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				CHAPTER 1

				It all gets institutional as Dr Ecclestone takes charge, Alice finds herself carted off to a church-run ‘industrial school’ for wayward intractable teens and girls of loose morals and a friend intervenes - or tries to.

				“...PROVIDING A DISCIPLINED ENVIRONMENT FOR RECALCITRANT YOUNG WOMEN...”

				The first shallow-angled rays of sunlight lancing through the stained glass window fanned out like a celestial rainbow. But the scene presently unfolding beneath the slim and flattened spreading fingers of light made a red, gold, blue and green mockery of the pious depiction tinting its metallic shafts. Mottled subdued-coloured shadowy apparitions, obliquely projected and stretched out over the cold green-grey flagstones told of the disruption caused by the vertical bars of sturdy iron set on the outside, the purity of tone further corrupted by the thick diamond shaped hinged wire mesh frame affixed to the window’s inside. The obligatory heavy-duty padlocks securing this latter Norman-arched framework - its deep-set wired contours paralleling the little chapel’s window cringing behind it - were as ubiquitous as to be practically symbolic of the place. Mounted at the edge furthest from the stout paint-gnarled hinges, one top and one bottom, the two askew padlocks added a few bluish silvery sparkles of their own - little pinpoints of metallic starlight that managed little in lightening the dead oppressive atmosphere of dread penitence and hypocritical control; there was no hint of gaiety to be had here, just as there was little to be had in terms of Christian compassion from the stained glass mural beyond, just a further reminder of the totality of captivity. Solid ice-cold stone and iron captivity set in faith... That is Faith... with a capital ‘F’.

				The ironic gaiety of all that glitter and gold seemed to snigger over the faux solemnity of the tableau unfolding at that moment - an old man and a young woman meeting through the most extraordinary of circumstances.

				The gold-halo-framed saint’s head, all pinks and roses, divided into slats by the prison-bar shadowing and crisscrossed by a white-painted scarring of wire mesh had disapproval woven in to its eyes as if preordained to gaze down on such a scene from the very moment of the window’s conception. The sword in the saint’s glass-rendered chain mail hand, the hilt in the form of the crucifixion, was depicted raised as if to smite the perpetrator of all this desecration and shame yet as a mere work of art was as impotent as a young woman’s struggles against steel fetters and iron-link tethers.

				In a stone niche where one might have expected an altarpiece - perhaps a chalice, a cross, a pair of gold candlesticks, some richly embroidered cloth of scrolling gold thread - there was indeed the cloth rolled out, the cross in its place and fat beeswax candles flowering yellow flame seated high in their sticks at each end. But where the chalice and wafers might have been set out for the holy communion there were laid out instead paraphernalia associated with an altogether different form of ‘communion’ entirely - something far less holy, yet just as ritualistic. Two crook-handled school-master canes of different thicknesses lay side to side at the foot of the gold cross spread between the candles, the tip of each settled in to the curling handle of the other.

				Closer to the front of this cloth covered stone ledge a split-tongued Lochgelly tawse, the sturdy yet pliant oiled leather embossed in gold with the symbols of the institution - the lamb of god, the cross and the crossed canes, all set in a shield-like device - lay alongside a particularly fine example of the French martinet, the turned wood handle in the form of the Virgin, the fine leather fronds sprouting from the top of her veil like thick strands of hair the thickness of a shoelace, each bisected along its length by a series of tiny painstakingly tied knots. Viewed in profile the outline of the handle of the latter owed a lot in its form to the erect male member, a clue to a secondary function; considered too light to be applied to the backside of some strapping young tomboy type or plump modern adolescent, it could equally set alight the soles of dainty feet, soft pampered palms or indeed similarly indulged young breasts.

				Set closer still to the edge, the jar of pearly blue-grey Vaseline already lay open, resting within its lid and bracketed each side by the brown twists of a pair of rolled-up leather belts, one pierced along its length, the other studded with silvery metal conical points. Alongside one candlestick a prison-style birch lay, a bunch of the whippiest silver birch twigs imaginable all bound in tarred rope to form a grip; a second bunch graced the opposite end of the ledge or shelf, this set the other way up with its broom of twigs and stems facing outermost. Only the greenest wood had been used, nothing too brittle to shatter and split, yet suitably festooned with buds and jaggedly truncated offshoots - all the better to ‘mortify the flesh’; and if there was anything The Most Reverend Father Kenneth Aloysius Mcmacmarghn knew all about it was the mortification of the flesh; girl flesh!

				It stood to reason girl flesh had to be scourged, flagellated, reamed, penetrated - yes, it stood to reason; the functional necessity of procreation surely corrupted by the ‘Dark One’ as the juiciest, most succulent root of temptation. How else might one explain the all-pervading inflammation of the senses, the madness of desire brought on, the wicked urging ignited in the loins at the merest glimpse of a provocatively wobbling pair of buttocks, bouncing breasts, long waving locks of gold, red or brunette, laughing eyes and those wide generous mouths that promised so much yet he knew would deliver little but scorn to one of his age if approached on the street, even if in the most innocent, well-meaning and polite manner? But this was not the street, those locks were unlikely to be as long and free flowing, and that mouth, swinging bottom and all the rest would not be promising more here than they would deliver - nor need he fear scorn, rejection, spiteful backtalk nor anything save complete and utter supplication to his will; the wild-cat-taming zing of the Mother Superior’s cane will have seen to that.

				The mouth, wide and generous as it might be and innocently cherry-lipped; the bottom, private, tucked away, a secretive rose; the vagina - undoubtedly the most treacherous of all - all these were sites where the darkest lust lurked. But it was a fact the semen of the pious could cleanse the seed of the daemon, trickling down a pretty chin, dribbling from within a well-cleansed, well-reamed bottom, oozing from that other unspeakable organ between its legs, this set free from pleasurable temptation by the surgeon’s excising of the bud or infibulating that toadstool of feminine deceit with platinum wire and vouchsafed from other ‘unfortunate consequences’ by its making barren with another surgical ‘snip’ or two.

				It was that final act of sterilisation that seemed to crush them the most, squeezed the devil out from their souls like pips from an over-ripe pomegranate, that did, and that god-awful boisterousness with it! Once freed of all that pram-faced obsession with families and babies, boyfriends and husbands, they knuckled down under the dominion yoke of the church, submissively going about their daily chores and duties as the modest and pious always should. And the oocytes that were harvested - the eggs - could still fulfil the creator’s wishes, fertilised in vitro by those with actual gifts to give and implanted in more worthy, more righteous wombs, to the everlasting spiritual - and financial - benefit of the church.

				Sterilisation; Yes, he always pushed for that, if there could be any possibility of levying a suggestion of ‘feeble mindedness’ or ‘mental incompetence’ - and he could almost always make a diagnosis like that stick if he put his mind to it.. And in the case of this particular girl - this winsome Welsh girl, Gwyneth Tealsdown - that diagnosis had become essential, more urgent than usual. It was beginning to look increasingly likely that she’d got word out; and perhaps that new girl had also, although in that girl’s case certain remedial steps had already been taken.

				The Reverend Father, his face jowled, thread-veined and eye-baggy with scotch, turned away from the multihued fan of sunlight spreading out across the dust-strewn flagstones and lighting the skeletal carved figures of the knight and his spouse reclining in prayer on their shared tomb. His attention was turning to that other pedestal-like furnishing occupying the vaulted stone space, this one temporary and moveable, unlike the stone tomb of the once lord of the manor and his good lady.

				The fetters spoken of previously did not rattle nor jangle metallically but rather creaked, shuffled, rustled and squeaked, consisting as they did of padded leather cuffs, plastic or nylon buckles and tough leather straps secured by nylon bolts and fixings. The ‘horse’ over which the tousled, toothsome blond Gwyneth was currently pinioned, limbs spread obscenely akimbo, was a wood-framed brown-leather-topped gymnasium vaulting horse especially adapted for the purpose and furnished with all manner of imaginatively positioned rings, ‘U’ bolts and other ‘fixing points’.

				The prayer just spoken over her suggestively prone form, over her bared behind - the surplus, cassock and all the rest of the church choir-girl regalia he’d had her change into having been pinned up out of the way and the frilled navy-blue flannel bloomers eased down - had been hypocrisy made incarnate. He’d actually had the temerity to pray to god that her sins be forgiven, that her culpability in that damned diabolically-sculpted attractiveness she exuded, and that inflamed him to such a degree, baiting him from the righteous path , be ‘overlooked by the lord’! And she’d had enough of his waving his cock in her face in the past to know how she might be required to pay penance later, once he’d had his fill of one or other of her other orifices. At least for now he’d end in her mouth or her bottom.

				She prayed it would be the latter, would wiggle suggestively like a harem favourite to try to add to his pleasure, to tip him over the edge before he prised it between her lips; there was nothing she could imagine more repulsive than having his fat, ugly, smelly ‘thing’ up her bottom and then pressed in to her mouth. But if he did she’d have to suck and swallow, swallow and suck like a good’n , like the good little Jezebel whore he accused her of being; then allow just a little trickle down her chin to show ‘the daemon seed’ had been flushed out of her. If not he’d not stop at half a dozen with the reformatory cane afterwards, nor be satisfied with adding a dozen or so with the heavier - though unaccountably equally pliant - prison-weight cane, a real beast of bamboo, ribbed like arthritic finger joints.

				No, he’d like as not follow up with a good thrashing of her blameless bottom with one or both of those bunches of birch twigs he’d put together, and then have her stand with both her arms behind her back in a single elbow-length leather glove or arm binder while he went to work on her breasts with the martinet - the cushions of Beelzebub himself, as he called them. The knotted square-section fronds were intended to lacerate - and they did; and some of the marks, some of the stigmata as the Reverend Father liked to term the fine red veiny lines left written across and around her nipples, and seeming to radiate out from them, appeared to be permanent. What would be more permanent would be sterilisation - and that would be next if she wasn’t careful. One complaint, one word whispered in the wrong direction, and it could be twisted against her, used as evidence of her ‘mental unbalance’; and if that happened... And she couldn’t be sure who to trust - some of the other girls were agents of the institution itself, willing to sell out one and all to secure an easier existence; they’d made a point of telling her that on her arrival, and she’d seen the evidence since, fallen foul of it in fact; it was how the place operated, how they maintained such rigid control; divide and conquer...

				Divide and conquer - just as he’d soon be dividing her plump bottom cheeks, or her lips... Given the chance and she’d bite it right off for him, bite right through it - she’d enjoy that! But he’d thought of that of course, placed rubber wedges in the corners of her mouth to stop her teeth coming together, and a strap running under her chin and over her head to stop her opening wide and shaking them free. Plus she’d seen what had happened to other girls, those that had tried to bite.

				They had a tame dentist in this place, her sense of ethics - shockingly to Gwyneth, a Welsh-valley girl still steeped in the mistaken assumption of the incorruptible kindness of womanhood, it was a ‘her’ - blinded, warped by lucre. This woman was more than happy to remove teeth where necessary in order to sculpt ‘a good cock-sucking mouth’; at the drop of a hat - or silver in her palm - she’d remove all but the molars. That woman was capable of more (or less - depending on your point of view) than that; already Gwyneth had had a heavy tongue stud added, so weighty as to leave her with speech that was all but totally unintelligible, and a set of the ugliest teeth braces or retainers imaginable in god’s heaven, the lower set possessing a ring at the rear that could be engaged with one similar that was pierced through the tip of her tongue. In addition, a miniscule wire cage had been sutured in place over her clitoris, to discourage ‘the sin of self-pleasure’, and a metal thimble with a narrow slot in the top had been placed over each nipple, the slot locating over a suitably proportioned ring previously infibulated in situ and locked into place with a tiny gold-hued padlock, for the same purpose.

				This young Gwyneth definitely didn’t want to suffer any of the other ‘preventative’ or ‘disciplinary’ procedures that were open to them carried out on her, such as having the centre of her forehead branded with the crucifix or having the sign of the cross tattooed in bold black on each cheek and the name of the institution similarly tattooed across the top of her bust... She had seen girls having had their eyebrows removed by electrolysis and replaced by a permanently tattooed, permanently surprised look that had left them looking stupefied and doll-like. She had witnessed how red circles drawn in on the cheeks by the tattooist’s pen and lips filled to brimming with surgically implanted fat and outlined in tattooed black and red could add to the illusion; the novice nun’s habit or laundry-girl’s drab brown uniform dress serving to magnify the effect by contrast. And she definitely, definitely, didn’t want her clitoris excised surgically in its entirety... let alone be sterilised! STERILISED! The word both made her blood run cold and kept her bum in place when the rattan whistled in... or whenever that dog-collared pig’s cock was shoved up her bottom or stuffed in her mouth.

				The Reverend Father ran his fingers stickily around the inside of his dog collar; despite the cool of the heavy grey stonework surrounds and the earthy, musty crypt air wafting up through the ironwork floor grille he was hot, beads of sweat breaking out on his taunted and vexed brow. He lowered his gruff smoker’s voice a little, addressing the tethered prone girl almost as if speaking to himself.

				“To be honest with you, I far prefer to rape a girl than have her meekly submit to my cock. That way I can be sure of what I am doing - and why. I can be certain I am not myself merely becoming an agent of His... of the devil, that is; he moves in devious ways, just as our lord’s motivations are mysterious. I have you fastened over the ‘horse’ - and as helpless as can be - and it is going to seem every bit like rape.... but...” He coughed like dry parchment, collating his thoughts while absentmindedly rubbing himself lewdly through his cassock. “...You’re still in the early stages, yet to be properly broken in... but I will break you in - just like breaking in a young filly” He was eyeing the naked twin mounds of the girl’s bottom cheeks, recalling with envy how he’d witnessed that delectable bottom getting a damn good caning from the Mother Superior just a handful of hours previously - that woman had really laid into it.

				For the moment all he could do was stand gazing star struck at the lovingly stripped, naked creature curved across the top of the vaulting horse, at those succulent hindquarters so invitingly presented, the girl’s wrists corded with leather to the sloping legs at the front, her ankles cuffed tightly to the rear. There could be no denying it; practically anything was possible here!

				He removed his lower clothing and still gazing lustfully at the prone teenager stood a while semi-naked, running his bony fingers up and down his painfully throbbing, aching member, casually playing with himself like the pervert he was. He dipped a finger in the fish-cold Vaseline and slopped a dollop down across the girl’s stretched anus, running it between her pulled-apart bum cheeks, the sumptuous flesh of the girl’s buttocks quivering in apprehensive response. It was clear the girl appreciated just how helpless she was, how totally vulnerable, how pathetic. He pressed home a little, at the puckered brown bud, and the girl rewarded him with a little sighing mewing sound. Oh, what a terrible place this institution must seem to her! What heaven it was to know that’s how she felt - and that he was part of making it that way for her! Would she ever get used to being repeatedly violated, repeatedly used, repeatedly raped, forced to perform the most nauseous acts she could imagine, or others might imagine for her? He fervently hoped not.

				He pressed his member up against the girl’s bottom, centring it between the girl’s chubby bum cheeks, she shuddered violently. “Excellent!” he thought. Pausing to slap both cheeks violently with his palm he pressed on in - and began bumming the girl rhythmically, clawing at her backside, heavy-sagging balls slapping against her young buttocks as he pushed in and dragged out - over and over and over... He was thrilled by the notion that with every stroke he was storing up trouble for her in the future, stretching tiny tendons and muscles to the point that one day she might find herself rendered incontinent - in fact he would make that his aim, make it come true sooner rather than later.

				He looked down in wonder at her bottom, those reddening globes bouncing like beachballs: “You’ve a couple of real little beauties, there, my child; a temptation taken straight from the very sketchpad of the devil himself I shouldn’t wonder. But we mustn’t be too vain - and I mustn’t be too complacent. One can never let down one’s guard where the devil’s tempestuous works are concerned - and if I must now punish that tender bottom of yours, you must understand, child; it is His sin I am striving to expunge, His hand I am struggling to free you from under... Please believe that, my dear.”

				Stepping back, red-cheeked and still panting from his previous exertions, he raised his veined and liver-spotted hand, the thick well-oiled pliant plaited leather cord slung from its wrist strap flopping listlessly backwards behind his head under its own weight like the tail of the Great Beast himself. For a moment he paused, licking his fat lips greedily, a bead of pious sweat dribbling down his wrinkled, furrowed brow as he surveyed the temptation of girl flesh bent double before him, the girl helpless in her bonds and all the more heartbreakingly attractive for it. One hooded blood shot eye squinted at the dust-laden Cinemascope shafts of sunlight beaming across the cold-shadowed space, the other joined it in tracing back the kaleidoscopic imagery from the worn uneven flagstones to the iron railed and mesh covered Norman arch window, and the stained glass saint with his raised silver-glass sword; raised in preparation to smite the sinful; raised, as his own hand was now raised, to speak on behalf of the Lord God, chasten the flesh, pursue that unclean intent clean away. He glanced at the golden cross, at the altarpiece flickering with the reassuring yellow tongues of candlelight, the opened bluish Vaseline jar appearing opalescent, almost visionary, like a giant mystic pearl perched on the edge of the gold-threaded alter cloth. Satisfied that God was indeed at work here, expunging his guilt with His guiding hand, he brought his own, very much mortal, hand slashing down.

				The air in the little chapel hissed like the serpent that tempted Eve as the serpentine lash found its mark. A sharp concussive crack like an electric discharge reverberated off the close block-stone walls, rounded fluted pillars and vaulted ceiling and was followed near instantaneously by a soul searching scream emanating from the girl’s tossing head buried deep amongst the very darkest of the shadows. Smoke-like ghosts of her tortured features flickered around the walls and across the ceiling, projected up from the mirror he had laid on the floor beforehand, beneath where her head hung down, so that she might witness the fruits of her own vanity depart under the scourge, bear witness to her own redemption in pain and suffering.

				Surrounded by four small smoky tallow candles of its own - one set at each corner and balanced on its own waxy base - the mirror lit the pretty, though now pain-distorted face as if ablaze in yellow flame, the smoke making her cough and adding to her misery, the under-lit effect making her upturned button nose appear positively piggy in her reflection and her eyes droop-lidded and baggy, despite her youth - and the squealing emanating from her parted lips all the more ironically apt. The tears drip-dripping now, falling like rain, stippling her reflection, appeared to her as if bullet holes drilled in her soul, her cheeks so red as if bleeding lifeblood, her bloodshot eyes - yellowed and reddened in the candlelight and somehow rendered disease ridden - robbed of their natural innocent blue and looking every bit as sin-filled as his accusations of harlotry made out... Perhaps she deserved this after all... Perhaps it was her fault - just like he said, just as Mother Superior was always saying whenever she had her down on her knees, her head bobbing under the woman’s ruched-up black-on-black robes...

				Panting with the exertion the old man raised the plaited leather switch again and again; he was dolling out a real biblical thrashing, and he had a suitably biblical validation to impart; a ‘man of the cloth’ there were always certain theological arguments he could apply to justify his actions. It seemed the Bible was full to brimming with excuses to discipline his ‘flock’, to ‘excise the Devil’ being just one; the irony added to the suffering somehow... perhaps that was why he troubled himself... or was it just to ease his own conscience. Crying out in pain, writhing in her bonds like some dark-ages penitent, she decided it was the former...

				“You must repent, my child... repent... R.E.P.E.N.T - repent...” He punctuated the spelling with a rapid back and forth, to and thro, crisscrossing of the laying-on of the lash, slashing the pliant rubbery implement across each of her perfectly taut, tight, globe-like bottom cheeks in turn. “The Bible says: ‘the blueness of a wound cleanseth away evil’... Proverbs 20:30 my dear...”

				All the religious indoctrination she had been exposed to since finding herself detained here must have been working, for regarding the hypocrisy of the old pervert’s words, a suitably apt riposte wrote itself into her pain and humiliation fogged mind: Ill-advisedly she found herself muttering it out between breathless sobs; catching her words he leaned close to listen. Already his right hand was reaching for the prison-weight cane lying along the cloth-dressed stone altar slab, his left almost absentmindedly let fall the lash-like plaited leather switch he had been using to the floor; his wine-laden, gum-rotted breath heavy and corpse-sweet in her nostrils made her want to retch. “...And shall cut him asunder... and appoint him his portion... with the hypocrites: and there shall be weeping and... gnashing of teeth... Matthew 24:51...” she murmured between shuddering, shoulder-shaking breaths, her lungs rattling, filled with crypt-dank air and fatty-acrid candle smoke - all that soot was making her wheeze; she could see the jet particles rising, dancing like gnats around her face.

				Along with the weight gain, muscle-wasting and general loss of aerobic fitness - they wouldn’t let her keep up her exercise régime, saying there was ‘insufficient scope within the day’s itinerary’ and besides her concern over her appearance ‘smacked too much of vanity’ (an attitude she now understood was a mortal sin in itself) - it seemed she now had asthma to contend with. As much as anything else it appeared she was allergic to certain animal fibres, the most obvious culprit being the thin horsehair mattresses and horsehair-stuffed pillows that filled the narrow iron-framed cots in the dormitory. The others had at least a fitted rubber sheet over the mattress to lie on; her mattress cover - and two other girls who were clearly (to her mind anyway) similarly afflicted - had been taken away, ‘in case an allergy to rubber is to blame’ as the dormitory mistress had said.

				The later was a particularly buxom, wide-beamed stern-faced nun - supposedly medically-trained - who habitually dressed in the navy blue uniform dress and white apron of a British hospital matron and who usually was to be found swanning around her domain of beds, examination couches, enema and douche bottles, bedpans, commode chairs and all the rest with a slender crook-handle school cane in her hand as if it were an extra God-gifted appendage. She was a formidable woman at the best of times, to put it mildly, and certainly not one to be argued with, not if you didn’t want to feel the bite of her cane across your backside - and she never stopped at anything less than six, even for the most innocent of infractions. Which was why she had said nothing when her single coarse woollen blanket - so noxiously smelly that the rumour whispered between those few that still dared whisper was that the blankets were actually washed in the pooled liquid contents gathered from the bedpans and commodes - was unceremoniously swapped for an even coarser one woven from horsehair ‘lest a sensitivity to the lanolin on the wool be the problem - a very common allergy’. As if any residue of the animal’s natural oils would have survived all the decades those old red and yellow striped grey blankets had been in existence, the countless necks they had been clutched tightly around against the biting winter chill, the sweat they would have soaked up in the summer when the lack of ventilation caused by the bolted shut wire-covered windows really told.

				Latterly there had been the additional requirement to deal with that one-piece woven horsehair ‘combinations’ be worn beneath her ‘foundations’ and ‘stays’ - but this stipulation applied to all girls, not just herself and those other two; quite besides the effects on her breathing, the scratchy, prickly fibre brought her up in hives, and in the most unfortunate and private places. The Reverend Father’s own private stipulation of befrilled and beribboned lacy choir-girl surplus, the ankle-length frilled-necked cassock with its close-fitting waist and sleeves and - more to the point - the old-fashioned navy blue flannel schoolgirl knickers he insisted she report to him wearing underneath had actually come as something of a relief, or would have if he hadn’t then added he wanted a horse hair vest worn ‘to ensure you keep warm’. The knickers initially he had tugged up so tight that the material had pulled deep into the declivity between her cheeks, her now-plump thighs spilling out from beneath the elastic of the legs. He had soon tired of that; a few slaps of his hand across the back of her thighs and down they’d come.

				“How... How,,,” Uncharacteristically lost for words the disbelieving old self-styled God’s Shepard spluttered and stammered out his outrage. Suddenly he was beside himself in rage, shrouded in red mist. That his own teachings should have been spouted back at him by such a wanton creature... Why, it was... it was... heretical, blasphemous! “... How, how dare you... How dare you quote the Lord’s word at me, harlot” he spat, unchristian venom staining every word like the bilious yellow discolouration of his fingers and the rings around his staring bloodshot bagged eyes; “How dare you, festering-sin-ridden daughter of Satan that you are, misappropriate the scriptures, sully The Word with your forked serpent’s tongue!!”

				His thick Irish brogue always strengthened in anger; it became harsher, more grating, aggressively migrated northwards from his native Eire, becoming more Belfast soapbox-thumper than Dublin coffee house debater, leaving him sounding like a 1970s Unionist figure at the height of ‘the troubles’, though back then - as a young seminary priest in Londonderry, where he had lived most of his adult life - his allegiance had always been staunchly Separatist; a Sinn Féin man through and through, Catholicism oozing from his pores: He hated the English. He hated the Welsh too, with their elitist little fundamentalist protestant and Baptist chapels - even in London they had to have their own churches, he’d seen one such of these ‘capeli’ for himself, sited behind the hustle-bustle of Oxford Street in Eastcastle Street... In fact he hated any form, any expression, of reformist (as he rather anachronistically still saw it) bloody puritanical Protestantism; Bloody Martin Luther! What a better world it would have been, had he never been born.

				In some ways this almost pathological intolerance was forgivable, though not justifiable or at all Christian. After all, his father had perished in a Unionist sectarian bombing while visiting him during a particularly brittle and incendiary period. His Mother - unfortunately all too easily identifiable as a so-called ‘papist’, as was the slur spat out - had been attacked on the street by a group of enraged women on her way to the hospital in the aftermath. And his two younger brothers - twins, barely out of school, both largely apolitical and anachronistically tolerant of religious belief up to that time - then became swallowed up in the conflict as a result. Heading north themselves, seduced by the mystique of the provisional IRA, these two blameless young lads were both subsequently been put down at the hands of the British, summarily executed on the street (as he saw it) by the Royal Ulster Constabulary backed by a contingent of the British army. It had all been too much for his mother; the final straw.

				Left blinded in one eye and wheelchair-bound as a result of the Belfast street attack, his mother had become a broken woman overnight. Her mind torn apart by grief, she’d had to be institutionalised at that point. Having moved to the UK to be closer to émigré relatives living in North London’s Kilburn area - home to a large Irish diaspora community (diaspóra na nGael, in Gaelic) at the time - it had accordingly been a British hospital she had then been confined to: She’d subsequently taken her own life - an unforgivable act in the eyes of the Catholic church, and in direct contravenance of his teachings and her own faith - when in the mid-nineteen eighties the ‘Great’ British Government had announced they were to close down the hospital, the only home she had known for the previous ten years, as a result of their ‘care in the community’ scheme. She’d stockpiled some portion of her medication for weeks beforehand apparently, washed it all down with a goodly swig from a bottle of poteen he’d once smuggled in for her while visiting.

				Father Kenneth Aloysius Mcmacmarghn had been distraught at the news, the balance of his mind dubious ever since; though such worries were easily glossed over in such isolated communities as this one. And Father Kenneth Aloysius Mcmacmarghn had been the recipient of a Gregorian doctorate in theology in his time, before he went mad (not that anyone around him would ever use that word) was a polyglot, speaking ancient Greek and Hebrew among other tongues, besides the expected Latin, and was steeped in philosophical thought: a learned man. It was ironic, really; if it was God’s work, then it was the work of a very humorous, mischievous deity indeed; it was little wonder He would set out all this wobbling feminine temptation before him, to test him, to test his resolve to thrash and whip and cane the sin from it.

				Livid now, his face ruddy as much with foul temper as exertion (and the excitement he consciously had to suppress, consigning it to the back of his mind) the Reverend Father brought the crook-handled cane he had retrieved from the altar arcing down and swooping around into the restrained girl’s defenceless cheeks, the many-ridged pliant bamboo cracking sharply across the centre line of both heavenly-rounded globes. The girl screamed a shrill scream of desperation greater and more piercing than any she had ever produced before, her vocal cords surely shredding. He had thrown off his jacket now, showing he meant business. Having rolled up his sleeves, and having swung his arm back behind his head for another strike like a golfer teeing off, pausing a moment to let the previous sink in (most important, that) he smiled to himself - never mind ‘choir girl’, her vocal cords would be so covered in nodules she’d barely be able to speak other than with a husky high croak before long; but he loved that sort of earthy huskiness; a real cock-sucker’s voice. He’d have to start her training in that direction soon. He’d start her off gently of course; first of all on its own; only then, once she became more experienced, less fazed by the act, he’d move on to making it second fiddle to having ‘taken her’ conventionally first... But it was so much more satisfying to have sodomised her beforehand. He brought the next stroke slashing in, swinging the long length of finger-thick yet pliable bamboo down and around as before, just like a golf swing; he was good at golf, despite his antiquity.

				His mind racing now as if possessed and sweating profusely he flexed the cane between his hands, the two ends almost meeting; it was heavy, so-called ‘prison weight’ yet as flexible as one of half its diameter; all thanks to the pickling, he reflected. Standing over her, staring down at the candle-flickered reflection of her face in the mirror lying on the floor he felt his old flaccid member once again begin to twitch into life, as if miraculously resurrected; a sure sign from above if ever there’d been one, surely a sign that all was right with the Lord. Feeling vindicated he wondered if he shouldn’t have her bring her tongue to the thing at least, just let her have a taste of her own bottom’s corruption - just this once, just to give the filly the idea of how it felt to be being broken in, before he got down to her real training over the next weeks and months... Not yet, a few more strokes of the cane, then she’d be ready; another half dozen or so, just to purify her thoughts, and she’d be amenable to anything! And if not, if the Devil still proved to inhabit the petulant, pouting little fool; well, there’d be no harm in another dozen or so more - there were always the smelling salts if worst came to the worst. He slashed in another strike - then two more in quick succession, these in criss-cross fashion as he had a little earlier with the leather switch: That, scream, deafening in such an enclosed space; he was almost glad he was becoming a little hard of hearing; but was it not a littler hoarser this time, a little huskier, or was it his imagination. No, definitely a little hoarser; he’d have to stop, pause a moment, remind her of how she should strive to look after her voice - the voice of an angel a music teacher had once told her apparently - advise her to apply a little self-discipline to avoid crying out so.

				Perhaps he should encourage her with the promise of a few extra stripes for each time she called out? Hmm? Singing and athletics wasn’t it (or was it athletics and singing? What order did she rate her greatest loves and ambitions?). Well he never had been one for the sort of swooping angelic-chorus type of vocal style this girl favoured. He still felt sure she was destined to be his favourite choir girl though - why, he’d have to get her in here for ‘choir practice’ daily from now on; he’d square it with the Mother Superior later. After all, it was his duty as choir master; he could still keep those vocal cords nice and active, even if the athletics aspect of her ambitions and aspirations couldn’t be supported and fulfilled in this place. Deciding to put off for the moment imparting his professional voice-coaching advice, he swished in yet another stroke of the cane, perhaps even harder this time, inspiration adding power to his arm, augmenting his strength; it was caning that kept him limber he sometimes thought, even more so than golf... and that other thing he enjoyed so much about all this: Yes, he thought, definitely throatier, in fact quite hoarse really - he slashed in another stroke, quickly this time, not giving her time to recover - what a shame! He smiled down at her reflection - and sullenly she looked up at him, the man who had mastered her, her full lips moving, something croaky, some sort of plea most likely, issuing - he flexed the cane as he spoke.

				“You really must try to control all this wailing and hysterics my dear, be careful of that voice of yours. A voice like yours is so easily damaged through overuse, you know - and we don’t want that, now... do we?” So saying he drew back his arm once more, satisfied to see her wince, satisfied that now it was not only limited to the anticipation of the coming sting. “Perhaps if I were to offer a couple more for each time you made a sound it would help? Hmmm?” The air whistled around her; the cane, when it landed across her wriggling, convulsing bare behind stung her then like a wasp, the pain magnified a thousand fold by the knowledge she dare not cry out... But of course she did - who wouldn’t have - the sound reverberating off the walls and flagstone floor and deafening even herself... “Two more strokes then... to be added on at the end, of course.” Not that he’d necessarily inform her at what point that ‘end’ might be reached. That throat did sound sore now, though... yes, what a shame. But she’d have the night to rest - after serving her time in the workhouse performing her labours and then the school-room sessions after that - so those vocal cords would be given at least a little time to recover. But he’d have to have her back in for a ‘practice session’ again on the morrow, perhaps after evensong; one had to exercise the voice if one wanted to hold down a career as a singer... But ambition and aspiration were forms of sin, expressions of another form of vanity... Oh well!...

				***

				Outside, in the saintly priory grounds, all was idyllic; dovecot doves cooed, leaves rustled gently on the branches, penned sheep bleated and somewhere in the distance a cockerel crowed, awakening the sleepy. From the distant hay meadow a skylark soared as if to conduct the morning chorus, taking it on itself to take the twittering lead part, rooks sang along in their baritone barks from up in the great oak at the rear of the church and a late-pairing greater spotted woodpecker drummed for a mate, or to claim territory, a green woodpecker laughing back from the top of one of the slender poplars that picked out the line of the outer perimeter wall some half-mile distant. The house martins were already swooping back and forth from their inverted bee-hive-like mud dwellings tucked away under the eaves of the outbuildings, their off-white bellies flashing under swept-back blue-black wings, their high-pitch cries splitting the silence.

				The mid-June sky was a cloudless purplish-blue, welcoming, beckoning dawn, but as yet still devoid the great yellow sun disk it missed and craved. Presently represented in jagged rose pink bands on the horizon interspersed with piercing gold rods the sun would ascend the cliff escarpment to the east in its own good time. Already a few eye-blinding shafts were fanning out across the dry-stone-wall-enclosed fields lying outside the abbey walls as if God’s hand were sowing seeds of redemption upon the land, having overflowed and poured through distant saw-toothed rocky gaps. One such soul searching spotlight beam had already found the grey stone foils and cusps, the tracery, outlining the great stained glass window filling the abbey church’s eastern apse illuminating the central nave with over-flamboyantly rich colours and projecting the image of the cross down the central aisle, as happened every mid-summer’s morn; later as the angle steepened, around midday, the beam would alight upon the altar itself like a door opening from heaven, as if validating the structures consecration. This precise orientation with the lowest, narrowest ‘V’-shaped gap in the distant rocky escarpment was unlikely to have come about by chance and had more to do with the ‘old religion’ - as was still whispered about locally, surviving in the form of various traditional superstitions and annual celebrations - than with Christianity.

				Not that there were many native to the area left resident; most had long ago departed for the promise of the towns and cities. Those handful (if that) still resident, unfortunate enough to have been born locally, owed their livelihood to the priory; and their allegiance to the Church, with a capital ‘C’, their very survival in this harsh land, devoid of even of rabbits to poach, dependent on the institution that owned the flocks that grazed, and the sparse pasture they grazed upon. Even the cluster of natural springs high up in the rocks that fed the stream running through the grounds were owned by the abbey. The few sea trout that ventured into the lower reaches (and perhaps a few eels - though their numbers were declining faster than an inner-city church congregation) might have been fair game, though strictly speaking the Church owned the fishing rights, but the upper reaches, that stretch above the dam situated in the priory grounds, had been netted out long ago; not so the plentifully-stocked abbey pond though.

				Yes, a poor, scratchy barren land indeed, yet a destitution strangely belied by the richness of the ornamentation to be observed around the priory and its grounds. Stonemason-crafted gargoyles, exquisite tracery, an obscene acreage of stained-glass, gold-leaf embellished saints, painted statuary - all the paraphernalia that elsewhere would have vanished with the coming of the reformation and the dissolution of the monasteries had somehow survived here intact. With little by way of natural resources to plunder, not much in terms of visible industry outside of the wool harvested off the scraggy hardy sheep and the odd stand of barley, the priory’s continued existence raised the vexed question of patronage: Just whose deep pockets were funding all this? Why, if not for the solitude, the peace, isolation and the solitude?

