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SMOKE ROSE STRAIGHT as a poker, casting shadows on the altar. It seemed to the young man kneeling before it that the deity moved: an almost life-sized figure, awesome in its barbaric power, with a bearded face, a head sprouting horns and a bare, muscular torso. The hips and hairy legs were that of a goat with an enormous, erect phallus. The great god Pan in all his glory promised wealth and fertility.

'Give me what I pray for,' the man begged. 'I have my title, this house and estate, a lineage that goes back generations, but I need the insurance that this will continue. I want to devote my life to pleasure. You have heeded me ever since I discovered this shrine. In return, I have given you virgins' blood. Many a girl has surrendered her maidenhead to me, not only for my satisfaction, but as a gift to you. Tonight will be no exception.'

It seemed that the god smiled sardonically, and he thought he heard him whisper, 'You're a devout worshipper, Lord Sebastian. I enjoy the little blossoms you ravish, and marvel at their simplicity. They believe it when you say that you love them and will make them mistress of Daubeney Manor.'

Sebastian felt no qualm of conscience. He admitted that he was totally selfish and used everyone for his own gain, avid in the pursuit of pleasure, exploring unusual byways and draining sensuality to the dregs. He was proud of his reputation as one of the most dissolute rakes in the whole of eighteenth century London. Handsome, charismatic, there was no shortage of women, or men, eager to accept his invitations to riotous orgies held in his magnificent grounds.

He had inherited shortly after returning from the Grand Tour of Europe, an educational trip to which every youth of substance was despatched. Impressed by the Palladian architecture of Italy, he had built a mock-ruined folly. When digging out a grotto beneath it he had chanced upon this hidden site. Keeping its existence to himself, he had studied the rare and valuable books on mythology that graced the shelves in his library and became certain that the god was Pan, and the temple constructed by a Roman general after the occupation of Britain. There was evidence many years later, that the manor had been built on the site of a villa.

Hungry for knowledge, Sebastian could have been a star pupil at university had this not coincided with his lust for sexual gratification. Never one for the teachings of the Christian Church, pagan gods and goddesses were much more to his taste, and he guarded this shrine jealously, restoring it without aid, wanting no one else to be aware of its existence. Even at moments like this, when his cronies were in the adjoining grotto indulging in an access of wine and fornication, he was making obeisance to Pan.

He unfastened his breeches and released his penis, rubbing it until it started to swell. He continued to masturbate, recalling how Pan was reputed to have taught the young shepherds to do the same as they tended their flocks in the Grecian landscape. He watched his appendage grow, stretching the foreskin back from the shiny red helm, a drop of dew hanging from its single eye. The sight enflamed him and he could feel the need to spurt becoming more and more urgent. He delicately smoothed the fluid over the end and pleasure coursed through him. He stopped just in time, allowing the fire to die down. He must save it for the virgin who awaited him.

Still exposed, he pushed aside the crimson velvet curtain that draped the entrance and let himself through the cleverly concealed door and into the passage beyond. The voices became louder, laughter and shouts rising above the sound of violin and harpsichord. Sebastian unlocked another door and paused, a cynical smile lifting his lips as he perused the scene. A dozen or so men and woman in all stages of undress sat or sprawled on couches, though some staggered about the finely appointed cave that lay beneath the folly.

The walls were draped in red and black, and hung with paintings of rural scenes where bacchante and satyrs romped in the woods, each graphic in its representation of carnality. It was a perfect venue for wild parties, and Sebastian had taken full advantage of it.

And there was the hapless virgin with whom he could do as he willed.

She stood between two hefty guards, a slender figure in white, head lowered, her long blonde hair falling across her breasts. The rowdy group became silent as Sebastian approached her. He reached out and placed a finger under her chin, raising her face to his.

'My lord.' Her expression was one of relief, her wide blue eyes filled with adoration.

'Bethan. How lovely you are.' His voice was deep, caressing, and she swayed towards him.

'You do me too much honour, sir. I can hardly believe that you have chosen me: out of all the ladies you could have asked to be your wife.'

