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            Episode 40: Haunted
      

         

         A feeling of paralysis gripped Victoria’s entire body as she stared into the angry eyes looming above her. She wanted to scream, but her jaw was firmly clamped shut, while the few words she struggled to form remained only in her mind.

         William’s face did not move, nor did he speak. Victoria forcefully willed herself to turn her head to the side, whilst squeezing her eyes tight shut. His appearance felt chillingly different to the previous time when she had dreamt he had visited her. At least she thought it had been a dream that had left her waking up covered with the sheen of sweat, her nightdress in disarray and her bedroom filled with the scent of sex.

         She didn’t know whether seconds or minutes had passed, but her instinct told her to keep her eyes closed and to slow her breathing. At the same time as Victoria felt her heart rate slow, she became aware of a growing heat between her thighs, and a surge of tingling pleasure flowed upwards with an intensity that forced her hips to thrust, and her legs to open in the hope that a hard cock would fill the empty space. But, there was nothing. No muscular body pressed against hers, no lips teased her nipples: all she felt was the sensual ache of longing.

         Although Victoria had been terrified by the appearance of William’s face, what she really wanted right now was a repeat of their previous romp. However, as she dared to exhale and slowly open her eyes, she felt a wave of disappointment crash over her when she realised that there was nobody in the room but her.

         She reached across and switched on the bedside light. Her desire for sex slowly subsided as she looked around the room for evidence that something unusual had just occurred. Running her fingers through the space where William’s face had just appeared, Victoria laughed at herself. What was I expecting, she wondered, a head-sized mass of hot air?

         Tentatively swinging her legs out of the bed, she placed her feet firmly on the floor, gripping the thick wool carpet with her toes to reassure herself that she was fully awake. Victoria could still feel small trembles of fear coursing along her arms and legs, and it was with some trepidation that she walked across the room and opened the bedroom door.

         The landing was in near total darkness, except for a sliver of streetlight that filtered through the spaces around the landing window blind. Victoria stood perfectly still and listened to the house. A sudden buzz from the kitchen below startled her, until she remembered it was just the fridge. She felt for the landing light switch and pressed it. Everything looked just as it should, and she let out a long sigh of relief. Her eyes glanced over at the guest room door. She felt tempted to open it, but then decided she had had enough of holding her breath for one night. A look in there could wait until daylight, whenever that might be.

         Walking back to her bedside table Victoria picked up her phone to check the time. It was 5.30am, which meant it would be sunrise in less than an hour. She knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep now. Climbing back into bed, she turned on the BBC World Service, a habit Lady Isabelle had introduced her to and a total godsend at those times in her life when she had found sleep impossible.

         As she lay back against the pillows, she wondered what the appearance of William’s face could possibly mean. Why did he look so furious? Was it somehow connected to Jude or George? Was it about something else entirely, or had she imagined it anyway?

         As the dawn light appeared, Victoria switched off the radio and went downstairs. Perhaps I should talk to Ruth again she thought as she ground some coffee beans. She had sufficient time to meet her in the park before going to the gallery. After drinking her coffee, Victoria showered, dressed and focused her mind on Ruth to summon her, as she collected what she needed for work, including the gift for Marie that she had purchased in Capri.

         Victoria walked her usual route to Regent’s Park. Although it was early, the park wasn’t completely deserted and Victoria nodded to the gardeners as they tended to the flowerbeds. To her relief and delight, Ruth was sitting in the exact same spot as always. She was by now less surprised that she was able to summon Ruth, although she was never one hundred percent certain it would work.

         Ruth waved as Victoria approached, her eyes bright with a smile.

         “How are you, my dear girl?” she enquired after Victoria had seated herself.

         “I’m fine honestly, but I had another odd experience last night, which is why I wanted to meet.”

         Ruth raised an eyebrow. “What happened?”

         “I returned from a brief visit to Capri yesterday…a conventional trip by plane…but last night I was woken from my sleep to see William’s face hovering over me and he was extremely angry. I thought that perhaps it would be like the last time, but whatever I saw disappeared quite rapidly on this occasion.”

         Ruth stared across the park thoughtfully. “If I remember our previous conversation about William correctly, you thought there might be some connection between you that brought him into the present time. Also, you have two marbles, at least one of which you definitely know belonged to him. The other appeared mysteriously, and William told you that the child Molly had brought it to you.”

         Victoria nodded in agreement, as Ruth continued. “ As I said before, I am absolutely certain that he didn’t appear through the mirror. On reflection, I believe that what you’re experiencing is something called a ‘timeslip’. “

          
      

         “What on earth is that?” Victoria asked, looking taken aback.

