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One




Life usually changes slowly, almost imperceptibly, as one day slides seamlessly into the next. And sometimes life changes in the blink of an eye, with only the turn of a door handle to demarcate the end of one life and the start of another.

Emily Clemens stood motionless in the street, an island of stillness amid the scurrying crowds, and stared at the wooden door in front of her. Clutching her reticule before her like a shield, as if to buffer herself from the change that turning the handle would bring, she twisted the straps around with cold fingers until they dug cruelly into her flesh.

Should she open the door and go inside? Or turn tail and walk away again through the crowds, her dignity intact, back to the school where she worked as an assistant teacher. Her position, though a modest one and very poorly paid, at least provided the basics of life, but there had to be more to life than just a roof over her head and barely enough to eat.


Just a few short months ago, stranded in the workhouse with too little to eat and no prospect of escape, she would have thought her current situation pure heaven. Now that she was managing to survive, her dreams were fast growing wings.

The squalid despair of the workhouse still loomed too close for comfort. Mere survival was not enough for her anymore. She wanted to live. To experience everything the world had to offer.

She nudged at a loose cobblestone with the toe of her boot. Her best pair of boots, they were still new enough to pinch at her toes, and her heels were rubbed into blisters from the long walk through the busy streets.

Turn the door handle, or dont turn. The choice was simple when the problem was broken down to its most basic.

Slowly she turned the handle. It would be a pity if she were to cover her heels in weeping red blisters for nothing. She had come so far already. Just a bit more of a turn was all it would take.

Keep it moving there. A hoarse voice broke through the general babble of the busy street and into her consciousness. This aint a public park, you know.

She whirled around, the handle returning to its original position. The voice belonged to a burly drover brandishing a whip as he maneuvered his cart through the narrow streets.

Cant a body stop for a moments rest? she snapped back at him as she inched closer to the door to ease his passage.

Not if shes in the middle of the street. He shook the reins, passing her with a few muttered curses. Whether they were aimed at her or at his sorry-looking nag, Emily wouldnt venture to guess.

The crowd had pushed her nearly right against the door. She could no longer make out the lettering over the shop front advertising Mr. Twyfords Excellent Photographic Equipment and Servicesall the way from the Americas. But then, she no longer needed to see it to know what it read. She had studied Mr. Twyfords card for so long she knew every swirl of the lettering by heart.

One of the passersby jostled her in the crowd. She regained her balance with a jerk, and one of her reticule straps snapped in two. She swore under her breath, a word that no lady ought to know, but which she had picked up in the workhouse. If she did not act now, she would regret it for the rest of her days. This choice was not being forced upon her. She wanted to change her life. A new path was opening for her, if only she had the strength to follow it.

Before she could change her mind, she once again lifted one gloved hand and without hesitation turned the handle, pushed open the door, and walked inside.

The shop front was small and dark, with little room for anything other than an oak desk and chair and the three large, battered mahogany filing cabinets lining one wall. The piles of books and photographic prints that covered the desk looked in imminent danger of collapse, while several of the filing drawers were half open with their papers spilling out onto the floor.

She paused, wondering if she was at the right place after all. The whole room was a picture of chaos, not the bustling business she had expected. Had Mr. Twyfords photographic studio moved in the last few days? Or worse, had Mr. Twyford gone back to the Americas to make his fortune there?

Just then she heard a noise from behind one of the side doors, and Mr. Twyford himself entered the cluttered office, wiping his mouth on a red-spotted pocket handkerchief.

His face broke out into a triumphant smile when he caught sight of her. Ah, Miss Clemens. His nasal twang seemed hideously out of place in this very English room. I am delighted to see you. I was beginning to wonder whether I would have to hunt you down to bring you here. Indeed, I was thinking it a shame that kidnapping is frowned upon in this otherwise excellent country of yours. And that your Metropolitan Police Force is so efficient.

She inclined her head tightly. Her decision was not a joking matter. I did not plan to come. But, as you can see, here I am

Sensing her annoyance, he cut her off without waiting for her to finish. I was just having some luncheon. Will you come out to the back and eat with me?

II am not hungry. I did not bring any luncheon with me. In such moments as these, her poverty grated fiercely on her.

No matter. He strode over to the door and flipped a couple of coins to one of the urchins lurking in the street outside. Fetch me a meat pie and some more coffee from Mrs. Pattingers stall on the corner. And make it quick.


