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Chapter 1

 



 




‘I’VE HAD IT up to here!’ Kasia exclaimed to the empty hall as she slammed the front door behind her. ‘I’m never going back to that office again.’

She kicked off her shoes and, toes curling in appreciation of the delicious coolness of the tiled floor, dropped her bag and dragged the scrunchie from her tawny blonde hair, letting it corkscrew down round her shoulders.

The owner of the printing firm where she was temping had given her the creeps from the start, and this afternoon had been the last straw.

‘A word in private, Miss Lyndon,’ he had said, standing back from the door marked ‘Thomas Mitchell, Director’. He always injected a sarcastic note into his voice whenever he spoke her name.

He had deliberately made her squeeze past him, her breasts making contact with his chest. She had smelt him, cheap aftershave and male sweat, laced with the odour of alcohol. He had a problem. Rumour maintained that he kept a bottle of whisky in the filing cabinet. London was sweltering under a heat wave and this did nothing to add to his charms, little beads of perspiration standing out on his upper lip. He was a balding, overweight man who bullied his staff and thought himself God’s gift to  women, though for the life of her Kasia could not understand why. As far as she could see only his personal secretary and dogsbody could tolerate him, and she was plain and fortyish, unmarried and living with her widowed mother. Perhaps someone so infantile, aggressive and chauvinistic filled her dreams.

Kasia had been aware from the day she began working for him that Tom Mitchell fancied her. This had done nothing to make it any easier. Though she was computer literate, she had trained to be an actress not a PC operator. However she had consoled herself by thinking: needs must when the devil drives. And the devil had certainly been at the wheel, a pile of bills demanding to be paid and Torin expecting to be kept in the manner to which he was not accustomed - a Dublin boy come to the wicked city to seek his fortune as an actor.

Bloody men! Kasia thought as she went through to the kitchen and switched on the kettle.

Unlocking the back door, she stepped on to the patio and feasted her eyes on the greenery that made her garden a cool, peaceful oasis. During more affluent days, a professional team had been employed to transform the long townhouse garden into something lush and spectacular. There was a curving lawn, a trickle fountain, perennial shrubs and plants in ornamental pots, and a jungle of trees and creepers at the far end near a little summerhouse. It was entirely secluded by high stone walls and larchlap fencing. Kasia often sunbathed nude with no fear of being overlooked.

Thank you, aunt, for leaving me this substantial house, she thought. You were an actress, too, and knew the uncertainty of the profession very well. Yet it was you, rather than my estranged parents, who encouraged me, feeding my imagination with stories of  backstage life, allowing me to dip into your dress-baskets and try on costumes, taking me to the theatre, sending me to elocution lessons and then talking your old friend, Rose Wilson, into accepting me as a pupil at her school of speech and drama. Once the divorce was finalised, I spent far more time with you than my donnish father or flighty mother, who took herself off to the States. A loner, an only child, I was prime material for a career in the arts, and you, Aunt Delia, were my mentor. How I miss you. I thought I’d never get over it when you died but, as you so wisely told me when we knew your illness was terminal, time is a great healer.

Kasia smiled to herself as she imagined Delia crushing Tom Mitchell with a few well-chosen words. But she had had to cope with him by herself, pushing off the hands that sought to maul her as soon as his office door had closed.

‘Oh, come on, Miss Lyndon,’ he had urged, saliva wetting his slack lips. ‘Don’t tell me you’re not up for it, a girl like you that’s been on the stage. I’ve wanted you from the off. Why d’you think I took you on? You’re not exactly a genius on the keyboard. I expect something by way of thanks.’

‘I could report you for sexual harassment,’ she had said icily, retreating to the other side of his desk, putting that solid object between them.

Mitchell had simply leered and, to her disgust, unzipped his fly so that his fully erect penis appeared through the gap. It was short and thick and meaty, the foreskin rolled back over the bulging red helm, a single drop of dew dangling from the slit. After one horrified glance Kasia had looked away, her cheeks flaming and sweat trickling down her back under her cream silk blouse.

‘What d’you think of that then?’ he had asked  huskily and advanced towards her round the desk. ‘Give it a suck, and I’ll look into a pay rise. You could do with it, I dare say. Actresses are two a penny and you’ll be hard pushed to get a job.’

How archaic! she had thought scathingly, but had known fear. He’s like something out of the Stone Age. Boss seduces office girl, that kind of thing.

