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      ‘Grace, she’s flirting with Crofts,’ whispered Fran, from her seat beside Grace at the back of the rehearsal room. ‘Isn’t she meant to be repelled by what he’s just suggested?’

      Grace, whose mind was miles away, quickly stopped checking her watch in the semi-darkness and brought her attention back to the scene in front of her. Fran was right. Emily Kelly, all tousled blonde hair and provocative curves, was most definitely flirting with the silver-haired actor sitting next to her, even though his words were meant to shock and repel her. ‘Emily darling, gorgeous as John might be in real life, he is nearly three times your age and his character has just made an outrageous suggestion to you.’

      ‘I know,’ replied the young blonde sulkily.

      ‘Well, do you think you could manage to look a little bit shocked? This is a very important moment in the play, and girlish giggles aren’t quite how your character is meant to respond.’

      ‘I was playing embarrassed,’ explained Emily, pouting prettily. She clearly expected Grace to fall under her spell as easily as young men all over the country had fallen for her in her most recent TV series.

      ‘Right, well, it’s nearly four o’clock and I think it’s time to call it a day,’ said Grace, suppressing a sigh. ‘We’re all tired, and although I won’t be here tomorrow, Fran is going to —’

      ‘I won’t be here either,’ said Emily. ‘I told you that I’ve got this voice-over to do and you said —’

      ‘Yes, sorry, I forgot. That’s fine, it means Fran can concentrate on working with Suzie and John, but by the time you’re back on Friday do you think you could get over the embarrassment and —’

      ‘I wasn’t really embarrassed!’ replied Emily. ‘God, it would take more than that to embarrass me. I thought that my character would be embarrassed, because she wouldn’t understand what he’s suggesting? I mean, I realise she’s clever and all that, but you know what the Victorians were like about sex. They even covered up the legs of tables and things, didn’t they?’

      Grace counted to ten under her breath. ‘Vivie is an intellectual, a Cambridge Maths graduate. Do you realise what an achievement that was for a woman in Victorian times? And now she’s learnt that her mother was once a prostitute and owns a brothel with John’s character, which paid for her education. What’s more, he’s just propositioned her. Trust me, she would definitely be shocked and repulsed.’

      Emily sighed. ‘I know all that, but it’s difficult to realise what a big deal it was back then. They made sex so complicated!’ With that she grabbed her bag from the corner of the room, waved and smiled at John and within seconds was out of the door.

      ‘I did warn you,’ said Fran as Grace sighed with frustration. ‘John, fancy a coffee somewhere? You can flirt with me any time and Grace has to dash now.’

      John, who was one of the most charming and accomplished actors Grace had ever worked with, smiled. ‘That sounds like a good idea. Are you sure you can’t join us, Grace?’

      ‘Sorry, I’ve got a busy few days coming up, but I’d love to another time. I hope you and Suzie are coping all right with Emily. She’ll get there in the end; I think she’s probably a bit overawed. Theatre’s so different from television, and you and Suzie —’

      ‘Have been doing it since before she was born!’ John said with a laugh. ‘It will be fine, Grace. For me, simply being able to reprise the role of Crofts in Mrs Warren’s Profession is fantastic. Shaw’s often considered too wordy these days.’

      ‘Isn’t he lovely?’ whispered Fran as Grace gathered up her things and passed her notes to her friend. ‘That voice makes me go weak at the knees.’

      ‘Really? Have fun then, and I’ll see you on Friday morning.’

      ‘Yep. What exactly is it you’re doing this time with that rich lover of yours? Front of house at the boutique hotel you’ve been busy decorating?’

      ‘You make it sound as though I’ve been stripping wallpaper and painting doors,’ laughed Grace. ‘The hotel is opening tomorrow, and I want to be there with David when it does.’

      ‘He’s back from Hong Kong then?’

