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         As she dressed the following morning, Victoria discovered the Coco de Mer whip she had hidden in her suitcase. In the excitement of the day before, she’d forgotten all about it. She took it out and started playing with it, tracing it over her palms and fingers and wondered for the hundredth time what it would like to be properly struck by it. To her surprise, she realized she was becoming physically aroused – again! Was there something about Paris that brought out her wild side, or was it Jonathan? She’d read in her teenage romance novels about how a man’s slightest touch can drive a woman crazy, but had never really believed it. She recalled when Jonathan and her were ‘getting to know’ each other in London and how he had lightly touched the back of her knee when they were sitting at The Blue Bar in the Berkeley. It had been as if a bolt of electricity had coursed through her and made her heart race.

         Jonathan stepped out of the shower, a white towel around his waist, his shock of dark hair wet and awry, and found her in her lingerie, holding the whip. She giggled as she turned to face him, and lightly struck him with it on his stomach. His abdomen had got a little softer since they had been seeing each other she noticed.

         ‘What have I done to deserve that?’ he said, mock upset with his hands up in the air, making the towel slip a little.

         “This,” she said brandishing the whip in front of him, “is for not buying me a croissant from my favourite bakery yesterday afternoon.” She skimmed the whip across his chest where the folded leather tip flicked against his right nipple. “Ahhhh!” Jonathan clenched his jaw and sucked air in though his teeth. ‘That’s actually pretty sensitive,” he said as he leaned against the walnut writing desk in their suite, using his hands to steady himself on the edge.

         Victoria stood in front of him, enjoying his gaze on her as he took in her all black lingerie set. Plain and simple, yet the lace against the plump swell of her breasts and her hips set off her curves perfectly. “I thought you were supposed to be getting dressed,” he murmured, looking at every inch of her body, before leaning forward to bury his head into her cleavage.

         “Off!” she ordered, pushing him backwards with the end of the whip in the middle of his chest. “I’m not done with you yet.”

         She brushed the whip against his groin through the towel, making out the outline of his growing cock. “Don’t move,” she admonished, as he gripped the edge of the writing desk and bit his lip.

         Nudging the edges of the towel aside, she moved the whip against his strong, muscular thighs until she’d reached his sensitive area. He winced in anticipation of what was to come. She lightly moved the whip against his erection and batted it very gently.

         “Careful,” he said. “Remember men don’t ask to be kicked in the balls.”

         “What do they ask for?” asked Victoria innocently as she moved the whip up over his belly and with a swift movement, pushed his towel to the floor exposing him completely. His penis was impressive and inviting. She set the whip down on the writing desk and stood on her tiptoes, her hands pinning his down so that he couldn’t move.

         She inhaled the freshly showered scent of him as she gently ran the tip of her tongue down his neck, towards his chest. She lightly took one of his nipples between her teeth. Jonathan moaned softly.

         “They ask for more of this, and…. Ohhh god,” he breathed out as Victoria had dropped to her knees and started kissing the underside of his cock where he loved it the most, while her hands travelled over his balls and gently cupped them.

         “And?” she asked again, her almond-shaped eyes looking up at him teasingly.

         “More of that, too,” he replied, tangling his fingers in her hair as she pressed her lips against him and, now familiar with the way he felt in her mouth, took all of his length inside and sucked hungrily on it.

         “Tori, look at us in the mirror,” whispered Jonathan and out of the corner of her eye, Victoria saw herself, on her knees, chestnut hair flowing down her back, her mouth full of him. “It turns me on so much watching you,” murmured Jonathan, stroking her jaw, feeling his penis through her cheek.

         She could sense he was getting close. His breathing became more laboured and abruptly she stopped. Victoria got to her feet, grinning at him. “You’re right, we should be getting dressed,” she said, wiping the corner of her mouth and turning away from him.

         He grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. “You can’t do that to me,” he pleaded, begging her to touch him again; interlinking his fingers with hers, tugging her towards him. “Ooh, you know what? I think I just did,” she responded lightly, rather enjoying the feeling of being in charge.

