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Grimacing, Gabriel stared at the brush in his paint-stained hands and then glared ferociously at Mark.

“What do you mean, you haven’t been able to get a model? There’s thousands of women out there who pose,” he growled.

“True, but you said you wanted an older woman, and most women models that age are simply not plus-sized.”

“Well, find one!” Gabriel snarled.

“Calm down, Gabriel. I’ve contacted Erica Jones’s agency. We’ve used the agency before, although I’ve never actually met her. She’s got plus-sized models on her books, but I think they’re in their twenties and thirties. Still, Erica said she might know of someone.”

“I don’t want anyone young, Mark,” Gabriel snapped, sick of telling Mark the same thing over and over. “I told you I want someone in their forties or even older. I don’t care if she’s in her late sixties or seventies. I want a woman with character, a woman who’s lived.”

“Okay, okay. I get the picture!”

Gabriel threw down the paintbrush and stomped angrily across to his easel. As he fumed over Mark’s unsuccessful search, he studied the painting. Surely it shouldn’t be this hard to find one damn model! Ignoring Mark for the moment, he turned his attention back to the huge canvas in front of him. 

A foreshortened figure of a gaunt, naked man, lying on his back, his head toward the viewer, filled the painting. Even though the strokes were broad and heavy there was a softness about the work creating a sympathetic feel. The haunted face showed pain. Maybe from being stretched out, or perhaps he was ill, or being tortured. Whatever the reason, it drew the viewer immediately, they empathized, feeling the same hurt, the same agony. It was an uncomfortable piece but it certainly demanded attention.

There wasn’t much work left to do on it, and he really itched to start on the female nude. He took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar aromas of paint, linseed oil, and turpentine. 

Without turning, Gabriel said gruffly, “Just find someone, Mark.”

Mark snapped, “I will! For goodness sake, Gabe, relax.” 

Surprised at the exasperated tone in Mark’s voice, Gabriel faced him again, staring at the man who was both friend and agent. Mark looked upset, yet he’d still attempted to calm Gabriel down. At once, he realized Mark would be doing everything he could to satisfy Gabriel’s request. 

They’d been friends since their early teens. Then later when Gabriel realized he’d need an agent, he signed with Mark. The agency he’d founded worked with the three As: artists, actors, and authors. Gabriel knew how hard Mark worked to satisfy his clients and now felt awful for yelling and complaining.

“I’m sorry. It’s just I get caught up and...”

Mark huffed. “I know, Gabe, believe it or not, I do understand. Let’s face it, I’ve known you for years so I know what goes on inside that thick head of yours.” He smiled to take the sting out of his words. “Just when were you planning on starting the nude?”

Gabriel turned back to the vast painting.

“This...” He pointed to the canvas. “It’s really finished. I want to touch up a few areas. So maybe next week. The client wants this in three weeks. I’m ahead of time. I want to get plenty of sketches down on the female nude so I can decide exactly on the pose and size. Until I have a model, I really don’t know the pose.”

He hoped Mark could understand his frustration. His mind filled with dozens of ideas but until he had an actual model in front of him, he wouldn’t be able to decide. The pose would depend on the woman, how the play of light and shadows affected her body. Even the woman’s personality would play into his ideas.

“I’m meeting Erica on Saturday night at a party with a few million people. I’m hoping she tells me she’s found someone.”

“Thanks, Mark.” 

“If she doesn’t have a model, there’s a good chance she’ll know an agency that might be able to help. Don’t worry, Gabe, I’ll find her for you.”

“Sorry, I got angry. I know you’re doing your best.” Gabriel reached out a hand to Mark as a peace offering. “Thanks, Mark.” 

The two men shook hands and Mark clapped Gabriel’s shoulder. “So, happy with this one?”

“I think so. It’s what the client wanted, and he’s paying through the nose for it.”

“That he is. The fee should pay off your mortgage completely and still have a decent amount left.”

“Yeah. It’ll feel good to be completely out of debt. I hope to build up the bank balance, as well as top-up my investments. By the way, that property stock has gone through the roof.”

“Yes, I saw that.”

“Our broker did suggest I cash in, so I’ll have to let him know by the end of the week.”

“Told me the same thing. I’m thinking it’s probably wise to follow his advice.”

“Yeah, it’ll give me a very handsome profit.”

“Well, with this property, your investments, and that balance, you’re way over the million pounds.” Mark laughed. “Plus, this property has to be worth three mill at the very least.”

“It is. I got it at the right time, just before the boom. Last I checked, even with the mortgage interest I’ve almost doubled my investment in it.”

“Shit! Didn’t think it had gone that crazy. Come to think of it, my place has more than trebled since I got it.”

“Yep, I bought at a good time. This place had been on the market for over a year and the owner was glad to take anything, he was desperate to sell, regardless of price.”

“Hey, is Azrael still moving in?”

“Yep, in the next month or so. Told him he could stay as long as he wants. Hell, he’s my brother, he can live here permanently. I don’t mind. He’s promised to take over the grounds upkeep.”

“That’s good. When was the last time you mowed?” Mark asked with a grin. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess—never.”

“Got that right. The two guys who come in, only mow. Az said he’ll tidy it all up and find the gardens underneath the jungle. Michael’s done it a few times.”

“Your brother told me he’d done it.” 

“I told Az if he wants to look after the grounds, he doesn’t have to pay me any rent.”

“Good idea. Is Az’s fiancée Marisa still looking for a new position?”

“She is. Wants to find something closer to here but I don’t think she’s had much success. Az said something about it the other day.”

“I’ll give her a ring. One of my business pals is looking for a new PA and I thought of her.”

“That’d be great. I know neither are happy she’ll have to travel so far to work once they marry.”

“Well, this guy’s working locally so she’d only have a ten or fifteen minute commute. I’ll ring her and give her his number.”

“Thanks.”

