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            Episode 1: Moving forward
      

         

         One year. Five months. Three days. Two hours and 57 seconds. No. 58… 59…..

         Victoria counted each second. The emptiness of the day lay ahead of her: the seconds, minutes, and hours to fill, the routine of daily living, before falling into bed and waking up to do it all over again. The clock counting was a mindless exercise, but it was an obsessive habit that had kept her sane.

         But it’s stopped you moving forward too hasn’t it? she thought, studying her face in the bathroom mirror.

         Today will be different. Today is the day she told herself.

         Her best friend Sally had set the wheels in motion. “The best years of your life are ahead!” she’d exclaimed over their second bottle of wine one Friday afternoon about a month ago. “You’re only 34 – you’re single – and you’re ridiculously gorgeous. You don’t even know it for Christ’s sake. And you’ve yet to reach your sexual peak,” she’d winked at her, raising her glass.

         At the time Victoria had groaned and rolled her eyes. Yes, of course she’d missed the sex since Toby had died. But she’d put all thoughts of her pleasure aside as she tried to come to terms with being widowed so young. A widow! Good god, it made her sound so old.

         She knew she wasn’t to blame in any way for Toby’s death. No. That fell squarely in the lap of the cocky 16-year-old driver of the stolen Tesla. The fact that it was a ‘silent’ car and that the kid was too busy showing off to his girlfriend and wasn’t paying attention were ‘contributing factors’ - as the coroner helpfully pointed out.

         There had been no mention at the inquest of the moments preceding Toby walking into the Tesla’s path – the ‘unpleasant’ confrontation as Toby had called it, her tearful accusations, and his vehement denials. What a liar he’d been.

         They’d married straight after graduation, and for the 13 years of her marriage there had only been Toby. The thought of looking for someone new and starting all over again hadn’t appealed to her so far. But, she sensed a stirring inside her.

         It was time. Time to stop feeling guilty about moving on.

         She looked deep into her reflection, and the pupils of her cat-like, green eyes dilated as she imagined all the possibilities for pleasure that were out there.

         Downstairs, she made a cup of tea and took it into the sunny sitting room. They had bought the Primrose Hill house early in their marriage, and as she looked around the room now, she acknowledged that she was very fortunate to live in such a beautiful home, even if the last 17 months had numbed her to the good things in her life. At her bleakest moments, her grandmother had swept in from her country estate in Gloucestershire and reminded Victoria that however dark things seemed, it most certainly was not the end of the world. Lady Isabelle may have been born privileged, but she was a strong woman and had been Victoria’s rock for almost her entire life.

         She stopped in front of the framed photograph of her parents that sat on the mantelpiece and picked it up. What a handsome couple they had been. Her father, Richard, the Duke of Bibury, looked every inch the Gloucestershire gentleman farmer; a patrician nose and highly-coloured cheeks, sandy brown hair that was difficult to tame and just a slight jut of the chin that told everyone he was aware of his social status. But from what she could remember of him, he was never a snob and had treated everyone with the same courtesy. He had been loved by all the estate workers and local residents, and was a popular figure at the local pub, At the Bibury Arms, they’d referred to him as Duke Dickie. Apparently, he’d been quite tickled by this nickname and often used to announce himself as Duke Dickie when answering the telephone at home. She treasured the memories she had of him, and of Eloise, her fun-loving mother.

         Her mother’s looks were a somewhat exotic contrast to his Englishness. Like Victoria, she had chestnut hair that in this photo was in a style very recognisably from the late 1970s. Who was the actress that had made this style famous, Victoria wondered. Ah, yes, Farah Fawcett Major in Charlie’s Angels. Her skin was a deeper gold than Victoria’s, but they shared the same feline green eyes. At Cambridge, some students had remarked to Victoria that she didn’t look typically English, and she’d told them that she took after her mother, who had inherited some of the physical traits of her French grandmother, Fleur. This grandmother had come from Marseille, a melting pot of European and North African races, and Victoria imagined that if she took one of these DNA tests that revealed one’s ethnic origins, she’d find quite a few surprises.

         She studied her mother’s face more carefully: she would have made an exquisite artist’s model, Victoria thought, especially for somebody like Matisse or Klimt. Victoria assessed the photo with the professional eye of a curator of modern art. A prominent photographer who was very close to the Royal social circle had taken it, and it was a wonderful example of his portraiture style.

         Setting the photo back in the place it had occupied since Victoria and Toby had moved in to Chalcot Terrace, for the first time in a long while she wished her parents were alive. They’d died in an accident only two months after Victoria had turned thirteen; a girl on the cusp of becoming a woman. Christmas Eve 1997 had brought severe gales across the UK, and as her parents had been driving home from a friend’s house in Cirencester, a tree uprooted by the gale force winds had crushed their car with instant loss of life. As a result, her grandmother Lady Isabelle had taken over the role of parent for both Victoria and her older brother James, who had inherited the ducal seat. Although her grandmother had been a tower of strength then, and after Toby’s death, she wished with all her heart that her parents were still living and that she could have turned to them for solace as well.

         The first few months after Toby’s death in November 2016 had been devastating. Not only had he died in front of her, he’d also closed her out from all knowledge about their finances. She’d never had to think about money at any time in her life, and she hadn’t questioned the fact that Toby took care of all their accounts and investments. His death had forced her to look at her financial status, but she had not known where to start and couldn’t even access his computer. Thankfully, a friend’s son who was an IT whizz and wannabe hacker had cracked Toby’s password and had managed to retrieve some accounts and personal emails that Victoria was never intended to see.

         Victoria remembered the first time she’d seen Toby. Who is he? she’d whispered to Sally when he’d walked into The Anchor in Cambridge; a favourite pub with undergrads.

         Victoria and Sally had been in their favourite corner booth, and had barely clinked cheers to their first glass of house white wine when Toby, his face still flushed from having played an impromptu game of rugby with the lads, walked through the door with two friends, Guy and Jonathan. He was scouting around for the others, when his gaze settled directly on her. She’d inhaled sharply, and she just knew. He was hers. She was his.

         Emboldened by a second glass of white wine she’d approached the bar to order another round for her and Sally, and had been careful to position herself right beside Toby and his friends.

         They all had noticed her; she was tall, but not too tall, athletic with chestnut hair that fell in waves around her shoulders. She also had piercing green eyes and golden skin that tanned easily.

         They’d fallen into bed that night, fallen in love even faster, and married barely a week after graduation. She’d been a bold young woman then, but 13 years of marriage to Toby, who only half-jokingly called himself a ‘Master of the Universe’, had stripped her of her natural self-confidence. She wished she had paid more attention to his true nature from the start.

         But today she had other things to think about. Today she was going to see Jonathan their accountant. Apparently he had ‘news’. Plumping the sofa cushions and giving one of them a hard punch, she reminded herself that Jonathan had been with Toby on the day she’d met her future husband. Now he was her accountant, and a rather attractive one at that!

         In the months after Toby’s death, Jonathan would often make the trek across town to Primrose Hill, telling her not to trouble herself with the traffic. This was in the early days when they were both trying to sort out Toby’s investments, his will and the life insurance claims.

         Today she could really do with some adoration.

         Did she dare? A little flirtation surely couldn’t hurt? She hoped she had read his signals correctly.

         The question was: what to wear?

         She had been waiting to try on her latest purchases and now carefully unwrapped them. Simple and classic, white lace push-up bra and panties. It had been some time since she’d visited Rigby & Peller and spent that much money in one go, but she knew it was a worthwhile investment.

         White may be a little virginal she thought, but red or black was getting way ahead of herself. She adjusted her plump yet firm breasts and stood back. She loved the look, and for the first time in a long while, she appreciated how desirable she could be.

         She zipped up her Zara charcoal black pencil skirt: it was gratifyingly less clingy than the last time she’d worn it. Now it sat much better on her hips and hugged her perfectly from behind.

         Victoria pulled on the Chloe lemon silk blouse - another impulse purchase. It was probably too much for a meeting with an accountant, especially Jonathan. Too flimsy, too revealing… too sexy. But what the hell.

         She finished off her outfit with her favourite black Jimmy Choo court shoes: they accentuated the curve of her calves and lengthened her legs. She decided to leave her long, chestnut tresses tumbling over her shoulders. One last look in the mirror and she was ready.

         Could she remember how to do this?

         She slid into her BMW and started her journey to Jonathan’s office. Her progress was slow in the congested London traffic and she slipped in and out of daydreams. A memory of Toby surfaced. It had happened after the first time he’d worked all night and arrived home after dawn. Now she knew his story about having to finish the plans for a new office block in the City was probably a lie. He might well have been a star architect in the making, but now she knew that his ‘late’ work was more about play.

         He’d quietly slipped into their bedroom that morning. “So I need to apologise,” he’d whispered, lightly tracing the curve of her hip, lingering for just a moment on her thighs, her buttocks, the arc of her back, tracing circles of desire over her flesh, making her gasp with pleasure. “Am I forgiven?” She sized him up. His playful smile, his tousled hair, his bare chest were tantalisingly close. She looked into his eyes and he saw the response he was hoping for.

         Leaning in close, he kissed her deeply, and just as naturally and passionately she kissed him back. The warmth of their bodies instantly stirred her and his tongue entered her mouth and explored deeply, increasing her arousal.

         He’d pulled her body close, cupping one of her firm breasts, before his finger and thumb found the nipple. It hardened under his teasing touch and he moved his mouth from her lips to her breast, taking it in his mouth, sucking just hard enough to cause the shivering sensation she so loved.

         The fingers of his other hand travelled down over her belly and between her legs. He felt for her, softly stroking her, parting the lips to feel her wetness. A groan escaped from deep in her throat as he pushed one, then two of his fingers deep inside her, establishing a rhythm that her hips automatically responded to.

         She felt his erection pressing against her thigh and instinctively she reached for his hard cock. He moaned as she lightly stroked him, using just the lightest of touches, a barely-there motion - up and down - that aroused him every time. She moved her fingers all the way up to the tip of his cock and – too quickly - a bubble of salty wetness escaped. She experienced an overwhelming sense of satisfaction at pleasuring him.

         In return he’d slowly moved down her body, kissing and licking every inch of her skin. It was excruciatingly wonderful. Closing her eyes, she’s savoured feeling him move between her legs. He looked up into her eyes, as his tongue licked the entire length of her swollen lips. Her clit was pulsating, aching for release. The tip of his tongue circled it, lightly then more firmly…

         A blaring horn jolted Victoria from her reverie and she inched the car forward.

         Twenty minutes later Victoria was saying good morning to the glamorously blonde receptionist at Wentworth, Blake and Associates. How young she looks, Victoria thought self-consciously as she offered her a seat and a cup of tea.

         “ Mr Wentworth is a little delayed. He has asked me to apologise and hopes you don’t mind waiting,” the receptionist smiled apologetically whie handing Victoria the cup of tea.

         Victoria smiled back. “I’m not in a hurry. Please tell him I’ll wait.”

         She didn’t have anything else to do today, and besides, she had plans that included Jonathan. It would be her pleasure to wait she smiled inwardly.

         Looking through the glossy magazines in reception, she picked up a copy of GQ. It was definitely preferable to The Accountant. She flicked through it until she stopped at a profile of Paul McCartney. In it he recalled some of the raunchy adventures he’d had with the other band members. She was surprised to read about threesomes in Vegas, mutual masturbation in the dark and other tales that would raise eyebrows in some circles.