				And if isolation and the solitude were to be assigned some kind of monetary value - well, this establishment’s wealth was assured. Isolation and solitude were certainly attributes the priory and its surrounds possessed in spades. But could one export isolation and solitude, make a commodity of such abstract concepts, - or perhaps exploit something to be made of these attributes instead? But then such establishments had ever been masters of exploitation in one form or another - that was ostensibly the reason old King Henry, Henry (VIII), had supported the reformation, closed so many of the great houses, pulled so many of these places to the ground. But this had been considered a quite minor house back then in the late 1530s, merely an annex to one of the great houses of Ireland. That, its lack of value - having little to offer to line the king’s pockets - and its remoteness had saved it... The place had come a long way since the seesawing machinations of the Tudors.

				The first couple of swallows had now arrived over the carp pond - more would arrive later - their forked tails trailing behind, wheeling, twisting and turning above the weeping willow before swooping low, blurring through the gaps between the golden flag-topped rushes and yellow-flowing water irises. Glancing off the surface, plucking insects from the water, or as close to it as makes no difference, they left ripples in their wake streaking and spoiling the biscuit box imagery of the modest abbey church’s small crenulated spire, the great stone cross standing defiantly before it and the gnarly old wooden fence all painted within the irregular circle of white-flowered lily pads and yellow and white butter-cup-flowering water crowfoot. Dense mats of the latter spread out in a pincer movement from stronghold deltas of green yellow and white sited either end of the expansive, roughly oval, pond, where the stream feeding it -and dammed in antiquity to create it - flowed in and out, the latter point being by way of an aged sluice gate, crooked and in dire need of repair.

				As with the just-flowering lilies, the late-breeding woodpecker and the casual arrival of the swallows, the crowfoot mats had only of late erupted into bloom, rushing into flower in a hurried chain reaction like ignited paraffin blazing across the water. Spring arrived late in these parts; those fauna and flora that did best were those best able to make up for lost time; industry was everything here. Despite the early morning chill, clouds of midges circulated maddeningly, bumble bees droned and groaned low long and hard from any sunny surface they might find, shivering urgently, actively warming their flight muscles. Predatory stiff-winged green and blue dragonflies perched on overhanging twigs and stems patiently awaiting the sun to warm them through.

				Closer to home, coal-black and virgin-white clad nuns, rosaries clicking and clacking between slender lily-soft fingertips, wandered meditatively amongst the flickering leafiness of the apple and pear orchid, the air still fresh and cool with the earthy scent of early-morning dew, ghostly powder-puffs of steam rising from murmuring lips, rising like diffuse bubbles of prayer towards the heavens. Meandering apparently aimlessly back and forth, in their white headdresses - or wimples - the women, some flicking through wrinkled black prayer books, looked like contented magpies eager to spread out their wings on the sheep-cropped grass, hoping to rid themselves of parasites under the all-cleansing rays of God’s own light. This latter impression was one that could only be encouraged by their hooded headdresses which rising to a near-point at the apex at the rear of the crown, swept downwards and exaggeratedly outwards to either side at shoulder level like a pair of dove’s wings.

				Possessing a tight band around the forehead, the wimple left only the fresh, well-scrubbed, central circle of the face uncovered, the eyes, nose lips, cheeks and chin, adding to the depersonalising, dehumanising effect. Yet there was still something very human about them, a straight-backed poise and grace in the way they glided to and thro. Close up, each radiated a sort of self-conscious, almost smug, superiority, authoritative as much as pious, humbling as much as humble; flashing eyes and a tight-lipped determination that commanded - no, demanded - respect, that bordered on the domineering. It was a state each could confidently justify as emanating from a much higher authority, one for whom they acted by proxy thus validating their actions, however harsh those actions might seem to the outside world. This was something reiterated daily over and over by the Abbess herself, the credo imparted through readings and prayer in the chapter house and at mealtimes in the refectory. Below this calm exterior lay a conflicted state of mind, then; human, vulnerable and as corruptible as all the rest.

				These same aspects of pause, self-confidence and authority could hardly be applied to the slope-shouldered snaking line of brown-clad figures just visible in the distance beyond the flint-walled triangle of fruit trees and the lichen and moss covered headstones that lay beyond that. A single file brown serpent, headed and tailed by a black-and-white tented figure, could be seen winding its way along the worn stone path tracing out the transept’s southern wing - the irony being, this was a land supposedly devoid of snakes and serpents; those creatures that slithered on their bellies banished in legend before history itself had begun. Shuffling along silhouetted against the light-beige stone of the abbey church, the overtly feminine outlines of the line’s members could momentarily be made out, one at a time, picked out in fringed orange under the oblique side-on rays of the morning sun as the line negotiated the outermost arm of the transept before slithering into the transept’s shadow, practically disappearing from view.

				Moving closer, trim heads could be seen tentatively twisting, glancing this way and that with widened inquisitive eyes set deep-circled within sun-starved pasty faces, as if amazed and intrigued by even the most common place sights and sounds of nature. It was a furtive curiosity and quickly curtailed by the strident voice barking from the rear, the terse command to “keep looking straight ahead... and no talking” ringing out and reverberating coldly off the stone walls, bringing all necks to erect stiffness and all heads to face forward, the addendum “... and three swipes of the cane for the next girl I see misbehaving” betraying the secret of the snake’s contrite obedience. And then the next command, this coming from the serpentine line’s head, exasperated and long-suffering and prefixed by a long overly-dramatised sigh: “That’s it... Hands on heads... That’ll be six strokes of the tawse bent across your bench, each and every one of you, once we get inside!” From somewhere within the body of the snake a sob can be heard, elsewhere a sniffle, a snuffle - someone has a cold, a dripping nose she dare not catch, not with her hands planted firmly on her head; and Mother Superior herself bring up the rear, tapping her cane against her robe and the side of her foot..

				But why should such a scene as this be thought so unusual - given the context? One might think not; after all these establishments were ever known for their values of discipline, chastity, devotion and obedience. A group of novice nuns, then? But this browbeaten group being herded between the dormitory and the workhouse do not necessarily fit with the common image of the novice nun. There is the odd way they are garbed for example - all that brown; brown, brown and more drab damming penitent brown. Brown shoes, brown stockings, brown high buttoning and long-sleeved button through dresses, cuffs tightly buttoned around spare wrists, fingers interlocked on short-shorn heads retaining only just sufficient coverage to sport a boyish, side-parted style. An occasional, intermittent flash of gold-yellow is the only real colour to be seen outside this pale-faced sepia-tinted crocodile line, this emanating from the convent crest or motif and name embroidered on the single breast pocket of each dress.

				All in all, a medieval scene of disciplined, repressed tranquillity. And well it might be; certainly there are few clues present to argue against it: But there are few pointers to raise the eyebrows. And it was in the style of dress it would have been most obvious; not in the nuns’ attire, for their regalia had not changed for centuries, but in the garb of that snaking line there was definitely something wrong, given the assumption of the mediaeval or immediately post-mediaeval periods . Those dresses: As the line wound closer still any person having previously guessed at the mediaeval period would certainly have seen there was something wrong with the styling. Here was an anachronism that notwithstanding the relative brevity of the skirt - the Victorians would never have shown the ankles, let alone the calves - bordered on Victoriana. It could be seen in the high-buttoning collar, in the fuller-that-strictly-functional skirt, the waspish waist secured by a buttoned belt of the same fabric, fitted tailored bodice and puffed ‘leg-of-mutton’ shoulders which tapered down into deep-sectioned cardboard-stiff buttoned cuffs. There was also an aspect of the juvenile too - after all the Victorians would never have allowed display of the ankles, let alone the calves... unless designed for a pre-pubescent school child! But by the figure alone, the bodily profile, it would have been clear that here was a group of girls and young women of early marriageable age.

				Then there was that lustre, that slight silky sheen possessed by those severe, drab chocolate-brown knee length dresses, the glassy-looking rubbery buttons, the similar smooth shimmer just barely detectable in the matching waist aprons or tabards some wore over the top: It would hardly be likely that some element of silk would have been incorporated within a form of garb so clearly intended to withstand the rigors of hard menial graft. To the modern eye the mystery would be less unassailable: It all went to suggest some manner of hardwearing, washable, manmade fibre - and that assumption pushed the clock hands still further forward.

				Looking up through the apple tree canopy and already, this early on, the brightening, bluing sky out to the east and south would not now be entirely pristine; two or three high diffuse feathery streaks would be scarring the sky as if drawn across by some heavenly quill pen, one perhaps still growing, a tiny silvery nib glinting at its high-altitude head. So... contrails... The hands of the clock are wound even further forward. To be sure only very few are ever seen here, but always there are a few each day; a few in the morning and a few in the early evening; and only ever at high altitude. These are long-haul flights setting out and returning. Rarely is anything low flying seen here, nothing low enough to make out any detail; no airliner at least; it is all passing stratospheric traffic - there are no airports nearby. It is if the modern world is rushing past, both oblivious and unheeded - well, almost.

				There is, however, a single solitary airstrip nearby, but a grass airstrip Only quite recently constructed - with money from the Church - and controversially swallowing up one of the only few level patches of useable pasture in the vicinity, it is really only suitable only for single-engine light aircraft.. When the wind blows in a certain direction the orangey-yellow wind sock can sometimes be glimpsed distantly beyond the western perimeter wall, despite the eighteen-foot-plus of stone blocks and the wire-guarded top. When the wind comes in along another bearing, the perceptive detect the tang of salt on the air and the herring gulls circle - as today - and the distant guillemots can be heard crying; then you can be sure there is a storm brewing out at sea: How long then before it ventures inland?

				The airfield occupies a plateau area, sited higher up than the sheltered valley occupied by the priory. But nevertheless, somewhat tellingly, there is no point so high within a sensible distance of the perimeter from which the privacy of the priory might be violated by cameras or binoculars or the carryings-on within its high walls overlooked or otherwise witnessed. And this is a good thing, given the hysteria igniting within the pages of the United Kingdom’s tabloids; given the press revelations of late regarding abuse - sexual or otherwise - allegedly carried out by various entertainment celebrities under the noses of those supposedly in authority, and the almost daily reports of various atrocities carried out and covered up within the Catholic church, the privacy of such an establishment as this was becoming an increasingly fragile thing.

				You see there is another type of storm brewing; and everybody (almost) whose home this is knows it. Some might say it is long overdue coming ashore; after all it struck everywhere else long ago: Why should this remote stronghold of ‘traditional values’ be immune? Everything and everybody is increasingly coming under scrutiny. Even to the most self-denied denizen of this remotely-sited, high-walled private world it is becoming clear that this establishment’s days are likely now numbered. In particular there has been all that harping back in the press, resurrecting in the public’s collective mind the uncovering of the so called Magdalene Laundries scandal and how the last of those had only been closed down in the 1970s. Some claimed it was in the 90s... Opinions varied, arguments raged, films had been made and books written... But the fact remained... They were all of them wrong, the pundits and the investigative journalists; all of them.

				You see, despite the fact that the only ‘laundering’ going on nowadays has more to do with taxation and the shuttling back and forth of ‘charitable’ funds than cleaning grubby dresses and grimy jackets - and although it is now the more labour-intensive side of fashion-industry manufacturing that is the money-spinner, (together with that more sinister industry known as ‘human harvesting’) - despite all of this, all these specialisation changes reflecting the march of time (and the sheer remoteness of this establishment) one single irrefutable fact remains:

				This is the last of the Magdalene Laundries, in all but name and detail... the very, very, very last of the Magdalene Laundries!

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				TWO MAIDS GO A-WEEDING

				Karen Marchment was feeling smug: The woman she had employed as governess for her late-teenage stepdaughter, Alice, had proved an efficient and stern, no-nonsense disciplinarian, ruling over the girl by the paddle, cane, switch and strap. An undoubted expert when it came to instilling rigid discipline into recalcitrant young women, she had had no trouble in quelling the once rebellious and troublesome young Alice, so much so that she now had the girl eating out of her hand like a housetrained puppy. Lady Karen Marchment, as she now termed herself, having reverted to her maiden name, was also becoming all too well aware of the mysterious psychological effects engendered by the sight of a pretty and wholesome girl being severely thrashed across the fleshiest regions of her bottom. But the scene that she had witnessed, not more than a couple of hours previously, had left her feeling unsettled Or rather it was the effects that scene had had on her that had left her disconcerted. She was bedevilled with the sort of thoughtful sentiments a lady of breeding did not express before respectable company; intimate, private thoughts that needed serious justification to as much as relate to herself, let alone others. A stroll was her response, to take ‘a refresher’ in the late-summer breeze.

				A walk around the grounds allowed her to reflect on the fact that as much as any other factor she had the legitimate aid of a health professional to thank for the hold she now had over her darling stepdaughter, Alice Lamberton - or Alice Marchment as she and those around her now addressed the girl. In fact the girl had only herself to blame, for having dabbled in pharmaceuticals while at her high school -an altogether too liberal institution - albeit with the admirable hope of improving her academic achievement. The tipping point had come when the girl’s trifling with certain more addictive prescription drugs inexorably led on to a reliance on the more commonly available and more easily obtainable street drugs. Karen Lamberton-Marchment herself - Lady Marchment as she had now reverted to signing herself - had dealt with the dealer, and with him the poor young thing’s boyfriend; both of them dealt with by means of an anonymous tip-off, the latter’s conviction helped along by her having planted both cash and class-A drugs about his car and apartment.

				The boyfriend’s fate - twelve years for possession with intent to deal - had been something of a shame as in truth he had been entirely blameless in the matter.. But once she, Lady Marchment, had seen the opportunity, realised her plan, it had become imperative that he be removed from the scene as completely as possible. The presence of a boyfriend hanging around in the wings would have made everything too complicated. There would have been too great a danger of his interfering or raising concern in others, busybody social workers and the like who would more profitably use their time where they were actually needed, in the inner-city estates and tower blocks. The other thing was that a boyfriend was a potential support in adversity - as were close friends of her own sex, although few as they had been they had easily been removed from the picture simply by moving the girl away; she hadn’t wanted Alice to have a crutch to lean on of any sort.

				But of course the girl did need a crutch, something to help her through the pangs of breaking her addiction. And that was where her medical friend, Dr Anne Ecclestone came into the picture. The first step had of course been to whisk the girl away from that school. At her age Alice was no longer legally obliged to stay in education and indeed was of marriageable age in the eyes of the British legal system - at least with parental or guardian’s consent - even if still disqualified by law from drinking alcohol or viewing certain films. As it was they had plucked her from the school just prior to those all-important final exams, success in which had been the driving force behind her experimenting with psychoactive drugs in the first place. There was a delicious irony there.

				An even more delicious irony was the fact that here, in her own home and away from the normal scholastic environment, the poor thing was obliged to study harder than ever, work at academic achievement as she had never done in her life. The school her stepdaughter had been attending had not been worthy of the term; liberal, progressive and lackadaisical the establishment didn’t even insist on a school uniform. Instead the place had been populated by pompous, pampered little princesses who addressed their teachers by their first names and strutted around with their haughty upturned noses in the air. Here by contrast, back home, poor little Alice had quickly discovered she would be expected to give herself over to ‘traditional discipline’. And that included school uniform, despite her age and not withstanding her physical maturity. It also meant submitting to behavioural correction by the good old traditional means of corporal punishment, in addition to line-writing, corner-standing and other impositions of that nature. What a shock that must have been to her system.

				A school room had been put together so that Alice might continue her education and not be cut completely adrift, and a suitably zealous school-mistress-come-governess employed to oversee it all. But what had really caused the girl to knuckle down to the regime - that aspect traumatic enough to cause a rebellious girl in her late teens to submit to touching her toes to receive the cane across her bare behind and allow herself to be put in a juvenile school uniform specifically designed to shame her - was her ever-increasing reliance on the prescription drug substitute she received from the doctor.

				To be truthful her stepdaughter’s addiction to the illegal variety had not been all that severe. The series of substitutes, tranquilizers and sedatives in the main, prescribed by Dr Anne Ecclestone by contrast were potentially far more damaging psychologically. Graduating slowly from the mildest that would ameliorate the girl’s initial, genuine symptoms upwards and onwards, the latest incarnation of the girl’s medication rendered her near permanently woolly headed and quite apart from the psychological dependency, came with a gnawing physical craving that once initiated could only become more acute with time and dosage. Many times there had been pouting episodes of stamped feet, weeping, screaming and all manner of expletive-riddled objections to the various restrictions and impositions heaped on her. But when push came to shove, and the tablets or capsules were hidden away, those knickers would come down and that chubby bottom of Alice’s would be bared for the strap or the cane.

				Together the twin prongs of humbling dependency and judicious corporal punishment - operating within a framework of strictly imposed discipline, rigidly enforced rules and petty restrictions - had now all but totally eradicated her stepdaughter’s arrogance, impudence and defiance. Several months on and the girl was now well aware of the need to show respect, of the constant need to obey her betters - even when those ‘betters’ included such lowly types as the housekeeper she now employed. And all this had been so much down to Dr Ecclestone. A research psychologist by training, through her one-to-one psychotherapy sessions with Alice, not only had the woman encouraged the girl’s early-stage reliance on both her and the medication she prescribed but she had also managed to convince the girl of all manner of psychological problems, all of which provided for a greater hold over her. But all this time on - where was it going now? That was the question.

				The section of the property she was presently walking through was bound on one side by a tributary of the river Arun on its way down towards the Sussex town of Arundel but otherwise gave out on to an open vista that stretched miles; certainly as far as the nearest village. In the far distance, just shy of the fenced outer boundary of the grounds, she could make out an angler skimming a fly lightly over one of the deeper greenish pools that gathered beneath bends seemingly universally overhung by weeping willows. There, she knew, away from the froth of the central swim, there would be lilies lying here and there and deeper holes more likely to be occupied by dozing carp with their backs to the sun as the trout - or perhaps chub, they took flies too - he would be after. All this was legally her stepdaughter, Alice’s, she reflected, or at least it was supposed to become such once the girl had come of age. But there was ‘many a slip ‘tween cup and lip’ - as the saying went. She smiled at the thought.

				Thousands of small flowers adorned the grass verges of the drive, daisies and clover mainly - the gardener called them weeds, but she let them stay nonetheless. The poppies that had dominated the furthest reaches - just beyond the obsessively symmetrical, almost trigonometric, formality of the hedged gardens - had given way to tall brown thistles from which ‘charms’ of goldfinches plucked black seed. There the grass had been allowed to grow in the style of the traditional English meadow, allowed to yellow ready to take for hay; this would be fodder for the horses come winter time.

				Smallish fields lay to either side of the mud-splattered, cambered, tarmac drive. These in their turn were subdivided in to a series of segregated paddocks by well-weathered wooden rails and fences. Some were occupied by sturdily-muscled horses, others lay empty. A larger, more distant, fenced-in clay surface area was filled by a variety of flakily-painted jumps, poles, five-bar gates and all the other paraphernalia that went with show jumping and gymkhana events. Here an imposing woman, her gender made clear by the form-fitting tweed jacket she was dressed in, was cantering a trim-looking horse slowly around in a circle, practising dressage.

				Riding straight-backed and tall in the saddle, the woman’s glossy red-blond pony tail trailed from a high, domed black riding hat. Her head was bowed and her concentration very much focused on the beast’s leading foreleg, her white-gloved hands held high as they clutched the reins. That, Lady Marchment thought to herself, was typical of Flora McBainstone ex-gym instructress, late of ‘Her Majesty’s Correctional Centre for Young Offender’s - Cheltenham’. The woman loved nothing more than schooling and breaking in a fresh young filly - that was why she’d hired her to help care for her stepdaughter and legal ward, Alice, and that other late-teen confection she now shared her life here with, Angel.

				The latter had come as part of the package along with Daphne Larkspear, the woman she had hired as governess for her Alice and whom had actually been one of Karen Marchment’s own teachers when she herself had been at school. The girl, Angel, in her late teens herself like Alice, had been under the ex public school schoolmistress’ wing for some years prior to the pair’s arrival and presented the enjoyable impression of having been expunged of all initiative, thoroughly cleansed of willpower and relieved of any semblance of self-esteem, confidence or indeed pride. In short the girl made for the perfect example for her Alice to mould herself upon, given suitable guidance. And when it came to guidance one could do little better than employ Daphne Larkspear. It had been she, wielding that heavy split-tongue leather strap or Scottish tawse of hers across her errant stepdaughter’s bare backside earlier, which had led to this reflective interlude. Her heart pounded at the thought.

				The trail she was now following was a constantly meandering one and it was almost a surprise to find herself wandering alongside the old crumbling wall. The latter, practically an ancient monument, was all there was to show for the fact that an abbey had once stood here. In all fairness it was only the weathered brick surface that was crumbling. Patches of lighter hued crumbly orange stood out patchily amongst the deeper red of brick made of sterner stuff, looking like flaky sloughing diseased skin between the twisted ropes of ancient ivy.

				The wall itself, the deep-set internal structure, was sound enough - or so the county surveyor had said when brought in the previous winter to examine a particularly bowed sectioned. The scabbiness was the work of frosts over all those winters, and the rains in summer. The mortar was sound if sandy looking and powdery to the touch but the two-meter-plus high wall stood solid against all and sundry, aided in its security by the nineteenth-century addition of what had since become gnarled and twisted iron spikes and the more recent addition of cameras, sensors and a single raised strand of electrified wire that stretched from insulator to polythene insulator, the latter threatening to take on all-comers and apparently punching far above its weight.

				The cobwebbed wooden stone-arched side-gate was most definitely not original, but had been manufactured to appear so; to remain in keeping with the historical perspective. Through that pseudo-venerable portal the property was laid out along the sides of a great rectangle in the centre of which rose the type of country house rich industrialists of the last century had a taste for building. Though not ‘grand’ in the manner of the great stately piles one associates with the term, the main house did possess a columned and somewhat preposterous pseudo-classic, almost Italianesque, porch. The latter rose above a double flight of brick and stone stairs, one flight of which curled down in the direction of the far river, where the beautiful lawn - no wild flowers dare intrude here - descended in a gently curving slope terminating at a ‘ha-ha’, a sort of hidden wall that served to keep the waters at bay, and then the river’s edge right where it was.

				Within the central cluster of structures that went to make up the residence nestled a central courtyard reached from the rear through a pair of huge heavy wooden gates. Each of these possessed a proportionately massive iron ring, inset at around shoulder height, although it had been some years since one had had to struggle with all one’s weight tugging at those, or rather a coachman had. These days the gates were electrically operated and it would more likely be diesel driven horse transporters passing through or the family’s four-by-four than the house owner’s carriage. This was where the stables were sited - and, yes; there was still the occasional horse-drawn carriage that passed by.

				Further in, closer still to the main house, and there was a sort of sanctum-within-the-sanctum, an enclosed quadrangle garden overseen on all four sides by only the upper windows of the main house itself. Here they could indulge in all manner of outdoor sport involving the girls in the sure and certain knowledge of the absolute discretion afforded by the garden’s enclosed location. In addition the area was just enclosed enough to ensure that their two poor unfortunate sad little agoraphobics would not get the ‘screaming abdabs’. Not that she much cared if they did get the heebie-jeebies. As far as she was concerned such a response to a little taste of outdoor freedom could surely only serve to reinforce the condition in the pair’s minds. Surely it could only go to underline in each of their silly pretty little heads that they were going to be running nowhere - they were under lock and key, and it was staying that way.

				That, however was not the way the pair’s doctor saw it. Dr Anne Ecclestone had now additionally taken charge of young Angel, the girl under Alice’s governess, Daphne Larkspear’s, wing, as well as treating Alice herself. An eminent private practice psychotherapist and research behavioural psychologist, Anne knew what she was about. If an expert of her stature said that too frequent repeated exposure to such symptoms in the absence of concomitant negative consequences could lead to something she called ‘extinction’, bringing about a cure for the pair of them, the woman obviously knew what she was talking about. And the last thing she wanted was a cure: Karen Marchment smiled to herself at that last thought - “...a prison without chains... a cage without bars...” Wasn’t that what Anne Ecclestone had said, that time?

				Strolling with her gloved hands folded nonchalantly behind her back, she had circumnavigated the house, passed through the great gates of the stable yard, nodding her approval to the two relieved-looking stable lasses labouring there in their matching blue-and-white check work dresses, and negotiated the small passage way that ran through the centre of the rear of the great house. Plucking a very modern silvery key from the small chrome ring hanging from a tab sewn in at the waist of her beige jodhpurs she passed through into that inner world that was the private central courtyard or quadrangle garden.

				Here the windows, furnished elsewhere with a diamond shaped network of leaded lights which lent the house a rather pretty, antique aspect were also furnished with greenish-black finger width bars. The crystal-like miniature panes that provided such clarity elsewhere were here white and opaque like the sightless eyes of the blind, yet were darkened and grubby as if whitewashed long ago for building or renovation work that was for some reason abandoned. At least that was the case with those that looked out across the moat-like sub-ground level, the drop to the basement level safeguarded behind black-painted iron railings and reached by a stone staircase through a hinged iron gate that was presently secured by a large rust-stained padlock.

				At higher levels the cute fairytale country cottage look returned, although the rooms beyond were mostly bare and used primarily for storage, giving the windows a darkly vacant, dusty and indifferent air. Only at the very highest point of the main house - the dormer windows lining the inner side of the long gable-ended roof - did the bars return and that frosty-eyed look catch the sun like a dusting of icing sugar. This was where the schoolroom resided with its Victoriana furnishings; its floor standing blackboard, its iron-framed and bench-seated school desks and the schoolmarm desk up on its raised dais overseeing it all. It was also where she’d had the gym and ‘dance studio’ built for her two inmates - for which she had employed a suitably implacable gym mistress to match.

				She smiled to herself again: No one in her right mind would have hired a woman who was actually listed on the sexual offender’s register to be in charge of two such vulnerable and fragile personalities as those two had become. But the very fact that the woman couldn’t be trusted under such circumstances, that she could be expected to be exploitative was actually an advantage here: With the sort of sentence she would have hanging over her once she’d made one slip she could be relied upon to be the very soul of discretion. And the way she’d set it up, the sheer magnitude of temptation she had placed in the woman’s way, she would definitely make that slip, take that step - she had already, in fact; she hadn’t been able to stop herself.

				Looking about the thought struck her that it was like inspecting a prison. A prison! Yes, it was indeed just exactly that. That was what she had created here for her stepdaughter, heiress to all of this. In a way it was difficult to prevent herself pitying the poor pair whose youthfulness was fading within the shelter of these walls and under the protection of the bars crisscrossing the windows. But hand-in-hand along with that sense of pity there was a strange sort of frisson. It somehow excited her to think of her stepdaughter as a pitiable figure. Her heart pounded in her chest - blessed with a lively imagination as she was, her mind overflowed with thoughts of the various impediments she would shower on her stepdaughter.

				Alice was pretty, young and potentially quite rich, and possessed of such beautiful prospects. It all made for the girl being seen as a pitiable figure all the more... piquant... by contrast. Her mind filled with the images of earlier that day, of the two of them, Alice, her stepdaughter, and Angel, the girl’s partner in incarceration, arranged face-to-face over the opposite ends of the iron-framed park-bench-style garden seat beneath the horse-chestnut tree at the centre of the quadrangle. She saw again the pair’s tightly stretched buttocks, each girl’s bottom shuddering in turn like rippling blancmange, as wielding a heavy split-tongue leather strap from over her shoulder the two girls’ governess, Miss Daphne Larkspear, stepped smartly to-and-thro, first to one end and then the other.

				She heard again the fabric of that out-dated nurse-uniform style dress the woman had now taken to wearing, with its prim white collar and cuffs, rustling like dried leaves as she moved, she jumped again at the crack of the leather and shivered at the piglet squeals of the girls - and she felt a familiar tingle begin somewhere unmentionable. She watched in her mind’s eye, her recall Technicolor sharp, as Alice once again lay twitching and squirming under the stinging, snaking bites of the governess’ twin-tongued leather lash as it flicked its way relentlessly across her bare, quivering haunches, the drum-taut flesh as red as a swollen ripe tomato. She heard the venom in the woman’s voice vying with poorly disguised pleasure as she had announced her intention to ‘whip the skin off your fat backsides, the two of you’.

				Then she saw - in her imagination now, her accurate powers of recall no longer sufficient - her Alice, the girl’s pretty smile blighted by orthodontic wire and cemented clips. She heard the girl’s once strident, confident tones reduced to a childishly half-witted lisping, her eloquence hampered by an ill-fitted dental plate - and she felt her nipples harden. The thought of ugly heavy ham-stringing leg braces, all clattering metal and flapping leather straps, came to her, and of hobbling weighty orthopaedic shoes - the sort polio victims might once have found themselves confined in. And she felt her nipples harden still further, the sensitive, turgid flesh throbbing and protruding revealingly from beneath the crisp white fabric of her shirt-style blouse, the starched material already thrust outward, tent-like, courtesy of the high, open-fronted, bullet style cups sported by the long-line bra she had on beneath.

				There came a crackling; it made her blood freeze until she realised it was only shaking of leaves, the movement produced by the passage of a startled squirrel crashing through the branches. It broke through the torrid internal atmosphere of the moment. She was almost grateful for the interruption; the beads of sweat beginning to break out on her forehead were testament to that. But the image of that thrashing of her stepdaughter, and of that other girl’ Angel, seemed burned into her retinas; it just wouldn’t leave her alone, she couldn’t battle against it. Or rather it was the image of their governess - and her own ex-teacher, Miss Daphne Larkspear - standing over the two of them that she couldn’t get out of her head, standing there in that medical-world style uniform of hers; part Victorian governess straight out the story books, part old-time British hospital matron.

				Dressed in that latter manner the woman seemed to radiate a sort of magnetism, some sort of charismatic force of personality capable of annihilating every shred of an individual’s will, hers included. Yet there was a kind of strange kindness about Daphne Larkspear that was nevertheless quite inseparable from the severity she was capable of and which could be read in her steely, yet undeniably attractive, features.

				She was supposed to be Miss Larkspear’s employer, yet the woman thought nothing of correcting her for some trifle, just as if she were still wearing a school dress. Albeit, she did it subtly, gently, almost as if expecting her employer not to notice, but it was humiliating nonetheless. More than once, of late, she’d felt her cheeks involuntarily burning, her face turning scarlet with unaccustomed shame when criticised for one thing or another.

				On the one hand she worried the woman was beginning to hold her in contempt. On the other, she could all too easily see herself on her knees, her tears coalescing on her lashes and her ex-schoolmistress standing over her in her navy-blue dress and white apron, collar and cuffs, her hands on her hips and a look of displeased scorn on her face... And it excited her. She felt herself shiver, the goose pimples rising; putting down the sensation to the chilling effects of a sudden late-summer gust coupled with the deep shadows of the quadrangle she shrugged off the thought.

				This woman she had hired as governess was ardently devoted to discipline and thrashing the chubby behinds of attractive late teen females - and in that she was perfect. But she’d have to take steps to ensure Daphne Larkspear did not overstep her station in life. It had been a bloody cheek for her to criticise the type of blouse she usually wore, saying its soft femininity ‘lacked gravitas’ when it came to imposing her will over her stepdaughter. Yes, it had been a bloody liberty; and yet she now found herself wearing this crisply starched shirt-blouse with its stiff high collar that she felt was largely the cause of the perspiration on her brow. That wasn’t to mention the heavily underwired longline bra she had on underneath it - that had been one of Miss Larkspear’s suggestions also; though she had to admit the aggressive thrust it gave her bustline did wonders for her confidence when dealing with the girls.

				And now the woman had stipulated a particular skirt she wanted her to wear in place of her customary jodhpurs, saying the latter were too ‘manly’ and robbed her of her ‘natural feminine authority’. The trouble was, the arguments Daphne Larkspear offered up in support of her views could be so bloody forceful, so difficult to counter. She’d tried already to face the woman down but found it surprisingly difficult to avoid being seized by an extraordinary feeling of weak-kneed deference whenever in the presence of her ex-teacher. It was that previous relationship that was the problem here - she realised that now - but the question remained: What was she to do about it? She certainly could not let the woman continue dictating to her what she should and should not wear... And she certainly couldn’t go on entertaining those out-of - character contrary fantasies that seemed to be worming their way into her subconscious; another hark-back to that schooldays crush, she supposed...

				She almost laughed out loud at that latter reflection - the revelation had somehow lightened the mood. Slipping a key from the ring at her hip she slipped it in the padlock guarding the gate to the basement walkway, smiling as she did so. Slipping the padlock’s clasp from the chain securing the hinged iron work, the heavy chain wheezing off rusty fragments as it swung loose and clanging noisily against the railings, she made her way down the stone steps to the basement area. She aimed to rehabilitate the old servant’s entrance: If her two guests were to be put to work in the outside from time to time it seemed only apt.

				Had it been apt to dress the girls in short flared-skirted black dresses with prim white lacy caps, aprons and cuffs and with the scantiest scraps of what amounted to thong knickers beneath when the aim was to have them perform weeding, squatting on their haunches? Probably not: But it was certainly a wonderfully imaginative way to put two teens in their places. Teetering on ridiculously high heels and sternly warned against laddering their unaccustomed nylons, neither could have been left in any doubt they were both now firmly under the rule of their governess. And she’d made them painstakingly pluck each weed with it griped primly between index finger and thumb, making for a most tedious and soul destroying task.

				What a treasure Daphne Larkspear was: There was little doubt that following their outing in ‘grown-up’ dress the two girls would have been practically desperate to be put back in the school dresses they usually disparaged so much. And what a grinding psychological defeat that must be to suffer - that would have lasting psychological repercussions for both of them, she didn’t doubt.

				Yes Miss Daphne Larkspear was indeed a treasure - but then, that was the problem.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

				A GABARDINE SCHOOL RAINCOAT DAY

				It was with an undisguised amused chuckle that Daphne Larkspear held up the raincoat for the two girls’ inspection. It was regulation style double-breasted gabardine school mackintosh typical of the early 1960s. Manufactured in a light grey rubberised fabric and lined in a thick glossy bottle-green dominated tartan fabric it was fitted with a buckle belt supported by two keepers attached to the mackintosh one on either side of the waist.

				From the shoulders hung an attached hood with a square back and top, a common style on girl’s school raincoat hoods of that era. The hood had a similar lining, and both a buttoned flap that fastened under the chin, and two long tapes that could also be secured tightly under the chin. The thing was clearly quite heavy, smelled heavily of rubber and rustled with the slightest movement, the latter two characteristics testifying to the extra waterproofing layer of rubber that lay between the outer gabardine skin and the inner lining.

				Mrs Larkspear held the mackintosh up for Angel to slip into first, the stick-thin, flat-chested girl obediently slipping her arms back into the sleeves as the stern teacher-governess held it open for her. Moving around in front of the red-cheeked Angel as Alice looked on, a growing look of distaste crossing Alice’s face and a petulant pout forming on her lips, Mrs Larkspear fastened the buttons up to the girl’s neck before threading the belt through the grey plastic buckle and pulling it tight around Angel’s tint waist, pausing to secure the button at the end of the belt before stepping back to admire her handiwork.