      Grace nodded, feeling a growing excitement at the prospect of finally seeing David after their three-month separation. She wondered what he had planned for them this evening, after so many weeks when her only satisfaction had been the phone sex they’d indulged in when their free time coincided. Her body ached with desire, a desire that only he could satisfy. He understood her needs even better than she did, having watched over her as she’d progressed through the challenges set for her at his secret club, The Dining Club.

      She would never forget those months – months when he and his companions had tutored her body, teaching her more pathways to pleasure than she’d ever realised existed – but now their life together was moving forward and she was certain that once the small boutique hotel was open the two of them would become even closer emotionally, as well as providing lots of opportunities to experiment with their bodies even more… He loved her, she knew that, but she sometimes found herself thinking of her old rival Amber, the woman who had been the centre of David’s world for so many years, only to find herself displaced by Grace. In her quiet moments, Grace would recall Amber’s parting words to her: At the moment, you’re a novelty, but one day you’ll be in my position. No one can hold his interest for ever. Now, with their new venture opening, Grace was determined to prove Amber wrong.

      The small hotel, with its four suites, each one carefully themed and decorated by Grace, would be open once a month for four couples to rotate around each suite. They would be able to enjoy a three-day break living out their most private fantasies in an exclusive and secure environment, with everything they might need and more, and their anonymity ensured. Grace was sure that no one had ever offered anything like it before. She was also sure that these sensual mini-breaks were destined to be both highly successful from a business point of view and hugely exciting for her lover.

      Fran sighed. ‘You might as well leave now; you’re already with him mentally if not physically. I wish I understood your passion for him. He’s so not your type of man.’

      Taking her denim jacket from the back of the hard wooden chair where she’d been sitting for the past three hours, Grace laughed. ‘And how would you know what my type of man is?’

      ‘Clearly I don’t, but I know the type you used to fall for and they weren’t at all like David. Anyway, you love him, and if you’re happy I’m happy.’

      ‘Talking of you being happy, are you still seeing Andrew?’ asked Grace.

      Grace had introduced Andrew to Fran after getting to know him at The Dining Club last year. She sometimes wondered if it had been a wise move, given that Fran was still oblivious to Andrew’s ‘other’ interests, but they seemed to be happy.

      ‘On and off; more off than on right now. He’s busy with his work, and he’s been helping out with the renovation of the hotel, hasn’t he?’

      ‘Yes; lucky for me he’s so fit. Make sure you keep him that way!’

      ‘I will, given half a chance. He’s busy again at the moment, so if John invites me out this evening I think I’ll go. From what I’ve heard he’s quite a lothario and you know what they say…’

      ‘What?’ asked Grace, as she turned to leave.

      ‘Older men make better lovers.’

      ‘Yes, but older than what?’

      Smiling to herself, Grace opened the door onto the London street, blinking in the bright sunlight. She would need to get a move on if she was going to be changed and ready to greet David when he arrived back. Luckily a cab dropped someone off right by her so she grabbed it, then settled back in her seat, letting her mind wander to their imminent reunion.

       

      By the time they arrived at the four-storey building in West London – Grace’s project for the last year – Grace realised that she was moist between her thighs. She and David hadn’t been apart this long before, and her body craved the pleasure that only he had ever been able to give her. Paying the driver she hurried in through the smart black front door, which contrasted with the cream brickwork on each side. The mews consisted of a row of identical terraced houses, with black railings at the front and also beneath the windows on the first floor. There was a parking area for taxis on the far side of the narrow road, but no through traffic was allowed to disturb the peace. Putting her key in the lock of number 12 she thought how surprised the other residents would be if they knew what would soon be taking place behind its matching and tasteful façade.

      Once inside the small cream and pale green entrance hall, her eyes took in the stunning displays of fresh cream roses and green day lilies set on either side of the small curved-back sofa that sat beside the winding staircase. To the right of the staircase an open door showed a glimpse of the only lounge, where two comfortable sofas and four armchairs were positioned around a low carved table with a recessed centre that held ornaments David had collected on his travels and a crystal vase containing a single red rose. Over the fireplace an ornate mirror with gilt edging reflected the light back from the entrance hall, making the room look larger than it actually was. The overall feel was comfortable and safe, exactly the look Grace had wanted. It would make people’s first visit all the more of a surprise.