         Victoria reflected on the fact that she’d only ever experienced sex with Toby. Sex with him had given her pleasure and a sense of intimacy. But it tended to follow the same old routine, with some minor variations, such as where the sex took place. It was invariably at their home and always indoors. One night, while walking over Primrose Hill, she’d mentioned that she’d read something about the number of people who have sex in London’s parks. Toby had laughed, but then he’d said, “I hope you’re not thinking that we should try that.” The way in which he’d said it had taken her aback. It was just a conversation, but his tone with her was unnecessarily aggressive. She felt put down; put back in her box. She imagined what he would have said if she’d suggested a threesome. Not that she had ever thought about suggesting such a thing, but she had heard enough of Sally’s stories to know that sex came in lots of varieties.

         Which variety did she really like, she wondered: the one she already knew, or did she have an appetite for those things she’d only ever read about?

         She was pondering what the answer might be, when she became aware that somebody was standing in front of her.

         “Jonathan!” she exclaimed, quickly putting the magazine back on the table and standing up.

         “Tori!” he greeted her warmly taking her by the shoulders to draw her closer and plant a kiss on both cheeks.

         “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting,” Jonathan apologised. He used the diminutive of her name. Toby had started that at Cambridge and as a result their entire social circle had followed suit.

         Discreetly, Victoria looked him over: his dark navy suit was cut to accentuate his athletic body. The crisp white shirt and pale blue tie signalled his professionalism, and his shock of brown curls reminded her of the boyishness he had never quite lost.

         Jonathan always managed to look in perfect health. Probably because that was exactly what he was. One of those people who seemed to sail through life making it all look effortless and enjoyable. He’d never been married… maybe that was his secret… but had had a series of beautiful equally healthy-looking girlfriends who wouldn't have appeared out of place on the front cover of any glossy magazine. But they were never air-headed bimbos. Jonathan had always liked his women strong, intelligent and successful; the sort that ran their own business and ran marathons as well.

         But now she noticed something that she’d never spotted before, not in all the years she’d known him: in his office environment he exuded an alluringly assertive air. Where had the shy, awkward Jonathan who came to her house gone?

         “What were you reading?” he asked.

         “Oh, just something about The Beatles sex escapades,” she laughed nervously.

         “Mmmm, how interesting. Did you learn anything useful?”

         “Useful?” she echoed back, wondering what he could possibly mean.

         He didn’t reply. He looked directly into her eyes, in a way he’d never ever done before.

         A heartbeat later he gestured to her with his hand, “Follow me.”

         She fell into step beside him, wondering if this was going to be a meeting about her finances, or something else entirely.

      

   


   
      
         
            Episode 2: New Encounters
      

         

         The huge office window provided a frame for what could have been an oil painting titled: ‘London in April’. There was no need to say more, if you’d ever been to London in April that is. It was invariably one of the best months. Clear, bright days with daffodils and tree buds appearing, promising the true start to a new year under Tiffany-blue skies and cartoon-like bubbles of white cloud.

         “So, how’ve you been?” Jonathan made the inevitable enquiry taking a sideways look under his dark brown lashes as he did so. She had become used to the question, and the way it was posed. But perhaps for the first time she was able to reply honestly: “Well. Really well. Thanks.” And she realised with a sense of surprise that she really was ‘well’. She had ‘turned the corner’, as she’d been advised would happen ‘with time’.

         “Well, you look well!” he enthused with a broad smile. “But, then you always do, to me.”

         Again that sideways look as he moved around his dark mahogany desk into his imposing leather chair, both inherited from his accountant father; the man who had founded the firm that continued to flourish 50 years on. Jonathan had also inherited his looks and colouring from the man. They could almost be described as ‘dark and brooding’, but Jonathan always had an infectious grin on his face and an equally infectious laugh to match. He looked like a jolly Colin Firth after a few drinks.

         Unbidden she recalled the scene she had been reminiscing about in the car and blushed furiously. Suddenly hot, she asked: “Any chance of a drink? Water would be great, please.”

         “Of course,” he said smoothly. “What’s your preference? Still or sparkling? Or I can get you tea or coffee?” She shook her head. “Your receptionist made me a tea. Water’s fine Jonathan, thank you.”

         Jonathan pushed on, “Here’s an idea…I know it’s not quite lunch time … but why don’t we have a glass of bubbles? We haven’t done that in so long, and I’ve been waiting for a special occasion.”

         It seemed very decadent to be drinking champagne at this time of day. It was something she’d done routinely when she worked for a while in PR straight out of Uni, when toasting successes and long boozy lunches led to landing all important accounts.

         Before she could protest, Jonathan extracted a chilled bottle of Pol Roger Winston Churchill 2006 from his office fridge and set down two lead crystal Champagne flutes on the table. It was her favourite Champagne. Moving to one of the two sofas, he beckoned her to join him.

         “Well this is a bit special,” she said. “You must have excellent news then?” Deftly easing the cork out he poured two glasses with perfect precision and passing hers they clinked glasses as they looked directly at each other and smiled. For the first time ever he looked away first and she wondered why.

         “So, let’s get the business end of things done before I am unable to,” Jonathan said as he retrieved some paperwork from his desk, and laying out the Excel spreadsheets before her he proceeded to explain and describe what the numbers meant.

         “I know this has been quite a difficult time and finalising the last part of estate has been a little more challenging than we thought. For whatever reason, Toby saw fit to open a couple of offshore accounts. It proved a bit trickier to release those funds directly to you before certain debts were cleared. Not major ones you understand. Did you know he was planning an additional business venture? It wasn’t very clearly defined in his will – I imagine he would have planned to have done that sooner rather than later before fate, er, intervened. In whatever case, there were some settlements that needed to come from the estate. But rest assured these were very small, compared to the balance, which is quite substantial. It seemed Toby invested very wisely.”

         Sipping on the exceptional Champagne it began to dawn on her that she was now an independently wealthy woman, with additional money to play with on top of her family trust fund.

         “So, to summarise,” Jonathan’s clear, confident tones brought her back to what he was saying, “because of this, his life insurance, and the investments you both made early on and having worked hard to pay off the mortgage so quickly you will have an annual income that will make for quite a level of comfort. I’m so pleased, Tori.”

         “Yes. So am I! And not a little flabbergasted.”

         “Your flabber is gasted,” he said in memory of one of Toby’s favourite sayings. The moment it came from his lips she could see Jonathan wished he hadn’t uttered it. Toby’s presence seemed to have invaded the room. It also seemed a little more lame coming from Jonathan, and he knew it, but they both raised their glasses in silent salute.

         “So, yes. Well there’s a bit more to read. Could you specifically to check here, here and here. Please take this home. I’ve done my best to summarise it but it might take you a bit of time for it all to sink it – but the best part is, you really don’t have to work again apart for pleasure, if you don’t want to. Not ever.”

         “Wow I really don’t know what to say, apart from thank you. It’s been so overwhelming. I’m just so relieved though that this part of it is actually over.”

         A thought suddenly flashed through her mind. She paused and looked at the floor before looking him straight in the eyes. “Though I guess that means I may not be seeing you quite so much?”

         Jonathan’s face gave away the fact that he too had contemplated this. He smiled reassuringly and slowly shook his head. “I’ve always looked forward to these meetings,” he said warmly. “Seeing you through this has been a pleasure and an honour. It would seem strange if after all this time we just stopped seeing each other.”

         He faltered for a moment and then said in a rush, “Perhaps it may be time to bring in one of my colleagues to help manage things from here on in? I could continue, but perhaps it might be….a conflict.”

         He drained his glass and quickly refreshed both his and her glasses. “I would like – if you wouldn’t mind….Well, I was thinking it would to be nice to keep things more social. As a friend I mean, rather than your trusted adviser,’ he offered hopefully.

         “I’d like that very much,” Victoria replied quickly, and maybe a little too eagerly. Don’t rush this she said to herself, her mind racing.

         “You’ve always been a good friend Jonathan, never just an adviser,” She continued, her heart thumping harder. “But say you stopped doing the books for me. What would our relationship look like exactly?” She watched him blush; it was rather satisfying she admitted to herself.

         She moved a little closer to him and accidentally brushed his thigh with her arm as she leant forward to pick up her glass. The physical contact felt like a jolt of electricity, and she abruptly shifted a couple of inches back. She looked down to avoid his eyes. She felt the heat in her cheeks. Had she been a bit too forward?

         Apparently not. Jonathan put his glass down and turned to face her. He gently reached out and took her chin in his hand, which was warm and strong, and turned her towards him. She liked this Jonathan. She could see in his eyes he wanted more.

         “This is neither appropriate nor well thought out,” he admitted. “But if I don’t do this now I never will, and I will hate myself forever.”

         Moving towards her, eyes open and face tilted, his lips brushed hers in the most whisperish of kisses. He pulled back slightly and stared intently, their breath mingled as the unspoken message became clear - what happened next was up to her.

         Placing her glass on the table as carefully as her trembling fingers would allow, she shifted her body so they were directly opposite each other. Taking his face in her hands she pulled him to her and kissed him deeply. Her message was clear. It needed no interpretation. Without hesitation he kissed her back and a shiver of anticipation and need swept through every inch of her body.

         Boldly she grasped his hand and guided it under her skirt along her thigh. She felt the ache in her – and in him – it was all moving so fast. She pushed his thumb to hook her panties. He needed no other encouragement as she shifted upwards, leaning on her elbows, he pulled her underwear down below her knees. As she used her foot to wrestle off her panties, her heels getting caught in the lace, his fingers caressed her inner thigh finding their way quickly and expertly to her wetness.. How could she be so wet already?

         She barely knew how she was feeling, but she knew that she wanted him. There was barely any time to digest what was going on. She was a caged animal that had been freed. He had turned on the light in the darkness that had hidden her for so long.

         A groan escaped from deep within him. He thrust his tongue into her mouth pulling her head closer to his. He kissed her neck, her favourite place to be kissed – well, one of them.

         Undoing his belt, unzipping his suit trousers whilst simultaneously hitching her skirt up happened almost unconsciously and suddenly she was straddling him, directing his fully erect cock inside her. As she slowly moved her hips backwards and forwards he undid her blouse and pulled down her bra to expose her breasts. She pulled his mouth onto her as she raised herself up on her knees just enough until his cock was nearly out of her then pushed herself back down. A surge of pleasure went through them both at the sensation of his cock filling her up. As he sucked harder on her breast, he grabbed her buttocks and she increased the speed of her movements. She moved faster astride him - faster, deeper and deeper. “Oh fuck, Tori, I’m going to come,” he groaned and all at once, years of pent up desire and unexplored feelings released themselves. As he exploded inside her, she continued to grind down on him until she too quickly joined him in the waves of pleasure and she arched her back pushing down and squeezing as hard as she could. “Oh, fuck. Yes. Yes.”

         They sat in silence for some moments. His head nestled on her breasts, her hands wrapped around his neck. She kissed his head, his cheek, his eyelids, and finally his mouth: a different kiss this time; one of tenderness and understanding. And then they looked at each other… and laughed. It was release of a different kind, but nonetheless welcome and mutual.

         They stayed this way for several minutes. Not wanting to move. Not wanting to shift back into the reality of the world outside the office. But soon it was noon and the sounds of the midday church bells of St Giles in the Fields rang out returning them to reality. As they rearranged their dishevelled states, smiling bashfully at each other, Victoria found herself knowing this was the beginning of something, and she was glad. She was ready.