				“I don’t envisage either of you being well behaved enough to be allowed out of the house other than very seldom, but if I should on occasion accord you this privilege, then you will wear your school uniform gabardine raincoat, fully buttoned up to the neck, tightly belted and with her hood up - whether rain or shine and without argument.” There came a unison groan from both girls. “Well, it’s up to you - personally I don’t care if either of you ever see the sun or the sky again. The raincoat is part of your school uniform, a school uniform that is both to my liking and Alice’s stepmother’s and we have both agreed that it will be very strictly enforced - at all times and for all occasions and functions. If you are going to be allowed outdoors, however briefly, we will insist that you wear a good, smart gabardine to go with your uniform. It’s either that or you don’t ever leave the confines of your dormitory and the schoolroom - I would think it over carefully if I were you. After all is said and done; I think I can honestly say that Lady Marchment and I really do know what is best for you children.

				Alice felt her fists clench, her nails - what there were of them - digging in to her palms, gouging her flesh as she’d like to gouge the woman’s eyes. She was bristling, but more with impotent frustration than with anger; she wanted to scream out that she wasn’t a child; she was a biologically grown woman, capable of having children of her own. But between them, her stepmother, her stepmother’s doctor friend and now this schoolteacher woman, they had her over a barrel - and that powerlessness was slowly stifling her, grinding down her rebellious spirit; her flame was gradually going out.

				She had been so free once, but she had taken that freedom for granted, failed to see it for the privilege it undoubtedly was. Now most days were squandered on her behalf, putting her through eight hours of written impositions. Home schooling consisted of drearily protracted lessons, copying out dictionary pages or writing punitive lines by the thousands, punctuated by breaks, with her pert nose pressed into the corner, or corporal discipline on those occasions when her posture is deemed to be anything less than perfect. Even using the ‘cloakroom’ was regimented, permitted only at set times, unless of course she wanted to use a commode chair set up front before the teacher’s desk.

				Then there was Angel, her only peer connection, if she could call that pathetic dried, wilted dispirited thing a peer. The girl had been reduced to an automaton with terror-filled eyes that would do anything to avoid displeasing her mistress, the domineering Mrs Larkspear, or ‘Miss Daphne’ as the two of them were humiliatingly obliged to address her as.

				“Pay attention, girl!” Mrs Larkspear’s harsh tones brought Alice back to reality with a start. “You’re not here to daydream. In fact you should think of yourself for all intents and purposes as back at school.”

				At 18? To Alice, her eyes momentarily locked angrily on the old-fashioned looking schoolmarm figure in front of her, it sounded ridiculous, impossible. And yet her eyes averted involuntarily, Alice finding herself unable to meet the woman’s stern gaze, her head bowed and her hands clasped themselves submissively in front of her school skirt as if having a will of their own, or rather as if under her teacher’s will.

				“I can guess what you are thinking. But you should see yourself as actually being very fortunate to be getting this chance to start anew. Perhaps you can make a success of your schooling this time... Hmmm? Now slip your arms into the sleeves of your school raincoat and we’ll get your gabardine all buttoned up and belted and your hood up ready for our little stroll out - what a lucky, lucky girl you are!” Alice felt her nose wrinkle with distaste as she felt her arms being guided back into the long sleeves and the cuffs being buttoned at her wrists. Over the top of the long-sleeved fully buttoned school cardigan she had on the gabardine raincoat felt hot already - and it wasn’t even buttoned up yet, let alone once the hood was put up and tied under her chin; Alice could only guess at the discomfort she would have to suffer then.

				This was to be the day’s exercise period, a walk around the enclosed gardens in the spitting rain, dressed like an absurdly out of date schoolgirl. It wasn’t destined to last too long. Alice had spotted an avenue to freedom and was determined to use it. The trouble was that her governess was equally observant; and every bit as determined.

				“You stupid, stupid girl, Alice; don’t you ever do that again! Do you hear me?” Daphne Larkspear slapped Alice twice around the face, the dour Scot then grabbing her by the ear, twisting it painfully until the girl buckled at the waist. Alice, stunned and determined not to cry, did not resist as she was dragged back towards the main body of the house.

				“Not content with defacing the quadrangle’s walls - did you think I wouldn’t see, you little fool? ...” A white knuckled finger stabbed angrily to where a brick fragment, doubtless loosened by frost from the edging of one of the flanking raised flowerbeds, had been used to scratch a spidery orange-scared entreaty; faint but legible enough if one were kneeling, perhaps tending the shrubs and border plants that ranged in deceptively informal profusion. A sort of sneer of derision bracketed the continuation of the tirade: “... You had to start throwing stones up at the house - I watched you doing it, as soon as you thought my back was turned - I saw you tossing little pinches of gravel up at that window over the annexe, there.” She gave a little laugh: “I was tipped off.”

				She suddenly smiled up the figure that had first caught Alice’s eye, to where a dumpy, middle-aged woman in a lilac zip-fronted nylon overall, her grey-flecked tawny hair tied up in a lilac and white headscarf and clearly standing on a chair or set of steps now filled the offending frame. Brandishing a glass bottle containing a similarly lilac-hued substance in one hand and a yellow duster in the other, the woman was describing smeared sweeping mauve half-circles on the inside of the glass before polishing off with a practiced flourish using a second cloth plucked from a hip pocket in her work dress. The cleaning woman paused mid-sweep, acknowledging Mrs Larkspear’s smile with a cheery good-natured wave and smile of her own - the sort of sympathetic, understanding smile that told of the folly of a young girl’s hastily-built hopes structured too quickly around the unexpected appearance of a stranger in their midst.

				Alice’s governess called out, nodding pointedly towards the now flustered Alice: “Sorry about that! Take no notice of her; she’s a delicate girl, as I said, and not long released from hospital I’m afraid.” The woman silently mouthed her understanding from the other side of the pane she was presently polishing, a beaming smile of comprehension that instantly quenched any hope either girl held of recruiting an ally from that direction or of getting word out. Now indicating Angel, Mrs Larkspear called out again: “This other one, here, has no such excuse; she’s just a little simple-minded and prone to a little obstinacy, is all. But I’ll soon nip that in the bud; a little discipline is all she needs!” The enthusiastic grin returned from the other at the window came perhaps a little too readily, the woman’s response to the latter implication perhaps a little too unfazed to be taken entirely as natural - not that either girl would likely have noticed, given the circumstances.

				Their tutor cum governess urging Angel impatiently along from behind and leading the yelping Alice by her twisted ear - the latter bent double and bordering on tripping as she struggled to keep step - the two girls were bustled along the now slippery colonnaded walkway. Reaching the point from where they had originally entered the courtyard gardens - quaintly termed ‘The Quadrangle’ - Alice found herself released from the woman’s unrelenting grip, only to be then thrust forward with such venom that she almost tumbled.

				With Angel to the fore, she was briskly ushered down the short flight of damp, stone steps to where the double doors of the ‘rear parlour’ gave out on to the short exterior basement run, the latter area’s ground level ceiling of iron bars and surround of black-painted square railings doing nothing to deter the driving rain. There came a grinding of hinges and a ringing metallic clang as the heavy iron-railed gate that stood guard at the top of the steps was slammed shut by Mrs Larkspear behind them, the clattering of the woman’s keys as she turned the lock soon joined by her hard edged voice ordering them indoors - “or else!”

				Raindrops were splattering against the French doors as they were slammed closed behind them, the glass rattling in its panes. The diamond sectioned concertina security gate was drawn across in a jiffy, the steel grille expanding and gliding smoothly and near silently in it runners. There was just the vaguest rattle as, reaching the end of its travel, the security gate shuddered as its catch mated with the steel surround and lock tumblers briefly clattered with reassuring confidence. Then the heavy, lined, ruby-red velvet ‘blackout’ curtains were drawn across and the inclemency of the world outside was reduced to a distant muffle.

				Alice’s stepmother exchanged glances with her ex-teacher as the latter followed the two girls into the room, bringing up the rear. Smiling she was swinging the key to the steel shuttering she had just slammed across the French doors around her finger as she led the way across to the door that led on to what had now become, in her mind at least, the ‘dormitory area’.

				Mrs Larkspear met her employer’s eyes with an unmistakeable sparkle in her own, her voice, though, filled with gravitas and betraying not one loose thread of irony or hypocrisy as she spoke: “The ‘Corporal punishment of schoolgirls of your Alice’s age is not something one should take lightly but I fear here is a girl in danger of becoming completely out of hand unless curbed.” She was toying with the plaited leather riding switch hanging from her broad, elasticated belt as she spoke, her intention unvoiced, but clear enough to Alice’s stepmother nonetheless.

				There was nothing especially noteworthy about a residential premises fitted with floor to ceiling sliding window gates nowadays, nothing that might draw unwanted curiosity; that was something else Karen Lamberton - Marchment had found she could thank the stalled economic climate for - the ever accelerating crime rate. Burglaries were on the ‘up and up’ and as the representative from the company she had called in had said: ‘Modern collapsible security gates were aesthetically pleasing whilst providing security from intruders’.

				Of course ‘security ‘was a two-way-street and ‘intrusion’ was open to interpretation. In Karen Lamberton - Marchment’s interpretation ‘intrusion’ was any potential encounter with, or meddling interference from, her stepdaughter outside the home - whether directly or indirectly through interfering if well-meaning intermediaries.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 4

				DEPORTMENT AND DANCE OR THE IMAGINATION OF A VISIONARY PRISON DISCIPLINARIAN

				As always Flora McBainstone radiated good health, the fluorescents highlighting her even, white teeth and adding a chill to her wintry smile. She stood with her hands on her hips surveying the scene, adopting that typically wide-footed, well-balanced stance of hers that betrayed her martial arts background. She rarely wore much in the way of make-up but today the way in which her face had been made up was almost theatrical. Large almond-shaped emerald green eyes glittered with subtly menacing delight behind over-blown eye shadow of close to the same hue and her high, haughty cheekbones had been picked out with rouge against her near translucent paper-white complexion like autumn-ripe windfall apples in an early frost. Her long typically Celtic red hair rather than being swept back from her face in her customary ponytail was today piled up and pinned back on top of her head behind a tortoiseshell comb device where it formed a small neat beehive of writhing, coiling tendrils.

				Today Miss Flora McBainstone’s supple, wiry-muscled yet full feminine figure was clad in a long sleeved emerald green leotard worn over opaque white pantyhose. A pair of rubber soled dance pumps adorned her feet, emerald green ankle warmers covered her shins and around her shoulders she wore a thin white cardigan left open over the leotard. If anything had been missed from the image of the strict domineering ballet teacher she had conjured it was certainly not in the department of ‘encouragement’. A long, thin, tapering white plastic switch hung loosely by her side from a carrying strap looped around her right wrist, an implement so devilishly pliable that it wobbled from end to end with the slightest movement.

				The statuesque gym teacher once held the post of chief physical fitness instructress in one of Her Majesty’s Government’s ‘young offender’s institutes’. That had been back in the day when the experimental regime that had become infamously known as the ‘short sharp shock’ had been the order of the day’. She had been in charge of that part of the system the institute’s brochure had glowingly referred to as ‘inmate rehabilitation through physical fitness’ but that was euphemistically termed by the staff ‘PE’ or physical education and that was in actuality - in Flora McBainstone’s hands at least - forced PT. It had been partly her ‘over exuberance’ in her involvement with the latter that had been her downfall and that had led to her disgraced exit from the service. At least it had been the instigating trigger of the investigation that had followed - the ‘over exuberance’ that had resulted in her undergoing a certain period of incarceration herself, not to mention being placed on the ‘sexual offender’s register’, referred to another area entirely, although not entirely unrelated.

				Suffice it to say that the downright terror she had engendered in even the toughest of the female delinquent inmates had been something one had to witness in order to completely appreciate; there had been something almost tangible about the aura of authority surrounding her when she had been at the head of a class of bending, leaping and squat-thrusting young women, the shrill sound of the whistle she carried around her neck cutting through the air. That much hadn’t changed; she still carried that silver plated whistle strung around her neck on its navy and gold ribbon lanyard. Her ability to engender fear merely through her appearance hadn’t dissipated over time either, if anything she had become psychologically more astute in the way she presented herself.

				Certainly the pair of teenagers presently nervously fidgeting under her gaze viewed her with no little trepidation. Subtly twisting and turning and self-consciously clasping their hands nervously before them, the look in the two girls’ widening eyes spoke of nothing short of phobic terror. It was a look that the gym mistress knew well of old; it made her smile, the red gash of lipstick defining her broadly stretching thin lips somehow managing to bring an even harder edge to features that tended to the angular, if feminine and surprisingly refined.

				Like their gym mistress the two girls were also clad in leotards, but there, with that term ‘leotard’, the similarity ended. Whereas their teacher’s was modestly opaque and generous in its styling and cut, the leotards worn by her two ‘pupils’ were skin-tight, high-cut at the hips and of a shiny, scantily sheer nylon fabric laced through with just enough Lycra fibre to ensure a suitably contour-conforming fit. Indeed, although superficially styled on the traditional school leotard, the skimpy garments accentuated every curve and bulge they covered while conspiring to leave the large majority of the wearer’s bottom open to the elements. The rear consisted of little more than an expanded backseam, perhaps a finger-and-a-half width of fabric running from the rear of the gusset panel and up between the buttock cheeks.

				Far worse than the exposure per se - as far as young Alice Marchment was concerned at least - was the rationale behind the design and the manner in which the garment tended to both draw the buttocks apart while pressing them rearward; the styling made even Angel’s slim boyish backside appear fulsome, and her own heart-shaped creation positively bottom-heavy. The former rationale was of course to ease access of the girl’s bottom to the encouragement provided by the gym mistress’ cane or switch; the latter styling aspect was partly a consequence of the selfsame feature that was presently causing the backseam of Alice’s leotard to protrude outward from between her full-bottomed cheeks like a miniature glossy black tent.

				At the front both girls’ Lycra-covered crotches notably puckered inward around a circular indentation sited between the clearly and embarrassingly delineated outline of their labia as if something there were drawing in the fabric. Higher up and Alice’s full breasts were thrusting out into the stretched, thin material of her leotard like a pair of torpedoes giving off black stretch-nylon bow waves, held in place and kept elevated by a built-in underwired support. Even her companion’s flat chested form had been persuaded to make a showing of fabric covered cleavage.

				Both girls’ hardened nipples were protruding shamefully out into the air, extruded through a pair of rubber-lined, elasticated sphincter-like circular openings sewn in to the front to their costumes - a favourite target for their gym teacher’s martinet on those days she chose to wield it; she believed in concentrating correction around those areas most closely associated with a girl’s sexuality. The latter was all about creating ambiguity in a girl’s mind, arousal with punishment and punishment with arousal - and all stirred together with the exposure of her own body and the sight of the displayed female form. It all came together in the form of a confused and conflicted sexuality.

				But it was the site of the tented protrusion at Alice’s rear that had caught the gym teacher’s eye - and her ire. True the girl had only just that minute drawn on her leotard, but Flora McBainstone could plainly see the girl’s coy attempts to avoid the inevitable back there, wriggling her buttocks and self-consciously plucking at the fabric from time to time with the fingers of her left hand as if somehow that would avoid her notice. She was across the floor in two broad strides, whipping the switch across the backs of the girl’s thighs before landing a slap with her outstretched palm squarely on the apex of that dinky little tent protruding between the girl’s buttocks. There came a squeal of shocked pain from Alice, then a breathless gasp as the ‘tent’ disappeared, the fabric flattening and pulling in to the crease between her bottom cheeks urged on by the rubbery elasticity of the leotard’s back seam.

				“There! Is that better, more comfortable now?” Again reaching behind Alice’s back the tight-lipped, smiling gym instructress gave a little tug at the top of the back seam, at the point at which the fabric broadened out into the body of the girl’s leotard. Then coming closer still, her breath brushing Alice’s flushed cheek, she reached lower, pressing her index finger on the button-like thickening at the centre of the leotard’s back seam and manipulating it with a circular motion.

				Alice gasped once more; the built-in ribbed latex anal probe had been well greased, it responded now like a snake buried deep in her bowels. The other, larger, protrusion at the front, the rubber dildo that was built into the garments crotch, had already buried itself deep within her womanhood, the soft fringe of latex bristles encircling its base easily finding her clitoris as she involuntarily shifted her hips in protest. She felt the gym teacher’s lips at her ear, the woman’s barely audible whisper: “Just like being fucked by your boyfriend back there... isn’t it?” She knew not to argue, despite the humiliation, she knew what was expected of her. Alice bit her lip as she searched her soul to forgive the words she had to force from her mouth, her cheeks burning like fire:

				“Yes, Mistress Flora.” There came a sharp yet playful slap to her naked rump and with that the gym teacher was gone, striding across to retake her place standing on a raised platform before the two girls. In the cloying warmth of the room a thin sheen of perspiration was already adding a healthy shine to both girls’ flesh, the delicately musky perfume of feminine sweat lingering on the air. Flora McBainstone took a deep breath, coughed out her instructions and blew on her whistle. Simultaneously she set the metronome she had set up on the table by her side in motion - she couldn’t see the need to have the distraction of music intruding into the proceedings. Smiling almost playfully, but with an unmistakably cruel twist to her lips, the gym mistress slashed her riding crop through the air, making the leather tab at its end whistle and both girls to wince in fearsome anticipation.

				“Plié - demi-plié first... Begin!”

				Both girls began to slowly drop, their knees pulling wide apart and the gussets of their leotards pulling correspondingly tightly into their crotches. In the demi-plié the dancer bends at the knees keeping her thighs and knees directly above the line of her toes while maintaining her feet turned outwards to either side.

				“Now, let’s move it up another notch, shall we? Grand-plié...up, down, up down...”

				The grand-plié meant performing that same sideward-facing knee bend motion but taking it down to the deepest possible position, the motion fluidic and continuous, not as much as pausing at the downward extreme before reversing the motion and rising by straightening the legs equally smoothly.

				“Up...down... up... down...”

				It went on and on, the gym teacher keeping time with her metronome-synchronised cadence. Each and every squat pulled both anal probe and the plastic manhood of the dildo deep into each girl’s core. Then the elasticity of the leotard’s fabric would result in the partial withdrawing of each tormenting device, as the girl again rose to full height, before the cycle would recommence once more at the start of the next deep squat. Over and over and over, it went on!

				“That’s it, girls - it’s just like being fucked.” The gym instructress was fond of coming out with that one, she usually repeated it at least three times per session. “Come on, girls, you know you’re enjoying it - don’t deny it, you cunning little tarts.”

				To Alice it was indeed just like being fucked - at least insofar as she could remember; it all seemed so long ago now that she’d had anything resembling ‘normal relations’. And in addition to the dildos working fore and aft, the motion tended to draw the nipples in and out of the elasticated openings on the front of their leotards, the sensation akin to having her nipples sucked or rolled and kneaded between a lover’s fingertips.

				“You’d both love a bit of cock if it were allowed.. Well it isn’t - and especially in your case, young, sweet Alice.” The gym mistress seemed almost beside herself with glee as she fairly spat forth that last taunt. The term ‘ejaculate’ might not have seemed any less apt, the sentence’s termination pointedly emphasised by an off-handed swipe of her riding crop across the front of Alice’s plump thighs, where a simple period indicated by a gathering of breath and suitably dramatic pause would have sufficed.

				Indeed a suitable time window was allowed in anticipation of the victimised teenager’s yelp before the corrupted smile of the cold-faced gym teacher again split apart with a cruel curl of her lips as she continued, her venom ill disguised.

				“Oh yes! Our Alice, here, won’t likely be encountering any well-appointed lad, youth or man - of any sort - ever again... not now...” She laughed uproariously at that point, as if silently, privately, somewhere in her head, she had just been made privy to the finest, wittiest joke ever conceived by man.

				Her timing had been impeccable; she had left just sufficient time for the enigmatic nature of her statement to register on the mind of her bullied subjects, for the question to begin to silently form on both her charges’ lips. For now she’d continue with her instruction and the drilling she had devised for the two of them. She would let them - especially Alice, whom it really affected most in any case - stew for a moment or two. She would return to the subject anon, let a detail or two loose in dribs and drabs, watch the flush of enforced exercise drain from young Alice’s face, the glowing glossy pink of exhaustion blanched white in the glare of realisation of what her future held in store, the plans that had been put in place behind her back.

				And why wouldn’t the girl pale at was to come, once she had learned more about the establishment she was destined to be consigned to. What late-teen girl, with all her future hopes and ambitions still bright in her imagination, would want to find herself, could even envisage herself incarcerated in a place like that? Why, most would be unable to believe or accept such a place might even exist, at least not in this day and age, in this modern word of ours.

				Back in the dark days of the nineteenth century, perhaps things had been different, expectations might have been different. Perhaps such an establishment could be imagined flourishing in the grimier grey-black atmosphere of ‘back-room’ psychological ‘research’, suppressed and sealed files and official denials and ‘play-downs’ that had flowed like a corrupt undercurrent of pseudo-science, pervading - and shaming - the pre-ethics-committee days of the 1930s and 1950s.

				Certainly the latter impression came closest in atmosphere and intent, even given the glossy modern exterior she herself had been allowed to witness. The less ethical aspects, she knew, were kept buried deep, vouchsafed and well camouflaged behind all-encompassing learned diagnoses issued by two or three eminent consultants - none without their own vested interests, if truth be told - and not least of which was the redoubtable, good Doctor Anne Ecclestone. The place was a bygone horror of barred windows, corporal punishment, strict discipline and unethical psychological experimentation. It was an institution where ‘therapy’ was anything but therapeutic.

				One section was run like a strict girl’s boarding school of the 1930s to 50s, a private establishment for ‘troubled’ or ‘delinquent’ young women governed under the firm uncompromising hand of a strict governess; in reality a hospital matron recruited from the parent hospital’s psychiatric nursing staff. The latter, as Dr Ecclestone had been only too keen to tell her, had been well known for her harsh views on discipline - of both staff and patients. In fact it was this woman’s somewhat over zealous approach to the implementation of so-called ‘harassment therapy’ within the latter group that had led to all that unwelcome controversy in the press, leading to the witch hunt which had, in its turn, uncovered Flora McBainstone’s activities within her own particular institution. This was a fact Anne Ecclestone had seemed somewhat proud of, almost as if she saw the woman as a ‘discovery’, a protégé of hers and a talent to be nurtured. And what with the woman being quietly seconded to the unit - effectively in private employ - she had both protected her protégé and the reputation of the hospital. With all those allegations of abuse flying far and wide, mud had stuck in the most surprising of places; but not at that particular establishment’s spike-topped iron gates.

				Another section ran on the lines of a women’s prison. A third section ran on the grounds of a Victorian workhouse, its layout, regimen, discipline and rules modelled on an amalgam of what was known about the running of various correctional facilities and asylums of the Victorian era. Each section consisted of a self contained suite housing six to eight ‘inmates’. And all this was set within the framework of the secure, locked, wing of a private mental hospital. Or rather, it existed beneath that wing, in an even more secure, long ago walled-off, subterranean remnant of the hospital’s historical legacy as a Victorian asylum for the insane.

				And so many off those delicious original features had survived the ravages of time: the long, deliberately labyrinthine corridors and passages intended to confuse and disorientate the would-be absconder, all bisected at regular and frequent intervals by padlocked iron security grilles; prison cell-like rooms sheltered behind stolid iron doors pierced by covered spy holes and guarded by sturdy pick-proof locks; interview rooms where padded iron-framed furniture stood bolted to the floor and perfect for one-to-one ‘counselling’ and ‘therapy’... And, yes... straightjackets...

				There were straitjackets there too! And she didn’t doubt that in the right scenario they would be put to good use. After all; otherwise, why had her employer’s apparently ‘tame’ psychiatrist or psychologist - she was uncertain as to the distinction, despite having been referred to both through her unsavoury past - mentioned their existence? How horrible, how terrible?... yet how... DELICIOUS!

				Both girls were being driven on and on by their teacher’s barked demands now. Sweating profusely they were being goaded by the sting of the woman’s whipping, slashing plastic riding switch or crop across their bouncing naked buttocks and the backs of their thighs into squeezing every last ounce of energy out of their exhausted aching muscles. Both girls’ complexions were flushed and their breathing heavy, as much through the confusion of the unwarranted, unrequited sexual arousal as through the sustained effort of workout. But both were set to have their cheeks inflamed further; and this time not those of their plump, bouncing behinds either.

				Bringing her two gasping trainees sharply to attention by way of a singly piercing blow on her whistle, the hard-faced gym mistress now prowled back and forth, tutting loudly, her hands tucked behind her back and her obvious displeasure audible above the panting of the two profusely perspiring teenagers. Turning suddenly on her heel and without a single word of warning she slapped first Angel and then Alice across both sides of their faces in turn, striking both her two terrified students extremely hard. Though restricting herself to using only her fingers rather than her full open palm, nevertheless the implacable gym teacher’s ferocity was evidenced by the stinging sets of reddened fingerprints embossed in outline across both girls’ already puffy sweat-sheened rouged cheeks.

				This was something Flora McBainstone had always been particularly fond of, this inflicting of a face slapping as punishment. In her old, institutional establishment her habit had been to inflict this singularly humiliating consequence of raising her displeasure in front of the whole class, her ire only satiated when her victim’s cheeks burned with finger-patterned scalding and a girl’s teary eyes begged for mercy, her pretty tousled head hanging in contrite submission. There, more often than not, if they knew it was coming, her browbeaten charges would be crying long before the first slap landed across the first girl’s cheek. The slightest murmur, the slightest disturbance in class and she’d drag the miscreant out by her ear in front of the whole class, have her stand to attention, fingertips in line with skirt seams and pinching the hem between fingers and thumbs. Then the face slapping would begin with her alternating both hands across the girl’s cheeks, first one side then the other then back again, over and over and over.

				It went without saying that she always ensured each and every slap was a resounding one and that each strike left a set of really dark fingerprints across a girl’s smooth, soft peach-bloomed cheeks. But she couldn’t deny that the prettier the girl, the harder and crisper those strikes tended to become. She had ever had a penchant for a comely, well developed teenager and god help any porcelain-complexioned, flaxen-haired prospective beauty queen left in her care.

				Such a girl could expect to be treated to a thundering downpour of resounding slaps across her face for the most innocuous of mistakes, and not be sent scrambling back to her seat until her milky white cheeks had been turned to fire, the tears were flowing freely from her eyes and she wailed like a new-born. Such a girl - the haughty, ‘unmanageable’ sort, the type that thought they had the world in their hands or at the beck and call of long, come-hither lashes prettily fluttered - such a girl would leave her hands as cringing, timid and submissive waif, half terrified of her own shadow and incapable of meeting her own eyes in a mirror, let alone challenging the gaze of others. This Alice was such a girl, or as nearly so as to make little difference, just the sort deserving of her more... personal attention.

				All those accusations of ‘inappropriate contact’ that had haunted her from her previous employ meant nothing here. It had been made quite clear from the word go that nothing short of permanent physical harm would be considered ‘inappropriate’ - psychological harm, permanent or otherwise, counted for little; it was only to be expected. She would divest everything from this girl - pride, dignity, self-confidence - everything. And what was left inside the dried husk once she was finished would soon be drained off by the Spartan conditions and rigorous discipline she had witnessed existed within that psychiatric clinic she had been shown. The thought excited her, it drove her on. Correctional physical training would be just the start.

				Circling her two charges she paused behind Alice. Stooping slightly, the gym teacher drew her index finger up and down the back seam of Alice’s leotard, exploring the welcoming warm depths where the elastic fabric fell deep between the girl’s resilient yet fleshy buttocks, experimentally plucking at the little rubbery feeling disc covering the girls anal sphincter at the point whereupon internally the rubber intruder melded with the neoprene lining of the gusset panel.

				She grimaced as she felt the girl dare to twist away, Alice instinctively tensing her buttocks - this would not do. This would not do at all, this she would have to beat out of the girl, just as she had beaten the reluctance from so many others. Alice would have to be taught to be passive, just as Angel already was. But then there was something to be said for a little spirit remaining in a girl, a certain piquancy to be derived from coming up against a little initial defiance.

				Given time and a little patience Alice would come to welcome her touch, even to crave it, as she would come to practically live for accepting and returning, even initiating, affection with Angel. The latter was a change Angel herself would be instrumental in bringing about. It seemed a shame that good, compliant, submissive little Angel should have to suffer for the reluctance of her soon-to-be bed partner, that both girls should suffer for the shortcomings of one, but there it was - there was just no way she could put up with such insulting - yes, insulting - defiant reticence.

				The tyrannical physical instruction mistress’s face was almost as flushed red with unadulterated Sapphic lust as her two pupils’ faces were from exertion by the time she brought her whistle up to her lips. Taking a deep breath, simultaneously slapping her riding crop against her thigh with a loud crack that actually made her wince, she bellowed:

				“Right! Squat-thrusts next... Begin! Faster, faster... I said faster, you slovenly, flabby pair of mental cases!” The irony of that last part being strictly speaking incorrect made her smile: No they weren’t... not Yet!

				A so-called callisthenic movement, squat thrusts were a great way of building up the muscular endurance in the lower limbs while working the cardiac and circulatory system along the way. It was important to perform this particular exercise at a high repetition rate if one was to maximize its effectiveness - and the riding crop was the perfect adjunct to ensure that condition was met. Tiring in the extreme, the exercise also came with the advantage of requiring a girl to thrust out her bottom at the perfect angle should a little ‘encouragement’ be called for from that quarter, the muscles taut and the flesh drawn drum tight.

				Actually there were two phases of the movement ideal for the application of the cane, strap or riding crop - the second gave perfect access to the back of the thighs - and she tended to use both for timing purposes. The trainee squatted, positioning her palms on the floor in front of her feet. Then the feet were thrown explosively backwards so as to come into a push-up position,. Then, equally explosively, the trainee was required to retract her feet back, tucking the knees in to the chest in the process, so as to regain the squat position in preparation for straightening to her full height.

				The cane or crop could be swiped up and under the tender overhang of a girl’s bottom at the conclusion of the press-up phase, ensuring a sharp, snappy return to the standing phase. Alternatively, the implement of correction could be slashed across the back of the thighs at the conclusion of the standing phase to discourage any tendency a girl might have to pause before dropping back down for the next repetition. That shot across the backs of the thighs also came into its own when adding in a jump at that point if required to increase still further the intensity of the exercise. The riding crop landing across the tender flesh at the top of the backs of the thighs could really make a girl leap for the sky!

				Flora McBainstone tended to gravitate towards applying a little encouragement at both phases, switching her attention back and forth between the two girls so that each could expect to feel the mistress’s riding crop or cane across her bottom and thighs on every other run-through of the movement. When one girl was nearing exhaustion she would concentrate on that girl, redoubling her efforts to drive the girl on, whipping her riding crop across the girl’s bottom and then attending to the backs of the thighs in a cyclical fashion throughout each and every repetition.

				When finally the inevitable happened and the poor thing could no longer draw herself up from the floor and was lying prostrate and weeping, she would have earned herself six good solid strokes of the cane or crop landed squarely across her bottom while in that position, unless she could then pump out some undisclosed number of press-ups. Of course a girl would rarely meet the quota - especially as she would not be told what was required beforehand - though mistress McBainstone always ensured that on occasion she would, and be spared further correction. It was important to provide incentive to get the most from a girl. And by getting ‘the most’ she meant leaving a girl on the gym mat a blubbering collapsed mess of foetal-position jelly.

				It might seem that the other trainee (or trainees, as it once had been) will have been given an easy time throughout this phase of the session, but of course that would not be the case, even in theory. Throughout she would be aware the mistress would have one eye on her. She would know that the slightest pause or loss of ‘form’ would be noted mentally and accumulated in the mistress’s mind to become some sort of tariff to be awarded when finally she returned her full attention to her.

				A trainee might well be ordered to halt, told to stand with her knees locked out, bent at the waist and with her hands grasping her ankles, to receive four, five or even six stinging strokes of the cane across her bottom before returning to squat thrusting - this time with the full attention of the mistress! In short; throughout what some might see as a reprieve she would be constantly aware that her hopelessly weeping, broken-hearted companion was merely a vision of herself in the very near future.

				Smiling at that latter thought, the flame-haired gym mistress treated the nearest of her two trainees, Alice, to a short crack of the crop across the back of her thighs. Moulded by the skin-tight shiny black stretch leotard the girl’s hips flared out into a real heart-shaped confection of a bottom, the majority laid bare and bulging out like two over-inflated beachballs kept divided by the high-cut garments abbreviated narrow strip of a back-seam. The fabric at that point was little more than sufficient to cover the anus and a couple of inches to either side and tended to pull deep within the well defined cleft in any case.

				Lasciviously licking her thin lips Flora McBainstone watched all that resilient flesh bounce and quiver as Alice, instinctively reacting to the sudden stinging shock of the riding crop, sprung up on her toes before dropping to the floor like a stone, the squealing girl plummeting straight into the classic squat thrust. Stepping forward she brought the riding crop whipping down and up in an arching movement that terminated with a resounding crack. The timing was perfection itself, the stroke landing squarely across the centre point of the girl’s tightly stretched buttocks at the very instant her knees had drawn back prior to her again rising.

				The cruel gym mistress grinned with pleasure as the taut skin rippled, the resultant line rising, swelling and reddening even as the girl sprung smartly to her feet. A subsequent shot across the backs of the hapless girl’s thighs sent the girl rocketing into the air, fulfilling the requisite jump phase tacked on at the end. Alice’s soprano yelp cutting through the air at that last insult was so sharp as to actually compete with the gym mistress’s insistent whistle blowing.

				Twisting at the waist, deftly shifting her stance, Flora McBainstone turned her attention to the other girl with a whistling crack from her crop and a blow on her whistle; in the background a teary-eyed Alice was already dropping into the next repetition, driven by her fear of the gym mistress’s horsewhip.

				This was how it would go on - to exhaustion, to the point both lay quivering and useless on the floor. This was real punishment PT. Today would be different. They were getting too good, these two, too well adapted to the work rate, the energy expenditure. Today she would stop the action in a moment or two, buckle the weight bands she had recently purchased round their wrists and ankles. Then her shiny new plaited-leather riding crop would have some real work to do!

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 5

				A SOMNOLENT JOURNEY TO CAPTIVITY

				Just how many months had it been now? One punishment PT session had soon enough merged into another. Day after un-ending day in the classroom writing lines, learning and reciting nonsense, now merged into one long purgatory - but that, too, had come to an end. And all that had been so long ago now, or so it now seemed to Alice - now that she had escaped.

				Reaching the car, and clambering in to the driver’s seat the doctor reached down into the door pocket. The girl eagerly took up her proffered place in the passenger seat beside her. Briefly Anne Ecclestone consulted the road map. They were presently facing south, so it was a matter of turning right, then heading west-north-west, skirting Chichester.

				“Chichester first” She announced, cheerily. “You can have a doze if you like and I’ll wake you when we reach that point - there’s an all-night cafe just outside there.”

				It hadn’t taken too much persuasion this time. This time Alice had agreed to go with the doctor quite freely, though she had been astute enough not to have agreed too readily, taking care to outwardly feign quite acute reluctance; prune-faced tears, pouting lips pensive foot-stamping and all. But she had to be clever to cover her tracks, careful not to implicate the doctor in any of this.