The hush was almost tangible, then a peal of raucous laughter broke out as he said, 'You are right to think that, my dear. Did you really believe that a chambermaid could become Lady Bartram?'

'But you said... promised... that if I came here tonight, you would announce our betrothal.'

'She is absolutely delightful, Sebastian,' one rakish fop exclaimed, running a hand over her curves. 'Such sport, my friend. May we all have a poke at her, once you've done the de-flowering?'

'You may, Rodger. I shall have finished with her then.' Rodger laughed. 'You will have done all the hard work, leaving her nicely moistened. Maybe even eager for more.'

She shrank back but was restrained by the hefty henchmen. 'My lord, if you don't want me, then let me go!'

'Too late, sweetheart. Your reputation is already tarnished. You must do as I say if you wish to remain in service here, or else you'll be turned out with no reference and nowhere to live.' He jerked his head towards the guards. 'Strip her!'

She shrieked as they seized her flimsy garment and tore it off. Crouching, she tried to cover her breasts with one hand and her pubis with the other. The debauched crowd gathered round like hounds at the kill, and she was lifted and fastened face-down to a cross-piece, arms outstretched and wrists fettered by manacles attached to chains. Her legs were tethered and a spreader inserted at the ankles, keeping them apart. She was helpless and sobbing and Sebastian rejoiced at the sight.

His cronies were egging him on, bucks from town who shared his love of gambling, be it on horses, cards, anything on which they could bet, including cock-fighting and laying their money on the outcome of boxing matches. Sebastian owned a black slave who he had trained to be a prize-fighter, paying the man a pittance from the large sums he won for his owner. They were in privileged positions, frequenting the coffee houses and brothels, scions of noble families sowing their wild oats before finding a rich bride and settling down. Spoiled, indulged, always in debt and caring for nothing or nobody, they were Sebastian's companions for the time being, though he knew full well that should his fortunes fail, they would turn their backs on him.

They were accompanied by ladies of ill-repute who were happy to be kept in style, never anticipating marriage. Several catamites were in evidence. They had been brought along by those who preferred their own sex. Some wore female clothing, while others were manly, willing to fuck anyone who would pay generously for their services.

Sebastian's lust was roused to fever-pitch. Not only was Bethan desirable, but she was terrified. He was the centre of attention, ready to flaunt his prowess before an audience when he finally entered her. He fished in the pocket of his velvet jacket and took out a white, lace-edged handkerchief, then passed this to Rodger, along with the garment. He stuck out his right arm imperiously and one of the guards promptly placed a short, multi-tailed whip in his hand. The spectators reacted with hoots and cries and advice as to how to lay it across Bethan.

He nodded, and Rodger swept up her hair and pinned it to the top of her head. Her bare shoulders gleamed like alabaster, and Sebastian almost regretted marring such perfection, though his prick was rock-hard as he visualised doing so. He took up position, booted feet apart, legs spread in the tight fitting breeches, belled sleeves of his pristine shirt caught in at the wrists above a fall of lace, and his member jutting from the opening in his attire. Now was the moment he had been working towards.

He swung up his arm. The flogger hissed as he brought it down across Bethan's shoulders, resounding in unison with her first, agonised shriek. The audience whooped. Sebastian raised his arm again and treated her back to the lash. Bethan jerked against her restraints as it contacted her, leaving a trail of marks on the tender flesh that had never before known violence.

'My lord, have mercy!' she sobbed. 'I love you.'

'That is a foolish thing to do.' The whip struck her buttocks and Sebastian watched the reaction as they turned pink under the onslaught.

It was too much for his control. He flung it aside and ordered her release. She fell into his arms and he carried her to the couch that was positioned centre-stage. He lay her down amongst the silken cushions, aware of the crowd gathering around, but more conscious of her fork surmounted by golden floss, her vulnerability and his prick. He pushed her legs apart and knelt between them, guiding his weapon towards her virgin sex.