      ‘Excited?’ asked a male voice, and she jumped with surprise.

      ‘Andrew! I thought you’d have gone home by now.’

      ‘I wanted to wait until you were back. It’s looking fantastic. You must be very pleased.’

      ‘I am,’ she admitted. ‘I hope David likes it too.’

      ‘He’ll love it. Do you know any of the guests?’ Andrew asked. The first eight would be arriving in the morning.

      ‘Only Lucien, and I don’t really know him. I mean…’ Grace felt herself beginning to blush. ‘He was there, that last day at The Dining Club, but I can’t remember what he looked like.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Grace, this is a completely new venture. You’re very different from when you arrived at the Club – you’ve moved on.’

      She nodded. ‘You’re right. It was an amazing experience, but I’m ready to move forward and I’ve loved getting the look of each of the four suites right. Some of them were quite a challenge, but I’m pleased with them all.’

      ‘And will that give you the answers you’re looking for?’ he asked quietly.

      Grace began to untie her long, dark hair, which she’d scraped back off her face for the rehearsal, shaking her head until it fell into waves that ended halfway down her back. ‘What answers do you think I’m looking for?

      ‘You’re wondering if David can be the kind of man you want him to be; if he’ll be able to offer you love and support as well as brilliant sex.’

      Grace’s body became very still, and she gazed into the mirror where she could see Andrew’s expression reflected back at her. ‘I think it’s time you left,’ she said quietly. ‘David asked if you could be here around ten thirty tomorrow morning, so that you can help settle the guests in.’

      ‘Still avoiding awkward truths, Grace? Right, tell David I’ll be here, and have a great reunion tonight.’

      After Andrew left, Grace ran up the stairs to the bedroom on the top floor, the one that was for her and David, and stripping off her jeans and jumper turned on the shower. She knew exactly what she was going to be wearing when David returned.

       

      As his chauffeur drove the metallic-grey Mercedes-Benz from the airport towards the hotel, David put away his papers and looked out of the window, allowing his mind to turn from business to pleasure. He had every confidence in Grace’s ability to transform the house he’d bought into a hidden hotel, where guests could indulge in three-day fantasy breaks, and was looking forward to seeing how she’d incorporated the chosen fantasies into the décor of the various suites. More than that, though, he was simply looking forward to seeing Grace.

      He was surprised by how much he’d missed her while he’d been away. In the past he’d found it easy to compartmentalise his life. When he was working abroad, he’d always left the club and all personal relationships behind him with relative ease. The long hours spent in conference rooms helped, and without deep emotional ties to anyone there had always been sexual opportunities if he felt the need.

      This time it had been different. If he was honest with himself, he’d missed Grace far more than he’d anticipated. He’d missed the soft look in her eyes after they made love, the way she looked naked as she waited for him to touch her, and the expression in her eyes when she was being pleasured. He realised that he had allowed her to get closer to him than any other woman, but he didn’t like it. It made him vulnerable, and that was something he couldn’t cope with. He knew, from watching his warring parents, that if you allowed a woman into your heart you could be badly hurt. They made you an emotional hostage, and before you knew it you were their prisoner. It had happened to his father, but it wasn’t going to happen to him. All the same, his heart rate quickened as the car pulled up outside the front door of number 12. ‘I’ll park round the back, sir. Will you be wanting me tomorrow?’ his driver asked, getting David’s suitcases out of the boot.

      ‘No thanks, I’ll be driving myself for the next three days. Someone will phone you when you’re wanted.’