				Dr Anne Ecclestone made for a strange ally, an unexpected ally. The strikingly featured psychiatrist had often come across as the very root of her stepmother’s hold over her - in one way or another, the ultimate wellspring of every indignity, degradation and humiliation heaped upon her. Indeed, all those penetrating, invasive, question-and-answer-sessions, standing there under the doctor’s analytically critical gaze and feeling more-naked-than-naked in her open-backed paper hospital examination gown, had been the epitome of structured humiliation.

				But all that stuff had been a ruse. All those belittling come-backs and comments, all that verbal bullying, and yes, even the doctor’s cane (when she had surely deserved it) - all that had had a purpose. The doctor was a friend after all; a good friend it turned out - though she would still have to do as she was told if it was to all work out (the doctor knew best).

				Dr Ecclestone (Anne) had just been diagnosing her, biding her time playing out her stepmother’s plans while - having discerned the truth - all the time covering her back, always planning to tuck her under her wing like a mother hen, whisk her away from all this. She had had to make it look good; she couldn’t risk her stepmother guessing the truth. She had to get free of the place, from her stepmother’s grasp - and Dr Anne Ecclestone was going to furnish her that chance, that last, best hope.

				She had needed to be careful her stepmother, or one of the conies she had hired, did not guess the doctor had seen through their schemes, that she had changed sides. She could not risk giving away the truth; that with Anne’s aid she, Alice, was to be whisked away to the doctor’s clinic, there to recuperate, regroup. And then, with Anne’s help, she would strike back, take back what was rightfully hers, her inheritance - the great house and all that was in it, all that went with it; the stables, the lands...everything.

				Never once had it occurred just how far wrong that act had been, just how abnormal all that infantile pouting and stamping would have appeared to the eyes of an outside observer coming from what was in reality a grown young woman in her late teens. But as a way of voicing her objections, albeit what she fondly imagined to be ‘acted out’, the tantrum she had ultimately thrown had been instinctive and every bit as natural as the reasoned argument she had started out with.

				It had ended with her weeping childishly, out of control emotionally, and - allowing the doctor to take her by the hand - being led out to the doctor’s waiting car like a toddler; though the latter was not how she, Alice, saw it. It was all a measure of how far she had regressed under the alternating combination of the strict, restrictive discipline and petty rules implemented by her governess, stepmother and Flora McBainstone, the gym mistress and what she perceived as the tender if overbearing care lavished by the doctor.

				Now she was in the car, and clear of the house and the familiar gravel driveway - she was free... To an extent; she was still dressed in that infantile costume her stepmother and her lackeys insisted she be kept in - a notion she’d always understood to have originally come from the doctor herself - and those old doubts had begun resurfacing.

				She tried to focus on the passing road and the nearness of freedom but could get no further than focussing on the steady swish...swash...swish... of the windscreen wipers. it was such an easy rhythm to follow, and so hard to ignore, yet so, so tiring. She could follow the lazy swing of the wipers easily, effortlessly yet the rest of her thoughts wandered aimlessly, as did her eyes. Wherever her gaze alighted it somehow refocused, seemingly always to return to the steady beat of wiper blades and her attention to the rhythmic sound they made. It was a nice, steady, reassuring rhythm and the swishing sound helped her focus on the blades and the glistening raindrops - no, it insisted on it.

				Somehow she snapped herself back. Alice had held back her concern, her objections tempered by a sort of unconscious respect for the doctor’s authority she felt almost powerless to overcome. Even now she couldn’t muster up much more than a muttered, muted, almost childish entreaty:

				“Please, Dr Ecclestone, I’m not sure that I...”

				Before she could say anything more, though, the doctor broke in with a “Ssh!” The woman just would not shut up. She just kept droning on and on... no, not really droning, her voice had more of a kind of purring quality to it, a soporific quality. It was difficult to frame objections when the doctor spoke in this manner, difficult to focus mentally, somehow - always was.

				“You seem a little groggy, as if you just woke up from your afternoon nap, you’re just a little sleepy, that’s all, perhaps it’s the windscreen wipers, they can sound drowsy, sleepy, the way they lazily slop to and thro, they just sort of flop this way and that, as if exhausted don’t they?

				Why not just keep watching? Just pay close attention to the cat’s-eyes flashing past in the road, don’t they just look like a little light going on, and off?... a little lamp going on, and off, on and off... a little flickering lamp just sort of drifting past, like the little soothing night light drifting above your bed, like the one that drifts and swings above your bed, night after night, remember how it looks, how comforting, how soothing... on and off... on and off... so compelling. Remember how it looks.” She was talking about the little child’s mobile Alice’s stepmother had hung from Alice’s bedstead; and Alice could see it clearly - as clear as her thoughts were clouded.

				Piloted by the good doctor, the saloon’s engine droned on through the night. Alice’s eyes were closed now; exactly when those heavy hooded eyelids had drooped shut, she couldn’t be sure, but shut they were and it had been a blessed relief to have given in to the tiredness. Yet her thoughts were still somehow locked onto the steady swish-swash-swish of the car’s wipers. Indeed in her mind’s eye she was still seeing the metronome-like sway of the blades and the glittering rhythmic procession of cat’s eyes that had been passing by like an endless trail of soothing quieting stars in the rain. Yes, metronome-like - the wiper blades were exactly that, exactly like the metronome the doctor would set swinging when she would interview her, exactly that same cadence too... Clack...clack...clack - swish...swash...swish - clack...clack...clack; each plumb in time with the other, the imagery interchangeable.

				Behind her shut eyes the windscreen wipers lazily slopping to and thro, exhaustedly flopping this way and that, had become now the more deterministic and unalterable swing of the pendulum bob. It was the oak-cased metronome she could see now, not the wipers, nor the watery tarmac endlessly flowing towards her, the cat’s-eyes bobbing and beckoning drowsily onward like dreamy silver-topped corks. It was her late father’s, the clockwork antique he always kept on top of his beloved Steinway - not atop the drawing room’s baby grand though, but rather set up on the coffee table in the lounge. She could see the bob swinging left, then right, then left again - over and over and over.

				Beyond the insistence of the metronome, reclining comfortably in an easy chair’s plush embrace and regarding her sternly across the coffee table, the imposing figure of Dr Ecclestone leaned back, her long, slim interlocked fingers cradling a raven haired head that was just ever so slightly flecked with a dignified dusting of grey. Through the swinging of the imaginary pendulum she could see the woman’s tortoiseshell glasses perched on her aquiline nose, her tan-stocking legs, crossed knee upon knee, emerging from beneath a fitted black leather skirt that was as smooth as black window glass save for herringbone rippling at the seams. She could see too the woman’s aggressively thrust out white satin shirt blouse, the latter finished off with a rather matronly oversized sash-like bow at the neck that lent an air of maturity beyond the woman’s years. She could see the way in which the woman doctor was, as always, impeccably made-up. Those already high and haughty cheekbones were subtly accented with the merest hint of blusher, the dark-toned eye shadow perfectly matching and augmenting the colour of her eyes and her coral pink lipstick exactly matching the pearlescent-sheen shade of her nail-varnish.

				She could see herself too, as if through the eyes of an outside observer, dressed in that skimpy undignified and degrading hospital regulation disposable open-backed paper examination gown the doctor always insisted she wear for these ‘interview and counselling’ sessions, despite Alice being in her own home, despite any examination being restricted to a verbal barrage of questions and answers. She could see herself standing there, being browbeaten by the doctor’s insightfully probing questions and desperately trying to string together a few simple words of reply while beginning to gently sway side to side in time to the beat of the metronome. She watched as her hands, initially arranged smartly on top of her head as the doctor’s methodology required, began tiring, began sliding slowly away, as her arms, growing heavier and heavier by the moment, inexorably subsided, swinging down in sleepy slow motion to hang loosely by her sides.

				In this dream world too her eyelids drooped and fluttered shut. And in this world too the metronome remained steadfastly arcing back and forth behind her eyes, as the drowsily swishing and swashing windscreen wipers had done before it, drawing her down to yet another world. Here was a world she had never physically visited yet had experienced in this virtual manner uncountable numbers of times before. Once only glimpsed in a photograph she had been shown, in this world three or four other young women of around Alice’s age, dressed as she was in disposable paper examination gowns and matching paper knickers and with their hair crowned with elasticated paper mob caps, were gathered in a kneeling circle in the space between two short rows of hospital beds. Crouching, their heads were craning over a child’s spinning top painted with a vivid red spiral that was being worked by one of the group who was plunging its handle up-and-down in the centre, clearly under the instruction of the doctor towering over them in her white coat and with her hands on her hips.

				In her mind’s eye, Alice was now one of that group. Her glassy eyes were locked on the centre of that seductive spiral as it spun and spun and spun drawing her dizzily inward and downward. Now she was part of this world she somehow knew that a gentle jingling nursery rhyme was issuing over and over from chimes within the brightly coloured metal spinning top and that all the group, herself included, were softly and quietly singing in lisping childish voices some sort of adaptation of the well-known words. She had now become aware, also, that only the girl working the spinning top actually had her hands free - all the others, once again herself included, were wearing over the upper part of their regulation examination gowns a sort of quilted bed jacket that doubled as a lightweight straitjacket, their arms wrapped around their waists.

				At the same time as all this, at yet another level - that odd viewpoint of being an outside observer - she was still aware of seeing herself standing, gently rocking and with eyes closed, before that coffee table and the implacably authoritative woman doctor seated across it from her. Mostly she was aware of that faint look of barely disguised patronisingly sympathetic amusement playing around the woman’s glossed lips and of the way that look always made her feel so belittled, so humiliated.

				Seeing that particular expression crossing the doctor’s face alone somehow always seemed enough, in of itself, to siphon away the very essence of her will. The woman could unlatch those fingers, languidly beckoning with a crooked finger of one hand while indicating her lap with the index finger of the other and Alice knew she would wordlessly move around to the doctor’s side. She knew that the woman had only to gesture in that manner and despite the humiliation she would drape herself compliantly across the woman’s knees, letting her gown drape open at the rear while docilely clasping her hands behind her head and waiting for the woman’s stinging palm to begin its work; slapping out a rhythmic tattoo across her bare backside.

				The latter level of submission was a measure of just how powerful the doctor was as an authority figure, how strong willed she was, and how utterly impossible it was to defy her. It was also a measure of how unquestionably right it was that the doctor should discipline her in such a manner and how morally correct it was that she should be spanked across the woman’s knee, or that of her stepmother for that matter, for the slightest infraction. Similarly righteous was the manner in which her discipline was not only expressed in the essentiality of her wearing school uniform, the examination gown or whatever else she was given to wear but that she should find the experience acutely humiliating in the extreme and that that sense of shame and embarrassment should grow with time rather than abate through habituation.

				“There’s a good girl.” Alice Lamberton became dozily aware of the doctor’s velvety hand briefly brush against her thigh. The woman’s soft fingertips had momentarily danced and trickled across the exposed flesh just below where those hateful acetate bloomer-style knickers her stepmother made her wear peaked out from beneath the all too brief school uniform skirt, their slickly-smooth silvery-white sheen incongruously juxtaposed against the fine serge nap of the pleated hem. Involuntarily she let out a breathless, drowsy whimper and was rewarded with another brief caress, one of the doctor’s fingers tracing out the line of the leg opening where the cruelly tight elastic cuff dimpled the flesh and her voice reiterating that term of praise once more: “Good girl”.

				The road ahead appeared reassuringly empty and Dr Anne Ecclestone allowed herself a sideward glance, her eyes momentarily dropping to where her free hand was now gently trickling back and forth, the cadence knowingly synchronised to the swishing-swashing sighing of the windscreen wipers. A wickedly thin-lipped smile crossed her face: In her imagination she was already seated in her office, the girl bent like a hairpin across her lap with that so sweetly abbreviated little pleated skirt of hers flipped up and those high-waisted, satiny, pearlescent-white knickers settled around the tops of her thighs. She’d deliver a stinging hand spanking until that chubby bottom turned a deep maroon red... then the tawse... or she’d hold the little tart down by the wrists across her desk, squatting by its side, force the girl to look into her eyes while one of her nurses laid into the girl’s behind with the cane.

				Her voice, though, gave no hint of all that internal tension and had lost none of that reassuringly authoritative yet soporific tone:

				“...yes, yes... we’ll soon be out of all that terrible, shivery cold rain...we’ll soon have you all tucked up in a nice, warm comfortable bed, a nice warm comfortable hospital bed. Such deep, deep, soft mattresses they have, those hospital beds, just like floating on clouds, heavenly clouds of soft, warm drowsy cotton wool.” She smiled to herself as she cooed on and the engine droned.

				“Such a good girl; you’ll be so warm, feel so safe, so at home in your comfy winceyette hospital pyjamas. You’ll feel so, so relaxed as your heavy tired, weary head sinks into the pillows, lovely rubbery cushions, so good, so easy to sink into.”

				Her smile broadened as she muttered her sing-song way through that last part: ‘Warm comfy winceyette hospital pyjamas’ indeed. That part was not quite true, not for this one: This one was going to go directly into a straightjacket, or very nearly so. And she’d feel happier having the girl with her, in the clinic. Sure she’d start young Alice off as one of the clinical trial candidates ensconced in the psychology research unit but she’d make well sure the girl was one of those officially registered as a voluntarily admitted patient to the hospital per se.

				In a couple of months or so she would become old enough to do so off her own back; she’d have the documents all drawn up ready. And by then the girl would be more than ready to sign anything she might be handed. From that point she’d soon gather enough clinical evidence to ensure any further decisions along those lines be well and truly taken out of the girl’s hands; it would be all done and dusted and indelibly official. In such a situation, given the nature of the institution in which her research unit resided, the police themselves could be relied upon to bring back any misguided young woman who managed to abscond. Not that that was likely given the level of security - they could offer a ‘troubled young woman’ a secure home indeed.

				Shuffling in the yielding soft leather of the car seat, snuggling down, the girl at the doctor’s side sighed heavily, her thumb absentmindedly slipping between her lips. Finally giving in to deep, dreamy, creamy sense of pleasure, her concerns lost somewhere in the centre of a red spiral painted on a childhood toy, Alice Lamberton slipped still further down into the deepest of deep sleep. She was completely unaware when, perhaps half an hour later, the doctor pulled the car over into a lay-by. She was perhaps just barely aware of the needle’s sting in her upper arm, the introduction of the intramuscular sedative deep into her medial deltoid masked by the doctor’s prior dabbing on of a transdermally absorbable local anaesthetic; certainly the idea of an insect sting or bite would repeatedly return in dream form.

				Later, even months later, Alice would retain vague recollections of pitying, concerned faces, and the doctor’s earnest reassurances in reply. There would be dream-like flashbacks of listlessly sitting, trundling in a wheel chair, head lolling, tongue too lolling like a deadweight in her mouth, drooling, her chin being wiped with bunched tissues. And there would be intrusive memories of what would seem to her to have been a ferry of some type, the rolling of the sea, gulls crying above, soaring, hanging stationary on the wing; a sea crossing then... No, two sea crossings; sometimes she would visualise a smaller, far less comfortable vessel, more gulls, the smell of old fish - and nets in the hold... She would remember nets of green nylon and of orange and a reclining stack of large orange ribbed balls pierced by black and white stakes like giant versions of the floats used in angling topped by small plastic flags and circular blocks of cork, and varnished planking streaked with silver scales and trails of dried blackish-red...

				Then - and this would always seem anachronistically unlikely - a horse and cart of some kind, a peasant’s farming cart, cartwheels and wooden axils creaking, smelling of old cabbages and muddy potatoes and piled with folded, empty potato sacks. Finally, an imposing, impossibly towering gate of dark wood; in fact twin gates set between even higher stone pillars and decorated by the huge carved image of the cross, half represented on each side and splitting down the centre, and high stone walls, like a castle’s walls or some medieval stronghold’s, stretching off to either side well into the distance, a church steeple topped by a stone cross looming overhead, and a single church bell solemnly booming calling the faithful to prayer... And the nuns... the nuns and their pray books and their black-beaded rosaries... and all that chanting... the incessant, never ending chanting...

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 6

				IN THE OFFICE OF DOCTOR ECCLESTONE

				The woman sitting behind the desk looked formidable, like the desk itself; solid, traditional and reliable. The angled plaque at the front of the desk, a short prism-shaped section of light oak inlaid with gold-leafed lettering resting on the edge of the blotter, read ‘receptionist’: In terms of expression and body language the woman behind the imposing mahogany barricade certainly wore the surly, no-nonsense look of a doctor’s receptionist well enough, even if her relative youth and fine-boned facial structure threatened to soften it. The stiff, rustling navy blue uniform, though, seemed more at home in a 1950s hospital drama than against the twenty-first century backdrop of a West End private practice, albeit one located in an imposing Edwardian mansion block.

				But then, despite the modernised appearance of the building’s smoked glass entrance hall, and the updated elevator within, there was nothing at all incongruously modern about the backdrop here. Indeed, the medical office was decorated in a traditional older style, something of the flavour of a doctor’s surgery from the past; it quite reminded her of one of those ‘past times’ reconstructions one sometimes comes across on those worthy, but little watched (she imagined), television channels.

				The architectural fireplace room provided the centrepiece, the gentle glow of the coal fire imbruing the place with a reassuringly relaxing and comfortable atmosphere despite the frosty woman’s presence. Glass-fronted mahogany bookcases ran around three of the walls, punctuated by the door through which she had entered and a couple of large bay windows spaced well apart in one of the end walls between which was a row of soft-backed leather upholstered chairs. A heavy deep brown Axminster covered the floor and looked to flow through into the room beyond the intimidating guardian receptionist, the one presently closed off from her curiosity and clearly the lair of her quarry - the woman’s name was emblazoned in black on an etched brass plate.

				‘As bold as brass’ came to her mind and she suppressed a giggle, despite her nervousness - or was it perhaps because of it? Was she losing her nerve? And so soon? Why? Was it the way the woman looking her up and down? Was it the haughty disdain in the woman’s eyes, something in her educated, self-assured commanding tone? Just what was it, exactly, about this woman that seemed to be sapping her self-confidence? She was only a receptionist after all, she reminded herself - though not too convincingly she had to admit, even to herself. And now the woman was proffering her a chair, indicating the high-backed little wooden seat set before her desk - she’d better take a seat.

				A door had been left ajar at the far end and now caught her eye - as observant as ever, she took care to mentally note all she could. Through it she could make out clinically white walls, greyish flooring, a white fronted cupboard supporting an old-fashioned silvery metal instrument steriliser tank and what looked to be a narrow leather top examination couch pressed up against the rear wall alongside it. A rail curving out from the wall above the couch supported a floor length dull green modesty curtain which, possessed of a plastic-like quality, was presently drawn back against the wall, forming a vertical roll of heavy pleated shadowy folds. A white clinician’s coat hung from a hook alongside the cupboard. More than that she couldn’t possibly see, and what it meant in the context of a psychologist or psychoanalysis’s practice she had no idea. But who could know what might constitute a clue?

				A creaking sound to the side drew her attention from the woman in front of her. The uniformed receptionist glanced across over her shoulder, the woman’s deep blue eyes looking past, almost through her, as if she wasn’t there - or she just didn’t matter. She felt she should be annoyed at what she perceived as blatant, disdainful disrespect. In truth, though, she felt grateful for the excuse to take her eyes off the woman before whom she was now seated.

				The chair she was presently occupying seemed so low in relation to the reception desk that she almost felt as if she were drowning in the roughened green expanse of its tooled leather-framed blotter. This, taken together with the woman’s cold, superior, attitude, somehow conspired in a way that was rapidly undermining her fortitude. In short; she was beginning to feel like a frightened rabbit caught unawares and defenceless out in the open and under the gaze of a most fearsome predator. And this was a white-capped, blue-uniformed predator that seemed increasingly to loom over her in a most ominous manner. She felt about ready to bolt for cover, if there were such a thing as ‘cover’, given the situation. The distraction, this creaking and rustling originating slightly to her rear and over to one side, was the next best thing. Becoming aware for the first time that she and the intimidating receptionist woman did not have the room to themselves she twisted slightly in her seat, turning her head to see what was happening.

				Both her own and the receptionist’s eyes came to rest at the same time on a smart middle aged woman dressed in a navy and white polka dot silk blouse with a large bow of the same fabric tying at the throat, a tailored suit jacket and a matching tailored close-fitting navy cotton skirt. Her deep, lustered dark chestnut hair was pulled back in a bulky pile of swirls and twirls that literally shone under the wall lights that were mounted immediately above her head. A fox fur stole, draped lazily about her stylish if anachronistically padded shoulders and gazing sightlessly back at the onlookers, gave her a dated and slightly dusty aristocratic air.

				Up to that point the woman’s face had been buried in a well-known society interior design magazine, her white gloved hands near silently turning the pages. When the woman glanced up from the pages and the woman’s beautifully made up eyes met hers, she felt herself blush. But her reddening cheeks were not so much triggered by meeting the woman’s gaze as much as from catching sight of the girl who was accompanying the woman and who was perched on the seat next to her. Whereas the woman was comfortably seated in one of the plush upholstered easy chairs the girl next to her was seated on a lower-standing plastic chair of the sort one might still find in a modern classroom her substantial haunches barely accommodated by the narrow curved and clearly uncomfortable seat.

				So quiet had the girl been and so enrapt in her magazine had been the older woman, that, her attention immediately grabbed by the stern-looking receptionist, she had been completely unaware of the duo’s presence. It was a shock; it was as if she had walked in viewing the office through tunnel vision. So much for her much vaunted observational skills. She looked away quickly, not wanting to stare and embarrassed by the woman’s young companion’s blushes - no, embarrassed for the poor young thing’s blushes; either way she had no stomach for being complicit in deepening the young girl’s shame...

				Young girl? Was she, really that young? She looked a little too well endowed for even the embarrassingly precociously developed young thing she first appeared. On closer examination the girl was almost buxom, in a plump, adolescent puppy-fat sort of way, and pretty-faced too, despite the merest hint of a double chin. Why... Incredibly enough the received impression - assuming one had a sufficiently refined eye for detail - was that under different circumstances and dressed differently the girl might easily have passed as being of her own age - or if younger, then only ever so slightly so. Nevertheless it took more than a double-take to discern even that much.

				But she did possess a sufficiently refined eye for detail. Indeed she had taken in much through that fleeting window that exists between discreet inquisitiveness and embarrassing intrusiveness. She had watched as the seated well-to-do woman had glared a warning towards her fastidiously fidgeting charge, having first briefly acknowledged what had presumably been a nodding sympathetic smile from the receptionist with an odd sort of conspiratorial glint evident in her large hazel eyes.

				As for the woman’s young companion, the shy-looking young thing seated awkwardly alongside her and who up to that moment had been staring fixedly down at her glossy patent Mary Janes: A flash of the most unfortunate teeth braces ever to see light of day in the modern age had been the accompaniment to what had presumably been whispered words of apology. Presumably whispered as she had made out little beyond a hesitant, lisping stammer; presumably apologetic as the girl’s sullen, almost vacant face had in an instant become painted over with the most contrite, sheepishly crestfallen expression she had ever seen. ‘Crushed and defeated’ was the phrase that best came to mind; that was the perceived impression. The girl’s demeanour in that instant, she would have likened to a partially flowered rosebud trampled underfoot before ever having had the chance to open fully. The complexion too - at least until the cheeks had been set alight with embarrassment - had carried across that latter analogy. The girl’s complexion had appeared ghostly pale in the shadows thrown by the straw boater she wore perched low and squarely on her head. The perfectly unblemished skin appeared porridge-like and blanched like a plant shoot struggling out from beneath a stone having rarely bathed in as much as a single dawn’s rays. Her large round grey eyes were set innocently wide under naturally curling long lashes and had a sort of seriousness about them, a sense of innate intelligence residing somewhere behind them. And yet those undeniably pretty eyes had a sort of placid vagueness to them too, a guileless empty-headedness that seemed at odds with that innate intellect she felt sure was lurking there somewhere in the background.

				This absentminded, glassy, soullessness in the girl’s eyes - coupled with a faintly worried quizzical aspect that almost hinted at fluster - seemed to tell of an individual who to some degree was permanently struggling for comprehension. Here was someone to whom, without guidance, the world was in danger of becoming a dizzyingly indecipherable puzzle. This was an impression that had been reinforced when just for an instant her eyes had met with those of the girl. She had observed the girl, hastily averting her eyes to stare fixedly down at the mirror-like finish of her bottle-green patent shoes, instinctively reach for the woman’s hand and the latter, accepting it reassuringly in her own gloved hand, patting it almost as if in praise... Yes, that was the impression; is if she were actually actively praising this painful display of embarrassingly cute shyness on the girl’s behalf, whereas it was a situation in which one might have expected some sort of encouragement to the contrary, some sort of encouragement to the girl to ‘open out’. It sort of beggared belief and she began the process of reassuring denial, of convincing herself of her misinterpretation of events and gestures, both.

				From those patent shoes up she had had time to note prim white knee socks, trimmed around their tops by fussy threaded bottle green ribbons that emerged from the fine white ribbed fabric at either side to form prissy ribbons just below the girl’s knees. Then there came the impossibly pale alabaster-smooth, coltish legs that flowed flawlessly up and flared out into plumpish, puppy-fat thighs that were pressed defensively together against the unrequited exposure occasioned by a skirt hem that was clearly rendered embarrassingly brief when seated, even if it might have been entirely decent when standing.

				She could hardly stifle her incredulity. She had thought the whole concept of school uniform was completely outdated. She hadn’t worn one at her sixth form college, as that establishment she had recently completed her last year of schooling in had been known, and certainly wouldn’t have expected to at her age, whatever the era. But it wasn’t just the concept that was outdated here; every aspect of styling was equally anachronistic. The way in which the girl was dressed belonged to a bygone era - and to a much younger age group. Much younger; indeed the outfit was positively infantile. There was no other word for it, unless that word was ‘humiliating’.

				Fine polyester-knit fabric, a concoction of modesty, practicality and. longevity, vied with the sort of amply-starched pointless disciplined crispness that spoke loudly of petty rules and daft, irritating restrictions. Surely, she thought, the whole getup was practically tantamount to mental abuse. And yet she could sense nothing suggestive of pent-up rebellion in the girl’s demeanour, just a sort of submissive, compliant acceptance - malleable, childlike, matching the cow-like docility she could read in the girl’s eyes.

				A full-circle bottle-green skirt of crisp sewn-in knife pleats, no longer than a traditional ‘games’ skirt, flared out from a broad waistband above which the one-piece garment opened out into a fitted pinafore bib-styled bodice, narrow at the waist and widening decidedly towards the shoulders. The latter lay half hidden beneath a rather twee open fronted, waist length cape.

				Light grey and with a diagonally-striped bottle-green ribbon trim, the cape fastened at the neck where the two sides came together tied by a bow of bottle-green and white diagonally-striped ribbon and possessed, positioned halfway down one side, a large embroidered badge of some kind, some sort of motif or coat of arms surmounted by what looked like the name of an institution. The same design was echoed on an embroiled fabric shield that was attached to the front centre of the diagonally striped ribbon which in turn ran around the crown of the girl’s boater before terminating in the form of two long tails at the rear, these falling fully to the centre of the girl’s back.

				She felt sure she had glimpsed the words ‘delinquent’ and ‘reform’ and even the word ‘psychiatric’. What the latter would have in connection with a school uniform seemed questionable. As the words ‘psychiatric hospital’ were staring at her from the glaring white plastic badge pinned on the breast pocket of the uniform dress of the buxom woman presently seated opposite her across the reception desk she decided that impression must have come from there.

				The top of the pinafore-like bib came to little more than just above the girl’s breasts, producing the unsettling impression of an older girl somehow squeezed into a much younger girl’s undersized cast-offs, even though it clearly fitted perfectly, to the point of seemingly having been tailored to the girl’s figure. The girl’s blouse was white with a vertical bottle-green stripe running through the fabric and seemed as crisp as cardboard. The latter possessed a high, stiff collar which was fastened cruelly tightly around the girl’s neck, a school tie of grey with diagonal stripes of bottle-green and gold running across it knotted primly at her throat.

				The girl’s presumably long hair had been first plaited either side then tied off each side with a large light-grey bow formed of ribbon diagonally striped with bottle green and gold. The long plaits had then been wound up before being pinned at either side of her head with the bows at the centre of each coil.

				It was as she returned her attention to the forbidding receptionist woman that a cut glass public-schooled accent coming from behind her back made her veins freeze over. It was only a quietly hissed admonishment, followed by an intriguingly brief interchange, but it was that it was issued at all that that was so disturbing - whatever did it mean?

				“Stop fidgeting dear and sit up straight... Whatever is the matter now, child?”

				“Please Miss...” A scraping chair buried the given name below audibility “...I need to go to the... loo...” The voice was uncertain, hesitant and infected with a lisp that threatened coherence and left her wondering if the impediment wasn’t linked to those teeth braces she’d glimpsed near filling the girl’s mouth.

				“Lavatory”, the woman corrected, and somewhat unnecessarily tersely, she thought.

				“Lavatory”, the girl quietly dutifully repeated in that awkwardly lisping voice of hers. “I, I, I need to go to the l, l, lavatory...” A sort of slurping sibilant wetness had crept in to the girl’s speech now, as if she were sucking excess saliva between her teeth. She sounded as if she were about to quite literarily die of embarrassment as once again she was cut off mid-sentence.

				“Wipe your mouth, child... with your hanky, child, you’re dribbling again... look; you have drool all trickling down your chin. Can’t you feel it?” There came a muffled, mumbled protestation of some sort from the girl, which she was unable to make out, before the woman went on: “Well, why haven’t you got your handkerchief with you?” she hissed. It’s part of your school uniform; it is to be kept neatly folded in the pocket sewn into your knickers for that very purpose - that is the rule.” Whatever the reply it was inaudible, but it clearly irritated the woman: “If you are so worried about showing your knickers you shouldn’t talk so much, should you? You know you always dribble when you speak. It’s the fault of those retainers fitted to your teeth - and if you’d looked after your teeth you wouldn’t be saddled with all that ugly iron work. Besides; as I understand it you were happy enough to flash your knickers at all and sundry before I took you in hand.”

				There came a soft rustling accompanied by the plastic squeaking of a chair and what sounded like the rubbery snap of elastic before the woman’s self-assured voice reasserted itself over the unnerving quiet of the waiting room: “Dab it, child, don’t rub it all over your face like some street urchin with a rag you’ve just found in the gutter - dab your lips genteelly with the corners of the handkerchief... Now fold it neatly and tuck it back in its little pocket - come on, there’s only the receptionist watching and I’m sure she doesn’t want to stare at your knickers longer than necessary. Now you can smooth your skirt back down, spread out the pleats nice and neatly; I don’t want to see any creases when you get up, or there’ll be trouble. As for the lavatory: you know my rules regarding that. Your guardian says you are to be supervised at all times - that’s all times - and your guardian pays my wages. If you need the lavatory, you use it at home, where I can keep an eye on you, or not at all.

				“But I, I need the, the... l, l, lavatory... urgently...” The girl’s voice was subdued, timid and pleading, as if on the edge of tears. It clearly cut no ice with her stern chaperone, governess or whoever the woman was accompanying her.

				“Well you should have gone to the lavatory before we left home, at the time I set out as always.”

				“But there wasn’t enough time to...”

				“You know full well there would have been plenty of time if you hadn’t kicked up such a commotion over wearing your uniform, just because your guardian decided to have me put you in a gymslip rather than the skirt and blouse we usually let you wear out. As I told you: your guardian and I determine what you wear and you’ll wear what we tell you to, without question or hesitation, however embarrassing it may or may not be. I said this morning, when all the trouble started; school uniform first and lavatory visit after. Yes you got changed, eventually, but too late for your lavatory privilege... it’s not my fault - you’ll just have to learn to do as you’re told next time.

				“But I,I,I might wet myself... and...”

				“Quite possible - and who’s fault will that be? That is why I had you change into your ‘special’ knickers before we came out.”

				“But please, I really need to...” There was a note of desperation now, the words clearly audible despite the girl’s obvious struggle to keep her voice down.

				“Seen and not heard... seen and not heard...” The woman’s voice had softened to a near whisper, a low cooing enigmatic murmur - it was part of that old saying about good children being ‘seen and not heard’ but in isolation and repeated.

				“Bu, bu, but pl, pl ple, please...” The girl seemed suddenly as if struggling to get her words out, as if finding difficulty forming the sounds correctly on her lips in addition to the lisping apparently induced by the orthodontic appliances festooned about her teeth.

				“Shssss, that’s enough. Remember what the doctor said: Seen and not heard, child... seen and not heard... seen and not heard”

				“Bu, bu, bu, bu, a, a, a, p, p, plisssh, p,p,p...”

				“That’s better!” She heard the woman now say brightly, a ray of sunshine coming in to her voice. “All nice and quiet! Now sit up properly, as you’ve been taught; back nice and straight, hands folded in your lap, knees and ankles smartly pressed together. And let’s have no more nonsense - unless you want me to warm your behind for you when I get you home; or would you rather I ask the doctor to warm your backside for you, herself?”

				“N, n,n,n,n, o, o ,o, a, p,p,p...”

				“I know, I know; the words just won’t come out. It’s nothing to worry about, just one of your anxiety attacks. Remember what the doctor said last time; don’t struggle with it, don’t try to talk, and the words will come back - then try to use simpler words, those from the list she’s been teaching you, just those you can be certain you won’t stammer or splutter over. Don’t worry; I’ll speak for you when we go in. And don’t worry about the lavatory - it is all that anxiety over going to the lavatory that is causing this. Those ‘special’ knickers you have on will deal with any accidents - and once it’s over you’ll feel better; and I’m sure your voice will come back, just like last time. Just let it happen and...”

				A rustle of starched fabric again drew her attention back to the receptionist, the tight restrained contours of her body flowing gracefully under the tightly belted nurses’ dress as she leaned back slightly, shuffling a sheaf of papers from a manila envelope she had conjured from somewhere and that now lay open on her lap. She felt herself shiver, despite her determination, as the receptionist woman finally addressed her. She felt somehow utterly gauche in the woman’s presence, dazzled, strangely overawed and embarrassed by her sudden awkwardness... Whatever had she gotten herself into? She knew only one thing - she suddenly felt out of her depth. But she was the only one who had any inkling at all that something untoward may have happened to Alice, let alone worrying as to where her half-sister might actually be... Help was on its way: Alice’s best hope was about to meet with the one lead she had...

				But did that suggestion even make any sense - rehab and Alice just didn’t seem to go together somehow - and what interest would Alice ever have in making ‘a bit on the side’ by joining up with some sort of clinical research programme? Only the one person who had known enough to furnish her with that lead in the first place, that friend of her stepmother’s, Miss Julia Soames or ‘Aunt Julia’ as she’d come to call her of late. But ‘Aunt’ Julia was also a close confederate of Lady Marchment herself, Alice’s stepmother - and a more avaricious, domineering woman than Lady Marchment one wouldn’t care to meet... And why had Alice written her a letter going on and on about how well she was getting on and how everything was ok, while between the lines practically begging her not to involve herself and certainly not to reveal her whereabouts, nor talk about it, lest she ‘get into trouble’ in some manner?