         To new beginnings, she thought to herself. She’d set out that morning to move forward, and from her perspective the overall outcome was perfect.

         Now it was one week, three days, and several hours since their first encounter at Jonathan’s office. She liked the speed at which they’d moved that first day – then having to pull themselves apart and get dressed just as quickly when a phone call from the front desk reminded Jonathan that his 12 o’clock appointment had arrived.

         It had all happened so quickly, and in his office of all places. Still, she was relieved that when the time had come, and Jonathan had made the first move, the rest had come to her intuitively. She knew what she was doing, and the lack of practice since Toby’s death hadn’t dampened her enthusiasm. It had in fact heightened it.

         On reflection, she’d surprised herself by succumbing so quickly to the animalistic passion Jonathan had unleashed with that first kiss. Succumbed? No, more like taking charge she chuckled. The risk of their being together in his office – in the middle of the day – where anyone could have been listening outside had not even been considered. But oh, how easy it would have been to be caught!

         And what if they had? Had he broken some ‘sacred’ accountants’ rule? She felt like a naughty schoolgirl with a secret. A delicious secret shared with a Colin Firth look-alike who had satisfied the cravings she’d suspected she still had, but had never dreamt she’d act upon in such a reckless manner.

         Composing herself, she had tried not to blush when she walked back into the reception area and made eye contact with the glamorous receptionist. Before she’d left his office, he’d tucked one tendril of hair gently behind her ear, clamped a cool hand to her hot cheek and kissed her softly. They’d smoothed their clothes and double-checked each other carefully to ensure nothing was askew. Did she detect a subtle eyebrow raise from his secretary on her way out? If so, Jonathan had deftly deflected it when escorting Victoria out of the office with all the professionalism he’d abandoned just moments ago.

         “You are one of our most important clients, Lady Victoria,” Jonathan had told her as they parted. And you know I’ll always take good care of you.”

         Of that she certainly had no doubt.

         They’d agreed it would be best if she left independently, but he’d called her within a few minutes to make sure she’d got to her car, and to thank her for dropping by.

         “Was the service to your satisfaction?” He had asked playfully and she’d laughed. She was relieved that he was able to inject humour into the situation.

         “Can you stay around a little longer?” he’d asked hopefully. “What if we got some lunch? I’ll be free in about three quarters of an hour. Maybe we could talk a little? There seems so much more now to discuss.”

         Victoria felt awkward and suddenly shy. It was a discussion she wasn’t quite ready for. They’d had one glorious encounter: two friends making real a mutual attraction that had gone off the Richter scale without too much prompting. She’d demurred, saying she needed to get to the gallery, but agreed to see him the following afternoon at noon.

         There’d actually been three long leisurely lunches since, which to be fair included some business. Jonathan had proved as attentive and enthusiastic as the first time and Victoria had to admit to feeling both flattered and spoiled by the attention. He’d taken her to Rules, London’s oldest restaurant and one of her favourites, due partly to the extended family connections between the Howard estate in Gloucestershire and the owner of Rules, who also happened to own the Lartington estate in the Higher Pennines. He’d remembered from years ago that she particularly enjoyed being seated at the half-moon-shaped booths. She decided, irrespective of where this was going, he was right – he could really no longer be her advisor. They’d crossed the line, and she was happy with that. But there was an inherent risk in keeping on Jonathan as her financial adviser, now that he was her lover as well, especially now that she was an independently wealthy woman. As he had mentioned in his office, there was a potential conflict of interest and she didn’t want to risk their friendship or her fortune, no matter how genuine or honourable Jonathan had always appeared to be.

         After all, she’d thought Toby was a genuine and honourable person and look how that turned out.

         Today they were lunching at Rules again. Jonathan was making a couple of tentative suggestions regarding people in his team who he felt could handle her affairs. Victoria agreed that perhaps Rebecca Clifton, one of the partners, would do an excellent job and he agreed to brief her and do a formal handover next week.

         Victoria watched him while he earnestly explained all of this. She fingered the stem of her wine glass, while under the table she kicked off one high heel. The expensive white linen tablecloth hid them from view. She grazed her stocking-clad feet along the leg of his well-cut suit, getting teasingly close to his crotch for a moment before actually resting there. He grasped her heel with his hand and held it on his cock. She felt how engorged he was, his penis hard and strained against the fabric of his suit. How easily this flirtation came to her! She was wearing hold-up stockings under her pencil skirt and she anticipated his face once his hands discovered her bare upper thigh.

         Ah, how easy it was to stir him! He blushed, and reached over to grab her hands. She felt the intensity of his touch, the heat of his masculine hands on hers. His eyes were on fire, fuelled by afternoon wine and lust.

         Previously they’d managed to at least make it to his Holland Park apartment, but today they could not even wait for a cab. He called for the bill and while she was applying lipstick in the bathroom, face flushed and hands trembling, he took the opportunity to check them in at the Savoy for the afternoon. Did the concierge even care that they didn’t have any bags she’d wondered. She was sure they saw it all the time, but it still felt illicit. Anyway, they were two unattached thirty-somethings. They could do as they pleased.

         As the door to the room closed behind them, they fell into each other’s arms on the monstrously large bed. He kissed her fiercely and she found herself raising her arms above her head, as he struggled to remove her blouse and pencil skirt. She thought that next time she’d wear a dress. So much easier! She turned to the wall for a moment so he could unclip her bra, but he was unable to wait for her to turn back to face him. He steadied her with a restraining hand and pulled down her panties. With one single movement he thrust into her from behind. The physical thrill, the suddenness of it, had made her gasp as he entered her, one hand on the wall, while he reached around with his other hand to stimulate her clit. She was so close…so close… already.

         Oh Jonathan, she moaned. Fuck me harder please, she demanded, and as he made his final thrust she suddenly exploded with a ferocity she did not know was possible. As she cried out he came with her, panting in her ear…Oh Tori, Oh God, Oh God.

         In the post-coital drowsiness, Victoria’s mind raced rather than relaxed. This was madness. After all those years with Toby why would she settle for an exclusive relationship with his best friend?

         She heard her phone buzz. Putting her hand in her bag she found it and read the message. It was from Marie, the gallery owner she worked with: “Wow! George Shervashidze left a message for you. He wants to talk about some acquisitions. Are you coming to work?”

         Victoria read the message again. George Shervashidze, one of the most important art collectors in the world wanted to talk to her! She’d only met him briefly, but he’d oozed an animalistic charisma.

         She felt a surge of professional pleasure, and a frisson of physical excitement.

         Victoria showered and dressed quickly. It would be too rude to just leave a note. She woke Jonathan: “I’ve got to go. Urgent gallery business,” she whispered, kissing him on the forehead. Before he could protest, she was at the door: “Text me,” she called over her shoulder.

         Stepping out onto the Strand, she had the uncanny feeling that a new, even more thrilling life was just beginning.

      

   


   
      
         
            Episode 3: Pursuit
      

         

         Victoria hailed a black cab and headed for The Lane Gallery in Marylebone where she worked as a curator with the owner Marie Miller. This entailed bringing in new artists to exhibit and assisting collectors with decisions about adding to their art collections. But she often found herself helping with hanging exhibitions, mailing out invites and any other odd jobs that Marie needed help with. It was all good experience: after all, she was now in a position to think about opening her own gallery.

         She’d learnt a lot from Marie, who was a feisty New Yorker in her early fifties. Marie had opened her gallery ten years earlier, having made a name for herself as a curator turned dealer in her late thirties. She’d arrived in London in the early 90s married to a British musician she’d met at the Judd Foundation in New York’s Spring St. It had been perfect timing: the Young British Artist movement was in full swing, and the YBAs (as they were referred to) found a staunch supporter in Marie. New York had for so long been the centre of the contemporary art world, but Marie made the British artists she worked with feel that London had the chutzpah to compete with it.

         Sometimes Victoria found it odd that Marie preferred to stay in London rather than return to the Big Apple, but she was glad that the gallery owner had made it her home. She remained even after the marriage to the musician fell apart due to irreconcilable differences, as Marie described it, accentuating the two words with a cynical sneer. She didn’t talk about it much, but Victoria gathered that these differences revolved around the husband’s combined addiction to gambling and snorting Colombia’s finest. Marie had cut loose and focused on building her career as a dealer, finally making it to gallery owner in 2008, choosing the lesser known area of Marylebone Lane, rather than Hoxton Square. It had paid off not to follow the crowd, and a decade later The Lane gallery was highly respected for the quality of the artists it exhibited and represented. Victoria had met Marie through a mutual acquaintance at the Victoria Miro gallery in 2010. They found that they shared an enthusiasm for abstract expressionism, as well as more contemporary work, and Marie had offered Victoria a gallery role that was more or less an unpaid internship. Accepting it had changed Victoria’s life from a professional perspective. With Marie’s help she had learnt how to survive the shark-infested waters of the art world, including the daunting task of making bids on art works for wealthy collectors at the most exclusive contemporary art auctions worldwide.

         She had never really needed to work, and Jonathan’s news about her finances now made it even less necessary. Toby had more or less insisted that whenever they eventually had children, she would stay at home. After several years of remaining childless, she had somewhat reluctantly agreed with Toby not to pursue fertility treatment. The money was not an issue for them, but they had seen how the rounds of treatment had torn other couples apart. Instead, Victoria put her energy into the house and even more into her work, because she loved the latter with a passion.

         Marie was checking the appointments book when Victoria flew through the gallery door. “George Shervashidze really called?”

         “Hey, don’t say Hi or anything,” Marie laughed.

         “Sorry, I’m too excited.”

         “I don’t know why you’re so surprised; your reputation is on the rise, and someone like George is always looking for fresh eyes on his collection.”

         “It’s good for the gallery as well.”

         “Oh, absolutely, Victoria. It’s fantastic for all of us. At least I hope so. But be careful, he’s a notoriously tricky customer by all accounts. Anyway, I’ve left his phone number and email address on your desk” she called after Victoria, who was already running up the stairs to her office.

         Sitting at her desk she stared at the post-it note. She checked the time. It was 5.10pm. Making this call could be a defining moment in her career, so she needed to get it right. Besides, she didn’t know where he’d been calling from and it might be the middle of the night wherever he was. She decided to head home and do some more research on George. Apart from anything else, the effects of lunch at Rules and sex at the Savoy were now catching up with her.

         For the first time in ages, she felt relieved to come home to an empty house. She went upstairs to change into something she could lounge around in. It felt fantastic to kick off the Louboutins, no matter how much she loved them. In the kitchen she poured herself a glass of Paco & Lola, a vibrant Spanish white that she’d discovered at Bibendum Wine in Regent’s Park Road, and proceeded to flick through her collection of takeaway menus. Nothing really appealed to her and searching through the fridge she settled for cheese, sourdough bread and some olive oil for dipping.

         She found the copy of Artforum with a major feature on George Shervashidze and settled down to re-read it. But it was hard to concentrate. Her mind kept straying back to the afternoon with Jonathan. Yes, she had enjoyed it all, but the phrase ‘same old, same old’ was like a record on repeat in her thoughts.

         The doorbell rang. She looked at her watch. Who could be calling at 7.30? Checking the security camera in the hall, she saw it was a deliveryman with flowers and what looked like a box.

         The note inside the exquisite bouquet simply said “Until next time. J x.'' Obviously he hadn’t been too upset by her hasty departure. The box that accompanied them was intriguing. It was plain cardboard with a simple black ribbon adorning it.