She struggled and kicked until two of those closest held her legs, then hoisted them up, one on each of Sebastian's shoulders. A couple of women gripped her arms, and he penetrated her, slowly at first, while she screamed and protested, and then with a hard thrust, burying his length in that untried orifice. She gave up fighting, collapsing like a rag-doll, the tears running back across her temples and into her hair. Sebastian withdrew momentarily, signalling for the handkerchief and then wiping the vaginal opening. Its pristine freshness now bore crimson stains.

Duty done, Sebastian abandoned himself to completing Bethan's violation. Propped on both taut arms, he drove his weapon into her with brute force while she writhed and cried out. Within half a dozen strokes, he reached his apogee, semen pumping from him to fill her channel. She lay still and silent, while he withdrew. He fastened his breeches and a servant helped him into his jacket.

'Can we use her now?' Roger's eyes shone with eagerness, his cock already at full stand.

'Do what you like?' Sebastian had lost interest.

He left them to it and went back the way he had come. The candles were burning down in front of Pan, and he imagined that the god was smiling in anticipation. Sebastian placed the blood-stained handkerchief before him and bowed, before returning to the ravished girl and his hedonistic companions.
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THERE WAS A MESSAGE on the Internet. 'Couldn't get through. Ring me. Urgent. Andrew.'

'Up yours!' Freya muttered, pressing Exit. 'Goddamn men. They all want to boss you around.'

'Surely not all.' Joan looked across at her, smiling, new to the combat zone and still retaining illusions.

'The majority, given half a chance.' Freya was in a bad mood, caused by another of that alien breed, her boyfriend, Carl, or rather her ex. They had been arguing all weekend and this had resulted in her kicking him out. No wonder she hadn't answered Andrew's calls.

The first thing she had seen on booting up the computer in her office, was his peremptory message. 'Bad timing,' she thought, but picked up the phone.

He answered straight away. 'Chalmers here. Oh, it's you, Freya. Where the hell were you? I've been trying to get hold of you since Friday.'

'I am permitted time off,' she reminded frostily, swivelling her operator's chair from side to side as she pictured him - longish brown hair, thin face, hazel eyes, an athletic frame. He was quite something.

'I know all that,' he snapped. 'But this is important.'

'What is?'

'I'll tell you if you give me a chance.'

'Calm down. Who has rattled your cage?' Although he was the head of department, this never stopped her talking straight.

'I want to get on with this new assignment. It sounds just up your street. You must have heard of Daubeney Manor?'

'Of course.' It was almost an insult to infer that she hadn't. There were no ancient buildings in the area that were unfamiliar to her.

'Well, we've got the chance to investigate it.' He brought this out as if he was offering her a treat which, in effect, he was. There was nothing she enjoyed more, apart from sex, than rooting around a site that reeked of history. Daubeney was one. British Heritage had been dying to let loose their experts on it.

'How so?'

'Come to my office and I'll explain.'

'OK. Be there in five.' She replaced the receiver in its cradle and turned to her colleague. 'Hold the fort for me, will you? Got to see Andrew.'

'Right you are.' Joan saluted smartly and went back to her screen, then added, 'Don't do him under the desk.'

'Would I?'

'Yes, especially if you've just had a spat with Carl.'

Did it show that much? Freya picked up her bag and notebook and paused in front of the mirror, deciding that she looked positively haggard. She regretted coming in that morning, could have rung with some excuse about a cold or headache. My God, she mourned. There's no disguising my age. Every year of twenty-five and then some. What is it some clever person once said? 'Love is a universal migraine.' That's it. No more romantic attachments for me. I'll stick to bricks and mortar.

The face staring back at her was pale with dark smudges under the eyes, surrounded by layered and high-lighted hair. She was a touch too thin, often forgetting to eat properly when caught up in an absorbing project. She remembered that she hadn't stopped for breakfast, eager to get out of the place that had once been a love-nest but had turned into a cage.

Would Carl come back? Probably not this time. Their affair had run its course and he was a player. She couldn't trust him and didn't intend to share him with half a dozen others. She was worth more than that.

