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Chapter 1: Summer 1924
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Sex is as important as eating or drinking and we ought to allow the one appetite to be satisfied with as little restraint or false modesty as the other.

Marquis de Sade (1740-1814), from L'Histoire de Juliette, ou les Prospérités du Vice, pt. I (1797).

––––––––
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ON THE RISING TIDE a fishing boat made its way back to harbour after a starlit night on the eastern fishing grounds. Sailing slowly through the maze of salt marshes, the little boat passed under the shadow of Albion House, a sure sign that they were no more than a mile or so from home.

––––––––
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WITHIN ALBION'S SHELTERED gardens, Rachel Ingram picked her way across the uneven grass, stopping for a few seconds to watch the boat's progress, but finding her attention drawn instead to where Daniel Grey was working. Once she had spotted him it was impossible to take her eyes off him. His torso was magnificent, glowing in the sunlight as if it had been oiled. Tiny diamonds of sweat glistened between the boy's muscular shoulder blades as he moved amongst the trees and shrubs. He looked like a sleek cat.

Watching him from between the contorted pines, Rachel was horrified to find her mouth watering. She blushed, surprised that her desire bubbled so close to the surface. Part of her ached to take Daniel in her arms and run her tongue over that glistening skin. She swallowed hard and, regaining her composure, called his name.

The boy turned and swung the scythe again in a hypnotic arc. Seeing her approach, he lifted a hand in greeting. She held the tray of drinks higher. He grinned and propped the scythe against a bush, picking up his shirt and pulling it on as he walked towards her.

'Morning, Mrs Ingram. It's so hot out here today. It's starting to look better though, don't you think?' He held up a hand to shade his eyes and survey the garden before running his fingers back through his long, sun-bleached hair. 'It's a wonderful view you've got.'

Rachel smiled and set the tray down on the stone wall that divided the garden from the marram grass and dunes beyond. 'I thought you would like some lemonade.'

He nodded his thanks.

As she moved closer she could smell him, a hot subtle musk that made her shiver. She was so close she could pick out individual beads of sweat where they rose in the pit of his throat. His tanned skin offered a startling contrast to the faded cotton work shirt. Looking away quickly she followed his gaze out past the dunes and boat house towards the sea.

'There really is no need for you to slave on in this heat, Daniel.' Her voice faltered over his name, her rogue imagination creating a delicious alternative to work that startled her. 'Why don't you come back later in the day? It should be cooler by then.'

The boy shook his head. 'My stepfather's got another job for me tonight. I'd like to get this piece finished if I can.' As he spoke he scooped up a glass from the tray, then looked across at the broad swathe he'd cut through the garden. 'There's still a lot of work to get done. It'll be autumn before you know it.'

He downed the lemonade in one long, cool swallow. The closeness and heat of his body made Rachel dizzy. She avoided his eyes and glanced instead at his muscular torso. His shirt clung to every curve, framing curls of fine blonde hair in the V of its open neck. His waist and hips narrowed dramatically, emphasising the breadth of his shoulders. Moleskin breeches accentuated the length of his legs.

Rachel, feeling something uncannily like hunger, clambered up onto the wall beside him, enjoying the wild, dramatic view out over the dunes, but also the chance to move closer to Daniel. She was trying to delay the moment when she'd have to go back to the house, back into her studio, back to the painting she had begun that morning - a new canvas of a glorious sun-kissed boy.

She stared across into the windswept, sandy wilderness, blushing with the intensity of her desire. It created a strange mixture of emotions. Part of her hoped Daniel wouldn't notice, whilst the other part ached for him to sense the mounting need in the pit of her belly. A warm summer wind tugged playfully at her hair, ruffling her composure even further.

'Have you thought any more about teaching in the autumn?' she said, steering her mind away from the lust glowing inside her. 'I'm sure you'd have no problem getting a position. I would be happy to write you a reference if you think it would help.'

Daniel shook his head. 'Thank you, Mrs Ingram, but Ted, my stepfather is dead set against it. It was my mother who wanted me to be bookish. I told you she paid for me to go to Comptons School?' He grinned, wiping his hands on a rag tucked in his belt. 'He begrudged every penny. I should think I must have paid him back double if not treble by now. It would have broken my mother's heart to know Ted's got me doing gardening for the gentry.' He paused and coloured slightly. 'No offence meant.'

Rachel waved his comment away. 'None taken. It just seems such a terrible waste.'

'Maybe in time,' he said with a hint of regret and then leant casually against the wall beside her, barely more than a breath away. The smell of his body made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. She fought to retain some sense of balance.