         “It can sometimes occur when any person, not just travellers like us, possesses an object belonging to someone who lived in the past. But, I have to add, there is also usually some element that connects the living person to the deceased. That certainly appears to exist in the case of you and William, as he was close to your ancestor and you are dating his great grandson.”

          
      

         Victoria thought for a moment. “So, it’s not really William appearing, it’s some sort of illusion? I don’t really know how else to put it.”

         “Yes, that ‘s about right.” Ruth agreed.

          
      

         “Is there a way to stop it happening? Last night was quite terrifying.”

         “I’d suggest that you return both marbles to where you found them.”

         Victoria was about to interrupt, but Ruth held up her hand. “I know you only removed one from Jude’s house, but I’d take both of them back there if you want to sever the William connection.”

          
      

         “Yes, OK, I’ll do that. I am going to Bibury later this week anyway, so I’ll have the opportunity to visit Jude’s house. Frankly, it all feels like a very tangled thread, and I wish I could figure out why William looked so angry,” Victoria sighed.

         “Well, there may be something that you haven’t yet spotted. Perhaps you’ll find out more when you’re there. The fact William appeared to be angry suggests to me that there is something going on right now that is connected to William. It could be your relationship with Jude, or perhaps it is something completely different. I really couldn’t say.” Ruth gave Victoria a sympathetic look and patted her hand.

         Victoria stood up. “Thank you again for listening to me, and for your advice. I’ll let you know if and when I find out any more about.” She was just about to walk off when suddenly she stopped. “Have you heard from Marielle recently?”

         Ruth laughed. “Ah, Marielle! With her you never know when she’ll suddenly appear. If I were you, I’d be prepared for one of her last minute invites, as no doubt she is aware we’re talking about her.”

         Victoria smiled. “I can believe that. Well, I’d better be on my way. The gallery is about to open, and Marie will be waiting to hear about my trip to Capri.”

         “Have a good day, Victoria, and do stay in touch,” Ruth said. “I’m just going to sit here awhile and enjoy the scenery.”

         Victoria walked briskly to The Lane Gallery, feeling reassured and relieved after her chat with Ruth. She thought back over her meetings with William, the fear, the pleasure, and an obsession that kept drawing her back to him. But last night had made her realise she needed to cut whatever tie it was that bound them.

         Marie was at her desk when Victoria swung through the gallery door in a decidedly upbeat mood.

         “Wow, you look well,” Marie grinned. “So, how was it?”

         Victoria laughed, “Can I get a coffee and catch my breath first?”

         “Sure, but make it quick. I’ve been waiting for days to hear about Capri and Gorgeous George.”

         Victoria poured herself a coffee and took it back to Marie’s desk, then handed her the gift of sandals. Marie grinned and opened the package, exclaiming, “Oh, fantastic, Canfora sandals! You’ve just made my summer! Thank you so much,” she said, giving Victoria a hug and immediately trying them on.

          
      

         “I’m so glad you like them. I could have bought the entire collection,” Victoria said.

         “You could have asked George to buy you the shop,” Marie winked.

         “I’m sure other women might do exactly that,” Victoria agreed, “but I wanted to keep our relationship more professional.”

          
      

         “Oh yeah, how did ‘keeping it professional’ work for you?” Marie asked, with a mischievous grin.

         “Stop it! I was there to see the Diebenkorn and discuss future acquisitions, as you well know.”

         “Yeah,” Marie quipped, “but looking at the painting must have taken thirty minutes max, and I’m sure any other business can’t have taken more than a few hours. So, what did you do the rest of the time? And what is his place like? Vulgarity squared, or understated elegance?”

         “Well, the villa is more of a palazzo of course. It is most definitely elegant in every way, and the views from it are simply stunning. We shopped a little in Capri Town, enjoyed a few drinks there, and the rest of the time we were at the villa. You know, some work and a bit of relaxation by the pool.”

         “That’s it?” Marie exclaimed. “I at least expected you to return with an entertaining story about how he seduced you into his emperor-sized bed.”

          
      

         Victoria felt a blush creep up her face. She really couldn’t tell Marie what had happened, but she felt bad about the pretence.

         “Honestly, I do find him attractive, Marie, but I think it is in my interest to keep the relationship as professional as possible.”

         “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Marie said, grinning “but it’s not as much fun for me.”

         “Anyway, what do we need to work on this week?” Victoria asked, deftly changing the subject.