         He suddenly had a look in his eye. “I know what could be fun,” he said. “Put on your Louboutins.” Earlier the day before, Jonathan had splashed out on Victoria’s favourite shoes, the Pigalle Follies by Christian Louboutin. To continue the theme, they had gone on a pilgrimage to Pigalle later that evening. The shoes were black patent leather with the gorgeous trademark red soles. Victoria felt wonderfully sexy when she put them on. With the four-inch heels, she was 5’9 and for her that felt almost as tall as Jonathan’s six feet.

         She did as she was told, easing them out of their beautiful box lined with tissue paper and walked back over to him, feeling slightly ludicrous that she was walking on a hotel carpet rather than sweeping glamorously through the streets of Paris.

         Jonathan picked up the whip. Victoria stood in front of him, feeling more confident now she was taller, and looked at him with an eyebrow raised. “Let’s see what this is capable of,” said Jonathan, and mimicking what she was doing earlier, traced a line with the whip between her breasts and down her body, where it hovered at the line of her panties. He flicked it downward again between her legs, and rubbed it against her clit. Victoria tried not to react and stood in front of him with her arms folded. He flicked the whip up again and slapped it briefly on her breast. It felt like the tiny jellyfish sting she remembered from a diving vacation - sharp but momentary, with no lasting damage.

         “Come here,” Jonathan commanded and pulled Victoria towards the writing desk, facing her away from him. He held her two wrists together in one hand so she was resting on her elbows. The Louboutins gave her thighs and calves a slightly painful tautness, and her back arched so her hips were higher than her shoulders.

         Her naked peach-like buttocks felt vulnerable as Jonathan moved the whip up her calves, around the backs of her knees and up her inner thighs. It now rested on her behind as he slowly stroked it. Victoria’s heart was beating wildly, and she felt slightly nervous about what was coming.

         He tightened his grip on her wrists and then with a whoosh, brought the whip down against her buttocks with a resounding slap, causing her to catch her breath and pushing her forward. She squeezed her hands together as pain replaced pleasure and he did it again and again until he had delivered five strokes. She braced herself and closed her eyes as each stroke hit exactly the same painful place, sending goose bumps and shivers coursing through her. Tears stung her eyes, and she bit her lip as her mind and body struggled to make sense of what she was feeling.

         Placing the whip down beside her on the writing desk, Jonathan glided a hand down the curve of her back and over her stinging buttocks, kneading her skin where her panties ended. ‘Nice tiger stripes,’ he murmured. Victoria didn’t reply, concentrating on trying to get her breathing back to normal.

         A finger traced a line where her panties circled her thigh and hooked itself underneath the crotch, momentarily touching her moist inner lips. Victoria moaned involuntarily as he eased her panties down to her knees and then to her ankles.

         She could feel the cool of the air conditioning of the hotel room brushing over her bare skin whilst he teased her with his fingers, skimming, exploring and sinking in and out of her. Her breathing quickened again and she rhythmically moved her hips to get the most of him, as she teetered on the verge of pain and pleasure.

         Suddenly he withdrew, laughing. ‘No!’ she gasped. ‘Please, ‘don’t stop’’ she whimpered. She hung her head between her arms, begging him to carry on, but he refused. It was torture because she couldn’t see what he was doing.

         He picked up the whip again, and slid it in between and underneath her stinging buttocks, nudging it against the lips of her pussy, and almost teasing it inside her. Victoria bit her lip, feeling the tears threatening to drop even though she was hot with desire. She felt the leather tip gliding its way across her throbbing clit, and dug her nails into the walnut surface of the writing desk. Jonathan’s warm, strong hand still ensnared her wrists but he was gentler with her now, stroking the top of her hands with his thumb.

         He picked up the whip again and Victoria braced herself. She heard the familiar whoosh and the hot, stinging blows rained down again, almost buckling her knees. Jonathan delivered ten more. “Fifteen of the best,” he said almost proudly, as he set the whip down again and knelt behind her, kissing his way up the backs of her thighs and across her buttocks, which now felt as if they were on fire. He licked her briefly between her legs then stood up again, his erection growing larger, as he parted her legs wider with one hand.