Finally she stammered. 'As it's so hot, why don't you leave the rest of the mowing until Monday? A few more days really isn't going to hurt.' She glanced across at him and he grinned.

'Are you sure you don't mind?' As he spoke he leant closer.

For a split second she thought he was going to kiss her and felt every nerve-ending flash, white-hot. The shock made her gasp. Instead, he stood the empty glass back on the tray.

Rachel shook her head, fearing her voice might betray her. 'No, really, that will be fine,' she said, sliding down from the wall.

'If you say so, Mrs Ingram. I'll clear up then, if you're certain you don't mind me finishing early?' There was still an element of doubt in his voice.

'I've got your wages up at the house.'

There was something else she had intended to ask, something she longed to suggest - a tantalising idea that fluttered at the back of her mind.

Heading back across the garden, Daniel was already swinging the scythe up onto his shoulder, knees bent, muscles taut. She took a deep breath and picked her way between the eddies of weeds and grass, aware that her knuckles were white where they gripped the tray. Above her the summer sky was hypnotically and stunningly blue.

At the house the telephone was ringing. Rachel cursed and hurried to pick up the phone in the hall.

'Hello, Carfax-Staithe one-oh-three.'

'Hello, darling. It's me. I'm just checking to see that it's still all right for me to visit this weekend.'

'Can I ring you back, Anthea?' Rachel said quickly.

'You sound fraught.' There was a pause and then a giggle from the other end of the line. 'Oh no, not the gardener, Rachel? Not that darling little boy of yours?'

Rachel snorted and cursed herself for ever mentioning Daniel to her friend Anthea. She glanced down the hall into the cool inviting shadows - Albion was still and quiet.

'No, not yet and maybe not at all if you don't hang up.' She paused, wondering who might be listening in at the local telephone exchange.

'Oh, come on, do tell me...' Anthea began.

'Not now,' snapped Rachel, hearing the soft snick of the back door opening. She slammed the phone down onto its cradle, picked up a bundle of towels, and hurried towards the kitchen before her courage failed her.

Daniel had just stepped inside the kitchen. The room was cool and dark after the heat of the garden. Amongst the shadows his heat and youth seemed to surround him like a soft, diffused halo. Rachel couldn't take her eyes off his stunning body and experienced the most intense wave of tenderness and desire. Smiling, she picked up an envelope from the table.

'Here we are,' she said, stepping towards him. 'It's all there.' Daniel frowned as he read the front.'

'You've paid me for this afternoon, but I'm leaving early.'

Rachel shrugged. 'I know, don't worry, you can do an hour or two extra next week to make up the time.'

He nodded and thrust the envelope casually into the back pocket of his trousers.

Rachel hesitated for an instant, aware of the pulse in her throat. The moments of hesitation let all sorts of doubts and fears take hold. If she left it much longer Daniel Grey would turn and leave.

What are you doing? whispered a dark little voice in the back of her head.

She closed her eyes for a split second, pushing the doubts aside and said lightly, 'If you'd like to have a wash before you go, I've brought some clean towels through and there's hot water on the stove.'

Daniel stared at her as she pulled a bowl out from under the sink. 'You said yourself it was hot work in the garden. Here,' she indicated the towels and jug standing side by side on the scrub-top table.

The boy looked apprehensive. After all, they both knew Rachel was mistress of the house not some skivvy meant to run around after the hired hands. 'Are you sure you don't mind?'

'Not at all.'

She turned and hurried back into the main house. In the hall she felt a tiny ripple of anxiety in the pit of her belly and along with it a tiny, glistening, silvery plume of triumph.

After a few seconds Rachel peered back through the open door, watching the boy slip off his shirt. He moved gracefully; around the cool kitchen, pouring hot water into the enamel bowl, refilling the jug from the kettle, adding cold so it was the right temperature. She waited until he was about to begin washing and then pulled a bar of soap from her pocket. Taking a deep breath she stepped back into the kitchen and smiled with a confidence she didn't feel.

'I forgot to give you this,' she said unsteadily. Daniel blushed and snatched up a towel to cover his bare chest.

As she spoke, she extended her hand. Daniel stepped close. For an instant their fingers touched. She moaned without thinking. This was the touch she had imagined in her fantasies, this was the body her mind desired in its dreams. The heat from the boy's body captivated her and without thinking she ran her hand across the flat plain of his chest.

Daniel glanced at her, his breathing shallow, eyes suddenly wide and nervous. She smiled at him reassuringly and lifted her hand to his face. It seemed as if her fingers had a will of their own. A deep throaty sigh rose in his throat and he leaned into her caress. She stroked gently along the line of his jaw and to her delight he rubbed against her, catching hold of her hand and holding it tight against him.