      Although he had a key to the front door, he decided not to use it, wanting, needing, to see Grace’s expression when she saw him again, and to his surprise he felt himself harden in anticipation of what was to come. Taking a deep breath he reached out and pressed the bell.
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      Grace was checking herself in the long bedroom mirror when she heard the bell ring. Her heart seemed to jump into her throat, making it difficult for her to breathe. It had to be David, even though she’d expected him to let himself in, and she hurried down the four flights of stairs. When she opened the front door he was standing back slightly, his cases by his side, the light tan he’d acquired while away only emphasising the brilliant blue of his eyes. Grace swallowed hard. ‘Welcome home,’ she said with a smile, knowing he wouldn’t want any extreme expression of emotion from her.

      His eyes moved slowly over her, and she could tell by the look on his face that the tight-fitting, coral-coloured lace dress with a keyhole cut-out that revealed just a hint of her breasts had been the right choice. ‘I always think that homecomings are horribly awkward,’ he said, picking up his cases and dropping them by the door. ‘You look stunning,’ he added, kissing her lightly before walking through into the reception area.

      Grace wasn’t sure how to react. Having longed for this moment for weeks and weeks, she didn’t know what to say, and wondered what it was about him that could turn her into a tongue-tied schoolgirl when in reality she was a highly successful theatre director. She knew that Fran would be horrified, but despite everything that had happened at The Dining Club, and the fact that she’d banished Amber from David’s life, she still didn’t feel entirely secure in their relationship.

      ‘It’s all finished, then?’ he asked, glancing through the lounge door.

      ‘Yes. Do you want to look round?’

      ‘I think we should have some champagne first,’ he replied, slipping an arm round her waist.

      ‘I’ve got some on ice.’

      ‘Then let’s take it up to our room. I assume we do have a room of our own somewhere in this hotel?’

      She knew he was teasing her, and began to shake with increasing desire at the prospect of them going to their bedroom. ‘Yes, but it’s at the top of the house.’

      His eyes swept over her. ‘I don’t know if I can wait that long.’

      Quickly she went into the kitchen, opened the champagne, collected two glasses and brought it all out to him. Gently he took the glasses away from her and put them on the ground. ‘We won’t be needing those,’ he murmured, his right hand sweeping her long dark hair behind her left ear so that he could kiss the side of her neck. Shivers ran down her spine, and then she felt him take the champagne bottle away from her too before he began kissing her throat and the soft skin in the gap at the front of the dress.

      Swiftly his hands found the concealed zip at the side of the dress, and she could hear his rapid breathing as he peeled it down her body and then lifted her out of it, so that she was totally naked beneath his hands. Next he laid her down halfway up the first flight of stairs, her legs draping downwards on the deep piled carpet. ‘Did you miss me?’ he asked quietly, his eyes fixed on hers.

      ‘You know I did.’ Her voice trembled with anticipation.

      ‘And did you miss this?’ he murmured, before lowering his head to her aching breasts and licking her rapidly stiffening nipples.

      Grace moaned with pleasure, but immediately he stopped. ‘You didn’t answer,’ he said softly. ‘You have to answer.’

      ‘Yes, I missed that,’ she gasped, her hips moving upwards as the ache between her thighs increased.

      ‘Keep still, my darling. We mustn’t rush.’

      Grace wanted to rush, longing for the sweet release of pleasure, but she knew better than to try to control their lovemaking. David was taking off his own clothes now, but he still managed to keep her body aroused by letting his clothes brush against her naked flesh as he removed them, and then his fingers encased both her breasts and he gently squeezed and released the swelling globes as she moaned with a mixture of desire and delight.

      ‘Close your eyes,’ he whispered, and when she obeyed she felt his hands move beneath her thighs as he lifted the lower part of her body up and then he began to pour the champagne over her belly, making her jerk when the liquid splashed on her warm flesh. As it ran down into her pubic hair and between her thighs he licked it, and lapped at drops in her belly button while she twisted and groaned at the blissful sensations.

      By the time his head moved between her thighs she was almost out of her mind with excitement, so that when he finally licked and sucked at the area around her clitoris she screamed aloud. ‘Yes! Please, please don’t stop. I’m coming!’