Now, hearing the kettle click off and wandering into the kitchen to put a tea-bag in a mug and add boiling water, she remembered the undignified scene as he had pursued her round the room, his trousers falling about his knees, his ridiculous cock swaying from side to side. She had contemplated screaming, but it was lunchtime and the place was deserted. He had backed against the door, barring her escape and then taken his erection in his hand and rubbed it vigorously, the end poking through his fingers as he worked up and down the stem and caressed the glans.

‘Don’t fight me,’ he had gasped. ‘Drop your knickers and let me have a feel.’

‘Get lost!’ she had yelled.

‘Oh, Miss Lyndon, d’you really mean that? I’m afraid I’ll have to let you go if you aren’t more co-operative,’ he had insisted, and that swollen appendage had become bigger still, ready to explode.

‘Do what the hell you like,’ she had stormed. ‘I’ll take you to court for wrongful dismissal.’

But she was not sure of her ground and knew that it would be a lengthy process, and one which she could not afford. Mitchell had been beyond reason, and had suddenly ejaculated, jets of creamy white semen spurting out, droplets spattering her skirt.

‘You disgusting little dork,’ she had declared and, while he doubled over wringing the last spasms of ecstasy from this base act, had thrust him aside and  marched out. She had gathered up her belongings and left the printers for good.

Now what? she mused gloomily.

She heard a key in the outside lock and the light footsteps of one of her lodgers crossing the hall on the way to the stairs. Sticking her head round the door she said, ‘Hello, Simon. Care for a cuppa?’

‘Is the pope Catholic?’

Simon never just came into a room, he always made an entrance. Every time Kasia saw him she mourned, for he was stunningly handsome - a wicked waste to the female population. He had superbly styled brown hair, melting hazel eyes, a complexion that seemed to have a permanent Mediterranean tan, a broad-shouldered body, a neat waist and a tight tush, and slim legs that contributed to his height of six foot two.

He looked as if he might be a dancer but in fact it was his burly boyfriend, Carl, who was in the ballet while Simon was involved in building, a talented architect who never balked at getting down to the actual work himself, even if it did mean breaking a fingernail.

‘What’s up, doc?’ he asked at once, sensitive to Kasia’s distress.

‘The boss came on strong today and I walked out,’ she replied, handing him a steaming mug.

‘That’s men all over,’ he said sagely, seating himself elegantly on a comer of the table, one beige linen-covered leg swinging, the other braced on the floor. ‘All they can think of is getting it in. I hope you smacked the dirty bugger’s face.’

‘No, I didn’t, but I’m thinking of complaining to someone or other in authority. He wanked himself off in front of me. Look, there are come stains on my skirt.’

‘Ugh!’ Simon said with a shudder. ‘Into the washing machine with it, girl.’

‘I’m glad to get out of it anyway,’ Kasia replied, wriggling the short black garment over her hips. ‘I’m not used to wearing things like this. It has put a strain on my acting ability, pretending to be a straight office worker.’

Her blouse followed, then her lacy brassière, suspender belt and stockings. Naked save for a minuscule pair of panties, she took a sarong from the washing line and wrapped it round her body. She breathed a deep sigh of relief, her bare shoulders and the top half of her breasts rising above the colourful material. ‘That’s better. Now I feel human again, even if I have just joined the ranks of the unemployed.’

‘How are you going to manage? Shall we pay more rent?’

Simon and Carl occupied the top floor which had been turned into a self-contained apartment, and Kasia found them the best of tenants - caring, considerate, immaculately tidy, more domesticated by far than herself. Besides which, they had become her closest friends, always there with a shoulder to cry on. ,Even Torin, who was supposed to be her loving partner, did not understand her as they did.

‘That won’t be necessary, I hope,’ she answered, though the worry was beginning to grow.

‘Tell that lazy lump, Torin MacQuaid, to get a job,’ Simon rejoined, never one to pull punches.

‘He’s trying, really he is,’ she cried defensively. ‘He’s auditioning at this very moment. Channel Four are casting people for a new drama series.’

‘I don’t know how you put up with him,’ Simon said. ‘He’s even vainer than me, and that’s saying something.’

‘I know you don’t go for him much, but I’m hooked,’ she said, a little shamefacedly.

‘We all have our weaknesses. Carl’s mine and Torin’s yours. No one’s perfect, but at least Carl works his bollocks off. It’s not easy being a dancer, hefting all those ballerinas about.’