Rachel swallowed hard, every nerve ending alight. Deep inside she could feel the insistent rhythm of her pulse and was aware of every breath rising in her chest. She looked up into Daniel's clear blue eyes. His face was pale, despite his tan, and his expression held a bright, haunted look. Their bodies were just a heartbeat apart. Glancing down, Rachel could make out the hard press of his cock pushing against his faded trousers. She looked back up at him and smiled.

'I'm so sorry, Mrs Ingram,' he stammered, his pallor suddenly replaced by a dramatic red flush. Nervously he stepped away from her, looking left and right. 'Maybe I ought to go after all, I'm sorry.'

'It's all right,' she whispered and caught hold of his arm. 'Whatever you do, please don't apologise, Daniel.' Her fingers tightened. 'This is what I want.' She took a deep breath, steadying the words before she spoke them. 'I want you.'

She was almost as surprised by her admission as Daniel was, but knew that she had to stay in control, afraid that if she didn't Daniel might turn and run. She had crossed the line and there was no going back. She moved closer to him, sensing the mixture of fear and desire mingled and, standing on tiptoe, she brushed her lips against his. Her kiss was barely more than a breath - the most tentative of caresses. Daniel shivered. She lifted her hand to stroke his chest again. Beneath her fingertips she could feel the excited beat of his heart; the wild smell of his skin made her ache.

'It's all right,' she repeated. His eyes were as wide and dark as the ocean. She began to trace the generous, almost feminine, outline of his lips. They opened under her touch, the tip of his tongue brushing her finger. She moaned and closed her eyes. Suddenly he surged forward. She felt the intense heat of his body through her thin blouse, felt him towering above her and for an instant her fingers were trapped between their lips, as, eagerly, he pressed his mouth to hers.

His power surprised her as his tongue teased her lips apart, his kisses an unnerving mix of delicate caresses and eager, impatient thrusts. She whimpered and opened her lips to him, letting his tongue explore her mouth. Her senses were alive with the sweet taste of his kisses. He smelt of the sun and the sea and she realised, her head spinning, that she wanted to make love to him more than anything on earth.

She did not resist as he pushed his hands up under the thin fabric of her blouse. She felt her skin tingling beneath his touch, aware of every callous, every whorl of his fingertips against her flesh. Trying to control her own desire, she gently pushed him away.

'We've got plenty of time, Daniel, there's no need to rush,' she said breathlessly. 'My housekeeper and Molly have finished for the day, there is no one in the house but you and I.' Her voice was barely more than a whisper.

He frowned, his expression betraying his uncertainty, though his eyes were dark, their pupils dilated into deep glittering jewels. She glanced down at the bowl on the table. He followed her gaze.

'Why don't you let me wash you?' she whispered, and dipped the soap she was clutching into the water.

'If that's what you want,' he purred.

He dropped the towel alongside the bowl and stood waiting for her to move. Rachel, trembling slightly, worked the soap into a lather and began to soap his chest, fingers working into the taut muscles. Touching Daniel was like heaven. She could smell his sweat and feel the excitement shimmering just beneath his skin. He moaned as her hands worked lower, circling his nipples, caressing the blonde down on his belly.

'Oh, my God,' he murmured, voice thick with emotion as he moved instinctively under her touch. She shivered. The unspoken threat of his desire added a frisson of danger she had not anticipated in all her fantasies.

'Would you like to touch me, Daniel?' she whispered.

He hesitated, reluctant to take his eyes off her.

'It's all right. I'm not going to run away,' she said softly.

Dropping the soap into the water she began to unbutton her blouse, pushing it off her shoulders to reveal her slim frame. She saw with pleasure that he swallowed hard, licking his lips. His eyes moved instinctively to the heavy swell of her full breasts and taut dark nipples. She saw him shiver and could detect the low, earthy vibration of his excitement. She let her blouse drop to the cool tiled floor. Neither watched it fall.

She stepped in front of him and, catching hold of his wrists, guided his hands onto her body. He caressed her nipples which hardened like cherry pips under his fingers.

'Mrs Ingram?' There was hint of fear in his voice.

'Rachel,' she corrected him gently. Then she hesitated. 'Are you sure you want to do this, Daniel?'

For an instant his composure crumbled. The young man was momentarily replaced by an uncertain and nervous boy.

'You're not going to make me ask, are you?' he said, deep voice unsteady, fingers still toying with her breasts.

She swallowed and then shook her head, her hand on the thick leather belt round his waist. 'No, I won't make you ask,' she whispered. 'But I don't want to take anything you aren't prepared to give. I want you to be certain that this is what you want.'

