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Chapter 1






Adrenaline pumped through Beth’s body, making
her glad to be alive. Today was her first official day at St.
Gregory’s and it was the first time she had felt this good in over
a year.

She forced down a bowl of porridge and a cup
of weak tea. Her mother always insisted you should start the day
with a good healthy breakfast, especially on cold mornings. She
went to the hall mirror to check her appearance. Her long, sleek,
brunette hair elegantly swept up into a stylish knot enhanced
Beth’s sparkling brown eyes and fine chiselled features. Her
pristine white coat glowed in the lamplight. Fashion conscious to
the end, under the white coat she wore a cream cheesecloth top over
a long denim skirt, and neat designer shoes. Light makeup, and
diamond studs in her ears completed her ensemble. She believed it
was important to look good for the patients.

She glanced back into the mirror to adjust
her collar: a faint image of a blonde woman stood behind her. It
was just the briefest glimpse and then she was gone, but it was
enough for Beth to see that the woman was offering her a
necklace.

Beth shivered as if someone had poured icy
water over her. Oh no, not again. I don’t believe this.
‘Leave me alone,’ she shouted. ‘I don’t want any psychic
interruptions today.’ She gripped the sides of the mirror as she
spoke to it. ‘This is the second time I’ve seen you. Who are you?
What do you want with me?’ She took a deep breath. ‘Go away; please
leave me in peace.’

She grabbed her duffel coat, picked up her
stethoscope, and switched off the lamp. Shutting the door firmly
behind her, she stepped out into the dull, chilly February
morning.

During the short walk to the hospital, Miss
Elizabeth McConnell, Surgeon, heard a chorus of wolf whistles and
loud shouts from a gang of friendly Geordie builders working on a
nearby building site.

‘Mornin, hinny.’

‘Hi, gorgeous.’

‘Wot yer deein’ tonite, pet?’

She felt the blush, but turned to smile at
the builders and gave them a wave. Glancing at her watch, she
quickened her step. Better ten minutes early than five minutes
late.

She reflected on the events of the past year;
events that had brought her here today when to all intents and
purposes she would have still been in Edinburgh.

Sadly, it was all down to her father’s fatal
heart attack. Unsurprisingly, Isabel, her grief-stricken mother,
had completely gone to pieces, as had her younger sister,
Catherine, who totally shunned the support of her husband, and sank
into depression. All turned to Beth for her comfort and strength of
character, which made her feel duty bound to put her surgical
career on hold and return home to support them, and run the family
estate. Property, stock, tenants, and such could not look after
themselves.

Beth believed the Universe has a way of
providing, and in time their overwhelming grief started to level
out, helped by Catherine’s news. She was expecting a baby, the
first grandchild. Isabel had done a complete turnaround with the
news. She had persuaded Catherine and her husband to move back into
the family home, and was busy helping them redecorate the East
Wing, turning part of it into a nursery.

By a lucky coincidence Beth found an
experienced estate manager, keen to move his family to the Durham
Dales, and more than able to take over the reins of the estate.

Then the position of General Surgeon with Mr.
George Dickinson’s team in Newcastle had fallen into her lap, as
had the perfect two-bedroom apartment an estate agent friend found
for her. Not only was it close to the hospital, but also close to
the newly built Hogan’s Health and Leisure Club. This was all meant
to be. Synchronicity: that’s what it was.

She intended to join Hogan’s, having a vague
idea of getting herself back into shape. She didn’t need to. Her
slim, five foot four figure was perfectly proportioned. Most women
would die for a body like hers. As can be the way with natural
beauty, she was unaware of the fact that most people regarded her
as drop dead gorgeous, but sometimes a bit more confidence in that
department wouldn’t have gone amiss.

Not only beautiful on the outside, she was
beautiful on the inside too. Naturally caring and sympathetic. Many
regarded her as docile and pliable, but in reality she had a
determined character, and a strong will.

Pushing through the hospital doors she
crossed her fingers in the hope that her psychic visions would
leave her alone. In their strongest intensity they were capable of
rendering her both speechless and useless. They had haunted her
since childhood, just like her precognitive dreams had. The last
thing she wanted was to cut into a patient only to have their life
history flash through her mind. She must remember to surround
herself with a protective force field before touching her patients
as one-to-one contact could be a trigger if she was caught
unawares. Since the death of her father the stress made her more
susceptible to picking up other peoples energies.

She never spoke about them. She had only ever
shared her experiences with two other people. Her great-aunt, also
psychic, and a very old friend, Val Taylor, who had been on her
mind recently. Val had unsuccessfully tried to persuade her to
explore and use her gift. No chance of that. People would think she
was crazy. A century ago women were burned at the stake for
less.

Waving to the girls on Reception, ‘Good
morning,’ she called to them as she passed through. She walked
briskly along the corridor to her office. The smell of freshly
ground coffee greeted her as she opened the door.

Janet, her assigned secretary with over
thirty years of St. Gregory’s history behind her, was already busy
at her desk and looked up over her old-fashioned spectacles, ‘Good
morning Miss McConnell and welcome to St. Gregory’s.’

‘Why, thank you, Janet, and good morning to
you too.’ Beth was touched to see a vase of fresh flowers. ‘What
beautiful flowers. Do I have you to thank for them?’

‘I thought they would be a nice welcome for
you.’

It is good to be here she thought taking the
mug of steaming coffee Janet handed to her.






Beth settled in easily. She felt as if she
had worked at St. Gregory’s for years, instead of weeks. She
enjoyed working alongside George Dickinson. He was a big, caring
man with a shock of black hair and a moustache to match, and was
famous for his selection of outrageous dickey-bow ties. An
approachable man graced with the natural ability of putting
patients at ease, he welcomed her into the fold as though she’d
been part of his team forever. Beth quickly discovered that most of
his time was spent between the hospital and delivering seminars. He
seldom seemed to go home.

Every hospital has its characters. St.
Gregory’s was no exception. Most of the staff were genuine and
helpful, yet Beth was saddened to find a couple of Ward Sisters who
were openly hostile to her. Even in this day and age they bitterly
resented having to deal with a female surgeon. She took it all in
her stride, including the cranky Ward Sister who insisted her staff
turn all the wheels on the beds to face the same direction.

Then there was Senior Nursing Officer Daphne
Black who expected student nurses to stand to attention and remove
their cardigans whenever she appeared on the ward. Discipline was
her keyword. Our Teaching Hospital is supposed to nurture and
produce first class nurses, not terrify the poor things to death in
the process, thought Beth after witnessing a first year student
reduced to tears.

One night after being called in to attend an
emergency, Beth was delighted to discover the Night Sister who had
summoned her was her old friend, and confidant, Val Taylor.

‘It is you, Beth. I’d heard there was a
McConnell joining the surgical team, and hoped it would be
you.’

‘How lovely to see you, Val. Would you
believe that I was just thinking about you the other day?’

‘What a coincidence — I was thinking about
you too.’

‘Well, I guess we both know that there’s no
such thing as coincidence. Let me attend to your patient, and then
we can catch up.’

They had first met at the beginning of Beth’s
medical career when Val appointed herself as one of Beth’s guardian
angels. Naturally, they had a lot of catching up to do, so after
their patient was settled, Val sent the student nurse currently
undertaking a stint on night duty, to make them all some tea.

She arrived back at the nurse’s station,
carefully balancing her heavy tray just as Val looked up and boomed
‘Good evening, Daphne!’

The student paled, turned too quickly and
completely overbalanced. A glorious cacophony of shattering china
filled the air as cups, saucers, and chocolate biscuits all crashed
to the floor, smashing into a thousand pieces. On silent feet the
dreaded Daphne had followed the student from the kitchen. Now,
standing right behind her wearing a voluminous dark cloak showing
just a slash of scarlet lining, the person the poor girl feared
most in the world towered over her.

My God, thought Beth, the woman
looks like Countess Dracula. No wonder the kid dropped the
tray.

Sleeping patients were unceremoniously
awakened and later Beth thanked her lucky stars that no one had had
a heart attack, especially the patient she had just attended.

Feeling sorry for the student, Beth bent to
help her pick up the debris, ‘Come on, Val. We’d better help clean
this up. That’s if you can still get down on your knees.’ Beth
grinned, knowing Val’s sense of humour was similar to her own.

‘You monkey. You’re still as cheeky as ever.’
Val playfully slapped Beth’s arm, but nevertheless got onto her
knees, even though they creaked under the pressure.

Countess Dracula started to help, something
unheard of.

‘Leave this mess to us. You go and make a
fresh pot of tea, pet. Take five. Have a cigarette and get yourself
pulled together.’ Val despatched the embarrassed student.

Returning with a freshly laden tray, the
student tried to apologize, ‘Miss Black, I’m really sorry. I don’t
know what to say . . . ’

‘Don’t apologize dear. It was an accident.’
Daphne laughed. ‘I must have startled you.’

With the broken china cleared up and the ward
settled, Val made the formal introductions. Beth and Daphne had not
met before. After Daphne continued on her rounds, and the student
was sent to tidy the linen cupboard — a long job that would keep
her busy for ages if she took the opportunity to skive — Val and
Beth finally sat down to talk.

Family news exhausted, hospital gossip was
their inevitable topic. Beth, sipping tea, said, ‘Daphne seems
nice.’

‘Being kind-hearted is way out of character.
Daphne doesn’t get on her hands and knees for nothing.’

Beth shrugged. ‘Has she been here long?’

‘Long enough. She came here after splitting
up with her partner. Couldn’t stand working in the same hospital as
her.’

‘Her? Did you say her?’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘Go on. Tell me more.’ Beth bit into a
chocolate digestive.

‘I don’t know how you manage to stay so slim.
You do like your chocolate. I don’t know. Look at me, if I so much
as look at chocolate I put another pound on.’ Val placed her hands
on her large hips. ‘Anyway, back to Daphne. Rumour has that she got
herself involved in some kind of woman’s circle — if you get my
drift. Her other half was not amused and gave her her marching
orders just like that.’ Val clicked her fingers. ‘And if I didn’t
know better, I’d say she was sizing you up.’

‘Me?’ Beth squeaked.

‘Yes, you.’

‘Mmmm, fascinating. Anyway, must go. Got to
get some sleep. I’m on duty again in the morning. Oh, it is lovely
to see you again.’ As Beth stood up she checked her pockets for her
stethoscope then hugged Val, taking comfort from her ample frame.
She was delighted to find her old friend working here.

Val fussed her, ‘Yes, yes and you dear. Now
off you go. Go and get settled in the doctor’s rest room. I’ll try
not to disturb you.’ Val’s tone changed, ‘By the way, did you
notice how Daphne kept touching your hands while we were picking up
the china?’ She narrowed her eyes giving Beth one of her knowing
looks.

Beth shook her head, laughing. ‘What? No,
don’t be silly You’re imagining things. Honestly Val. You never
change; you’ve been on nights too long.’

‘Oh and Beth, the visions. Are you still
having them?’

‘Don’t ask.’ Beth shook her head. ‘I try not
to dwell on them. Hopefully I’ll be left in peace.’

‘You haven’t got a handle on them yet then?
It’s a gift you know. I always knew you were special. Wish I had
them.’

‘I don’t call being under psychic attack a
gift. You are more than welcome to them. Now shut up and don’t
mention them again.’ Beth waltzed off along the corridor. She
wanted to be alone so that she could think about Daphne and her
particular lifestyle. She tried to visualize what her partner would
look like, wondering what kind of woman she might be, until sleep
overtook her.







Chapter 2






Southampton Marina shimmered in the early
morning sunshine. Hyacinth — or H as she insisted her friends call
her — stuck the last stamp onto the final envelope, satisfied she
had finished the invitations to their annual fundraiser. Scooping
them carelessly into an oversized Chanel shoulder bag for posting
when she went ashore, she picked up a small purple velvet pouch
from the table and held it reverently in her hands.

You’ll make me a fortune, you little
beauties, she thought as she clutched the pouch to her breast
before carefully fastening it into the inner zip pocket of the
bag.

She stood up, brushing herself down in case
any unwanted bits of fluff were sticking to her black pinstripe
Versace suit. They wouldn’t have dared. She was almost ready to
leave. A stickler for appearance, she ran her perfectly manicured
nails through her mane of blonde hair, blended into three shades by
her hairdresser to create a soft tawny hue. When she was satisfied
it was perfect enough to be seen in public she applied her
lipstick, a strong vibrant red, one of life’s little
essentials.

After methodically checking everything was
secured on board The Amethyst, her luxury cabin cruiser, she
collected her belongings, locked the main cabin door and, oozing
confidence, sashayed along the gang plank heading for her Mercedes
SLK, jingling the keys as she went. This morning, despite the
dreaded forthcoming boring charity bash, Hyacinth was happy, or as
happy as it was possible for her to be. Last night she and Penny,
her closest friend, had spent a wonderful evening celebrating the
Spring Equinox together. It was a pity Penny had to leave so early
this morning, Hyacinth smiled, remembering. H was a restless
spirit, always seeking excitement and she knew just how to get it.
A true pleasure seeker, she didn’t care who she hurt in her pursuit
of it.

Three hours later she placed the purple pouch
safely into her deposit box at her London bank. The concierge
standing guard by her car deferentially tipped his cap as he bent
to open the driver’s door for her. She rewarded him with a smile
and casually pushed a twenty pound note into his hand before
sliding into the leather seat. Lighting a cigarette before putting
on the designer sunglasses she was never without, she headed out of
London. There was one stop she had to make on the way home.

Leaving the fast moving motorway at the
Harrogate junction, Hyacinth pulled into the first lay-by. She lit
another cigarette, picked up her mobile phone from the dashboard
then selected Penny’s number waiting impatiently for her to
answer. Hurry up, Pen, I’m freezing my tits off here.

‘Lady Corday speaking.’

‘Are you missing me, darling?’ H demanded to
know while reapplying her lipstick in the rear view mirror.

‘I miss you all the time, H, and well you
know it.’

‘I’ve deposited our diamonds at the bank. We
have seventeen personal packages in there now, Pen, one to
represent every year of our friendship.’ She dropped her lipstick
into her handbag.

‘Friendship with benefits,’ Penny laughed.
‘You have brought me some cash though, haven’t you?’

‘Of course, darling. What on earth do you do
with all of your money, Penny?’

‘Well . . .‘

‘No. Don’t answer that. It’s none of my
business. But I would hate to think that husband of yours was
pissing it up the wall.’

‘He might as well be.’ Penny muttered.

‘What was that darling? The signal’s breaking
up.’

‘I said are you staying for tea?’

‘Tea? Ha! Make it g and t, and I’ll stay the
night. Send Bertie out. Better still; send him to his club for a
couple of days. You make me horny, Pen.’







Chapter 3






The Dickinson’s annual charity bash was due
to take place in early May. Beth received her invitation, but
wasn’t keen to go. She moaned about it to Val when they next met
over a midnight cup of coffee. If she had expected sympathy, she
didn’t get it.

‘Don’t be silly Beth. You have to go. Have
you any idea how fussy George’s wife Hyacinth is about who she
invites?’

‘Well, I expect all of his surgical team will
have received an invite.’

‘No, they haven’t. Only a handful of staff
have invitations this year. Anyway, you’ll enjoy The Do.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Oh yes. It’s a classy place the Dickinsons
have. I was a guest last year. Not like your family estate, you
understand, but it is a big house all the same, out Jesmond way
with beautiful gardens. Ultra posh it is.’ Val picked up her coffee
cup and put it down again without taking a drink. ‘Wait till you
see the swimming pool, indoor of course, straight out of Homes
& Gardens with changing rooms big enough to spend your summer
holidays in. From what I can remember of last year nearly all the
youngsters ended up skinny-dipping at midnight. Come to think of
it, it wasn’t just the youngsters. I didn’t bother though; not
wanting to be centre-stage!’ Val roared with laughter at her own
joke, rocking backwards and forwards in danger of overbalancing and
falling off her swivel chair. Ringing her hands together she became
serious. ‘Listen . . .‘ she bent forward, looked up and down the
ward to see if anyone could hear, making sure no-one was lurking in
close proximity. She patted Beth’s knee and said, ‘Hyacinth can be
one to watch out for, mind.’

‘What do you mean?’ Beth automatically copied
Val looking left and right. ‘Why? What does she do? Apart from
being married to George, that is.’

‘Don’t you know?’ Val looked around again not
wanting to be overheard. ‘Oh you are slipping up. Well, she’s a
gynaecologist. Gave up a brilliant career when she married George.
Had two children before you could sneeze, hired a nanny, and
returned to work before a decent amount of time had elapsed. Not
full time though just part-time, for appearances sake. They say she
can wrap George around her little finger. She looks more like a
film star than a doctor, dresses like a film star too. Must cost
him a fortune. Probably buys her knickers at Harrods.’ Val rocked
back in her chair again. ‘Anyway, she travels to Carlisle a couple
of days most weeks. She has a clinic-cum-hostel over there for
teenage mums who have nowhere to go. That’s what the fundraiser ’s
for.’ Val paused weighing up her words, ‘A bit of a card that
one.’

‘A bit of a card, Val?’

‘She has lots of friends.’

‘So?’

‘Female friends. About half a dozen of them.
You wouldn’t want a gynae appointment with her; she puts another
slant on taking your work home with you!’ Val paused expecting a
reaction, when none came she continued. ‘I think she takes them to
her place in Scotland, at least that’s what the hospital grapevine
says. Don’t know what they get up to there. Funny how George never
goes though.’

‘Well, what’s wrong with that?’ Beth was
becoming impatient and bored by Val’s gossip. ‘Everyone needs
friends and from what I can see George’s hardly ever at home. I
expect she’s the type to be on committees.’

‘Yes, I know he’s away from home a lot,
probably ‘cos of her carryings on. And I know there’s nothing wrong
with having friends. I expect she misses her kids. They’re at
boarding school, or maybe they’ve moved on to university now. Time
flies. Anyway, enough of this silly chatter, just you be careful,
that’s all I’m saying. She’s a bit different is our Hyacinth.
Committees, eh?’ Val chuckled, ‘Well I guess that’s one way of
putting it. Now, will I go and get the Tarot cards out of my bag
and give you a reading, or not?’

Beth shook her head. ‘Not tonight thanks,
Val. I’m tired. I’ve been on my legs all day. Another time,
okay?’