         She arranged the flowers in a vase before opening the box. She lifted the lid and then almost dropped it: a leather riding crop nestled in bright pink tissue paper, but it was unlike any she had used during her horse riding days. A small card inside noted it was from Coco de Mer, the female-friendly purveyor of designer lingerie and sex toys.

         The crop was made of soft brown leather, and was extremely thin, tapering to a small paddle at the end. She tested it carefully on her fingers: there was a spring or a ‘give’ to it, and she knew it could cause some serious pain. There was another note from Jonathan in the box: “For when you’re next out riding…”

         Flowers and a riding crop: what an unusual combination. One was romantic, while the other spoke of some other yearning; one that she would never have associated with Jonathan.

         Text or call him? She knew her grandmother would insist that calling was the polite thing to do. But Victoria hesitated. She hadn’t quite made up her mind what she wanted from Jonathan, and she knew that if she called him, he’d most likely put her on the spot about another date. Texting felt safer for now.

         However she hadn’t anticipated Jonathan’s impatience. Having sent him a gushing thank you message, he’d proceeded to bombard her throughout the evening with texts until she’d told him she was going to bed. She switched her phone off immediately after she saw ‘Sent’.

         Returning to her research about George Shervashidze she had an inspired thought, she would visit her grandmother for the weekend. In that way she could delay seeing Jonathan again for a little while longer. She needed some breathing space after the pace at which they’d taken things.

         The following morning she composed an email to George, thanking him for contacting her and suggesting they talk the following week, explaining scheduled commitments for the delay.

         By the time she left work on Friday she was yet to receive a reply, but as Marie reminded her, “He’s a busy man, Victoria. He’ll be in touch. Don’t panic.”

         Marie was right. She felt sure he would contact her again.

         Jonathan on the other hand had been texting her non-stop. She wondered when he did any work. He had even offered to come to Bibury with her. “We could make quite the weekend of it,” he’d urged. “Why don’t we drive over together, stay at a cosy Cotswolds B&B? I’m sure we could get up to all sorts of mischief if we tried. And I so desperately want to spend the night with you.”

         “Not this time,” she’d said as gently as she could, not wanting to hurt his feelings. “I haven’t seen my grandmother for over a month, and I need some time with her alone. Besides, I get the sense there’s something she wants to talk to me about.”

         She wasn’t lying. The call had been rather mysterious and urgent, but her grandmother did have a tendency for the melodramatic. She suspected it might be to offer some advice, now that Victoria’s estate had been settled. What else could it be?

         Settling into her BMW, she started out on the two-hour plus journey to her grandmother’s in Bibury, widely acclaimed as one of the most picturesque Cotswold villages in Gloucestershire. Her grandmother, Lady Isabelle Howard, Dowager Duchess of Bibury, was slightly eccentric, emboldened by age, and still had a twinkle in her blue eyes, the colour of cornflowers on a Cornish summer’s day. She dressed as she pleased: one day she wore brightly coloured kaftans and turbans and the next, tailored tweed suits like the Queen.

         Rumour had it that she’d had a string of suitors before and after her husband, the 11th
          Duke of Bibury had died, but she never remarried. She had more than enough money, and as she’d confided in Victoria once, “He was my one and only. Husband that is.” She’d winked, and told Victoria, it doesn’t mean you still can’t take a spin on the dance floor and laugh over dinner with a fine looking man once in a while. Victoria thought her grandmother’s character was most like her own out of all her family, apart from her beloved mother of course, who along with her father had died too soon.

         She was looking forward to returning to the rambling country house that had intrigued her as a child. She’d spent hours roaming through the home, imagining herself in adventures from The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. There was electricity in the air there - dozens of rooms across several wings, some in various states of repair or disrepair. “It’s the upkeep you see, ”her grandmother would say to Victoria. “The upkeep takes energy and I need to keep my reserves for elsewhere.”

         She knew full well that her grandmother could easily afford to bring in an army of workers and decorators. Yet there was something about the home that Lady Isabelle liked to keep private, as if preserving part of her home in a certain time. Victoria appreciated her wishes and the house in its present state seemed to perfectly suit her grandmother.

         As Victoria approached Bibury village the tension seemed to drop from her shoulders. The golden Cotswold stone buildings and the lush green of the trees and foliage refreshed the soul. Victoria waved cheerily at the vicar who was coming out of the newsagents: it was good to be back. In just a few minutes she would be at her grandmother’s.

         “Victoria my gorgeous girl you’re here!” Lady Isabelle exclaimed as she threw open the door dramatically. “I’ve been watching you come up the driveway from the East Gate for the last minute or so from the kitchen window. I just couldn’t wait to see you. Come in! Come in!”

         She swept Victoria through the door and embraced her fondly.

         The comforting aroma of freshly baked bread emanating from the kitchen meant Patricia, her grandmother’s housekeeper, had been busy today – no doubt prepared to feed an army instead of an elderly octogenarian and her thirty something granddaughter.

         “Well you do look well!” her grandmother exclaimed, approvingly. She looked Victoria up and down and made her turn around. Victoria pirouetted and curtseyed and her grandmother clapped.

         “Excellent!” she said, “you’ve lost a little too much weight I fear, but your cheeks are rosy, your eyes are clear and well there IS something about you today!”

         She winked.

         “So. You’ve met someone. I want to hear all about him!”

         Victoria ignored this, instead giving her grandmother another hug.

         “In a moment, Granny,” Victoria said. “You must know I’m simply dying for a cup of tea and one of Patricia’s scones. Any weight I’ve lost I thoroughly intend to put it back on this weekend.”

         Her grandmother looped her arm through Victoria’s and together they walked through the arched entryway into the formal sitting room. The evening was still light and warm, and the sun was still streaming in through the large sash windows. There was no need for a fire today, but Victoria recalled the comfort of flames in the fireplace on many occasions. Those dark nights when she had curled up at her grandmother’s feet, alongside her grandmother’s little cocker spaniel Charlie, all of them watching the embers gradually die down.

         They hadn’t been sitting down for long before Patricia appeared in the doorway. “Victoria! You’re here at last!” Patricia was more like a beloved aunt than an employee of her grandmother’s. She’d been with her for the last thirty-five years and had been at every wedding, christening and major life event of Victoria’s that she could remember. Her grandmother relied on her even more now that she was getting older and Patricia had become more of a companion.

         Tea poured, and scones smothered with homemade strawberry jam and clotted cream, her grandmother leaned forward and tapped her knee.

         “So….it’s Jonathan” she smiled. “I could always tell that he had a little thing for you darling. You don’t often get door to door service from your accountant; they’re all too busy billing you every 15 minutes.”

         “So you approve?” Victoria was relieved. “I was so worried you may not think it was a good idea. Or that it was a little early to be getting involved with someone so soon after Toby.”

         “Nonsense!” her grandmother snorted. “I loved Toby. He was charming, and he always knew how to sweet-talk me, or thought he did. He seemed devoted, but my dear, I hope you don’t mind me saying – I always thought he may have been a little too confident.”

         She paused for a moment, using silver tongs to put a sugar lump in her tea and stirring it thoughtfully.

         “You know, at times I wondered what was really going on. Sometimes I worried he might be up to no good.”

         Victoria almost choked on her scone.” I’m sorry Granny, what did you say?”

         “You heard me” her grandmother nodded, as she rattled the fine bone china with a firm placement of her spoon in the saucer. “A grandmother’s eyes may need stronger glasses, but there were some things I could see quite clearly in your last few years together.”

         Victoria took a breath. She’d been staring at the floor trying to work out what to say next, but now she looked up. Her grandmother held her gaze steadily and then smiled. “You think I don’t know that there was something going on in that head of his? But darling you loved him so much, you just couldn’t see. And even if I told you, what would you have said?”

         Victoria said nothing, leaving her grandmother the opportunity to continue.

         “I see from your reaction that you’re not terribly surprised by my observation. There was no proof, there was nothing I could go on, just a grandmother’s intuition and a lifetime’s experience. You were so young when the two of you met. But a man like him, he needed to be adored, and the complete devotion of one other person is not enough for some.”

         Victoria froze, while her grandmother paused for breath and sipped her tea.

         Her grandmother went on. “You’ve never said exactly what happened on that day of Toby’s departing darling. Are you ready now?”

         Victoria hesitated. She’d have liked something stronger than tea at that moment. She’d sworn she would never tell anyone. She felt embarrassed about it, especially because it was so clichéd. But the time had come to tell her grandmother the whole sordid little story.

      

   


   
      
         
            Episode 4: Confession
      

         

         One year. Five months and how many days? Finally she had lost count.

         It had been a rainy, blustery November day. “I’m going to work from home this morning” Toby had told her casually. Over the last couple of months it had become something of a habit. The higher he scaled the corporate ladder at his architect’s firm, the more demands were made on his time. If he was working on a new project, a few uninterrupted hours in the house would make all the difference to his workload. The same amount of time at the office was typically fraught with unnecessary questions and distractions from demanding and eager co-workers. More than once he’d complained about the younger team members who knocked and asked if he had “got a minute”? Of course whatever they wanted always ended up taking much longer.

         Victoria didn’t think anything about it as she pulled on her trench coat and slung her laptop bag over her shoulder. She had been equally immersed in her own work presentation hell the night before. She’d finished it thank goodness, and hopefully it would be sufficient to impress her prospective client, a hedge fund manager who thought collecting art would boost his social status and who had come to Victoria at The Lane Gallery, on the recommendation of a friend.

         She was on time for the new client meeting at 10 o’clock, in fact she had plenty to spare. However, halfway along her route to Marylebone it dawned on her that she’d mailed a copy of the presentation to her desktop at work, but had left the USB containing the important file beside her bed. Sitting in a queue at a notoriously slow-changing set of lights, she asked herself if she really needed the memory stick. Not really, she thought, it was only a backup. But it irritated her. Victoria prided herself on being organised and always thinking ahead. Glancing at her watch, she decided she’d still be on time for her meeting if she turned around now.

         Victoria knew the moment she turned the key in the door and opened it that something wasn’t quite right.

         It was too quiet, and definitely too tidy. When Toby worked at home the kitchen was usually littered with coffee cups and the worktops covered in the remnants of post-breakfast snacks. Usually when she came through the door he would jump up to greet her, calling “Is that you darling?” and would always come out of his office, if only to give her a quick hug. More often he would seductively squeeze her breasts and unzip her skirt, pushing her up against the kitchen counter or pulling her into the bedroom if there was time.

         But there was no music playing, and the Bose system that he’d paid through the nose for was silent. How Toby was ever able to work to the sound of music pumping through the house she never knew.

         It had been less than half an hour since she’d left and the house felt distinctly odd. She shuddered, not so much from the cold, but from the fear that was creeping over her.

         She turned the door handle of their bedroom door. Maybe he’d gone back to sleep for a bit? She peeked inside. Empty. Toby was gone, but he’d clearly left in a hurry.

         The en suite shower was still dripping, and his wet towel was still on the floor - the sign of a hasty exit. Automatically, she picked it up and hung it back on the towel rail. The walk-in wardrobe showed signs of hasty choices, and a couple of discarded hangers and shirts had been slung over the back of the chaise longue. She’d have a word with him about that tonight.

         He must have decided to go to work after all. She picked up the shirts and put them back in his wardrobe. Toby had excellent taste in clothes and he was always well turned out. She sometimes joked about him being a clotheshorse, but she had to admit that his attention to detail always ensured he looked handsome and…hot.