				By ‘getting into trouble’ she felt sure Alice had been alluding to her dealings with her stepmother, Lady Marchment, in some way. Alternatively Alice may equally have been referring to ‘trouble’ of the legal variety; she knew Alice had had some sort of run-in with the police a while back, although Alice had disclosed nothing of the details. Then again Alice just as likely could have been referring to certain academic repercussions revolving around the local educational authorities or those governing her future university placing. It was so vague as to mean anything, perhaps not even referring to Alice per se but rather to herself personally, though she could not begin to fathom what.

				In the face of so much ambiguity she had indeed confided in no one. That is no one beyond the one person who had gained her full trust; Julia Soames, ‘Aunt Julia’. But the more she had been urged by Alice herself not to concern herself, not to make enquires lest she risk opening certain eyes - by which she again took Alice to mean Lady Marchment - the more she felt honour-bound to locate her. Sure, she would not make enquiries, not officially, nothing that might leave a paper trail. But there was nothing to stop her following in Alice’s footsteps as a clinical research candidate - not now that she knew of the programme... and the route in. Besides, it actually paid extremely well, given that it involved sacrificing just a few scant weeks of her gap-year.

				A couple of months or so spent reclining in a private clinic that was more a comfortable country retreat or spa - as she was given to understand it - than a hospital, undergoing what sounded like a simple battery of psychological tests; what could be simpler than that. If that was the path Alice had chosen to tread to bury herself away for the duration, then all well and good. If not, then nothing will have been lost but a little time. And she might well come up with a further lead. In any case she would emerge financially independent, if nothing else. With a little financial ‘clout’ behind her she would be that much more well-armed to pursue her inquiries further, perhaps employ professional help if necessary - that was what Aunt Julia had said.

				Sure she would be incommunicado for a few weeks, residing what was termed a ‘controlled environment’, sure she had misgivings - but then again, Miss Julia Soames, Aunt Julia, could be so very, very persuasive. She had been looking out for her cousin, Alice, from the start. What worried her now, though - now that she was so, so very close (or so she felt)- was who was going to be watching her back? No one would know of her whereabouts but this same ‘Aunt’ Julia Soames - just as no one had seemed to know anything of Cousin Alice’s intentions, let alone Alice’s present location, except her this same woman. Yet for some reason she found herself trusting this Miss Julia Soames - one of her legal guardian’s closest confidents - more than any other.

				She didn’t doubt for an instant that Miss Soames could be relied upon to contact the relevant authorities if anything untoward was to happen. Just where that unwavering confidence sprang from she couldn’t quite say. But part of the answer lay buried in that clinic, of that she was certain - and besides, she had all these problems welling up in her head and Aunt Julia had said they would help her sort herself out, those experts at that clinic - it was part of the research path they were following... And she could trust Aunt Julia... Couldn’t she?

				The suddenness of the door bursting open, the one inset with brass plaque, startled her and she jumped in her seat, a wave of prickling nettle-rash irritation sweeping down her body. All pretence of ‘coolness’ disintegrated in that moment. Not that there was much in evidence of that high-set-jaw aloofness she had entered with in any case. That affected confidence had quickly evaporated under the withering gaze of the hard-faced uniformed receptionist, shown up for the artifice that it was. What remained was the uncertain, out-of-her-depth, teenager that indeed was the truth of the matter. The rest crumbled away instantly under the perceptive, penetrating gaze of this newcomer.

				The head and shoulders that appeared around the door’s edge possessed a face as aristocratic as it was beautiful. The woman’s jaw line was prettily, perfectly curved, the high-set cheek bones, moulded as if by a sculptor’s hand, were picked out in subtly-applied rouge. There was a humorously wicked gleam in her eye that added an unsettlingly ambiguous air to the rest. Her smile offset the authoritative aurora that seemed to surround her, yet not to the extent of diluting it entirely, merely somehow ‘disarming’ in some way she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

				  Suddenly her mind was in turmoil: Having no direct siblings or others who might care enough to raise the alarm should anything go awry other than a legal guardian who didn’t give a damn whether she lived or died - and who’d probably prefer the latter, for the sheer simplicity of it - she had to face it: She was already in WAY over her head. Unless she turned back now. But then again, if she did turn on her heel now she’d have learnt absolutely nothing, other than that the doctor had some decidedly odd clientele. If, indeed, she had actually been Alice’s therapist at some point in the first place.

				There were so many unanswered questions: Would Alice have gone in search of a psychotherapist in the first place? Would she have had any need to? Would Alice’s stepmother, Lady Marchment, gold-digging grasper that she was - and who, after all, held the purse strings - have been likely to have cared enough about Alice to splash out on such an eminent therapist?

				That raised another point: Without Aunt Julia’s financial assistance she couldn’t herself have raised enough from her trust-fund allowance, as generous as it was, to afford even the first of these consultations. Why would a woman, who after all was not a blood relative - or a relative in any sense - and who was a close friend of her real aunt, Lady Marchment, the prospective villain of the piece, be so keen to press ahead with the investigation as to pay out such a large sum from her own pocket? And why was she so keen not to involve the police? She understood her own motives as regards that last point - she was merely respecting her half-sister, Alice’s, wishes; and possibly safeguarding Alice from as yet undisclosed, still to be uncovered, consequences into the bargain. But what of Aunt Julia’s agenda?

				Well, unless she went ahead she’d likely never know the answer, or answers, to any of this. It was something of a gambit, but it was one she’d have to follow through with. Besides: what was the real risk here? What could be so threatening about undergoing a one-to-one psychoanalysis session or two with her half-sister’s therapist? What could be the danger, right here, bang in the centre of London’s West End, in that most respectable of respectable quarters - Harley Street no less; or at least, geographically, very close to it. This was the very epicentre of expensive, exclusively-excellent British private medicine, after all was said and done. It was not as if this were some isolated, sinister, gothic-turreted mental hospital they were meeting in, some old Victorian asylum buried away miles from anywhere behind twisted, spike-topped cast iron railings.

				The image, she had subconsciously conjured up, came direct from one of those old British black-and-white horror movies of the nineteen fifties or early ‘sixties churned out by the studio, ‘Hammer Films’. For a second she shuddered at the thought. She had again to remind herself that just a London-square’s distance away the last of the bustling, pushy ‘rush-hour’ throng of computer-bag-toting office-workers would be jostling for territorial dominance and elbowing their way through the carrier-clutching Thursday late-shopping crowd of Oxford Street.

				She wheeled round on her heel as if to leave, then paused as she was called back - this was not a request; this was an order - an order issued with authority. It was not an order encoded in the words themselves but rather was embedded somewhere within the woman’s tone, the manner in which she enunciated the words. She could feel her brave, independent, façade collapsing as surely as if the act she had been putting on were a physical thing. She could sense the psychological fortification she had erected around and about her tumbling like a crumbling brick wall, as if struck by a wrecking ball and possessing all the stability of a child’s building-block house. She knew instantly, at that moment, she was in trouble - deep trouble. She knew, just with those two simple words, there was no turning back now - she was not going to be allowed to turn back; not now!

				“Next please!”

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 7

				RED STRIPES AND LAUNDRY-HOUSE BLUES

				How had it happened - why had she signed? There had been a car journey, some documentation, a pen pressed between sleepy fingers and a long, drawn out, tedious and embarrassing set of admission procedures... And that was that.

				Lord knows how many months on and here she was, sorting through piles of laundry that each seemed to grow organically before her eyes every time she paused to gather as much as a breath for herself. Others brought in the work in a never-ending stream of plastic baskets, the rustling of their 50s style uniform work dresses becoming audible as each drew near despite the hypnotic chug, chug chugging of the line of washing machines behind her back.

				The knitted nylon fabric of their work frocks was hot and sweaty and particularly unsuited to this steamy environment. The discomfort was made worse by the rubberised girdle they wore underneath and the crisp, plain nylon full slip that went on over that. The whole was topped off - if working in the ‘laundry house’ - with a matching plastic-backed nylon pinafore apron and an elasticated mob-cap to cover the hair, such as it was after the attention of Matron’s scissors. And it all came in that same institutional bottle-green as seemed to form a constant backdrop to all done and seen in this place. Even the walls were painted this shade, the lower halves at least; the upper sections abruptly changed to an equally institutional cream.

				For other times and other tasks a waist apron was worn or just the dress alone with no additional protection. But whatever the situation, whatever the discomfort, the same stipulation always applied; all buttons had to be done up, from those fastening the cuffs of the dress’s long-sleeves at the wrists to the top button which closed the button-through monstrosity’s shirt-style collar around the throat.

				The sun - or what she took to be the sun, she could make out no detail - streamed through the frosted white-faced window, projecting a shadowy image of the criss-cross basket-weave of painted cream wirework covering it across the light grey flooring. The window was set high and way out of reach, as they all were around the facility or institution - she no longer thought about her new home as a clinic of any sort, even under the most extreme self-denial - but still the powers-that-be had thought it necessary to guard it behind iron and steel anyway. They had thought it necessary for it to contain frosted glass too; well, it was the laundry so perhaps it made sense that it should match those in the shower and toilet block. But then, those in the dormitory were whitewashed when surely the heavy, plasticy-looking curtains the dormitory mistress drew across them each night would have sufficed if privacy had been the issue.

				Only the Norman-arched windows of the chapel were not filled with frosted glass and had escaped this ubiquitous whitewashing. But those were of leaded stained glass and provided nothing in terms of view beyond the bible stories they depicted beneath their protective covering of padlocked wire mesh and the kaleidoscopically fuzzy outline of the bars running down the outside.

				It was so difficult not to become submerged in this strangely anachronistic manufactured world being woven about her. It was so all-encompassing, so... so... plausible. It was all so real; from the stark-faced nun in her white wimple or headdress and black and white habit prowling between the worktables, cane in hand, to the tang of the bleach and the soapy detergent that she could actually taste on the moist heavy air. The mundane, repetitive nature of the task was itself like a form of mental torture to one of her innate intelligence, even given the degree of mental numbness brought about by the medication they had her on. In combination with the constant background of gently lilting religious chant broadcast over the speakers the effect was almost soporific.

				It set up an unsettlingly pleasant rhythm that denied cogent thought and to which it was all too easy to surrender, to the extent that a day’s toil could pass almost un-noted. More than once of late she had found herself muttering what was to her nonsensical religious doctrine as if a mantra. At other times she had found herself with the responses to the prayers they broadcast wafting around the work rooms absentmindedly trickling off her lips. It had shocked her to hear a voice, sounding far, far away, as if someone else’s, then to gradually become aware that it was in fact her own. It shocked her even more to realise there were occasions when those phrases she thought she was mouthing were actually in her head!

				If she let it, a day could mindlessly pass without trace, delineated from the next only insofar as to whether she was praised for having met her ‘quota’ or scolded for not doing so and made to bend to receive the Mother Superior’s cane across her bottom. Or she could fight it and face the hour upon hour of soul-destroying tedium and the nerve-shredding repetitiveness of all those hymns, chants, readings and all the rest of the stuff that just made her want to scream. Whatever happened the day would eventually draw to a close. But then there would be the change into school uniform, the seemingly endless hours standing through the service in the chapel, adjournment to the classroom for all the rigours of strictly disciplined bible study, and then yet another service in the chapel before finally bed - and far too few scant hours spent sleeping.

				Even then, on occasion they might be awakened at some point during the night. Usually this was put down to some ‘infringement’ noted by the dormitory mistress - something perpetrated by one of their number, the consequences of which had to be suffered by all. Other times their arousal from slumber was seemingly entirely random, no explanation given, and apparently as much due to the woman’s whim and her vindictive nature as to her ‘keeping order’ in the dorm.

				Thin-lipped, plump, generously wide-hipped, buxom yet austere looking, her jet black hair habitually pinned up in a bun, the dormitory mistress wore something akin to a nurse’s uniform, a starched white cambric pinafore apron over a calf-length navy-blue dress that rustled and hissed against her black stockings as she walked, her high heels clicking on the wooden parquet flooring. A broad elasticated crape belt with a large ornate silver clasp buckle went around a waist clearly narrowed with the aid of old-time corsetry and was worn over both apron and dress, a bunch of keys hanging from it on one side and a broad leather strap from a loop on the other.

				She sat the night away at a desk with her back to the security gate that separated the long, narrow room from the double doors that in turn gave on to the corridor beyond, facing the length of the twin rows of old hospital style iron-framed beds. The twin doors beyond the iron grille security blockade behind her were themselves kept locked from the outside at night, making the dormitory very much her own domain for those few fleeting hours, and giving the undoubted tedium of her own duties she was only too keen to happen upon some untoward occurrence or other. She thought nothing of having the bleary-eyed girls dress in their school uniforms and stand to attention for inspection at the foot of their beds. Then she’d have them pop their pyjamas back on, carefully folding each and every item of their uniforms in precise detail, before - if having failed their inspection, as they almost always did - having them once again re-dress in their gymslips and blouses and all the rest.

				She’d inspect everything, every tiny little detail; the school tie had to be perfectly knotted, the blouse fully buttoned, the gymslip’s skirt not creased and falling correctly to mid thigh, the little waist cape tied correctly with a bow at the neck, hair plaited and tied with bows at exactly collar height. Even their knickers would be inspected to ensure they were pulled up sufficiently snugly to achieve the requisite fit where it mattered. Not a ripple was to be seen in the fabric encasing the buttocks, no trace of the back seam was to be observable but had to be properly buried away deep within the cleft of the bottom, delineating the cheeks, and at the front the fabric had to form a groove-like invagination or channel sufficient that she could trace a fingertip along it.

				The slightest defect or uniform infringement detected in any one of their number and it would be ‘knickers down’ a swipe of her cane across the bare buttocks and then ‘knickers up’ - for all of them, the dormitory mistress walking along the line with them all bent double grasping their ankles and slashing her cane across each pair of buttocks in turn. Then it would all start again, from scratch; back into their pyjamas, fold and hang their school uniforms and wait for the command to re-dress. On and on it would go, four or even five times in succession, until she was finally happy with the inspection. Only then would they be allowed back to their beds and the chance to get back to sleep, though sleep didn’t always come easy when a girl had three, four or even five stinging, throbbing cane lines across her bottom. This was especially the case when that grid of screaming torment was arranged to form the image of a five-bar gate, the first four cuts having been landed horizontally across the buttocks with the fifth laid diagonally across them - where the overlap occurred was agony. But there was another, subtler, dimension to the punishment that could be called into play on occasion and could threaten a girl’s re-attainment of sleep.

				That variation on the torment was called into play whenever any one individual failed her inspection three times on the trot. If it was a different girl each time that slipped up, that was one thing. If it was down to one single girl, then that was another matter - although they would still have all received a stroke of the cane each time she fell short. That one individual girl, having failed the rest thrice, the dormitory mistress would have spend the rest of the night standing absolutely motionless with her hands on her head facing her desk while dressed in her pyjamas as if made ready for bed. And woe betide her if she fidgeted or failed to maintain the required posture; fingertips just touching and with her shoulders pulled back and elbows directly out to the sides.

				Woe betide all of them! That was the part that denied them sleep. At any moment, under such circumstances, they knew, all of them, that at any moment they could be roused and pulled from their beds. The girl in question would suffer the tortures of the dammed under the dorm mistress’s cane or strap - that she knew well; she’d been that girl on two occasions now. It was quite a feat to leave the multitude of parallel lines printed across the full width of a girl’s buttocks with the accuracy the dormitory mistress was capable of, but she could attest to the woman’s skill - and to the fortitude of her right arm, even if the woman’s cane had given out and splintered on one of those occasions. The real punishment, that part of it that applied to the rest of them and that denied them their sleep even if the girl under correction lasted the night and didn’t fold, came when the girl was put to some task and the others would be roused to join her. Polishing the flooring was her favourite, with the promise they would all be allowed their beds once the task was completed to her satisfaction; all except the girl under correction of course, who was set to spend a sleepless night whatever the outcome.

				But such work was not something that ought to be carried out in pyjamas and so a cupboard would be opened and their work dresses issued, the whole ‘workhouse uniform’ as it was referred to, exactly what she had on at this very moment - and those slaving around her also. The rubberised longline open-bottomed girdle, ‘devised to encourage growing young ladies avoid slumping and slouching’ zipped up the back and required they help each other in fastening it, something that had to be accomplished in silence as talking was forbidden. Six ugly metal suspender clips - three each side hanging on broad white straps - had to be fastened to thick tan fully-fashioned stockings, the seams to be kept straight at all times. A thick, plain full-length white nylon under slip with ‘built up’ shoulders, coming to just above the knee, could be stepped into and pulled up, but fastening up its rear by way of a zipper running from the waist to the neck this again required the silent, unspoken, cooperation of a neighbour. The frock itself was pulled on like a coat, was of heavyweight nylon, and buttoned from the hem at the knee to the neck by way of chunky glass-like plastic buttons. The fitted bodice had a single breast pocket - actually a dummy - embroidered with the name of the institution and a coat of arms or logo of some sort and was delineated from the flared skirt by way of an integral belt of the same fabric. The latter, sewn in place, ran around the waist and was fastened at the front by two more of those ghastly glassy buttons. Hair had to be combed out, French plaited and then tucked away under a matching bottle-green cap that had a raised front that made it look humiliatingly like a maid’s cap. A plastic-lined nylon apron then had to be tied around the waist, this with just the right size, shape and size of bow - another silently cooperative task.

				The knickers were always the last to go on, requiring a girl lift her skirt and under-slip to her waist in order to struggle in to the snug-fitting high-waisted ‘passion killers’. These were thick white nylon things with a silky, silvery Elastane front panel, a rubberised internal lining and a tight rubber waistband that latched on to the waist of the girdle or corselette like glue once in place. But none of this mattered one iota when it came to ‘correction’, as all this prim decency came to a halt at the point of the knickers. The broad, tight, elasticated crotch panel dwindled to little more than a finger’s width of coverage when it came to the back seam, and this pulling tightly into the cleft, leaving two circular openings through which the wearer’s buttocks were forced to protrude, drawn apart somewhat obscenely by the elasticity of the fabric and perfectly presented for the attentions of the cane or other implement as and when necessary.

				And it went without saying that given the obligatory customary inspection such correction was always deemed necessary, at least, once before they could get down on their bended knees and begin polishing their way to a sleepless night. That latter was almost always how it turned out under such circumstances. All that dressing and undressing took time, let alone the task itself and the likelihood - or rather, lack of likelihood - of the dormitory mistress being satisfied first time round. And of course an unsatisfactorily carried out task meant yet more attention from the woman’s cane not to mention a sarcastic tongue lashing under that withering, wintry smile of hers. It was small wonder that sleep became next to impossible once she had a girl up there standing stock-still in front of her desk. Holding such a posture was distressing enough, particularly after several hours. It was so much more so when sleep deprived and with a bottom blazing as if sat on hot coals.

				There was never enough sleep as it was. It made it so difficult not to be swept away with the undercurrent of the place when one was so weary, both physically and mentally, especially when one was called to the psychologist’s office. It was surprising how often one of the dormitory mistress’s late night uniform inspection’s or middle-of-the-night floor polishing tasks seemed to coincide with the psychiatrist’s interview being the next day. It was even more notable how often a girl facing one of the more important psychological appraisals found herself spending the night before facing the dorm mistress’s desk. She had fallen foul of that particular coincidence both times she had found herself the target of the mistress’s wrath.

				Standing in front of a trained psychologist, herself seated comfortably at her desk, while dressed in an extraordinarily prim, very infantile school uniform and already somewhat sleep-deprived - even before suffering a sleepless night courtesy of the dorm mistress - was it any wonder the woman was able to wheedle so much from her? Yes she had tried to stand her ground, but her mind had been a fog and a caning takes on a whole different dimension when one is dressed in a childish school uniform, especially when delivered by a professional, authoritative woman like a psychologist while held down by her nurse.

				She remembered vividly how her female tormentors had each taken a vice-like grip around her upper arms, how her legs had become like two strands of spaghetti in response to the shock, how she had been dragged face-down across the doctor’s desk, the nurse in her blue-check dress and white cap taking her by the wrists from the far side and smiling into her eyes. She recalled seeing the doctor, the unit’s psychologist, slipping out of her white doctor’s coat before hanging it on the coat stand in the corner and retrieving the cane that had been hanging there by its crook handle, her tailored black leather skirt glossy under the light from the desk lamp and her white satin blouse seeming to shimmer.

				She’d cried out, more in shock than in pain at the first cut of the woman doctor’s cane, and then burst into tears when she heard what the woman had to say.

				“I’m afraid no-one can hear you who cares about you, Alice. And I will just keep going until such a time as you quieten and show yourself ready to cooperate in your treatment.”

				She had managed to respond, albeit in a low strangled whisper “yes... yes...” meaning she was already willing to cooperate, but they were having none of it. The cane had slashed down a second time and the nurse - she remembered it had been the nurse, somehow it had added to the humiliation - had bellowed “yes what, child?” the harshness of her voice at odds with the blue-eyed prettiness of her face.

				She had managed a sobbing, contrite “yes miss” but guessed it had been too little too late. She had heard the whistle of the cane slicing through the air even as the words had come blubbering out of her mouth. Her tears had begun raining down on the doctor’s blotter then, the dark green stains diffusing ever outward, merging and coalescing and becoming one with the trickle of drool that she remembered had run down her chin. She remembered too the doctor’s diatribe, each sentence separated from the next by a swish of the cane:

				“You are a runaway, Alice, a delinquent, but there are no places to run to here. This is a much respected institution. It has many influential friends, all of whom would be only too eager to play their part in ensuring that any naughty girl who might try to turn to the legal profession, for example, would be returned forthwith to our care. And you can forget any thoughts you might have about running to the police. In fact, once I have a diagnosis and my recommendations have been backed up by certain other individuals - as I assure you they will be - their duty will be as it always has been towards any misguided girl who might manage to abscond; to bring you straight back. Your days of as a runaway are over, my girl.”

				But there was another technique the woman could use, once she’d got a girl in her office, one that did not rely on the pain of corporal punishment or on a young woman’s dependency on her prescribed medicinal support. The woman had a psychological trick she could use, a trick that could quickly undermine a young woman’s self-confidence like almost nothing else. She had seen it used as a stage act on television, but the practitioner then had released the subject from the effect. The institution’s psychologist didn’t do that, indeed her practice was to reinforce it, to strengthen the effect with every visit, to add to it.

				It seemed innocuous, a simple statement, something along the lines of; ‘I’m sure you won’t ever forget your name... you won’t ever forget it... will you?’ Then she’d ask you your name, just out of the blue, mid-conversation... and it just wouldn’t come. She’d badger and bully: ‘come on, come on... it’s on the tip of your tongue... feel it on the tip of your tongue... see the letters, try and sound them out, like a foreign language, the way it sounds strange on the tip of your tongue...’ but it just would not come. The harder she had tried, the harder it had become, until she had broken down in tears of frustration. She had been dismissed from the psychologist’s office in that state.

				For a time she’d wondered if it would wear off but they didn’t use names here, you were numbered and addressed by that number or more usually simply as ‘girl’. She’d tried saying her name to herself, quietly - talking out loud was not permitted unless spoken to - and found she could, for a while. But if asked by a member of staff she could not dredge it up. Far from wearing off, each time it was mentioned it got worse until she could not even whisper it to herself any more. She could sort of hear the sound in her head, though it sounded strange now, but was completely unable to enunciate it - it had become subject to a complete mental block. Her age and date of birth had been next, both attributes having now been placed out of reach to her.

				She tried to not listen to the woman’s suggestions, but there was always something the woman would slip in at some point. And it was impossible to spot when something subliminal was being slipped in to the conversation, especially if it was something secondary, something pertaining to her but mentioned in passing to the nurse that always accompanied her to the doctor’s office.

				It was with some effort that she dragged her mind back to the drudgery of her work. The vast majority of it came in from ‘outside’. It was a commercial enterprise of quite substantial profitability, or so she surmised. The heap presently teetering in front of her was ‘internal’ - the outpourings of the institution itself. It consisted of an untidy pyramidal mishmash of bottle green and white, a mess of sweaty nylon and polyester, creased serge, crumpled crinkling plastic, wrinkled rubber and dubiously stained terry cloth.

				The latter came in wads zipped up within steamy looking plastic bags lined inside with beads of moisture, the fermented outcome of days left lying about in a warm room someplace. Dealing with these was the most distasteful, something to be dreaded and left to last lest she vomit over the rest - as she had done on a previous occasion - and receive a ‘bottom warming’ from the overseeing nun for doing so. A single tug on the plastic zipper would be enough to send the contents spilling out. Sharp, nose-stinging ammonia, the dull noxious musky pungency of mildew and that odd mucousy discharge sweetness would explode in her face, all of it mixed up with that ever-present hospitalised scent of disinfectant. She tossed each squishy, squidgy package to one side, each landing on the metal bench top with a dull heavily-wet thud, and returned to the rest.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 8

				THE TETHERED GIRLS

				Wiping that peculiarly starch-laden, fabric-scented laundry-sweat from her brow with the stiffened cuff of her nylon work frock, Alice was again swamped with self-recrimination, as so often she was these days when put to work in this way. It was the act of treachery that had procured her this relatively light duty that furrowed her brow and turned her stomach. It was an entirely separate part of that bargain that wool-wrapped her coddled mind and oiled the tracks of her thoughts.

				Her concentration slipped, slithered and skidded uneasily from track to track, from past to present to future; more often than not - as now - alighting on the recent past. But then; such was the lot of a traitor... And all the girl had been trying to do was help her... albeit in so doing to help herself in some way - perhaps aid all of them, help all of them get out of this place? No, there was no question about it; she should have taken the cane, not condemned another to something far worse in her stead...

				Here all physical punishments were administered on the bare bottom. But by far the worst, the most feared, consequence wasn’t necessarily a caning or strapping or a hand spanking across a nurse’s apron covered lap, or indeed anything at all to do with physical chastisement per se. Having said that; corporal punishment did still have a role to play, but it was very much a secondary role. If it was true that it was still necessary to administer the occasional over-the-knee slippering or long hard caning while secured by wrists and ankles over the gym vaulting horse, then it was only to ensure the miscreant’s compliance with the central part of the scheme; that was where the true punishment lay.

				The term, ‘being sent to Coventry’, while often enough banded-about in conversation, is seldom appreciated for the subtle, yet terrible, form of retribution it potentially describes. But then the full scope of the sort of social isolation implied in those few words as a form of correction had seldom been explored so thoroughly nor implemented with such single-minded determination. They had their own nomenclature of course, as institutions always do - and it was chock-full of their own twisted brand of psychobabble:

				No one was ever ‘corrected’, let alone ‘punished’ - perish the thought! Not one bit of it. No, a miscreant had her ill behaviour ‘modified’. Whether a moody, petulant pampered ‘daddy’s princess’ or street-hardened arrogant gum-chewing runaway, they were not ‘taken down a peg or two’, rather a girl’s attitude was ‘adjusted’, as one might adjust a clock, sewing machine or any other appliance judged out of kilter - it was that impersonal.

				Except it wasn’t that impersonal of course. One had only to overhear any ‘case conference’ to realise that much. The passion with which the various ‘intervention options’ were discussed could become palpable at times. Indeed it was not unusual on such occasions to witness one or two of the small select group of women that went to make up the ‘core committee’ shifting uneasily in their seats and looking decidedly uncomfortable as refinement upon refinement was piled on some ‘intervention plan’ or other. Whether the agitated drumming of lily-soft fingertips and clicking together of varnished, manicured nails around the table - not to mention that certain huskiness that seemed to creep in if some particularly winsome ‘case’ was being discussed - might be interpretable as some measure of untoward disciplinarian zeal? ...Well, if it did, it undoubtedly went by some other name or clinically sanitised description - and it certainly would not be viewed as ‘untoward’ in any case.

				And where sanitised terminology was concerned, none had been more disinfected than the term applied to the institution’s take on ‘sending to Coventry’ - ‘tethering’.

				On the surface little more than an inconvenience to the miscreant concerned, there was much more to it than that.  Tethering was probably the most humiliating - and certainly one of the most efficacious - of the various ‘behavioural interventions’ that could be doled out. Once ‘tethered’ a girl was not allowed to so much as glance at another girl, let alone speak to her.  Such a girl was to be considered literally ‘tethered’ to an assigned member of staff behind whom she was to trail - day in, day out - looking neither left nor right but keeping her eyes glued to the floor at all times. She would be forbidden to speak, make eye contact, or participate in any activity other than to either trail along behind her ‘mentor’ or sit or stand in the corner staring at the wall.

				In some ways that was not so much unlike normal proceedings in the ‘home’. Mealtimes were probably the worst example of that. Meals were taken in a large hall-like open room known as the refectory. Dense stained glass windows lined one wall, all displaying the shadowy outline of external bars running top to bottom and all inset deep within the thick stonework behind sturdy flush-fitting white-painted wire mesh. The walls at one end of the room - a full two thirds or more of the space - consisted of roughly whitewashed plaster. At the far end where the floor level was raised and had to be surmounted by a set of polished wood steps, oak panelling ran around three sides, sharply delineating that area from the rest. This was where the overseeing nuns and staff would sit, arranged along the rear wall behind a long polished table like a study based on Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper.

				This was the top table. Here, throughout, the home’s severe-looking governess would read from an ornate lectern carved in the shape of a spread-winged eagle, her jet hair pined tightly up in a bun and her navy fitted skirt and tailored white blouse, navy bow at the neck, giving the impression of a prison wardress. Here at breakfast they tucked into bacon, sausages, eggs, smoked haddock and grilled (never fried) tomatoes, the delicious piping-hot fare served from heaped silver dishes perched over spirit lamps by some poor hapless inmate dressed in a flounced, brief-skirted, black and white waitress dress, cap and apron.

				The inmates, by contrast sat along austere rough wooden tables on dusty splinter-infested benches arranged lengthwise down the room. Here tasteless gruel-like porridge was served at every meal accompanied by tepid tap water in polythene beakers, both the polythene spoon and matching bowl permanently chained to the bench top and both often crusty with the residue of the previous meal, having been wiped over with tissue at best.

				The nuns and staff would chatter amongst themselves. The girls, though, ate in strict silence, obliged to keep their eyes averted and heads bowed throughout.

				But there was more to it when it came to a ‘tethered’ girl. A ‘tethered’ girl was even forbidden the use of the meagre, spartan furnishings - such as they were. A ‘tethered’ girl was obliged and expected to sit quietly on the floor facing the wall at all times unless instructed otherwise.

				The process of ‘tethering’ robbed a girl of that secret bond that formed between inmates; the sort of strength that was garnered and mediated through the meeting of eyes and the furtive exchange of empathic glances. For a girl to have even that tiny little shred of hope taken away was the cruellest of cruel punishments - but that was just the start of it.

				She had come across several girls who had been ‘tethered’. In fact it seemed a fair percentage had been passed through that particular mill. A girl could spend months on end ‘on tether’ and so allowed absolutely no interaction whatsoever with the other ‘inmates’. And once ‘on tether’ the gloves were off it seemed; the staff passed up no opportunity to humiliate a girl and no aspect was overlooked.

				Be as unwise as to rebel against the ‘tether’ and a girl could find herself denied the use of the toilet, for example - although at the very least she could expect to be supervised, even under ‘normal’ circumstances. Dare complain, and a young woman in her late teens - or even in her early twenties - could just as easily find herself singled out to be put in nappies. It just took a diagnosis of ‘emotional’ or ‘hysterical incontinence’ to validate that particular approach.

				In addition, a ‘tethered girl’, regardless of whether she had been considered to have had an ‘attitude’ or to have ‘misbehaved’, would also have her misdemeanour signified by what she wore. In that way others would recognise her for what she was and so automatically know how to behave towards her. She could expect to be bullied by staff, but worse, she would know that the other girls would neither make eye contact nor as much as acknowledge her presence. The complicity of her compatriots in this affair was easily enough obtained. As always, compliance was ensured through fear of taking the tethered girl’s place - not to mention a good hard caning from one of the nuns; that practically went without saying.

				The nuns were absolutely expert when it came to setting girl upon girl in this manner. Divide and rule was the credo, and all manner of psychological abuse - subtle and not so subtle - could be put to use in recruiting the girls to undermine their own sense of group unity. For example, a rumour would arise that one particular girl was a ‘tattletale’, an agent of the staff who would ‘tell’ on the rest in order to obtain an easier time of it.

				Such a ‘Chinese whisper’ would pass from one to another by a series of sideways glances and raised eyebrows and twisted corners of the mouth, talking - other than when directly monitored by a staff member - being strictly forbidden. The origin was always something ‘let slip’ by one of the nuns themselves of course; something ‘accidentally’ overheard by one of the girls. But once in circulation, rumour quickly became fact - and that ‘fact’ could become surprisingly ‘contagious’, affixing itself and sticking first to one girl and then another. These unvoiced accusations would spread from girl to girl with amazing virulence, until all had become equally tainted in the eyes of each other. That was the point at which a group potentially united in common adversity became a selfish, disconnected collection of isolated, suspiciously fenced-in islets.

				Similarly they were required and made to watch films dealing with all manner of aspects of ‘feminine hygiene’. In conjunction with the spread of accusations of various girls being ‘carriers’ of certain heinous infections and the need to wait a certain length of time after such and such a girl before using the toilet, this too became a method of harnessing mass mistrust for the purposes of control.

				Even such a natural process as menstruation was harnessed for the purpose of undermining self esteem. In this facility a girl’s ‘time of the month’ was knowledge made common to all. Sanitary towels were strictly rationed and carefully monitored and came with a thorough quizzing in front of all and sundry as regards the ‘heaviness’ of flow and so on. Similarly visits to the toilet were strictly regimented and at specified times and of course were always carefully supervised. Frequently each and every girl would find herself being intrusively questioned as to her bowel habits while waiting, a clipboard-carrying nurse patrolling up and down the prison-like queue they had to form for the single, open fronted and glass-sided toilet cubicle.

				It was fear of that ‘tethering’ thing that made her give in to the Reverend Father, far more than fear of the cane, strap or any other implement of corporal punishment that might be employed in the first instance. She’d seen what a few months ‘on tether’ could do to spirited young thing - and ‘spirit’ was in short supply in this place. Besides, a healthy, regular ration of ‘physical chastisement’ formed the scaffolding of the ‘tether’ system in any case, so defiance was not merely the choosing of one consequence over another. The regimen’s skeleton, though, was fleshed out by constant and unrelenting humiliation and the systematic dismantling of the subject’s self-worth, sense of individuality and independence; it was that aspect that was to be feared.

				It was surprising how having their staff dressed in medical-world uniforms somehow seemed to lend the regime a sort of air of legitimacy. Presented against a pastoral, almost nurturing ecclesiastical background of stain glass windows and nuns in flowing black and white habits - and all overseen by a world-renown clinical psychologist - it seemed almost natural to have such a consequence as ‘tethering’ hanging over her whenever the twin spectres of ‘wilfulness’ and ‘disobedience’ raised their heads. As a method of keeping infractions to a minimum, to a vanishingly small frequency in fact, the ‘tethering system was undoubtedly efficacious’.