         Placing a hand on her right hip, he guided her into position. ‘Look into the mirror, darling,’ he whispered and with one smooth movement, slid his way inside her from behind, then almost withdrew before sinking into her again.

         Victoria groaned and looked sideways at Jonathan’s rhythmic fucking, her thighs and calves so taut from wearing the heels and the curve of her spine flowing down towards her reddened and smarting buttocks. Now pleasure fast replaced pain. Jonathan reached a hand round to circle three fingers around her clit as his pace increased and the pleasure built up inside her.

         In the mirror, Jonathan’s eyes never left hers, ‘Tori, you’re so beautiful,’ he whispered and momentarily leaned down to kiss between her shoulder blades and down her back.

         The combined sensation of his cock deep inside her and his hand rubbing her clit was building and Victoria knew she was going to come. Little darts of electrical waves of pleasure were growing within her and her knees started to tremble. “Jonathan”, she murmured, “I’m close, so close…”

         Jonathan quickened his pace and with a groan, pushed himself even deeper inside her and climaxed, whilst waves upon wave of orgasmic pleasure rippled through Victoria, almost making her drop to her knees.

         Jonathan collapsed over her back, his breath hot on her neck and he wrapped his arms around her and kissed the nape of her neck. They stayed like that for a time, still locked together while Victoria closed her eyes and felt the sting of her buttocks subside slightly.

         He eased out of her and slapped her sore bottom playfully making her flinch before going back into the bathroom. Victoria momentarily stayed where she was and eyed herself in the mirror. Her hair fell over her shoulders and the heels emphasised her body’s litheness. As she eased her panties up, she thought it was interesting that she had suddenly started noticing mirrors a lot more since the revelation at her grandmother’s.

         Victoria had always been blessed with a good metabolism, and had always eaten well. Now in the thirties, she felt that she looked the same as she did when she was in her mid-twenties and hadn’t yet felt the need to agonise over what she ate. She hadn’t embraced Crossfit nor felt the need to do insane amounts of spinning sessions, as some of her friends did.

         However, since she and Jonathan had started dating, she noticed that she had put on a few extra pounds. However, Victoria thought she looked better for it. She turned around and looked over her shoulder to examine her buttocks; they were still red, with livid ‘tiger stripes’ as Jonathan called them.

         Jonathan emerged from the bathroom, his thick, dark hair all tufted from not drying it properly. He had his trousers on and was looking for a shirt to wear. She had rarely seen him dressed casually, she realised. He was almost always in a suit.

         “You know you’re still gorgeous since the last time I checked,” Jonathan called as he looked through his shirts in the half open wardrobe.

         “I was inspecting the damage you inflicted,” she said lightly, joining him in front of her side of the wardrobe and looking at the dresses she had brought with her. What did she feel like wearing today? Something demure perhaps? Although she felt anything but ladylike at this moment. He paused. “But you enjoyed it?” he asked, his brows furrowed slightly.

         She was about to respond, but paused. Had she actually enjoyed it? And then there was also Marielle. In the space of 24 hours she had gone further sexually than she ever had before in her life.

         “Well?” Jonathan turned to her now and looked at her questioningly.

         She exhaled loudly. “Well it’s true, I wasn’t expecting this adventure to turn out like it has, but….”

         Victoria didn’t get any further, because Jonathan interrupted her.
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         “But what? You’re saying to me now you didn’t enjoy any of it? None of it? You seemed to, so why didn’t you say anything at the time?”

         “Well, it’s rather difficult, when one is being coerced into sleeping with some girl that you, Jonathan, became infatuated with, only because she’s younger, exotic, and with a penchant for drawing people fucking!” As soon as Victoria uttered the words, she regretted them.

         “Me? I’m infatuated with her now, am I? And what’s her being younger got to do with anything? Younger than you, you mean,” he said bitingly. He stood closer, looming over her, his anger flaring up in response to Victoria’s sudden accusations.