         Whilst adjusting his suits on the rail, she suddenly noticed his gym bag. Toby’s last session had been yesterday and he hadn’t emptied it yet. More washing to do later she groaned to herself. She checked her watch again. If she put it in now, she could dry it when she got home.

         She pulled out his towel and a rugby shirt he loved so much. They hadn’t been worn and still smelled of laundry detergent and fabric softener.

         But there was something else in the bag.

         A note: “Tomorrow? 8.30? Mine?” And a smiley face and an X!

         How juvenile! But she knew immediately whose handwriting it was.

         It could be perfectly innocent she reasoned with herself, but that sinking feeling in her gut, as if she’d swallowed a stone, the rising nausea and the sensation of being encased in ice, all pointed to her real suspicion.

         She looked at her watch again.

         It was 8.55am. She could be there in less than five minutes.

         Feeling eerily calm she pulled into a space opposite Sarah’s driveway. She’d been there many times before attending dinner parties with her husband’s work colleagues, where they’d all drank too much champagne. The women were usually blonde, like Sarah, and the handsome men in suits often struck her as being clones of Toby.

         She walked up to the solid black front door and hesitated, her hand poised before knocking. No. If this is really happening, I want and need proof.

         Instead, she walked back down the steps. If you ever stop by and I don’t answer, you should go around the back, Sarah had often told her. Now was a good time to make the most of that offer.

         The rain was miserably persistent, filling the side path with rivulets of water that muted the sound of her feet crunching on the gravel. She paused again for a minute. Once she came around the corner, the glass French windows would expose whatever, or whoever, was inside. She took another step forward.

         Toby had his back to the windows, so all Victoria could see at first was that he was standing upright with one hand braced against the wall in front of him. Quietly moving a little to the left, she could now make out Sarah kneeling in front of Toby, a conveniently placed mirror reflecting her curvaceous behind and Toby’s hand tangled in her blonde hair. Sarah’s mouth was full of her husband.

         He was in her mouth! All of him. And she could see from the speed Sarah’s head was moving at that he was going to climax any second. And Victoria was watching it. She was frozen to the spot - all at once sickened and overwhelmed.

         Her husband and his personal assistant. How fucking clichéd!

         She stumbled backwards, blindly crashing into some empty plant pots before regaining her poise. She looked up just in time to see the startled looks on Toby and Sarah’s faces. And for them to register that she’d seen it all.

         Victoria’s tears burnt behind her eyes and she felt sick, but she would not give them the satisfaction of being upset. She yelled at them, “Fuck you!”

         She turned on her heel and ran towards the street.

         She had crossed the road and was almost at her car when Toby caught up with her. The fact he appeared surprisingly calm made her feel even more outraged

         “I don’t know what you think you saw,” Toby was saying. “Sarah and I had some work to do and…”

         “I saw you. I saw….her!” she spluttered.

         “There was a lot of rain on the glass,” Toby said calmly. “You don’t know what you saw.”

         Her head was spinning.

         “I know what I saw!” she spat. “You’re kidding. You. And Sarah?! But you think she’s an idiot! You said so yourself. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it for myself. You and Sarah? I can’t… I can’t believe it.”

         “Well this is particularly unpleasant, please try and control yourself,” he’d said glaring icily at her. It was the first time Toby had ever spoken to her quite so coldly, and he’d never looked at her with the kind of distaste she saw in his eyes right now.

         That’s when he turned back to cross the street. To go back to her.

         “Go to hell!” Victoria had screamed at him.

         And that was the exact moment when the Tesla had silently accelerated.

         She recalled that everything had seemed to happen in slow motion, and at the same time in a speeded up frenzy of screaming and shouting. Toby lay in the road, completely still. The Tesla driver was too shocked to get out of the car. Sarah had run out of the house to see what the uproar was about, and had thrown herself over Toby’s motionless frame. In a state of shock, and infuriated by Toby, Sarah, the Tesla driver and anybody else that was within range, Victoria had launched herself at Sarah. She grabbed her by the hair and dragged her off Toby’s body, while screaming at whoever could hear: ”Phone an ambulance, for fucks sake phone an ambulance!”

         Fortunately, one of Sarah’s neighbours had done just that, and minutes later an ambulance and the police arrived, sirens blaring and blue lights blazing.

         What a scene. Sarah on one pavement; Victoria on another. Sarah wailing and Victoria shouting, “He’s not your husband, he’s mine you stupid bitch.” If she could have thrown Sarah under a car, she would have. Days later she’d recalled it for Sally, who had aptly described it as operatic, possibly verging on Greek tragedy. She’d managed to make Victoria laugh briefly. She agreed with Sally that it was definitely not her usual way of behaving. But she’d just watched her husband’s PA giving him a blow job, and then minutes later she’d watched him die after he’d had the audacity to tell her that she was mistaken about what she’d seen. And he’d done it so coldly.

         The ambulance paramedics had removed Toby’s lifeless body to the morgue at the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead, while the police officers who were first on the scene, took Victoria home. Another squad car had arrived for the driver of the Tesla. One of the officers, a kindly looking man, had made her a cup of tea whilst she gave them a statement, omitting the worst details of the scene in Sarah’s house. They had then taken her to the hospital, where she started completing the bureaucratic formalities that accompany death, all the while wrapped in a fog of disbelief.

         Victoria’s shoulders slumped as she reached the end of her story. She’d been unable to look at her grandmother while recalling the events of that traumatic day, but now Victoria felt the relief at sharing it wash over her.

         There was a pause as Lady Isabelle processed what her granddaughter had just told her. She looked intently at her, and Victoria didn’t know whether she wanted to speak first, or whether she should be the first to break the ice.

         “So Granny, there is happier news…do you want to hear about Jonathan now?

         She laughed, but it sounded hollow. Her sense of humour an attempt to deflect the pain she’d gone through to get to this point.

         “My dear girl” Isabelle looked at her granddaughter and patted her hand. “You deserved so much more.”

         She removed her glasses and rubbed her eyes in thought. “Shall we break for a moment? You can tell me about Jonathan shortly. Let’s take a spin around the garden, and then I have something very important to show you.”

         Victoria could tell that Lady Isabelle was quietly furious, but any opportunity for her grandmother to castigate Toby had long since gone.

         They walked together in silence for five minutes. The cheerful sound of the birds in the garden seemed out of place with the sombre mood that had settled over the two women.

         After rounding the pond, her grandmother urged Victoria to take a seat and they looked back towards the house that Isabelle had lived in and loved for decades. Victoria loved it as well.

         “You know, I’m not getting any younger, Victoria, and there are things I should have told you long ago.”

         She nodded. She’d wondered when she might get the talk about the house and any future inheritance. She never wanted to think about what would happen after her grandmother was gone, but perhaps it was time. Lady Isabelle was the type who liked to be prepared and had never shied away from discussing those things that others preferred were left unsaid.

         “Your grandfather and I loved each other very much,” She continued. “We lived a full life together and there’s not a day goes by that I don’t think about him. He knew everything there was to know about me, and he loved me anyway and we had no secrets. I’m just sorry the relationship you had with Toby wasn’t like that. But you should know all men aren’t like your shameless first husband. Yes I say first, because a woman’s heart is generous and she can learn to love another. Even more than one.”

         “Perhaps” she smiled conspiratorially “a woman’s passion can also be directed to a dalliance without commitment?”

         “Granny!” Victoria was shocked. It was a rather outrageous suggestion. True, Lady Isabelle was not conservative, but still…it’s not every grandmother who suggests its okay, even preferable, to have affairs purely for pleasure.

         “What I mean is that sometimes there are opportunities that present themselves unexpectedly. Should you have that opportunity, would you let it pass you by? Or would you grab it with both hands?”

         Her grandmother looked at her more intensely now.

         “I have been lucky to have opportunities. It’s something the women in my family have been blessed with for generations.”

         Victoria was puzzled. Where was this heading?

      

   


   
      
         
            Episode 5: The Present
      

         

         “Where would you go if you had the opportunity Victoria? Imagine the places you could visit, the people you could meet. The other lives you could live? At your age I’d always wanted to sail around Santorini and listen to the water lap the sides of the boat, as I watched a magnificent sunset. Or spend a summer in Provence, indulging in absolutely nothing other than living the rural life, accompanied by wonderful food and local wines. What would you choose, Victoria?

         Where would you go if you could start again?

         Victoria closed her eyes. She wasn’t by nature a daydreamer and she’d always been able to afford to travel wherever she wanted. But what would she choose today, now that she didn’t have to consult Toby?

         One argument sprung immediately to mind. Victoria had wanted to visit Uganda to see the gorillas, but Toby had insisted they should go to Singapore instead. The thought of a holiday in a modern city didn’t inspire Victoria at all, but Toby had argued that it would be an opportunity for him to study the architecture there and perhaps also make some useful business contacts. There had been something of a Mexican stand-off over the issue for several days, until Victoria, fed up with the “who’ll blink first” situation suggested a compromise. The new plan would be to fly to Singapore, spend a few days there and then take a ten-day wildlife safari in the Borneo rainforest. Now she could go to Uganda if she wanted to, but was that really where she wanted to go, considering all the destinations now available to her thanks to her uncomplicated single status?

         “Imagine this Victoria, the difference between Santorini today and the island of fifty years ago. What do you think it would be like if you could experience living on an undeveloped, idyllic island before the hordes of tourists arrived? When the only foreign visitors tended to be writers and artists?”

         “I’m awfully sorry Granny, but I’m not sure what you’re trying to tell me.”

         “I think we can learn a lot from history, don’t you?”

         “Absolutely!” Victoria nodded her head in agreement. She shared her grandmother’s fascination with all things historic, which is why she’d studied History of Art at Cambridge.

         “I’m sorry, darling, “ her grandmother sighed, “I’m not explaining myself very well. Perhaps, it would be simpler if I just show you.”

         Victoria helped her grandmother to her feet, and they walked across the lawn and back into the house. It had grown quiet now that Patricia had gone to her quarters for an afternoon nap, and the house was theirs until dinner.

         Her grandmother gestured for Victoria to follow her up the stairs, the treads creaking from centuries of use and a lack of maintenance. She led Victoria down a narrow hallway, past her own bedroom with its imposing four-poster bed, and Victoria’s as well. Her room bore some resemblance to more recent times, although it was very last century compared with her townhouse in Primrose Hill.

         At the end of the corridor they opened a door to a smaller winding staircase that took them to an attic bedroom in the mansion’s west wing. This fairly remote lofty room had once been part of the now unused servants’ quarters.

         “I haven’t been up here for years,” Victoria remarked, her nose itching in the dusty air. Her grandmother had seemingly been using the garret bedroom as a storage area. Several paintings sat waiting for repair work on their frames, and there were pieces of furniture that could be easily sold to a dealer, should her grandmother ever wish to part with them.

         “This is what I wanted to show you,” Lady Isabelle said, using a hushed and reverential tone. With a flourish, she pulled off a dust sheet to reveal a full-length bevelled mirror. Victoria had to admit it was very beautiful. She guessed the wood was mahogany, and while that gave her some clues, it was still difficult to estimate its age. She thought that around a couple of hundred years old might be about right, which would make it late Georgian. It certainly fitted what she knew about the furniture of that period, which was known for its elegant proportions.

         “I can remember my grandmother having this mirror in her house, and her grandmother had it before her, and so on back for generations. So many women in our family have stood in front of this mirror, to reflect not just on their appearance, but to learn who they really are. Maybe initially they used it to brush their hair, to check their dress. To admire who they have become and who they might still become. Victoria, my darling, I am now giving this to you.”