‘It’s about time you learnt to read the
cards.’

‘For God’s sake Val. I don’t need bloody
tarot cards to tell me not to go to this function. My blood runs
cold at the thought of it, and I don’t know why. Call it intuition
if you like.’

‘Here then. Take this newspaper to read. I’ve
read it.’

Beth took the paper from Val and idly flicked
through to the television pages. ‘I don’t know why I’m looking
here,’ she said. ‘I always miss the programmes I want to
watch.’

‘What have you missed tonight, then?’

‘Probably not much,’ Beth said. ‘Oh, but hang
on. There was something. A drama with Lou Scott in it. Damn — I
meant to record that.’

‘Never mind, love. I’m sure they’ll repeat it
soon. Is that her?’ Val looked over Beth’s shoulder. ‘My, she’s a
bonny lass, isn’t she?’

‘Yes, she’s quite beautiful.’ Beth gazed at
the black and white photograph. She felt her body flush in reaction
to the image sending a sexual thrill to her groin. Why on earth
should this woman have such an effect on me? Then she sneezed.
‘Bloody print — the smell of newspaper ink always makes me sneeze.
Here,’ she handed the paper back to Val, ‘you’d better put this in
the bin.’







Chapter 4






Beth woke early on the morning of the
Dickinson’s charity bash. Blue sky and sunshine promised a warm
spring day. Guests were invited to arrive from two pm. Beth still
didn’t want to go. Her hoped-for emergency didn’t happen. She
dressed listlessly, not caring what she wore, but knowing she
should look at least half way presentable. She rejected everything
in her wardrobe as unsuitable, and then started going through it
again. Finally she settled on a simple white linen dress, and flat
leather sandals. She couldn’t really wear heels as they would sink
into the ground. She fastened her hair back into a ponytail, and
slicked on some lipstick. That’ll do, she thought, they
can take me or leave me. Lastly she dabbed Chanel No. 5 onto
her wrists.






H was in a black mood. She wasn’t looking
forward to the fundraiser. She’d become utterly bored with the
whole thing, even though it would benefit her unmarried mothers’
home in Carlisle. She only put on a pleasant face to keep George
sweet. Life was much easier that way. He was like an old toy she
was still rather fond of, except she couldn’t pop him into a box
and store him away in the back of a cupboard, more was the pity.
They’d been married for what seemed like forever. The novelty had
worn off long ago, but he was from an old respectable family and
allowed her to do pretty much what she wanted. Freedom and old
money carried a lot of clout with Hyacinth. She knew she really
should stop being such a miserable bitch with him; after all, he
unwittingly provided her with a marvellous smoke screen. Despite
being a big man, where Hyacinth was concerned he wasn’t strong, and
didn’t object, as he should have done, when she packed both their
son and daughter off to boarding school at the earliest
opportunity. Only once had he been on the receiving end of her
ferocious temper and he never wanted to go there again. Sex was no
longer an option and hadn’t been since the birth of their daughter.
But he had his work; that was really his family now. And his
precious secretary was very accommodating. Unknown to George, she
and H were old school friends, and H had had her long before
George. Between them they had a mutually beneficial arrangement. H
was not pestered for sex by George because he was kept happy
elsewhere.

Hyacinth had been raised in South Africa and
her close family still lived there, although she rarely visited
them. Hers had been a cosseted upbringing as would befit the child
of rich parents. Years at one of the best English boarding schools
meant she hadn’t seen much of her family while she was growing up,
but she had formed a loyal following among the girls. Nearly every
one wanted to be her special friend and by her sixteenth birthday
she’d lost count of her teenage conquests. She flirted outrageously
with her teachers, staying in their good books. She had a knack of
getting her own way. The tutors at her Swiss finishing school loved
her, and the pretty French mistress fell into her arms within six
weeks of the start of the first term.

During her gap year she toured the world
disappearing under the radar for most of the time. She didn’t even
contact her parents until just before going to university to study
medicine. Her professors expected great things of her. To their
dismay she married George immediately after finishing university.
No-one could understand why.

But Hyacinth had needed to create a smoke
screen.

After all, what woman would knowingly make an
appointment to see a lesbian gynaecologist? A respectable
middle-class family life was perfect. Her marriage to George
provided this. She couldn’t share her reasons with her concerned
professors, but her acting ability was so good that they believed
she was in the grip of true love.

Shortly after the marriage she established
her unmarried mothers’ home in Carlisle some sixty miles west of
Newcastle. Between Carlisle and her Scottish hide-away she enjoyed
living her secret life. She managed her diamond smuggling using
Carlisle as her base. She practiced her magic in Scotland; spending
many pleasurable hours teaching and initiating Penny, the first
member of her coven and her first long term lesbian lover.

H loved life’s luxuries, was a natural
sailor, and travelled abroad whenever the whim took her, often
sailing the original Amethyst to warmer climes, and always without
George. Despite all of this, she was still restless. The skeleton
she kept in her cupboard reared its ugly head now and again, but
she was always able to control it, with the help of her girls,
especially Penny.

At least the girls would be here, and they
were all coming today, except Penny, who had cried off at the last
minute with some lame excuse about having to sort out a problem for
her husband, Bertie. Initially H was furious. She had been looking
forward to some surreptitious sex with Penny to relieve the
boredom, but was somewhat mollified at the thought that she might
manage a quickie with Serena, their newest and youngest recruit.
She felt a terrific connection with Serena, who reminded her of
herself twenty years ago: long, tousled blonde hair, firm young
tits, and plenty of attitude.

Today she had to welcome George’s new female
surgeon. She was dreading it. In her minds eye she could see some
dried up old swat going by the name of Elizabeth McConnell who
would probably simper around her ankles for the entire afternoon
being a bloody nuisance.

She cast an eye over the lawn layout noting
everything was in place. She needed to check there were sufficient
fluffy lilac towels dotted around the swimming pool and give her
caterer a word of thanks before she went upstairs to get ready. Why
the hell did she put herself through this? It would be so much
easier if George simply wrote a cheque and give it straight to her
charity. But no, not him, he insisted on this charade to maintain
his pathetic social standing.

Up in her bedroom her mood was no sweeter.
Her fortieth birthday was looming. She refused to acknowledge it,
flatly and icily rejecting George’s feeble offer of a celebration.
As far as she was concerned there was nothing to celebrate.

She stripped off. Standing naked in front of
the full-length mirror she examined herself critically from all
angles. She knew she had a stunning body. No sign of cellulite.
Virtually no stretch marks from the birth of her children. Her blue
eyes flashed back at her. She didn’t feel forty. Finally satisfied
she didn’t look it, she studied her natural blonde pubic hair,
letting the fingers of both hands slip into the curls. She could
turn herself on in an instant. And she had time. Her left hand
moved to fondle her breast, squeezing the nipple as the fingers of
her other hand probed a little deeper into her warm, slick
opening.






Arriving at the Dickinson’s house, Beth was
surprised to see so many people from the media. A television
presenter, a well-known agony aunt, and a local racehorse trainer
were laughing together under one of the stripy blue and white
sunshades. Because the Dickinsons were well connected in many
circles there was a well heeled and diverse mix of guests in
attendance. Most were willing, and able, to dig deep into their
pockets to support the Dickinsons’ charity. Beth had already been
tapped for a substantial donation. The party was in full swing,
spread out across their beautifully manicured gardens. Fearing the
wrath of Hyacinth, the team of gardeners had done themselves proud.
There wasn’t a weed in sight. As Beth walked across the lawns to
join the other guests, she was captivated by the scene in front of
her as a Bedouin tent billowed in the breeze, instantly taking her
back to childhood dreams of starry Arabian nights.

Hyacinth, discussing something trivial with
her caterer, casually turned to check who was arriving and stopped
mid-sentence. Removing her sunglasses, instead shading her eyes
with her hands, she felt a stirring in her psyche. She’s here.
This is the woman I’ve been waiting for.

‘Davinia. Do you know who that brunette is
over there heading towards the marquee?’

‘No.’ Davinia shook her head. ‘I would have
remembered her — she’s beautiful.’

‘A beautiful stranger. How intriguing.
Perhaps this party will be fun after all.’

Beth had no idea she was the subject of
Hyacinth’s intense scrutiny. Coming out of her reverie she walked
towards the marquee. Inside a sprung dance floor had been laid and
a local band played as energetic youngsters danced to the live
music.

George Dickinson greeted her warmly, ‘Hello,
Beth. So glad you could come.’

‘My pleasure, George,’ Beth lied with a smile
on her face.

‘I’m sorry my wife isn’t here to greet you.
She’s in there,’ George gestured to the crowd, ‘dealing with
something or other. Probably the catering. She’s a stickler for
perfection. I will introduce you to her later.’ Taking two glasses
of champagne from a passing waitress, he handed one to Beth, and
started to talk shop. ‘Now then, Beth. How is the patient we fixed
up with the new heart?’

‘He’s good. He’s coming along just fine. I
was on the ward early this morning to check for myself, and he’d
had a good night.’

‘Good. Good.’ He fiddled with his red and
white polka dot dickey-bow tie.

‘Nice tie.’ Beth grinned.

‘It’s appalling, isn’t it?’ George smirked,
‘Hyacinth hates it.’

‘She does?’ Beth laughed. ‘Then why do you
wear it?’

‘Oh look. New arrivals. You go and circulate
my dear girl. There’ll be plenty of people you know here. Enjoy the
champagne.’ George put his glass down on the nearest table and
hurried away.

Over two hundred and fifty people chattered,
like mynah birds, while swigging champagne. Almost instantly a
uniformed waitress pressed another champagne flute into Beth’s
hand. Sipping the fizzy liquid she glanced around noticing most of
the women had dressed in a similar fashion to her. She had got it
right without trying. The men wore casual slacks and polo shirts.
Beth thought she had never seen so many designer labels at one
meet, or such a glamorous crowd of women.

Empty champagne glasses were immediately
refilled by the sharp-eyed, unobtrusive waitresses who hovered in
the background beside the long purpose built bar. In another
section of the marquee comfortable chairs were thoughtfully
arranged around tables enabling guests to sit and relax in the
shade.

Val was right about the food, Beth
thought. Davinia’s Catering had prepared a sumptuous buffet,
artistically presented along one complete side of the marquee under
shaded windows dressed with long purple drapes. It seemed a crime
to spoil such a vision by eating it. But Purple drapes? What a
peculiar choice of colour.

The caterer, Davinia, the only daughter of
Lord and Lady Macfarline, had enjoyed a privileged upbringing.
After the birth of her illegitimate daughter, Felicity, she had
flatly refused to return to university. Lord Macfarline had been
furious. He insisted that she raise the child herself. Davinia
hadn’t seen that as a penance, but as a joy. When Felicity started
attending primary school Davinia was offered a part-time position
by one of her father ’s friends who owned an exclusive jewellery
shop in Newcastle. Although she had no need to work she had a
tremendous love of jewellery and felt she had been offered the
perfect opportunity to broaden her knowledge of precious stones.
She had accepted the offer before her father could interfere and
soon she became regarded as one of the leading authorities on
diamonds in the UK. She had loved her job and enjoyed being in a
position of trust and authority until recently jumping ship.
Laughingly blaming her actions on a mid-life crisis, she set about
establishing a superb five star catering business, using daddy’s
money and contacts this time.

Today, Davinia was standing at the head of
the banquet table guarding the food like an anxious parent, proudly
proclaiming to anyone listening that food had always been her first
love. Davinia wasn’t what you would call an attractive woman,
although kindness radiated from every inch of her rotund body. She
had grown so round because of her passion for food and the fact
that she personally tasted everything she cooked. She was barely
five-foot tall, with tight curly hair and twinkling grey eyes. A
veritable roly-poly.

Beth thought Davinia’s food looked worthy of
inclusion in the glossiest food magazine. Plates of fresh salmon,
mushroom vol-au-vents, canapés, quiches and coronation chicken
graced the white linen tables. Cucumber sandwiches rubbed shoulders
with rich chocolate fudge cake and individual lemon cheesecakes sat
alongside dishes of strawberries soaked in champagne surrounded by
jugs of fresh cream.

As Beth stood admiring the display she felt
someone touch her elbow.

‘Hello. I’m Davinia Macfarline, the
caterer.’

‘Beth McConnell. Pleasure to meet you. This
food looks amazing.’

‘Thank you, Beth. It’s all in the taste
though, and I can guarantee your taste buds will buzz.’ A tall,
skinny, ginger- haired woman joined them. ‘This is my partner,
Julie.’

‘Business partner?’ Beth asked.

‘Not business. No. Julie is my lover.’

Wow, what a statement to make, Beth
thought as she shook hands with Julie. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘Pleased to meet you, too.’ Julie said. ‘Do
you sail?’

‘No.’

‘Rock climb then?’

‘I’m afraid not. You’re talking to a
golfer.’

‘Really. Not my game.’ Julie took up a
golfing stance, and pretended to swing a club at an imaginary ball.
‘I could teach you to sail, it’s much more fun than golf.’

‘That’s very kind of you, but no thanks. I’m
not keen on water. I like to keep my feet on the ground.’

‘You obviously appreciate good food though.
There’s none better than my Davinia’s. You can’t beat quality
catering — this is the best.’

‘Do you use organic ingredients?’ Beth
feigned interest.

‘Of course. Look at that splendid carrot
cake.’ Julie pointed down the table. ‘We hand-picked the carrots
personally. The secret is in the feel and the size of the carrot.’
Julie slowly pulled her fingers into the palm of her hand as if
gripping a tool.

Beth couldn’t decide if Julie was being rude.
She cast a sly glance at Davinia who was obviously no stranger to
the biscuit tin, and Julie didn’t look the type to see eye-to-eye
with a cooker. I doubt she would have a clue how to make
anybody’s soufflé rise. They are like chalk and
cheese.

Julie went into full flow, ‘Oh yes, it’s
organic all the way. We source our ingredients . . .’

Losing the drift of Julie’s conversation,
Beth became uneasy, on edge. She sensed eyes boring into her and
the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. ‘What the hell?’
she muttered as she turned.







Chapter 5






Giving herself up to the sheer pleasure of
successfully gaining Beth’s attention, Hyacinth’s smile was genuine
for the first time that day.

For a millisecond Beth imagined Hyacinth was
encouraging her gaze, not turning away as she looked directly back
at her. She still knew very little about George’s wife except what
Val had told her. She had a crazy thought, while their eyes locked,
that this woman was enjoying holding the eye contact. The look
between them was intense. She felt as though she was being put into
a trance. It must have been that second glass of champagne. She
knew she’d drunk it too quickly, giving her silly thoughts and
hiccups. After what seemed an eternity, she forced herself to tear
her eyes away, successfully breaking the contact. She felt
disturbed, as if Hyacinth had peered deep into her soul. Val’s
words rang in her ears. Be careful of Hyacinth.

Delighted with the effect she was having on
her quarry, H moved towards Beth, gliding effortlessly through the
melee of guests and easily re-establishing eye contact. Although
Beth tried hard to resist, Hyacinth would not allow it. She stood
so close their body heat merged as their arms touched.

‘I’m Hyacinth Dickinson. And you are?’ She
extended her hand to Beth.

‘Beth. Beth McConnell. I work with George.’
Beth accepted Hyacinth’s outstretched hand. Immediately electricity
charged between them. Beth fought to stop it and tried to release
her hand, but Hyacinth would not let go.

‘I finally meet you. You’ve no idea how long
I’ve been waiting. I’ve been telling George to invite you to dinner
for weeks. Typical man, he never got around to it. What do you
think of the food Beth? I think Davinia has excelled herself for
me.’

‘It looks very appetizing.’ The last thing
Beth expected was a conversation about food. Telling herself not to
be so stupid she struggled to keep up the small talk. The power
surge that Hyacinth generated was overwhelming her, making her feel
sick. Yet she was flattered by the attention, and in a weird way
found it exhilarating.

‘You must try the carrot cake. It’s one of
Davinia’s specialities. But no, perhaps not,’ Hyacinth gazed
intently into Beth’s eyes reading her mind, ‘I think the chocolate
tart will be more to your taste, darling.’

‘How did you guess?’ She’s just called me
darling. Who does she think she is?

‘Trust me Miss McConnell. I know everything.’
Still holding Beth’s hand Hyacinth moved to stand beside her, and
slipped her arm possessively around Beth’s waist. ‘Now, darling.
You must call me H. A privilege granted only to my closest
friends.’

‘I’m flattered. But I’m hardly a close
friend.’ Beth said.

‘I know for a fact that you and I are going
to be such close friends, we’ll wonder how we’ve ever managed
without one another.’ Hyacinth gripped Beth’s hand even tighter. ‘I
can feel that we’re on the same wavelength. You have a very special
gift.’

Beth was astounded. She took a deep breath,
drained her glass and looked around for a refill.

‘Don’t worry, darling. Your secret is safe
with me.’ Hyacinth smiled, eyes twinkling. ‘I’ll take good care of
you.’

Beth looked squarely at Hyacinth not knowing
what to say. She could only think what a beautiful woman H was with
her bewitching blue eyes, and thick mane of blonde hair. Her aura
was overpowering. She spoke only to Beth. Even though other people
surrounded them Hyacinth made her feel as if they were the only two
people in the world. Was this what Val meant? But what exactly was
‘this’? And how could this stranger possibly know her secret?
Unless . . .

‘I know this is a silly question, but have we
met before?’

‘Not in the flesh, Beth.’

H was buzzing. Throwing her usual caution to
the wind she lost no time manipulating Beth by telling her how much
she enjoyed hill walking, and in the next breath suggested they go
for a day’s walking together in the Lake District.

‘To blow the hospital cobwebs away, darling,’
she briefly released Beth’s hand to take a fresh glass of champagne
from the tray of a circulating waitress, ‘there’s nothing to
compare with the sun on your back and a bit of Lakeland solitude.’
She swiftly took hold of Beth’s hand again pressing the cold
crystal into her palm then clasping their hands together around the
glass. ‘And I could have you all to myself, couldn’t I?’

Beth hiccupped. ‘Sorry — what did you say?’
she laughed nervously, ‘Really, this champagne is very strong.’
Beth finally managed to break free. ‘I think I must be hearing
things. I thought you said something about having me all to
yourself.’