“Anyway, better get going. I’ll ring you once I’ve spoken with Erica.”

The two men did the “man hug” thing, thumping each other on the back and Mark left with Gabriel feeling a little better.
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Isabella looked up from studying her food when Erica asked, “Have you ever heard of Gabriel Milford?”

“No. Should I?” 

“Maybe not.” Erica took a mouthful of her salad. A few moments later, she added, “Not sure if he paints under that name.”

“So why the question?”

“He’s contacted the agency, or rather his agent has, asking for a model. He’s specifically requested an older woman with plenty of curves.”

“Ah. So you thought your old friend might like to get back into the modelling business.”

Erica had the grace to look bashful at Isabella.

“Come on, Issie, you were the best in the business. Practically every artist who painted nudes wanted to paint “Issie”. There was a time when almost every female nude had your body—and a lot had your face.”

“That was a long time ago, Erica. I’m fifty years old, not twenty.”

Erica waved her hand as if dismissing Isabella’s remark.

“That’s a cop out and you know it. Look at you! You look amazing. Your birth certificate might say fifty but we both know you could easily pass for a forty-something.”

Isabella shrugged as she took another mouthful of her delicious cauliflower risotto. 

Savoring it, she pointed her fork at Erica. “You can stop with the flattery. I’m not doing it.”

“Maybe he’s single and a hunk,” Erica teased. “You need to get a man in your life again. It’s been what—ten or twelve years since your last date?”

“Oh, come off it, Erica!” Isabella snapped. “It’s not that long.” Then she thought a little. “Okay, maybe, and I’ve told you heaps of times I no longer need a man.”

“When was the last time you had sex with a man and not a lump of plastic?”

“Geeze, Erica! Want to know my undies size, too?”

“I already do. So answer the question. When?”

Isabella examined her plate, awkwardly, she muttered, “Maybe fifteen, maybe twenty. I don’t know.”

She looked up quickly at Erica’s gasp of horror. “Issie! That’s awful.”

Isabella shrugged. “Once you go a year or so without, the rest just gets easier. Plus I’ve been busy.”

“Oh, my darling. You need a man in your life.”

“No, I don’t.” 

That damn shadow she hoped would never come to light reared its ugly head when Erica mentioned men and dating. Isbella took a breath, stared at her plate, and pushed the shame deep where it belonged.

“Bet he’s sexy,” Erica teased, breaking the silence

“Who?” Isabella asked, distracted.

“Gabriel Milford, silly.”

“I don’t care. I most certainly would never get involved with an artist I posed for.”

“Even if he’s gorgeous?”

“I wouldn’t care what he looked like. It’s unprofessional. Anyway, the answer is no.”

“Please. I’m begging you, Issie. At least consider it.”

“Uh-uh.” Isabella moved her head side-to-side. “No.”

“Think of the lovely fat fee you would get.”

Erica dangled this enticing bait but Isabella closed her eyes as she shook her head again. “Not interested.”

Then she lowered her eyes and studied her meal again. She had to admit it did sound tempting. She missed posing, the excitement of watching a painting come to life. Erica wisely changed the subject but Isabella knew Erica had planted the seed.

“It’s nice out here.”

“Mm, wouldn’t like to be sitting here in winter though.”

She and Erica sat at one of the tables the restaurant had set up in their courtyard. It was pleasant in the sun but would be so cold mid-winter. She’d joined Erica for lunch in London after visiting with her solicitor to finalize the selling of her old studio. Erica moved her chair so she could face the sun.

Erica was a striking woman—fifty-five, tall with a shock of short platinum blonde hair with a purple streak running through the fringe. Isabella envied her figure. Erica was one of those lucky people who seemed to eat anything and everything yet never put on weight. She had an outgoing personality. But she tended to hold back when she met a new man, telling Isabella she was still waiting for Mr. Right. 

“So how did the move go, Issie, last weekend? Sorry I couldn’t help but I had to get that Italian gig sorted and I only got back on Tuesday night.”

“That’s okay. The move was good. It’s so nice to be out of the city. I’ve always wanted to move back into the countryside.”

“You were lucky that place came on the market.”

“I know. It’s perfect for me. It might be large but I love it. The people are still working to turn the old stables into a studio. They’ve already lined and painted the whole place, set up the big kiln, and doing the final touches now.”

“I loved your latest work, those five larger-than-life bronze figures.”

“I was really pleased how it turned out and it looks fabulous in the entrance foyer of that prestigious insurance company.” She giggled. “I made a very handsome amount of money from it.”

“At least you didn’t have to dip into your savings to paint the house and put in the new kitchen, as well as building the studio.”

“I know. I thought I may have to get a bigger mortgage but the commission gave me enough to do everything with a little left over.”

“I’m so pleased. Anyway, you deserve the super high fees you command for your pieces. Everyone wants to own a ‘Leigh Price’ sculpture. They’re a great investment because they keep increasing in value.”

“It’s great. But there are times I can’t believe I’m at the stage where I can pick and choose the commissions.”

Isabella grinned as Erica said, “So ‘Issie’ the famous nude model is now ‘Leigh Price’ the famous sculptor. You turned a hobby into something amazing.” 

“Bet you never thought that would happen when we first met back when you were nineteen and hired me when I’d started working at the model agency.”

“Didn’t have the remotest inkling. Anyway, what about you? You ended up buying the agency, now you and it are pretty famous too.”

“That’s true. We’ve both done remarkably well over the last thirty-one years.” 

“I still pinch myself. And becoming a famous sculptor is all because of you, Erica. You believed in my work enough to hold my first exhibition of nude figures.” Erica kind of blushed and looked away. She turned back, asking, “That reminds me, forgot to ask, how did that last gallery show go?”

“Fantastic! I sold everything.”

“Not surprised. Like I said your work’s gained heaps in value over the past ten years, Issie. Everyone wants a ‘Leigh Price’ original. You could ask for any amount and you’d have no trouble getting it.”