      ‘Very soon, my darling,’ he assured her, lifting his head so that the wonderful build-up was stopped in its tracks. Then he raised her arms above her head, poured some more champagne into her armpits and drank that. The delicious sensations drove her out of her mind, increasing the heavy feeling between her thighs without satisfying it.

      ‘Open your eyes, I want to look into them when you come,’ he said softly.

      Gasping for breath, she did as he’d asked, and the expression in his eyes was more tender than anything she’d seen there before. Slowly, very slowly, he moved a finger around the swollen bud, lightly pressing on the side of the stem until her head moved from side to side with excitement.

      ‘Keep looking at me,’ he reminded her, ‘you must be looking at me when you come.’

      She wanted to ask him to hurry, but she knew better. Obediently she made herself keep her head still, gazing into his eyes as his knowing fingers played between her thighs until finally he allowed them to skim lightly over the opening to her urethra and Grace screamed with ecstasy as the hot rush of release flooded through her and all the time her body was in spasm their eyes were locked onto each other’s.

      Only when the very last tremors had died away did he enter her. Positioning his arms above hers he thrust upwards, and the angle of their bodies on the stairs meant that he was able to penetrate more deeply than usual. She felt herself tightening around him and when he groaned deeply as his own pleasure spilled, her internal muscles contracted with a second orgasm and she milked him while he shuddered above her.

      When it was over, he remained on top of her, and the weight of his body was wonderfully reassuring. ‘God, I missed you,’ he murmured almost to himself and for that brief moment, Grace was completely happy.

      After they’d showered they sat side by side on the sofa in the hotel’s lounge, David’s arm draped along the back so that his fingers could play idly with Grace’s hair. He listened intently as she outlined what she’d done while he was away, and some of the closeness that she’d felt while they were making love began to slip away, as so often happened with David. Although she could feel his fingers in her hair, she knew that his mind was no longer on the two of them. It was on the excitement that the coming days would bring.

      ‘Do we know everyone who’s booked this month’s three-day break?’ he asked.

      ‘We know one out of each pair, from the Club, just to be sure that they know what they’ve signed up for. Andrew’s been in charge of the bookings.’

      ‘And every suite is booked?’

      ‘Yes, we could have double booked them, if we were in this for money alone.’

      ‘Interesting,’ murmured David, running the fingers of one hand gently over the back of her scalp in a soft, sensuous massaging movement. ‘How many additional people are we going to provide in order to make these fantasy breaks work? I assume most of the guests will want a few extra characters, as it were.’

      ‘We have two extra people for each suite, to be used as required by the guest who’s booked the break. Obviously they will be dressed appropriately and can be summoned by a bell in the staff living room. Each bell is marked with the theme so there won’t be any mistakes. In addition we have four spare staff, who can also be used if advance notice is given.’

      David looked doubtful. ‘Sometimes it’s difficult to tell what route a fantasy is going to take, don’t you think? Why the advance notice?’

      ‘I didn’t think you’d want to be paying for people to sit around doing nothing for three days.’

      His fingers stopped moving in her hair. ‘Did you truly imagine I’d be concerned about money?’ he asked incredulously. ‘We’re setting up a hotel to cater for people’s ultimate fantasies and you thought the cost would matter to me? Our clients will expect the very best, and that’s what they must get. They want to be able to live out their most extreme fantasies in every way imaginable. It’s the most exciting venture possible for those who want to indulge in total abandonment to their deepest, darkest desires yet you’re willing to risk us failing because of cost? Amber would never have made such a basic mistake.’

      ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that,’ Grace began, shocked to hear him mention Amber.

      ‘You hadn’t thought, full stop,’ he said sharply. ‘Grace, this is a wonderful idea, your own concept and a brilliant one, but it’s not one of your fringe productions where you have to come in under budget! I told you that you could spend as much as you needed to get everything right, and I was happy to leave it all to you. I hope I’m not going to be disappointed.’