‘Mmmm . . . did you?’ H raised her eyebrows
quizzically, sensually sucking the juicy strawberry she picked out
of Beth’s champagne. Taking Beth’s elbow she moved even closer,
‘Come with me, darling. I’ll introduce you to some of the other
guests and meet some of my special girlfriends. It’s so good that
you’ve joined George’s team. He speaks highly of you, and told me
what a tough time you had after your father died. It takes guts to
do what you did.’

Beth was bewitched.

‘Now, darling, these are three of my special
friends.’ Hyacinth stopped beside a group of attractive,
ultra-fashionable women. ‘Ladies, I’d like to introduce Beth
McConnell, whom I hope we will all get to know much better.’

The women greeted Beth warmly. She was
intrigued by their identical diamond pendants. Beth loved diamonds;
indeed she was wearing her favourite diamond earrings today. These
women had great taste in gems, but how weird they’d all chosen to
wear the same design.

‘Look over there,’ H pointed to a glamorous
young blonde who turned and waved to them. ‘That’s Felicity,
Davinia’s daughter.’ Again, taking Beth’s elbow, she led her
further round the gardens introducing her to more guests. Beth felt
like a filly in the parade ring. She knew she would never remember
so many different faces, never mind their names, but it wasn’t
important, as she didn’t envisage meeting any of them again.
‘Darling, I’ve had a brilliant idea. Why don’t we make ourselves a
date to go hill walking? Two weeks today. And I won’t take no for
an answer.’

‘I’d like that.’ Beth surprised herself by
agreeing.

‘I’ll pick you up darling. George can give me
your address. I’ll weave some magic to order us some sunshine. We
don’t want it to rain on our parade.’ Hyacinth put her head to one
side, ‘I’m looking forward to our date already.’ She licked her
lips. ‘Sorry I have to leave you now, Beth. I have to mingle
otherwise George will be such a grouse if I don’t do some serious
arse licking.‘

‘Hyacinth!’ Beth burst out laughing.

‘See you soon.’ H leaned into Beth, savouring
the warmth of her body, and squeezed her arm before she moved
away.

It was only a light touch, yet Beth was
overwhelmed by the force of energy that surged through her,
accompanied by a vision of Hyacinth wearing a purple cloak and
cupping something in the palm of her hand. Instinctively she
reached out grabbing a chair to steady herself.

Hyacinth had broken her spell leaving Beth’s
mind all over the place. Her knees knocked as her eyes steadily
followed Hyacinth’s disappearing back. She didn’t know what to
think, but one thing she did know for sure was that she couldn’t
wait for their day out.

Hyacinth continued to play Beth like a fiddle
throughout the rest of the day, deliberately coming close to her
then disappearing again.

Seeking solitude Beth headed into the
tranquillity of the deserted poolroom. Spectacular in engineering
and design, the outside tinted glass wall opened up giving the
indoor pool an outdoor feel. She walked between the tall palm
trees, and sank down into a deep comfortable recliner, which was
partially hidden from view beside a fountain where a classic statue
of Venus stood in the centre.

She stilled her mind, rejecting what she
considered to be unnatural thoughts.

Laughter from the swimming pool disturbed her
solitude. Two of the women she had been introduced to earlier must
have followed her in and were splashing each other playfully in the
water. Beth sat up, straining her eyes to see.

She couldn’t tear her eyes away as she
watched them kissing each other. Beth gasped. These were two of H’s
special friends. She watched the redhead drop the top of her
swimsuit and push her tits into the young blonde’s face.

Beth squeezed her eyes tight shut so she
couldn’t see what was happening. It was exciting her too much.
Curiosity got the better of her. Opening one eye to peep, then the
other, she was disappointed to see that the pool was empty.
Standing up to leave she was embarrassed to feel moistness between
her legs.

Unobserved, H watched Beth’s reactions with
mounting carnal lust. In her book, this beauty was certainly romp-
worthy. She was going to enjoy this chase and conquest more than
any before. Her powers of telepathy had easily homed into Beth’s
thoughts showing her how much Beth enjoyed watching the pool scene.
But the intrusion had also shown her other sides of Beth. Qualities
that Beth herself was unaware of.

The remainder of the party passed Beth by in
a daze, as did the taxi ride home. Although glad to be alone in her
bed, she was unable to sleep. Every time she closed her eyes all
she could see was Hyacinth moving among her guests shining like a
star in her kingfisher-blue outfit, and the two women in the pool
turned into herself and Hyacinth. Why couldn’t she block these
feelings? They were driving her crazy. And the vision of H wearing
a purple cloak, what was that all about? Why did the intoxicating
scent of this woman surround her as if they were lying
together?







Chapter 6






The following morning, exhausted by lack of
sleep, Beth met Ann, the anaesthetist ready to start their list in
the operating theatre. Beth needed to push all thoughts of Hyacinth
out of her mind for the sake of her sanity. Ann had other ideas.
She wanted to know all about the charity bash. Her questions never
stopped.

‘You lucky thing!’ Ann smiled wryly. ‘I hope
I get an invite to the next one.’

‘You probably will. It was nothing really.
Good food though. Val said the catering would be good, and it was.’
Beth played it down.

‘What was their house like?’

‘Nice.’ Beth busied about pretending to look
for something.

‘Is that it? Nice? What was the garden like,
then?’ Ann followed her into the store cupboard.

‘Big.’

‘Big? Well then, who was there?’

‘Lots of people.’ Beth dropped a packet of
surgical dressings.

‘For God’s sake, Beth, don’t give too much
away will you!’

‘Sorry. I’m tired today.’ She bent to
retrieve the packet.

‘I suppose you had someone stay over last
night.’ Ann said with a Cheshire Cat grin on her face.

‘No. No, I didn’t actually.’ Beth’s tone was
cool as she regained her composure.

‘Well then! What’s Hyacinth Dickinson like?
They say she’s gorgeous.’

Beth’s stomach lurched. Searching for words
to reply as Hyacinth’s face swam into vision before her eyes, she
was saved as the theatre doors swung wide and the first patient was
wheeled in. Beth thanked her lucky stars.

It was a busy day leaving Ann with no chance
to continue her questions before she had to hurry off to keep an
appointment leaving Beth to finish writing up patients’ notes.






As Ann left the operating theatre, Hyacinth
parked her Mercedes in the reserved parking bay. She always looked
good, but today she had taken particular care with her appearance
and looked ravishing in a red Valentino trouser suit. She stubbed
out her cigarette under her expensive boot before entering the
hospital by a side fire exit. She knew exactly what she was going
to do.

Beth was glad to be alone. It had been a
relief to concentrate on work. She’d finished writing up her notes
and was checking the theatre to ensure everything was in order
before leaving when she thought she heard the outer doors open.
Hurrying to investigate, she found no-one and doubled back to check
the staff room.

As she walked in, she sensed a presence
behind her. Then warm hands covered her eyes. She panicked. Was it
a ghost? Every hospital has convincing ghost stories and St.
Gregory’s was no exception.

Hyacinth dropped her hands onto Beth’s
shoulders, turning her so they were face to face. Before Beth could
speak H kissed her full on the lips. Beth’s body responded,
instantly shooting into overdrive. She was on fire as realization
dawned that this lady meant business. She hadn’t called in just to
be sociable. Hyacinth’s persuasive tongue seduced hers, and Beth
didn’t want the kissing to stop. She was experiencing a type of
arousal she’d never felt before, and loving it. Hyacinth, an expert
in the art of seduction, and confident of her effect on Beth,
fondled Beth’s breasts, squeezing and coaxing her nipples now
protruding through the thin material of her theatre greens.

‘You are pleased to see me, darling,’ she
whispered.

Beth only managed a nod.

Hyacinth’s hands slipped under Beth’s loose
top, gliding up her back to unhook her bra. Beth’s legs turned to
jelly as nerves took over. She held her breath. Her hands were
glued to the wall behind her. While at the back of her mind she was
praying she’d put on a decent bra that morning because she dressed
for comfort not for style when on duty.

Hyacinth gave a husky laugh. ‘Don’t be
nervous, darling. You know this is fun,’ she whispered, ‘just
relax.’

Beth shivered, her soul adrift, lost in the
depths of Hyacinth’s Mediterranean blue eyes, hypnotized yet shaken
to the core, wanting more, needing more. Her hips started to move
with a life of their own, pushing into Hyacinth.

Perfect, just the reaction I
anticipated thought Hyacinth, congratulating herself.

Beth couldn’t believe what she was doing.
What was Hyacinth playing at? Why was she here, disrupting her
emotions, opening the door into territory where she had never dared
venture before? What signals had she given off to make Hyacinth
think she could seduce her?

‘Ooohhhhh, Hyacinth!’ she moaned, ‘What are
you doing to me?’ Again she felt the wetness between her shaking
legs. This had to stop. This woman was making her lose her sanity.
She wanted to push Hyacinth away, unable to cope with her surging
emotions. She couldn’t. Hyacinth’s hands were all over Beth, and
when she discovered Beth was wearing stockings and suspenders under
her loose fitting trousers she was more than titillated.

‘What have we here?’ she cooed pulling the
suspenders through the green material.

Beth was still rooted to the spot. Then they
heard a noise. She panicked; Hyacinth didn’t turn a hair just moved
her hands away and took a step back as Ann’s head appeared round
the door.

‘I wondered where you had got to, Beth.
Sister’s asking if you can come and check on a patient.’ Ann,
oblivious to the tension, was unaware she was looking at the woman
she’d wanted to know all about earlier in the day.

Flustered, Beth was finding it difficult to
pull herself together and act naturally.

‘Yes. Yes, of course I can. I’ll be right
there.’ Ann left as quickly as she’d arrived.

Although furious at being interrupted,
Hyacinth was much too clever to show it. Cupping Beth’s face in her
hands, she kissed her. ‘See you at the weekend, darling.’ Then she
calmly turned on her heel and walked away experiencing a rush of
excitement at almost being caught in such a wonderfully
compromising situation.






After another sleepless night, thanks to
visions of the encounter with Hyacinth tormenting her, Beth
struggled to concentrate on the ward round, grateful no surgery was
scheduled.

She noticed a patient’s blood transfusion
running low and asked a new auxiliary nurse to fetch more blood
from the fridge, only half explaining it needed to be warm so that
when it was used, the patient wouldn’t go into shock. It was a
simple enough request, or so Beth thought. Because the nurse was
missing for what seemed like an eternity, Beth went to look for her
and found her in the kitchen. The woman was warming a pan on the
cooker. Standing in the doorway Beth watched horrified at the
nurse’s attempts to pour the blood back into its bag. Didn’t
everybody know to warm a bag of blood you wrapped it in a
pillowcase and held it under your arm for a while so your body heat
takes the chill off? Then hysteria kicked in and Beth became
helpless with laughter. She explained to the bemused newcomer what
‘warm it up’ actually meant and they laughed together.

The incident served to remind Beth that she
should have made herself clear. She must not allow other things to
cloud her mind. It was all Hyacinths’ fault. Relieved when her
shift finished, she escaped back to the safety of her flat, where
she sat drinking endless cups of coffee, hopelessly trying to clear
her mind when all she could feel were Hyacinth’s hands on her body.
That night she dreamt Hyacinth was making love to her. When she
woke she felt on the brink of orgasm. She had never had this happen
to her before. She needed to block all thoughts of that woman from
her mind and throw herself into her work.

Perhaps she should make an excuse and cancel
the trip to the Lake District. Yes, that’s what she would do. This
way she could put her feelings safely to the back of her mind and
ignore them.

Working in theatre with George, she couldn’t
look him in the eye, making it impossible for her to dismiss the
fact of just how much she wanted to see his wife again.

Despite her decision to block Hyacinth out,
it was impossible. Every time Beth thought about her, she felt
excited, butterflies in her stomach, the whole thing. She just had
to be with her, like a teenager with a crush. She was so smitten
she couldn’t eat. Her decision to cancel their trip did not
materialize. Every time she picked up the phone, full of good
intention, she faltered. The gremlins in her subconscious battled
it out between them until the weekend arrived and Beth hadn’t made
the phone call.







Chapter 7






Beth was up at the crack of dawn. She wanted
to look perfect and went through her entire wardrobe carelessly
flinging clothes on the floor in her search for something that she
considered suitable. Why don’t I have some glamorous walking
gear? she fumed while putting in her diamond stud earrings.

Hyacinth wouldn’t have cared if Beth had worn
a black bin bag. Soon she would be expected to introduce Beth into
her inner circle, but she didn’t want to share this one, not yet.
She was still kicking herself for getting carried away with the
situation in the theatre staff room. She could have blown it, yet
her gut instinct had been right. Today, she told herself firmly as
she drove into town, she would be on her best behaviour. Absolutely
no touching. She smiled as the memory of Beth’s body caused her to
place her hand between her legs.

Beth heard the sound of a car horn, looked
out of the window and saw Hyacinth waving her down. Better not
go in, thought Hyacinth, or we’ll never get going. She
switched on the CD player so that when Beth stepped into the car
her favourite music would be playing. It had been easy to discover
Beth’s musical preferences from the theatre staff and load the CD
player accordingly. Let the seduction begin.

‘Good morning, Hyacinth.’ Beth said as she
slid into the passenger seat.

Hyacinth looked sideways at Beth.

‘Whoops. Sorry.’ Beth apologized. ‘I mean
good morning, H.’

‘That’s better, darling,’ H shot her a killer
smile. ‘and good morning to you too.’

‘Aren’t we lucky? The sun’s shining and the
weather forecast is good. Unseasonably warm. It looks like we’re
set for a good day. What lovely music.’ You’re jabbering,
Beth.

‘One of my favourite artists, darling. I
heard the weather forecast too. It must have been my sunshine spell
that did it, but I‘ve brought a jacket, just in case. Did you think
to put one in your bag?’

‘Yes.’ Beth rubbed her clammy hands against
her bare legs in an effort to cover her flesh from Hyacinth’s
penetrating gaze. Then she searched in her bumbag for her
sunglasses.

Aware of Beth’s uneasiness Hyacinth said,
‘Have you settled in okay at St. Gregory’s?’

‘I think so. Thanks for asking. I discovered
an old friend working there too. So that was nice.’

‘Really, darling? And who is that?’

‘One of the sisters. Val Taylor.’

‘Oh yes. I know Val. She came to our
fundraiser last year. Jolly soul. Game for a laugh if I remember
correctly.’

‘Oh yes. That’s Val.’

‘And just what is your connection
darling.’

‘We met on the first day of my medical
training. She’s been like a guardian angel to me.’

‘Has she now?’ said H, making a mental note
to check Val out.

‘She works night duty mostly, and always has
some student nurse under her wing these days. She likes to have a
joke with them. Jolly them along. She told me about one student,’
Beth started to laugh.

‘Come on then. Spit it out.’

‘Well. Val sent this particular student to
theatre for a set of fallopian tubes. When she returned she was
carrying two lengths of plastic drain pipes that the theatre porter
had obligingly given her.’

They both burst out laughing.

‘She’s not like some of the sisters who treat
their staff appallingly, and seem to relish bullying the students.
It’s awful.’

‘That’s dreadful. But rest assured — they
will reap what they sow.’ H said, as she drove with speed through
the rugged northern landscape.

The sun had started to climb into the blue
sky. It cast pretty shadows through the high broken clouds
enhancing the deep yellow of the hundreds of daffodils heralding
their approach to Wordsworth country.

Hyacinth mesmerized Beth; who thought H
looked about twenty years old today with her hair up in a ponytail.
Beth didn’t know today was H’s fortieth birthday. The more they
talked the more Beth fell under her spell. Davinia and Julie became
a topic of conversation. Beth discovered Davinia’s daughter
Felicity ran an outrageously expensive livery yard on the family
estate, and was a successful event rider.

Hyacinth smirked when she said the
Macfarlines had staff to attend to their every need, especially
Petra, the Swedish housekeeper. ‘Housekeeper my eye.’ H laughed.
‘Petra is so sexy. She has the most beautiful blonde wavy hair I’ve
ever seen. She is a natural blonde too.’

Beth gasped. ‘How do you know that?’

‘Believe me, darling. I know.’ H said
playfully. ‘And, she has the sexiest pale blue eyes.’ She glanced
at Beth to check the effect her words were having, pleased at the
jealous sparkle in Beth’s eyes. She continued innocently, ‘Did I
mention her amazingly long legs?’

Beth was jealous, an unknown emotion for her.
Did Hyacinth and this Petra person have something going between
them, and was this Hyacinth’s way of telling her she had
competition? Or, had she got it all completely wrong? She felt
confused, which is exactly what Hyacinth intended.

Feeling smug at Beth’s reaction to the
information about Petra, Hyacinth almost allowed herself to reach
out and touch her, so impatient was she to move things forward. But
experience and her strong will held her in check. One wrong move
and her game plan might go awry. She forced herself to keep both
hands on the steering wheel, licking her lips at the thought of
what could come later.

They arrived in Langdale, a beautiful part of
the English Lake District. Hyacinth drove slowly along the twisting
roads enabling them to enjoy the scenery. Passing the entrance to
The Country Club, the road climbed slightly running alongside a
fast flowing beck. Hyacinth parked behind Wainwrights Pub.

‘We’ll eat here later, darling, shall we?’
Hyacinth smiled across at Beth as she opened the car boot. ‘Oh, and
they do an excellent full English breakfast. Should we decide to
stay over.’ Her eyes sparkled mischievously at the thought of an
overnight stay.

‘I don’t know about that H. I might have
plans for this evening.’

‘Plans?’ H continued fastening the laces of
her walking boots. ‘Yes. We all have plans, darling.’

Carrying their small backpacks, they wasted
no time in heading off towards Langdale Pike to enjoy a day in the
glorious sunshine.

As they walked Hyacinth turned and hugged
Beth, ‘Darling! You look absolutely gorgeous. I just love those
shorts.’ She ran her hands down Beth’s back cupping her buttocks,
drawing Beth into her groin. The expression in her eyes made Beth
blush as she stammered her thanks for the compliment. ‘We’re going
to be such close friends, Beth. Are you familiar with the saying:
friends with benefits?’ Hyacinth whispered.

She grabbed Beth’s hand, and pulled her
along, ‘Come on, darling. I’ve got lots to show you.’ And you don’t
know the half she thought wickedly.