The boy's eyes flared as she slid the silver buckle undone, her fingers working at the button of his flies.

'Oh, I'm certain,' he whispered and arched back his head, surrendering to her.

She could see the pulse hammering in his throat and stretched up to run her tongue along the pit at the base of his neck. The taste of his skin was everything she had imagined. The saltiness of it made her quiver and, as her breasts brushed against his wet, sun-kissed body, she whimpered. The buttons of his trousers gave easily under her insistent fingers. Smiling, she pressed her lips to his throat again, letting the tip of her tongue trace the knot of muscle. Lifting her hands to his hips, she pushed his breaches down over his taut buttocks. As she moved, her nipples brushed the light covering of hair on his torso. The sensation was electrifying.

Freed by her insistent fingers, his cock sprang forward, unleashed and eager, pressing against her belly, desperate for her touch. She broke off from her kisses and looked up at Daniel. His complexion was flushed and for a split second he looked embarrassed. She smiled and let one finger trace around the throbbing head of his erection.

'You are quite, quite beautiful,' she whispered.

He sighed and thrust forward into her caress. His foreskin felt like spun silk, slick and delicate under her fingertips. 'Get undressed,' she murmured, 'let me wash all of you.' Turning slightly, Rachel slipped off the rest of her clothes, letting them drop in a whisper onto the tiled floor.

Daniel watched her, dark eyes glittering. She thought he looked incredibly vulnerable and young. She lifted the bowl down from the table and stood it alongside him on the floor. Wordlessly, he slipped off his boots and trousers and stepped into the basin.

Closing her eyes for an instant, she picked up the soap and began to work her hands up over the boy's muscular calves and thighs. He shivered as her hands moved to soap his cock. His delight echoed hers. She knew she was wet, her anticipation and excitement building with every passing second. Beneath her fingertips Daniel's shaft throbbed as if it had a life of its own.

Her hands moved back and forth along his cock. The soapy water made his flesh glisten like ice. Her thoughts felt muddled but even so she could sense that Daniel was rapidly reaching the point of no return. She stopped, stood up, and pouring more water from the jug, let the flood course down over him. Turning to refill the jug from the kettle she sensed him behind her and then felt his strong muscular frame against her back, the brush of his belly and the insistent press of his erection against her buttocks. For an instant he felt hot, almost feverish - then the cool air drove his heat away. She thought she heard him whimper.

The next few moments were breathtaking, a devastating cocktail of sensations. His hands worked across her back and shoulders and then stealthily round to cup her breasts. She pushed back against him, grinding her buttocks against his rampant, throbbing sex. Opening her mind and her body to his caresses, she moved slightly so that he could slip his hands between her legs. She bent forward a little more, moving so that her hands joined his. He gasped as her fingers found his cock and folded tight around it. She stroked him, guiding him into her.

The tightness of her sex closing around him seemed to wake Daniel from a dream. His hands began to work furiously, cupping and circling the outline of her breasts, a finger tracing the tight puckered skin round her nipples, nipping and teasing at the charged flesh. She let out a soft, throaty groan and leant back against him, letting him continue the exploration of her body. His caresses made her feel drunk. Why had she waited so long for this moment?

Daniel began to move rhythmically, pressing his cock deep into her throbbing quim. She could feel her own excitement growing, echoed in the hot, fragrant wetness that threatened to drown them both. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the ripples of pleasure as they formed and reformed in her belly. Head thrown back, she cried out in ecstasy as Daniel's fingers moved down, down over her narrow waist, circling the soft swell of her stomach, heading lower towards the white hot bud of her clitoris. He was already close to the point of release and she knew she wanted everything he could give her. At the very last moment, as she felt the dam about to burst, Rachel wriggled away from him and turned around in Daniel's arms.

For an instant the boy's face registered shock and then disbelief. She smiled, glancing down at the proud arc of his cock and took a deep breath before encircling it again with her fingers. He groaned as she slid his foreskin back slowly, revealing the engorged, scarlet head, while her other hand slipped between his legs to cup the heavy distended bulk of his balls. He shuddered but didn't resist as she pulled him closer to her. Slowly, she sank to her knees and took his cock into her mouth. Above her the boy gasped in astonishment.

Her lips tightened around the swollen crown, sucking and teasing, while her fingers circled, moving along the length of his shaft, echoing the tracery of her lips. She worked back and forth, knowing as she did so that it wouldn't be long before he lost control. He started to move again, his movements growing more and more instinctive as he thrust against her lips. She could taste the first salty prelude to his orgasm and then suddenly he bucked fiercely towards her.