Isabella smiled warmly and agreed. 

“It’s a great feeling, Erica, to sculpt whatever I want.”

“So have you got another commission yet?”

“No. I cleared off everything so I could make the move without deadlines. So there’s nothing on the books, which means I can settle into the new studio without any pressure.”

“It will be wonderful for you, Issie, new house, and new studio.”

“You still coming over to help me unpack tomorrow?”

“Of course. Hope you’ve got my bed sorted.” Erica gave a fake growl and warned, “I’m not sleeping on the floor.”

Isabella snickered. “No, got one of the spare bedrooms arranged for you, but there’re just so many damn boxes to empty and pack away.”

Erica pushed her plate aside. “Seen anything of Peter?”

Sickened, Isabella glared at her friend. “Why the hell would I ever want to see that creep again?” 

“Just wondered.”

“No.”

Erica looked at her and speculated, “I don’t think he’s ever gotten over getting the short end of the stick in the divorce.”

“Yeah, well, I could have done without his dramatics. Bad enough we lived separate lives in different countries for eight years, but when he was short of money, he decided he still loved me.”

“Honestly, he really was stupid, sending you those threatening emails when you refused to give him anything. Then those couple of times he hit you. Heaven knows, why he thought abusing you would get him money is beyond me. I’m so glad you got that restraining order on him.” 

Erica chuckled. “Remember the day he came into that gallery opening with all those flowers declaring you were the only woman he ever loved and how he wanted another chance to make the marriage work?”

Isabella closed her eyes briefly, embarrassed at the memory. “Don’t remind me. Why he broke the order not to come near me, I’ll never know. But it did make the front page when I told him to get lost. He threw the flowers all over the mayor, who unluckily happened to be standing alongside when Peter made his stupid declaration.”

“But it was funny.” Erica had an enormous smile on her face, remembering the day. “Pity they didn’t get a picture of him being taken away, yelling abuse—and in handcuffs.”

“I don’t think anyone expected he’d hit me after throwing the flowers. I know I didn’t. The photographers were too busy taking pictures of the mayor decorated in roses to notice.”

“Crazy when he knew you had that restraining order on him. He must have thought if he gave you flowers and declared his love in front of the bigwigs, you’d turn all mushy.”

“He’s a fool.” Isabella’s voice filled with anger at the thought.

“It certainly didn’t help his case during the divorce.”

Isabella finally laughed. “He never did have much of a brain.”

“No, he’s one of those guys whose brain is in their dick, and they talk with their fists. Beats me why you stayed married to him for that long.”

“He only married me for my money. We were actually together less than seven months all told, only married for three. Then we’d been separated eight years. I really should have divorced him earlier but we were in different countries and I simply never bothered. To be honest, I’d forgotten about him, and I had no intention of ever marrying again.”

Erica nodded.

“Guess I understand. Out of sight, out of mind, until he discovered you were still making lots of money modelling.”

“Yes. He thought he was going to get millions in settlement. Instead, he got a big fat zero and six months of community service for the assaults. So why did you ask if I’d seen him, Erica?”

“He’s back in town.”

“I doubt he’d contact me. I made it very plain twelve years ago, when the divorce was finalized, I never wanted to see him again.”

“Yes, but he knows you were once a soft touch for money and I heard on the grapevine he’s skint. Someone said he owes big time to some bookies.”

“Hell, I wouldn’t give him one penny!”

“Well, I’ve warned you he’s around. Just in case.”

“Erica, he wouldn’t be stupid enough to approach me. On top of that, if he got angry and physically assaulted me again, he knows this time he’d end up in gaol, even though the restraining order has long lapsed.”

The two women accepted coffee from their waiter. Isabella pushed all thoughts of her crazy ex-husband from her mind. The perfect weather was too nice to dwell on the fool. It was an amazing autumn day when the sun shone brightly, warming Isabella as she relaxed.

“I’d better get back to the office. You still coming to Jake’s birthday party at his gallery on Saturday, Issie?”

“Yes, I’ll be there. I’ve booked a room at the Shangri-La hotel so I don’t have to drive home.”

“Good idea, although you know you could have stayed at my place.”

“I know, but you have all those meetings, this just makes it easier for us.”

“True. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”

“Bye, Erica.”

The two women stood and kissed good-bye. Isabella watched her friend walk away and then headed off to her car. The drive home took her two hours, spending half of it trying to get through the city traffic. It had been great to catch up with Erica but she wasn’t used to this long drive. After garaging the car, Isabella walked into the studio. The foreman spotted her and came over.

“Afternoon, Miss Coburn, almost finished.”

“It looks amazing.”

“We’ll be out of your hair Friday, and then it’s all yours.”

“Thanks, Marvin. I know how fast you’ve got this done for me and I really appreciate it.”

“Been a pleasure working with you. Do you want to check on those cabinets we’ve put in, and that big movable island? It’s quite wide.”

“Okay. I do need it wide, Marvin, but let’s check.”

The two walked over to a row of cabinets set against one wall. Isabella was pleased to see they had listened to her about the handles and not gone with something small. Next, she looked at the large island. It was perfect for her, telling Marvin so. There was a dais set near the windows where she could work directly from a model. A large, heavy-duty moveable easel with a tabletop to hold the clay was positioned alongside.

He directed her into the workshop beyond a wide doorway. Here Isabella would do the metal-chasing and welding on the piece before sending it back to the foundry for sand-blasting. She examined the room. Marvin had set up an area for her grinders with plenty of space, away from the welding area, with her enormous walk-in kiln easily accessible with a ramp, alongside a small kiln. She nodded her approval. Alongside was a smaller room where Isabella could store finished molds.