         Victoria looked from her grandmother to the mirror, and examined it closely. The wood was finely crafted, though the mirror itself had some age spots. She was used to unusual gifts from her grandmother, but she did wonder where exactly in her more contemporary home she could put this beautiful piece of antique furniture.

         “It’s absolutely beautiful Granny, I love it. It must be very special to have been in our family for so long. I only hope I can find the right place for it.”

         She examined the mirror more closely now, looking for any markings that might reveal the identity of the craftsman who made it. Her grandmother had shown her how to do this as Victoria was growing up and there were certainly plenty of pieces in the house to practice with. She and her grandmother had always spent hours pouring over the annual edition of Miller’s Antiques handbook and Price Guide the moment it was delivered.

         Lady Isabelle looked at Victoria intently, studying her face. “What do you see?”

         “I see it’s made of mahogany,” she replied, sounding even to herself as though she was a budding expert on the Antiques Road Show.

         Lady Isabelle scoffed impatiently. “Never mind the frame my dear, what do you see in it?”

         Victoria looked at their reflections in the mirror. She towered over her grandmother who stood beside her, her blue eye twinkling.

         “I see us,” she retorted a little cheekily, turning back to her grandmother.

         “Look harder,” her grandmother whispered, “beyond the glass.”

         Victoria stared at the mirror. She had no idea what her grandmother meant and she stared so hard that she felt her eyes crossing.

         Lady Isabelle took her by the shoulders and pushed her towards the mirror’s surface. “Now what do you see?”

         At such a close range, she could put her hands on the glass, her fingers mapping the dark age-worn spots. The mirror was cool to the touch.

         “I don’t know what I’m looking for Granny, I don’t know what you want me to see,” she pleaded, feeling frustrated.

         Suddenly, beyond the glass and her reflection, the room changed. The abandoned paintings behind her had gone and were now replaced with the furniture of a typical Victorian children’s bedroom. A rocking horse stood in the corner, and an array of dolls were perched in a neat arrangement on a child’s chair.

         Her grandmother had disappeared and Victoria was alone in the room. The sun was streaming through a much larger window than that of her grandmother’s attic room, and the light had a brighter hue. The air around her suggested it was a crisp spring day.

         She heard the sound of running footsteps and a little girl burst into the room, her beautiful auburn hair in ringlets. “Daddy, Daddy is that you?”

         Victoria wheeled around at the child’s voice.

         “Oh, it’s you!” the girl squealed with excitement, running up to Victoria and clasping her arms around her waist, crushing the emerald green crinoline that seemed to fill the small space.

         Looking at her hands as they embraced the girl, Victoria noticed that her skin was fairer and her nails were not manicured with her favourite Chanel Rouge Red nail polish.

         “Daddy said you’d gone and I didn’t know when you’d come back,” the girl complained, still clinging to Victoria.

         Victoria dropped to her knees and studied the doll-like child. “I wanted so much for you to come back,“ the girl pouted.

         “I’m so sorry, darling,” Victoria responded, stroking the girl’s cheek. “I had to go away, but now as you can see I’ve come back.”

         “Miss Charlotte, my god! It’s you!” A deep, stern voice thundered across the room. They both turned to see a tall man in military uniform, standing in the doorway. Glinting gold buttons and epaulettes adorned his three-quarters length, dark navy uniform jacket, and there was a heavy curved sword hanging at his left hip.

         His coal black eyes were fixed directly upon her. His thick, black curly hair was carefully oiled into submission, but her gaze was drawn to the bushy eyebrows that accentuated his rather formidable appearance. His mouth was set in a hard line and Victoria sensed there was a well-hidden wildness in him that she found mesmerising. She opened her mouth to reply, but nothing came out. What could she say? She didn’t even know who Miss Charlotte was, and had no idea about the identity of either the child and the man.

         Briskly he strode towards her. “I should have been more strict with you,” he said sternly. Victoria’s heart beat faster, and as he stretched out his hand to grab her shoulder she stumbled backward, brushing the mirror with her hand as she tried to steady herself.

         Victoria felt as though she was falling down a tunnel. The man, the child and the room seemed to be hurtling away from her in the opposite direction; they were fading rapidly from her view.

         Victoria blinked and shook her head. She was standing in front of the mirror again, but with her grandmother beside her. She quickly put her hand on her grandmother’s shoulder to steady herself.

         “What did you see?” Lady Isabelle asked, excitement in her voice.

         “I thought I saw…to be honest, I really can’t describe it.”

         “Yes you can,” Lady Isabelle insisted. “What did you see?”

         “I was in what appeared to be a child’s nursery in the Victorian period. There was a girl, perhaps she was about six years old, and a rather frightening man in an army officer’s uniform who was very cross with me for some reason.”

         Lady Isabelle looked at her granddaughter with a tangible sense of smug satisfaction.

         She reached out and hugged Victoria. “You have the gift my dear girl. A gift passed down through the female members of our family for generations.”

         “What gift? Do you mean the mirror?”

         “Well, there is a yes, and a no answer, to that question my dear.”

         “Yes, I made you a gift of the mirror, but that’s not your actual gift. Your real gift is something quite extraordinary,” she paused for a moment taking Victoria’s hands in hers,” you have the gift of being able to travel through time. I’m thrilled to finally know that I have passed this on to you.”

         “Time travel? I’m sorry Granny, but it’s a little difficult for me to believe that.”

         “How else can you explain what you’ve just experienced? Moreover, Victoria, I have indulged in time travel for years, so I do know what I’m talking about.”

         Victoria looked askance at her grandmother. “Do you still travel, as you call it?”

         “Oh no, that’s why the mirror is up here in this dusty old storeroom. I no longer feel the need to explore past times, and I did see that Santorini sunset I mentioned. It was some time before the Great War, if I remember correctly.”

         “But you were born over a decade after the First World War ended, so how could you have been in Santorini before the war even started?”

         “That’s what I’m telling you dear girl…we can both travel through time using the mirror.”

         Victoria raised an eyebrow, but before she could say anything her grandmother continued speaking.

         “Victoria, you can experience different times, places, people. You can also become different people, sharing their lives, their loves and their sorrow. Most of all, you will grow through those experiences and become stronger here in your real world. I’ve had such wonderful adventures, but now it’s your turn to use this gift. It’ll be absolutely marvellous you’ll see.” Lady Isabelle clapped her hands with delight, as if to say she had accomplished something truly astonishing.

         “Come dear, let’s go and have a celebratory gin and tonic.”

         “I’ll be down in a minute Granny. I’d just like to have a few moments alone if you don’t mind.”

         “Not at all darling. I’ll have our drinks ready for when you come down,” and with a surprisingly sprightly spring in her step she descended the stairs.

         Victoria looked at her reflection in the mirror, but she was careful not to look too intensely. She didn’t want to leave the present moment again just yet. If she was honest with herself, the whole idea was quite terrifying. She was Victoria now, but who had she been when she was in the nursery with the child and the man? They knew her, and the intimidating looking man had called her Miss Charlotte. Victoria had recognised the styles of dress, her own included, as being from the Victorian era. It wasn’t a period of history that had particularly interested her previously, and most of what she did know had come from reading the Bronte sisters’ novels.

         But for those brief moments she had been someone else: a young woman living in a Victorian house. The way the man had looked at her and spoken to her, it was as if he had owned her.

         Hastily, Victoria threw the dust sheet back over the mirror, frightened that if she even touched it, she might find herself in another time. What if she couldn’t get back?

         She almost ran back down to the sitting room where her grandmother was waiting for her. There were two of Lady Isabelle’s famously stiff gin and tonics sitting on the silver tray she had used to serve drinks for as long as Victoria could remember. An old Lindt chocolate box sat beside the tray.

         “I thought you might like to have a look through some of these photos darling, while I go and see what Patricia is preparing for dinner,” she gestured at the box while rising to her feet. “I won’t be long,” she smiled, taking her drink with her.

         “Granny, I’d really like to talk to you about the mirror and what just happened to me.”

         “Yes, yes of course we will. But I know from experience that you’re feeling shocked, and probably confused, and that it is better to adjust to your gift slowly. Have your drink, look through the photos and if I’m not too tired after dinner, perhaps we can chat then.”

         Victoria drank a third of her G&T in one go. The cold fizz felt refreshing. Putting the glass down, she opened the box and sifted through the photos one by one. She didn’t recognise any of the people, so she was pretty sure they weren’t family members. Why had her grandmother asked her to look at them? As she neared the last few photos, she gasped. The man in the photo looked almost identical to the army officer she’d seen on the other side of the mirror. However, the man in the photo was dressed in what she assumed were civilian clothes of the 1930s.

         Victoria put the photo on the table and returned the others to the box. She was staring at it intently when her grandmother reappeared.

         “What have you found my dear?” she enquired, sitting down and holding out her hand for Victoria to pass her the photograph.

         “Who is this man?”

         Lady Isabelle put her reading glasses on. Victoria gave her the photograph, watching her grandmother’s face for a sign of something, she wasn’t sure what. Recognition she hoped.

         Lady Isabelle’s face froze. “Why did you choose this one Victoria?”

         “Because he looks exactly like the man on the other side of the mirror.”

         “Does he?” Lady Isabelle looked rather startled.

         “Do you know him?”

         “I did once, but in another time and in a foreign country. He is somebody I met travelling.”

         “Really? Where did you meet him?” Victoria’s natural curiosity was now piqued.

         “In Germany. Munich to be precise. His name was Wilhelm, and he was…he was a soldier.”

         Lady Isabelle put the photo back on the table. Victoria detected a small shudder as her grandmother put it down, as if it had burnt her fingers.

         “Tell me more, Granny…please.”

         “Not right now darling. Do you know, I think I might take a very brief nap before dinner. I do feel rather tired.”

         “Of course. Would you like me to do anything for you?”

         “No thank you dear. Please rest or do whatever you wish before dinner.”

         Once her grandmother had left the room, Victoria picked up the photo again. There was nothing written on the back. “Who are you Wilhelm, and why do you look so amazingly like that man I’ve just seen beyond the mirror?”

         Upstairs her grandmother lay on her bed wondering if she’d done the right thing. The fact that Victoria had spotted an exact likeness between the man she had met today and Wilhelm had worried her. Isabelle’s grandmother had once mentioned that there was an old family story suggesting that using the mirror could be dangerous for some women with the gift. But she hadn’t revealed more to Isabelle than that snippet of information, despite her granddaughters many questions. Lady Isabelle hadn’t personally experienced any problems on her travels, and she decided that she wouldn’t tell Victoria about any of this yet; she needed more time to learn about her gift first.

      

   


   
      
         
            Episode 6: A New Obsession
      

         

         That night Victoria was unable to sleep.

         Despite consuming a gin and tonic, as well as more than half of a bottle of red wine over dinner, she was more awake than ever thanks to the thousands of questions running through her head. Somewhere in the house a clock struck one, and she clenched her fists with frustration, wishing she had something to take that would allow her to get to sleep. Perhaps the technique her yoga teacher recommended was worth a try? She started counting backwards from 100 on each exhale.

         Victoria usually drifted off quickly whenever she was tucked up in the room on the first floor of Lady Isabelle’s sprawling country estate. This had been her room through her teenage years, one she returned to on weekends and holidays when she boarded at Cheltenham Ladies’ College. Victoria always had a firm sense of who she was when she was at her grandmother’s house.