The grubby child scampered away, the coins clutched in his fist. The door slammed after him, causing Emily to stare once more at the door handle, but this time from the inside. She had made her choiceher fate was set.

In just a moment the boy was back again with his purchases. Mr. Twyford took the food and marched her into an adjoining room. This room contained yet another desk in complete disarray, and a worn armchair and a rickety card table that crowded one corner. He laid out the coffee and pie on the table, which already bore a steaming mug and a plate with another large pie with one bite taken out of it. From the look of things, shed interrupted him just as hed started his meal.

He pulled out the only chair and sat her down at the card table, taking an upturned box for himself. So, Miss Clemens, you want to be my model?

Emily took a swallow of the coffee. It was hot and surprisingly good. Better than the tepid water and skim milk that they called tea at Mrs. Herringtons School for Fashionable Ladies. I need the money. It was true enoughthe extra coins she brought in would make life easier for her and her sisters. But it was not the thought of a few extra coins that had brought her halfway across Londonit was the hope of a new life.

He eyed her serviceable walking dress, her new bonnet. Excuse me for saying so, but you dont look in dire straits to me.

Angered by his tone, she set down her knife and fork. Does it matter to you what I need the money for? Poverty came in many guises and did not always show on the outside.


He shrugged. I like to know what Im dealing with. Its the American in me.

That doesnt mean I have to tell you. He had no knowledge of what drove her, and no right to judge her for being prepared to sell what he was so anxious to buy. He would use her to make a living, and in her turn she would use him to make a name for herself. His photos would help her become known all over London to those with the money to buy such luxuries as an expensive and desirable mistress. Her.

A fair enough bargain, in her book.

Hmm. He looked at her critically as he chewed and swallowed a large mouthful of pie. Have you done any modeling before?

She shook her head. None. But I am prepared to learn.

A frown creased his forehead, knitting his eyebrows together. I want a professional model, not a lady or an amateur. I want someone who is hungry for success, one who will do whatever it takes to make her mark. Im an ambitious man, and photography is my profession. I need a model who will turn up on time, regularly, week after week, not someone who will treat it as an amusing pastime, as something to fill in the day if she has nothing better to do.

I do not want a pastimeI want a new life. Modeling for you will help me to achieve my aim. She did not feel the need to explain to him exactly what the new life she was aiming at was.

Her words must have come out sharper than she intended. He flashed a disarming smile. Come now, Miss Clemens, I was not trying to offend you, just stating my case. Lets not quarrel over luncheon. The food will grow cold. We can talk business when we have finished eating.

She glared at him. He was the one who had invited her here; he was the one who had offered her work as his model. She had not asked for anything. Now that she had found the courage to take him up on his offer, he could not get cold feet and decide he had no use for her after all. This was her chance to find herself a man to treat her as a pampered mistress, and by heaven, she was going to take it. With her life insulated from petty cares, oh, how she would revel in her freedom.

Still, she followed his example and made quick inroads into her meat pie and coffee. An ex-workhouse brat, even one turned lady again, did not turn down free food when it was offered. Especially not when the pie was hot and tasty and she had walked several miles since a rather meager breakfast.

She finished before he did. Pushing her plate aside, she propped her elbows on the card table and stared at him surreptitiously from under her lashes.

He was just as handsome here in this dingy back room as he had been when she had first seen him in the park last Sunday afternoon. Wild and full of vigor he had seemed then, too large for the small park where he had been selling his warestintype photographs for a penny a piece. Hed tried his sales patter on her, clearly thinking her a likely prospect, but she had put him off rather brusquely. She was merely a poorly paid teacher, she told him, with no money for such luxuries as photographs.

Hed stared at her then, seeing her in a new light as a woman rather than as a target for his sales patter and his practiced charm. After introducing himself, hed handed her his card and asked her to call on him to be his model if she could not afford the fee to have her photos taken for herself. The money, he had promised, would be excellent. Far more than she could earn any other way.

That promise, and the thought of what it might lead to, had lured her here.

In this little back room, he seemed to crackle with suppressed fire. His red-brown hair stood out from his head in corkscrew curls, as if it was simply too full of life to lay down neatly across his brow, and the dark stubble on his cheek and chin showed that it was several days since he had made use of a razor.