Beth followed her like a lamb to the
slaughter. Hyacinth knew the area well so was able to point out
various landmarks, but soon she was back on the subject of her
friends and their party games. Beth was spellbound; sure now that
Hyacinth was dangling a carrot to see if she was interested. Who
could fail to be? H described beautiful women enjoying themselves,
and each other, in beautiful surroundings. Petra’s name kept
cropping up making Beth wonder if she was doing it on purpose to
get a reaction. If so, she certainly succeeded.

‘Is Petra involved in the parties?’ Beth
asked sharply while walking up yet another hill.

‘Oh, she is, my darling, she most definitely
is. But don’t you get any ideas.’ She reached out and took hold of
Beth’s hand. ‘Help me over this rocky bit.’

Beth couldn’t believe she was having this
conversation, becoming overwhelmed by erotic thoughts about these
women. This was a whole new ball game. She had always refused to
acknowledge her attraction to women, blocked it out, and yet here
she was literally walking into a situation with her boss’s wife.
How stupid was that? But she drooled over the way Hyacinth’s
clothes clung to her body; how her lilac checked shirt was casually
tied under her tanned braless breasts, inviting Beth to feast her
eyes to the full.

Beth hadn’t discussed her feelings for
Hyacinth with anyone. Not even Lindsay, her absolute best friend.
After all, it could be just a passing phase. She didn’t know how
far Hyacinth would want to take this — this thing that was
happening between them.

Hyacinth was still teasing her about Petra
when they came across a large flat rock, the perfect place to stop
for their picnic lunch.

‘This view is unbelievable. It’s like sitting
on top of the world.’ Beth said. The viridian green lakeland fells
stretched out all around them, empty of people, but dotted with
flocks of sheep. Below them Elterwater lake shimmered as the sun
beat down from a cloudless sky.

‘I have a friend who lives over there.’
Hyacinth pointed in the vague direction of Ambleside. ‘You’ll like
her. She’s crazy. Dances around naked when there’s a full moon!’
she laughed out loud.

Beth grinned, ‘Yeah, right . . . I believe
you . . . thousands wouldn’t!’ and concentrated on unwrapping her
packed lunch.

‘Oh, it’s true enough darling. She makes the
most exquisite jewellery. Tell you what. I’ll take you to meet her
one day. She’ll love you.’

‘Jewellery? How interesting. Costume?’

‘Oh no darling. Meg’s designs are beautiful,
truly original, and she only ever works with the real thing.’

‘The real thing? What do you mean?’

‘Darling, you are slow. Gold, silver,
sapphires and such, but especially diamonds. Oh yes . . . Meg’s a
whiz with her diamond creations.’

‘Really?’ Beth took a drink of water from her
flask.

‘Do you like diamonds, Beth?’

‘Doesn’t every girl? You could say they are
one of my weaknesses.’ Beth lifted her hair and angled her head to
show off her prized diamond studs.

Hyacinth nearly choked on her sandwich. ‘And
what are your others, darling?’

‘I think I’m just finding out.’ As if
challenging her, Beth looked directly into Hyacinth’s eyes that
were blazing with emotion — dangerous emotion.

‘You know darling, we have such a lot in
common . . . my friends are going to love you.’ H deliberately
stopped the conversation there. She wanted Beth to concentrate on
what she’d said about her beautiful friends. She knew she was
rushing things, but couldn’t help it and discovering Beth’s love of
diamonds was a wonderful unexpected bonus. She hadn’t planned to
tell Beth anything like she had today, but had been unable to stop
herself as she’d described some of her coven’s rituals, picturing
Beth in the leading role. Another bonus would be to get her into
bed with Petra. That would be some threesome. She was currently
enjoying pitting her wits against the feisty Swede, confident she
would get her way in the end. She never failed to.

Ready to continue their walk, they stood up
and collected their belongings. As Beth turned for a last look at
Elterwater, she stumbled and fell, banging her head on the rock
they had used as their dining table.

In an instant H was kneeling beside her. ‘Are
you okay What happened?’

‘Sorry, but I don’t think I can get up . . .
I feel a bit dizzy.’

After checking her over, H cradled Beth’s
head in her lap. ‘You silly girl. Can you remember what you did?
Did you faint?’

‘No . . . I just turned around. I wanted a
last look at the lake. I shouldn’t have bothered. I must have
slipped.’

H bent forward and kissed Beth’s forehead,
‘Poor baby. We’d better head home.’







Chapter 8






Beth slept most of the way home, only waking
when the car engine was switched off. Hyacinth leaned across and
spoke softly, ‘I thought you would prefer to come home with me for
a while. We need to make sure you’re okay. You could have a slight
concussion after hitting your head.’ She placed a hand on Beth’s
forehead, ostensibly checking to see if she had a temperature,
using any excuse to touch her.

Half asleep, Beth nodded in agreement.

Knowing the house would be empty, Hyacinth
had battled with herself throughout the entire drive, should she
bring Beth home with her, or not? She wanted to take Beth to bed,
to explore her voluptuous body, and this was the perfect
opportunity.

Switching on the lowest voltage lamps in the
hall and living room, to keep the mood, Hyacinth settled Beth on
the sofa and went to make coffee.

Beth was dozing when Hyacinth returned.
Sitting on the floor Hyacinth stroked Beth’s face, tracing every
detail, lingering over her lips. Beth’s eyes flickered open.

‘Are you awake, darling? I’ve made coffee.
Why don’t you take a shower? You’ll feel more refreshed.’

‘Thanks H. I’d appreciate a shower, but I
don’t have a change of clothes.’

‘Oh, that’s not a problem, darling. I’ll find
you something.’

Twenty minutes later sitting on a chair in
the dramatic black and gold bathroom, Beth glanced around
appreciating the luxurious design. This was some guest suite. She
undressed, eager to feel the warm water ease her aching muscles,
all the while conscious of where Hyacinth could be and what she
might be doing. Working up a rich lather with some beautifully
scented soap, she almost slipped when the shower door opened and
Hyacinth stepped in behind her, naked.

‘You’re full of surprises, aren’t you? Do you
make a habit of sneaking up behind people?’ Beth snapped.
Terrified, but wildly excited, she stood rigid not knowing what to
do.

Hyacinth didn’t answer. Instead she kissed
the nape of Beth’s neck and started sliding her fingers up and down
Beth’s thighs as the warm water cascaded over them. Putting her arm
around Beth’s waist she turned Beth to face her; so close their
nipples touched.

Beth felt ready to explode. Dizzy with
fearful ecstasy, yet despite the hot water she was covered in goose
pimples.

‘Are you cold, darling?’ Hyacinth whispered
as she nuzzled her ear.

‘N-n-n-no,’ Beth shivered, her teeth
chattered, she couldn’t stop herself from barking, ‘Just because
you’re a gynaecologist, Hyacinth, doesn’t mean that you have
automatic access, you know!’

Hyacinth’s shoulders shook with laughter, ‘At
last I’ve found a woman with a sense of humour.’ She kissed Beth, a
long, sweet lingering kiss.

Beth had been waiting for this, but now it
was happening she didn’t know what to do. Should she touch
Hyacinth? She wanted to, but didn’t want to make a fool of herself
by fainting on the spot. It must have been the knock on the head
that was making her feel so dizzy, or was it the fact that she was
holding her breath as her arms nervously crept around Hyacinth.

Hyacinth was just about to make her next move
when the doorbell rang. Cursing, she wrapped herself in a robe.
‘Just stay in the bathroom darling until the coast’s clear.’ She
disappeared to deal with the unwelcome caller.

Beth waited for what seemed like hours,
although it was only minutes. The passion completely knocked on the
head, she dressed in her borrowed clothes, deciding the instant
Hyacinth re-appeared she would make her excuses and leave. What if
it’s George? She couldn’t do this. And she had the most splitting
headache.






Hyacinth opened the front door.

‘You’re ready for bed early.’ The visitor
looked her up and down, ‘Have you got someone in there?’

‘No. No. I’m tired, that’s all. I’ve had a
long day. Is this the parcel?’ Hyacinth reached out to take it.
‘Thanks for bringing it, darling. I’ll make sure everything’s ready
for the big night.’ She leaned forward, kissed her visitor on the
lips, and then dismissed her.

Pushing the parcel into a corner, she took
the stairs two at a time, anxious to get back to Beth, only pausing
to check her reflection in the mirror outside the bathroom.

‘Darling, what a nuisance and what shockingly
bad timing . . . now . . . where were we?’ Hyacinth’s expression
changed when she saw Beth was dressed. Keeping her composure, but
determined to continue, she tried to pull Beth into her, gutted
when Beth resisted. Frustration almost caused Hyacinth to scream
out loud.

‘I really must be going now.’ Beth mumbled.
‘Would you please order me a taxi?’ She needed to escape.

‘Of course, darling, but first you must
promise to come to London with me. We can go shopping, see a show,
go dancing. My treat.’

That stopped Beth in her tracks. Looking into
those hypnotic blue eyes she couldn’t refuse, and a weekend
shopping in London would be nice. She might even pick up a new
diamond bracelet from Asprays. So after pretending to think about
it, she agreed. ‘Thanks Hyacinth. I’ll look forward to it.’

‘Leave it all to me, darling. I’ll arrange
something really special.’ H moved closer, allowing her robe to
slip open showing off her perfect naked body.

Beth gasped. She couldn’t take in much more
today.

Hyacinth sensed that. Taking Beth by the hand
she led the way downstairs sitting her on the cream leather sofa
while she rang for a taxi.

Ten minutes later going out through the
flower filled front porch, Beth spotted a roll of purple material
standing in a corner.

Hyacinth noticed. ‘Our disturbance darling,’
she smiled convincingly, ‘material for some new drapes.’

Beth had a fleeting thought that this
gorgeous shade of purple wouldn’t match anything she had seen in
Hyacinth’s house. Her head still aching, she forgot about the
material as the taxi drove her home through the darkness, but she
couldn’t stop herself reliving the shower scene.

As the taxi pulled out of her driveway,
Hyacinth returned to her bedroom. She spoke into her mobile phone
without any preamble. ‘Darling, I’ve found our missing link.’ She
bounced on her king-sized bed. ‘Yes, she’s perfect. Leave it all to
me.’







Chapter 9






Beth imagined everyone in the hospital was
looking at her. She was bursting to tell someone what had happened.
She couldn’t. It was their secret, hers and Hyacinth’s. She kept
thinking of what it would be like to have sex with a woman. Not
just any woman, Hyacinth.

She didn’t feel any guilt, just excitement,
and carried on working with a secret smile on her face all the
while visualizing their weekend in London. After the interrupted
shower experience she knew that trip was going to be some learning
curve.

Thoughts of Hyacinth continuously danced
through her mind, which was exactly what Hyacinth had planned.
Checking patient’s records, in a ‘Hyacinth’ daydream, Beth almost
missed the apology from Countess Dracula, the Night Nursing
Officer.

‘Beth . . . like I said, I’m sorry I caused
such a commotion the night you were attending Mr. Green.’ Daphne
hesitated briefly wanting to be sure she had Beth’s full attention.
‘He should be settled back home now, shouldn’t he?’

Beth turned, ‘Sorry Daphne. I was miles away.
What were you saying?’

Blushing, Daphne continued. ‘I wondered if I
could buy you a drink, by way of an apology?’

The invitation seemed genuine and
friendly.

‘Why thanks Daphne, that is kind, but there’s
really no need. I think the student could have used a shot of
brandy at the time though. Don’t you?’ Beth laughed.

In daylight Daphne had a look of Amanda
Burton. As she persisted with her invitation Beth felt it would be
churlish to refuse and arrangements were made for the following
Tuesday night when Daphne was off duty.

Then Beth remembered Hyacinth. Would she
mind? Why should she? It’s only a drink with a work colleague and,
more to the point, was it any of Hyacinth’s business?






Beth purposely dressed down for her night out
with Daphne. Comfortable cowboy boots, denim jeans and a matching
denim shirt were all she felt able to aspire to. Her luxurious,
long, dark hair was pulled back, caught up in a beautiful diamond
butterfly comb. Of course she wore her diamond studs. She didn’t
feel dressed without them.

She pulled up outside Daphne’s neat little
semi, situated in a residential area popular with a lot of hospital
staff because of its close proximity to St. Gregory’s. When her old
Audi Coupe rattled into the cul-de-sac, she noticed with amusement
how several sets of curtains twitched. She really must do something
about buying a new car, and soon.

Before she could turn off the engine, Daphne
hurried out and jumped into the passenger seat.

Always polite and attempting to break the
ice, Beth said, ‘Oh that’s a nice skirt, Daphne.’

Daphne beamed, ‘Thank you. I’m glad you like
it.’ She really had made an effort tonight, and was pleased her
long flowered skirt had turned out to be a good choice. She
suggested they go to a country pub she knew near Morpeth.

Despite it being June, the evening was cool
and they were grateful for the roaring log fire in the pub lounge.
Settling into easy chairs with a bottle of red wine on the table
between them, Daphne started drinking fast while she talked
non-stop about the hospital.

The words blurred as Beth fought to keep her
tired eyes open.

Half an hour later, Davinia and Julie walked
in. Thankful to learn they were friends of Daphne’s, Beth invited
them to join them, hoping she could soon beat a hasty retreat.

Davinia was in a ‘sit down and pay attention’
mood whereas Julie was in a silly mood. ‘Daphne, did I ever tell
you about the time I took Davinia sailing?’

‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘Oh not that old chestnut,’ Davinia
moaned.

‘Well. Davinia is not what you would call a
natural sailor.’

‘Understatement,’ Davinia emphasized.

‘It’s always safety first.’ Julie paused to
ensure she had their full attention. ‘So the first thing I did was
to make sure that we were both fitted with life jackets.’

‘Quite right,’ Daphne said.

‘And every good sailor,’ Julie lifted her
glass of wine, ‘should have a good supply of booze.’

‘Yes. Yes.’ Both Daphne and Beth agreed
eagerly.

‘It was rum, Julie. You took rum.’ Davinia
butted in.

‘Yes, sweetheart, I did. I took it to make
sure you felt confident.’

‘Confident?’ Davinia looked at her
enquiringly.

‘Well anyway. There we were on the water and
Davinia was having a ball. Singing at the top of her voice, and
drinking the rum like there was no tomorrow.’ Julie laughed loudly,
remembering. ‘The next thing I know is — she,’ pointing at Davinia,
‘tells me that she’s going to climb the mast. And she did. The boat
almost capsized. We were so far over it’s a wonder she didn’t cause
us to both fall overboard.’

They all laughed loudly. Davinia’s laugher
the loudest of all. Lucky she was wearing a life jacket,
Beth thought. Although Davinia’s underwear would have given her
good buoyancy.

In the lull that followed Julie said to Beth.
‘It’s Davinia’s birthday soon. We’re having a party at the Manor.
Please say you’ll come. We’d love to have you with us. It’s all
women, of course,’ she winked lewdly.

Beth accepted prettily, ‘How kind. Thank you.
I’d love to come along, providing I’m not on duty, that is.’ She’d
never been to an all-women party before. She wondered who else
would be on the guest list. Would this be the kind of party
Hyacinth had talked about?

It turned out to be an unexpectedly enjoyable
evening. During the drive back to Newcastle, Daphne described the
Manor to Beth, it seemed as though she was a regular visitor. Beth
was impressed. It sounded baronial and grand. She loved old
property and couldn’t wait to see it. While they were driving along
an unlit road in the middle of nowhere Daphne asked Beth to pull
over. Thinking she must be feeling ill, Beth immediately stopped
the car. She could feel Daphne looking at her.

‘What’s wrong Daphne — are you ill?’

‘No. I’ve been waiting to do this since the
day I met you.’ Daphne leaned over. Taking Beth’s face between her
hands, she kissed her.

Beth didn’t respond. Alarm bells began
ringing in her head. She didn’t want to do this with Daphne, not at
all. Not in any way, shape or form.

It wasn’t the same as being kissed by
Hyacinth. Fleetingly Beth thought how confusing life was. Suddenly
women were making advances towards her. Why now? Why not when she’d
been sixteen and hormones were raging and sex was sex without
questions or analysis. Or better still at university where they had
a Lesbian Group. Beth’s sexuality needed looking at and here were
two women wanting to do just that!

Disliking Daphne’s taste, Beth removed her
hands from her face. Holding onto them to stop Daphne touching her
again, she politely said, ‘I’m sorry Daphne, I can’t do this.’

‘Oh Beth, please don’t be sorry. I shouldn’t
have assumed. But you are so damned beautiful that I couldn’t
resist you. Let’s just forget it ever happened. Please?’

‘Well I can, if you can.’

‘We can still go to Davinia’s birthday party
together?’

‘Yes.’ Reluctantly Beth agreed, totally
without enthusiasm. ‘I suppose so.’

‘Oh thank you. I’ll look forward to our
date.’

‘It’s not a date Daphne.’







Chapter 10






H deliberately stayed away from Beth. Instead
she sent out warm, sexy thoughts to her using her powerful
telepathic skills. She would sit for hours, and imagine Beth
standing naked in front of her. She would savour the sensation of
running her fingertips over Beth’s silky skin, cupping her breasts,
kissing her.

Beth struggled to keep her mind on her work.
She felt out of control. All she could think about was Hyacinth,
and wanting to be with her. She felt as if H had invaded her head—
as if their thoughts were constantly merging.

Subtly, sweetly, H moved her plan forward.
Knowing Beth was scheduled for a long weekend off, she planned to
take her to Scotland before their trip to London. They could
celebrate the Summer Solstice together with some of her coven
members.

‘Hello, darling. How are you?’ H purred down
the telephone when Beth answered.

Beth’s body stiffened. ‘H. Hello. I’m fine,
and you?’ She tried to sound casual.

‘Oh you know, darling. Tired . . . in need of
a break, which is why I’m calling. How would you like to spend a
few days in Scotland with me? I have a little place in the
Highlands I’m dying to show to you.’

‘That sounds good, but when did you have in
mind? Duty rota and all of that.’ Beth tried to sound cool, but her
pulse was racing.

‘I know it’s short notice, but how are you
fixed for this weekend, darling? I thought we could leave Thursday
evening. What do you say?’

‘Why that’s perfect timing. Sounds too good
to resist. Would you believe this is my long weekend off?’

‘Is it?’ Hyacinth was so convincing. ‘How
bizarre. It’s obviously meant to be. Pick you up at six then. Bye
darling, see you later.’ Smugly she sipped her gin and tonic while
her mind continued its invasion of Beth’s.