         Tossing and turning, she remembered those days when she’d saddled up her horse in the early morning and spent hours exploring the boundaries of the estate, as well as the countryside beyond. She’d have said she was a fearless girl back then, but she recognised that one of the downsides of living with a man like Toby was a loss in self-confidence.

         She felt herself hovering on the edge of sleep, her mind drifting from the darkness of her room to somewhere else and back again. She tried not to think about the man and the child she’d met beyond the mirror, but as she drifted further into sleep a host of faces gathered around her. She couldn’t count them, but it appeared to be quite a crowd. At times she couldn’t distinguish one from the other as the vision faded, and then one face would come into sharp focus before floating away again. Victoria didn’t recognise any of them. She was only aware that she seemed to be the centre of their attention, and that they were all looking at her.

         Victoria’s body jolted. The face of the man beyond the mirror was in front of her. She tried to move, but her limbs were paralysed and her voice wouldn’t work. Her eyes felt as if they were glued shut. If only she could open them the image would disappear. Use your brain, it’s just a nightmare, she told herself. While she had been beyond the mirror, she had felt an inexplicable attraction to his fierce appearance, but now she felt something closer to repulsion and fear. And who were all the others she had seen? Were they figments of her imagination, or had her journey beyond the looking glass had some mind-altering effect on her?

         Victoria had never taken drugs. It had never occurred to her to try cannabis, and she’d certainly never entertain the idea of taking cocaine or ecstasy. Quite a number of the girls in her sixth form had tried at least some form of illegal substance, and when Victoria went up to Cambridge it hadn’t been much different. Even her friend Sally indulged from time to time, and Victoria knew that Toby had done so, although never when Victoria had been around.

         Come to think of it, Toby’s character had been very similar to Sally’s in several ways: both risk takers, over confident in themselves and although she was only realising it now, they both enjoyed belittling Victoria. Sally laughed at what she saw as Victoria’s dull lifestyle, and Toby had frequently made fun of what he used to call her ‘Head Girlishness’. At dinner parties he had always joked about Victoria having been a member of the Pony Club, and the hunting, fishing, shooting, Barbour jacket set. None of his friends had the slightest interest in country pursuits beyond owning a second home in Chipping Norton. Although they enjoyed the idea of having an aristocrat in their midst, she could now see that they were less enthralled by her somewhat conservative approach to life.

         And Sally? Sally was her best friend. Over the years they’d had some fun times together, although Victoria knew that those times were never quite as extreme as Sally would have liked them to be. Something else suddenly occurred to her. When Toby had been alive, he’d occasionally created situations to prevent her from seeing Sally. She’d briefly put that down to a bit of jealousy, and she’d never bothered to challenge him over it. Since Toby’s death Sally had been a lifeline, although she wasn’t the type to have long, meaningful conversations. Sally’s idea of getting Victoria through the grieving process had tended to be alcohol-fuelled nights out at the London hot spots that attracted celebrity A-listers. Victoria knew that Sally sometimes used Victoria’s name and title to get them into these places. Although it had irked her a little when she had found out that Sally was doing this, she had subsequently felt it would be petty to say anything, since Victoria did actually go to these clubs with her. It would almost certainly have led to an argument, and possibly the end of their friendship. Like Toby, Sally could be very thin-skinned about any kind of criticism, and she also used attack as the best form of defence.

         Jonathan was different though, he was more like her. Perhaps she should have contacted him this weekend afterall. However, between telling her grandmother about what had happened just before Toby’s death, and the introduction to the mirror, she hadn’t had the time to really think about him, or what she wanted from their relationship.

         Victoria was wide awake now, and light had started seeping through the bedroom curtains. Had she been asleep? She comforted herself with the thought that she hadn’t been hallucinating; it had been just a dream, precipitated by the bizarre events of the previous afternoon. Of course she was shocked: how else would someone respond to discovering they could travel through time just by looking in an old mirror.

         She decided it was pointless trying to get back to sleep now, and wondered if the box of photos was still in the sitting room. Putting on slippers and her thick cashmere dressing gown, she made her way downstairs. Passing a portrait of the ninth Duke’s wife in an off the shoulder dress, she wondered how anyone who lived in a country house like this could survive without thermal underwear plus multiple layers of t-shirts and jumpers. Yet if you watched any historical drama, most of the clothing worn would have been more appropriate for a smaller house with central heating on full blast. The cold had been one of her pet hates as a child, but she’d learnt to deal with it by adopting the layered look.

         First she went to the kitchen and put the kettle on. The ancient Aga was still warm and Victoria added some fuel to get it going and warm up the room. Patricia had put a comfy old chair with a footrest close to the Aga; it made more sense to sit in here, so she quickly went to the sitting room and saw that the box of photos was still on the table. Hurrying back to the kitchen with the box in hand, she stopped momentarily in the hall, listening for the sound of movement from either Patricia or Lady Isabelle, but the house was silent, apart from its usual creaks and groans.

         Lady Isabelle had not been very talkative over dinner the previous night. Victoria had tried to press her to reveal more about the mirror, and about Wilhelm. However, she had claimed that she was too tired to go into it all, and had retired to bed saying she needed an early night.

         The kitchen had quickly warmed up and Victoria snuggled into the comfortable armchair with her tea and the photographs. Yesterday she had rather carelessly flicked through the photos until she had come across the image of Wilhelm, the German soldier who looked so much like the saturnine man she’d met on her first journey through time.

         His photo was on the top of the pile and Victoria picked it out of the box to study it. He wasn’t in uniform, but it wasn’t his clothes or his build that she was interested in, it was his eyes and his mouth. The raw, wildness she’d seen in the English officer’s dark eyes, accentuated by thick eyebrows was mirrored in Wilhelm’s features, although he was not as dark haired. The mouth was quite full for a man and suggested a decadent sensuality. Victoria felt a little drowsy. The eyes in the photograph were hypnotic. She looked out of the kitchen window taking in the garden’s morning-fresh greenness, but the image drew her back again.

         Victoria stretched her legs out and sank further down into the chair. She closed her eyes and an image of the frightening man appeared. But now he looked less angry, and it struck her that in fact the look on his face was one of intense desire. Victoria felt a strong flicker of arousal stir within her. She conjured up an image of him in a loose white shirt, tight riding breeches and shining boots. In her mind she had removed the crinoline and was wearing a cotton chemise that subtly exposed her breasts and curves.

         He beckoned to her to come and sit down. Hesitantly she moved towards him. He stretched an arm out and pulled her roughly downwards, setting her firmly on his knee. With one hand he removed the pins from her hair so it tumbled over her shoulders. He wound his fingers through it, untangling the curls as he did so with an experienced hand.

         Victoria felt a tingling wetness between her legs and an urge to satisfy her growing excitement. Although she was sitting in her grandmother’s kitchen, she felt a great compulsion to touch herself. Anyway, she had at least half an hour before Patricia came downstairs to start preparing breakfast.

         She slid her hand under her pyjama bottoms and squeezed hard between her legs, as if that would stop the pulsating sensations. Parting her lips she felt the juicy wetness increase as she slowly ran her middle finger around her clit.

         He was doing the same to her now, having spread her legs and tantalisingly traced delicate patterns with his fingertips along the length of her inner thighs. She was desperate for him to touch the tiny, fleshy nub that she knew brought so much pleasure.

         As his strokes became more intense, so did Victoria’s. His commanding and determined grip on her fuelled her desire even more. He looked into her eyes and spoke. “You’re very naughty Miss Charlotte. From now on I will have to take you in hand – over my knee.” At that Victoria gasped as the waves of her orgasm flooded her entire body. Her eyes were still closed as she allowed the image of him to fade into nothingness, but the memory of his eyes lingered after the rest of him had gone.

         Victoria opened her eyes. She could smell the scent of her sex all around her. She had never, ever done anything like this in such a public place before, only in the privacy of her bedroom. After looking at the kitchen clock, she quickly jumped out of the chair and took the box of photos back to the sitting room. Quietly, she ran back upstairs to shower and prepare for breakfast with her grandmother. As she dressed she looked at the ceiling, knowing that the mirror was up there in an attic above her. She wondered if there was a way that she could meet that man again, preferably without the child in tow this time. However, she didn’t know if she could influence where she travelled, or if it was all entirely random. Perhaps Lady Isabelle would be refreshed enough to talk to her about her special gift today.

         Her grandmother looked her usual alert, vivacious self at breakfast, all vestiges of yesterday’s tiredness completely gone. Victoria allowed her to at least have her porridge and tea before starting to question her.

         “The mirror is a gateway,” Lady Isabelle explained. “For most people it is just a mirror, but the women in my family have been able to use it to travel to other times for many generations. I am not sure how the gift works technically, whether it is something in our DNA, or some quirk of our unconscious minds, but you and I can use it as a portal. That’s the word they use now, isn’t it?”

         Victoria wasn’t sure that she was terribly bothered about ‘how’ it worked; she wanted to know more about how she could use it. “Is it like rolling a dice and each time I go through the mirror, I’ll go somewhere new?” Victoria waited anxiously for her grandmother’s reply.

         What she really wanted to ask was how do I get back to that room to see the man who took my breath away and whose face I keep seeing?

         Lady Isabelle looked thoughtful, as though she wanted to answer as clearly and precisely as possible. “That is a good question, and one that I can only answer in this way. Each of us has our reasons for going through the mirror, and they may be prompted by our subconscious or something that has happened, or is happening in our life. Sometimes going through the mirror helps you to sort out what is actually going on in the present.” She sat back in her chair with a satisfied look.

         Victoria felt uneasy at the thought of where her unconscious mind might take her.

         “But I will say this,” her grandmother added taking a more serious tone, “you must exercise caution in the early days of using the mirror. Avoid trying to stay for long periods on the other side until you have become more familiar with the gift.”

         “How will I know how long I have been away for in my real time?” Victoria wanted to get to grips with the practicalities.

         “That’s hard to say. From my own experience, one is only away for anything from a few minutes to half an hour. Of course, if you decide to stay in another time for longer, overnight say, then you’ll be away from the present for longer as well.”

         “So, you would suggest only going for short trips at first?”

         “Indeed, my dear. And there is another thing that I would ask you to remember: when you travel into another world, please remember that you are a visitor there. The people you meet and interact with are real, they are not part of some dream. They will go on living in that time after you’ve come back. And you cannot bring them back with you!” She emphasised the last point with some vehemence.

         “Is it possible that I can choose where I go?” Victoria hoped she’d get the answer she wanted.

         Her grandmother studied her with a raised eyebrow and laughed. “Why is there somewhere particular you’re thinking of?”

         “Perhaps,” Victoria answered, giving her grandmother a wry smile.

         “At first no, not until you have learnt more about your gift.”

         Lady Isabelle poured herself a fresh cup of tea. “And, there’s something else I want you to remember. You must exercise the same caution with the people you meet while travelling as you would with people you meet in your present time. As I said earlier, they are real people. Never forget that, my dear.”

         Victoria desperately wanted to ask more about Wilhelm and her grandmother’s adventures, but Patricia suddenly entered the room. The kindly housekeeper announced that Lady Isabelle would need to leave in half an hour for an optician’s appointment, bringing the conversation to an end.

         As they were about to leave, Lady Isabelle came to Victoria, who was sitting reading in a window seat, and gently warned her, “Just remember, Victoria dear, be very careful.”