Walking back to the main entrance, the two shook hands and Isabella went into the house, confident everything was to her specifications. Next week she could get back into work having ordered a new batch of clay, due to arrive Tuesday.
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Late Saturday afternoon Isabella drove into the city once more. She and Erica had made short work of unpacking Thursday and had dined on pizza while watching a few girlie movies. Erica had left early Friday morning, leaving Isabella to take charge of the studio keys when the foreman closed the doors and declared the job finished mid-afternoon.

Leaving her car with the valet outside, Isabella signed in and took the elevator to the thirtieth floor. It pleased her to see her room was high enough to overlook the busy cityscape, spending a few moments looking out the window. 

The party wasn’t due to start until eight so she had plenty of time for a leisurely bath, then Isabella carefully dressed. She checked her reflection in the mirror, happy with what she saw. The black tea-length capped-sleeve dress with a lacy overlay looked lovely. She teamed it with silver strap stilettos and a silver clutch. Deciding to wear her long red hair in a braid fastened by a large silver clasp, she gave a little twirl, satisfied with the results. Throwing a thick Spanish shawl around her shoulders, she put her glasses, wallet, door key-card, and cell in her clutch. Then Isabella picked up a heavy, wrapped parcel, heading downstairs to grab a cab. 

Isabella normally avoided affairs like this, but Jake Rose owned the upmarket gallery and she’d often held exhibitions here. Jake, turning seventy, was a well-known patron of the arts, with a lot of clout in the art world. He was a lovely, dear friend who’d been in the art world since his late teens. Everyone knew a word from him could make or break an artist. Isabella was thankful he admired her and coveted her work.

Arriving at the venue, Isabella gave an inward groan—everybody and his dog, plus a few extras were there. She wished she could jump back in the cab and leave, but instead slapped on a smile and entered. These gatherings always seemed so fake. 

Pushing her way through the crowded rooms, she finally found Jake talking with a couple of Japanese businessmen who she knew had bought a few Leigh Price pieces. Jake wore some sort of flowing kaftan—bright yellow and green, one arm loaded down with multiple, jingling, gold bracelets and chains. He always wore outlandish clothes which somehow made him even larger than life When the three saw her, they greeted her with hugs and bows.

“Ah, sweet Isabella. You make an old man positively happy when I see your beautiful visage floating through the room.”

He gave her the traditional French faire la bise, the salutatory kiss on each cheek.

“You do have a way to charm the hind leg off a dog, Jake.”

She handed over her present for Jake.

“Juste pour moi?” 

She nodded. He gave a shout of delight when he unwrapped the gift. Inside was a small clay-fired bust of him. Although he knew she and Leigh Price were one and the same, he’d always kept her secret. Tonight he seemed genuinely pleased with the present.

“Look!” he shouted for everyone’s attention. “Look what this gorgeous creature has bestowed on moi. C’est moi. Regarde.”

He held the bust aloft as if it were a prize and Isabella felt she was on exhibit as well as the gift. People clustered around, trying to win kudos with Jake as they fawned over him and the bust. As quickly as possible Isabella shrank off, searching for Erica, finding her friend chatting to a stranger. 

Appearing to be in his mid-fifties, tall, slightly overweight, he had rather attractive features. Dark grey hair and eyes to match, he and Erica appeared to be getting along well. In fact, it surprised her when Erica tittered sweetly, laying a hand on his arm. She seemed to be turning on a lot of charm and he had her full attention. Isabella tapped her on the shoulder and Erica turned.

“Isabella, hi!”

She gave Isabella a cheek kiss, then introduced them.

“Isabella, this is Mark Holland. Mark, this is my very best friend, Isabella Coburn. We’ve been friends since we were nineteen.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

They shook hands as Erica told Isabella, “Mark is Gabriel Milford’s agent. Remember I told you about him the other day.”

Isabella was puzzled for a moment, trying to recall the name. Then Erica smiled so innocently and said, “Remember? He’s the artist who’s looking for a nude, plus-sized model.”

“Oh.” Isabella glared pointedly at her friend before continuing in a rather stilted voice, “Yes, I remember now.”

Turning to Mark, Erica said, “Isabella used to be a nude artist’s model but gave it up years ago.”

Now self-conscious under Mark’s sudden in-depth gaze. Isabella needed to head off where this was going.

“That’s right, but I haven’t done any for too many years. I just wouldn’t have the stamina, flexibility, or time.”

Erica tutted. “Don’t be ridiculous, Isabella. You still do yoga every day.”

“I have to say, Isabella, you’re exactly what my client is looking for. I do wish you’d reconsider,” Mark said wistfully.

The arrival of two of Erica’s most popular female models saved Isabella from further comment. They immediately gushed over Erica and wheedled an introduction to Mark. Both had a reputation for male conquest and it appeared they had marked Mark as their next target. Isabella took the opportunity to mumble a few indistinct words then moved away before anything else was said about her modeling. Now angry with Erica for trying to manipulate her into accepting the commission, she wandered over to the buffet table.

Isabella helped herself to a plate of finger foods and a glass of white wine. Unable to find anywhere to sit, she walked to the garden area where one of her sculptures was on permanent display. After settling on the small brick wall dividing the garden from a water feature, Isabella glanced at the time. 

Damn! She’d have to stay at least another hour before she could make her escape. Isabella took to studying the passing parade. Normally, she enjoyed watching people. Often it gave her ideas for a new piece but tonight was too crowded. 

People jostled against each other. Most were there merely to improve their social standing or obtain work. The cacophony of everyone talking over each other invaded her ears. False laughter echoed to where she sat. There was so much perfume worn by the guests, it had begun seeping everywhere—cloying and sickly sweet. The makings of a headache began to niggle.

“Excuse me, do you mind if I share your wall?”

She looked over. Mark Holland had approached from behind and waited for her answer. Isabella held back a moan of dismay, trying to act polite.

“No, please do.”

He sat alongside her, a plate and glass of wine in his hands.