It was almost midnight, yet daylight still
lingered across the Cairngorm Mountains. Well, Saturday is
midsummer’s day, thought Beth loving the ethereal light.

‘Are we nearly there?’ Beth asked as they
passed a sign saying Aviemore six miles.

‘Almost, darling.’ H said. ‘We turn off the
A9 shortly, and then we’re nearly home.’

‘Home? I thought home for you was in
Jesmond?’

‘Well, that’s an understandable assumption.’
H flicked the indicator lever, ‘We turn off here.’ The Mercedes
left the main road and bumped along a well-maintained track. ‘If
you look through the trees, there is such a lovely bright moon
tonight you should be able to see the turrets.’

‘Turrets! How very romantic.’ When H had
mentioned her little place, Beth had envisaged a small country
cottage.

The car approached the security gates.

‘Good. The gates are open,’ H said, ‘Angela
must be here. She will have everything ready for us.’

They drove along a tree-lined drive and
parked in front of a large baronial style mansion.

H turned off the ignition. ‘Welcome, to my
little place, Beth. I can see you and I spending many happy times
here.’

‘This is your little place?’ Beth said,
climbing out of the car, she gazed at The Old Manse in
disbelief.

It looked more suited to a Bavarian fairy
tale as the almost full moon cast gentle light down onto its slate
roof while causing ghostly shadows to drift across the dark
curtained windows of the front of the house. The turrets had a
peculiar beauty of their own.

‘Hyacinth, it’s magical. What a wonderful
place to live.’

‘So . . . you like it, darling?’

‘I love it.’ Beth’s eyes shone as she turned
to face Hyacinth and reach for her hands. ‘It’s absolutely
fabulous. No wonder you want to be here.’

‘It’s one of my favourite places in the world
. . . and it is mine, not George’s. He doesn’t come here.’ Her
matter of fact tone held no malice. ‘And there’s more. There’s
land, and a loch for us to explore tomorrow.’ Hyacinth put her arm
around Beth’s shoulders and hugged her tight. ‘Come on. Angela will
have some food ready for us.’

At that the front door opened and a stunning
brunette stepped out, ‘H darling. You’re safely here at last.’

The women embraced each other warmly then
Hyacinth took Beth’s hand.

‘Angela, I want you to meet someone very
special. This is Beth.’

‘Beth, so good to meet you. H has told me all
about you.’

Has she? Beth thought, reaching out to
shake Angela’s outstretched hand. What is it with Hyacinth’s
friends? They are all beautiful and Angela was no exception: slim,
elegant, with shiny shoulder length hair. Simply, yet stylishly
dressed in loden green cords, cream shirt and a plaid needlecord
jacket, she wore no jewellery except a shimmering diamond solitaire
that reflected the moonlight as she moved her hands. Beth liked her
instantly. It was going to be a good weekend.

Despite its imposing architecture, the house
was warm, welcoming, and traditionally furnished. Green tartan
carpet was laid in the hall and extended up the wide staircase
spreading out along the several landings. Warm shades of apricot
covered the walls that were hung with some of the biggest mirrors
Beth had ever seen. H liked to see herself whenever possible.

‘The fire’s on in the snug. Why don’t you go
in and make yourselves comfortable and I’ll bring the food
through.’ Angela said.

‘Thank you, darling. You will join us?’

After eating they relaxed for a while in the
comfortable snug, chatting and drinking the local malt whisky
before going up to bed.

Leading the way upstairs H opened the door to
a large airy bedroom. This is it, Beth thought. At
last! Since receiving the invitation she had been excited,
anticipating sleeping with Hyacinth. She knew that was what H
wanted — the reason why she had been inside of her head.

‘This is your room darling. Mine is at the
end of the hallway. Sleep well.’

Beth struggled to hide her disappointment. ‘I
will. Thank you.’

Noting the expression on her face, H was
delighted. She kissed her briefly on the cheek. ‘Goodnight, Beth.’
She closed the bedroom door and hurried to her own room before her
resolve crumbled.






Waking late the following morning, Beth
rejoiced in the peacefulness. No traffic noises; only birdsong and
the occasional bleating sheep could be heard. She stretched out
under the duvet curling and uncurling her toes. Despite her
disappointment at sleeping alone, she had slept soundly. This was
the most comfortable bed, and the whisky had probably helped.

Wrapping herself in a thick robe, she headed
down to the kitchen where Angela and H were already eating
breakfast.

Angela made a great fuss of scrambling eggs
for her. ‘It’s lovely to be able to do this, you know. Our
housekeeper hates me being in the kitchen and I do love to
cook.’

‘Thanks, Angela, this looks delicious.’ Beth
tucked into her breakfast while H and Angela discussed plans for
some get together on Saturday night.

‘It’s the Summer Solstice, darling. I know
you’ll want to be part of our celebration.’ H smiled encouragingly
at Beth.

‘Yes, yes of course.’ She managed to reply
without spitting out a mouthful of food, imagining a small,
sophisticated gathering with canapés and champagne.

‘Right then, Angela, I will leave all of the
arrangements to you so Beth and I can just enjoy our day.’ H lit a
cigarette.






They spent a fun day exploring Hyacinth’s
twenty acres on quad bikes then a lazy evening eating out at an
intimate bistro in Aviemore before returning to The Old Manse to
sit outside in the warm night air and drink brandy. It must be
tonight, thought Beth, she must sleep with me tonight.
An hour later, both women were again in separate bedrooms.

Beth sat in the window seat watching the
moon, looking for an answer. Perhaps she had totally misread the
entire situation. Despite her inexperience she was sure she hadn’t.
On their first meeting H had alluded to knowing her secret, but she
had never mentioned it again. And Beth couldn’t talk about her
visions. Her newest trick was beyond conversation. She was aware
that she was pulling H into her head, into her mind. Yet, she had
no idea how she was doing it. When she thought about H she was able
to read her thoughts, and even though H’s mind was a labyrinth of
confusion she had discovered that H wanted to make love to her. So
what was stopping her? What was wrong?

Sighing, Beth concluded it must be her fault,
she must have done something wrong.

If Beth could have seen H pacing the floor
her doubts would have vanished. Hyacinth was in a terrible state,
almost overcome with desire and wanting. The effort of forcing
herself to hold back was proving too much. She pulled on some old
clothes, slipped downstairs and out of the kitchen door, heading
for the Loch.

Twenty minutes later she was sitting by the
water watching the moonlight reflecting on its surface. She had to
be one hundred and ten per cent sure. There was so much at stake.
Not just the sex, but with Beth it wouldn’t stop at sex. She
already had feelings for her. It was the business side of things
that really held the sway. Don’t be so bloody soft, she told
herself, she’s probably only a passing fancy; business must come
first.






Midsummer’s day dawned and Beth stirred in
her bed, disturbed, the dream vivid in her mind. It wasn’t a bad
dream; it was the clarity of it that disturbed her. She could still
feel the heat from the burning fire and see the naked bodies
reflected in the flames.

After a shower she headed to the kitchen to
find H already waiting for her.

‘I didn’t want to disturb you, darling. You
were so peaceful when I looked in.’

Beth’s stomach plummeted. So H hadn’t wanted
to come and climb in beside her. Accepting a cup of tea, she looked
at H’s long fingers, imagining them touching her, invading her
intimate places. God, I must stop this.

‘I thought we could have an easy day,
darling. Perhaps go for a walk by the loch?’ H said while going
moist at the thought she had just picked up from Beth.

‘Yes. Okay.’ Beth answered casually,
consciously suppressing images of her dream.

They spent an idyllic day together, walking
round the loch, and then picnicking until H suggested it was time
to return to The Old Manse and prepare for the midnight
celebrations.

After enjoying a luxurious soak in the bath
she still couldn’t decide what to wear. She had no idea what would
be considered appropriate.

She needn’t to have worried, for laid out on
her bed was a white silk Grecian style gown with a note:

Darling Beth,

For you to wear tonight.

H

Beth was enchanted. Trust Hyacinth to think
of everything. She pulled on the gown. It hugged under her breasts,
emphasizing her shape, it was split down both sides almost from top
to bottom, and would reveal everything if she turned too
quickly.

Five pairs of eyes assessed her as she walked
down the stairs into the hall.

‘Darling! I just knew you would look
sensational.’ H paused while the other women all murmured and
nodded in agreement. ‘Come, meet my friends.’ She moved to the
bottom step to take Beth’s hand before making the
introductions.

The women stepped forward, each kissing Beth
on the mouth. Beth was surprised at their familiarity, but too
polite to say so. She thought it quaint that the women wore the
same Grecian gowns.

Then it was everyone to the kitchen to
collect the trays of food Angela had spent the day preparing.
Leading the way, Hyacinth carried the first tray followed by Beth
and then the others. They walked in single file through the warm
night air along a narrow pathway to a sheltered spot where a large
circle of candles burned. In the centre of the circle a huge fire
crackled spitting embers high into the night air, casting dancing
shadows over the piles of cushions set around the circle.

Beth shivered. This was in my
dream.

Glasses, bottles of wine and mead were
already placed beside the cushions.

Angela has been busy. I wonder what we do
next, Beth thought.

The trays of food were carefully placed on
the ground around the fire. Hyacinth opened a bottle of wine,
filled six glasses and handed one to each woman, leaving Beth till
last before making a ceremonial toast.

‘To the Moon Goddess.’ Hyacinth raised her
glass.

Forming a circle around the fire they all
stood and raised their glasses, ‘To the Moon Goddess.’

Then they settled into the cushions to enjoy
the banquet.

Beth was touched by the energy of the group.
It was beautiful. She had never been involved in anything like this
before; had not known what to expect and laughed at her expectation
of drinks and canapés in Hyacinth’s drawing room. It was much nicer
to sit outside under the stars like this.

After they had eaten, two of the women
started to dance, slow movements set to raise the energy of the
group. Then the other two women joined in, and finally Hyacinth and
Beth. It was approaching midnight when they all joined hands around
the fire.

Hyacinth, as their High Priestess, took the
lead. ‘Ladies . . . it is time to write down your dreams and
desires to be delivered to The Goddess.’

‘H, what am I supposed to do?’ Beth
whispered.

‘Write down your heart’s desire, your deepest
wishes . . . but be careful what you ask for as wishes have a way
of coming true.’

‘Why do we do this? What do we do with our
letters?’

‘We burn them, darling. It’s part of our
celebration. Now hurry, it’s almost midnight.’

Beth wrote quickly, the first thing that came
into her head, and then turned to Hyacinth. ‘I’ve done it.’

At midnight, with the moon riding high in the
sky above them, they stood in silence around the fire ready to
throw their letters into the flames. Hyacinth passed a wooden bowl
filled with vervain herbs and dill for each one to take a handful.
On her command they threw the herbs and their letters into the
fire.

‘Now, my darlings, you have sent your deepest
desires to the Universe. Forget about them and leave it in the hand
of destiny.’ She handed out glasses of mead poured in readiness,
raised her glass to the full moon and spoke. ‘We stand before you,
Moon Goddess, in our nakedness, ready to do your bidding.’

On her words, the women released the shoulder
clasps that held their gowns in place. Beth stood still, uncertain,
until Hyacinth reached across and unhooked her gown.

Naked they all held hands and circled the
fire, feeling the rise in energy, the fire warming their naked
bodies. Eventually they turned to wish each other peace and
happiness. While holding Hyacinth’s hand, a vision of a much
younger Hyacinth handing a gorgeous cherub of a baby to a nurse
shot through Beth’s mind so fast she was unable to anchor it. The
vision instantly faded when Hyacinth released her grip.

Beth was enchanted by the celebration, the
gentleness and camaraderie reached into her soul.

Alone in her bed in the early hours of the
morning Beth tried to analyse what she had been part of; how her
previous night’s visions had been of the clearing with the bright
fire and magic circle, and how it happened in real life. As usual
she had no answers, only questions. She had no doubt she had taken
part in a coven’s ritual.







Chapter 11






Beth had been trying to contact Hyacinth
since their trip to Scotland. She was smitten, her feelings
alternating between incredible lust, desperate to get into bed with
her, and total self- doubt seeing herself as a stupid fool who had
got the situation entirely wrong. Despite leaving several messages,
H hadn’t returned her calls. What was the woman playing at? Beth
was anxious to make contact, needing some sort of reassurance.

Beth presumed Hyacinth’s silence meant she
wasn’t going to Davinia’s birthday party. She convinced herself H
was playing with her mind; she didn’t appear to want to play with
her body. The party might help to lift her spirits. Despite going
with dreary Daphne, she was looking forward to her first glimpse of
Melton Manor. From Daphne’s description the MacFarline residence
sounded impressive.

On the night of the party they rattled along
in Beth’s old car. The Manor was well off the beaten track. The
endless private drive twisted through acres of open parkland.
Finally they arrived. Built more like a castle, Melton Manor was
imposing, and much bigger than Beth’s family home. She couldn’t
wait to see inside.

To create an atmosphere, not that they needed
to because the place had enough of its own, strategically placed
torches were positioned to cast long shadows. Beth loved it.

The minute they stepped out of the car,
Beth’s keys were taken by a handsome young man who drove it away to
be parked out of sight. Apparently Daddy didn’t like the place to
look untidy and her old boneshaker of a car would certainly lower
the tone. Liveried staff ushered them towards a red carpet leading
into an arched doorway that spilled out warm welcoming light.

This is some way to live, Beth
thought, walking into the grand reception hall where a string
quartet played in an alcove. Davinia and Julie were waiting inside
to receive their guests. Beth was amused that they were
immaculately and identically dressed in purple silk shirts under
flowing black kaftans.

‘Come in, darling girls. Have some
champagne,’ greeted Julie. She air kissed Beth, and thrust a glass
into one hand as she grasped the other continuing, ‘Come with me.
Daphne knows lots of people here, but let me introduce you to
someone so you don’t feel left out. Daphne’s sure to get sidelined;
she always does!’ Julie chuckled.

Barely giving Beth time to wish Davinia a
happy birthday, Julie led her into the garden room — a lovely,
mellow, yellow room with tall windows reaching down to the floor
that opened in such a way you could step out into the walled
garden. Numerous fruit trees jostled with each other from behind
shrubs in varying stages of bloom, providing a riot of colour. A
summerhouse, almost hidden by rhododendron bushes, was just visible
in a far corner — perfect for secret liaisons. Holding on tightly
to Beth’s hand, afraid of losing her in the throng of chattering
women, Julie headed towards a woman sitting alone on one of the
comfortable sofas. As they approached, the woman turned her head,
glossy dark hair swung across her shoulders and brown eyes smiled
up at them.






‘Constance. I’d like to introduce you to
Beth.’

Constance stood up, and held out her hand,
‘Hi Beth. How lovely to meet you. I’m guessing that like me, you
don’t know many of the guests.’

Julie answered. ‘No. She doesn’t, which is
why I thought you two could get to know each other.’

‘Thanks Julie. How thoughtful.’ Beth took
Constance’s outstretched hand. ‘Good to meet you, Constance.’

Julie, confident that Beth was in good
company, hurried back to Davinia. Like a lost puppy Daphne had
trailed across the room behind them, spotted someone she knew and
promptly scuttled away.

‘Refill?’ Constance asked before they sat
down.

‘No. I’m fine, thanks. I want to keep a clear
head. I’m driving. Plus, I’m in theatre early in the morning.’

‘In theatre? Is that acting or
operating?’

‘It’s operating. I’m a surgeon at St.
Gregory’s.’ Beth took a sip of champagne and brushed a strand of
her hair back from her brow.

‘So you’re a cut above the rest then?’
Constance laughed. ‘Pardon the pun.’

‘You could say that.’ Beth chuckled. ‘What
about you?’

‘I work in Newcastle too. With Brewsters. I’m
a corporate lawyer.’

‘Yes, I know them. They’re a huge company.
Don’t they have offices up and down the country?’

‘Yes, and abroad. I split my time between the
south of England and here, mostly. Like you, I work long hours when
the need arises. I was hoping you were a thespian. I love live
theatre.’

‘I was on the stage once.’

‘You were?’

‘Yes — sweeping up.’

‘Touch・’ Constance raised her
glass.

‘Joking aside, I love live theatre too. I
used to help out at our local amateur dramatic society before I
started my medical training.’

‘I knew you had a dramatic side to you.
During my gap year, just for the hell of it, I studied theatrical
make-up. I loved it, and very nearly made a career out of it.’

‘How interesting. Totally different to being
a corporate lawyer.’

‘Yes. But what I’m doing now definitely has
its perks. It keeps my penthouse in Newcastle going, and my little
country hide-a-way too. Though I must say, I’m always glad to get
back from London to the more sensible pace of life here.’

‘Talking of London, I’m going down there
soon. A friend and I are planning a weekend shopping, and
clubbing.’ Beth said.

‘Here, take this.’ Constance dipped into her
small shoulder bag and passed her a business card. ‘This is an
exclusive night club, strictly ladies only, with a very discerning
membership. Go,’ she pointed at the name on the card. ‘I know
you’ll enjoy it.’

‘Thanks.’ Beth took the card and sank back
into the sofa to read it. She liked Constance. She was easy to talk
to.

Constance excused herself to fetch them more
drinks. Beth took the opportunity to survey the room, and the
guests. Although the furniture had been pushed back against the
walls to allow more floor space for all of the inevitable food and
drink, it was evident this room was well used by the family. Beth
was idly looking at the other guests, a diverse selection of women
in all shapes and sizes, when she noticed one or two of them wore
the same diamond pendants as some of the more glamorous girls she’d
met at Hyacinth’s charity bash. Others wore long silk scarves in
the same shade of purple as Hyacinth’s new curtain material.
Strange, purple isn’t one of this season’s colours, she
mused, it’s all yellows and creams. She was still pondering
on the pendants when Hyacinth stalked into the room.

Damn — what’s she doing here?
Flustered, Beth looked for Daphne who was on the far side of the
room deep in conversation.

Muttering an excuse about needing fresh air
to Constance, who had just returned, Beth ran out into the garden
hoping to become invisible amongst the cherry trees.

Constance followed and found her lurking in
the shadows, ‘Are you running away from Hyacinth?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Why? Has she done something to you?’

‘Yes. I suppose she has, but I can’t talk
about it. I didn’t expect her to be here.’