His eyes, shaded as they were with sweeping lashes, sparkled green and gold. He was so full of vitality that he made her want to dance around the room and jump about and sing just for the sheer joy of being alive.

He was not, she supposed, classically handsome. For a start, he was taller than was strictly called for, and his arms and legs were long and gangly, as if he had never quite grown into them. His hair was too near auburn and too untamed for beauty, and his nose was too big for his face, not to mention that it had a bump on it where it had clearly been broken and knitted badly. His clothingbaggy dockworker trousers and a loose shirtwas casual almost to the point of being not quite respectable. But the dark hairs on his arms where he had pushed up his shirt sleeves looked soft and inviting, and his mouth could tempt any woman to forget her good upbringing.


Not that he was consciously seductive. Far from it. Though he seemed oblivious to the effect he was having on her, she felt the lure of his energy and of his passion keenly. She wanted to share in his passion, to live her life to the full as he lived his. She wanted to bask in the warmth of his personality, to share in his zest for living.

She wanted to kiss him, to taste his passion and fire.

Enticing. That was the word for him. Just watching him sitting in front of her, simply eating his luncheon, made her mind wander in directions she wasnt sure it ought to be wandering in. She should save such thoughts for the prosperous men who might want to bankroll her.

He took his last mouthful and set down his knife and fork. Maybe you do need the money, he said, giving a telling look at her already empty plate.

Its the workhouse brat in me, she replied, her voice savagely sweet, bringing her imagination ruthlessly to heel again. There was danger in thinking such thoughts about a man who was way beneath her notice. He was not even a gentleman. A gentleman would not comment on her table manners. Of course, he was an American, not a gentleman. If you didnt eat up quickly in the workhouse, someone else would steal your dinner and eat it for you.

His eyes widened. Youve come a long way since your workhouse days.

Its amazing what changes a woman can make in a year or two if she really wants to.


He leaned on his elbows and stared at her, as she had done to him just moments before. His scrutiny was not as idle as hers had beenshe could feel his glance as it traveled over her, taking in everything about her, missing nothing. He was assessing her, sizing her up. So you are interested in becoming my model?

She stared straight back at him, not turning her head or flinching as he openly assessed her. I am.

I want to take photographs of you. He dropped his gaze to the table, suddenly unable to look her in the eyes. You know I am a photographer.

His unease sent prickles up and down her spine. Yes, I do.

Photographs like this. He turned around and grabbed a stack of small cards from the shelf behind him and thrust them across the table at her. I want you to model for photographs like this.

Emily spread the cards out across the table. As she had expected they were photographs of attractive, young women. And, also as she had expected, the women were not fully clothed. Not naked, not by any means. There was hardly a square inch of bare flesh showing. Still, they did not have a gown among them. Plenty of undergarments: corsets, stockings, petticoats in profusion, but no gowns.

They are tamer than I had expected, she remarked, picking up each one and looking at it in turn. Not that their tameness made them any more acceptable. The merest sniff that she had so much as considered posing for such photographs would have her lose her position as assistant teacher faster than she could put her clothes back on. Not that she cared overmuch about that. It was a risk she was only too happy to take in pursuit of her dreams.

Mr. Twyford breathed an audible sigh of relief at her lack of reaction. You are not shocked? Disgusted?

She shrugged. I am not a fool. Photographers do not offer large sums of money to young women to take photographs of them with all their clothes on.

Yet you came anyway? He raised an eyebrow. You must want the money badly.

She picked up one of the photographs delicately between her thumb and forefinger and studied it carefully. She could do this. What do you propose to pay me for photographs like these?

A pound a week if you will pose for me every Sunday afternoon from two until four. His offer came out on a rush of breath.

Fifty pounds a year? Just for taking off her gown and standing still for an afternoon? It was as much as she made as a teacher, working six days a week giving lessons. The sale of naughty photographs must be very lucrative. It boded well for her new career.

Notwithstanding the generous offer, she was sure he could afford to pay her even better and she was not above bargaining. Her father had been a merchant until his bankruptcy and she had learned more than her alphabet at his knee. A good businessmans opening offer was never his final one.


It is more than most women can earn honestly in a week, he added, mistaking her hesitation for reluctance.