      It was the end of a long and exhausting day for Grace, and she was shaken to the core by David’s words and the mention of Amber. He didn’t sound like her lover, a man who’d just brought her to the pinnacle of sexual pleasure, and because she was hurt she spoke without thinking

      ‘Don’t talk to me like that!’ she retorted. ‘You haven’t even looked round yet. You don’t know what the suites are like, or who will be helping out. I admit I’m not used to the fact that money is meaningless to you, but even if everything else is perfect, and I think it is, no doubt you will still keep reminding me of my mistake for the next three days. It’s probably your way of controlling people at work, but I don’t work for you. My work and this hotel are two totally separate things. How can we be so close one minute and then you talk to me as though you’re deliberately trying to put a distance between us?’

      She’d never spoken to him like that before, and as soon as the words were out she regretted them, waiting with trepidation for his response. Slowly he stood up and held out a hand to her. ‘Right, time for you to show me around, I think,’ he said calmly. ‘I’m looking forward to this. You’ll have to remind me of the themes, I’m afraid. I know we’ve talked about it over the phone, but I’m afraid I can’t remember them all.’

      Grace was confused. It was as though she hadn’t said anything, but she was eager to show him the rooms so she took his hand and together they began to climb the stairs. ‘I think of this as the pathway to pleasure,’ she said with a smile, and turning he smiled back at her.

      ‘Perhaps not at first, not for everyone, but eventually for most who walk up these stairs yes, a very apt description, my darling.’

      Grace led him up to the first floor, relieved that he clearly hadn’t objected to her outburst. However, she was greatly mistaken.

       

      ‘I’ve put the Country Retreat Suite on the first floor, because in some ways it’s the least extreme,’ she explained, opening the door to show the rooms to him. David glanced around then walked over to the large, smooth mahogany rocking horse that filled the bay window of the suite’s lounge. He ran his hands over it, and nodded approvingly. ‘I like the addition to the saddle. That should provide a lot of pleasure and excitement.’

      ‘If the weather’s good then people on this break can use the garden, too. We do have a lot of tall trees around the perimeter, but it’s still possible for it to be overlooked from the top floors of the adjoining houses, which will add a frisson of danger to any pleasuring that happens outside,’ said Grace.

      ‘Excellent; let’s move on.’

      Moving upwards through the house, Grace showed him the Victorian Suite, the Pleasure Suite and the Ultimate Fantasy Suite. He lingered longest in the Ultimate Fantasy Suite. ‘Presumably the client chooses their ultimate fantasy,’ he remarked, his eyes lingering on the sheer net curtains suspended from a circle in the ceiling above the bed and then drawn out to each of the four tall, carved columns at the corners.

      ‘Yes, which is why it was difficult to decide on the décor, but I decided —’

      ‘It’s excellent, you’ve done a wonderful job,’ he assured her, putting an arm round her shoulders. ‘I can’t wait for tomorrow. You and I will be joining Lucien and his partner. Do you remember Lucien?’

      Grace felt herself blushing. ‘Not very well. That last evening at The Dining Club is all a bit of a blur.’

      He laughed. ‘I’m not surprised! However, Lucien remembers you very well and he’s asked that we join him each time he books a break here.’

      ‘He’s booked them all,’ said Grace. ‘Andrew told me. He said that Lucien told him he had someone interesting who would be the perfect partner.’

      ‘Did he now? That sounds promising,’ he remarked, his blue eyes glittering with excitement.

      ‘There are only our rooms left,’ said Grace as they left the Ultimate Fantasy Suite. ‘They’re not themed. Of course, we could always use one of the other suites if you wanted to, as we’ll only have guests for three days each month,’ she added teasingly.

      ‘I think they’re best kept for special occasions. No risk of boredom then,’ said David, turning and starting to go back down the stairs.

      ‘Don’t you want to see them?’ asked Grace.

      ‘Not really; after all, we won’t be using them much. I shan’t be sleeping here except during the fantasy breaks.’

      ‘Where are we going tonight?’