Seeing the apprehension in Beth’s eyes,
Constance spoke matter-of-factly. ‘I had a brief affair with H
years ago. And let me tell you . . . she’s an extremely jealous and
volatile bitch.’

‘She is?’ Beth swallowed hard.

‘Trust me when I tell you that you want
nothing to do with her. She’s trouble with a capital T. She’s
involved in . . . well, I don’t know what really or even how to
describe it. It’s some kind of rituals they do. Oh, I know it
sounds crazy, I would even go as far as saying she dabbles in . . .
magic. Anyway there are some weird goings on with her and her group
of special friends. You must have noticed the stunning women
wearing identical diamond pendants?’

Beth nodded.

‘The pendants indicate ownership.’

Beth frowned. ‘Ownership?’

‘Hyacinth’s ownership.’

Beth listened intently.

‘The women wearing the pendants have
connections you wouldn’t believe, and they are all under H’s
control. She’s had everyone of them. Take my advice Beth. Stay well
away from all of them.’ Constance, taking Beth’s hands, looked at
her with genuine concern. ‘Don’t tell me you are going to London
with H?’

‘Yes, I am.’ she said quietly.

‘Oh my God. How did that happen?’

It was a relief for Beth to talk. She stood
nervously squeezing her hands together, saying how she was besotted
with Hyacinth. I must be crazy opening up to a stranger like
this.

‘Please, please take my advice, Beth. Let H
go. She is evil. How that poor husband of hers puts up with her, I
really don’t know. Are you listening to me?’ she said firmly. ‘I
don’t think you appreciate the seriousness of what you’re getting
into. Look, if nothing else think about your career. H should have
a red warning light flashing above her head.’ Constance was trying
her best but, Beth wasn’t listening and she knew it. ‘Don’t let her
draw you into her web.’

‘I have to go.’ Beth said faintly.

She needed to find H — before H found her.
She ignored Constance’s advice. All that silly hocus-pocus cloak
and dagger stuff, was just that, silly! Although she knew their
celebration at The Old Manse was white magic, she preferred to
think of it as working with mother earth’s energy, and in her
opinion, there was nothing wrong with that. Pendants and ownership.
. . bah! Constance wasn’t the only person to notice Beth’s reaction
to H. Julie’s sharp eyes missed nothing. Not wanting any upsets,
and knowing H of old, she organized Davinia to show Beth around the
Manor. That would take Beth safely out of the way while she had a
few warning words with Hyacinth.

When Beth stepped back into the garden room
Davinia appeared like a vision at her elbow. Knowing Beth had a
keen interest in old property from their first meeting it didn’t
seem unusual for her to offer a personal tour of the Manor.

Davinia led the way into a vast mirrored
ballroom where a female DJ was busy checking her equipment for the
dancing that was to come. Beth wondered what sort of scenes these
mirrored walls had witnessed over the years. Then Davinia took Beth
into the drawing room where a regal display of family portraits
gazed down from the gold, silk-lined walls onto exquisite antique
regency furniture. A priceless Venetian chandelier graced the
ceiling. Nothing ostentatious here then, Beth thought
sarcastically.

They moved into the formal dining room
dominated by an impressive mahogany table capable of seating
twenty-four people comfortably. At the far end of the room a
fireplace filled the entire width of the wall.

‘What a huge fireplace.’ Beth said with
enthusiasm.

‘Come. Have a closer look. See if you can
guess its secret.’

‘Lead the way.’

Actually standing in the fireplace Davinia
warned, ‘Be careful of falling soot. Perhaps this wasn’t such a
good idea. This fireplace is used regularly.’

‘Come on then. Tell me the secret.’

‘Well. You know this place is ancient.’

‘Yes. 15th or 16th century’

‘Thereabouts. You know your history. Have a
guess. It’s pretty obvious to someone like you really.’

‘I know. It hasn’t? Has it? Got a . . .
?’

‘Yes!’ Davinia clapped her hands while
jumping excitedly on the spot. ‘A priest hole!’

‘Let me have a look?’

‘Sorry, Beth. I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

Suddenly Davinia was all of a quiver. ‘It
comes out in the garden. Now you know your history Beth, so you
must know just how tiny those Catholic Priests must have been. This
tunnel is so narrow I’ve never dared venture into it.’ Davinia went
into peels of laughter, spluttering, ‘I’d get stuck if I tried.’
She shifted from one foot to the other. ‘This tunnel merges with
many others. Why, we’ve got an entire network below us, like the
London underground.’ She stopped abruptly. She’d said too much.
‘Come along my dear. I’ll show you upstairs now.’

They crossed the hall, moving between the
guests, to the foot of the wide staircase with an incredibly high
ceiling.

Looking up Beth remarked. ‘I wouldn’t like to
have to decorate that.’

‘The decorators use scaffolding.’

At the turn in the stairs a tall window
looked out over the garden and across the parkland. Beth paused and
glanced down. H and Constance were talking. She drew back and
hurried after her hostess.

Davinia ushered Beth along the first floor
landing complete with threadbare carpets, flinging open the bedroom
doors one by one. Every room was decorated in a different colour
and Beth lost count after the fifth or sixth. They were all
comfortably furnished with heavy, dark furniture and solid four
poster beds. In sharp contrast the ultra modern bathrooms had
wonderful old Victorian style bathtubs. Beth lingered imagining
herself soaking in deep scented water surrounded by rose
petals.

Hardly pausing for breath Davinia bombarded
Beth with so much history Beth almost missed the invitation to be a
house-guest.

‘So Beth. We’ll look forward to your visit.
Julie and I just love entertaining.’

‘Visit? My visit?’

‘Wake up,’ she gently nudged Beth with her
elbow. ‘I’ve just invited you to be our house-guest.’

‘Thank you. You’re very kind. I’d like
that.’

‘Good. We’ll have to get something arranged.
Do you get much free time from the hospital?’

‘Not a great deal.’

‘How do you find George Dickinson? Is he good
to work for?’

‘He’s a charming man, and an amazing surgeon
to boot. I admire him.’

‘I take it you intend to stay at St.
Gregory’s?’

‘I’ve no plans to go anywhere else.’

‘How is your family coping? How is
Catherine?’

‘You know my sister?’ Beth’s voice was
surprised. Davinia’s interest in her and her family bordered on
being downright nosy.

‘There you are!’ Daphne interrupted them.
‘I’ve been looking for you. I’ll come with you. I love mooching
around this place.’

Davinia looked at Daphne, nodded and winked,
‘Tell you what Daph . . . why don’t you show Beth around. After
all, you know the place well enough and I really should be getting
back to the other guests.’

As Davinia hurried towards the main
staircase, Daphne took Beth’s hand leading her into the nearest
bedroom. Two steps into the room, she pulled Beth down onto a sofa.
Beth realized Daphne had been drinking.

She had difficulty keeping Daphne’s wandering
hands at bay, and was fast losing her patience. They didn’t hear
Petra come into the room until she was standing right in front of
them. Because H had described Petra in such detail Beth knew
immediately who she was.

Running her hands over her body, taking time
to unfasten the top button of her blouse, Petra lifted her leg to
rest her foot on the corner of the sofa next to Beth.

Daphne’s wandering hands finally stopped, she
glared up at Petra.

‘Can I make it with you?’ Petra spoke in a
weird accent.

‘Make it? Make what?’ Beth said.

‘Lurve. Is that what you English say?

‘Lurve?’ Beth could feel the laughter
bubbling. Is this woman serious? Does she want a threesome?
It was all too much. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the top
of Petra’s stockings where her long shapely legs disappeared under
her short skirt.

Daphne forced a thin smile and patted the
seat, inviting Petra to sit beside her.

Is it the drink or do these women act like
this all of the time? Beth wondered. Supposedly the
housekeeper, Petra was dressed more like a French maid from an
amateur dramatic farce, and her peculiar accent more French than
Swedish. High heels, black stockings, the shortest, tightest black
skirt that moved invitingly higher when she’d lifted her leg, and a
dainty white apron. Her slinky white blouse gave a tempting glimpse
of her deep cleavage.

Ignoring Daphne, Petra beckoned Beth to her.
When Beth didn’t respond, she reached forward and took Beth’s hands
pulling her slowly to her feet.

‘Feel my titz, Beth.’ She placed Beth’s hands
onto her breasts and held them there. Her nipples hardened under
Beth’s touch.

Petra closed her eyes and started to murmur
in an exaggerated accent. ‘You exzite me you ravishing witch. Oh,
you maker ze nipplez harder.’

Beth struggled to suppress her laughter. This
was the most bizarre situation to be in, but at the same time she
felt a tremendous urge to kiss Petra’s pouting red lips.

Playing hard to get, Petra tipped her head
back out of Beth’s reach.

Beth paused momentarily and made to step
away, and then Petra came to life. Hands on either side of Beth’s
head, she pulled Beth back to her; their lips met and her tongue
searched out Beth’s.

Daphne was furious. She slammed out of the
room almost taking the door off its hinges.







Chapter 12






Petra led Beth to the bed. She started to
pull her skirt up with one hand, holding Beth firmly by the waist
with the other. She was going to enjoy this.

The door burst open and Hyacinth stormed in
shouting, ‘What the hell is going on in here?’ She was absolutely
blazing, eyes full of venom. ‘Daphne said you were in here with
that tramp!’

Alarm bells rang in Beth’s head. God knows
she’d just been warned about that temper and jealous streak, and
now she was about to witness it first hand.

With surprising strength, H wrenched the two
girls apart pushing Petra away towards the door. Failing to gain
control of herself, she drew back her hand and delivered a
resounding slap across Beth’s face.

Momentarily stunned, Beth raised her hand and
slapped Hyacinth back, delivering an equally stinging blow. She
rounded on Hyacinth with a fury to match hers.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? How
bloody dare you!?’

It was Hyacinth’s turn to be shocked. No-one
ever dared retaliate against her, and although her temper was
shooting off the Richter Scale, in that instant some respect for
Beth was born. Still, it took a huge effort to steady herself.

Conscience-stricken, she reached for Beth,
‘Darling, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you. Truly I didn’t.
You gave me such a shock, kissing that hussy.’ Dramatically she
pointed at Petra. ‘Will you forgive me? Please?’

‘Forgive you? You’ve never returned one of my
fucking calls since we got back from Scotland. What the hell do you
want from me, Hyacinth?’ Beth’s angry words struck home.

‘Darling, I’m so sorry. I over reacted.’
Shit, Hyacinth silently cursed. She must learn to control her
temper, it would be her downfall. Standing as petulant as a small
child, one hand on her heart, the other behind her back so she
could cross her fingers, she gave Beth her most imploring look.

Petra faded away like morning mist in the
sunshine, slyly blowing a kiss to Beth from behind Hyacinth’s back
as she slunk out of the door.

Beth didn’t like this side of Hyacinth. She
didn’t like it at all. All the apologies in the world would never
make her forget that stinging slap.

On a losing streak, H moved on. ‘I have
strong feelings for you, Beth. So strong I’m finding them difficult
to deal with. I was jealous! And I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch,
I’ve had staffing problems at the Unit . . . I’ve hardly been
home.’

Surprised by her admission, Beth’s face
softened but she couldn’t resist saying, ‘What? Not even time for a
quick phone call?’

Gotcha, thought H. Genuinely relieved,
she pulled Beth into her arms, kissing her passionately as her
hands slid under Beth’s shirt. She was almost panting in
anticipation, but suddenly she stopped, and looked towards the
door. ‘Listen . . . someone’s coming!’

‘What?’ Then Beth heard the voices.

‘Quick — into the dressing room.’

Davinia, with her friend, the ultra-chic
Clarice, entered the room. An avid collector of antique furniture,
Davinia appeared to be showing off her latest acquisition, a set of
drawers. She opened the middle drawer, they looked, neither spoke.
Davinia lifted out a box and turned to her friend.

‘Yes, Davinia, that will do nicely.’

Beth watched Davinia take a pink dildo out of
the box.

‘What on earth are they going to do with
that?’ Beth whispered, jokingly.

‘Sssh. Keep quiet or they’ll hear us. We
don’t want any embarrassment.’

From their secret vantage point they watched
Davinia fumbling under the folds of her black kaftan. Then she
stood up, pulled it off over her head with a flourish, and turned
to face Clarice. The pink dildo standing proud against her pubic
bone peeped through the folds of her long purple shirt.

‘Strip.’ She demanded.

‘I do love it when you’re butch.’ Clarice
simpered. She stripped in a flash.

‘Stand at the bottom of the bed, and bend
over.’

Watching the scene unfold, H and Beth shook
with silent laughter.

‘My God, H. I’ll never be able to look either
of these women in the eye again.’ Beth spluttered as H put her hand
over Beth’s mouth to shut her up.

After much puffing and panting, the two women
stopped, both out of breath. There seemed to be little emotion
between them Beth thought, just vigorous pounding. Finished, they
disposed of the toy, dressed quickly and left.

Hyacinth and Beth fell out of the dressing
room. An intriguing thought came into Beth’s mind. We’re supposed
to be going to London soon, will H expect me to do that, or will
she leave me alone like she did in Scotland?

‘We’d better get back to the party. We’ll go
down separately. Like I said — we don’t want to cause any
embarrassment.’ H interrupted her thoughts.

‘And where do we go from here, H? Are you
going to ignore me for the rest of the evening, or will you come
and dance with me?’

‘Maybe we should keep our distance, darling.
I don’t want people to put two-and-two together. I’ll keep in
touch. I promise.’ H kissed her lightly on the lips and then pushed
her toward the bedroom door.

Beth glanced back over her shoulder, ‘Yes,
make sure that you do.’ She disappeared through the door.

H waited, giving Beth time to rejoin the
party, then slipped down the back stairs. For the rest of the night
they deliberately avoided each other.

While circulating through the guests
ostensibly checking on things, Petra slipped Beth her telephone
number. She wanted to see her again so they could continue their
game, running her hand lasciviously over Beth’s firm bottom leaving
Beth in no doubt of her intentions.

Collecting a glass of Chardonnay back in the
garden room, Beth stood watching Clarice talking to her partner.
They looked so in love that Beth wondered if she’d dreamt the
bedroom scene.

Subdued, Daphne joined Beth while they ate
supper. Afterwards it was everyone for themselves on the dance
floor as the mirrored walls of the ballroom reflected some of the
wildest and most erotic dancing Beth had ever seen. She never sat
down, she loved to dance. Some of the women she’d met at the
Dickinson’s charity bash were there. Each one sought her out to
dance, charming her with their offers of friendship. The party
ended in the early hours of the morning when everyone was on the
brink of exhaustion.






Hyacinth, passing Beth in the grand hall,
surreptitiously clutched her hand. ‘I forgot to tell you — I have
some good news.’ She smiled slyly and left.

Beth refused Daphne’s invitation for coffee.
All she wanted to do was to collapse into her bed and sleep, but
when she tried to sleep, unwanted flashbacks of Davinia and Clarice
came into her mind, as did Hyacinth’s angry outburst. She could
almost feel that stinging slap again. And what was H’s news?







Chapter 13






Hyacinth, still in her party dress, pulled
away from the Hull ferry terminal. The package delivered safely by
the courier was zipped into her handbag. It meant a trip to her
London Bank sooner rather than later. She didn’t like keeping the
diamonds in the house. The nagging voice in her head kept urging
her to organize a safe deposit box in Newcastle. This was a
personal consignment after all; it had nothing to do with the
Coven.






Daphne’s sleep was disturbed by the telephone
ringing. Anticipating a hospital emergency she paled when she
recognized her caller’s voice.

‘I have been thinking about you, Daphne. I
have decided I would like you to be the new Matron of my unmarried
mothers’ unit in Carlisle.’ H casually fondled the bag of diamonds
she’d carefully placed on her bedside cabinet. ‘It’s such a
beautiful Georgian house and I need someone with your expertise and
someone I can trust.’

Daphne attempted to speak.

‘No, Daphne. You must listen to me. This is
how it’s going to be. You will move into the self-contained ground
floor flat within the house. I will double your hospital salary,
provide you with a new car, secure your pension, and increase your
holidays. In return you will hand in your resignation today, when
you go on duty. Then I want you to go on holiday until you come to
me in Carlisle. There is one other thing I want you to do. You must
never see or try to contact Beth McConnell again.’

There was silence while Hyacinth allowed
Daphne time to digest the implications and seriousness of her
words.

‘Hyacinth, thank you. What can I say? I don’t
really want to go to Carlisle, I’m quite happy where I am.’ Daphne
floundered, dreading the consequences if she dared to refuse.

‘Are you, darling? Do you think the Hospital
Board will want you to stay when they learn about how you prey on
the female student nurses and the dreadful things you make them do
so they score good marks in their ward assessments.’ Hyacinth spoke
calmly. She knew Daphne would accept her offer. She could afford to
be patient.

‘Why are you doing this, Hyacinth? I’ve never
done anything to hurt you. I’ve always been protective.’

‘That’s exactly why I know I’ve made a good
choice and I can rely on you to make the right decision.’

‘You’ve given me no choice, have you? I’ll
submit my resignation today.’

‘Good. Welcome aboard. We’ll speak later. You
won’t regret it.’ Hyacinth replaced the receiver, admired herself
in the dressing-table mirror, all the while congratulating herself
on her latest plan. That was Daphne neatly moved out of the Beth
equation and she had the perfect Matron into the bargain.

Three hours later, Daphne handed in her
notice, collected her belongings and left the hospital without
telling a soul.

Later that day, rushing along the corridor
between wards, Beth, half asleep, literally bumped into
Hyacinth.

‘H! What are you doing here?’

‘Hello darling. I’ve come to tell you my good
news.’ H lifted her slipping shoulder bag back onto her shoulder.
She wanted to prolong this conversation.

‘News? What news?’

‘I’ve accepted a new position, darling,’
Hyacinth lied.

‘A job?’

‘Yes, as you so sweetly put it. A job.’

‘Where?’

ʻHere, of course. I want to be close to you.
They’ve been head hunting me for ages so I thought, why not? It’s
the perfect opportunity for us darling, isn’t it? I officially
accepted this morning, but I won’t be starting for a few months. We
have to keep it to ourselves until the official announcement.’ She
flicked her hair seductively, expecting Beth to be delighted.

Beth didn’t know if she was or not. It was a
bit of a bombshell. Through gritted teeth she forced a smile,
‘Well, isn’t that nice. Congratulations, Hyacinth.’