‘Torin wants to work. He gets terribly frustrated.’

‘And so do you.’

‘Oh, yes. I need to act desperately, but I’d settle temporarily for anything to do with the stage,’ she said with a sigh, seated on a stool, bare feet hooked on the strut.

‘If beauty counts, then you’re in there, though I must say you’re looking a tad tired lately.’

‘Oh, no,’ she groaned, panicking. ‘That means old.’

‘It does not,’ he averred. ‘What are you? Twenty-four ? You’re in your prime, darling. Not like me who will be thirty in August. Isn’t that dreadful? I’m over the hill.’

‘You’re gorgeous, and you know it,’ she said with a laugh. Simon always managed to cheer her up.

‘Ah, you should have seen me when I was nineteen,’ he replied, with a shake of his head. ‘I was really something then. I went on holiday to Zante and one night in particular I had about half a dozen wonderful Greek men falling all over me. They were like flies round a honey-pot. I could take my pick.’

‘And that was the high-spot of your career?’ she asked, lifting her hair up from the back of her neck for coolness.

‘It certainly was. After that, it was downhill all the way.’

‘Not that hoary old chestnut about Greece again?’ groaned Carl, slinging his tote-bag to the floor as he came in. ‘Honestly, I know it word for word.’

‘You’re just jealous because you’ve only had triumph like that with the footlights between you and your  admirers. Nothing hands on there,’ Simon responded smartly, grinning across at him.

‘What an old trout!’ Carl countered, raising an eyebrow at Kasia. ‘Don’t believe a word of it.’

‘Have some tea,’ she replied. ‘You look bushed. Hard rehearsal?’

‘Gruelling,’ he said and flopped down on a chair. ‘That new choreographer. What a bitch. A positive slave-driver. All he needs is a whip.’

‘You wish,’ Simon murmured, running a hand affectionately over Carl’s close-cropped head.

‘At least you’re doing what you were trained for,’ Kasia said. ‘Unlike me, slogging away in a printers all day. But not any more. I’ve told the boss to stuff it.’

‘He exposed himself, waggled his dick at her,’ Simon put in.

‘Shall I go round and beat him up, Kasia?’ Carl offered.

‘No, you’d get done for assault, but thanks all the same. Maybe it’s for the best, giving me the kick I needed to get up off my arse and find some real work.’

He stared at her from under level sandy brows, concern on his craggily handsome face. ‘You’re keen to get back into your profession?’

‘Of course.’

‘Well, I’m not promising anything, but I overheard the boys talking in the canteen. Apparently, someone is looking for actors and dancers to work in an independent theatre, small, privately owned, and country-based.’

Kasia’s ears pricked up. ‘Where did they hear about this?’ she asked.

‘Oh, various sources. Their agents. The Stage.’

‘I’ll ring Charles Hagley,’ she said and picked up the cordless phone, dialling her agent’s number. ‘Hello,’  she said as soon as a female voice answered. ‘It’s Kasia Lyndon. Is Charles there?’

‘Sorry. He’s out right now. Can I take a message?’ his assistant replied, a helpful young woman but Kasia needed to talk to him.

‘Ask him to phone me, will you? It’s urgent,’ she replied, then replaced the receiver on the table.

She knew he would do so; he was a calming, sensible man, almost a father-figure. He was in his forties, but there was a chemistry between them that had nothing to do with the fact that she was on his books. She had denied it for months, firmly stamping on the impulse to take it further. She was a one man woman, wasn’t she? And Torin was her man.

Seemingly conjured up by her thoughts, the house erupted as he swept in as if he owned it. Once upon a time she had found this thrilling, but lately it had begun to jar. It’s not that I love him less, she told herself as he came over and put his arms round her in a proprietorial manner, simply that I wish he’d take some of the responsibility.

‘How did it go?’ she asked, looking up at him, aroused by the feel of his hard, muscular body pressing against hers, but alarmed by the anger in his sapphire-blue eyes as he replied in that fascinating brogue which always softened his tongue, no matter how furious or upset.

‘I didn’t get it. There must have been over fifty hopefuls there and I got fed up with hanging around.’

‘You left before you were called?’

‘Yes. Bloody toffee-nosed git on the door trying to tell me what to do.’

‘Oh, Torin, so you’ve blown it.’