It is a risk. I am a schoolteacher. She drew her eyebrows together, as if only now were the ramifications of her decision dawning on her. If it were to become known that I pose for such photographs, I would lose my position and never find another.

I cannot offer you more.

That was exactly what she wanted to test. If I am going to take such a risk, if She paused, letting her hesitation sink in. Then I want a half share in the profits as well.

That floored him. You want what?

I want a pound a week and a half share in the profits. It was her body going on display, not his. She would more than earn her fee. Given I will have a considerable stake in the success of our venture, it will encourage me to work harder for you than I otherwise might have done, naturally.

I could pick up half a dozen girls off the street who would not ask such outrageous terms, he grumbled. They would work for a couple of shillings a time and be grateful for it.

Then why didnt you ask one of them to be your model? She finally asked him the question that had been burning her for days. Why did you ask me?

Eric Twyford looked at the young woman sitting in front of him, her hands folded primly in her lap. She was asking a lot of hima full half of the profits of his new endeavor. He was tempted to toss her out the door without ceremony for her cheek.


Though, to be fair, her demand was not completely outrageous. He did not stand to lose anything but his time and a small investment if his photographs did not take. Miss Emily Clemens stood to lose her reputation.

English people were funny about such a little thing as a reputation. Personally, he couldnt see the point of having a good reputation and no moneyhe would much rather it be the other way around. He admired Miss Emily for being willing to risk losing hers for the sake of a good business deal.

It was hard to imagine her as a teacher. Even in her modest grey gown done up to the neck and fastened tightly about her fragile wrists, she looked like a schoolboys wet dream. If hed had a teacher who looked like her, he might have paid more attention to his school books.

He knew exactly why he had approached her out of the blue in the park and asked her to model for him. It was more than her lookshe had seen plenty of women who were just as pretty as she was and they had all left him unmoved. What had instantly attracted him to her was a combination of thingsthe way she moved as if she were made of water, the fullness of her mouth that made a man long to kiss her, the glint of laughter in her eyes even when she looked her most fierce, the swell of her hips under her drab navy gown, and the tendril of hair that escaped her bonnet to curl across the nape of her neck. She was temptation wrapped up in the guise of untouched innocence.

If he were to take on any other model, his profits were not a sure thing. The young woman sitting in front of him was. He was sure he could look all over London for a year and not find the same unconscious blend of innocence and sensuality that had made him react so strongly to her. After years of photographing people, he knew instinctively who would photograph well and who wouldnt. There were plenty of beautiful women around, even here in damp old London, but only a few who could carry their beauty into a photograph. The camera would love her face.

He would not be the only man in London who would react the same way to herhe would stake all he owned on it. With Emily Clemens as his model, he would make more money than he had dreamed of. He was as sure of that as he could be of anything.

No other English girl he had met could hold a candle to her sensuality. Her skin was smooth and fair, her cheeks tinged with the palest pink. Her hair was smooth and straight, and as brown and glossy as a robins wing. But it was her eyes that captured him, with their innocent gaze full of promise, and of unrequited ambition. They were a deep violet-blue, one of her many fine features, but the one he could never capture on his black-and-white film.

Oh, to be able to capture her likeness in reds and greens and blues. If he could but capture her in glorious, vivid color, he would become wealthy enough to rival even the Vanderbilts. As it was, even in black and white she would make his fortune for him.

To be fair, she deserved to share in his good fortune.


Half of the profits was more than he was prepared to pay, but the success of his plan hinged on her pretty face and well-shaped body, and her willingness to display them to advantage. If she demanded a stake in his success, he would have to yield. You know why I asked you. Look in the mirror and see for yourself.

Looking somewhat bemused, she raised one shoulder in an elegant shrug. Hed wager that her shoulders were as white and smooth as her face, gently sloped and just begging for the touch of a mans hand. There is nothing extraordinary about me. With or without my gown.

Surreptitiously he adjusted his trousers under the table. Hed better stop his thoughts going down that track right now, before he took this any further. She was his model, and nothing more. He needed to get his mind off how she would look in her undergarments and concentrate on the money that she would bring him.

Money. That was what was driving him. Wealth. Success. The ability to hold his head up proudly in any company in the land. Though he had been born in the gutters of New York, he would make it to the top. He would make his mother proud of him. All the sacrifices she had made to bring him up, to give him a good education and a decent start in life, would not be wasted.