She squared her narrow shoulders, straightened her spine and lifted her breasts, muttering, 'Tits to Jesus,' as she had learned during flamenco classes in Spain, then marched out of her office and headed along the passage towards Andrew's. A tap on his door and she was inside. He was standing by the window of the modern block, staring across the river below.

'Freya.' He turned and came towards her, hands outstretched.

The touch of his firm, warm fingers was momentarily comforting. Here was a man who made no secret of his admiration. She had warded him off, remaining faithful to Carl, a quite ridiculous situation considering how he had been spreading it around. Never could keep it in his trousers.

'Sorry, Andrew. I was busy all weekend.' To her horror she found that she wanted to cry.

'What's wrong? Carl been acting up?' It was impossible to pull the wool over Andrew's eyes. He didn't miss a trick.

She took a chair on the opposite side of his desk, as far away from him as possible, afraid that she'd crumble like custard if he touched her again or subjected her to his concerned gaze. Only then could she trust herself to answer. 'We've had a row. It doesn't matter. Tell me about this new job.'

He picked up a biro and spread out papers. 'I thought it would be just up your street. We've been wanting to get our hands on Daubeney Manor for yonks, but it's been empty. Now it has recently been sold to a writer named Maxwell Sinclair.'

'The authority on temples and old religions?'

'That's him.' Andrew steepled his fingertips together and regarded her over them. 'He's put in a planning application to extend, so we finally get to look over it.'

Although in the usual way Freya would have been raring to go, now her attention wandered and she mused on the possibility of ignoring Joan's warning, diving under the desk, unzipping Andrew's pants and giving him a blow-job. He shot her a sharp stare, almost as if he could read her mind. Had she been young and green, she might have blushed, but as it was, she said steadily, 'That sounds intriguing.'

'I thought you'd think so.'

'When do we start?'

'There are a few formalities to go through. He has already moved in. I'd like you to phone him and arrange a date for a visit.'

Mr Sinclair doesn't stand a hope in hell of preventing examination of the property, she decided inwardly, having seen Andrew in action before, a force to be reckoned with in the board room. Argumentative committees and county councillors collapsed under the blast of his dedicated determination that not a single stone of a building that he had taken under his wing should be disturbed without permission.

She reached across, saying, 'May I see?'

He pushed over a plan of the property and its surroundings. Her attention was immediately captured, all other considerations laid aside. She couldn't remember a time when she wasn't fascinated by old houses and history. It probably sprang from when she was a little girl and her father, a rock musician with a mop of hair and love of composing and playing, would bundle her into his car when he wasn't on tour, and take her out 'looking for ruins.' She had studied architecture at university and, on graduating, had applied for a post in the West of England, settling in the market town of Blackheath, where she had bought a house. Her father was dead and her mother, long divorced from him, had run off to America with the drummer from his band. Freya had no siblings and was virtually alone.

Daubeney Manor. She stared at the photographs and felt it to be familiar. But then, she often experienced this feeling when perusing documents. The pictures and diagrams showed it to be medieval with later additions. There was a lodge, towers and a walled-in courtyard, arrow slits and walkways, a rabbit warren of rooms, cellars and dungeons, all manner of delights to lift the heart of an historian.

'Well?'

She came to herself and found that Andrew was watching her. He had the kindest eyes, and they almost put her off the matter in hand. She got a grip and answered, 'Great. I've been dying to see this place.'

'We must make sure that his proposals don't damage too much of the historic fabric. Meanwhile, why don't you let me take you out to dinner tonight?'

This came as no surprise. Whereas before she had fobbed him off if their association had threatened to become something more than businesslike, now her anger against Carl made her think, to hell with him! And she smiled at Andrew and said, 'I'd love to.'

He shot her a quizzical glance. 'My, my, Carl certainly has upset your apple-cart, hasn't he? I should thank him for it.'

Freya didn't move as he stood up and walked over to her, stopping by her chair. She could smell him, a combination of fresh linen, warm flesh, body lotion and that indefinable something that the male seems to exude from his skin. He touched her forehead gently, and she leaned into him.