         “Well, you wouldn’t exactly have taken no for an answer at any point, would you?” Victoria retorted. She was confused, and she felt conflicted. At the same time she felt guilty, jealous as well, but also rather audacious after the previous evening’s events? Her voice was raised. She knew they were poised on the edge of a cliff. To go any further would result in an explosive argument, and it needed one of them to pull the other to safety and to firmer ground.

         “Look, let’s not argue,” she said, trying to force a smile onto her face. She put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. “It’s been a great couple of days, and we still have today to enjoy.”

         He brushed off her hand and stepped away. “Now you’re making me feel like the bad guy, as if I forced you to come here and do all these things against your will. I’m sorry Tori, but you wanted this just as much as I did and any guilt you feel, about anything, comes from you. Don’t put this on me!”

         Jonathan went into the living area and, without looking at her, put on his shirt. Victoria stood in the doorway, still not having found a dress, and watched him. He ignored her and went round the room, picking up his wallet, key card and phone.

         “Oh, so you’re leaving?” she asked, with more than a hint of bitterness in her voice.

         “Well there’s no point in me staying here, is there?” he snapped, his dark eyes blazing at her. “Any more time spent with me, and you might find yourself sleeping with god knows who and it’d all be my fault somehow. I’m not in control of your sexuality, Tori, only you are.”

         “Don’t you dare speak to me like that,” Victoria found herself almost spitting the words out. She suddenly felt furious: furious at him for overreacting and furious with herself for getting so upset.

         She turned on her heel and went back to the wardrobe, busying herself with looking for something to wear. The door to their suite slammed shut. He had gone.

         The train home was at 3pm, yet it was only 11 o’clock. What was she going to do with herself until then?

         Victoria steadied her breathing and selected a simple knee-length, slim-fitting black dress that she wore with a cadet-style leather jacket and pearl drop earrings. They were a gift from her grandmother, who had always told her that pearl earrings completed any outfit. She added red lipstick. Her armour against the world was complete.

         Victoria felt silly in the Louboutins now. She sat on the edge of the bed and took them off. Then the tears came, hard and fast. She cupped her face in her hands, and let them fall, running down her wrists. It was still painful to sit down and suddenly she was overwhelmed with anger at Jonathan. He had really hurt her – inside and out. And now he had simply fled the scene.

         She brushed away her tears and sprayed on her favourite Jo Malone perfume, to give herself a boost. No matter how bad you feel on the inside, always make an effort on the outside: another of her grandmother’s mottos. She turned right out of the hotel entrance, smiling at the doormen, walked to a café a few streets away and ordered a croissant and coffee.

         Victoria sat at a table next to the big bay window and stared out. On the shiny grey pavements of the Champs Élysées, couples, young and old, walked arm in arm. Sometimes she spied a miniature poodle tucked under someone’s arm, or carried in a shoulder bag. However, she still hadn’t become accustomed to seeing armed soldiers on the corners of the world’s third most expensive street; one of the results of recent terrorist acts in this beautiful city. She felt like a cliché, a sad woman gazing wistfully out of the window in a Parisian café. What had her grandmother said to her as she was growing up? ‘Men may come and go, but you’ll always have yourself, so make sure you and she remain best of friends.’

         Victoria looked in her handbag for a tissue, and spotted the flyer about the Jacques-Louis David exhibition at the Louvre. The post-it note was still stuck to it, with its unsigned message: “You must visit - if you have not already!” There was no time like the present, she decided, and paid the bill. Outside she hailed a taxi and was walking into the famous museum within minutes.

         She headed directly to the David exhibition, studiously avoiding the temptation to stop and admire the Louvre’s other treasures. Once inside the gallery dedicated to the French artist’s paintings, Victoria quickly scanned the walls, hoping to find the work she’d seen on her phone during the Eurostar journey; the one with the woman that looked like her.