          
      

         “Well, we have the Otis Smith exhibition coming up in a few weeks, and we are already a bit behind with that. You haven’t forgotten Otis, have you, what with George taking up so much of your attention?” Marie teased.

         “Oh, Marie, I could never forget Otis,” Victoria smiled. “I suppose we should make a list of everything that needs to be done, and get started.”

         The pair spent the day discussing every aspect of arranging the exhibition and the all-important private viewing, where the guest list had to be just right for the art on show.

         At the end of a productive day, Victoria hailed a cab home, anxious to walk through her front door, kick off her sandals and relax with a glass of wine in the garden and mid-summer sun.

         After a very welcome night of uninterrupted sleep, Victoria returned to the gallery to continue the work on Otis Smith’s upcoming show. She also needed to make appointments with other collectors who would be visiting London during the summer and had previously requested her expert advice. She found herself checking her phone and emails for a message from George, conscious that he hadn’t made contact since she had returned to London. She had sent him a brief email thanking him for the trip, but hadn’t made any reference to the sexual relationship he had proposed. Perhaps he was annoyed that she hadn’t agreed to it already. Oh well, she thought, he’ll just have to be patient.

         Marie and Victoria worked a little later than usual, so it was almost nine by the time Victoria arrived home. Changing out of her work clothes into a pair of shorts and camisole top, she rustled up a grilled chicken Caesar salad, poured a glass of wine and settled on the sofa to watch an episode of The Good Wife. By 10.30 she was already feeling drowsy, and after locking all the doors, she went to bed with the intention of reading herself to sleep.

         She had just finished the first chapter her book when her phone rang. She saw Jude’s name on the screen and wondered what he could want at such a late hour.

         “Hi, Jude. Everything OK?”

         “Everything is super duper. What about you?”

         Victoria noticed that Jude’s speech was ever so slightly slurred, and his voice had an edge to it that she’d not heard before.

          
      

         “I’m well thanks. Just having an early night with a good book.”

         “Ahhh, you’re in bed. I wish I was there with you,” he whispered.

         Victoria felt touched by this. “Well, we could always pretend you are,” she said, smiling as she spoke.

          
      

         “Oh, oh…yes. What are you wearing?” Jude asked.

         “Nothing,” Victoria replied. “It’s far too hot for nightwear.” “I want to hear you come for me,” Jude whispered.

         “What would you like me to do?” Victoria asked, lowering her voice.

         “I’d like you to open your legs and touch yourself…are you doing it now?”

         “Yes,” Victoria answered huskily, surprised by how quickly she was getting wet. “Are you wet?” he slurred.

         “Yes…very wet.”

         “Slide two fingers inside you…doesn’t that feel good?”

         Victoria did as she was told, sighing loudly into the phone, she started to build up a rhythm.

         “I want you to taste me,” Victoria moaned.

          
      

         “Touch your clit,” Jude whispered, “it’s my tongue lapping you up.”

         “Mm, that’s good…”

         “My cock is so hard. I want to push it between your lips and fill your whole mouth.

          
      

         Victoria listened and imagined her lips moving up and down the shaft of his cock. She felt hornier as she thought about it, and felt that familiar tingling sensation rising as her fingers played with her engorged clit.

         “I can’t hold on much longer, Jude” she told him, and heard his breathing quicken, the way it did when he was about to come inside her.

         “Come on then baby,” he urged, “come for me, let me hear you scream.”

         Victoria let her imagination roam as she searched for images that intensified her pleasure. They were not all of Jude, and she heard herself gasp loudly as her entire body shuddered and contracted with pleasure, only vaguely aware of Jude’s cry, so far away.

         For a moment there was silence, and all Victoria heard was the sound of her breathing returning to normal.

          
      

         “Did you enjoy that?” Jude asked.

         “Mm, did you?”

         “I did,” he laughed, “but what I really want is you in the flesh.”

          
      

         “I’ll be in Bibury this weekend…it’s not that long to wait,” she told him.

         “ Can’t I come up to London before then?” Jude groaned.

         “No, you can’t,” she told him firmly, “you’ll just have to be patient. Marie and I have so much to prepare for the Otis Smith show in August.”

          
      

         “I wouldn’t get in your way. I’d just lie in bed waiting for you.”

         Victoria felt herself tense. She knew he wouldn’t really be in her way, but she needed her energy for her work, and to sleep well, not having sex with Jude three times a night.

         She softened her tone. “You’re never in my way, but I need to focus…and you’re far too tempting a distraction,” she told him, hoping an appeal to his vanity would appease him.