Sex would be a distraction to his task in hand. Worse, if she were to become any mans mistress, his mistress, she might lose that look of sensual innocence that no man could resist. His fortune was not going to be ruined because his cock stood up in his trousers at the mere thought of touching her bare shoulder. Mixing business and pleasure was a recipe for disaster.

Typically, his cock was not as easily subdued as he could have wished. It continued to bulge in his trousers, refusing to be tamed into submission. No matter. Hed had plenty of untimely cockstands before and lived. Given time, her barely clothed body would be as familiar to him as his own, and would no longer engender any awkward desire in him.

Right now, she represented the lure of the forbidden because, as an innocent and as his model, she was doubly off-limits to him. A pound a week and twenty percent of the profits, he countered, to get matters moving along before he started to fixate on his distractingly throbbing erection. After allowing for my expenses for printing and distribution.

Thirty-five percent after expenses.

A pound a week and twenty-five percent of the profits. Thats my best offer.

Settled, she said hastily, as if she were afraid he would change his mind if she dithered any longer. Of course, I shall reserve the right to look over the accounts so I can be sure you are not cheating me.

A common enough practice between business partners, but he baulked at the unspoken inference that she could not trust him. He had never cheated anyone in his life, and wasnt about to start. I do not want a stranger looking over my affairs.

There will be no need for that. I shall look at them myself.


That got his attention. What would you know of accounts?

Among other things, in my current post I teach mathematics. And I helped to keep the books for my father when he was alive.

She hid a keen mind behind that facade of gentle innocence, then. Maybe she was the answer to more than one of his problems. He hated bookkeeping with a passion. If youre as good with accounts as you claim to be, Ill pay you two pounds a week if you will clean up the books as well as model for me.

A frown creased her face, making him want to kiss it off her and smooth the lines from her brow. What state are they in at the moment?

He grabbed a box from the corner and tipped an assortment of loose papers onto the card table. My books. He was sure the papers were all therehed gathered them from all over the studio just the week before, promising himself that he would make a start on them when he had a free moment and was in the mood to figure it all out. So far, he hadnt managed to find that free moment when he was in the mood.

I can see I will have to take on the extra work, she replied tartly, if I am ever to see a penny of the profits I am owed. How could you possibly tell anything from thatthat chaos? I should make a start on them this afternoon.

Modeling first. His cock gave a great leap of agreement. You can tackle the books later.

She bit her bottom lip in a movement of unconscious sensuality. You want to start on the photographing right away? This afternoon?

Theres no time like the present. Come with me. He walked briskly through the shop front, and on into an airy space with a central tableau of a large, stone bench and his imposing wood and brass camera mounted on its sturdy tripod. The roof and most of the walls were made completely of glass, allowing the spring sunlight to stream in, and the floor was tiled with a dark slate. Just outside the windows lay a small patch of garden full of spring flowers and the whole was surrounded by a brick wall for privacy. Though the studio was fully enclosed, the glass made it feel as though it were an extension of the garden. The whole area was a haven of light and calm in the midst of the foggy metropolis that was London.

He watched her reaction with smug pleasure. My studio. He loved it when people had the same visceral response to it as he did whenever he walked in the door. You can sit on the bench to start with. From a heap in the corner he picked up a length of red velvet, gave it a perfunctory shake and arranged it on top of the bench. That will make a good backdropsumptuous and textured, but uncluttered.

She eyed it doubtfully, picking at a loose thread with a fingernail. Are you sure?

Now that he looked at it with his photographers eye, it was rather tatty. He eyed it thoughtfully before deciding it would have to do. The worn patches wont show up badly on the film, and you will be lying on the worst of them anyway. We can always add in an extra drape if we need to. Get yourself ready while I set up the camera in the right place.

His camera was a thing of beauty. He traced his fingers over its smooth lines, loving the warmth of the wood juxtaposed with the cold brass. His camera was his mistress, his lover. He knew every inch of it, and loved it better than he loved flesh and blood. His camera never let him down, never was unpredictable or demanding. It asked for nothing but care and respect, and it would repay him by fulfilling his dreams of success.

Behind his camera he felt powerful, as if he was seeing and experiencing life in a whole new way. With his camera in his hand, he would conquer the world.

He and his camera were soon set up and ready to go.