Grabbing the base of his shaft, she slipped the end of his cock from her lips so the hot arc of his seed hit her chest and spurted down over the rounded orbs of her breasts.

The moments passed and for a few seconds they both seemed to freeze. Daniel pulled her up towards him, breaking the stillness and opened his eyes slowly as if waking from a deep sleep. His expression was a mixture of intense emotions. She looked reassuringly at him and took his hand.

'There's more, so much more,' she said softly, wiping away the silvery seeds of his desire. 'Come with me, we've got plenty of time before you have to leave.' Still holding his hand she picked up the two thick towels from the table. Between her legs she could feel a hot, silky trickle of wetness. She longed to show Daniel just how much more there could be...

––––––––
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'...MY GOD, AND THEN WHAT happened?' asked Anthea Leven eagerly. Rachel's oldest friend leant forward to light her cigarette from the candelabra, which stood amongst bowls of summer flowers on the centre of the dining-room table.

Rachel pushed her chair back and rolled her wine glass between her fingers. The crystal facets broke the candlelight into a rainbow of diamond reflections. She turned towards Anthea and smiled easily.

'For someone who says my desire for my gardener is disgusting and borders on melodrama, you're showing a remarkable amount of interest. Or is this just your morbid curiosity?'

Anthea snorted and then exhaled deeply; the air around her rolled with silvery billows of tobacco smoke.

'I'm supposed to say it's terrible, darling. That's the sort of thing sensible friends are meant to tell you. That and, "It'll all end in tears, there's no future in it," and all those other awful truisms. However, I'm reserving judgement for the time being.' She grinned. 'Meanwhile, it's a damned good story. Are you going to tell me how you spent the rest of the afternoon?'

Rachel shrugged and lifted the glass to her lips, the deep ruby wine reflecting the golden candlelight. She thought about the new canvas she was working on upstairs in the studio, a life-sized study of Daniel. Even if Anthea didn't approve, she didn't care. She turned her attention back to her friend.

'Do you really believe the things you said?' Rachel said softly.

Anthea nodded. 'I'm afraid I do. It's not that I don't wish you well. I really do want you to be happy, darling. I suppose a part of me even envies you, but this love affair spells total disaster, Rachel. Really truly, darling, cross my heart and hope to die. You should try and make proper friends of your own class round here. Find someone civilised.' She hesitated. 'There have to be some nice people in Carfax-Staithe. People like you. You're just not making the effort to meet them. You ought to get out more.'

'Daniel is very beautiful,' Rachel said flatly.

Anthea snorted. 'Oh, I don't doubt it, but what are his people going to say? His friends, or other people when they find out? It hardly bears thinking about. You'll be ruined if it becomes common knowledge.'

Rachel pulled a face. 'I wasn't planning on rushing over to the village and telling everyone.'

Anthea pulled a face. 'Don't be so naive, Rachel. People inevitably find these things out, it's always the same. And he's barely more than a boy—'

'He's twenty for God's sake. He's not a child,' snapped Rachel defensively.

Anthea pulled a face and picked up her glass. 'And you're thirty-four, Rachel. That's a big gap. Look, why don't you let me set you up with someone more your own age, not to mention your own class? It's all right for the chaps to go around seducing their housemaids but bedding your handyman is really not the done thing.'

Rachel's expression hardened. 'So some dull middle-aged man is going to be better for me, is he? I don't think so, Anthea.'

Anthea grimaced and ground her cigarette viciously into the ashtray. 'Since you inherited this damned house you think you're in some sort of world apart. You're becoming a hermit.'

Rachel laughed and helped herself to more wine. 'Really, Anthea! It's you who uses Albion as a bolt-hole from reality. This is the third weekend in a row you've invited yourself down here. Besides it's not true. Country people just take more time to accept strangers, that's all.'

'It won't happen at all if you go around seducing the hired help.'

Rachel sighed. 'I'll be careful. Besides, people are beginning to get used to me being here. Last week I had a letter from one of my neighbours introducing himself.'

Anthea's eyes lit up. 'Now, that's more like it. Is he single? What did he want? Was it an invitation to have supper?'

Rachel giggled. 'For goodness sake, no. He wants to know if I would consider renting him the jetty for his pleasure boat.'

Anthea rolled her eyes heavenwards. 'It hardly counts as a social coup, does it? You ought to arrange a dinner party or...' she saw the expression of reluctance on Rachel's face and stopped. 'But I suppose it's a start. What have you told him?'

'He's going to come and see me next week.'

Anthea smiled. 'All right, so you're starting to settle in. But, and this is a big, big, but, you need to make some real plans for a real life. Hiding out here in the sticks isn't healthy.'