         Victoria nodded in agreement. Clearly her grandmother knew she wanted to experiment with the mirror. Did she have the nerve to try going through the mirror again while she was on her own? The obsessive desire she now felt for the dark-eyed man meant that she had to attempt it, regardless of the possible dangers that might be waiting for her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Episode 7: The Runaway
      

         

         She contemplated the idea of going up to the attic. She didn’t need to bound up the stairs immediately as Patricia and Lady Isabelle would be out for a couple of hours at least. Her mind turned to the dark-eyed man again.

         Who was he?

         Her sense of the man she’d glimpsed for barely a few moments was overwhelming. She closed her eyes and attempted to recapture the brief scene and him in it. His physical presence was extremely striking. He was tall – easily over six foot - and powerfully built. She thought he might be a man who had known hard physical work judging by the broadness of his back and shoulders. He had been confident and assured, his dark locks swept broodily over his forehead, and his deep coal black eyes had met hers with intent. But it was the sensation of a connection with him that was so breathtaking, it was almost as if he was able to penetrate her soul.

         Victoria felt that same arousal she’d experienced earlier. Between her legs she throbbed, and her nipples were hardened by the thought of a man she did not know. Her mind wandered to the attic, the mirror and to that room somewhere in another time. She had the unsettling sensation that his hands were touching her, as if he were there with her now, kissing her neck, breathing in her ear.

         She stared at the door and turned her phone over several times, trying to make a decision. Why shouldn’t she give it another try? She’d come back easily enough yesterday just by touching the mirror. That’s all I have to do, she thought. She stood up and straightened her spine, determined that she could do it and be back before her grandmother returned. Not that she had to hide anything from her, but she didn’t want to appear to be missing when Lady Isabelle and Patricia returned. After all, did Patricia know anything about this time travel lark?

         With some trepidation she retraced her steps to the attic room. The narrow, winding staircase had never been well lit, but with the help of the torch app on her phone she made sure she didn’t stumble on the narrow treads.

         Reaching the dusty attic, she flicked on the light switch but the low wattage of the single overhead bulb failed to add much illumination to the limited daylight coming in through the tiny attic window. She squinted in the half-light, making out the eclectic mix of old furniture, as well as trunks and boxes, containing goodness knows what that had been collected over the years, possibly centuries.

         Looming large in the corner of the room was, of course, the mirror. In the low light it stood in solitude against the back wall, devoid of any other furniture around it. It somehow seemed more ominous now, possibly due to the old ghost like dust sheet that covered it. She shivered with excitement, thinking about the possibilities of what lay beyond, yet felt hesitant about approaching it just yet.

         Finally she approached the mirror and tentatively touched the edge of the sheet. One, two, three; she whipped it off in the same way she’d rip off a plaster. The mirror itself did not look magical, it was far too heavy and sturdy for that. Victoria looked behind it, though what she expected to see she really did not know. There was nothing to indicate anything supernatural; to anyone else it would look like just another antique.

         Standing in front of it, but still a few feet away, she closed her eyes in the belief that not looking into the mirror would protect her. She wasn’t quite ready yet. However the nagging feeling that he was there somewhere wouldn’t leave her. Still, what if she ended up somewhere completely different? Victoria’s doubts and fears conflicted strongly with her desire to see him.

         Her eyes opened. The hairs were standing up on the back of her neck and her brow was moist with perspiration. She felt her heart beat faster as she took two steps closer.

         She did as she’d been instructed earlier and peered not at her reflection, but through the glass. At first she didn’t see anything different. The low light in the room was not doing her any favours, in fact, she could barely make out her own reflection.

         There was a smudge in the corner that she hadn’t noticed before - a big black mark, like ink, Victoria thought, and she instinctively reached out with the intent of giving the mirror a wipe with her sleeve. It was then that she realised her hand was extending into nothingness.

         The atmosphere around her had changed. It was no longer that of the dim and dusty attic room, but somewhere crisper and cleaner, with the gentle scent of wisteria wafting through an open window.

         Victoria’s heart skipped a beat as she realised she was back in the room she had visited yesterday. The room was in darkness now and instinctively she felt for her mobile phone, only to find that she no longer had it in her pocket. Instead she felt the cool, slightly rough touch of linen and saw she was wearing a long, white linen shift that was remarkably similar to the one she’d imagine wearing earlier that morning.

         There was a small movement of air coming through a narrow slit where the heavy drapes were not quite closed. She drew them open a little more and the wisteriatinged night air filled her lungs. The moon was full, its light casting a glow on the estate below. Victoria was relieved as she felt – no, she knew - this was her grandmother’s estate in Bibury.

         But at what moment in time? It looked familiar, yet the gardens below were more elaborate and formal. The linden trees that lined the mile-long driveway were there, but they were younger, less mature than they are now. She heard the distant whinnying of horses and knew that beyond the East Wing of the house she’d find the stables.

         She opened the drapes a little further in the hope that the extra moonlight might help her find her bearings. Turning round, she walked gingerly across the floor.

         Crash! Her foot caught on the edge of a rug and she fell to the ground with a thud, landing on her knee painfully and grazing it in the process.

         The silence was shattered by a piercing scream; a little girl’s scream.

         Victoria panicked and was startled as the door flew open, and there HE was in the doorway, lamp in hand, his eyes moving instantly from concern to fury as he realised the child was not alone.

         “Daddy!” the poor child screamed. She sounded terrified and Victoria felt instantly horrified at the distress she’d caused.

         He flew to the child’s side and bundled her up, nightdress ballooning out around her, and carried her out the door, leaving Victoria open mouthed.

         Oh my God I’ve got to get out of here, she thought.

         She scrambled to her feet, turning to look for the mirror so she could return to the safety of the present day. It was a mistake coming here, she realised. It was too soon!

         It was at that moment she felt his two muscular arms wrap around her, restraining her body in one swift motion.

         “You! You’re back again?” the man demanded. “What in God’s name are you doing back in this house? In Molly’s room! Answer me!”

         Victoria was lost for words, as she struggled against him in vain. His arms had her pinned and despite her struggles, she was no match for his strength.

         “What harm were you intending towards her? Why are you back here?” he demanded, and his grip tightened even further.

         “None!” she gasped. “I would never hurt a child. I’m not meant to be here. Let me explain!”

         “You can explain it all to the constabulary. There is nothing you might claim that would excuse your being here.”

         Victoria’s panic escalated with the sudden realisation that she was trapped. Moreover, she still didn’t know who he was, or his name.

         “Let me go will you! You’re hurting me! You’re holding me too tightly…I can’t breathe! Please!” she begged.

         His grip slackened slightly, though his arms still held her firmly in place.

         He paused for a moment waiting for her to continue. She doubted any true explanation was going to make sense, so she was just going to have to wing it. If she stuck to calling him ‘Sir’ that should cover up the fact that she was completely in the dark about him.

         “Come on woman, speak up! Use your tongue, or I’ll send for the constable now!”

         Victoria struggled against him again and managed to wheel around to face the man who was holding her against her will. Only an hour ago she had been dreaming of the moment she would meet him again, longing to be pressed up against him. Oh God if he only knew he was the object of her desire. Now he terrified her.

         That’s when she decided to appeal to his better nature, and she hoped fervently that he had one.

         “Please Sir,” she said, softening in his grip and gazing up at him imploringly. “I don’t mean any harm, I, I… wanted to see you. I heard you were on leave.” She ploughed on, hoping her guesswork wasn’t too wide of the mark. “I knew you would be at the house and I was here before and…,” she trailed off, having run out of ideas. She also hoped that how he responded would give her some clues about his identity.

         “Yes, you keep coming and going,” he snarled, his eyes blazing. “I cannot allow this to go on. No woman should be abroad alone at night, or sneaking around the house like this, scaring Molly. We thought you had gone for good, but here you are. I should banish you forever.”

         He released her and took a step backwards, taking her in with his eyes. Her thin linen shift seemed to expose her and she realised her nipples were visible and hardened under his gaze. Her hair, again darker and longer, hung over her left shoulder and trailed down past her breasts.

         Her face was flushed with embarrassment and she lowered her eyes to avoid his intense stare. He stepped towards her again. “I should have you whipped for misbehaving like this,” he said, holding her chin so she was forced to look up at him. His face was inches from hers and she studied the firm jut of his jaw. Victoria took a breath and looked up to see if there was any softening in his eyes. He remained unmoved.

         “I promise I will not run again.” She hoped her appeal would help. “But you must promise to listen to me. I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

         “What is it you want from me?” he demanded. “We had all given you up for dead. I was under strict instructions to watch you and then you escaped from me. Now you are back and this time I’m not letting you out of my sight again. Come with me.”

         He seized her arm and dragged her out of the room. What if he kept her here forever? How would she get back?

         “Please, may I see the lady of the house?”

         “You know Lady Edith is not well. She has been confined to her quarters and must have her rest. We will have to wait until morning. I will keep you here and you can plead your case then. There are still many hours before sunrise. Come!”

         She panicked and considered making a run for it. But then what? Could she launch herself back into the mirror? What if she didn’t go straight back through and shattered the mirror?

         Victoria allowed herself to be led out of the door and down the staircase that she knew so well. He kept a firm grip on her, holding an arm behind her back, pushing her forward.

         He took her to a room that she recognised only too well; it was her room, the one she had always used at her grandmother’s house. He closed the door and faced her. Victoria looked at the huge four-poster bed and then at him. He was undoing his belt and looking at her fixedly.

         “What…what are you doing?” she asked, backing away, suddenly feeling terrified. The man she wanted so much in her dreams was no less desirable than before, but he was frighteningly cold and determined.

         “You said you wanted to see me. What is it that you want?” He was unbuttoning his shirt now and she glimpsed the thick, dark hair on his chest; the same chest she had longed to be pressed up against earlier.

         “I, I…” she began. What did she want? Clearly, he knew her, and did not think well of her – that much was obvious.

         He was shirtless now, his broad, muscled chest rippled provocatively. He was only wearing his riding breeches and boots, just as she had imagined when she’d pleasured herself in the kitchen. He was not attired for bed, despite the lateness of the hour. Although, perhaps it was not the middle of the night at all, as she had initially thought.

         Her mind froze. What was the best way to deal with this situation? She wasn’t sure what she wanted at that moment, because the fear she felt right now was a long way from the sexual thoughts this man had aroused in her not so long ago.

         She went up to him, and looked up into his coal black eyes. She lightly touched his collarbone, then wove her fingers through his thick chest hair. His breathing became more laboured. She tilted her face towards him. “As I said Sir, I heard you were in town these last few days and well, I thought it was a good opportunity for us to speak. It has been a while since we last had a conversation, is it not?”

         “Are you mocking me, woman? You know better than to call me Sir. I am not His Grace, the Duke. Address me as William!”

         Aha, finally she had his name, his first name at any rate. And thank goodness he wasn’t the Duke; Victoria was quite sure that lusting after one of her ancestors was definitely not something she wanted to even contemplate.

         His arms went to her waist and he pulled her in towards him. “You. You have been gone for weeks. Don’t you know how much trouble I got into because of you?”

         Victoria shook her head coquettishly, hoping it would endear her to him.

         “Now it is time for you to pay for the trouble you caused.”

         Victoria trembled, terrified of what he might do. But at the same time she wanted him to keep holding her. What was that saying? ‘Be careful what you wish for’? She now wished she’d gone for a walk, or read a book, instead of playing with the mirror.

         Her mind raced from thought to thought, always returning to how she could get back to the damned mirror.

         “Don’t even think about making a run for it again. I have you now.” With that he pushed her hard against the imposing four-poster bed.
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