Not so Miss Emily Clemens. She stood in the center of the studio, exactly as he had left her. He turned to her, irritated by her inaction. Youre pretty enough, but no one will pay good money for a photograph of you with all your clothes on, he said acerbically. Time was a-wasting and the light would soon be growing dim. Now that he had found his model, he wanted to get started immediately. Hed spent enough time finding the right young woman. The sight of her in his studio made his fingers itch to train his camera on her.

What do you want me to do? she asked, her voice tremulous.

Take off your gown for starters. Lets see what I have to work with.

The door.


He looked at her, not understanding.

It leads onto your shop front.

Oh, for heavens sake, he said, striding to the door and turning the key in the lock. No one ever comes into the shop without an appointment. Sometimes I hardly have a single walk-in customer for days. Still, if it makes you happy He fought to keep a scowl of impatience off his face. He had to remember that Miss Clemens was new to this game and would need a little coddling at first. There was no use in having a frightened, timorous model who broke down in tears if a stranger stuck his head around the door.

The door once locked, Miss Emily turned her back on him. After discarding her boots and furtively removing her woolen stockings, she started on the row of buttons down the back of her dress.

Here, let me, he offered, after watching her struggle with the buttons in the middle of her back.

Her body twitched away from the touch of his fingers. I can do it.

It will be quicker if I help you.

She stood still and let him unfasten the last of the buttons. Once they were all undone, he pushed the dress off her shoulders. It slid down her body, pooling at her feet.

Her shoulders were as white and smooth as he had imagined them. Of its own volition, one of his hands reached out and brushed the firm, white skin.

She jerked away as if his touch was poison. Touching me was not part of the agreement we have made. Her voice was cold enough to freeze the Thames. You can take photographs of me, but that is all.

Your chemise was crooked, he lied, still feeling the heat of her tingling on his fingers. I was adjusting it.

She sniffed. If anything about my attire displeases you, tell me, and I will adjust it myself.

She was touchy, this new model of his, and possessed a sharp tongue. It was just as well that that side of her would not be evident in his photographs. Turn around for me, he said, all business again. I need to see your lines, the proportions of your limbs, work out which is your best side. People are not precisely symmetrical. I need to discover from which angle the camera likes you best.

Her teeth clenched together to stop them from chattering with fear, Emily turned around like a clockwork doll, allowing him to inspect her on all sides.

Your undergarments are not the most alluring I have ever seen. His voice sounded as though he had just stepped in something nasty.

What did you expect? Silk and lace? She pulled a face. I am a schoolteacher. My salary barely pays for cotton. I have nothing left over for French lace.

Cotton wont sell photographs, he muttered to himself.

I cannot help it.

Cotton wont sell photographs, he repeated, louder this time. Do you have any other undergarments? Anything a little more daring?


She cast her mind over the contents of her wardrobe. All her undergarments, like her day dresses, were plain and serviceable and thoroughly unexciting. Grateful as she was that her sister Carolines husband had outfitted her and her sisters so generously, she desperately wished for a few pretty things. Pretty, frivolous, impractical things whose main function was to make the wearer feel good about herself. None much different from the ones Im wearing.

Damn and blast. I will have to buy you some more suitable ones. Yet more money down the drain before I earn a single penny.

Shall I get dressed again then? Even if it meant that she wouldnt be earning the extra pound for modeling this week, she hardly cared. She would get a weeks reprieve before she tumbled headlong into her scandalous new life, and at least she would earn the extra pound for cleaning up the mess of Mr. Twyfords books. That had to be worth something.

Accounting was more her style than modeling in her undergarments, anyway. She didnt know why shed ever thought she could make a name for herself as a postcard model and attract a wealthy protector. After all, she had always been known as the clever Clemens sister, while her elder sister Caroline had been the pretty one. She may as well put her brain to good use. It was what she was best at doing.

No, dont. He stopped her with one hand on her arm. Well have to improvise. Come sit down and Ill see if I can hide the plainness of your undergarments as well as shabbiness of the draperies. Ill have to be a miracle worker.


Emily sat down, her hands folded primly in her lap, her back straight and her bare knees rubbing together under her shift. This was hopeless. Her career as a postcard girl was going to be over before it had begun, and all because she hadnt the faintest scrap of silk or lace on her pantalettes. No one would buy a picture of her in a plain cotton shift. No one was that desperate. She could see her hopes go up in smoke in front of her eyes.