Rachel laughed and took another sip of wine. 'Says who? I've just inherited a house I truly love, and André left me enough money to keep me for life. And...' she hesitated, staring back into her glass.

Anthea smiled gently. 'And you're finally getting over losing him?'

Rachel grimaced and looked Anthea straight in the eye. 'I didn't lose him, Anthea, he died. Inheriting Albion has been the only bright star in a very, very, dark sky.'

Anthea nodded. 'But why come here? Surely the London house would be better for you - or if you want a real change what about André's estate in Kenya? You could easily afford to buy somewhere you really like. Good God, woman, you're spoilt for choice. I certainly wouldn't have picked this little backwater to live out my days.'

Rachel said nothing. She couldn't find the words to explain why it was important that she had something of her own, something that was finally hers and not some shadow of the marriage she had had with André Ingram.

Anthea sighed. 'All right, what about this boy, Daniel?'

'Daniel? Daniel is a glorious indulgence, and you're right, it's one I'm probably foolish to allow myself. But I want him, Anthea. Why can't you understand that? Until now I've never taken something I want, purely and simply because I wanted it.'

Anthea walked across the dining room. Outside, against the gold of the evening sky, the dunes seemed black and crisp along the horizon. Here and there in the colourful canopy the first stars twinkled. Through the open windows the sound of the sea caressing the distant beach echoed on the warm breeze. Anthea sighed. How blissful Albion seemed. Tonight the dining room was lit with table lamps and scented candles and, despite the heat of the day, Rachel had lit a driftwood fire in the hearth.

'You don't want Daniel, Rachel,' said Anthea slowly. 'What you need is a real man. Someone like you. Creative, witty...'

'What you mean is a potential husband.'

'Not necessarily.'

'Don't lie to me, Anthea. You're not fooling anybody. All my life I've done the right thing. Now, for once, I'm going to do what I want. I married André because my parents insisted.' She paused. 'I was so lonely with him all those years, Anthea, you've really got no idea. This time I'm going to have what I want.'

'Don't you think that's selfish?'

'No, I don't. I'm not planning to hurt anyone.'

'What about your pretty little Daniel?'

'Him least of all. The only person likely to get hurt here is me. I mean, how long is he going to want an old woman in bed with him?'

'You're not old,' Anthea snapped.

'No, not to a man of forty I'm not, but can you remember being twenty? Anyone over twenty-five was practically senile. I was twenty when I married André and he was nearly fifty - it seems obscene now. No, the one likely to crawl away broken-hearted from this liaison is me. Me and my silly foolish heart. Shall I ring for coffee or would you like another glass of wine?'

Anthea sighed and turned around slowly. 'Coffee, darling, but promise me you'll let me introduce you to this super man I met at Pippa Holliday's dinner party last week. He's staying in town next week on business. I promise you he's absolutely gorgeous, much more your type. Trust me, Rachel. Why don't you come up to London with me and spend a few days back in civilised society? We all miss you dreadfully. Everyone is busily planning the house-party circuit for the summer.' She pouted provocatively. 'Please say yes, darling, I do so adore match-making.'

Rachel couldn't help but laugh at Anthea as the housekeeper came in with their coffee. 'If you're so keen why don't you get yourself a man?'

Anthea clutched her chest and groaned in mock horror. 'What? Settle for one when I can have them all? No, poppet, marriage isn't for me. I'm really not the marrying kind.'

––––––––
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ON SUNDAY AFTERNOON Rachel and Anthea travelled back to London leaving Rachel's new car at the station. On Monday evening Rachel was introduced to Anthea's idea of her ideal man at a cramped and smoky night club. Rachel's heart sank as he introduced himself and guided Anthea and herself towards the bar. Anthea retired discreetly after a single drink, winking conspiratorially as she made her goodbyes. Her parting words were, 'I won't wait up.'

When the waiter came to tell them their table was ready, Rachel sighed and followed her companion into the dimly lit dining-room.

'So, Mrs Ingram, Rachel - may I call you Rachel? Anthea tells me you're an artist.'

Rachel smiled and picked at an indifferent supper while her ideal man plunged into a blow by blow account of his complete medical history. Ruefully, she wondered why she'd allowed herself to be persuaded by Anthea yet again.

Later, her dinner date smiled and moved a little closer. Even in the subdued light of the dining room she could see that his toupee didn't quite match the original colour of his hair.

She made her excuses, just as the waiter brought them the bill, and a little before her companion could reasonably suggest a night-cap at the hotel where he was staying. Instead, she wished him goodnight, made plausible excuses about a long journey home, took a taxi to the station and caught the last train back to Norfolk.