      Holding her face between his hands he started to kiss her deeply, his tongue probing her mouth while his hands roamed through her long, dark hair. He pulled her close to him and slid a thigh between her legs. Her excitement mounting, she rubbed herself against him, uttering tiny moans of pleasure. His breathing was rapid now as his hands moved lower to cup her buttocks and pull her even more tightly against him. Feeling the first flicker of an orgasm deep within her she gave a soft moan of delight, but suddenly he put his hands on her waist and moved her away from him. ‘I think I’d better be getting home. We’ll both need all our energy tomorrow, I’m sure,’ he said, watching her face intently.

      ‘But I was about to come!’ she retorted. ‘Why did you…?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, but he didn’t sound sorry. Grace stared at him in disbelief. ‘I’m very sorry,’ he repeated. ‘No doubt you’ll keep reminding me of my mistake for the next three days.’

      She recognised the words immediately, her own words said in anger earlier in the evening, and she realised that this was payback time. She’d been wrong in thinking she hadn’t annoyed him, and now she was paying the price. ‘David, this isn’t how it’s meant to be,’ she said softly. ‘Just because I lost my temper downstairs, it doesn’t mean that —’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, darling. I’m sure you’re going to be very busy tomorrow, so no doubt you’ll want to sleep here. I’m going to meet with Andrew in the morning so that he can fill me in on the new employees; I’ll be here around ten thirty. That way you and I can meet and greet the guests together. You’ve done an amazing job, Grace, everything is absolutely perfect and I can’t wait for us to join Lucien and his guest tomorrow. Make sure you get a good night’s sleep,’ he added, and bending down he kissed her gently on the forehead and then without a backward glance went down the stairs while she remained standing on the landing, frustrated, hurt and alone. At that moment, she wished she’d never fallen in love with him.

       

      Driving back to his Grade II listed house on the outskirts of London, David’s fingers gripped the steering wheel tightly as he concentrated on keeping his breathing slow and steady. He was furious, not with Grace but with himself. He’d been looking forward to spending the pre-opening night at the hotel with her, but his Pavlovian response to her perfectly reasonable display of annoyance towards him had ruined it for them both. In his head she’d become his mother berating his father for some imagined slight, and immediately he’d reminded himself that this was why he didn’t want to commit to a lifetime with one woman.

      Grace’s words had also hurt, because they were the truth, and hearing her say them had made him feel ashamed. Feeling ashamed wasn’t something he was comfortable with either, so the combination of emotions had been fatal, meaning he was driving through London late at night back to a lonely bed, leaving Grace alone in the hotel. Now their special night of passion, so long-anticipated by him, would never happen. Tomorrow the hotel would open, and everything would change.

      Before he finally fell asleep that night he wondered if he was capable of changing. He had no doubt that if he didn’t change he would eventually lose Grace, quite probably to Andrew or Lucien. She’d learnt so much about her own sexuality at The Dining Club that she needed him, or someone like him, to keep her sexually satisfied, but she also needed to feel loved in other ways. David had kept his deepest emotions locked away for all of his adult life, and he didn’t know if he was even able to be the kind of man she both needed and deserved. The only thing he was certain of was that by the time they had finished exploring the delights of the Hotel of Seduction they would both know the answer.
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      ‘Excited?’ asked Andrew as Grace entered the staff room the next morning. ‘At least the sun’s shining, which will make the Country Break more realistic. Mind you, every time I go and stay at someone’s country house it chucks it down with rain.’

      Grace smiled. ‘I’m excited but nervous. There’s so much to think about, and so many different people to keep happy. Isn’t David here yet?’

      ‘He phoned me to say he’d be a bit late. He wanted to drop by the Club on his way and check Louise is managing it all right without him.’

      ‘And is she?’ Grace asked.

      ‘Fine, as far as I can see; not like when Amber was there, of course, but well enough. I think the Club has lost some of its edge, though. It’s probably going to be more of a training ground for this place, once you get it off the ground. Nothing stays the same for ever, does it?’

      ‘No, but does David mind?’

      ‘You worry about your hotel, and let him take care of the Club. You know how easily he gets bored; he’s probably pleased things are changing. So, shall we run through the guest list?’