         Victoria hurried past the portraits of Napoleon, although she was momentarily drawn to David’s famous sketch of Marie-Antoinette arriving at the guillotine. The stark simplicity of the image and its few swift strokes conveyed the Queen’s defiance in the straightness of her spine and the uplifted chin. She wondered what it might have been like to be there on that day and to see one of the world’s most extravagant women executed. The thought made her shudder.

         She passed through another two rooms, and then she spotted the painting she was looking for tucked away in a corner. Victoria positioned herself in front of it so that she could study it from various angles, as she had been taught. The room was empty except for one guard and an elderly man who was sitting on a bench, apparently absorbed in another of the art works. The quietness had a calming effect on Victoria after the argument with Jonathan. Moreover, this was her world and she felt her spine straighten as she observed the painting with professional authority.

         Victoria exhaled loudly, and muttered, “Good God,” loudly enough for the old man and the guard to hear. The woman in the composition really was extraordinarily similar to her in almost every detail; even the curve of the collarbone and the general deportment were recognisably Victoria’s. It was a strange feeling to see one’s double, especially as the painting dated back around two hundred years.

         She was so absorbed that she jumped when a voice behind her, speaking in heavily accented English, remarked, ”David did like to be surrounded by beautiful women, didn’t he?”

         Victoria spun around to face the elderly man who earlier had been sitting on the bench. She smiled and nodded, “Funny, I had never thought of that before. Most of his work is dominated by powerful men.”

         “Yes, he certainly managed to portray Napoleon in a way that today they would describe as ‘iconic’,” drawing quotation marks in the air around the last word, laughing as he did it. “But, what draws you to this one?” he asked Victoria.

         She hesitated, and then stood back so that he could have a full frontal view of her. “Please…look at the painting and then me,” she said, pointing at her double.

         The elderly gentleman looked from Victoria to the painting and back again. “Yes, I see,” he nodded, “you do look remarkably alike. How intriguing for you, I’m sure.”

         “Indeed, you could say that,” Victoria replied.

         “Do you have French ancestry by any chance?” he asked.

         Victoria stared at him and then slapped the palm of her hand against her forehead. “Good grief, that hadn’t occurred to me, but yes, I do. My maternal grandmother was from the south of France.”

         He smiled knowingly, “Perhaps you might find the answer to your ‘doppelgänger’ in your own family. Just a thought.”

         Victoria studied at the painting again, then realised she had not introduced herself, nor learnt his name. Turning her head, she was dismayed to find he had gone. She looked into the adjoining room, but he wasn’t there either, and when she asked the guard if he had seen the old man leave, he answered with a Gallic shrug.

         The identity of the person who had left Victoria the flyer about the exhibition was still a mystery, but the old man’s comment about her ancestry brought Ruth’s words about logical explanations to mind. Perhaps she’d have to accept that now she had the mirror, some things would occur that couldn’t be easily explained, whilst others would lead to an answer, even if finding it required research.

         Victoria checked her phone for messages. She also noted that time was flying by and that she should return to the hotel and finish packing. When Victoria entered the hotel room, she found a note from Jonathan on the bed.

         In the hotel bar, please meet me there. J.

         They had to leave in an hour. He probably hadn’t even bothered to pack. Victoria hated rushing, but as she walked around the suite, she saw that everything had been removed from the bathroom and the wardrobe, and realised that he had packed for them both.

         Her suitcase was still unzipped. She lifted the lid, and the whip was laid out diagonally across her meticulously folded clothes; a stark contrast between the hardness of the leather, and the softness of her cashmere clothes and silk underwear.

         Jonathan was sitting at the bar nursing a tumbler containing what looked like whiskey or bourbon. Even though it was midday, the bar was dark, with small table lamps dimly illuminating its circular marble tables.

         Victoria sat down next to him on the high barstool without saying a word. They briefly looked at each other in the mirror behind the bar. She looked away and instead caught the bartender’s eye.

         “I know what she’s having,” Jonathan slurred slightly, waving his hand in the air as the bartender came over. Victoria suspected he was on the way to being drunk. How long had he been there? And how many had he had? He must have gone straight to the bar after leaving the suite and that was over two hours ago.