Linking Beth to walk with her, H continued,
‘I’ve booked our London weekend. We’re going to have a wonderful
time, darling, so be ready to go two weeks on Friday. We’ll take
the early train then George can drive us to the station.’ She loved
rubbing his nose in it. ‘Oh and I have some more friends I want you
to meet. I’ll arrange a little get together.’

‘Now H, don’t jump the gun. I could be
working.’

‘No Beth, you’re not, I’ve already checked
with George.’

Hyacinth stroked Beth’s arm. Beth wished she
would stop treating her like a pet Poodle.

‘Darling, you have forgiven me for last
night, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, of course I have.’ Pulling away, Beth
said she would look forward to the London trip then she escaped
before anyone had the chance to see them together thinking, it’ll
be like this all the time when she works here. We’ll be continually
ducking and diving. Uncharacteristically Beth crashed through the
doors into the ward causing the nursing staff to wonder what had
ruffled Miss McConnell’s feathers.

Hyacinth liked to take risks; she didn’t. She
decided she had put it off long enough. It was time to talk to
Lindsay. She could trust her lifelong friend. She would call her
tonight.







Chapter 14






Lindsay ran her hands through her short light
brown hair. She was tired and it had been a bitch of a day. What
she needed was a strong drink. Murders always meant long hours,
although this one was all but solved. Closing the door to her
minimalist two bedroom first floor apartment, she dropped her
jacket onto the hall chair then poured herself a large whisky.
Carrying it carefully across the cream carpet of her neat and tidy
living room, she pulled open the patio doors. She intended to relax
on the balcony and catch the last of the sunset. She was just
settled into her comfortable lounger, long legs stretched out,
tired blue-grey eyes about to close when the phone rang.

‘Shit!’ she cursed. ‘This better not be
work.’ She leaned back, reached behind the curtains and picked up
the phone.

‘Inspector Powell.’ She crossed her fingers,
hoping it wasn’t more trouble. The desperate voice on the other end
of the line brought an immediate change to her features. ‘Hi, Beth.
What’s wrong?’

Sensible Lindsay listened without comment to
her friend’s garbled tale. A down to earth, matter-of-fact woman,
she let Beth talk without interruption until Beth ran out of words.
Lindsay loved her like a sister. She’d always believed Beth had gay
tendencies, strengthened when she’d introduced her to a girlfriend
once, as Beth hadn’t been able to take her eyes off her. They’d
been friends since childhood, sharing secrets, looking after each
other, and Beth had often been Lindsay’s alibi, getting her out of
awkward situations with demanding girlfriends.

They missed each other terribly when Lindsay
gained promotion and transferred to Brighton. At the end of their
long conversation Beth felt elated and knew exactly what she needed
to do.












Chapter 15






Despite the altercation with Hyacinth, Beth
couldn’t help but look forward to their London trip. Desperate for
answers, she did as Lindsay suggested, and several times took out
her tarot cards. Each time she shuffled the cards she couldn’t
bring herself to read them, she was afraid of what they might
reveal.

The surprise resignation of Daphne left her
mystified. Her departure from the hospital, taking all her annual
leave and going off on holiday, was the talk of the place.

At last the day for the trip to London
arrived. Beth was both excited and apprehensive.

The train was nearly full, but the first
class carriages were not so busy. Hyacinth wanted to hold Beth’s
hand under the table. Beth was reluctant. She looked around while
trying to pull her hand away, frightened people would notice.
Hyacinth didn’t care, but eventually she gave up, irritated by
Beth’s attitude. Deciding to freeze Beth out for a while wrongly
assuming she could teach her a lesson, H started reading her
newspaper. Relieved, Beth sat back in her seat and relaxed, looking
out at the fields and the overcast sky before glancing around the
carriage.

An attractive blonde sitting further along on
the opposite side, reading a magazine, was surreptitiously watching
them. When Beth looked along the carriage the blonde deliberately
caught Beth’s attention, and smiled.

Beth smiled back thinking, where have I seen
her before? Staring, unaware she was analysing the other woman’s
appearance, taking in the expensive cut of her burgundy suit, the
beautiful brown eyes. The sexual excitement she felt in her groin
told her exactly who it was. It was Lou Scott. The very woman she
had secretly admired for a long time.

Lou didn’t want to go to London. She wanted
to jump off the train when it pulled into York station and rush
home to her rustic Yorkshire farmhouse. She wanted to see Frances,
her groom, and check on her horses. Instead she had to travel to
London and meet with her agent to discuss a possible film offer.
Not something she could ignore, no matter how much she wanted
to.

Running a hand through her long, wavy, honey
blonde hair, a gesture she used when stressed, she reached into her
Louis Vuitton overnight bag for the current editions of Horse &
Hound and Eventing. She’d only just had time to buy them before
jumping onto the train. Her good nature was quickly restored. She
couldn’t be grumpy for long especially when her attention was drawn
by the two attractive women sitting further along the carriage.

The blonde, the older of the two, was
pestering her companion to hold hands. It was obvious to Lou the
younger woman was embarrassed by the way she nervously slapped her
friend’s hands away. Interesting . . .

Lou opened a magazine pretending to read,
covertly watching them. Their antics might give some light relief
to her enforced journey.

When the younger woman returned her smile,
Lou’s world was rocked. Their eyes held, sending Lou’s senses
spinning in reaction to the brunette’s exquisite looks, and for a
brief moment, time was suspended, they were alone in the
universe.

Hyacinth, who had been engrossed in the
newspapers for the past half-hour, subconsciously remembered Beth.
Coming back to the present from The Times crossword, she felt the
need for strong coffee.

‘Be a darling, Beth. Run along to the Buffet
Car and bring me some black coffee.’ Hyacinth dismissed Beth with a
wave of her hand. That should keep you busy for a while, she
thought. She resumed the crossword.

Initially surprised by the demand, Beth
obediently stood up and headed towards the Buffet Car. As she
walked past Lou Scott fate took a hand. The train swayed almost
tipping her onto Lou’s lap. Automatically Lou reached to steady
Beth to stop her falling.

‘Thanks . . . sorry . . . not a very smooth
ride, is it?’ Beth was embarrassed.

The blonde smiled, ‘No, it’s not, is it? Lou
Scott. Pleased to meet you.’ She took hold of Beth’s hand.

‘Hello. Yes, I know — that you’re Lou Scott
that is! I’m Beth . . . Beth McConnell. It’s great to meet you. I
watch all of your programmes.’

Still holding Beth’s hand, Lou indicated to
the empty seat opposite her, ‘Please . . . sit down for a while, or
is your friend desperate for her coffee?’

Beth glanced over her shoulder to check on
Hyacinth. Good, she thought, it looks like she’s dozed
off. I can take my time. Then she wondered had Lou been
watching them and listening to their conversation? Maybe she’d seen
them briefly holding hands? She sat down before Lou could change
her mind.

She had always thought Lou attractive when
she’d seen her on television. Now, meeting her in the flesh, she
was thunderstruck. Gorgeous, sensuous, beautiful smooth hands, the
small screen didn’t do this woman justice. She was a goddess. Beth
felt something spark between them. Did Lou feel it too?

Lou was just so easy to talk to, they got on
famously. ‘You know I’m an actor, and presenter, but what do you
do?’

‘Nothing glamorous. It can be all blood and
guts for me. I’m a surgeon.’

‘But that is glamorous. You save lives; help
people. You’re brave. I can’t sand the sight of blood. I could
never be a vampire!’

‘Pity. We have a vacancy in the blood bank.’
Beth laughed. She liked Lou’s sense of humour; she liked everything
about her.

Beth became aware that she had been sitting
with Lou for quite some time, but she couldn’t tear herself away,
captivated by Lou’s soft brown eyes, honey blonde hair, and mellow
voice. Lou’s wicked sense of humour became more apparent when she
did some of the different accents her acting career had called for.
Leaning back, looking into Lou’s eyes, hardly daring to breathe,
Beth had an overwhelming urge to kiss her.

Not trusting herself she leapt out of her
seat, startling Lou. ‘I must get H’s coffee. She’ll kill me!’ she
blurted.

‘Oh, all right then. It was nice, chatting.
Maybe we’ll run into each other again? I hope so. Let me . . .ʼ

Beth interrupted her, ‘Yes, yes. Me, too.
Bye.’ She hurried away certain they would never meet again, but she
would never forget her brief encounter with Lou Scott.

Her feelings for Hyacinth paled into
insignificance in comparison to the torrent of emotions taking
control of her now. In a blur, Beth got the coffee and returned to
her seat, crestfallen when she saw Lou’s seat was empty.

‘I only sent you for coffee. Where the hell
have you been . . . Brazil?’

Bitch, thought Beth. ‘No! There was a
queue. Anyway, I thought you were asleep.’

‘Just dozing, darling, just dozing.’ Hyacinth
snapped back.

‘Really Hyacinth, you’re so sharp sometimes,
you could cut yourself! You know you had your head stuck in the
crossword.’

‘What’s happened while you’ve been getting
that coffee?’ Hyacinth peered intently over her diamond-studded
designer reading glasses. ‘Have you been buying some attitude as
well?’

‘Don’t be silly. Stop talking rubbish!’
Beth’s tone was harsh. She picked up a magazine. She couldn’t be
bothered with H’s cutting remarks right now. Bad tempered bitch. If
she continued like this, theirs would be a very short
friendship.

Beth couldn’t concentrate on the magazine
because every female face staring up from the pages appeared to
look like Lou. Unable to control her thoughts she visualized Lou
standing in front of her, naked. Could Lou read her thoughts? She
glanced along the carriage to where Lou had returned to her seat.
They smiled at each other, a slow sensual knowing smile. As the
excitement welled up in Beth, the train slowed, pulling into Kings
Cross.

Impulsively, leaving a disgruntled Hyacinth
to collect their things, Beth dashed along the carriage to catch
Lou before she left the train. Too late, she’d gone. Beth felt
gutted, empty. She couldn’t believe the impact Lou Scott had had on
her. Returning to a fuming Hyacinth, Beth was hit with the
devastating thought, what if she never set eyes on Lou again?

Reading her thoughts, H reeled in horror.
You’ll never see her again if I have anything to do with
it.







Chapter 16






A short taxi ride took Beth and H to the
Grosvenor Hotel, where the Concierge ushered them through to the
reception desk. While they were booking in, music from the lounge
drifted across. The resident pianist was in good form.

Their suite was on the third floor. Beth
didn’t like lifts, but held her composure. She didn’t want any more
sniping off Hyacinth.

Walking into the plush room Hyacinth went
straight to the mini bar. In the short time it took the porter to
unload the bags, she downed a miniature bottle of brandy. Then
simultaneously tipping him she pushed him out, hanging the ‘Do Not
Disturb’ notice as she closed the door.

Pausing to gather her thoughts, she decided
to ignore Beth’s strange behaviour. Turning on the charm she gave
Beth a devastating smile; seduction being the name of her game. ‘At
last darling . . . I’ve got you all to myself. Now, what will I do
with you?’ Slipping off her jacket H sat on the king sized bed.

Beth shuddered, suddenly she wasn’t ready.
Playing for time she said, ‘I’m really tired after the journey.
Aren’t you Let’s just have a couple of drinks and relax, shall
we?’

She sounded so sweet and sincere Hyacinth
couldn’t refuse her.

Hoping H would consume enough brandy to fall
asleep and not bother her, Beth reached into the mini-bar. She
wasn’t a drinker, but managed half a bottle of white wine on an
empty stomach. Not a good idea. She felt queasy, put it down to
hunger then promptly fell asleep in Hyacinth’s arms.

She woke to find H, unaffected by the brandy,
showered, dressed and ready to go down for a meal.

‘Come on, Beth, darling. Stir yourself, or
we’ll never get to the club.’ Hyacinth lit a cigarette.

‘I don’t feel well, H. It must be the wine.
I’m not a drinker.’ Beth crossed over to the bathroom and closed
the door, not sure if she wanted to be sick.

‘You’ll feel better when you’ve eaten,
darling. Now get a move on!’ H shouted through to her.

Beth looked in the mirror. Her ashen
reflection made her feel worse. Wishing she hadn’t drunk the wine
she took her time in the shower. She emerged from the bathroom into
a cloud of smoke as H lit yet another cigarette.

‘Hyacinth . . . really! Do you have to smoke
so much? It’s a wonder the smoke alarms haven’t gone off.’

With a look of scathing disdain, H collected
her things and walked out of the room. Beth followed.

Feeling slightly better for having eaten,
Beth was surprised when H bothered to ask if she was feeling well
enough to go to a nightclub. Not wanting to spend time alone with
her, Beth was quick to say yes. Hyacinth knew of a trendy basement
club in Oxford Street.

Going down the dim stairway into the club was
like descending into the bowels of the earth. A dark, hot, thick,
smoky atmosphere prevailed. Groups of women, although at first
glance Beth wasn’t sure if they were all women, stood around a
dimly lit room. The dance floor was a mass of moving bodies. Beth
watched the dancers move as one to the sensuous beat of the music.
The beat grew louder, relentlessly thumping in her ears, taking her
into a stomach lurching light-headedness.

‘H, I’ve got to get outside, into the fresh
air.’ Beth turned towards the stairs. Hyacinth followed, concerned.
Beth only reached the first step before she fainted. H helped her
up. Beth went down again.

Outside in the fresh air Beth gradually began
to feel better. Back at the hotel she went straight to bed, to
sleep.

The next morning Beth had fully recovered.
They visited Windsor Castle, then spent the afternoon shopping in
Harrods. H, determined Beth would not suffer another day from lack
of food and be well enough to enjoy the night out she had planned,
insisted they go to the Dorchester for afternoon tea.

Shown to a table with a perfect view of the
room, Beth sat back, teacup in hand surveying the scene. Her mind
wandered to Lou, she couldn’t stop herself. She had a vision of Lou
walking into the room, the only welcome vision she’d ever had.

She froze as Lou materialized, like magic,
through the door. Oh my, this is no vision, Beth thought.
She’s actually here.

Lou wasn’t alone. A small attractive woman
carrying a bulky briefcase was by her side. They were shown to a
nearby table. As she was about to sit down Lou spotted Beth, and
flashed her a radiant smile.

Elated, Beth couldn’t help grinning. She had
convinced herself that she would never see Lou again, yet here she
was. But, she might as well be a hundred miles away. In her wildest
dreams Beth couldn’t imagine them getting together. They had only
met once, for God’s sake. Still, she supposed, there’s no
harm in dreaming.

Hyacinth, seemingly oblivious to Beth’s
distraction, tapped her feet in time to the piano. Beth wanted to
linger. She wanted to sit and savour watching Lou so she started to
pour more tea into Hyacinth’s cup. But H wasn’t oblivious. She had
seen Lou, and knew she was going to lose Beth to her if she wasn’t
careful. She began to penetrate Beth’s mind. Her thoughts hit Beth
like a steam train entering a tunnel.

Beth set the teapot down hard on the table,
and put her hands up to cover her eyes.

‘Beth, what’s wrong? Are you having a
relapse?’

‘I have the most terrific pain in my head. I
can’t stand it.’

Placing her hand on Beth’s forehead, H said,
‘Try to relax, let me give you some healing energy.’ She stopped
her assault on Beth’s mind gradually releasing her control. She was
shocked at the severity of her invasion, and how much pain she was
able to inflict on Beth. She would have to be careful; otherwise
she would end up killing her.

‘It’s gone, the pain has gone. How did you do
that?’

H removed her hand from Beth’s forehead. ‘We
should go. You need to rest, and I recommend you have a medical
check-up when we get home.’

‘I’m fine now, honestly. I don’t need a rest,
but we’ve got to allow ourselves enough time to get ready for
tonight.’

H squeezed Beth’s knee under the table.

Anxious to escape H’s touch, Beth excused
herself, ‘I just need the ladies’ room before we go.’

Beth stood up and glanced across at Lou’s
table in the hope that Lou would see her, and follow. She felt
terribly deflated when Lou didn’t.






Beth was in the bathroom when she heard the
room telephone ringing. It was almost impossible to hear the
conversation over the noise of the power shower although she could
hear the tone of H’s voice, loud and annoyed. Stepping out of the
bathroom wrapped in a white fluffy towel to ask who was on the
phone, she was surprised when H, eyes blazing, slammed the receiver
down.

‘Bloody silly room service! I told them that
I hadn’t ordered anything, but the fools kept insisting I had!’
Viciously stubbing out her cigarette, she stormed over to the
bathroom. Mentally kicking herself, she stopped. Pulling Beth into
her arms she kissed Beth’s wet hair. ‘Mmm, your hair smells lovely.
You are finished in there, aren’t you darling?’

‘Almost, just a couple more minutes. Are you
sure you’re all right?’ Beth knew it wasn’t Room Service that had
got H so rattled.

She could have sworn she’d heard H shouting
at someone called Lady Corday and about how she was not in a
position to dictate terms.

Hyacinth was too angry to make a move on
Beth. As a result they were ready to go out much too early so sat
in one of the hotel bars for a while.







Chapter 17






Beth was haunted by thoughts of Lou, angry
with herself for allowing her mind to be taken over by a woman
she’d only met briefly. Lou had had a massive effect on her, the
like of nothing before and she couldn’t stop Lou’s beautiful face
dancing through her mind no matter how hard she tried. Lady Luck
couldn’t make their paths cross again — could she?

The sound of the piano interrupted her
thoughts. She was ready to dance then perhaps she could push all
thoughts of Lou out of her head.

Wrapped up in herself she was unaware of the
white rage Hyacinth was fighting to control and the several large
gins she had downed in quick succession.

Better we sit in silence, H thought.
She couldn’t trust herself to speak for fear of her anger bursting
out. She needed to calm down. If Penny fucked up the delivery of
the diamond consignment they would all be in real danger. Hyacinth
would kill her if she did. Hopefully Alison, one of her trusted
coven members, would be able to save the deal. H needed to be in
Tynemouth, not in London seducing a woman she suddenly had doubts
about. Just wait till she got her hands on Penny.

They had arranged to meet Constance at
nine-thirty so had another hour to kill. Beth, happily preoccupied
with thoughts of Lou, looked over at the piano and gasped,
‘Wow!’

Lou was playing the baby grand.

‘What? Did you say something, darling?’ H
said.