				But it was the involvement of the clinical psychologist - that, however cruel it might seem, it was all supervised, validated and presumably deemed justifiable by such an eminent figure in her field - that made the system seem in equal parts as sinister as it was inescapable. And it was inescapable. Alice had little doubt now that the whole damn place was as secure as any high-grade prison one might care to mention.

				Even if she were to run - even if she could run, if she were not hobbled by agoraphobia - she would be ignobly returned, tail between her legs, to this ‘home for wayward and intractable girls’. If they had done their paperwork right - crossed all the tees and so on - it would most likely be the police themselves who would return her, frogmarching her back through the hospital gates in handcuffs and likely lending a hand when it came to clapping her in one of those old-time canvas and leather straightjackets they kept for the really intractable. If that happened, she’d never get out - they’d have won. An attempt to escape in of itself would be taken as evidence of her ‘instability’ and ‘mental incompetence’. Otherwise, why would she run away from those who were surely only trying to help her - why run from a cure?

				Well, the Reverend Father was one reason, a very good reason. The Mother Superior was another - and the institution’s resident clinical psychologist, still another. And the latter woman, Alice felt sure, was as much cause as cure when it came to the agoraphobia which had done such a good job of pining her down under her stepmother’s thumb even before she had been brought to this place. And now that she was here, behind these barred windows, shutters and padlocked bolts... Well she could either bend to their will, awaiting her chance and hanging on to hope, however faint, while inexorably changing little by little, day by day.

				Alternatively she could stand against them - and by doing so place herself even more rigorously under their control, risk binding and chaining, herself even more tightly within the institution’s mothering all-embracing incarceration, perhaps indefinitely. But to have to surrender herself again and again to the Mother Superior’s tender embrace - or that other’s, not so tender, masculine machinations - while all the while harbouring the knowledge that her stepmother was enjoying this or that cruise, function, or whatever (and always, it seemed, some snippet or other would slip past the doctor’s lips)... Totally abasing sexual slavery - was that what it took to survive in this place? Was it that demeaning mental state which had led her to commit such treachery as to condemn another to the mental torture that was ‘tethering’? And just because that person had been strong enough to risk attempting help her fight back? How could she have been found so lacking by comparison?

				The Reverend Father was probably the worst part of it. He was the only male she had seen about the place and one who she already knew from bitter experience to be an old, debauched and repulsive pervert. His sparse white hair formed a broad horseshoe around a head that was flattened, possessing a central plateau of scaly liver-spotted pink. The latter expanse was marred further by the presence of hillock-like cyst or long-lived carbuncle of some kind that was set back to one side and rose from within its own nest of wire-like silver-grey whiteness.

				His face was loosely jowled, his watery greyish eyes - baggy beneath and topped by strangely orange-tinged upper lids drooping unevenly in rolls - were perpetually bloodshot like an old hound’s. His nose had somehow retained something hinting of past-times refinement about its upper reaches but graduated to a vein-corrupted, cauliflower-like, purplish bulb as it descended. His cheeks were ruddy and studded with spidery red rosettes of fine branching blood-vessels, his lips surprisingly fleshy but his complexion otherwise pallid. His breath she knew well as he was so often far, far too close and suggested he thrived upon whiskey and gin, though absinthe was nearer to the truth.

				She would lay there in resignation on his bed and he would turn her onto her tummy. He would then impatiently scrunch the thick white nylon fabric of the smock they forced them all to wear for bed up and over the swell of her hips, rolling the crinkling yet soft material about her waist like a sausage-skin lifebelt. There was always a large jar of lubricant cream in the pullout drawer under the tabletop by his bed. He would scoop out a liberal dollop of the opaque greasy substance with his middle finger, typically extracting a suppressed whimper from her as she would feel him part her bottom cheeks with those podgy fingers of his. Involuntarily she would tighten her cheeks as he lubricated the length of her deep bottom cleft with the stone cold Vaseline, usually earning a hard slap to her backside coupled with a horse-voiced warning to immediately relax her bottom or suffer the consequences. His finger would plunge in and out of her anus in a parody of loving coupling and then...

				Well, let’s just say Alice didn’t have to be told twice these days to automatically adopt the ‘froggy’s-legs’ position the old man demanded (he revelled in using such childish language). The latter posture involved her drawing up her knees to either side of her prone body until her thighs were tightly stretched apart and her buttocks - and much else besides - were lewdly presented, conveniently raised and invitingly spread for his inspection and subsequent use (another term he took great joy in his quite deliberate choice of it).

				It was at this stage that her hands were supposed to gravitate to the small of her back as if drawn by elastic - and these days they did so automatically. Her forearms she would then dutifully fold across the hollow that would form above her buttocks. Here those appendages would remain throughout, locked in subconsciously-wrought bondage in a pose of utter submission as if secured by an invisible arm binder, each palm cupping the opposing elbow.

				She would raise her hips when indicated so as to facilitate the positioning of the long, sausage-shaped bolster cushion he would pull cross-wise beneath her belly. Then, when her bottom was patted, her generous warm lips would part, ready to welcome the soft rubber soothing ring he provided for her to bite on - this precaution being in the form of a much larger version of a baby’s teething ring. The lid popping on the lubricant jar, the creaking of the ancient iron-framed bed, its springs, wheezing and whinging at the increased load as his knees came to rest bracketing her well-upholstered hips, his breath on the nape of her neck, his talon-like nails digging deep as he dragged further apart her bottom cheeks- these were the portents of what would then come.

				Her whole world had been turned topsy-turvy, now. These days she had learned the good grace to lie still while that foul, perverted old ‘man of the cloth’ - or anyone else come to that - fingered her bottom and humiliated her in any and every way possible. She had learned too the good manners to feign pleasurable mewing, to wriggle her bottom in invitingly keen anticipation of his surprisingly (for his vintage) turgid member and not to forget to voice her gratitude upon his satisfaction at the close. To not do so - whatever the cost to her self-respect - was to invite the old man’s ire!

				She had learned early on what it meant to earn the old churchman’s displeasure - the consequences paralleled those that came with raising the Mother Superior’s temper whenever that insatiable woman imposed herself upon her and she failed to fall to her knees when directed. The Reverend Father would thrash her tender rear with the belt he kept at his bedside using all the might he could muster, the sturdy yet supple leather doubled over in his hand. Twenty, thirty swipes across her bared, defenceless bottom - more? It would rarely stop until she lay limply like a broken, ragged doll, the pillow sodden with her tears and stringy wisps of spluttered saliva and he rendered breathless, coughing spasmodically and asthmatically rasping air into his wrecked, phlegm-filled lungs.

				Sometimes, in the aftermath, back in the Mother Superior’s chambers, having brought in a girl under some disciplinary pretext or other he would work himself up into a red-faced frenzy, thrashing the devil from some, usually blameless, ‘Jezebel’ he perceived as plotting his downfall through the temptations of her flesh, often with the encouragement of the Mother Superior ringing in his ears. The latter was telling; they were kindred souls, the Mother superior and him, two sides of the same, double-headed coin.

				Any forensic psychologist or profiler worth his or her salt could have predicted how such a pairing would feed off each other, bolstering, excusing, building on each other’s deviant fantasies, their joint deviant behaviour evolving in sophistication, becoming more extreme as each sought to replicate previous ‘highs’, finding instead the need for ever greater stimuli to climb the same ladder. Heaven, like ‘enlightenment’, like Nirvana, was ever out of reach; it would always be so, one would always want it to be so; for to summit such a pinnacle would be to leave nowhere else to explore, nothing more to attain, no further option other than to fall.

				Some rewards, then, are but purgatory in disguise, like standing one-legged on precariously piled nursery building blocks, each additional brick a further fall from grace yet each bringing out-stretched greedy fingers irresistibly closer to the prize. It was a state of being in which the ultimate thrust for redemption could only be that resulting in the final downfall, and from which neither prayer nor lucre in the guise of charity might extradite the protagonists. The intercedence of the Vatican, if and when the worst came to the worst... well, that might be an entirely different matter... but that would have to wait to be seen.

				As for Alice: Alice’s reward for informing on the one person who might have been in a position to have helped her had been the allocation of a lighter work quota... and more frequent access to her prescribed tranquilizers. Yet the latter, ironically, she had known, even at the time, would only result in her being rendered more woolly-headed than ever and brought even more thoroughly under the institution’s control - and under Dr Ecclestone’s thumb. In fact it had been Dr Ecclestone that she had reported the girl to.

				It had been while in one of her regular one-to-one psychological evaluation sessions with the near-supernaturally insightful psychotherapist. She had never intended to turn traitor but the doctor had just sort of levered it out of her. And she had unashamedly revelled in the doctor’s lavished praise. Nodding in thrilled acceptance she had actually smiled in fawning gratitude when told, as a ‘reward’, she would be moved on to a stronger sedative, the doctor telling her: “I’m really pleased with you; I think you are coming along nicely!” She hated herself for that!

				If life under the supervision of a strict guardian, as her stepmother had set herself up as, and her governess friend had been a rude awakening, life under the thumb of the implacable woman psychologist was something else entirely. She was being made complicit in her own incarceration, allowing the doctor to make her more and more dependent on her medication. And there she had been, down on her knees and actually thanking the doctor for allowing her to become ever more addicted!

				Yes, that evil woman had made her kneel on the carpet in front of her chair and nuzzle into her open palm to retrieve the two sedative capsules with her lips; all the while chiding her with the warning: “...of course this new drug is a little more addictive than the one you have been used to”. And she’d actually been grateful! It beggared belief, but unfortunately it was all too true.

				It was equally true that, practically on sight, she had disliked that other girl, her would-be saviour. That the girl had risked eye contact - strictly forbidden - even a fleeting, coy smile, had somehow made it worse. Quite why she couldn’t say. Perhaps it was the girl’s temerity that she, Alice, herself, just didn’t possess. Perhaps it was that she had somehow sensed that this girl still had in spades much of that which had been so lovingly ground out of her by the domineering triumvirate of her stepmother, the governess her stepmother had hired and doctor Anne Ecclestone. Then again, perhaps it had been another form of jealousy entirely. Perhaps it was as much due to the girl’s pretty-pretty doll-like looks.

				The girl possessed the same cute, wrinkling nose, looks as the actress, Gwyneth Paltrow. Indeed she shared a close enough resemblance to have worked as a teenage-era look-alike, had she been free to do so, had she not have been somehow incarcerated in this place. To have actually been baptised ‘Gwyneth’ was perhaps a twist of fate too far for credulity - yet that was indeed the truth of it. Hailing from a secluded Welsh valley village her given name had been largely due the say-so of her grandmother, a woman so steeped in the past as to hardly have heard of the actress, let alone be influenced in her decision by the woman’s celebrity. Not that Alice herself had been at the time, nor would likely ever be, privy to any of that.

				But the young woman’s inheritance - for she was past the stage when most would call her ‘girl’ - was not all Welsh valleys, mountain tops, sheep and pretty tinkling waterfalls. There had clearly been a sprinkling of Scandinavian in with the Celtic genes. Strawberry-blond wavelets and curls framed her small heart-shaped face - seemingly in wilful defiance of the rigors of the ‘hospital cut’ she sported - and a faint string of freckles bridged her ‘cutie-pie’ upturned nose. She even projected that indulged diva-style petulance one might expect of the out-grown child-star. In a previous incarnation she had undoubtedly been the archetypal self-appointed smartest girl in the room. Haughty and competitive, even in the institutionally stifling environment that characterised the ‘home’, outside of its ragged glass-shard-topped walls she would have been mistress of the compulsive cutting snipe, the back-talking queen of the classroom or lecture theatre pile.

				And she was not without a modicum of acting talent - not quite up to her name’s sake perhaps, but good enough in her amateur way to have been ‘noticed’. But there are times when it is better not to have been ‘noticed’. She had not been so much plucked from obscurity as plucked from the threshold of fame to be ignobly slung into obscurity - reduced from a ‘name’ to a number at the stroke of a Biro across the bottom of a ‘psychological appraisal’ form. But then, that history too lay outside the knowledge of Alice or any of her incarcerated compatriots - and would stay that way.

				At first Alice had taken pleasure in the other girl’s fall from grace. The girl was stripped of the privilege of the more sophisticatedly styled dress she was allowed to wear, a prim high-collared button-through nylon frock-style overall like the rest of them but one possessing a tailored bodice and a knee-length pencil skirt that allowed at least a modicum of vanity to be preserved. They put her in a flounced micro-skirted twist on a child’s prim gingham school summer dress with layered white petticoats, ribbons in her plaited hair, and frilled white plastic rumba pants on show, bulging around heavy folds of terry-cloth nappy fabric. And then she was placed on “tether”!

				She was not to speak, nor as much as glance at anyone or anything to either side of her passage as she went, but rather was to keep her eyes fixed on her black patent Mary Janes at all times, steered from behind by a staff member’s hands on her shoulders. That was how she was to go about from then on - steered like a pet led on a leash. It was total ‘social exclusion’; she was essentially supposed to disappear as far as all other staff members and her compatriots were concerned - not only seen-and not-heard but seen, not heard and not acknowledged. In short; she was to become solitary among the throng.

				To begin with - and to her guilty chagrin - Alice had found it somehow uplifting observing the girl’s abject misery as she was led around like a puppy on its leash. Only as time passed did the recriminations set in, only as she had begun to note the girl’s obvious deterioration, especially mentally, had the truth begun to finally hit home - that in watching that poor wretch shuffle past she was in fact staring at a premonition of her own future.

				Perhaps ten weeks had passed - though she couldn’t be sure - before the girl had really, noticeably, began to withdraw into her shell. Those bright, sharp, sparkling, observant and intelligent eyes - eyes that had never missed a trick - had dulled, become fish-like and disinterested. All those hours spent obliged to stand or sit meekly, staring blankly at the floor or the wall, had begun to weave their mind-unravelling magic. By this point they had already got her tamed. She had already learned to follow along like a house-trained puppy, no argument, no question - and without as much as a glance towards either the nun or nurse or whoever else happened to have been placed in charge of her or her surroundings... But they were not satisfied - the girl was to be made ‘an example to others’ not least of whom was Alice herself.

				After maybe nine months had passed Alice overheard the staff gleefully discussing how the girl had begun wetting the bed. Ten weeks or so after that, and the proud, intelligent teenager had been left an empty dried husk. This once rebellious young woman would now sit passively, not moving a muscle unless approached by a nurse or perhaps one of the nuns, at which she would then cringe against the wall, submissively shrinking back, her eyes wide in mindless terror...

				It was only at that point that they finally put the girl in a straight jacket. Alice had seen the orderlies bring it in. She had watched wide-eyed the girl standing passively with her arms outstretched to receive the garment, all hope lost from her dull eyes. She had felt her blood chilling as the leather straps were tautened, the buckles had squeaked in protest and the tightening canvas had creaked. And throughout the girl herself had not even struggled, nor as much as uttered a grunt of protest. She had not as much as shaken her head even when told she was “off to the ward” and they were leading her out past the security grille to the waiting ‘secure transfer wheelchair’ with its wrist and ankle cuffs and that poncho-like thing that buckled around the patient’s shoulders.

				‘The ward’: It was a commonly used staff euphemism for one of the ‘conventional’ areas of the hospital, that part of the secure psychiatric wing that everybody knew about - a real mental ward in a real mental hospital. It was also something that had passed her by when she had first heard it, all that time ago. It had just been something the doctor had let slip yet at the time had meant nothing. Now it made her blood run cold whenever the words popped up in her mind. The doctor had once said something about her stepmother perhaps coming to visit her one day; “once you are all safe and sound... in the ward”... Oh my god!...

				Her mind had jumped back to the present. She was still in the laundry - and thankful for it. But for how much longer? How long before she too was put ‘on tether’? How long before someone, somewhere, trumped up an excuse? Did they need an excuse? Churning through the pile of gym uniforms, leotards, institutional work clothes, oddly infantile ruffled plastic pants and once cardboard-crisp school blouses, their green and white striped man-made fabric now crumpled and sweat stained, she paused, looking up. The blank misty-white window nestling behind its sturdy metal gauze protection met her gaze - and the sight was somehow reassuring.

				Wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, this time careful not to mar the sleeve of her uniform dress, the thought struck her: The real world was still out there somewhere, miles away and yet just the other side of these painted stone or concrete walls and those others surrounding the institution. Or it might be closer still if this facility was indeed sited within a private psychiatric clinic, as she had overheard let-slip - a world within a world, as it were.

				That was how she had to proceed. She had to constantly remind herself of that latter fact while somehow ignoring the fact that her stepmother and her cronies were also still out there somewhere, undoubtedly gloating over her fate. But if she was determined of one thing it was that this - whatever this was - was not going to be her fate.

				And she had an ace up her sleeve. She could be confident that one other knew at least something of what had been going on. And that other could be relied upon one-hundred-percent to alert the relevant authorities to her disappearance from her ancestral home. Yes, there was no way her stepmother would be able to pull the wool over that girl’s eyes or fob her off in any manner whatsoever - of that she was certain; she had to be certain. She had to stay focussed on that one hope... no, not hope - certainty.

				But if only she knew... but perhaps soon enough young Alice Marchment would... Perhaps soon enough, perhaps all too soon, she would learn what had become of her half-sister. We shall see...

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 9

				SANATORIUM CONFINEMENT

				As much Alice feared being ‘put on tether’ she feared more being transferred to the care home’s infirmary sanatorium. One way or another she had learned - or rather, been encouraged to learn - that the sanatorium section was run with an iron fist by a particularly domineering matron (or House Mother, as was her given title) under the guidance of an extraordinarily authoritarian psychotherapist. At least here in the workhouse she could wear relatively ordinary and real and proper clothing, even if the garb did go to make up an extraordinarily ugly and unflattering institutional uniform. In the sanatorium the poor unfortunate inmates wore sensible striped pyjamas seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day - sensible in that the masculine looking button-through jacket and trouser ensemble was devoid of waist elastic or drawstrings for ‘safety’ reasons. But of course what that was really all about was yet another method of exercising control over a girl, imposing constraints and imposing discipline.

				It was far easier to control a group of difficult-to-handle teen girls when they were dressed in deliberately outsized pyjamas, with arms that dangled way past their fingertips and trouser legs that extended so far past their ankles as to present a serious tripping hazard. A girl could not cut much of a figure, nor present much of a problem, when both her hands were kept occupied in hitching up a waistband that continually threatened to fall around her knees and tugging up trouser legs continually tangling around her feet and ankles like a hobble. And she’d even heard whispers that a girl could easily find herself placed in a straitjacket once they had her there in the infirmary sanatorium, if she wasn’t careful, if she was particularly petulant, if she was foolish enough to fight back against the régime!

				And that was what the sanatorium was all about in reality, she’d heard, dealing with those more difficult-to-handle girls that came along ever so once in a while. That tiny section leading off the infirmary had little to do with sickness or disease; unless of the course rebelliousness and disobedience could be labelled as illnesses. But then there was that school of thought adhered to by certain members of the staff that held that behavioural aberrations of any form could be considered as a type of mental illness. And it was a school of thought that the woman doctor who ran the place definitely subscribed to.

				Everything about the institution, the care home or industrial school or however one cared to term this place, was about instilling conformity and unquestioning obedience to authority.

				Where the cane and the strap and the over-the-knee spankings failed or left off, the sanatorium with its tedious medical procedures, constant rounds of psychological testing, questionnaires and intimately probing interrogative interviews would take up the slack. In fact they didn’t actually do much at all to a girl there, not physically. Yes, there was the cane and the strap for talking and other forms of non-compliance - and there was a strict rule of absolute silence enforced on the ward - but the rest just came down to making a girl sit and wait, and wait, and wait...

				Alice knew all about that firsthand now; her worst nightmare had now come true. Alice, you see, had tripped up once too often. She’d got caught out trying to talk to that Welsh girl, Gwyneth; feeling sorry for her, feeling sorry for having gotten her in to that private walking psychological torment called ‘the tether’ she’d tried to make contact, catch the girl’s eye with a wink and a raised eyebrow, whisper her own name across when the woman supervising the girl had had her back turned and the girl was down on her hands and knees in her overall and matching tabard, scrubbing brush in hand. And Alice’s approach had been duly flagged up - by the girl herself - that blessed elfin Welsh pixie!

				Alice had failed to take into account the effect residing in this establishment could have on a teenage girl. She hadn’t taken in to account the way in which the unrelenting régime of punishment, discipline and psychological manipulation could leave a girl turned against and competing with her peers, vying for favouritism, striving to please this or that nun, mistress or overseer while distrustful of her comrades, those around her who were in the same boat. She should have known better: Betrayal, snitching, was commonplace among these unfairly confined girls; or at least it suited the powers that be that it should appear so.

				If ever a girl was ‘tripped up’ or caught out over an infringement of even a minor rule or stipulation you could be sure that a hint would be let slip at some point, inferring that some manner of treachery had been to blame, that someone had put her hand up or ‘blabbed’. Often for a while afterwards it would become noticeable that some girl or other appeared to being treated with some degree of favouritism; perhaps an extra ration at mealtimes, a noticeably lighter workload or reduced emphasis on meeting her quota in the sewing room or a smile from a certain nun - usually the one who had done the catching-out - an encouraging pat on the head or an affectionate pat on the bottom.

				The thing was; at other times these little tokens of favour were apt to be dolled out in a quite random fashion in any case. A girl could find herself fawned over, patted, smiled at, encouraged, at one moment, then find herself pulled up over some really tiny, insignificant petty infringement the next by the very same staff member. And in such a situation, more often than not, a punishment would be awarded out of all proportion to the crime; a half dozen or so with the cane, say, knickers down, for having her school tie slightly crooked if under instruction in the school room, or the top button of her uniform work dress unfastened if in the workroom, or even something as simple as having caught the eye of another girl; and all while the woman concerned would mutter about how let down she felt, how he girl had disappointed her.

				But Alice herself had unwittingly fallen foul of that first approach, found herself set up as the Judas of the group. Another girl, a serious-eyed but winsome plump blond with an over-broad behind and an upturned nose - one of the vast majority whose name she had no idea of - had tried to appropriate a tool from her workbench; the silly thing should really have known better, since all such implements were each attached to the back of the workbenches by fine but strong stainless steel linked chains. In the event the desperate girl’s surreptitious attempts at twisting off the chain from the handle of an awl - presumably intending to put the tool to use in some sort of escape attempt - had been thwarted, both by the unexpected resilience of the chain and by having been spotted.

				It had most probably been one of the eagle-eyed overseers who had seen it; certainly Alice hadn’t seen anything untoward as regards any of her fellows having drawn attention to the girl’s activities. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that as they had filed out of the workroom - the girl concerned having been treated to a prolonged and drawn-out thrashing with a heavy leather strap across her bare behind while fastened by her wrists and ankles over the so-called ‘flogging horse’, this being a prologue to being placed on tether - a nun had patted Alice’s bottom, smiled and treated Alice to a cheery “good girl”.

				It had been the fresh-faced and decidedly pretty young nun, Sister Evangeline; unlike the inmates, nuns had names; the girls were only ever ‘the girls’. Even the eldest of them - a tall, slim brunette with high cheekbones and an out of proportionally-large bustline whom Alice estimated to perhaps be in her mid-twenties - was only ever referred to or addressed as ‘’girl’. Alice had seen her wince once or twice when patronisingly told she was being a “good girl”, but she wouldn’t dare open her mouth of course; unless it was to suck on her thumb. She had tried to abscond and been sent to the infirmary’s sanatorium for a period; she had been sucking her thumb at intervals ever since she’d returned.

				Sister Evangelina and one of the other nuns seemed to take a particular interest in Alice’s welfare for a while after the incident with the girl in the workroom, praising her work, patting her bottom. And Alice had found herself lapping it up. It had cheered her... until that is she caught the withering, hateful glances from the other girls; then it had started to sink in. One particular girl had seemed to glare more intently, more hatefully, at her than the rest and when in time it had been Alice’s turn to be pulled up - one of the buttons fastening the front of the skirt of her work dress had come undone and she hadn’t noticed - it had been that girl who seemed to have suddenly come in to favour. Alice for her sins had suffered a dozen agonizingly stinging swats with the Scottish tawse across her bottom while upended over Sister Evangeline’s lap.

				Then the fragrant Sister Evangeline had turned her attention to another of the girls - the new girl, Gwyneth - and Alice had experienced first the pain of rejection, then pang of jealousy, and then... well, downright irrational hatred towards the blameless girl herself. And as over time she did actually witness certain acts of betrayal - and come to suspect others - Alice found herself growing to actually despise her fellow detainees; she certainly trusted none. It was part of the reason that when that girl Gwyneth had whispered her name to Alice and then asked Alice in return for hers, had offered her hand in friendship, Alice had shot up her hand, reported the girl for breaking the no-talking rule. It was how the game was played; mutual distrust locked each of them into her own little cocoon, and the drive to please made each one of them part of the establishment, each becoming in essence one of the links in her own chain.

				Doubtless that girl, Gwyneth would have been led to understand that Alice was one of the ‘pets’, one of the eager-to-please lapdogs who could be relied upon to inform. Doubtless too, therefore, the girl would have seen any approach by Alice as a potential trap, being set so that she might be punished further. And even if she didn’t fall for it, even if she ignored Alice’s overtures, how could the girl have been certain she wouldn’t then be punished for not ‘flagging up’ their agent’s (i.e. Alice’s) behaviour? In that manner, then, the girl might well have reasoned it out as a potential double-trap, a trap within a trap. Or perhaps simple revenge.

				But despite all this reasoned scenario, the fact remained; how could Alice have been sure, how could Alice be sure now, that Gwyneth herself wasn’t part of some trap, had been reporting back her every move - and those of the other girls - all along? Perhaps she was just making excuses for her. Whatever the truth, the fact of the matter was, she realised, that her last few sparks of compassion had landed her in her nightmare, here, in the sanatorium.

				At night she waited tucked up in a hospital bed, sedated into a deep dreamless slumber. By day she waited sitting in an upright plastic chair by the side of the bed - at least until the mid-afternoon nap came, along with another handful of sedative capsules. She sat endlessly waiting for mealtimes, for the arrival of the bedpans, for the trundle of the wheelchair to transport her to yet another one-to-one therapy session with the psychotherapist - a mindless trip down unending twisting and turning featureless white passageways to an equally mindless and featureless white office where a single inset ceiling lamp burned above a white desk. There a condescendingly smiling and attractively made-up woman, a tight black leather skirt and fitted white shirt-blouse and tie showing under her open-fronted white coat, would probe and prod and pick at mental scabs still forming over the scars of uncountable previous grilling sessions.

				And the worst that could happen to a girl was to have that woman doctor take a personal interest in her ‘case’. Then there wouldn’t even be the distraction of the routine of the ward to alleviate the tedium; the bell that rang to signify mealtimes, that other of a different pitch that signified the distribution of the bedpans and that jingled continuously throughout their use, the somnolent low resonant mournful gong that accompanied their going off to sleep and the harsh rasping buzzer that would wake them to another mindlessly boring day of waiting, and waiting, and waiting.

				Somewhere in between there would be an embarrassingly detailed and intimate bed bath, performed by a nurse with a white plastic apron over her royal blue uniform dress, or there might come a shrill whistle. The latter, blown by the House Mother in her calf-length navy-blue hospital matron’s dress and starched white apron was the signal to gather in the narrow gangway between the ends of the two rows of bed, to be shepherded in single file past the usually-locked security gate and into the windowless room beyond, where a semi-circle of white plastic stackable chairs would be waiting gathered around a freestanding blackboard adorned with some words or phrases.

				The doctor would be there too, of course, her white coat flapping about her customary leather skirt, cotton blouse and black tie, her high-heeled court shoes tip-tapping on the white lino as she strolled about brandishing a crook-handled traditional school-style cane in her hand as a pointer to the words chalked on the board. Then she would start them off in a gently lulling singsong voice reciting the words on the board like a sort of hypnotic mantra, all the girls being obliged to follow word by word, note by note softly singing over and over whatever the particular phrase of the day happen to be:

				“Obedience makes for satisfaction, conformity makes for happiness...” The doctor herself, having started off the flow, set the cadence and dictated the melody would then herself stop. She would simply stand there tapping one word at a time in sequence with the tip of her cane, her deep blue eyes magnified behind her horn-rimmed glasses roving around the crestfallen and glassy-eyed faces, constantly checking that no girl took her eyes off the blackboard; not even for an instant. Then, from time to time and without breaking the rhythm she would softly yet commandingly sing out some instruction or other: ‘hands-on heads, left index finger to your nose, right index finger to your nose, hands overhead, fingertips touching, hands on knees, touch left breast, touch right breast...’

				And so it would go on, the girls chanting in strange singsong unison voices, the doctor issuing seemingly random instructions and then singing out ‘good girls’ as she would watch her little captive group obey her. Her cane was of course always close at hand to correct the unwary; the girl whose attention might perhaps wander or the individualistic rebellious freethinking type who might perhaps be foolish enough to try to retain some degree of recalcitrance. But after several months her need to bare a girl’s bottom would have dwindled to practically never. And as for freethinking side of it; that was exactly what this type of group therapy exercise was designed to work against.

				The constant stream of instructions, sometimes contradictory, while the girls were obliged to continue with their singsong recitation, was designed to distract their conscious minds, allowing the content of whatever the mantra happened to be that day to worm its way into their subconscious while at same time serving to instil unquestioning obedience. After an hour or more she would have them in a trancelike state, even the most independently minded of them blank-faced and glassy-eyed - and not one girl would return to her bed free of the little rhyme or slogan running around inside her head.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 10

				FINAL CHAPTER?

				OR LAST STRAW?

				It had been the patient’s moans issuing from the padded cell next door to her own that had awoken Alice. She knew, almost without needing to think about it that it was that Welsh valley girl, Gwyneth, the girl she had been responsible for getting ‘put on tether’. She knew too, instinctively, the rationale behind the girl having been placed in the very next room - and just why someone had neglected to shut the observation flap in the door, the closure of which would have rendered the room totally soundless.

				Listening to the poor thing’s mutterings and mumblings Alice found it difficult to remind herself that neither herself, nor the poor thing next door, were real mental patients, that this wasn’t a real psychiatric institution, but rather simply formed part of a small medical facility set within the walls of a priory, a church-run charity home ‘for the valuable and feckless and the morally weak’. Above all she needed to stay focused, try her best to find a way out, before her will too was broken, her mind too became eroded away and she became just another of those menial simpletons they had working their lives away in their laundry, muttering psalms, prayers and Hail Marys.

				Echoing, reverberant, screams were winding along the stone-flagged hallways now, the sounds of weeping and sobbing too - every now and then an outburst of crazy kookaburra laughter. How she yearned to cover her ears, but the straightjacket they had put her in had other ideas. All she could do was lie there on the padded flooring on her side, maintaining the foetal position she had been in ever since she had last been ‘seen to’, however long ago that had been.

				Just previous to that time, the last time Alice had been awake, there had been a different sound issuing from the cell next door, a sort of warm humming, thrumming sound that occasional rose or fell in pitch and that occasionally, too, had a rough buzzing edge to it. The electrical whining sound, sometimes as low-pitched as the hum from an electricity substation or transformer, had been accompanied by a soft, sensual feminine sighing, almost sobbing, sometimes rising to a wailing girlishly intimate crescendo as the thrumming too rose in pitch, became more insistent - only then to fall away to a flustered peel of “please, please, please...” as the pitch, too, dropped away. It had seemed to go on for hours, the slobbery sobbing sighing building to throaty gasps and wailing and then subsiding again - sometimes to real tears of sorrow - in time with the rising and falling of the thrumming sound. Sometimes the strange symphony of anguish would be accompanied by high-pitched pleas of what sounded like “no more... no more...”, at other times by desperate moaning throaty exaltations not to stop whatever it was that was going on; “please... please don’t stop... not again, not again... please...!”

				Between these two extremes at times Alice fancied she caught the voice of the new young psychotherapist, the light tinkling girlish laugh she had, a sort of pitting awkward giggle, at other moments, she would overhear distinct snippets of speech: “...just look at the picture... that’s it... what beautiful breasts she has... what a lovely bottom”. Then the thrumming pitch would drop, accompanied by all manner of breathy entreaties. Then the sound would rise again a little: “... now tell me how lovely you think those breasts are... tell me how it would make you feel to run your hands over that bottom... come along, just whisper... and I promise I’ll not stop this time...”

				That was when the gasping and wailing had started in earnest, the pitch of that thrumming buzzy hum rising up like a swarm of bees... It hadn’t been the first time of course - it seemed to be something of an ongoing programme involving the resident of the next room, poor Gwyneth - a daily procedure that seemed to have been going on for weeks. But whatever was being done to her, all that attention the girl was wallowing in made Alice feel envious; the strategy in her case now seemed to be to simply leave her alone - deadly alone.

				Being in the straitjacket was like being shut in some kind of rib-crushing, breath-denying canvas, leather-strapped and steel-buckled corset - but one in addition set with padlocks. The enforced posture, knees drawn up to the chest, had almost been comforting at first but had now become a modern variation played on the theme of the mediaeval torture known as the ‘Little Ease’. Popular with the Tudors and early Stuarts, in those times the latter consisted of a tiny cell or cage-like accommodation within which the prisoner could neither stand nor sit, nor lie down but could only crouch in ever-increasing agony. The irony here was that there was plenty of room in the white box of the padded cell - from Alice’s viewpoint it seemed an uncomfortably huge and empty vacuum - just that she was prevented, forbidden, from making use of any of that potential freedom; that was the real cruelty.

				The jacket’s sleeves were devoid of openings allowing for the passage of wrists and hands, the free ends being sewn closed and terminating with reinforced leather tabs or straps which dangled from the tips of her imprisoned fingers. These would be secured by a uniformed nurse who - having dragged the hotly resisting Alice’s arms across her chest in the manner of a self-hug - would then buckle the sleeves behind Alice’s back, before slipping a padlock through a ‘D’ ring on the buckle.

				There had been a time Alice would have continued to struggle even at that point, often dropping to the floor and squirming around in the vain hope of making the proceedings more difficult for the nurse and the two novice nuns who usually attended her. The long hard caning that would invariably follow, with her arms anchored out of harm’s way in the jacket and her held down bodily across the hospital-style examination couch they had outside the padded room had eventually done the trick.

				Nowadays once her arms were fastened she just gave up. She would now stand passively while the nurse and her two Sisters of Mercy attendants buckled her straightjacket up the back, a padlock popped into each of the ‘D’ rings locking-off the several roller buckles and clicked shut. Nowadays the nurse barely creased her starched cambric apron or her calf-length ‘hospital blue’ dress, nor was there danger of her dislodging her high-fronted cap or of perspiration dampening her uniform dress’s high ‘mandarin-style collar. The nurse’s cane was always still very much in attendance, though, swinging on its wrist strap from a silvered clip on the side of her elasticated webbing belt, a bunch of keys dangling from the other and a filigree ball-clasp buckle you could see your face in, if not for its ornate butterfly wing design, in-between.

				The leather reinforced collar would be last - following the crotch strap, of which more later - simply two ‘D’ rings pulled together at the rear and wedded by yet another of those golden burnished-finish brass padlocks so beloved of the establishment. There was even a ‘D’ ring at the front of the collar from which a leash would be attached by way of one of those padlocks, this one bigger than the rest, unnecessarily bulky; she supposed it was to make it more obvious, so that she might see it each time she glanced down, be reminded of the hopeless totality of her captivity here, the unassailability of their control over her.