         “Oui, Monsieur,” said the bartender.

         “Elle aura un Old Fashioned, comme moi. Un autre.” Jonathan gestured to his empty glass.

         ‘Two Old Fashioneds,” the bartender replied in an Australian accent, winking at Victoria. “Coming right up, sir.” He turned away before Victoria could say anything. The idea of a strong Old Fashioned in the middle of a warm spring day was most unappealing.

         She was quite meticulous about her drinks; white wine and G&T in the summer, red wine in winter. An Old Fashioned, only if it was cold, or at the end of an evening, whilst a Dirty Martini was for the beginning. Never gin after dinner, she recalled a professor had insisted at Cambridge. She always abided by these rules, even though she wasn’t sure why. Champagne was perfectly acceptable all year round of course.

         Jonathan appeared to be studying the grain work of the bar with great intensity. Victoria turned to him, and said, “I don’t want an Old Fashioned. Why do you think it’s what I want? ”

         “Oh Christ, Victoria, let’s not do this again,” said Jonathan, pinching the bridge of his nose as if he had a headache. He was using her full name, she noticed.

         “Look, I know you,” he said turning to her and taking her hands in his, and trying to look directly at her, although his focus was all over the place. “I know what you like and don’t like, I know your drinks, I know your favourite meal, your favourite scent and,’ he leaned forward, his mouth next to her ear, “I know what you like in bed.” He faltered as if he was going to fall off his barstool and reached a hand out to steady himself.

         “But you don’t,” she said. “You don’t know me. Not all that well. Stop thinking you do. That comes with time. We’ve only known each other a few months.”

         “And you think I haven’t fucking known you since we were fucking students?” Jonathan’s voice suddenly went up several decibels. A few people looked up.

         “Keep your voice down,” hissed Victoria, but Jonathan went on, albeit slightly quieter.

         “Seeing you with fucking Toby who you were besotted with, though fuck knows why. He didn’t love you. He still screwed around when you were dating. And I just had to stand back and watch you walk headlong into a car crash of a marriage and I couldn’t say anything. You never would have believed me anyway. Everyone was in his thrall. I was just… the geeky best friend who always had his back while he fucked his way through university and work. How do you think he got his fucking job and was constantly ‘mentored’ by that woman?”

         Victoria’s heart was pounding. She remembered his architectural practice, which quite unusually, since architecture tends to be male dominated, was controlled by a condescending woman with steel blonde hair and expensive trouser suits. She had always made Victoria feel that she was an intruder if she’d dropped in to see Toby. And how Toby’s confidence seemed to grow the longer he stayed at the firm. Didn’t that correspond to his promotions, and to the fewer hours he spent at home? She could picture him bounding in every day, bronzed and vital and always ready with a smile and smooth conversation.

         She took a sip of the unwelcome cocktail, and grimaced, although its warmth did seem to steady her nerves a little.

         “What are you saying?” she asked, feeling the tears welling up.

         Jonathan swore to himself and looked down at the bar again, eyes squeezed shut. He covered his face with his hands.

         “Look, forget I ever said anything,” he muttered. “But don’t tell me that I don’t know you. I’ve seen you grow into being a woman. And who was there to pick up the pieces when Toby died?”

         Victoria didn’t answer, sensing he had more to say.

         “I know you. I know how you hide behind your hair when you don’t know what to say,” - Toby’s voice cracked - “and the way you bite your bottom lip when you’re trying to remember something. I know that cat-like smile and the way you look up at me when you’ve just come, when I’ve touched you. I know every inch of your body. Don’t tell me I don’t.”

         He got up unsteadily, glaring at her. Suddenly he seemed older and sadder. He looked at his watch. “Come on, we have to go.”

         Victoria’s mind was reeling, but she couldn’t say anything. What was there to say? Too much and too little had already been said. Wordlessly, she picked up her handbag and followed him back to the hotel room.
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