‘There’ll be other chances. Any water left in the kettle? I could murder a cup of tea. On second thoughts, is there any beer in the fridge?’

He thrust a hand through his curling black hair and nodded curtly to Simon and Carl, always frosty towards them. Kasia could not decide if it was a natural antipathy towards gays or if he was jealous. She had noticed before that he resented her giving attention to anyone or anything else, demanding that she fill her life and thoughts with him, his needs, his desires, ambitions and wants.

Snapping open a can, he carried it moodily into the garden.

‘We’ll leave you to it,’ Simon said, casting a wary eye at his retreating back. ‘But don’t forget, we’re only upstairs if you need us. Come on, Carl.’

‘I’ll be OK,’ she said, kissing him on the cheek. ‘What d’you think is going to happen? Are you afraid he’ll get punchy or something?’

‘I know he’s got a temper on him. Be careful, that’s all, and good luck with your agent.’

She wandered out after Torin, allowing her mind to play with the idea of him becoming violent. He managed to convey an air of menace which usually landed him villainous roles. His earthy good looks, tallness and fine physique had pushed him further along the road to success than any amount of formal training, all of which he had scorned, preferring to conquer by other means. A brief stint at Ireland’s famous Abbey Gate Theatre, a TV commercial or two, a natural ability and gift of the gab and he was already ahead of Kasia in the acting stakes.

They had met in a pub near Covent Garden and he had swept her off her feet, taking no refusal and becoming her lover on the first night. He was impulsive, passionate, and selfish in bed, his ego so fragile that she did not dare tell him that he usually failed to bring her to orgasm. She was unsure of him and lacking  in confidence. Surely someone so charismatic and handsome would leave her for a more beautiful, influential woman? She would have jumped at the chance to marry him, but this had never been suggested, even though he had not hesitated to move in the next day, never really leaving from the moment he had taken up occupation in her bed. Now, though alarmed by such disloyal thoughts, she was beginning to feel that he had latched on to a good thing.

Yet there was this constant aching desire for him that made her lubricious and robbed her of reason. She could feel her nipples crimping under her sarong and her clitoris throbbing as she saw him seated on the stone bench under a tortured willow. He was leaning forward despondently, the beer can held in his big hands resting between his spread knees. The sunlight dappled through the leaves, forming patterns over his strong features, the high cheek-bones, straight nose and square jaw, and glinting on those blue-black curls which gave him a gypsyish appearance. Were there Irish tinkers somewhere in his ancestry, or the genes of an Andalusian sailor washed up on Galway’s coast after the wreck of the Spanish Armada? Whatever it was, there was a magic there which made him irresistible.

He had never yet lifted a hand to her, not even when drunk, and now Simon’s words rang in her head and she wondered how it would be to have him put her across his knee and spank her. This notion shocked her slightly for she had never been interested in submission or domination; she had thought about it though, trying to imagine how it could possibly contribute to sexual pleasure.

The sun was hot, burning down on her head and bare shoulders as she approached him. He looked up,  raised the can to his lips and drained it, then reached out and clasped her round the waist, drawing her near. Kasia gasped and closed her eyes, her hands lifting to clasp his head as he burrowed into the warmth of her belly. Crisp curls under her fingers. The scent of his hair, the smell of his sweat, overlaid by the subtle musky perfume wafting from the crotch of his faded blue jeans. Her hormones responded. Memories of screwing him flooded over her. She wanted to do it again, here, now, to begin that struggle for completion which usually left her thwarted, unable to come until he was asleep and she could masturbate.

He looked up at her with those amazing blue eyes fringed with black lashes, so typically Celtic in shape, and the line of his mouth was sensual yet firm, as he said, ‘Let’s get this ridiculous thing off. I want to see you naked.’

And his long, strong fingers worked at the knot holding the sarong. It gave, and the material slithered to the ground. Now sun-rays played all over her back and dipped impudently into the cleft dividing her buttocks. Torin’s fingers followed, caressing the V-shaped dimple where her spine disappeared between the slim rounded globes, while his lips fastened on one of her nipples, sucking and nibbling, making her moan.

She was melting, ripening, her lower lips swelling, juice pooling at her vulva, and her rampant clitoris, the wellspring of her pleasure, rose from its fleshy hood, needing to be stroked. Torin moved to the other breast, repeating that tantalising arousal, while his fingers fastened on the one he had just left, rolling and roiling, spreading the wetness left by his saliva over the hard pink crest.