“I’m sorry about before. I know Erica has been trying to get you to accept the assignment.”

Wearily, she answered, “Look, as I said, I’m no longer in the game.”

“I wasn’t lying when I said you were what I was looking for.” He looked slightly embarrassed. “I wonder if you’d at least come down and talk with Gabriel.”

She turned slightly, facing him. “But why? I’ve said no.”

“I don’t know.” He grinned and cocked his head to one side. “Maybe the fresh country air might change your mind.” 

Isabella immediately saw just how attractive he was. She could understand why Erica had appeared to like him immediately. There was something playful—open and inviting, about him. 

“I’ve been trying to place you. I was sure I knew the face and I’ve just realized who you are, or rather who you were. You were ‘Issie’. I remember you were in high demand and still considered one of the best artist’s models in the business!”

She groaned. 

“I’m sorry, Isabella,” he continued, “but I wish there was some way I could tempt you.”

“I doubt it.” Isabella smiled. “To be honest, I just don’t think I could hold poses anymore.”

“Is that the only reason?”

She shrugged. “I haven’t even considered modelling for a long time. I’ve been very busy. The last time I worked in the field was almost fourteen years ago. It was only when Erica started talking about it the other day that I even thought of it.”

“Well, if you do change your mind, will you let me know? Gabriel is desperate to find someone. He’s been asked to do a piece for a large upcoming exhibition at the Tate on sex and the female form.”

Surprised, Isabella said, “They asked him to paint something? Wow, that’s an honour.”

“I know. The exhibition is bringing pieces in from all over the world but he’s been asked to do something special, sort of the central piece linking the whole exhibit. It’s due in the middle of May so he’s got almost seven months before the exhibition opens.”

Despite herself, Isabella felt a stirring of interest. “What style of painting does he do?”

“Mainly nudes, works in oils. I guess traditional with a slight modern twist. Usually paints on very large canvases.”

Before Isabella could reply, she saw Erica bearing down on them with a large foreign-looking man of about seventy in tow.

“There you are, Isabella! Come, come! I want to introduce you to Señor Vargas.”

Mark stood and said good-bye, adding, “Please rethink your decision.”

Standing, she shook hands with him and smiled, before being introduced to Señor Vargas. In broken English, he told her he had just seen Leigh Price’s grouping at the insurance company and wondered if Señor Price would consider a commission from him. 

Erica winked at Isabella. “Señor Vargas happened to mention liking the figures and I told him you were Leigh Price’s agent, Isabella, and he demanded I introduce you.”

Erica then left the two of them to talk. Señor Vargas wanted a male nude on a bull for his building in Seville, a sculpture for the front plaza. His real estate and investment company was called Tori Negro. He wanted something arresting for the place. 

“Building she no finish long time but want for Señor Price to make statue.”

“Thank you, Señor. I’m sure he would consider it an honor. Can you tell me more of what you actually want?”

He laughed, shaking his head. “English speak no good.” 

The following conversation was confusing but she got the general idea of what he was interested in.

“We speak next week. Um ... daughter’s office here.” Señor Vargas pulled out a business card. “Have daughter speak good.”

Isabella smiled warmly and agreed. 

“You talk me lunes um ... Monday. We take comida?” 

He mimed eating and Isabella said, “Lunch?” He nodded. “Thank you, that would be lovely, Señor.”

He handed over the card and asked, “Twelve?”

Isabella agreed and they parted, leaving her excited. A new commission always made her want to hug herself. She’d do a few rough sketches to take to the meeting. Also, the commission would solve her problem about modeling. Now she could honestly say she didn’t have time.

She’d almost agreed when she heard it was for the Tate. Isabella had been thinking it was just for some minor art work, but if this Gabriel person had been invited for a Tate exhibition, then he was obviously someone with a very good art pedigree. 

She decided to escape and return to the hotel, her headache now more than a slight niggle. Searching inside, Isabella found Erica helping herself to dessert from the buffet. 

“Are you going, Issie?”

“Yes, I hate these things. If it hadn’t been for Jake I wouldn’t have come. But guess what?”

She proceeded to tell Erica about the offer of a commission from Señor Vargas. Erica pulled a face.

“Damn, I was really hoping you’d take the modelling job. I was sure I could talk you into it.”

Laughing, Isabella shook her head. “Can’t now.”

“Hey, does that mean you were considering it?”

“Maybe.”

“Double damn!” Laughing, she kissed Isabella good-bye. “Make sure you let me know if you get the commission.”

“I’ll ring you after lunch on Monday and tell you.”

“Perfect.”
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Chapter Four
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Isabella was able to extend her stay by an extra day at the Shangri-La rather than drive home. Sunday morning, she bought a sketchbook, eraser, and a couple of pencils, spending Sunday afternoon sketching out ideas for the bull statue. She wasn’t exactly sure what Señor Vargas wanted but could easily give him a few ideas to look at. Her sketching wasn’t perfect but it would give the man some direction. 

Taking her sketchbook to the Monday lunchtime meeting, she was delighted to meet Señor Vargas’ daughter, Antonia. She appeared about forty-five, a very attractive woman with dark brown hair and dark brown eyes that seemed to sparkle. The meal was relaxed and most enjoyable. 

After dessert, while they had coffee, she asked Antonia, “Can you explain to your father I’m not the agent for Leigh Price. It’s me. I’m Leigh.”

Antonia translated for her father. He stared at her in wonder, but puzzled.

“My father asks if it is you who makes the sculptures?”

“Yes. I work under that name but I’d appreciate it if you both didn’t make it known ‘Leigh’ and ‘Isabella’ are one and the same.”

Señor Vargas tapped his index finger to his nose a few times and grinned. “Is our secreto.”

She thanked him, and then handed over her sketch book to discuss. Señor Vargas opened it and then clapped his hands in delight. He wanted a few changes on one that struck his fancy, finally agreeing when Isabella roughly sketched his requests.