Leaning forward in her seat, Beth rubbed her
eyes hard. Lou evaporated. That was a rather tasteful
vision, she thought.

‘It’s nothing, H. I thought I saw someone I
knew. Another g and t darling?’ Beth mimicked.

Hyacinth nodded absently, not paying
attention, she missed the sarcasm. Fury still surged through her
over the phone call from her Number One. How dare Penny try to
dictate the terms of sharing? How bloody dare she remind her —
Hyacinth — about the basic rules of the group when she should have
been out meeting the Contact.

Hyacinth controlled the group, it was her
group. She made the rules. Every one of her women had been only too
keen to become part of it and enjoy the benefits.

Time dragged until they were able to get into
a taxi and head for this supposedly exciting, wonderful club that
Constance recommended.

When they arrived, it was so exclusive, Beth
thought they were going to be asked for their dental records as
proof of identity. Fortunately Constance was already waiting for
them and whisked them into the VIP lounge. Beth’s eyes became like
two huge saucers. She stopped in disbelief looking around at the
women. She couldn’t believe what she had been missing all these
years. Fragments of her conversation with Lindsay came to mind as
she allowed herself the liberation to appreciate her feelings
without censoring them.

Constance led them to a reserved table. She
had taken the initiative and had the champagne already on ice, then
she was immediately monopolized by Hyacinth leaving Beth feeling
rather at sea.

A familiar voice spoke to her. ‘Hello Beth,
how are you?’

‘Angela! How lovely to see you again. You’re
a long way from home. Are you joining us?’

‘Yes. I’m staying in my Kensington apartment.
You’ll like this club Beth — it’s safe. You can be yourself in
here.’ She sat down and helped herself to a glass of champagne.

‘What about your husband? Does he know you
come here?’ Beth said intrigued.

‘Oh yes . . . my husband.’ Angela smiled,
‘Well, we have our little arrangement. Ours is a marriage of
convenience and it works. We each have our own circle of friends,
including our special friends. You’ll find a lot of that here.’
Angela took a drink, set her glass down, and reached for Beth’s
hand. ‘Come and dance with me, Beth. You’ll do me a power of good.
I think we can be friends, you and I. No strings. No ulterior
motives. What do you say?’

‘Friends? Yes.’

They stood up ready to move to the dance
floor. Beth turned to speak to Hyacinth. She was still talking to
Constance, muttering how someone could please themselves.

‘Come on, leave them to it.’ Angela took
Beth’s hand, ‘No point trying to butt in on that conversation.’

A couple of dances later and back in their
seats Beth looked across the dance floor towards the bar. Lou was
standing in the middle of a group of women. Beth’s heart flipped as
she watched Lou scan the room. If only you were looking for me, she
craved. Savouring the way Lou’s blonde hair shone, loving how her
shirt clung to her breasts, with all her might Beth willed Lou to
turn and see her, to come over and ask her to dance.

What’s love got to do with it? Tina Turner
sang. Suddenly Hyacinth became aware of Beth’s thoughts towards
Lou. She grabbed her, ‘Come on darling, one of my favourites. Let’s
dance!’

In the midst of the crowded floor H was over
zealous, spinning Beth too fast. God, what a hopeless dancer,
she’s pathetic, Beth thought. What’s wrong with her?

Hyacinth hadn’t wanted to dance. She was only
doing it to take Beth’s mind off Lou. Wishing the dance was over,
anxious to return to her conversation with Constance, she spun Beth
too hard watching helplessly as Beth started to fall.

In a heartbeat, Lou caught her, pulling her
in as if her life depended on it. She had known their bodies would
be a perfect fit and surrendered to the moment. It was sheer joy to
hold Beth close. With her arms around Beth’s waist, she held her
even tighter whispering, ‘I’ve got you. I wouldn’t throw you into
the arms of another woman.’

Fleetingly wondering why she felt as if she
had come home, Beth lifted her head to thank her rescuer and made
eye contact with Lou.

But Hyacinth spoke first putting her hand on
Beth’s arm as if to pull them apart.

‘Why, thank you, darling. I’m afraid my
partner is not used to drinking. You really must stop drinking so
much, Beth,’ she scolded, expecting Beth to remain silent and walk
away with her. Neither Beth nor Lou moved.

‘Thanks. Thank you, Lou.’ Brief words, huge
impact.

Dragging her eyes away from Lou, Beth rounded
angrily on H, ‘Now let’s get this straight: I am neither your
partner, nor have I drank too much, Hyacinth. And I’ll thank you
not to interfere.’

Beth’s outburst delighted Lou.

H was astounded. This was the second time
Beth had retaliated, but it was enough to make her realize she
could be mishandling things. She propelled Beth back to the safety
of their table.

Ignoring H, Beth sipped her drink, her
thoughts on Lou and their sweet, all too brief moment of heavenly
contact. H, sure Beth was sulking, renewed her conversation with
Constance and ignored her.

Beth wasn’t sulking, far from it. She had
just been hit with the terrific realization that Lou was gay and
anything was possible. They could be together. Surely Lou must have
felt the chemistry when they held each other. It was electric.

A hand touched Beth’s shoulder and Lou’s face
came close to hers, ‘Dance?’

‘Love to.’

Beth was on the dance floor before H, mouth
agape, had time to speak.

‘Did you mean that?’ Lou asked.

‘Mean what?’

‘That blondie over there is not your
partner?’

‘Do you mean the one who looks like she’s
sucking a lemon?’ Beth giggled. ‘No, she’s not. She has a husband.
I’m just a new toy.’

‘Come and see me tomorrow morning, eleven
o’clock at The Dorchester. The Concierge will bring you to my
suite.’

Before Beth could answer they were
interrupted by Lou’s friends pulling her away; they were moving on
to another club.

‘Eleven o’clock. Remember . . . I’ll be
waiting.’ Lou merged into the throng of women, but turned and blew
Beth a kiss as she left.

Buzzing, Beth returned to the table. What
about Hyacinth? In her mind she quickly built an imaginary brick
wall hoping to protect herself from H’s mental intrusions; the wall
should stop H from invading her mind, and bounce her own thoughts
back to her.

She looked into H’s stormy eyes trying to
transmit innocence. She would have to think of something good
enough to get rid of her for the day.

Looking across the table at Constance she had
an idea. ‘Constance, how do you feel about going with H to Madam
Tussauds tomorrow instead of me?’

Constance held Beth’s unflinching gaze. ‘Why?
Where are you going?’ Her request was not sharp, but almost
joking.

H swung round to look at Beth, blonde hair
flying, blue eyes piercing. About to demand an explanation she
thought better of it. She’d upset her once tonight, she’d better
tread carefully. Why couldn’t she read her mind?

Beth casually said that Lou had invited her
to have lunch at The Dorchester and it would have been rude to
refuse.

If Hyacinth had needed something to jerk her
back to reality that was it. Constance, sensing it wasn’t just the
thought of having lunch that was tempting Beth, was more than happy
to agree. In her opinion, Beth was far too good to be in H’s
clutches.

Hyacinth, however, had been given a wake up
call. She was attentive and charming for the rest of the evening.
Soon they were all giggling like naughty schoolgirls. Beth didn’t
need the champagne to make her feel happy. Her thoughts of Lou did
more than that. And not wanting a repeat of the previous night, she
drank very little alcohol.







Chapter 18






Arriving at the Dorchester, Beth was shown to
Lou's suite. Suffering a tremendous attack of nerves and
self-doubt, she paced the hallway unable to bring herself to knock
on the door. What the hell was she doing here? When she finally
found the courage to knock, there was no reply.

Fool, she cursed herself. You
bloody fool. How could someone like Lou be interested in you?
Disappointed she turned towards the lifts, about to walk away, when
her inner voice said, Wait. Knock again. Sighing, Beth turned,
raising her hand just as the door opened.

Beth's face dropped as glancing quickly over
Lou's shoulder she saw the same woman who had been downstairs with
Lou the previous day. Who is this woman . . . Lou’s
shadow?

'Beth! At last you’re here. I've been
waiting, I was scared you wouldn't come.' Lou, elegant,
sophisticated with her hair swept up, reached out, drawing Beth to
her. 'Please . . . come in. This is Sarah, my agent. We've just
finished working.'

Beth's relief was instant. Suddenly she liked
this shadow.

'Hi, Beth. Pleased to meet you.' Sarah said
as she crossed the room to shake Beth's hand. She picked up her
briefcase and said to Lou, 'Well, I guess that's it. I'll be off
now, but the minute I hear anything I'll call you. I'm sure it will
be good news.'






Sarah left.

Lou said casually, 'There may be some film
work in the pipeline for me in America, but it's early days yet and
nothing is certain in this business.'

Beth nodded, not taking in what she was
saying, just enjoying the sound of her voice, and the joy of being
able to look at her again. Small quivers of excitement flickered in
her stomach, growing in intensity. The room, although extremely
spacious, felt hot and airless, the whole scenario surreal. Feeling
she was in a situation that seemed right and natural; she couldn’t
wait to jump in with both feet. Am I losing my mind, or am I
looking at my soul mate?

She watched as Lou switched on some music,
collected a champagne bucket from behind the bar and set it down
beside two glasses already on the coffee table. She popped the
cork, poured their drinks, and handed one across the table to Beth,
their fingers touched making Beth tingle all over. She gazed into
Lou’s eyes, dark with desire. She felt her juices rush between her
legs soaking the delicate fabric of her panties.

Taking the glass with a trembling hand, she
pretended to take a sip, then decided it was safer to stand the
glass on the table than look foolish and spill champagne on the
carpet. She stood like a statue, her stomach clenched tightly. She
desperately wanted to kiss Lou, to taste her lips, to feel her
breath against her face, to smell her skin. Tension was building in
her body; her heart pounded heavily in her chest.

Lou's voice interrupted her thought, ‘I
wasn’t sure you would turn up this morning.’

‘I couldn’t wait to see you.’

‘Nor I you.’

She traced Lou’s face with her eyes, and
couldn’t stop them from travelling down to her breasts. She stared
at the hardening nipples. ‘I’m not in the habit of doing this.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Meeting strangers in hotel rooms.’

‘By that, I’m assuming you mean women?’

‘Yes.’

‘I guessed as much. That makes me even
happier that you came.’ Lou moved around the table to stand in
front of Beth. ‘You are the most beautiful woman I have ever
seen.’

‘Thank you.’

The energy crackled between them.

Beth breathed in Lou’s presence. Her pounding
heart almost exploded when Lou leaned forward; soft lips kissed her
forehead, then her eyes, the tip of her nose. My lips! Kiss my
lips! She squirmed in anticipation as Lou trailed kisses along
her jawline, her tongue flickered against Beth’s earlobe. Please
kiss my lips! As if in answer Lou lightly kissed her lips
before parting them; Beth greedily accepted the unfamiliar tongue
exploring hers. She was so highly charged, it felt like bolts of
lighting were shooting through her. Instinctively her arms wrapped
around Lou, gripped her buttocks and pulled her in close. She
wanted this woman.

She allowed Lou to lead her into the bedroom,
help her onto the four poster bed and surround her with
pillows.

'Watch and enjoy.' Lou stood before her at
the bottom of the bed. She pulled the comb from her hair, releasing
a shimmering blonde curtain, then started to sway in time to the
now earthy beat of the music.

Beth was spellbound; awash with desire.

Lou's erotic, rhythmic dancing mesmerised
her. Turning her on even more. She watched as Lou stroked her own
body, sliding one hand up her thigh to raise her skirt showing the
lacy pattern around her stocking top. The other tweaked her nipple.
She licked her lips seductively, as if aware of the throbbing
anguish occurring between Beth’s legs. How I’d love that tongue
between my legs.

Beth moved to sit on the edge of the bed, and
beckoned Lou to her. ‘I want to undress you.’

She unhooked Lou’s skirt and it dropped to
the floor revealing shapely legs encased in silk stockings. Beth's
shaking hands fumbled with Lou’s shirt buttons.

'Relax, lovely. Gently does it. I'm not going
to bite you . . . not yet anyway.'

Beth slipped the shirt over Lou's shoulders.
It floated to the floor revealing her perfect, barely-covered body.
Beth's eyes were drawn to the dampness coming through the thin
material of Lou’s panties.

'You’re overdressed, Beth. Let me make you
more comfortable.'

Beth groaned out loud as Lou settled astride
her, blonde pubic hair greeting black. Her nipples tightened under
Lou’s touch awaking Beth’s direct line to her clitoris. Am I
dreaming? she thought, as Lou’s fingers travelled down to her
navel, circling, her body shivered, she wanted Lou’s fingers inside
her. She groaned again, her rigid nipples straining to meet Lou's
lips.

Lou, still licking, teasing, stroked Beth's
body, exploring, caressing, discovering erogenous zones Beth didn't
know she had.

Beth mirrored Lou’s actions. They kissed for
a while then continued exploring each others bodies. Each wanting
to pleasure the other.

I can smell Lou’s arousal. Beth
relaxed, giving Lou an open invitation.

Lou leaned forward to kiss Beth, their
nipples made contact making Beth thrust her pelvis towards Lou, a
sign for her to move on.

Beth closed her eyes allowing these new
sensations to wash over her, hungry for more. Thrills of excitement
raced to her groin. Her juices flowed in abundance. She ran her
hands through Lou’s soft, silky, long blonde hair as it trailed
over her skin.

Lou kissed her way down Beth’s hot body. Her
tongue, licking, sucking, pulling each pink nipple in turn. She
felt Beth stiffen as she continued downward. Her fingers trailed
Beth’s elegant hips, before moving across to her black pubic curls.
Beth inhaled deeply, and spread her legs to allow Lou undenied
access to her secret place. Lou’s fingers worked their magic as
they caressed Beth’s labia, manipulating all the nerve endings.
Beth opened up like a lotus, her muscles tightened around Lou’s
fingers as they slowly slipped inside probing, twisting, stabbing
in and out. Lou bent her head and inhaled Beth’s musky scent, her
soft pink tongue flicked against Beth’s enlarged clitoris relishing
the moreish taste of her. Sucking, coaxing, Lou’s skilful
fingering, generated a hot desire that travelled up and down Beth’s
spine, bringing her to a sensational climax.

Beth thrust her pelvis against Lou’s
demanding mouth feeling her breath against her inner thighs. Her
hands clutched her own breasts, she rolled her nipples between her
fingers. This is it, Beth thought, I’m having an orgasm,
a full body orgasm. She grabbed the sheets, the pillows and
then Lou, as her body writhed, and shuddered in ecstasy. No sooner
had it subsided, and another orgasm was building, and then another.
Oh my God, I’m having a multiple orgasm. She wanted it to go
on forever.

When she tried to analyse it, the only thing
she could liken it to was a sneeze, or a series of sneezes. You
know it’s coming and you don't want anything to stop it.

Beth was over any uncertainty, she wanted Lou
to feel the sensations that she had felt. She laid Lou on her back,
and lowered her head to sample the delights of Lou’s clitoris. Her
fingers, shaking at first opened, and probed Lou’s inner dark
tunnel.

Later they showered together, soaping each
other all over. Inevitably one thing led to another and they were
making love again. There was no stopping Beth now. This was the
best day of her life.

Passionate promises to keep in touch were
made, telephone numbers exchanged and Lou promised to call Beth as
soon as she returned to North Yorkshire. Carefully, Beth tucked
Lou's number safely into her purse. Leaving their parting as late
as they dared, they reluctantly took the lift to the foyer to where
Hyacinth and Constance were already waiting.







Chapter 19






Hyacinth was trying to weigh up the situation
between Lou and Beth. Pretending to be full of Madame Tussaud’s,
telling how Constance bumped into a man, apologized, then realized
it was a wax dummy, she took centre stage. Hawk-like she watched
every move Beth and Lou made, looking for telltale signs that would
confirm her worst fears. She was wasting her time. Lou was on to
her, being purposely cool. She wasn’t an accomplished actress for
nothing.

Constance watched Hyacinth’s performance with
awe and thought, what a cracking good liar she is. We haven’t been
to Madame Tussaud’s at all, yet I actually believe her. As Hyacinth
flashed her a smile, Constance squeezed H’s hand under the table,
relieved to have been taken into her inner circle. Easing her sore
buttocks into a more comfortable position, the insides of her legs
were bruised; she ached from the rough sex H had insisted on as
part of her initiation package. Until this morning Constance had
never considered bondage. Her hand went to the diamond pendant
hidden beneath her top. A gift from H, and tangible evidence of
Constance’s new found importance. Despite currently having a little
discomfort Constance felt very smug. She had gained H’s trust.

Hyacinth sat back, relaxing for the first
time that day. She had done the right thing taking Constance into
her confidence. No, she corrected herself. She had done the right
thing taking Constance. The sex had been great. She now had a
perfect slave. That would teach Penny to step out of line. She
couldn’t wait to see Penny’s face when she told her.

Beth was adrift in the middle of the
situation as the other three women made polite conversation.

Lou had to leave. Shaking hands lastly with
Hyacinth, maintaining steady eye contact, she solemnly thanked H
for allowing her to enjoy Beth’s company, before majestically
walking away. For the second time that weekend Hyacinth was
speechless. Beth felt a twinge of guilt about her liaison with Lou,
but it evaporated as an image of George flashed into her mind.

What a beautiful couple Beth and Lou would
make, Constance thought as she kissed Hyacinth and Beth
goodbye. Serves H right.

It was time to change for dinner when they
arrived back at their hotel. H was still feeling uneasy, yet there
was nothing she could pinpoint. Maybe she should never have left
Beth. What if she had gone to bed with Lou? Given the chance, she
would. She turned the full force of her charm on Beth.

‘Darling, I forgot to mention, I’ve booked
tickets for The Vagina Monologues.’

‘Trust you to pick a play that has something
to do with your work.’

They had two of the best seats in the house.
When the show finished H was keen to get back to their hotel. Beth,
shattered after her mind-blowing experience with Lou, knew what H
had planned. She wanted to avoid any physical contact. All her sex
dreams of H had been blown into oblivion after her sexual awakening
with Lou.

‘Mrs. Dickinson!’ a receptionist called as
they were about to step into the lift. ‘I have an urgent message
for you.’ She handed Hyacinth an envelope.

‘Thank you, darling.’ H tore open the
envelope, scanned the message and pushed it into her handbag.
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