				Her arms were pulled as tight as a tourniquet beneath her breasts. Her hands, her palms - even the individual digits all but completely immobilised - were pressed to the sides of her ribcage as if fixed in place by some kind of supernatural adhesive; such was the power of her helplessness. There were all manner of ratcheted locks and tamper-proof buckles, all contributing to her control, all relieving her of the responsibility of self-volition, the trouble of self-direction; there was a kind off peace to it, a listless, sleepy feeling of submission which somehow paralleled an intensity of powerlessness which should really have been downright terrifying. And yet having been deprived of all means of resistance, once she had calmed down, in place of panic she was left instead with a sense of relief, as if soothed by the negation of the obligation to resist. It wasn’t sane; it was a worrying thought...

				The stiffly abrasive fabric scratched and itched her skin making sleeping near impossible save for fits and starts and head-nodding jolts, the only area spared being her breasts which sweated within their own prison. The latter consisted of a long-line bra possessing rigid reinforced plastic-lined cups designed to keep temptation at bay - except that it didn’t; the bra’s cups lined internally with a circular pad of fine grassy soft polythene fronds managed the exact opposite; boredom did the rest, imagination filled in the gaps making it suitably difficult to concentrate.

				In a similar fashion her pudendum - that shameful thing, as the nuns called it, quoting from the Latin translation - was sheltered behind a small, rigid and roughly ovoid polythene bowl which tapered off towards the rear and was ostensibly designed to protect both from the chafing of the straightjacket’s crotch strap, and any sinful stimulation that might otherwise be derived. This shield-like covering being immovably secured within - and an integral part of - the gusset of a pair of thick skin-tight backless rubber panties was furnished with a small straw-like tube to the fore - this forming the exit point of a urethral catheter - and was lined with an entire lawn of long, soft, grass-like strands that swayed, stroked and caressed with every movement. An additional little rubbery fan of slivers, something along the lines of the body and arms of a sea anemone in form, arose and oozed upwards and inwards from within the front of the gusset cover, its latex tendrils drifting bewitchingly forwards to surround and intermittently brush against that which she’d really rather nothing touched at all than just sort of half-touch. That part of the perineum between the rear of the vagina and the anus, that sensitive area above which the plastic gusset cover tapered to a flat point, was treated to the infuriating attentions of a fine longitudinal fringe of bristly plastic hairs.

				Her anus itself - ordinarily a sweet little pinkish bud - left bare and uncovered by the backless panties was distended and stretched, though not painfully so, by a hollow-centred rubber bung, this in form like a small but wide-centred black cotton reel, albeit soft yet resilient. Locked firmly in place by its shape, the rubbery inner flange being quite large in girth in comparison to the centre part of the tubular doughnut-like body, this dilator - as it was termed - was safe from expulsion during normal voiding and was essentially tamper-proof - even if the patient’s hands were free, which Alice’s most certainly were not - requiring a special tool to fit or remove; it also all but completely removed the patient’s own volition in ‘holding back’, the device rendering the sphincter muscles essentially useless.

				A thick, doubled terry cloth nappy enfolding the whole ensemble, backless rubber pants, catheter outlet, pudenda shield and all, completed the picture. Over all of this paraphernalia went a voluminous pair of all-confining, ‘tamper-proof’ plastic bloomers, the garment a greyish-white semi-transparent institutional monstrosity devoid of any aesthetic or consideration of dignity. Elasticated deep-sectioned waterproofed and rubberized internally-ribbed cuffs bit deep into her lower thighs, nearly as far down as her knees. A chunky polythene covered, rubber lined, waistband, its grip augmented by an enclosed threaded-through spring steel band, squeezed just a tad too firmly where it hugged her middle beneath her lower ribs. The two halves of the flat steel hoop running within the confines of the broad waistband were kept closed by a small but robust padlock mounted at the rear, at the small of her back, which served to wed the two ‘U’ shaped metal hoops formed at the point at which the two spring steel ends surfaced from within the plastic fabric covering.

				The buckled straitjacket crotch strap would be tightened over all this of course. The thick, broad, unforgiving leather tongue would be pulled taut through the locking roller buckle assembly until the crotch, diaper or nappy and that rigid gusset-shield thing were all pressed up unbearably close into her groin and intimacy, the bulk of the terry cloth forcing her thighs apart to the point at which walking would have been reduced to a painfully slow old-aged waddle in any case, even without the padded leather ankle restraints and their short tethering leash which hobbled her further. Then the crotch strap would be locked-off with a padlock.

				It was true a pair of fabric bloomers would then be slipped over the top, these in a soft white satin - whether silk satin or of some man-made fibre she couldn’t be sure - and tying at the waist, over the top of the straightjacket, by way of a huge pink satin bow. But this addition had nothing to do with aesthetics or consideration of dignity, and a whole lot to do with humiliation, being festooned with babyish prints of teddy bears, dollies and other childhood friends and decorated by row upon lavish row of flounces and frills. It all went along with the ankle socks and the manner in which they now arranged what was left of her hair - after her trip to the nun who had laughingly called herself ‘the stylist’ and had doled-out her first ‘hospital cut’ - into two tightly plaited pigtails, each finished off with a massively oversized glossy pink satin ribbon.

				Finally the ankle cuffs would be fastened over the top of the little frilled white turn-over-top ankle socks they made her wear; a fluffy, lacy and babyish confection decorated with pink ribbons threaded around the tops, each tied in a cutie-pie bow at the front. The restraint cuffs each fastened with a double-tongued strap and buckle arrangement, each of the four small stainless steel buckles - two on each cuff - secured by a padlock, one of which on each cuff did double duty by way of securing the ‘D’ ring on each end of the oh, so short, hobble strap.

				She used to sit listlessly against the back wall of the padded cell staring at all that white glossy nothingness, content to hear nothing save the occasional creaking of the quilted plastic or polyurethane padding that covered every surface of her little cuboid inner-world as she shifted her weight. The rhythmic sighing her own resigned breathing and the tinnitus hissing of her blood circulation being recorded and registered in her ears had been her only other companions - that and the occasional word that would trickle past her own lips if and when her self-imposed discipline of silence broke down; talking to herself, she had decided, if she wanted to maintain the dignity of sanity, was a real no-no. Of course there had been her own occasional outbursts of hilarity she’d had to contend with, when some aspect of her situation, perhaps of the contrast with her beloved stepmother’s various jaunts around the globe at her - or rather her father’s estate’s - expense; an inheritance increasingly and frustratingly being squandered - would bring her own laughter ringing in her ears.

				Even more worrying than talking to herself, that was - she would have to give herself a good talking to; she started to giggle at the thought of that, then broke off abruptly as she heard similar giggling emanating from the identical cell next door. Silence again fell and she found herself idly wondering whether sweet, fey Gwyneth next door might not be giving herself a good talking to, at that very moment. She would do the same, in her head of course; talking to yourself in your head was ok, the psychologist had said so; the inner voice, that’s what the doctor had said it was, ‘one’s inner dialogue’: This was something the doctor encouraged - she was to mull over her problems, all those psychological problems, the phobias, the obsessions, the addictions; but she didn’t have any of those, at least she was sure she hadn’t had, not until the doctor had got to her. And as for her greatest, hungriest addiction; that was to doctor herself, the counselling sessions she couldn’t go without, the sedatives and tranquilizers the doctor had prescribed and had left it to her darling stepmother to shoulder the responsibility, wield the power, entailed in dolling out.

				It was hardly surprising her money-grabbing stepmother was going to use that dependency to gain control over her; that was how the woman had got her under her thumb, how she’d made Alice kowtow to all the stipulations, rules, regulations and limitations she had placed her under, how she’d managed to get Alice across her knee, and later to bend for her strap and cane, how she’d managed to put Alice back in school uniform, make her submit to the authority of a governess, forgo her promising and prestigious university place for the Victorian-style discipline of the home schoolroom.

				Between her stepmother, the school teacher and the governess her stepmother had employed they’d had her writing lines, learning by rote and corner standing with hands on head like a naughty child. Only the doctor had been her lifeline, had been able to whisk her away from all that... But only to this place - she’d said it was a church-run charity home, but something of a sanctuary for abused or exploited young women, not a system of exploitation and abuse in its own right, a type of self-justifying sanctified detention and confinement for those the churched deemed too ‘easily led’ to be allowed to squander freedom.

				Now she was becoming introspective - for some reason the thought made her smile: “I mustn’t laugh, though I mustn’t giggle, I must...” For a moment she thought she could hear the girl next door whispering, giving herself that good talking to she needed; on recognizing her own voice she broke off urgently. From outside the wailing began anew. Trying to bury her head in the padded flooring to deaden the plaintive Welsh-lilted calling out and whining Alice began now twisting herself sharply back and forth, spastically twitching and thrashing before finally, having built up sufficient momentum, she succeeded in progressing from lying on her right to her lying on her left; but still arranged in that knees-to-chest foetal position.

				It was only recently this new variation to the level of her confinement, this new refinement, had been introduced. Now the foetal position was the only position she could adopt; the leather leash customarily attached to the front of the straitjacket’s throttling tight collar was now conjoined at the other end to a steel ring fitted midway along the tether hobbling her ankles, joined to it by yet another of those bloody padlocks. She could flex her knees back and forth a little, but that was about it; she couldn’t straighten out her legs. And that knees-up doubled position made it an even more onerous task to hold back once all those prunes and figs and porridge she was spoon-fed with at intervals throughout what passed as the ‘day’ here got to work...

				How they loved their padlocks in this place - security was heaped on security, however superfluous. If the functionality, the strict utility, was questionable, the psychology behind it was not. There was that new young woman, for instance; the latest white-coated Snow Queen to take it on herself to gatecrash young Alice’s private Wonderland. No bespectacled college blue-stocking, this one, in fact her stockings were habitually dark tan, sometimes smoky black; yes, stockings, Alice could tell. On occasion, if this relatively new tormentress happened to squat to take her canvas shrink-wrapped patient by the chin, as was her habit (and Alice did feel ‘shrink-wrapped’, and in more ways than one), an elastic suspender - sometimes two - would show, snow white or ‘skin tone’ pink but, just occasionally, a rubbery, gummy old-gold amber, like the colour of golden syrup.

				Despite the woman’s relative youth her figure was all restrained voluptuousness, girdled, boned and waspish, with a bottom that seesawed as she walked, calves stretched and moulded into a feminine ideal by the high-heel stiletto’s she was obliged to kick off out in the corridor before entering the padded cell (or ‘soft room’ as she termed it) and a bustline that was more akin to a pair of torpedoes than bullets (despite the term, ‘bullet’ bra) and that seemed to project beyond the boundary her perpetually open, flapping white doctor’s coat. There was a badge embroidered on the breast pocket of the woman’s white coat; a heraldic shield device, like a coat-of-arms, overlaid by a large glistening gold-thread Christian cross entwined by two counter-winding green and blue serpents in the style of Hippocrates (of the Hippocratic Oath fame), topped by the black-lettered title, ‘psychotherapist’ and underpinned by the words, ‘St Ursulain’s infirmary ‘.

				Despite the odd parochial / clinical / medical / psychiatric context, the woman always had her powder-pale face fully and painstakingly made up as if on her way to an important dinner date or crucial business function. Wafting in on, and preceded by, a wave of scent and perfumed cosmetics, she would be all painted-talon nail varnish, iridescent green or blue like a beetle’s wing covers with eye shadow to match, full, luscious (even to Alice’s eye) tomato-red lips, and subtly (and sometimes not so subtly) rouged high cheek bones; the woman’s bone structure was striking - like a photographic model’s off the front of a glossy monthly - despite her corsetry-constrained plumpness, combining, Alice once guessed in an increasingly uncharacteristically lucid moment, the best aspects of a joint European and Asian ancestry. Invariably she would be in an above-the-knee grey hound’s-tooth, pinstripe or plain Welsh-slate-grey pencil skirt, her perky high breasts thrusting and barely constrained by a shockingly prim and proper high-necked blouse that was flounced around the throat almost as if by a miniature ruff and set off by a Whitby jet choker in the style of a cameo broach.

				Alice remembered how, quite recently, having taken her by the chin and tilted back her head to force her to look deep into her deep, dark - almost black - bottomless eyes- that woman had said something about how everything that was now happening to her here was all in aid of something she had termed ‘learned helplessness’.

				The woman had gone on to say how this ‘learned helplessness’ was something that occurs to animals - or people (it was a point she had been keen to emphasise) - that have become conditioned to believe that an unpleasant situation is unchangeable or inescapable, that if an animal is repeatedly subjected to what she called an ‘aversive stimulus’ which it is unable to avoid, then eventually that animal will stop trying to avoid the stimulus. The animal (or ‘subject’, as she’d kept saying) will then begin to behave as if it is utterly helpless to change its situation. It will fail to run or fight back even when if an opportunity to escape presents itself; in short, it will have become ‘manageable’, by which it seemed she meant entirely docile. Here, Alice was given to understand, it was she - Alice - who was playing the part of that animal. All those padlocks, straps, restraints, barred windows, locked doors, rooms with light switches mounted on the outside - they were all part of the process...And no, that knowledge would not stop that process progressing, she had been told.

				Alice now knew this new nemesis of hers was a newly minted psychology PhD. The woman had been plucked straight from an Oxbridge university, hand-picked, appraised and vetted by doctor Ecclestone herself - and she possessed that haughty ‘chin-in-the-air, head-up-her-own-arse’ attitude and infuriatingly superior drawled-out vowels to match. But there was so much more to this overtly sensual woman than her expertise in the field of psychiatric care. Deep in her eyes there lurked the soul of an out and out dominatrix. A denial-ridden lipstick-lesbian subconsciously terrified by her own sexuality and unexplained (deliberately glossed-over?) inner feelings, in her own way she was every bit as sexually repressed and conflicted as the most hot-bloodedly disturbed of the nuns; and that conflict made her hate her own kind, especially when she found herself attracted to them. If she couldn’t physically despoil that attractive element - though her instructions to shear those under her care, to shave the eyebrows, even clip the eyelashes, were designed to do just that - she could at least disrupt that attraction psychologically, though ironically she found the level of childish dependency she then induced in her charges strangely even more seductive;. There was that sort of look of trust she could see in a girl’s eyes that came on after a prolonged period spent languishing in a straitjacket; it was something she could perceive even while tenderly stroking a girl’s cheek and telling her quite frankly what she intended to accomplish next; it made her go all ‘gooey’ inside; it also made her crueller still, drove her to become yet more vindictive, to seek nothing less than the complete ruination of her charge.

				Poor young Alice’s shoulders and arms ached and throbbed like a nagging toothache and burned as if forced into unaccustomed intense exercise without letup, bringing tears to her eyes, the tendons and ligaments complaining loudly at their unnatural distension and simultaneous immobilisation; they were supposed to complain. Ordinarily some small amount of slack would be allowed, some slight few degrees of freedom left her restrained torso and upper limbs, while still leaving the jacket sufficiently confining as to make freeing herself absolutely beyond consideration; indeed, all those additional padlocks and locking clasps would have bamboozled and frustrated even the most skilled of escapologists. When the fastenings of a straitjacket were made as constraining as this though, apparently just short of actually cutting off the circulation, it was as a disciplinary measure rather than for reasons of security or of ‘patient safety and welfare’, a means of punishment.

				And there was no point pleading with the staff as they came and went performing their various and often distasteful duties, spoon feeding her being one of the least. They would never help; indeed they would do their darndest to avoid even acknowledging her, even to the extent of avoiding eye contact. And if a pair of nurses was present, they would never speak to each other in front of Alice, let alone speak to her; the only person that ever spoke to her, who ever even acknowledged her, was this new psychotherapist woman. Alice didn’t even get to see Dr Ecclestone any longer; it was as if that woman had washed her hands of her, abandoned her here. If she did call out or try to speak to one of the nurses, for example while being fed, between the spoonfuls of tasteless gruel, the only response would be a sharp slap to the side of her face; and the instant withdrawal of both gruel and nurse in this instance. The hunger of a missed meal or the prolonged discomfort following the abandonment of the changing of a soiled nappy, soon brought home the intended lesson. Even saying that, though; there were times when even the slight acknowledgement embodied by a slap around the face was preferable to the frustration of silence, of being ignored; it provided an albeit short-lived release from what was a surprisingly effective, though subtle, form of mental torture; who would of thought simply being ignored could break a person down so.

				The treatment with the over-tight straitjacket was not meant as a replacement for the cane, rather it was an adjunct to a caning, a lead-up to it. When the time came and the blue-uniformed nurse-orderly walked in fingering the long length of evilly pliant rattan or bamboo she was supposed to ask, quite politely if she might be ‘corrected’ by a caning; the only time she was permitted to speak. And after a day or so (there was no way of really knowing how long) undergoing such physical torment, her shoulders as agonizingly painful as if dislocated, her legs - unable to be straightened - ridden with pins and needles and sciatica-mimicking electric shooting pains, she knew she’d be ready enough to do just that, just to have her bonds slackened; the removal of the straitjacket as such was not an option, not part of the deal.

				Six to eight strokes of the cane taken across her bare bottom with the crotch strap unfastened and her plastic pants and terry nappies tugged down, without crying out - that was important, she’d been told, if she didn’t want those outside the room to think her crazy - and the straps holding her arms wrapped around her body would be slackened off. If she cried out, then the tension would remain until the next time she was given the opportunity; and then the caning would have to resume from scratch, usually with the addition of a few ‘penalty strokes’. Exactly why the punishment was being applied was never told her; presumably she was supposed to just sort of associate having her restraints suddenly tightened with some form of frowned upon behaviour, or some sort of lack of compliance. Nor was it ever explicitly referred to as punishment, even by the psychotherapist; in fact it was never mentioned, not even in the ‘grilling’ sessions that interspersed her ‘close confinement’ and which took place in the psychotherapist’s consultation room.

				But her confinement here in the padded cell to begin with? Well, on the surface Alice had begun to go along with the regime. But it had been all too transparent; she’d made it too obvious she was trying to lull those in charge into complacency hoping for an opening to arise to allow for her escape. Of course that was why she’d flagged up that Welsh girl - Gwyneth - when the poor thing had approached her, why she’d reported back on the girl’s suggestion they should work together to abscond; she wanted the nuns on her side, wanted to please the nuns... and doctor Ecclestone of course. Alice was conflicted; but they wanted her conflicted, that was why she was in this situation now.

				Forced to listen to her would-be co-conspirator’s fractured-mind wailing coming from down the corridor Alice was simultaneously being forced to confront the consequences and truths of her actions. And one of those truths was that her pretended capitulation was in reality only a subconscious denial of what was in fact the first stages of a true capitulation; a second truth was that by tittle-tattling Alice herself had become a tool of the powers running this establishment, a blind implement of that divide-and-conquer mentality they used to make the place self governing, the mistrust bred between inmates helping break down any cohesion before allegiances even had time to form.

				In short young Alice was now well on her way to that state of learned helplessness and dependency the youthful psychotherapist had taken such great pleasure in telling her about, and being made complicit in her own impending breakdown. This was something Alice at some level did grasp. Escape was her one true focus, and she had to keep that in mind, despite the sense of self-revulsion she harboured, both at her own physical condition - lying helpless, knees drawn up to her chest, obediently filling her nappy like a newborn and muttering crazily to herself - and for what she had done to the Welsh girl, Gwyneth, whose hoarse throaty whining filled her ears... And the poor thing had had such a sweetly emotionally-charged singing voice - they’d had her sing psalms in the refectory at meal times from time to time - ruined now of course, the poor girl’s vocal cords most probably festooned with nodules and irreparably torn.

				They were both prisoners, and this place a prison, nothing more; and Alice - and this went for all of the others, from what she understood - didn’t even know where this place, this priory, abbey or nunnery or whatever, was sited... After a while such deliberation made even the concept of absconding seem untenable; she’d be running from where? And to where? And yet, at the same time that sense of helplessness was strangely seductive, lulling... sleep-inducing... Her eyes again sore, gritty, and the lids as heavy as lead, Alice slipped once more down into the reassuringly swaddling mother’s-embrace that was slumber.

				After that, Alice seemed to slip in and out of slumber, more asleep than awake, for what seemed like a lifetime. No longer were there any trips out to the doctor’s interview room, at least not that she could remember. She had become barely aware of such regularities as feeding, toileting, changing and the rest, so much so that in hindsight she would later wonder to what extent she had been drugged during this period. But if there had been one thing she had been aware of during this indeterminate time of hangover-throbbing interspersed with sweet dreamless sleep it was that sense of constant movement, of hustle and bustle, of trundling metal wheels on flagstones, of hammering and banging and sawing and drilling and rasping scraping trowels and that building-site smell of brick dust and plaster and wet mortar and sawn stone.

				But now there was a different kind of throbbing in her head, a low rhythmic throbbing that came and went at intervals, and a clattering of heels; the clarity left her feeling uncertain, disorientated, as if something were missing or had changed, some subtle attribute of her confinement. Twisting, expecting to meet with the constraint of the leash joining her straitjacket’s collar to her ankle restraints, Alice found to her surprise that not only was she now able to stretch out her legs, they did not feel numb nor overly stiff, as if she had been free of restraint for some considerable time. Gingerly testing further, she discovered that the ankle cuffs themselves had mysteriously vanished and the padlock beneath her chin which had attached the leash had also pulled of a disappearing trick.

				Twisting right over on to the opposite side she was pleasantly surprised not to encounter the knobbles bumping painfully along her spine on the way, the anticipated discomfort caused by the series of chunky brass padlocks which ordinarily locked-off the roller buckles and straps like metallic vertebrae running up her back. Her arms still embraced her torso as firmly as ever, but now tensioned to a reasonable, humane, degree, and the straightjacket was just as inescapable as ever. Similarly the straightjacket’s broad crotch strap had been slackened off a little, while still leaving sufficient tension to disallow the wearer wriggling free, and the various ‘toys’ which had tortured her crotch so towards the latter phase of her fully conscious period of confinement (accessories) had been removed.

				She was aware, too, that she was no longer suffering that dispiriting wet squidgy sensation, the root of so much self-disgust, but rather had been made clean, comfortable and hygienic ‘down there’, presumably well washed, powdered and creamed; there was the unmistakably comforting sensation of double-thick, warm and dry terry towelling and the odour of fresh, medicated talk filled the room. A single glance down at her crotch and thighs was enough to tell her that the ridiculously flounced and fancy romper suit-style polyester fabric bloomers she had found so unbearably humiliating had been replaced by functional, standard-issue cotton pants, as might have been handed out had she been under the jurisdiction of any psychiatric hospital anywhere in the United Kingdom. Similarly, the voluminous semi-transparent PVC bloomers she had always worn underneath the flouncy-seated romper pants had now mysteriously been transformed into psychiatric-care industry-standard rubber incontinence pants...

				It was then that Alice’s astonished gaze alighted on the heavy padded door... Driven by some instinctive animal reflex, almost involuntarily, she thrust herself backwards, propelling herself urgently against the rear wall. There she wriggled herself upwards using the deeply cushioned wall for purchase, gaining her feet for the first time in... how long? Open mouthed and upright she just stared and stared, incomprehension written all over her somehow still pretty if pasty face.

				The door... the thick, padded cell door that had kept her confined for so, so long... hung open, wide open. What was more; the corridor beyond was seemingly empty, deserted. Not single footstep could Alice hear (and her ears were accustomed to straining against silence); not a single click from the nurse’s high heels teetering along on the flagstones or quarry tiling, nor the pad, pad, pad of a nun’s rubber-soled lace-up shoes hurrying to investigate. Indeed, in truth she had to admit; there was not a sound to be heard, other than for those unfamiliar and obviously distant noises which had awakened her so rudely. The coast was frighteningly, unnervingly clear... What now? What was to be done?

				At first Alice hesitated, fearing a trap, fearing running in to waiting staff members, and the fearful, long hard caning that would undoubtedly follow. Then some sort of instinct took over and she threw herself at the ajar door, levering herself through with her canvas and leather-bound shoulders. Stumbling from the padded cell, tripping through the heavy-set half-open door and catching a foot on its raised floor sill, she crashed against the stonework of the corridor wall outside. The serendipitous collision both served to keep her upright and orientate her in the right direction - an important factor given the fact that the convoluted, twisting and turning passageway had been deliberately designed to disorientate any would-be absconder - much of the impact ironically being absorbed by the thick leather and canvas of the straitjacket.

				Instinctively perhaps, despite the unfamiliar sound being frightening, she ran towards what seemed to be the origin of the rhythmic low rumbling and thump, thump, thumping which had initially brought her around. The cacophony seemed able to propagate through the structure of the building itself nearly as easily as it funnelled along the corridor, despite the heavy stone mediaeval construction; a sort of low-pitched whhoop, whhhop, whhoop, whhooop.

				Waddling along, bare-footed, bow-legged partly from the unaccustomed exercise asked of her weakened legs, partly because of the bulky double terry nappy pinned under her rubbery pants, her heart pounding, Alice rounded a shadowed corner. Her heart sunk and her chin dropped; she had traversed perhaps four, perhaps five yards and already her way was barred. To so quickly have encountered an obstacle was heartbreaking: But then the sap rose once more, her heart sped in her chest and she hurried forward, shuffling lest she slip without the use of her arms to break her fall.

				The old floor to ceiling gate barring her way, its red-painted vertical railings peeling and rust-scabbed - Alice had suddenly realised - had been left ajar, just as the door to her cell had been. The gap left was narrow, obliging Alice to twist fully side-on in order to sidle through, her wrapped-around arms constrained within the straightjacket’s unrelenting grasp making her too broad to pass otherwise. Even then it proved a tight fit; she tried using the leverage of her shoulders to open up the gap further, but to no avail; in the event she had to struggle royally to squeeze past.

				Try as she may, as Alice wiggled her way through, the old iron grille or gate proved just too stiff to budge on its neglected and rusting hinges. The gateway’s reluctance to move coupled with the dust-frosted cobwebbed drapery filling in the narrow gaps between the sturdy bars, making it look like a Hammer Horror film prop, together suggested that here was some sort of alternative or disused access point, a pathway ordinarily kept locked shut:

				The latter was an impression not contradicted by the rusted padlock left swinging from its open clasp as if in haste. A closer inspection would have revealed that the lock itself was intact and un-tampered with, though the clasp had been sawn clean through: The broken hooked remains caught in one of the straps or bindings at the rear of Alice’s straitjacket and rattled to the floor behind her as she pulled clear. The sudden unexpected clatter made her start, causing her to stumble and to hit her head on the side wall in her effort to stay upright, grazing her forehead and cursing her useless, restrained arms.

				Having negotiated the iron grille, a couple of dozen or so paces further on, and around a second blind corner, she encountered a plain white-painted wooden door, this one mercifully left wide open and hooked back. She gave out a sigh of relief; she’d had enough of cobwebs and spiders! Gingerly Alice stepped through into what she took to be some kind of storage area.

				To one side there was a neat shoulder-high stack of wire-sprung iron frame bed bases, the angle-section frames painted that institutional sort of creamy-beige all things institutional seemed to be, the wire link-mesh and the coil springs supporting it glinting like factory-fresh chrome under the fluorescent strip light.

				To the rear - from Alice’s viewpoint - beyond the bed frames, there was a line of folded beige metal chairs looking as if marching out from the side wall, alongside a tall, precariously teetering, tower of grey plastic stacking chairs; the latter looked like a great grey sea wave on the cusp of breaking, the stack curving outwards towards the top and stabilised only by side-on friction between it and the end wall.

				To the opposite side of the area there was a stack of hospital-style navy and white striped mattresses, all apparently unused and still hermetically sealed within their manufacturer’s polythene wrapping, a medical supply company’s paper label prominent on the side of each. And straight ahead, centred between all of it lay salvation.

				Straight ahead of her a single, though longish, flight of white concrete steps, flanked by a white painted iron banister rail, led straight up to a half-open door, its brass globe-like doorknob somehow lit up like gold, almost as if glowing with warmth; it took a few moments for Alice’s eyes to acclimatise and the realisation of what she was seeing to sink in. Carefully climbing the stair, awkward and unsure of her footing in the bulky immobilising straightjacket, up ahead she now saw the yellow rush of blessed, though imperfect, daylight challenging the clinical blue-white analysis of the naked fluorescent tube behind her. And that apocalyptic, dangerous, cacophony was growing ever-louder, seemingly with every step she was taking; a great tumultuous clattering, rhythmic swish-swishing and mechanised whistling and whining, now joined by distant telephone-quality staccato bursts of barked speech; masculine speech, gruff, warning, commanding.

				Reaching the top of the stair Alice found herself emerging into the infirmary proper, but not through the double doors and connecting passageway through which she had originally been brought in from the main building, nor from the stairwell she had been led down when first she had been confined to the sanatorium. She found herself instead outside a small anteroom at the opposite end of the infirmary from the interior double swing doors leading through to the rest of the complex and side-on to the external entrance which she knew led straight out to the world of glorious daylight. After ever so long - so long that she couldn’t even imagine how long - being confined under the perpetual shadowless blue-white monotony of 24 hour fluorescent lighting her brain fairly begged for any kind of natural illumination; sun, moon, cloudy, clear, it wouldn’t have mattered. Even seeing the pearly-yellow light bulbs in the dark green enamel lampshades hanging over the beds seemed a kind of relief.

				Alice hesitated before stepping out of the shadows, terrified that at any moment a nun or the supervising infirmary nurse would appear from somewhere, grab her by the scruff of her straitjacketed neck and sling her straight back downstairs back in to the padded room she’d come from. The nurse was a formidable figure. In reality a nun with medical training, complete with headdress but with her black habit replaced by a belted navy blue hospital matron’s dress, she would ordinarily have been sitting at her Formica-topped desk facing the short row of beds; but the desk was presently unoccupied, though the anglepoise reading lamp was still on, which was worrying. Scanning the room Alice could all too clearly recall the ‘afternoon naps’ restrained under the covers by wrist and ankle cuffs, the nightly sponge baths, the one-piece, footed, sleeper which fastened with a tamperproof zipper up the rear but which featured a buttoned flap over the backside allowing easy access for spankings, canings, hairbrush thrashings and all the rest.

				The latter thought made her shudder - that ‘sleeper’ thing had been a horrible garment, horrendous, designed for just one thing... well, two things; control and humiliation, though they were most definitely linked. Fabricated of an oft far too warm polyester fleece, the region around the bottom, hips and thighs had been lined with a soft, rubbery polythene material and the arms had terminated in mittens which had seemed peculiarly, unnecessarily, stiff and which therefore largely rendered the hands useless and the patient unable to carry out even the most basic of tasks for herself. And that flap over the bottom; that feature hadn’t only been to facilitate corporal punishment (though there had been plenty of that - often under the flimsiest of pretexts); ‘all the rest’ included the administration of colonics, enemas, suppositories and an assortment of pessaries for that intimate ‘other place’.

				And then, suppository in place, there would have been a trip to one of the commode chairs. There had been three of those, set up in a line facing a large mirror bolted to one of the walls. Alice recalled how each had been of a dark green-painted tubular steel skeleton construction which was furnished with a plastic toilet seat set over a transparent plastic cylindrical receptacle, the latter being embarrassingly viewable from all sides. There had been locking cuffs to take the ankles which hung like stirrups on short chains from either side of the seat at the rear, and the upper parts had been styled a little like a very upright armchair, possessing a high leatherette-covered back which sported a broad chest strap and padded arms which carried restraints for the wrists.... But, she suddenly realised, where the commodes had been there was now an extra desk, and where there had been a wall mirror there was now a bookcase furnished with what looked like chick-lit novels, albeit of the clean, innocent variety, and various classics and a pleasant pastoral gold-framed watercolour up on the wall.

				Looking around, Alice now saw that much else had mysteriously changed for the better also: Pleasant light blue fabric curtained screens, printed with sunny fluffy-puffy cloud images, now hung between the beds, pulled back forming groins, rather than the near-perpetually pulled-around dull-green plastic curtains of old. And the beds themselves had transmogrified from the elderly vintage iron-framed, iron-rail-sided hospital cots there had been here before, to modern hospital beds that would not have disgraced the most up-to-date of private spa clinics. There were only six beds now - there had been a dozen - although still arranged with military precision in an obsessively-evenly-spaced and disciplined row. The covers had been folded back as if to present and display the pristine new fabric (not plastic-covered, as was) mattresses and fluffed up pillows to their best advantage; and of course there was not a sign of straps or cuffs, chain links or anything else out of the ordinary or which might of qualified as a ‘humane restraint’ system:

				In short: The whole place had been sort of... cleaned up... “or should that be ‘covered up’”, Alice thought to herself, the words involuntarily worming their way out through clenched teeth and from between determinedly firm-set lips as if subconsciously she was set on sabotaging her own attempted stealth... No, she thought... sanitised... yes that was more like it, sanitised, disinfected - all the rot taken out.

				Tentatively edging her way out, looking around, Alice began to realise, to accept, that the infirmary was indeed every bit as deserted as it had first appeared. But it was not only the human factor that was missing, the patients, the medical staff; the oppressive, controlled atmosphere was missing too. The place was positively cheerful now, shafts of cheering sunlight stabbing through windows no longer cowering behind padlocked hinged shutters and blinds, coloured and shaded by stained-glass bible stories and haloed saints and apostles; the scriptures writ large and brought alive through nature’s own nurturing hand. Features such as the punishment horse, the enema table and the wood rack of canes and punishment straps which had been screwed to the wall behind the nurse’s desk, were notable by their absence. In their stead there were now dark green plastic upholstered buttoned easy chairs arranged in a crescent arc in front of a sparkling new wall-mounted television. In short the priory’s infirmary was now just that; a very ordinary institutional sickbay.

				The infirmary’s central, external, exit consisted of a double set of paired doors separated by a deep, high-ceilinged, stone-vaulted porch giving straight on to the cloisters - and mentally crossing her fingers, Alice now rushed across to it.

				The paired inner doors gave the impression of an everyday hospital ward anywhere in Britain. Rectangular, two-way-swinging and painted that singular shade of light blue oft favoured for nurses’ dresses and termed ‘hospital blue’ they were furnished with stainless steel fingerplates and porthole wire-glass windows. The outer pair betrayed a different lineage entirely: These gave the appearance of country church doors; tall, heavy, iron-studded oaken doors, their neo-gothic-looking arched tops matching the curvature of the Norman-arch exterior doorway. Both sets of doors - inner and outer - had been left ajar, the inner set propped open by a fire extinguisher, a narrow stabbing shaft of sharp yellow sunlight streaming through the gap and along the central line of the stone-flagged porch. Diverging as it emerged on to the ward, the sunbeam seemed to sizzle and glisten its way across the glazed terracotta tiled floor; coming to rest on one of the hospital beds, lighting it up as if spotlighted.

				Turning her head away from the blinding vertical cake-slice of light Alice found it easy enough to bundle her way through the inner double swing doors. Nevertheless she cursed her inability to guard her eyes with her hands. Her arms were still firmly immobilised within the sleeves of the straightjacket, the closed-ended sleeves pulled tight, crisscross fashion, over her front and around her torso before fastening behind her back. Every now and then she had paused to wriggle writhe and tug at her bindings, but despite the removal of the buckle-locking padlocks which usually went to complete the security arrangements the straightjacket was proving no less inescapable.