Anthea had offered to let her stay the night, but Rachel, though dog tired, longed for the familiar surroundings of her bedroom at Albion and to be woken by the gentle sounds of the sea.

The train arrived well after midnight. With the lights of London far behind her, Rachel hurried across the station yard, cranked her car into life and set off home. The lonely coastal road twisted like silver ribbon beneath the cat-black sky. It was the early hours of the morning when Rachel finally guided her little car along the narrow lane towards Albion. All the way home she had fantasised that perhaps Daniel might be waiting for her and images of his beautiful sun-tanned body helped pass the hours on the road.

She had managed to keep Anthea in suspense about the remains of the afternoon she'd spent with Daniel. Now, as she drove towards the house, in the sensual darkness of the ocean night, she let the memories guide her home...

––––––––
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...FROM THE KITCHEN SHE'D led Daniel up into the master bedroom at the very top of the house. It was a huge, sunlit room. On the ceiling the reflection of sea shimmered and glittered like spun silk. To one wall French windows opened onto a balcony with a view out over the sea. She'd left them open to let the cool breeze blow through and great swathes of butter muslin billowed like full sails at the bedroom windows. The centre of the room was dominated by a canopied bed, the linen as white and pure as virgin snow. She had turned to face Daniel, eyes heavy with desire and let her towel fall slowly to the floor.

He crossed the room in two strides. This time he didn't resist or hesitate, instead his lips sought out hers and his hands moved across her expectant body. He'd seemed renewed and desperate as he pushed her back towards the bed. Once again Rachel felt the tiny frisson of fear returning, the wildness of the boy almost overwhelming her.

Around his head a halo of moist golden tendrils gave him the look of an avenging angel. Then his lips were on hers, brutal, seeking out her tongue, her lips stretched against her teeth as his tongue probed deeper and deeper.

She knew she was losing control. The lessons she had envisaged teaching Daniel in her fantasies were lost as he pressed her back onto the soft, white expanse of the bed. She lay back under him. For an instant he paused, standing between her open legs, his hands resting on her hips, so that he could look at her. She felt his eyes moving over her exposed, aching body, as if fixing her in his mind, absorbing the images. As his eyes worked down towards her quim he let his towel slide silently to the floor. His magnificent cock was already erect and ready for her. She moaned as his fingers brushed over the mound of Venus.

Gently he opened her body, exploring her with tenderness and curiosity. She let out a shuddering gasping breath, anticipating the sensation of his shaft sliding home. Instead he knelt between her legs. He looked up at her, eyes dark and glittering. She stared deep into his eyes, able to sense his renewed uncertainty.

'Yes,' she'd whispered. 'Please. I know what you want to do. It's all right, kiss me, please...'

With no more prelude his tongue slid between the petals of her sex, his fingers holding her open for his intimate kisses. She gasped and lifted her hips up to meet him, astounded and delighted at his prowess, wondering fleetingly what pretty little country girl he had practised on to become so accomplished.

She was already excited and wet. His kisses fanned the glittering fire in her belly. As his fingers slid deep inside her, she knew, he could taste her desire and smell the musky heat of her body. Her muscles responded instantly, tightening around him. The tip of his tongue found the engorged bud of her clitoris and his lips closed over it with a delicate nibbling kiss. All was lost. A circle of flames burnt up through her, great waves of pleasure swelling and spiralling through her whole body. She cried out in delight and pulled him closer.

His lips moved softly against the little bud, milking it, each kiss, each sucking, delicate caress driving her beyond sanity to the very edges of consciousness. She moaned and writhed, encouraging him on, catching hold of his hair, her fingers tangled in his curls, pulling him tighter and tighter, closer and closer. As she writhed beneath him, the excitement roared through her in an incandescent wave. She heard herself call his name and finally, sated, beg him to stop. Daniel pulled away and she opened her eyes.

His expression was a mixture of triumph and delight. Rachel smiled sleepily and lifted her arms in invitation. Slowly he crept up towards her. She moaned softly as she felt the weight of him on her thighs, the heat of him on her hot, excited, tingling flesh. She pulled herself up onto her elbows as she felt his cock begging for entry at the throbbing lips of her sex.

He looked up at her, eyes still diamond bright. He grinned. Once again she was struck by his looks, so young and vulnerable and yet so utterly desirable.

'You planned this, didn't you?' he whispered. There was no accusation, no fear, just delight. She moved closer to him.

'Yes,' she purred, and ran her fingers along his shaft. He shuddered and rolled alongside her on the bed, allowing her free access to his taut sun-tanned body. She let her hands roam feverishly, drinking in his beauty and vitality. His huge eyes were dark and hypnotic. His lips brushed hers tenderly, almost reverently.

