you know so much about him?”

Faith rolled her eyes, as if she couldn’t believe Daphne would ask such a stupid question. “Don’t you ever read anything but computer magazines? Gerard Lynch has photographs hanging in almost every gallery in Europe and a bunch in the U.S. He doesn’t simply take pictures, Daph. He creates masterpieces with his camera.”

Daphne read the information on the paper more slowly. There wasn’t a specific payment amount listed, only that the models would be generously paid. Generous sounded really good. She’d been working long hours for almost two years to pay the outrageous bills her lousy ex-husband had charged on her credit cards before he’d disappeared. Any extra money would be greatly appreciated.

But modeling?

“There’s no guarantee he’ll pick me,” Daphne said. “There will probably be hundreds of women applying for the job.”

“And men. He’s photographing both sexes for his new book.”

“Why isn’t he using professional models?”

“Gerard Lynch never uses professional models. He photographs real people.”

Real people. With all their bumps and bulges and flaws. Daphne tried to take care of herself. She ate chocolate only twice a week. Okay, sometimes five times a week. Despite trying to work regular exercise into her routine, her thirty-four-year-old body didn’t look as shapely now as ten years ago.

Gravity would never be a woman’s friend.

“Wouldn’t he rather have young people pose?”

“Since when is thirty-four old? Besides, he photographs all ages.” Faith’s gaze passed over Daphne’s hair. “You’re gorgeous, Daph. You have all that long, natural blond hair and green eyes that make guys drool, plus a body any woman would want. He’ll take one look at you and whip out his checkbook.” Faith reached across the table and squeezed Daphne’s hand. “Go for the interview. Maybe he won’t pick you, but you won’t know unless you try.”

Daphne swirled the melting ice cubes in her tea with her straw. “He’s really good?”

“Excellent. I have a couple of his books I can show you. The latest one is all black-and-white photography.” Leaning forward, Faith rested her folded arms on the table. “There’s one of a guy taken from the back. Half his body is in shadow and half in light. He’s standing on his tiptoes, his arms outstretched. All those delicious muscles are bulging.” She shivered. “Yummy.”

Part of what Faith said sent a zing of apprehension through Daphne. “How much of him did you see?”

“All of him. He was nude.”

That cinched her decision right there. Daphne frowned. “I’m not taking off my clothes for someone I don’t even know.”

“He’s a professional, Daph, just like a doctor. He’s seen all different shapes and sizes of bodies. Besides, you won’t be completely naked. Look at the description on that paper. You’ll either wear lingerie or be tastefully covered.”

“What does ‘tastefully covered’ mean?”

“You know. A bit of your butt will be exposed, or the side of a breast. Maybe a hint of pubic hair. Like that. He’s an artist, not a guy who takes dirty pictures. His photographs are...sensual. Alluring. Hot without being obscene.”

Sensual and alluring sounded good. But Daphne didn’t know if she could do it. She’d never modeled, never even fantasized about it. She doubted if there was a woman in the world who didn’t have issues about some part of her body. Faith said Daphne had a nice body, but Faith was her friend and completely biased.

Len had made a fool out of her. She didn’t want to do that to herself.

The words “generously paid” jumped at her. It would be so nice to get some of the financial burden off her shoulders. She could pay one of the credit cards with a few hundred dollars.

Faith glanced at her watch. “I have thirty minutes before I have to be back at work. Let’s go to my apartment and I’ll show you the Lynch books I have. If you like what you see, you can go for the interview.”

“You’ll barely make it to your apartment and back to work in thirty minutes.”

Faith shrugged one shoulder. “So I’ll be a little late. No biggie.” She gathered her purse from the chair beside her. “Let’s go.”

What Faith said made sense. Daphne had no right to jump to conclusions about the photographer’s work until she saw it. “If I do apply, all he can do is say no, right?”

Faith smiled. “Absolutely. But he won’t. He’ll hire you in a second.”

* * * * *
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Daphne pushed aside a pillow, an afghan, and several magazines on Faith’s couch to find a place to sit. While she couldn’t call Faith the best housekeeper in the world, she kept her five tall bookcases immaculate. Her friend went right to the spot where she housed her two Gerard Lynch photo books and withdrew them from the shelf. She joined Daphne on the couch, opened the one entitled A Study in Black and White.