'Steady, girl,' she warned herself.

The room was isolated. No one was likely to interrupt them, but she was scared of jumping from the frying-pan into the fire. In her experience men were not to be trusted. She still yearned for Carl's arms around her, his lips on hers. Yet it was true that he no longer kissed her as he had done at the start of their affair, was more inclined to go straight for the kill, shooting his load, then rolling over and going to sleep. Andrew offered the hope of more.

He cradled her. She felt the hardness of his chest muscles under the white shirt, the slimness of his waist, the press of that as yet unexplored object that firmed out his crotch. It was too soon, and she knew it, placing her two hands against him, putting space between them. He let her go and stood back. 'I'll pick you up around seven-thirty. We can talk more about Daubeney Manor.'

––––––––
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BY FIVE-THIRTY FREYA was walking from her work to home, stopping at the supermarket on the way, to grab bread and a carton of milk. It was strange to become a singleton again, no longer catering for a partner, a state that she hadn't occupied for two years and one she didn't much relish. As she meandered towards the check-out, she struggled to lift her thoughts from the black pit into which they were heading, and console herself with the idea of no cooking for Carl, or washing his socks or ironing his shirts. Surely there were advantages in living alone? She'd been happy enough with it before he blundered into her life and took over.

This proved little consolation as she stood in the queue with other women who might have been wives and mothers, or simply career-oriented like herself. She peered into their trolleys, searching the contents for a clue as to which group they belonged.

How sad is that? she thought, dreading opening her front door and stepping into emptiness.

It happened, of course, and was every bit as bad as she had imagined. She didn't even have a cat to wind round her legs and bully her into opening a tin of the much advertised Kitty-Joy. She smiled wryly. Had it been labelled Pussy-Joy, she might have thought it to be a lubricant.

There was a message on the answer-phone. 'Carl here. I shall be in this evening to fetch the rest of my gear.'

Her heart couldn't have sunk any lower, already lying bleeding over the hall tiles. 'Sod!' she said aloud, despairing and furious at the same time. 'He'd better leave the fucking key! There's no way he's going to walk in and out of my house as if he owns it!'

The pain was so bad that it forced tears to her eyes. There was no one to see and she sobbed uncontrollably, and then caught sight of herself in the gilt-framed mirror. 'God, what a mess!' she moaned. 'Blotchy, puffy-eyed. Why can't I cry gracefully like Joan who simply sniffles a bit and dabs at her face with a tissue, instead of the bath-towel I need to staunch the flow?'

She told herself to shut up. She was going out with Andrew in an hour or so. Time to repair the damage. She put her shopping away in the kitchen and went upstairs. This wasn't a picturesque cottage set in an Olde Worlde garden, but one in a row of terrace houses near the brewery, once occupied by labourers. It had been modernised and had two bedrooms and an attic studio. There was a bathroom en suite, a shower downstairs, and a small, walled-in plot of land at the back where she could have grown vegetables if she so desired. She didn't, turning it into a patio for sun bathing, adorned with terracotta pots of flowers. It was hers; no mortgage, bought with some of the money that her rock-star father had left her. She never failed to bless him for this, grieving for him and knowing that she would give it all up for one more hour in his company.

Dashing the tears away with the back of her hand, she walked into her bedroom. Its sash windows overlooked the paved terrace. She noted that the pots needed fresh soil and bedding plants. It was March and more frosts unlikely. Time to think about spring. Normally, she liked refurbishing the hanging baskets ready for lazy days in the sun, followed by convivial evenings sharing the hot tub with friends. But now these simple amusements would pale without Carl.

Had they been happy times? 'No,' she answered truthfully. There was always the maggot wriggling away there, spoiling everything, born of his unfaithfulness and her insecurity. She closed her eyes, blotting out the innocent scene, remembering other occasions. The rows, the accusations.

'I saw you kissing her!'

'My God, you've a fertile imagination. I was doing no such thing!'