Now a nude male would lie lengthways with his back against the bull’s back, the head near the bull’s neck. His arms would dangle down as if he were unconscious or dead. Señor Vargas was against bullfighting and wanted it to be a mute statement. He wanted it to be the reverse of the bull dying, with the injured, unconscious matador triumphantly carried from the arena by the bull.

When she asked for a date they would like the piece finished, Isabella discovered the plans had been approved, with the building only now due to start. She groaned inwardly.

Señor Vargas fired off a rapid speech in Spanish to his daughter who then told Isabella, “It’s estimated the entire building will be completed in approximately two to two and a half years. My father intends the plaza out front where the bull would go, will be finished well before the inside of the building. Earlier than two years. Will you still accept the commission?”

As far as Isabella was concerned, a commission was a commission, and this one looked interesting. She could work at her leisure and still be able to accept other commissions that took her fancy.

“Yes, of course.”

Señor Vargas smiled delightedly and then they got down to discussing price. Because the statue would have to be transported in two pieces to Spain and Isabella would need to be there to join then install the piece. The cost would be high but the man seemed quite happy to pay whatever she wanted. Jokingly Isabella said two and three-quarter million. Señor Vargas didn’t even blink. 

He gave a broad smile and replied through Antonia, “If that is the complete price including transportation and installation, my father would be happy to pay.”

Isabella’s heart raced. She managed to say, “Yes, it would be.”

“Then you have the contract.”

They shook hands and Isabella told Antonia a contract would be drawn up soon. She explained about the “nondisclosure clause” regarding her name. Once signed, Señor Vargas would have to pay a non-refundable deposit covering the cost of all the materials Isabella would have to buy. Then Isabella explained payments would be made at various stages along the way until the final installation payment. 

“Is good. Contract now?”

Señor Vargas wanted the contract drawn up immediately and would deposit the initial amount as soon as he signed. Isabella had the impression he worried she may change her mind. 

“I’ll get it to your office by the end of the week.”

“Ah, gracias.”

“I’ll be sending progress pictures all the way through the procedure. You’d be welcome to come to my studio at any time to study the piece. Just let your father know that once the final clay models are fired, there can be no more changes.”

Another rapid-fire Spanish conversation between father and daughter followed. Señor Vargas grinned in delight once again.

“My father is very happy with that arrangement.”

“Perfect.”

After handshakes all round, Isabella left in high spirits. Normally with a commission this size, she’d allow six to ten months but now she had around twenty. On the drive home, she rang Erica. 

“I can’t believe he agreed to the price. I was actually joking and thought we’d get down to some hard bargaining.”

“He obviously wanted you to do the piece regardless.”

“I almost forgot to breathe when he accepted, my heart went crazy!” 

“I looked him up and he’s filthy rich. His company is the most successful real estate one in Spain. Owns lots of houses scattered through Spain and France. He has an apartment in London, too, near the office where the daughter is in charge. She’s some big-time investment broker.”

“Well, that’s good to know. I told him there has to be a nonrefundable payment made before I start and then progress ones. He wants to sign the contract now and give me the first payment.”

“Now that’s great news. So you said it’s a bull?”

“Yes, with a naked man stretched across its back. I have no idea where to find a bull to take photographs and do some sketches. Thank goodness I now live in the country. I guess some of the farms around me might have bulls. I’ve definitely seen plenty of milk cows but can’t recall any bulls.”

“I’ll ask around, too. I seem to recall someone said something about a farm recently but I can’t think of who at the moment.”

“Wonder where on earth do you find bulls?” 

“Don’t forget you’ll need a model for the male as well, Issie.”

“Yes, I know. Have to go through your books and see who jumps out at me. I’ve got an image in my mind. Lithe, muscularly athletic, rather than big thick muscles.”

“There’s plenty of cute young things on my books.” Isabella could hear the laughter in Erica’s voice.

“I have oodles of time so I’ll work on the bull first then sort out the figure.”

“Well, if I find any bulls I’ll let you know.” Erica giggled. “I know where there’s plenty of bullshit, just need to find the bull that dropped it.”

“Oh, very funny. I’ll talk to you soon. Bye.”

“Bye. Hey, now you’ll have plenty of time to do the modelling gig.”

Erica hung up quickly before Isabella could react.
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​Chapter Five
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“So I found you some bulls,” Erica chirped down the phone.

“You did? That’s great, Erica. I went to the farm near me but they only have cows, it’s a dairy. The farmer wasn’t helpful, said I need to find a cattle ranch or a stud farm. So is it far away from me?”

“Actually, no. It’s about a thirty-minute drive. It’s a stud farm so they have a number of bulls.”

Excited, Isabella wanted to know all about them.

“They told me they have black Herefords and Angus when I rang. And guess what? You’re going to love this. The owner told me there’s a place a few kilometres away from the stud farm and they have a Miura bull, which apparently is one of the breeds used in bullfighting.”

“You’re joking? Oh Erica, that’s wonderful!” Now excited, Isabella asked, “When can I see them?”

“Whenever you like. The ones on the stud can be viewed by appointment.”

“Can you give me all the details so I can make arrangements to see them?”

“Sure. The stud owner sounded really nice, very friendly.”

“That’s good.”

“Um ... yes, the stud.” Isabella noticed Erica’s voice change as she said, “I’ll text you the details.”

“But what about the bullfighting one?”

Evasively, Erica replied, “You’ll need to speak with the owner.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Erica huffed down the phone.

“It’s like this. It was Mark Holland who had said something about a farm. I remember him saying he knew someone with a bull and had spoken with the stud farm owner about how to care for it. Not sure how we actually got into that conversation, something about living in the country. But anyway I rang to ask him the name of the stud.