She pressed him back into the crisp white sheets and climbed across his chest, her sex leaving moist, fragrant kisses on his skin. Between her thighs she could feel his heat building, his desire almost overwhelming. Gently she moved back until she was straddling his hips and lifted herself to guide his cock inside her.

Daniel watched enraptured as Rachel stroked his shaft against the delicate skin of her inner thighs. Instantly she felt her body opening for him. For a few seconds the crown of his cock nuzzled between her outer lips. She threw back her head, eyes closed, relishing the intensity of the moment. Slowly, slowly she lowered herself down onto him.

He lifted his hips to meet hers. She gasped at the sheer pleasure of feeling him inside her. The sensation echoed through every molecule of her flesh. It felt as if Daniel had filled her to the brim. She could have wept. She was still so close to orgasm that her sex was still contracting with the after-waves of excitement, her inner muscles flexing and sucking on Daniel's thick phallus as it pressed deeper inside her.

They began to move slowly at first. She rubbed her body against his and was rewarded by the sound of his moaning. His fingers and lips moved across her, sucking, lapping, stroking. She let out a mewl of pure pleasure and as they found their rhythm she felt her excitement rekindle with every stroke. She glanced down at Daniel's face. His eyes were closed, his expression almost angelic as he impaled her again and again. Rachel could feel the heat rising again in her belly. Sliding her hands beneath Daniel's buttocks she pulled him still deeper. Below her, his expression was intense and focused.

He was so handsome, so desirable that he looked almost edible. Rachel grinned and thrust forward again, dropping a hand to her crotch. Lifting her body a little she slid a hand between them and circled the base of his shaft. Now her fingers beat out a compelling counter rhythm. Daniel's eyes flashed and she knew by his expression that he couldn't hold back any longer. Gasping for breath he reared up, making her cry out with a mixture of pleasure and surprise. Deep inside, she felt his cock throbbing like a beating heart, filling her to the brim with pleasure. An instant later her own climax ricocheted through them both.

Exhausted, Daniel slumped back onto the bed. Rachel kissed him full on the lips. His response was a dry, soft, sleepy kiss, his eyes were already hooded and weary. She smiled and rolled off him, still cradling his head in the crook of her arm. Within seconds he was asleep, wrapped around her, his boyish warmth comforting and touching. He snuggled closer and in spite of herself Rachel closed her eyes and let his exhaustion carry her into unconsciousness.

When she woke it was late evening, the sun had moved round and cast deep velvet shadows across the bedroom floor. Daniel had already gone and left her sleeping. On the cabinet beside the bed he had left a tiny posy of wild flowers, picked from her garden. She picked them up and stared out towards the sea. For a few seconds her sense of loss was almost overwhelming.

––––––––
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NOW, AS SHE THOUGHT of that feeling, cloaked from reality by the rich black of ocean night, Rachel shivered. Guiding her car carefully across the last section of the narrow causeway, intense images of Daniel's tanned, muscular body filled her mind, pushing away the last remnants of the dull evening.

In the distance beyond the dunes, she could see Albion House, a lamp alight in the upstairs window, glowing invitingly in the darkness. Her headlights picked out the crested waves of the incoming tide. Heading towards the sea through the main channel the lights of a small boat, taking advantage of the tide, added a strange magical quality to the darkness as it seemed to sail right up under Albion's walls.

Around the house the sea whispered over the sands. Exhausted, Rachel crept upstairs and slipped into bed, her dreams full of Daniel Grey and his eager caresses.

––––––––
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OUTSIDE, THE BOAT MADE slow, careful progress between the sand bars, the captain watching for the dark solid shadow of Albion on his port bow as they passed by.
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Chapter 2
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Rachel was woken late the following morning by the sound of the sea. She stretched and slipped out of bed. From the balcony she could see Daniel working in the garden below. He had begun to clear the last quarter of the tangled garden. It was tempting to call to him. As the thought passed through her mind, he looked up and lifted a hand in greeting. She smiled and waved back, wondering what it would be like when they met face to face, though by the expression on Daniel's face perhaps it wouldn't be as uncomfortable as she'd imagined.

Crossing the line between fantasy and reality was a dangerous game. In some ways Rachel could still hardly believe she'd had the courage to take that step. Life since her husband's death had been full of work, Albion, and occasional ill-fated dinners with men whom friends thought suitable, rather than men she would have chosen for herself.

Going back into the bedroom Rachel dressed quickly, suddenly longing to get on with the new painting in the studio. Humming, she trotted downstairs to the kitchen and pulled the kettle onto the stove. It barely had time to boil before the phone rang.
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