“I love this book,” Faith said. “The artistry is amazing.” She flipped several pages until she stopped at one of a man filling the entire page. Daphne immediately knew this was the photo Faith had told her about, of the man on his tiptoes with his arms outstretched.

Faith hadn’t been exaggerating about all his muscles bulging. The man who’d modeled for this photo had a magnificent body, including a first-class, tight butt.

“Didn’t I tell you?” Faith asked as she nudged Daphne in the ribs. “Is his body hot or what?”

“Definitely hot.”

“There’s another picture of him on page... Wait, let me check.” She flipped to the index in the back of the book, ran her finger down one of the columns. “Here he is. Page fifty-six.”

This photo showed him from the front, lying on a chaise lounge in the sun. His eyes remained closed, his head tilted back. A dark-blue towel draped over his groin, leaving the rest of his body exposed. A light dusting of hair covered his chest and tapered down his torso to the towel.

“Wow.”

“I know! I’ve looked at these two pictures more than any others. Too bad I don’t know anything about him but his name.”

She’d be listed in the index if she posed? “I didn’t know my name would be available.”

“Only the first name. And maybe not even your real name. I can’t guarantee the names in the index are the models’ actual names. Maybe they used made-up ones to protect their identity.”

Daphne looked at the photo again of the man sprawled in the chair. “Not too much hidden about this guy.”

Faith giggled. “True.” She glanced at her watch. “I gotta get back to work. Are you going to apply?”

“How about if we apply together?”

A snorting sound emerged from Faith’s throat. “Yeah, like Gerard Lynch will want a short, freckled redhead to pose for him.”

“You said he uses all types of people.”

“He does, but I seriously doubt he’d pick me over you. And that’s okay. I want you to model for him. Show Len what a jerk he was for leaving you. Although, honestly, I’m glad he did. You’re much too good for him.”

Two years ago, with her heart broken, Daphne had believed all the cruel things Len had said to her. Now, she knew he’d said those things to destroy her in order to build up himself. It had taken her many months to realize none of what he’d said was true, and that she was much better off without him.

Daphne closed the book, handed it to Faith. “Yes, I’ll apply.”

* * * * *
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Gerard Lynch blew out a deep breath. He’d lost track of how many prospective people had been interviewed to model for him. He left the interview process to his assistant, Dale Gibson, but watched the proceedings on his computer from the sitting area in his hotel suite bedroom where he’d set up his office. He’d found the men he wanted, but still needed one more woman. 

He’d given himself two weeks, assuming that would be all the time he’d need to find the people he wanted to pose for him. Dozens had already filed through the doors of his suite. Out of all the hundreds of thousands of people in the Dallas/Fort Worth Metroplex, he should be able to find twenty people who possessed the qualities he wanted for his new book.

It had nothing to do with looks or sex appeal or body shape. After ten years of experience, he knew, simply by looking at someone, if they had the type of image he wanted to convey in his photographs. The woman talking to Dale now absolutely did not have the image.

He pressed a key on the keyboard. Dale would see the small red flash on his computer screen, the signal to end the interview and thank the woman for her time.

Last one of the day. Thank God.

The brunette smiled, but Gerard could tell it was forced. She was obviously disappointed Dale hadn’t picked her to model. She was lovely, no doubt about it. Lovely wasn’t enough.

If he’d met her under different circumstances, he’d ask her out, maybe invite her to spend the night with him. It had been a long time since he’d held a woman, tasted her lips, caressed her skin. He’d been too busy in his work to date, much less make love. And if he was honest with himself, he hadn’t met a woman in a long time who interested him enough to want to see her more than a few minutes.

“One more, Gerard,” Dale said over the computer’s speaker.

“What? I thought the brunette was the last one.”

“She was, but one of the gals scheduled to interview tomorrow called and asked if she could come this evening. She’ll be here around six.”

Gerard looked at the clock on the computer. Fifteen minutes until six. He was tired and hungry and his eyes burned. He wanted a glass of wine, a steak from room service, and then to fall into bed. Eight full hours of sleep would be nice for a change. Maybe even nine.

“Do you want me to call her back and cancel?” Dale asked.

“No. She’s already on her way. We’ll wrap it up after her interview.”

He couldn’t have the steak or his bed yet, but he could have a glass of wine. Gerard left his office and went into the kitchen. He opened
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