Kasia arched her spine, pushing upwards against that extreme pleasure, but he went on a fraction too  long, the ache that communicated with her clitoris becoming almost painful. The moment had come for him to touch her there, but he did not and she was too shy to ask.

‘Let’s go to bed,’ he whispered, still holding her as he got to his feet.

His words were like fire and wine to her and she smiled happily. His jeans were tight and the hard bough of his phallus strained against the material at the fly. Kasia reached down and clasped it, feeling its heat and size, tracing the ridge of his foreskin and the dampness already forming there.

How could she have entertained any criticism of him? He was her perfect lover, savage, bold and passionate. She wanted no other and, in that moment of anticipation, would not have changed a hair of his head. He let her go, gave her a light slap on the rump and ran ahead of her into the house and up the stairs. By the time she reached the bedroom, he had already stripped, the air spiced with male odours, a cross between sweat and deodorant and skin that needed showering after the day’s heat. Normally she was fastidious, finding such a basic brew off-putting, but not when she was randy.

She dropped her sarong on the bottom of the bed and leaped like a lioness on its prey.

He caught her as she landed on top of him, and angled her lithe body so that she was astride, her pubis grinding against his flat belly where the thick black pelt tangled with her sparse blonde bush. She held herself up, hands braced on his chest, feeling his iron-hard cock rubbing along her cleft until it found the niche it sought. A heave upwards of his hips, and that long upright member slid into her.

Kasia cried out at the force of it, the clubbed head  butting her cervix. She raised herself on her knees, legs spread each side of his torso but he would have none of this, pulling her to him again. She rode him frantically, attempting to make contact with her clitoris at the base of his penis and sadly recognising that this was to be another of those unfulfilling encounters when climax would evade her.

Tortured with frustration, she pumped in vain, back bowed, head flung up, his hands on her breasts adding to the torment. Torin was blissfully unaware, totally absorbed in chasing his own release.

‘That’s it,’ he grunted. ‘Do it, girl. Come on, do it to me!’

‘Torin, please. Ease off a bit,’ she begged, and tried to wriggle free. ‘I’m not ready.’

‘I am,’ he growled, hands gripping her hips like a vice.

She felt that final thickening of his cock inside her which heralded orgasm, then the wet heat as his seed jetted from him. Disappointment knifed her, even as she stroked his face and loved him, but the love that had once been all encompassing was now soured.

He sighed and relaxed, his flaccid organ slipping from her vagina, and she slid to one side of him, her body throbbing with unsatisfied lust, tears springing into her eyes to run across her temples and drip on to the pillow. Torin was unaware, already heading towards sleep.

Angrily she turned away from him, squeezing herself to the edge of the wide brass bedstead which had been Delia’s, almost discarded but then kept as such articles soared in demand. A Victorian bed, complete with barley-sugar posts and lace drapes. And what good does it do me to occupy such a romantic couch? she thought sadly. I’d do better on the carpet if only the man I was with was sensitive to my needs,  realised the importance of my clitoris and treated it accordingly.

She stilled, listening for sounds indicating that Torin was drifting off. His breathing had become even. He twitched a little, and muttered something indecipherable. Kasia ventured a hand between her legs, her middle digit delving unerringly into the copious juice and landing on the head of her clitoris. She bit back a sigh and, very slowly, moved the tip of her finger over that engorged sliver of flesh.

Then she froze as Torin stirred in his sleep, flinging out an arm. It was all right. He was not about to wake. She pressed her finger on the hard nub again, and the ache blossomed in her belly, spreading into her womb, waves of sensation rising higher as, grown careless by desire, she rubbed harder. Up and up. She was flying. Sparkling waves flowed and flooded, torrents of sensation poured from her sex to her cortex. Harder. Harder still. It was difficult with Torin close beside her. He might rouse at any moment and catch her. She pictured his mockery and could not rise no matter how she yearned to peak. It was so much easier when she was alone. Then she could climax in a matter of seconds, though usually she made it last much longer.

But his inhibiting presence added to the tension and she knew that when she finally came it would be tremendous. She fingered her nipples, turning on her side so that her full breasts could be encompassed by one hand, thumb on one, palm on the other, giving her three points of erotic contact: nipples and clitoris. The feeling was exquisite.