“When I phoned the farm, the stud owner gave me the name of the bull owner when I asked if he knew. Well, um ... Gabriel Milford just happens to own the bull.” Erica went on quickly before Isabella could add a retort. “Apparently, he rescued it when he was in Spain on some painting thing. Got it shipped back here. So I called Mark back and mentioned about your search for bulls. I didn’t say why, just that you were looking to take some photos of bulls.”

Exasperated, Isabella groaned. “Oh no, Erica. You didn’t, please tell me you didn’t.”

“Honestly, I just said you’d speak with the artist in return for letting you see the bull. I never said a word about modelling.”

“Argh. Erica!”

Furious with her friend, as if she’d conspired against Isabella to get her to model. 

“I wasn’t to know, Issie. Let’s face it, who has a frickin’ bull for a pet?” Erica sounded surprised as well as embarrassed.

Isabella counted ten silently before replying. “Okay, I guess you’re right, but all the same.”

“Look, all you have to do is speak to the man, that’s it. I said you needed to photograph a Spanish bull. Mark suggested you simply speak to Gabriel, nothing else. Said the guy is nuts over the bull and always wants to vet whoever sees it.”

Still fuming, Isabella said, “I don’t like this, Erica. I’ll speak to him, but I don’t like it one bit!”

“I’ll give you Mark’s number and you can work it out between you.”

Isabella merely growled and hung up. She wanted to throw the phone across the room. She knew Erica hadn’t intentionally put her on the spot but now she was stuck. She understood, from a brief search online, she’d need a bull with horns to get the proportions and anatomy right. Unfortunately, that was when she discovered that apparently not all bulls have horns.

Do Herefords and Angus have horns? she wondered.

Quickly logging onto her computer, Isabella discovered Angus didn’t, and nowadays most Herefords bred were Poll Herefords, meaning they didn’t have horns.

“Bugger! I’m on the horns of a dilemma.” She giggled then sobered. 

Isabella rang the stud farm and discovered both breeds he had were polled—hornless. She thanked the man on the other end of the phone after explaining who she was and why she was enquiring. He told her she was welcome to visit anytime, just give them a heads-up before she arrived. 

Well, she thought, that’s that. Looked like she’d have to speak with Mark. Isabella’s habit of talking aloud made her snap, “I have to take this bloody bull by the horns and ring.” 

Before she could change her mind, she called Mark. “Hi, Mark. It’s Isabella Coburn. We met on Saturday night.” 

“Isabella, hi! How are you?”

“Fine. I know Erica spoke to you about bulls and I know your artist friend has one. I’m still not interested in the modelling job but suppose I have to meet up with him in order to get permission to see the bull and get some photos.”

“I understand, Isabella. Let me say first of all you’re under no obligation. I promise you that. I do understand you’re definitely not interested. Let me contact Gabriel and I’ll ring you back.”

Isabella gave him her phone number then waited. About half an hour later, Mark called her back.

“Hi, Isabella. I’ve spoken to Gabriel. Rest assured I didn’t tell him you were a model. I just mentioned the bull. Being rather stupid over the damn thing, he demanded he meet whoever wanted to see it first. Basically if he doesn’t like you, you don’t get to see the bull. So if you’re willing to at least meet him then I’m happy.”

“Well, give me your address and I’ll come out there this afternoon, if that’s possible.”

“No use coming to mine, no bulls here.” She could hear the laughter in his voice as he added, “But I’ll give you Gabriel’s address and meet you there about two.”

“Okay.”

Reluctantly, Isabella wrote down the address, discovering it was very close to her. She spent the morning in her studio. Now it looked clean and tidy, but she knew within a few weeks, it would be the usual organized chaos she tended to work in. Her clay had been delivered on time. At least in this studio she had a designated area for clay without it infringing on precious space. 

After a light lunch, Isabella stood looking in her wardrobe. She decided jeans and a long-sleeved tunic shirt would be the best things to wear. When she stripped down to her bra and panties to change, she giggled. Just for the fun of it, she tried a few simple model poses and held them for five minutes.

First she stood, one arm on her hip, one leg bent. Next a more twisted pose—her body rotated at the hips, one arm across her body with her hand on her shoulder, the other on her head.

“Okay, they were fine. Let’s try something a little harder.”

She draped herself over the blanket box at the end of her bed and counted slowly to three hundred. Feeling okay, she counted another two hundred before standing and shaking out her kinks.

“Mm, about eight minutes. Could I?”

Probably. It would really depend on the pose. Her yoga regime had kept her very flexible. Then she berated herself for even considering it. I have a commission to work on. 

But you wouldn’t need to start it for a while, a little voice reminded her. 

Plaiting her long thick hair into a single braid, Isabella dressed in her jeans and the dark green shirt then headed downstairs and into the bright and cheery kitchen. She’d always wanted to move back to the country, having grown up on a farm although her parents had moved a couple of years ago. Now she’d bought this delightful old house—a sprawling two-story farmhouse. 

She’d fallen in love with its charming cobblestoned yard with the outbuildings, the main house with lovely mullion windows with a slate roof. The buildings made from natural stone and rendered wall, believed to be from the middle of the nineteenth century. She loved the elegant balustrade staircase to the first floor. 

The two outbuildings were close enough to the main house so she’d added a covered walkway to the one now converted to her studio, using the other as her garage. There was also an annex, actually a fully self-contained house.

Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined living on such a large and spacious property. Granted, she now had a mortgage. But with wise investments, it wasn’t large and now she had this bull commission she should be able to pay off a large chunk. All in all, she was very happy to be finally living here.

Isabella consulted Google Maps and discovered it would only take her fifteen minutes to reach this artist’s place. Gathering up her roomy camera bag, she dropped in her mobile phone, glasses, and wallet. She picked up her sketchpad and pencil case, and then went out to her car and began the trip. Feeling apprehensive as she drove, Isabella wondered how this would go. What if this Gabriel man was so besotted with the damn bull and decided she couldn’t photograph it? 