         “Oh, well, if you put it like that…I’ll just have to distract you at the weekend. What night will I see you?”

         “I’ll drive up Friday afternoon and spend the evening with my grandmother, so I’ll see you on Saturday, as I promised you before. We can make arrangements nearer the time.”

          
      

         “That’s cool with me. Also, I do have something important to talk to you about.”

         “Oh, what is it?” Victoria asked, feeling both curious and cautious simultaneously.

         “It’s something that can wait until I see you” he said, his tone suddenly more serious.

          
      

         They said good night and Victoria settled beneath the covers again. She wondered why Jude was being a little mysterious, and then a sudden thought gave her a jolt. What if he had some kind of proposal in mind? Surely not! It was far too soon, but she had a sneaking suspicion that she may be right. And if so, what was she going to say?

      
   





Episode 41: Temper Tantrum



Victoria set out on Friday afternoon for Bibury. The traffic heading west was heavier than she’d anticipated, and she was annoyed with herself for not leaving London earlier.

She sighed with relief when she reached the Bibury turn-off and felt even better when she arrived at the entrance to her grandmother’s estate. Perking up at the sight of the familiar trees lining the long driveway, she glided to a halt in a shady spot near the imposing façade of the house.

As always, Patricia had opened the front door before Victoria had even managed to get out of her car. The elderly housekeeper stood waiting with a smile as Victoria collected her weekend suitcase from the boot of the car, then hurried to give Patricia a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“How was your journey?” Patricia asked her, as they entered the hallway.

“The motorway was jammed with people escaping to their second homes for the weekend, so the journey took me much longer than I had hoped,” Victoria complained.

Patricia gave her a sideways glance. “Really? That’s awful.”

Victoria laughed. “Oh alright. I suppose I don’t have the right to moan. But I do wish they wouldn’t all choose Friday afternoon for their mass exit.”

“Well, you’re here now. Do you want to see your grandmother straight away, or freshen up first after your drive?”

“I think I’ll freshen up quickly first. Even though the car’s aircon is great, I still feel unpleasantly sticky. Please tell grandma I’m here and that I’ll be ready for a G&T when I come down. I won’t be more than a few minutes.”

When she entered the drawing room a few minutes later, she found Lady Isabelle in her favourite chair, two freshly mixed G&Ts sitting on the occasional table beside her. Victoria bent down to hug her grandmother and kiss her cheeks.

“You look amazing,” she told her grandmother. “What a difference just a few weeks make.”

“Oh well, Patricia has made sure of it,” Lady Isabelle said, smiling.

“At least you don’t have to complain about the rules anymore,” Victoria remarked, recalling her grandmother’s annoyance at Patricia’s strict regimen, which had included no alcohol.

Lady Isabelle lifted her drink, “Not now I am allowed to have my pre-prandial G&T. Chin-chin darling, it’s lovely to have you home.”

Victoria lifted her glass and touched it to her grandmothers. “Chin-chin indeed,” she said, as she lifted the refreshing drink to her mouth.

“So, how was Capri?” Lady Isabelle asked. “I’m dying to hear all about it.”

Victoria gave her grandmother a somewhat sanitised version of her weekend with George, whilst emphasising the elegance of his villa and the high level of hospitality. However, her attempt to steer the conversation away from more intimate questions didn’t quite work.

“And how do you feel about George now?” Lady Isabelle asked with a glint in her eye.

 

“I think he will be a relatively easy person to work for and with,” Victoria replied.

“That’s not what I meant darling, and you know it.”

Victoria chuckled quietly. “Nothing escapes you, does it?”

 

“Exactly! So, I don’t know why you’ve told me this whole story and left out the bit where you slept with him.”

Her granddaughter gasped. “What makes you…oh, well, alright then, something did happen. I am attracted to him, that’s true, and I believe that it is mutual. However, I’m not sure that he is the kind of man to have a long-term relationships, and the fact that I’m his employee rather complicates everything.”

“It’s interesting, don’t you think, that you haven’t mentioned Jude as a complication?” Lady Isabelle remarked, ringing the small bell she kept beside her. “I think it would be a good idea to refresh these drinks before we go on.”

“Are you sure you’re allowed another one?” Victoria asked as Patricia entered the room.

“It’s a special occasion,” Lady Isabelle replied, “isn’t it Patricia?”