She opened her thighs, allowing her finger greater movement and, in the compelling rhythm of it, no longer cared if Torin woke. She was almost there. Yes, it was coming, that unstoppable force swept over her,  wave upon wave, sharp highs carrying her upwards. It tingled from the tips of her toes to the base of her spine, flowed like lava through her loins and made her vagina convulse as she came in a burst of glorious release.

Hardly had the final spasm racked her when the phone rang.

It was Torin’s mobile on the bedside table. Mobiles were essential in their trade so that they could be contacted at any moment of the day or night, but their finances did not run to two.

Kasia moved, but he had already reached out for it, coming awake at once.

‘Yes?’ he said, any trace of sleepiness vanishing rapidly. ‘Oh, hi there. Yes, it’s me. You do? OK, I’ll be there first thing in the morning. Great. Sure. It’ll suit me fine. ‘Bye.’

He flipped the mobile shut and eased down under the duvet.

‘Is it work?’ she asked, propping herself up on one elbow and looking at him, guiltily wondering if he could smell her juices on her fingers.

‘Yep.’

‘Doing what? You’ve got a part. Tell me.’

‘Curious little pussy cat,’ he said and smiled lazily, blue eyes gleaming. ‘Yes. It’s work and no, it’s not on the stage, but connected with it.’

‘Don’t tease, Torin,’ she begged, pummelling his chest.

‘OK, take it easy. That was Amanda Keith.’

‘The Amanda Keith, she of the long-running soap?’

‘The very one. I met her today at the audition. She’s got a lead part in the production and we sort of got talking. Apparently, she needs a driver as her regular one is ill. She offered me the job and was ringing to confirm.’

‘A driver?’ Kasia repeated stupidly, her head filled with foreboding.

‘That’s right, darling. Motor cars. Things that go brum-brum,’ he said sarcastically.

Kasia sat very still, feeling the juices of their sexual union trickling across her thighs and soaking the sheet beneath her. ‘Why you?’ she asked.

He sat up abruptly, anger darkening his face. ‘Why the bloody hell not me? God, you’re always hinting that I don’t bring any money in, and now that I’ve got a job it still doesn’t please you.’

‘But Amanda Keith’s driver. You’ll never be home, she’ll want you on tap.’

‘Don’t worry. The pay’s good and I can put up with irregular hours. It won’t be for long. She may introduce me to the right people and it’ll be better than sitting around waiting for the phone to ring.’

He was talking fast as he always did when he was about to do something he knew she would not like. But all sensible thought was deserting her in the face of him being in intimate daily contact with a soap-opera queen who had an alley-cat reputation and screwed anything that breathed.




Chapter 2

 



 




NOW THEN, WHAT can I do for you? Don’t tell me. Torin’s landed a part in a Broadway show. You’re gutted and want to go with him. Yes?’

‘No,’ Kasia said, smiling across the acre of plum-coloured Axminster that covered Charles Hagley’s office floor. They were on the sixth floor of a prestigious tower block on Cannon’s Wharf.

He looked good enough to eat, wearing a pristine white designer suit in lightweight cotton. The jacket was of casual draped cut, the trousers baggy, his silk shirt open at the neck, his Italian shoes of latticed leather, worn without socks. Though giving the appearance of throwaway elegance, Kasia guessed this outfit must have cost enough to pay her council tax for a year.

He gave her the benefit of his dazzlingly charming smile and advanced towards her with beautifully manicured hands outstretched. ‘You want to know if I have any news about work. I haven’t. That’s why I didn’t call you back yesterday. I’ll always ring if I get a sniff of anything.’

‘I’ve got wind of an opportunity and wanted to sound you out about it,’ she answered, the look in his humorous grey eyes making her feel happy about herself.

She had made an extra effort with her appearance that morning, selecting a brief coffee-coloured slip dress in fine lawn. It clasped her breasts, upheld by straps just wide enough to conceal those of her matching bra. A frisson of excitement tingled down her spine as she felt the lace chafing her nipples, and the narrow gusset of her thong cupping her mons veneris. This was her best set of underwear, a shocking extravagance. It seemed that, like bikinis, the briefer the lingerie the more expensive. She knew instinctively that Charles would approve were he to catch a glimpse of it.

Her sun-browned legs were bare and, after applying gold lacquer to her nails, she had slipped her feet into leather toe-post sandals. Altogether her ensemble might have been more suitable for a tropical resort than mid-week London, even if the temperature was hovering around thirty degrees, but she was comfortable in it and this went a long way to boost her confidence.