'Liar!'

'Jealous bitch!'

'I was humiliated in front of all our friends!'

Tears, denials, recriminations. And she knew all along that she was right, relying on that gut instinct that warns a woman when she is being betrayed. Freya left the window with its too vivid memories and went into the bathroom. A twirl of the tap and the Victorian style, cast-iron tub set on claw feet, started to fill, perfumed steam rising. She undressed in the bedroom and, naked, viewed herself critically. Not bad. Though an erratic visitor to the gym, her body was naturally shapely, her busy lifestyle keeping it in trim. Her mother had been a beauty queen, winning many a contest and her preoccupation with exercise and massage and dieting had put Freya off, but she had inherited her figure.

And much good has it done me, she brooded, as she added another slosh of toning lotion to the water and tested the temperature. Fuck all.

After pinning up her hair, she lowered herself in, relaxing and switching on the jets. Bubbles rose, impudent fingers tickling her sensitive spots, seeking out her erogenous zones. Impossible not to recall hours spent in the bath with Carl, especially in the early days. He would sit behind her while she slid between his legs, feeling his cock and balls against her buttocks. His hands would explore her breasts and mound, slipping into her crack and finding her clitoris, the soapy water forming slippery moisture, adding to that already seeping from her.

You don't need him, she reminded herself sharply. You've always been able to come off on your own. A finger-fuck and, if you want something bigger inside, a vibrator.

Resting her head back against the edge of the tub, she opened her legs wide, feeling the wavelets caressing her folds. She braced a foot on the rim, spreading her labia, exposing the hard nubbin between and training the spray on it. It was a soft, warm, gentle movement, sufficient to send spirals of pleasure coursing through that easily aroused organ, making it swell. This was the position that gave her the greatest sensation, parting her wings with one hand and massaging her clit with the other. The spray was simply an adjunct. She could pleasure herself anywhere at any time and did so frequently, whether or no she was in a relationship.

All thought of Carl vanished. She concentrated on bringing about her climax. Leaving one hand on her clitoris, she moved the other to her breasts, going from nipple to nipple, pinching them into needy points. She palpated her organ, faster and faster, only aware of reaching the peak. The excitement mounted and she was up among the stars, crying out as she exploded, orgasm rippling through her.

She killed the spray and brought her legs together, the water rocking around her as she sighed and allowed herself to rest, part floating. Then, as her heartbeat slowed and a sense of wellbeing pervaded her, she realised the time and hurriedly left the tub.

Back in the bedroom, she rifled through the wardrobe. Usually she was so sure of herself that suitable gear for an evening presented no problem. But this was different. She may have been with Andrew at business functions, but never gone on a date with him. It was slightly intimidating, though she lectured herself while searching. What was she expecting? That he'd want to throw her on her back and shag her? Is that what she hoped for?

She hauled out a plain black number, deceptively simple but it had cost. It was superbly cut, with shoe-strings straps and a floating skirt. After laying it across the bed, she got out the body-lotion and rubbed it into her skin. She had always looked after herself, using moisturiser daily, and adding sun-screen when she worked on her tan, liking to look bronzed. Now, after following the skin beautifying ritual, she slipped into a black bra and matching thong. Hold-up stockings with lacy tops came next and she stepped into high-heeled shoes.

The dress slithered over her and she adjusted the straps, and added a chunky necklace. Seated on the dressing-table stool, she raked through her cosmetics, cleansing her face and beginning the build-up of foundation, a touch of blusher, shaping her brows, adding more mascara and eye-shadow than usual. Her hair had recently been styled by Dave, who was a friend as well as the owner of a flourishing salon. As camp as Christmas and unfairly handsome considering he was on the wrong bus, he always did her proud. She needed to do no more than shake out the superb cut and run her fingers through it. With a final glance in the mirror, she went downstairs.