      ‘OK, well, Lucien is bringing a partner; I don’t think he’s been going out with her all that long so I hope she’s all right with it. He’s chosen the Victorian Suite for their first stay. David and I will be there all the time, as Lucien requested that. We’ll need the Victorian maid, too. Who’s that going to be?’

      ‘Tilly – a broadminded friend of mine. She’s just back from six months as a chalet girl and is waiting to take up her place at Oxford to read History, so she’ll be perfect. If you need another man, you want Grant. He goes to the same gym as me and he’s a great guy, no worries there either. I’ll keep him on standby.’

      ‘Perfect. What about the other guests?’ asked Grace.

      ‘We’ve got a newly engaged couple in the Ultimate Fantasy Suite – the woman’s a member of The Dining Club, so she gets to choose the fantasy. The complete list of visitors is in the book at reception.’

      ‘Okay, and are you sure the staff know exactly what they have to do? Nothing ruins an erotic fantasy more than someone stepping out of character,’ warned Grace.

      ‘Relax,’ Andrew smiled, ‘we’ve been over and over this. There’s always Felicity, too, she’s responsible for their behaviour, isn’t she?’

      ‘Yes, she used to work for a casting director, so she’s brilliant. David remembered her from the Club years ago.’

      At that moment the bell in the lobby rang. ‘You’d better go and greet your first guests,’ said Andrew. ‘This is going to be a huge success, Grace. Believe in yourself; think of it as a production you’re putting on.’ He gave her a warm hug, and as he held her tight and kissed the top of her head, she began to relax, wishing for a brief moment that she’d been able to fall in love with him as he’d wanted, rather than with the complex David.

      ‘Hopefully without any critical reviews,’ she replied, drawing away, then smoothing down the soft folds of the pleated skirt of her peach-coloured maxi dress she went to greet the first guests.

      ‘Darling, it’s Lucien,’ said David. ‘We arrived together! I’m sure you remember him.’

      Hoping she wasn’t blushing at the memory, Grace smiled warmly at David’s business partner. His dark brown hair was still quite long, he was lean and toned and his deep brown eyes were intelligent and observant.

      ‘Lovely to see you again, Grace,’ he said, kissing her on both cheeks. ‘I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Emily Kelly. Emily, this is our hostess, Grace.’

      The two women started at each other in astonishment and, in Emily’s case, horror. Flushing deeply, the young actress held out her hand while an equally discomfited Grace managed a brief smile. ‘Let’s show you to your suite,’ she said, moving swiftly towards the stairs, while David gave instructions for their cases to be brought up.

      Holding the door open for the two visitors to enter their suite, Grace’s eyes met Emily’s. ‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Emily. ‘He told me I had to make up an excuse or he’d bring someone else and I —’

      ‘Here we are,’ said Grace brightly. ‘I hope you like the rooms.’

      ‘And I hope you enjoy surrendering to me for the next few days,’ Lucien said to Emily, who looked confused by his words. ‘My dear girl, this is a step back in time, and in Victorian days women had no rights at all, as I’m sure you know. They belonged to their husbands, and for the purpose of this little fantasy, I’m your husband.’

      ‘I don’t think I —’

      Lucien put a hand under Emily’s chin and turned her pretty face towards him. ‘You don’t need to think, Emily. Women’s brains aren’t meant to be used for thinking too deeply, it can make them nervous and unwell.’

      As Emily continued to look confused, Grace felt a flicker of excitement at the thought of what lay ahead. ‘Ring when you want us to join you,’ she said quietly to Lucien. ‘You’ll find all the clothes you need in the wardrobe, and once you’ve changed a maid will come and take away what you’re wearing now until you’re ready to leave the hotel.’

      ‘Wow! It’s an amazing room!’ exclaimed Emily as she gazed around, looking at the rich, dark colours of the red and green patterned carpet, slightly faded as though with years of wear. The walls were covered in water-silk paper, featuring large, overblown
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