‘Tell me about it,’ Charles said, and poured coffee from a silver pot into porcelain cups.

The office was tastefully furnished in white with two calf upholstered chesterfields, silk Chinese rugs and a glass-topped coffee table. There were a few choice antiques here and there.

‘I don’t know much,’ she confessed, accepting a seat on a velvet upholstered Recamier-style chaise longue. ‘It was just a remark Carl made. He’s one of my tenants ... a dancer with the Capitol Ballet. I’d just told him and Simon, that’s his boyfriend ... they share my upstairs flat ... that I’d left my job after being sexually harassed by the boss.’

Charles regarded her studiously and settled himself beside her, long legs stretched out in front of him and  crossed at the ankles. She could not help noticing that this position thrust into prominence the substantial bulge behind the front fastening of his trousers. The evocative scent of Calvin Klein’s Obsession captivated her nostrils. He was so suave, so smooth, gentle on the surface but with a core of steel.

‘Take it a little slower,’ he advised. ‘I know about your friends. I met them when I came to dinner. Remember? Torin was there, too,’ he added with a trace of irony. ‘So, what’s all this about?’

She sat upright like a little girl learning her lessons. ‘All right. I’d lost my job and Carl mentioned that he’d heard the boys in the corps de ballet talking about the owner of a private theatre who was casting for a new production. Not in London, in the country, I think.’

‘Yes? Did he have a name?’

‘No.’

‘He didn’t mention the Ravenhurst Company? They fit the description.’

‘No. Is it them?’

‘I know they’re on the hunt again, seeking new recruits.’

‘Why wasn’t I told about this?’

She was puzzled, hurt and rather angry. Who were these people? Hadn’t he considered her talented enough to recommend?

A guarded expression crossed his ruggedly good-looking features. He shifted a little uneasily, before recovering his aplomb and murmuring, ‘I didn’t think it was your kind of thing.’

‘Why? What do they demand? Full frontal nudity? The sex act performed on stage?’ she asked tartly.

He sobered, reached across and covered her small hand with his large one, saying, ‘Something like that. The Ravenhurst Company are rather unconventional.

The theatre is in the grounds of an estate in Dorset. It belongs to Gerard Farnol, an eccentric who’s rich enough to indulge his fantasies. He writes, directs and also commissions works by avant-garde playwrights.’

‘You know him and have seen his productions?’ she demanded, possessed of the suspicion that he was not being entirely honest.

‘I have,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve even sent some of my clients along for auditions.’

‘And?’ she prompted, the air-conditioned room seeming to lose its coolness.

He shrugged, then ran a hand across his silver-tinged hair. ‘Some were successful, others not. Those who made it to Ravenhurst were exceedingly well paid and their taking part in Farnol’s extravaganzas put them on the map, but they were reluctant to talk of the experience. From the little information forthcoming, I gathered that it had been wild, wacky and highly charged.’

‘You mean sexual?’

‘Kinky’

‘Oh,’ said Kasia and sat back. Then she recovered and added, ‘So you thought I wouldn’t be interested? That was rather an assumption on your part, wasn’t it?’

‘I took you for a serious classical actress, Stratford and the RSC,’ he explained, spreading his hands wide. ‘Whereas Farnol’s shows are brilliant and blood-curdling, Tarantinoesque, explicit and downright erotic.’

‘I think I could handle that,’ she replied, lifting her chin mulishly. ‘I want the chance to try. Will you set up an audition for me, Charles?’

‘Are you sure?’ he said warily, and touched her hair. ‘I wouldn’t like you to bite off more than you can chew. If you’re taken on by Farnol, you’ll be expected to live  at Ravenhurst, practically devote your entire existence to the success of the play you’re in. There will be no turning back or running away. He’s a hard taskmaster, so I’m told.’

‘I’ve never been afraid of work.’

‘I’m sure you haven’t, but this is rather different. You may be asked to perform unusual tasks.’

‘Like what?’

‘I can’t tell you much more, but I’ll phone Magda and Jonti and find out if the rumour is true.’

‘Who are they?’ she asked.

‘His partners in crime,’ he answered with a wry smile.

This seemed to be more mysterious than she had imagined. All I want is the prospect of a job, she thought, watching Charles as he dialled a sequence of digits.
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