Following the car’s navigation system, she arrived at her destination.

“Oh wow! That’s one fabulous place.”

She drove in through the wide stone gates and along a graveled road toward the house. Isabella drove like a snail, trying to take in the buildings. To her left was a separate large building built in similar style to the main house. To her right was the huge main house—a lovely three-story red-brick building with a pitched, clay-tiled roof. An old wisteria bush covered part of the ground floor, adding to the charm. 

Ahead she saw Mark standing in a large graveled courtyard with an area for plenty of car parking as well as a large circular patch of grass in the center. Mark pointed to where a sedan was parked. Isabella drove past the house, into the courtyard, and pulled in alongside the car. She got out, leaving her things inside until she knew if she had permission to see the bull.

“Isabella. Hi, how are you?” Mark said as he shook her hand.

“Hello, Mark. I’m well.”

“I haven’t been able to get onto Gabriel again. He’s obviously back in the studio, hardly ever bothers to take a phone or turn one on when he’s in there. Come on.”

Mark led the way past several outbuildings to a narrow laneway on the left. In front of her a large tree with a seat underneath offering shade and a pleasant view. The main house continued on the right before turning to the left in front of her, Mark telling her this huge building was originally detached from the main house but a previous owner had connected it. Gabriel now used it as his studio. A path from the tree and a pretty garden led up to the studio door.

“Okay, this is his domain.” Mark glanced at Isabella and warned, “Block your ears. He’s probably got the music up loud.”

Mark opened a large door and the sound of Beethoven’s 9th bombarded the senses. Not only could she hear it, but she felt it. With Isabella following Mark, they walked down a corridor and into the main studio. It was huge and Isabella felt a twinge of envy as Mark walked over and turned off a stereo system, then beckoned her. Isabella could see the back view of a tall man as he stood, a paintbrush in hand, staring at an enormous canvas in front of him. Isabella couldn’t help but admire the view of him. A tight t-shirt showed off a very masculine back. His mid-brown hair pulled into a messy bun on top of his head.

“Hey, Gabriel.”

Without turning, the man replied, “What, Mark? Turn my music back on.”

“I’ve brought someone to meet you. This is Isabella Coburn.”

The man turned and Isabella couldn’t help her quick intake of breath. He was drop-dead gorgeous. The paint-stained tee he wore fitted him so well, emphasizing his physique, his jeans hung low on his hips, and one arm was covered in tattoos. Tall and lithe, he looked to be in his late forties or fifty. Isabella hadn’t felt this sort of instant attraction for a man since she was nineteen. She actually felt a tightness in her tummy.

But it was his face that arrested her attention most, as he walked toward her and Mark. Deep blue eyes actually bored into her. A close-cropped beard and moustache gave him a sexy look. She blushed under his scrutiny. He actually walked around her, then he stopped directly in front, invading her space and peering into her face. Isabella noticed a streak of paint on his nose tip and resisted the urge to rub it off with her fingers. She wanted to touch the stubble on his face and run her fingers across his cheeks.

“She’s perfect.” 

Isabella, now tongue-tied as he continued to stare at her, was becoming aroused by the intense look he gave her. She breathed deeply and the scent of him filled her nose—turpentine foremost, but then a spicy male scent that had her clenching her legs tightly together. 

Oh my god, I want this man! 

The idea stunned her. For the first time since forever, she actually desired someone. No, that was wrong. This was more than just desire. This was a longing, a necessity. What was happening to her?

“Strip off. I’d like to see you naked.”

“Uh!” 

Isabella staggered backward as his words shook her from her sexy thoughts. She knew her eyes widened as she glared at the man in front of her then, frowning, she turned to Mark, who had immediately begun waving his hands.

“No. No, Gabriel. You’ve got it wrong,” he almost shouted. “This is the woman who wants to see Ferdinand. Remember I told you this morning and you said you wanted to meet her first.”

Gabriel didn’t answer for a few seconds, still staring at Isabella. She held her breath until Gabriel finally turned away and looked at Mark. ​

Isabella was angry with herself for getting excited. Now, both relieved and disappointed she was no longer the subject of that direct stare, Isabella exhaled loudly. But her chaotic thoughts had her reeling.

Puzzled, Gabriel cocked his head as he asked Mark, “Ferdinand?”

“Yes. Remember we talked about it and you said you needed to speak with the woman first. Well, Miss Coburn is the woman.”

His intense gaze turned back to Isabella. She felt the full force of his eyes again but now it brought long hidden desires into her mind. She attempted to push them away as his pupils dilated. No matter how hard she tried all, she could think of was this man’s strong hand on her ass, her hands tied above her, while he whispered erotically in her ear. Her face suffused with blood as a blush rushed upward.

“You want to photograph my bull?” he demanded.

Isabella swallowed, trying to pull her thoughts back to the conversation but even though she managed to speak, she kept imagining his hands on her naked body. 

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, I would.”

“No.”

“What?” 

“You can’t.”

Isabella pleaded with Mark for his help with her gaze.

“What gives, Gabriel? Surely it won’t hurt.”

Gabriel turned away and walked back to his canvas, ignoring them both. Mark shook his head and walked close to Isabella.

“Leave it with me,” he whispered. “Just wait over there.”

He pointed to the other side of the studio and Isabella walked unsteadily across. Touching her face, feeling the heat from her blush, almost wrung out, drained, as if she’d just had an amazing orgasm. She glanced around while getting herself under control. There were lots of canvases stacked haphazardly as well as a few more hung on the long wall. She gave them a casual glimpse then did a double take. 

She knew this work. 

It had always sung to her whenever she’d seen it. But the artist’s signature was Archangel. Surely this rude, but very attractive man wasn’t the amazingly talented Archangel? She looked back across the studio to where the two men were speaking. Mark shook his head and turned, walking back to her. Gabriel shouted over his shoulder.
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