The sitting-room was quite plain and ordinary-looking, with little to distinguish it, but there was time for a cigarette and a large G&T. Freya had twenty minutes to spare and contemplated switching on the TV. As it was, she was going to miss her favourite programmes but, soaps being what they were, she'd catch up easily tomorrow. The central heating had kicked in, but even so she was cold and shrugged an exotic pashmina around her bare shoulders. The shock of Carl's abrupt departure had not yet worn off, or the reality sunk in. She poured another gin, downing it in one when Andrew knocked at the door.

The Sambourne Hotel was posh. There was no denying this, but Freya wasn't fazed by it.

As she said to Andrew when a waiter showed them to a table. 'Posh hotels were a part of my upbringing. Dad took me to stay in them sometimes during his tours.' It was the gin talking. She had not discussed her past much with him.

The waiter pulled out her chair and handed her a menu. Andrew consulted the wine list. 'Ah, yes,' he answered calmly. 'He was Ray Mullin, the rock singer. I always liked his stuff. It was innovative, not the usual run.'

Her hackles went up. Was he being patronising? She wished she'd stopped at one drink. 'He was great.' She was aware that she sounded defensive. 'Mum left and I went to boarding school, but it was OK, an arty-farty, free kind of gaff where most people in the entertainment game sent their children. Holidays I spent with him or with his mother, my gran, who lived with her toy-boy and liked smoking pot. He was killed in a car crash soon after I started at uni.'

'I'm sorry. Remember reading about it in the paper.'

'It was a long time ago now.' I mustn't cry, she thought. Bloody gin! Mother's ruin. But she accepted another while they discussed the menu.

The dining-room was very grand. This had once been a house belonging to a Northern industrialist who had decided to retire to the West Country and chosen Blackheath. Solidly built in the Gothic style so popular in the late nineteenth century, it had all the grandiose features of that prosperous age; chandeliers, oak panelling, copies of Pre-Raphaelite paintings, William Morris wallpaper. The drapes were sumptuous, the carpets thick, the service impeccable.

'This isn't your first visit.' She relished the exquisitely prepared food and wondered if the chef was one of those television gurus, doyens of the kitchen, who monopolised the screen these days, flirting and flaunting and making the average cook feel totally inadequate. She always reached for the OFF button, but there was no denying the excellence of this cuisine.

'I eat out sometimes and like to try various venues.' He topped up her wine-glass.

She raised it to her lips and asked, 'Alone?'

'Often.'

'Why is that? You're handsome, intelligent, and knowledgeable. What is it?'

He didn't reply until the waiter had finished taking their plates away and fetching the next course. 'I was married - once, and only for a short while. It didn't work out and I've not tried again.'

'You're a bit like me, then. I've had a couple of partners, but have come to the conclusion that I'm better off alone.' Filled with alcoholic savoir-faire, she was finding it easy to talk to this personable man, wishing that she was seated next to him and not on the opposite side of the table.

They were in an alcove, partially screened from the other diners, all well-dressed and well-mannered people. 'Bet they've never known hardship.' She waxed philosophical, then giggled and added, 'But then, neither have I. Dad smoothed my path, and never told me if he struggled to do it. I was cocooned in a cosy world, apart from when my mother left, but I never saw much of her anyway, and Dad was more concerned about the loss of the drummer.'

'You seem competent and able to take care of yourself,' he observed, sampling the pudding that had just arrived.

'It's an act.' She sank a spoon into the confection, mixing strawberry meringue with whipped cream. 'The only thing I'm sure about is my work.'

'At which you're very good. This reminds me, we were going to talk more about Daubeney Manor. I've been on the blower to Sinclair myself, and he expects you at eleven tomorrow morning.'

She felt an unusual rush of nerves. 'Will you come, too?'

He cocked an eyebrow at her. 'Surely you don't need a chaperone, do you?'

'Certainly not.' She pulled herself together, but was disappointed.

'You'll cope fine, though I think you could do with an early night.'

'Do I look that bushed?'

'You look beautiful, as always,' he answered, with old-world gallantry. 'Let's have coffee and then get going.' Wasn't he about to try it on? She wondered, feeling rejected.
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