Loosen up. You look as if you were on the way to the guillotine.

Mr. Twyford was laughing at her. Openly laughing at her as she sat in front him dressed only in her shift. Her temper started to rise. If you dont like the way I am sitting, she snapped, then tell me what I should be doing. I am no mind reader.

Relax. Feel how beautiful you are. Until you feel your own beauty, you will never make others feel it. Especially not in a photograph.

I do not feel in the slightest bit beautiful. On the contrary, I feel silly sitting here in my cotton shift. Silly and quite horribly embarrassed. And more vulnerable than she liked to admit, even to herself. If he were to prove untrustworthy, she could not easily escape him and run out onto the street, not half-dressed as she was. The thought that she was trapped in here with him until she got dressed again unnerved her.

You look beautiful.

I do? Her temper waned just a little. She could not stay too angry at a man who called her beautiful, and sounded so sincere when he said it.


You look beautiful, he repeated. Young, innocent, and untouched.

I am innocent and untouched.

And a little frightened. That is the look we need to get rid ofthe scared rabbit face. You need to look confident in your own skin.

She stuck out her bottom lip. I do not look like a frightened rabbit. I am not scared of anything.

That is better. But not so mulish, either. We dont want you looking like a stubborn donkey.

She had to laugh. Is that the way he saw her? A scared rabbit or a stubborn donkey? Her innocence seemed to be in no danger from him, at any rate. Despite his attempt at comforting lies, he clearly did not find her particularly attractive in her plain undergarments.

The thought made her more stubborn than ever, though she took care to feel it only on the inside rather than show it on her face. She would make him think her beautiful. Her future prospects depended on making men think she was irresistible. If nothing else, he would be good to practice on.

Besides, he had no cause for looking down his nose at her. True, she was no raving beauty, but then neither was he. His energy, rather than his looks, made him so attractive.

She would have to use the same tricks as he did unconsciously, and make up for her lack of classical beauty with her other attributes.

Feel her beauty. That was his advice. She closed her eyes and thought back to the time when she had last felt beautiful. It was a long time ago, months ago, when her father had still been alive and she had had plenty of money to spend on lacy undergarments and silk dresses. Cotton and serge were nowhere to be found in her wardrobe then.

A pale pink silk dress had been her particular favorite. She imagined herself dressed in it now, the material swishing around her ankles.

Open your eyes.

Reluctantly she opened them. The dream was so much easier to keep alive when she could not see the stark reality of plain navy serge in front of her.

As she opened her eyes, he operated the shutter of the camera. Hold stillgood. That is much better. What were you thinking of to change so much? Your sweetheart?

I was thinking of a pink dress I used to wear, when my father was still alive. The memory of her father made the smile fade from her face. How things had changed since his suicide. He would have been horrified to find her in a photographers studio taking off her clothes for money.

Or maybe her father would not be so surprised. He had known when he pulled the trigger that his children would be left with nothing. Sometimes she hated him for it.

Whatever it was, keep on thinking about it. It made you look delicious. But keep your eyes open this time.

With her eyes open, she could not keep the vision of the pink dress in her mind. Instead she focused on the man in front of her. What would he look like if he were the one sitting in front of her in his undergarments and she were behind the camera taking photographs of him? The thought made a secret smile flit over her face. No doubt he would be shocked if he were to know the direction her thoughts were taking.

He operated the shutter again, capturing the look for eternity. I never knew a woman could have such naughty thoughts about a pink dress. Are you sure you are not thinking about your young man?

She gave a haughty sniff. Im too poor to attract a follower. I dont have one to think about.

If she were to have a follower, though, a man who wanted her for herself and not for the image of expensive exclusivity she proposed to sell to the highest bidder, she would want him to look just like Mr. Twyford. Not fat and contented like most of the men she had once known, but lean and hungry as if he wanted more of everything. More of life itself.

She let her mind wander as she gazed at him.

He had taken off his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves. Dark hair covered his golden-brown arms in thick auburn curls. She licked her lips as she looked at him. There was something about him that made her want to sidle up to him and press her body against his.

Sexual attractionthats all it was. The same need that made tomcats howl in the night as they prowled over the rooftops.

For the first time, she understood what they were howling about.
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