Patricia sighed patiently, “Very well, seeing as Victoria is here, I don’t suppose a refill will cause too much harm.” She picked up the empty tumblers and returned swiftly with the fresh drinks. “Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes,” she told them, “but no wine at dinner for you, Lady Isabelle.”

 

The dowager Duchess pouted and frowned. “All this healthy living is bad for the soul. There’s so much stuff and nonsense these days. I suppose you’ll want me to be one of those vegans next.”

Patricia laughed. “You need not worry on that score, particularly as I have no vegan recipes.”

“Thank goodness for that. And do not go on the Internet looking for them.”

Lady Isabelle took a sip of her G&T. “Now, where were we? Oh yes, George and Jude…” she tapped her lips thoughtfully, “two very different men, are they not?”

 

Victoria nodded. “Yes, although at least I don’t have a professional relationship with Jude, which makes it feel easier.”

“Is there a ‘but’ coming?” her grandmother asked.

“I suppose there is. I’m attracted to both of them, and enjoy being with both of them, but…but in each case there is something missing. Perhaps I haven’t known either of them for long enough to know if whatever that thing is I can’t quite put my finger on…if it could easily be resolved. I suppose what I want to say is that I can envisage a future with both of them, but I just can’t see it clearly enough right now.”

“Then you must pay close attention to your instincts. You see, when I met your grandfather, I could quite clearly see the future with him. However, whilst I loved him dearly, he wasn’t always enough for me, and that’s when I used the mirror. My fantasy life on the other side of that mirror allowed me to feel whole, but… what I want to emphasise darling, is that the fantasy never slipped over into my real life. “

“I’m not sure how that relates to George and Jude and I,” Victoria said, putting her empty glass on the table.

“In the sense that I suspect both of them are ‘fantasies’. However, they are both in this world, which presents you with a puzzle to solve. If one of them was on the other side of the mirror, then it would be rather different.”

Victoria suddenly thought of William. “Oh!” she exclaimed, “there is something else I forgot to tell you,” and she recounted William’s appearance in her bedroom and her conversation with Ruth.

“I must say, Victoria, you have managed to create a tangled web. Although your tales have given me quite an appetite, so I hope Patricia has prepared a hearty dinner…one that is more lamb than lentils.”

“I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve somehow let you down. I really didn’t mean to get in such a muddle.”

“Oh, don’t be silly darling. You haven’t let me down at all. Now, come on, let’s eat, and you can tell what you have planned for the rest of the weekend.”

Victoria called Jude after breakfast the following morning.

“Hi, how are you?

“All good here. Did you have a nice evening with your grandmother? I saw her briefly a couple of days ago outside the post office with Patricia, and she looked to be recovering well.”

“Yes, she has come quite a way since I last saw her, which wasn’t that long ago. Patricia’s strict regimen seems to have worked wonders. So, have you made any plans for us for today?”

“I thought I’d keep it fairly flexible in case you needed more time with Lady Isabelle. However, I wondered if perhaps we could have a barbecue at mine and you could admire my new fire pit? But, if you would prefer to go out somewhere, perhaps in Burford, we can do that instead.”

“Actually, a barbecue at yours sounds good to me.”

“Good that’s settled. Also, it gives us more privacy, if you know what I mean.”

Victoria paused, then laughed. “Yes, you’re quite right. What time shall I come over?”

“I was thinking around four so that we can make the most of the late afternoon sun.

I can collect you if you would prefer not to drive.”

 

“No, no, that’s fine. If I don’t feel like driving, I’ll order a taxi.”

“OK, as you wish…I’ll see you at four then?”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

 

After they’d finished the call, Victoria paused for a moment to analyse what had been said.. Had he sounded a little distant? Had she detected a slight curtness when she had rebuffed his offer to collect her? He hadn’t sounded like a man who might be about to propose, but then again, perhaps that idea had been pure fantasy on her part.

Following an early light lunch with her grandmother, Victoria showered and dressed for her evening with Jude. She dithered somewhat over what to wear, and more than twice changed her mind before finally settling on a pair of linen shorts and a linen top. Looking in the mirror, she saw that it wasn’t a terribly sexy look, but something was stopping her from wowing him in that way. Still, she thought as she went downstairs, my underwear is from La Perla.

Her grandmother had awoken from her afternoon nap and was already in her favourite chair when Victoria came downstairs.

“You look very casual my dear,” her grandmother remarked, looking her over.

Victoria shrugged. “We’re only having a barbecue at Jude’s, so I thought casual would be more appropriate.”

“Ah, I see. Well, in that case, you’re dressed for the occasion. What time is he expecting you?”
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