				Blundering her way across the porch Alice then crashed against the towering outer doors, coming in aggressively now, shoulder first, letting the thick sturdy straightjacket take the force of the blow. Again and again she crashed in, until the heavy doors had parted enough for her to slide through; she was frantic, flustered; any minute she expected to be grasped by the collar and dragged back.

				As Alice had expected, the doorway opened out on to the unusually expansive cloistered priory courtyard. The wide grassed central area was ringed by a rectangle of stone pavements backed by outbuildings and was pierced by raised flower beds, the shady covered walkways around the periphery lined by wide, fluted, subtly tapering stone columns. But what Alice had not been prepared for was the overwhelming vertiginous kaleidoscopic array of sights and sounds and smells that now assaulted her senses: The ordinarily meditative peace of the cloisters was in the process of being shattered, smashed by shouts, running feet and all manner of unaccustomed hectic activity, figures dashing hither and dither.

				Where in the past there would have been contemplatively strolling nuns, perhaps one or two of the brown-uniformed penitent inmates weeding or tending to the rose beds, a couple more bent over birch-twig brooms sweeping or down on hands and knees scrubbing the stone steps descending to the refectory where the girls took their meals, there were now blue uniforms and sinister black-clad helmeted figures, their form-fitting suits appearing as if all of leather and lending an unnerving alien look.

				Alice’s eyes squinted against the unaccustomed glare of summer sunlight, the first of the brown-roasted leaves scattering around and the spiked green balls weighting down the horse chestnut tree suggesting mid to late August, or perhaps early September and something of an ‘Indian Summer’ just beginning. Tempest winds swept swirling dust devils of leaves, sandy flower-bed mulch and miniature hailstorms of gravel and grit from around the cloisters up beneath the colonnades. The air was filled by the banshee howling of jet-turbine engines and the clattering of helicopters, the two aircraft’s whirling-dervish blades still swishing like swords of retribution where the craft now rested.

				Surely judgement day had arrived; well it surely had for some, for those distant figures shuffling along with their wrists tethered by thick white nylon cable ties being led from the charterhouse across the yard. As she watched, two faceless helmeted figures, their sinister anonymous wraparound black visors making them look like giant upright beetles, scrambled from the cockpit and scurried bent at the waist beneath the scything blades of the newest arrived machine, one carrying a bullhorn.

				The helicopter, Alice saw, was one of those having a cylindrical turbine apparatus in place of the traditional tail rotor. It was decorated in midnight-blue and yellow livery and was daubed along the side with the name of a neighbouring region’s constabulary surmounted by a heraldic coat of arms. Not that it was a name that meant much geographically to the fugitive straitjacketed Alice, other than it had a distinctly Celtic feel to it. Indeed there were one or two locals who would have been happy enough not to recognise it; after all, it was a mainland constabulary; and traditionally around these parts they cared little for the authority and interference of the mainland.

				The whining pitch was dropping in concert with the slowing of the cane-slashing rotors, the surprisingly flexible blades with their white painted tips drooping like wilting gladioli leaves as they slowed. Uncertain of her step, lest she trip and fall, Alice stumbled out into the open, still clad in her white canvas straightjacket with its dark tan leather collar and dark straps and plethora of buckles glinting like well-polished silver in the bright mid-day sunshine. Seeing obviously male figures all around darting hither and dither, Alice was suddenly keenly aware of the ungainly ugly-duckling sight she presented with her shaved eyebrows, clown-rouged cheeks and rough boyish side-parted hair. But somehow she didn’t care.

				In the distance a bare-legged but bulkily white-clad figure, apparently armless, could be seen bucking, thrashing and squirming between two taller, broader figures, bare feet kicking clear of the ground. Alice didn’t need to catch the husky broken-voiced screeching, the feline spitting through clenched teeth, to know it was the ex Welsh valley chapel choir girl, Gwyneth, her shorn head tossing like a wild stag in her feral insanity.

				They’d done a good job on her - Alice thought - darkly, if a smidge uncharitably - the girl was quite, quite mad; she’d not be blowing any whistles. Even if she calmed down, regained her wits a little, no one would take any notice of anything she said, not now; an unreliable witness to put it mildly. “An Unreliable witness” she repeated to herself again, unknowingly uttering the phrase out loud, suddenly stupidly pleased with her use of the description, reassured in the knowledge that she at least - Alice - was intact, despite her captor’s best efforts!

				Yes, she’d stay calm, collect her thoughts - act normal, that was the way, not rush out wailing like a wild thing. That way her testimony would be valid, she’d be believed. “Testimony” she said to no one in particular, the sound of her voice washing away under the din like dirt from a hanky trailed in a brook - a smile, then a wide mouth-stretching grin like that other Alice’s Cheshire Cat, creased her paper-white face: “Testimony” she said again, a little louder this time, then giggled. She’d wait right where she was; that would show how rational she was. Just sit and gather her wits, regroup her thoughts; she’d show them, she’d blow the whistle on them alright!

				Crossing her ankles where she stood, precariously Alice lowered herself to the ground, the task complicated by her hands and arms being constrained within her straightjacket. Stiffly she dropped into a cross-legged position, settling herself on the stone-flagged path outside the infirmary door. Here she waited steadfastly, her lips set in firm determination. The old grey wooden park bench style seat set back against the building’s wall under the heavily-flowering climbing rose she had pointedly ignored. Her reasoning here was that the seat was where they sat - the nuns and the staff. Her not settling herself down on that bench seat would be a further demonstration, a sign, of how rational she was; by showing how she could obey simple rules such as girls like herself not being allowed to use any of the benches placed around the grounds.

				Over on the far side of the vast lawn and flowerbed area, outside one of the stone outhouses that were used as workshops, this one a windowless construction, an iron-grille gate padlocked across its heavy mediaeval wooden door, the kafuffle involving the hysterically jabbering and floundering Gwyneth was quieting. Another black or navy-clad figure - Alice couldn’t decide - had arrived and together with the initial pair had helped get the girl down on her back. Now the new arrival was squatting lithely on his heels behind the girl’s head and acting to hold it steady, preventing Gwyneth from hammering her head against the ground; something she was patently trying to do.

				Alice could see the sunlight glinting off the silvered or stainless steel roller buckles down the back of Gwyneth’s straitjacket as from time to time she twisted and wriggled like a stranded eel in her attempts to roll out from her captor’s grasp, the reddish-brown leather of its reinforced collar and fastening straps darkened against the snow-white canvas; the latter was now stained here and there by the summer dust in irregular camouflaging swaths of quarry-sand yellow and stone-slab ashen grey.

				“Stupid, stupid girl” she found herself involuntarily calling out, her expression switching schizophrenically from pity to contempt and back again and her voice disappearing into the distance, blown away under angrily buzzing helicopter’s whirlwind. Didn’t she realise she was only making things worse, convincing them more than ever that she belonged in that straightjacket, that she was every bit as crazy as doubtless the Church authorities had claimed, or were going to claim. “I said, don’t you realise how crazy you’re making yourself look” she overheard herself say “...are you...mental?”. Alice heard herself laugh but wasn’t worried: It was funny after all, all that thrashing around, like a trout on a fish slab... and she - Alice - was just sitting calmly... she was calm, that was the main thing...remain calm. “Don’t react if they’re patronising, humour them if they suggest you’re mental, even let them place you in an institution for a while” she instructed herself. Just go along with it - a psychological evaluation will soon show the truth... You’ll soon be out and facing them in the courts... And they’ll believe what you have to say... Because you, Alice Lamberton, are ok... they couldn’t break your mind!

				Circulating overhead and barely clearing the squat square crenulated tower of the abbey church with its central modest conical spire topped by its stone cross, the air ambulance tilted, banking steeply as the pilot looked for a place to put down. Much larger than its police counterparts the cherry red machine, the name of a well-known regional commercial sponsor sign-written along its fuselage, required much greater clearance to safely land.

				If not for the presence of the already landed police helicopters it might have been possible to put it down where they had, closer to the infirmary, where it had been assumed it would be needed. As it was the regional air ambulance service helicopter would have to put down among the hardy sheep grubbing a living in one of the priory’s sparsely grassed and scrubby stone-strewn fields, still within the walled grounds of the priory but outside of the central cloistered area, doubtless scattering the flock in a manner similar to the way in which the priory’s central character’s - the ringleaders - seemed to have scattered. Like rats fleeing a sinking ship Alice thought; though from what she’d seen it had a bit less haphazard than that.

				For what had seemed weeks, whenever she’d been moved around, taken to and from the psychiatrists office for another of those grilling sessions, she had become aware of hectic comings and goings, furnishings being moved around, trolleys trundling about laden with paper files and record folders. Something had been going on. Today was obviously the reason for those preparations - anything else would be too much of a coincidence. Which in turn meant those preparations, must have been triggered by something; and that something must surely have been some sort of early-warning tip-off...

				“And what have we got here?” The deep brown voice was kindly, empathetic .”...What are you doing sitting down there on those cold flagstones like that for - you’ll catch your death, miss...”

				“Alice... I’m Alice... And I’m being... I’m being...” (What was she being?) “...I’m being ever so, ever so calm, you know. Ever so calm!” She looked up into the policeman’s friendly trustworthy eyes, squinting against the unaccustomed glare of the sun, smiling broadly, before adding: “And I’m not mad you know... I’m just Alice, not crazy-Alice, just Alice... like the looking-glass Alice... They used to make me stare at my own reflection you know, hour after hour... But now you’re here to take me away - and I’ll stay ever so calm, that way you’ll believe my story; it’s called a testimony, you know... You see, I know that word - testimony - I’ve been practicing it... here in my head; that shows I’m not crazy.” Alice nodded her head back and forth to demonstrate. “But if I thrash around and struggle you’ll think I’m crazy - but I’m not, so I’ll just sit here, all quiet and calm...”

				Having started her tongue now just wouldn’t stop wagging - all those pent-up thoughts were bursting through like water through a cracked dam wall; a single high-pressure stream of consciousness; it came as a relief to be interrupted; Bending, placing his strong hands beneath her bound elbows from behind her he began the task of manoeuvring her to her feet:

				“Come on. What you say we get you seated more comfortably so you’re not in the way? How about we get you on this bench, over here amongst the roses - just until the paramedics get here; they’ve just touched down in the field beyond the priory church?” His voice had a heavy West Country burr to it, like Cornish. It was reassuring, but it also made her wonder exactly where she was; she had never known, not from day one. And what he’d just said had made her grow near-phobically cold, despite the summer sun, her flesh chilled and clammy, though she didn’t understand quite why it should - but never mind; she’d deal with it, she’d explain calmly, remain calm and collected...

				“No, no I can’t... I mean I mustn’t sit there... I mean...” Realising she risked sounding irrational Alice took a deep breath; she’d explain, calmly and rationally, then he’d understand, then he’d know she wasn’t crazy: “Ahem! I mustn’t sit there officer, It’s not allowed; you see it’s against the rules... and I’m not crazy... you can tell, because I’m a good obedient girl and I always obey the rules... A - A - A crazy person wouldn’t obey the rules; now would she?”

				“No... of course not my girl, you’re quite right - you’re a very good girl, I can tell!” Moving back around to the front and scratching his thickly thatched curly head the flummoxed officer smiled down at her reassuringly. “You just wait right where you are my dear, and the ambulance men will come whisk you straight off to hospital - and then I’m sure we can sort this all out, once and for all.” Surreptitiously he nodded across to someone behind Alice’s back, pulling a strained yet amused face as if to say “we’ve got a right one here” and the stretcher-bearers from the air ambulance advanced. At least this one’s calm, even if she doesn’t make sense, he thought, smiling.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 11

				TRIBUNAL: HEARING AND INQUIRY

				It had taken the best part of a year of detailed, nitpicking investigation, apparently, even to as much as set up a preliminary enquiry. She had been told a tribunal was to examine whether or not there were any criminal charges to face or which might be levied on the charity’s trustees or the Church authorities under whose auspices the ‘home’ had been run and managed. Doubts over the levying of criminal charges - after the abuse she had suffered, and witnessed others suffering? It beggared belief!

				The Crown Prosecution Service (the CPS) were apparently undecided as to whether any actual offence had been committed, any crime having taken place for them to prosecute; and there had been legal arguments raging over jurisdiction, based on an obscure medieval charter pertaining to UK sovereignty over the island. Meanwhile, reading between the lines the CPS was seemingly being hesitant in taking on the whole Establishment of the Church, not without overwhelming evidence. But the real, physical, evidence uncovered supporting Alice’s version of events and allegations over what had been going on behind those high priory walls, had for all intents and purposes been scant to the point of non existence. And that beggared belief in itself!

				But Alice herself had witnessed the efficiency of the cleanup operation prior to the police and social services raid: The workshops and classrooms dismantled, the punishment blocks, whipping stools, enema tables and all other means of physical chastisement, vanished as if having never existed; the girls somehow made to disappear too, vanishing into the ether like so many stage magicians assistants. Only the nuns had remained - all too well personally implicated and loyal to the Church and their mentor’s teachings to ever speak out - and, it had turned out, the Mother Superior, an erudite, eloquent woman who would have no difficulty twisting the truth and whose loyalty was of course beyond question; just as her soul was undoubtedly beyond redemption. The old, twisted Churchman who had sodomised and scourged so many with impunity, having presumably been considered too unstable, too unreliable, by the shady ecumenical powers behind the throne to be allowed to be left behind, had been miraculously spirited away, as he had from at least two other crime-scenes of abuse in the past.

				What remained pretty much came down to Alice’s testimony. The other girl found with her - one Gwyneth Tealsdown (her identity had had to be uncovered through some nifty detective work by ‘Missing Persons’, being unable to remember her own surname and referring to herself as ‘Mary’) - had been declared unfit through reasons of impaired mental competence. Denounced as an incorrigible, out of control, persistent runaway with chronic behavioural issues by the woman who was said to be her legal guardian and who had made quite clear she couldn’t afford to have her home, not given Gwyneth’s behavioural history, the sad-eyed young Gwyneth had been duly shipped off to a secure mental hospital ‘for her own protection’.

				This too beggared belief! Just as it beggared belief that the mental institution poor husky, throaty Gwyneth had been shipped off to was a charitable trust-run establishment with links to the Church and several high-ranking Church dignitaries listed quite openly as patrons and several other Church officials sitting on the board of directors. And it definitely beggared belief that the only way Alice could have been privy to any and all of these shenanigans - as that old Irish priest would have said, with his ‘thing’ buried deep in her insides - was because she had been sat down and actually told - and in some graphic detail - by the psychiatric counsellor at the ‘halfway house’ she now resided at. There had been a veiled threat there, she felt sure. It had been nothing explicit, but the way the woman had smiled, like an unassailably superior opponent across a chess board, an inescapable two, perhaps three moves away from checkmate, the way she had looked in to her eyes as if appraising the likelihood of some countering move and seeing none, it had made the message as clear as if written across one of her flipcharts or the whiteboard in her office; go too far in spilling the beans, in struggling against the tide and...

				Then again: perhaps she had been imagining things - just like they said she sometimes did. But they said that whenever she mentioned Dr Ecclestone’s involvement, saying the good doctor had been questioned and there was no record of her ever having treated Alice, nor of her visiting Alice’s home, nor as much as ever having met “the esteemed” - their words, not Alice’s - Lady Marchment, Alice’s twice-bereaved stepmother who had since reverted to her titled, maiden name.

				Of course Alice had brought up the subject of the security cameras her father had had installed, years before his untimely death; surely there would be records there to corroborate her story. But she’d been told that sadly the property was gone now - and the cameras and security system with it. And besides; even before the sale, a long time before, the old recorders had been thrown out and the tapes destroyed as an accompaniment to the changeover to the friendlier, more compact and discreet, digital system and DVD recording. In any case, even had those old VHS tapes still been in existence, had they not been consigned to the incinerator or whatever, the tapes would have been recorded over, reused countless times since the period Alice was talking about. That so much more time had elapsed than she could have imagined, that her own home had been sold from under her by her scheming stepmother, a woman who Alice now felt sure had been complicit in having her boyfriend locked away, branded as a drug dealer, and who had encouraged Alice to become hooked on prescription tranquilizers and sedatives in order to gain control over her and thus her father’s estate, that all this could have befallen her... It all, all of it, beggared belief.

				But then; a lot of things about Alice’s life beggared belief nowadays. It beggared belief, for example, that despite technically being now free of the institution she had been obliged to reside at following her release from the clutches of the Church authorities, she was dressed the way she was; and today, of all days. Her outfit consisted of a dowdy institutional slate-grey tweedy skirt, plain light grey shirt-blouse - in some horrid man-made fibre - and thin slate-grey cardigan to match, a pair of ‘sensible’ polished black lace-up shoes completing the ensemble. None of this exactly seemed suited to bolstering her confidence. Only the lack of a stripy tie and a blazer separated today’s outfit from leaning towards being taken for a particularly antiquated example of a private boarding school uniform. But today’s ‘styling values’ hadn’t been by choice - and that beggared belief in itself.

				Strictly speaking the skirt was actually in a fine light-weight serge and its panelled A-line flare did give it a slightly more adult feel. But it was dead plain, like a smooth, flat-fronted triangle of fabric - utility-styling, one might say - had a high, deep waistband which reintroduced that juvenile aspect again, and it was an awkward length, being neither one thing or another, hemmed perhaps two inches below the knee. The later point was a subtle thing perhaps, but it made it look as if it were either a calf-length skirt she’d grown out of, or a hand-me-down given her by some older sibling and which she was yet to grow in to. The nylon lining didn’t do her any favours either; the skirt was fully lined and it crackled with static whenever she sat down.

				And that gawkily pre-adolescent ill-fitted look carried over to the button-through cardigan. It suffered from that particular type of draping bagginess that only developed after going out of shape over many, many repeated wash cycles. The sleeves fell just a little too long, draping down over her palms nearly to the base of her fingers with her hands by her sides, while steadfastly also refusing to remain rolled over the subtly wear-worn buttoned cuffs of her blouse.

				Once clear of the all-day pyjamas and bare feet or hospital examination gown garb that had characterised her time in the care home she’d have liked to have been able to wear her own clothes; she’d certainly expected to; in theory she’d been able to, was able to - in theory. In practice, she didn’t own any of her own clothes, not any longer. It turned out her entire wardrobe had evaporated along with the proceeds from the sale of the family home - the manor house, stables and grounds her late father had strived so hard all his life to attain. All of that was gone now.

				And she still couldn’t grasp how it was that she was the aggrieved one and yet - around one year on - she still found herself living under what amounted to twenty-four hour supervision. Yes, she was no longer confined to a nursing home, had swapped the clinical white walls and tiles of a psychiatric observation suite, for the chintz and flock wallpaper of a detached, suburban ‘halfway house’. The latter was a very normal, practically anonymous, if expansive, grey-bricked double-fronted property tucked around the back of London’s Muswell Hill, amongst a cluster of other equally unremarkable, properties peopled by very everyday, boringly anonymous grey suburban faces. But normality ended at the door, at least in so far as young Alice was concerned. The other residents seemed to have far more freedom than her, the more compos mentis among them coming and going as they pleased, within reason; the place was supposed to be a first step in reintegrating in to society. As for Alice, however; some unknown hand had taken it upon itself to draw up all manner of additional restrictive stipulations safeguarding her care and rehabilitation; and there didn’t seem to be any rush to achieve the latter.

				It was true she had her own room, but it was sited high up in one of the turret-like corners of the building, tucked away at the rear where it overlooked the community tennis courts. There, the accountants, city types and the occasional minor self-starter entrepreneur or computer nerd would play noisily until dusk before then adjourning to the local hostelry, a pub dedicated to the man behind the high lattice mast which towered over the nearby Alexandra Palace like Eiffel’s monument in miniature and which Alice could see from her window.

				She could see, also, the white-dressed figures darting about, dancing and scampering in green-soled trainers, their rackets on occasion brandished threateningly, held aloft like sabres across the net. They took it seriously down there. She knew they played noisily because she could see their mouths gaping in time with the effort of the shot, or at each other, fists clenching and faces red. She could read the Alpha-male body language, almost smell the testosterone. What she couldn’t do was join in - that went without saying; that would have meant some sort of individual-determined action on her own part. Nor could she hear the action; it was another of her gripes that beggared belief, that she could not be trusted with an open window lest she ‘do something stupid’ as she’d heard the house staff comment.

				The one single window was bolted shut and covered behind its screen of chintz curtains, whenever she drew them back, by thick white diamonds of wire mesh. And she still had no key for her door either, despite always worrying on at them about it. Once her room door was shut - as it was mid-evening, come rain or shine - that was it for the night. The only plus was that at least her room was en suite; it had a little plastic shower cubicle and even a real toilet; there was no humiliatingly exposed commode or under-generous bedpan nowadays!

				The tennis courts, though, were the preserve of the local residents who paid for their upkeep anyhow. The tarmac courts were guarded jealously, they were decidedly not for the use of ‘those dome-heads and dog-end munchers’ - as she’d once overheard in the street. By this was meant ‘the nutters’ from the ‘big house on the corner’, as Alice and her fellow residents were oft cruelly referred to in bus-queue whispers. The local school children would rarely bother to whisper their opinions; they wore their hearts on their sleeves, even some of those originating from that posh school up in Highgate Village who Alice always thought should have known better. The crowd up from the doldrums of the inner-city-compressive-school-lands of Wood Green, Turnpike Lane and South Tottenham - grim, economically poor, racially ill-mixed areas full of tension and strife and dangerous young men armed with infinitely more dangerous dogs on chain-link leashes - didn’t know any different; they would whoop and catcall if they saw a small escorted group daring to brave the rigours of Muswell Hill Broadway.

				Not that Alice wasn’t allowed out; they couldn’t keep her locked up against her will... not any more. Rarely - and only really of late - she was allowed to go around the shops or to Alexandra park as part of one of those escorted groups; but even then Alice had the extra stipulation of having to stay close to the escort, usually being obliged to hold the escort’s hand like a lost child, adding to her sense of shame and humiliation. Usually, though, her sojourns were in the one-to-one supervisory company of the House Mother or warden. A waddling buxom no-nonsense woman, she kept Alice on a short leash, so to speak, and thought nothing of admonishing Alice in shops or in front of passers-by by loudly announcing to all within earshot how lucky Alice had been to be allowed out of the hospital (substituting the name of a well-known local establishment, even though the place had had nothing to do with Alice) and how easily she could be returned there.

				It was the House Mother who, presumably acting under instruction, actively discouraged Alice from mixing too much socially with the other residents, often doling her out housework chores that kept her away from the main body of the group and the social areas. Alice was allowed to view television, although the hours were carefully monitored and limited. But once again the House Mother always seemed to arrange it so that Alice’s allotted slot coincided with a period of the day when the majority of the other residents were out on trips or around the shops and only the three or four really bad ‘thumb-suckers and rockers’ they had in residence were gathered in the TV lounge; and at that time the viewing on offer was invariably sing-along infant fare aimed at toddlers; it was what those particular residents liked, it made them feel reassured. But early evenings, when the others were in, were invariably spent down on her hands and knees or at the kitchen sink, a dull green nylon tabard over her ubiquitous garb of even duller grey skirt, cardigan blouse, thick woolly knee socks and clumpy shoes.

				The outfit had become a sort of uniform; all the others wore jeans and tee shirts, things bought with allowances or sent by relatives or taken from home. Alice was in effect a pauper now, as the House Mother rarely failed to remind her. She had no allowance, nor clothes of her own, nor - she had been informed - could her stepmother and legal guardian, Lady Marchment be contacted. Not that Alice would have wanted her stepmother contacted in any case; not being within her stepmother’s perverted grasp was the one saving grace in her current situation. Having sold up, Lady Marchment had moved out of the country, Alice had been told, and in any case was currently spending her time on the move, shuttling from country to country, something to do with some sort of charitable work or project she had become involved with out in Angola.

				The upshot of all this was that Alice was dependent on poor-house dole-outs for her clothing, every item from the skin outwards. And the House Mother would pick out every stitch for her; at least for today the coarse, fat woolly socks were gone, and the awful bobbly beige bobble hat, like a small, round, woollen tea cosy she was handed whenever it was deemed cold outside had been left behind. She was glad of the latter - the hat, Alice felt, completed what to many Londoners was the uniform of a typical ‘care-in-the-community’ mental patient. Her hair, well in to its recovery from the institution’s butchery, was now a neat shoulder length at the back and was pulled back in a neat ponytail by a grey scrunchie the House Mother had handed her; it would be allowed to grow no longer; the House Mother would take her own scissors to it to ensure it remained neat, she had been told. The socks had thankfully been superseded for today by a pair of nylons the woman had rustled up from somewhere, old fully fashion tan-coloured things with reinforced heels and darker backseams. The latter had necessitated suspenders of course, and that supporting role had fallen to a horrid flesh-coloured roll-on Playtex girdle. Alice had hated the thing on sight, with its sticky rubbery feel and glossy diamond satin-finish panels that pulled her tummy in as flat as a board, carved her waist inwards under her ribs at the sides, while making her backside seem to stick out conspicuously as if twice its normal plump size; she hated it, but knew she had little option, not if she didn’t want to turn up wearing socks.

				The long-line bra featured self-conscious bullet cups which made her bustline jut out angrily through the misshaped, wrong-sized cardigan like a 1950s sweater girl - only minus the glamour - but once again she had had little choice if she hadn’t wanted to go bra-less. She had in theory had a choice when she had been handed the full-length heavyweight white nylon slip, but by then she was wallowing in brow-beaten defeat - and besides, she was no longer used to arguing back. But now she was regretting having given in without putting up at least some sort of fight; the petticoat or slip was ever so tight around her bottom and thighs and, despite the relative fullness of the skirt, interfered with her gait to the extent of limiting her step; she had to struggle to keep up with her companions. But the thing zipped up the back - and the zipper was extraordinarily stiff - so even if she got to dive in a restroom or toilet it would prove difficult to struggle out of it now; she was locked in it for the duration.

				But for the duration of what, exactly - what could she, or should she, say? For instance, where it came to her stepmother’s involvement, it beggared belief that the woman had been able to sell the family home, liquidate her father’s estate - and her, Alice’s, inheritance - and even empty and closedown Alice’s bank account and the trust fund that her father had set up to support her further education and provide her with a living allowance. But Alice had already been advised that it had all been totally legal and aboveboard, the manner in which it had been carried out.

				The crux of the matter was that it all - on paper - seemed to be in Alice’s long-term interests; or had been made to appear so. And Alice had then signed - on the very day of her eighteenth birthday - a series of documents which together amounted to an enduring power of attorney, in effect turning over all decisions regarding Alice’s life, future, financial dealings and property to her stepmother and relinquishing all rights to her father’s estate.

				Yes Alice could well remember - she could remember too what had been done to her the first couple of times the paper work had been thrust at her and she’d refused to sign! In actual fact she had held out through no less than four attempts to get her to sign before she had caved in; she was proud of that fact. She remembered too how the documentation had carried the proviso: ‘in sound state of mind’, or something similar. Therein, she had been informed recently - unless she could categorically prove coercion - lay her only defence, the only way of reversing what had since come to pass and reclaiming what was rightfully hers.

				She could make good her testimony, try through that to prove the likelihood of coercion but risk being undermined by the expert psychiatric opinion the Church authorities would undoubtedly bring to bear, falling foul of those veiled threats and finding herself in a worse situation, perhaps even going the same way as poor Gwyneth. Or she could simply seek to invalidate the papers she’d signed by submitting to the opinion that at the time she was not of sound mind, thus letting her captors off the hook by letting them claim, as they were claiming, that she was merely a patient, a girl they were trying to help who had been found deranged and wandering aimlessly and who had had to be restrained in a straitjacket and padded cell for her own protection.

				The trouble was, the latter approach would both get the Church off the hook as regards her own treatment while simultaneously invalidating any further testimony she might be able to offer regarding those other poor souls, those other girls they’d in effect been holding captive, illegally detained. And there were those she feared with an axe to grind who would use such a diagnosis to put her right back in an institution somewhere, her stepmother being foremost among them... But this was it, she was here now, right here, right now, deep in the palace of the establishment, this marble-hall shrine to the legal profession... And the main thing was - if she wanted to be believed, taken seriously one way or the other - she had to remain calm, remain rational, she must not let them rile her, not let them make her out to be a mental case... even if she did look like one in her rag-bag institutional getup.

				***

				Approached from along the die-straight white marble passageway the doors of what Alice took to be a courtroom made for an imposing, even intimidating, sight. As they drew nearer so the great doors’ huge brass cauliflower-like doorknobs slowly morphed into the lion’s mane heads they in fact represented. With her two court-appointed officials, strolling one each side of her, guiding her by the elbows as if she were some sort of invalid, Alice was bade take a seat within an alcove set back from the hectic bustling clamour of what turned out to be a central thoroughfare for all manner of briefcase-touting wigs, bespectacled suits and trundling rattling trolleys piled with buff files, folders and manila envelopes pushed by brown coated porters.

				The trio, Alice and her two escorts - both tight lipped young women, in their late twenties or early thirties, dressed in the obligatory black or very dark grey pinstriped skirt-and-jacket suits, dark stockings or pantyhose and black heels to match - duly took their places together at one end of a short row of plush red-upholstered gilded (more likely gold-painted) metal frame chairs, the type that seemed to grace town halls and civic centres country-wide in the UK. They sat upright in a subdued line like the three wise monkeys of Chinese legend:

				The two poised, sharp-suited, blonds, their shoulder-length hair lacquered into stiff-styled submission, were definitely of the ‘speak-no-evil’ persuasion Alice had decided. Indeed they seemed reluctant to speak to her at all, appearing put out if either one felt obliged to respond to some query or comment she brought up. At best, both seemed to be humouring her with their patronising smiles and down-pat reassurances. At worst they treated her concerns with an ill-disguised pinch of salt, blatantly paying only lip service.

				It all made Alice worry that perhaps they had been pre warned or told beforehand that doubting aspersions had been cast on Alice’s reliability, that a rumour was circulating that their witness was a little ‘feeble minded’. It was as if - Alice worried - her testimony was being devalued, undermined, even before she’d had the chance to deliver it. And those presently congregated within, she thought - possibly both those awaiting her to bear witness against them and those waiting to hear, scrutinise and judge her testimony - were likely to prove of the ‘hear-no-evil, see-no-evil’ type. She tried to shake off the latter conspiracy-inspired thought, trying her best to fight against her cynicism, lest it render her powerless before she started; a shiver ran down her spine as if someone had just strolled across her grave, and she absentmindedly played with the rosary in her lap; it gave her comfort, reminded her of the word of God; chastity, discipline, obedience, she felt her lips silently mutter; involuntarily she began to recite Psalm 23 under her singsong breath, the refrain of Crimond running through her mind: “The Lord is My Shepherd, I’ll Not Want.... He lays me down to...”

				“Shhhh! Dear... You’re talking to yourself again...” It was one of her escorts, and Alice felt her cheeks ablaze with the hot coals of embarrassment.

				In the fullness of time the tall, panelled double doors swung apart admitting Alice into the presence of the enquiry... and Alice’s mouth fell open. The everyday functional aesthetic of the courtroom environment she had readied herself for, here, in this room, had been eschewed in favour of an overly ebullient display of rococo style splendour, a particularly gauche and gaudy example of that fashion’s over-kill ornamentation.

				The tribunal panel were seated around an elevated walnut horseshoe shaped bench that took pride of place at the far end of the expansive, high-ceilinged wood-panelled chamber. Behind its central apex, the Royal coat of arms of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland dominated the wall, the crowned English lion and Scottish unicorn supporting the central quartered shield device glared down on the proceedings from their elevated vantage point as if in disapproval of the travesty Alice now felt certain was about to unfold.

				A short, stout blousy woman in inky judicial robes was seated at the centre, bracketed either side by the others of the inquiry panel arranged around the room as two wings. Her plump jowls joining with a double chin that rolled like a pink croissant beneath her chin, it seemed to Alice the woman possessed a dark, merciless streak, something she imagined she could see written in the woman’s sharp perceptive eyes. This old crow, she thought, possessed a dangerously soul-searching gaze, one capable of prising out, microscopically probing, the most well-buried secret.

				The woman’s eyes seemed to track her as she hesitantly approached - nervously fiddling with her fingers in front of her plain grey skirt - like a pair of unavoidable spotlights, coinciding on and picking out every blemish, pimple and carbuncle in their all-revealing limelight... No, it felt more revealing than that; it felt more like being X-rayed... all over. And drawing closer, that first-impression label she had subconsciously saddled the tribunal chairwoman with, ‘old crow’, seemed quite apt, the woman’s long sloping nose pressing out beak-like from beneath her roll-curled and corn-rowed straw-gold legal wig, a few sprigs of blatantly dyed coal black hair, intruding onto her finely-lined forehead. It was not an impression in any danger of contradiction by the woman’s tone when she spoke:

				“Take a seat please, Miss Marchment... Face forward so that we may get a good look at you, if you don’t mind. And when asked - and only when asked - speak clearly, answer concisely... and restrict your testimony only to the facts at hand, as you know of them... Thank you...” The voice was not only strident, it was raucous, roughened and made overly sibilant by the court’s PA microphone system; what with that and the black robe spread out to either side of her high-backed chair like a bird delousing in the sun, she was indeed very crow-like, the whole room like a murder of crows.

				Alice wasn’t sure how to respond, but already there was a problem; they’d got her name wrong: “P,P,Please miss... L... L,L,Lamberton, miss... Alice L,L...Lamberton - that’s my name; Alice L,L,L...L,L,Lamberton... not Marchment... miss... I...” She blurted, nervously, her voice shaky, uncertain and uneven. It had been a long time since she’d used her given name at all, let alone the Lamberton variation of it, her father’s name and the one she had been christened with. For some reason she had particular difficulty with it, spluttering and stuttering over it to such an extent that she had almost given up at the end there, even though her much-despised stepmother’s maiden name, Marchment came flowing out unscathed; she felt sure she’d heard her stepmother’s tinkling little tittering coming from up in the public gallery, the little girlishly mocking giggle the woman reserved for rubbing her stepdaughter’s nose in some humiliation or other she had formulated.

				The crow-woman chairperson spread both hands on the bench before her, her shoulders rising as she leaned forward, a faintly audible slap of palms on wood signalling her impatience: “Your Honour... You address me as Your Honour... dear.” Her crowing voice had softened at the very end, an attempt at a reassuring smile creasing her thin-lipped, powdered face, subtle blusher and foundation battling with late-forties-going-on sixties lines; and losing. She looked quizzically across at the usher, a series-eyed, pointed-chin man in his mid to late forties; papers rustled:

				Rising to his feet, the usher smiled, indicating the seated girl with the corner of the folder he held in his hand: “It seems the witness’s surname was changed by deed pole at the request of her stepmother upon that lady’s reverting to her former title of Lady Marchment, your honour - and with the young lady’s later agreement upon her having come of age...”

				“Ah yes, Lady Marchment...” the chairwoman said thoughtfully “...thank you usher”. Glaring obliquely at Alice out of the corner of one eye, as if it were Alice under investigation rather than giving testimony, she turned her head to whisper with the all too familiar tall and striking bespectacled figure to her right. Then turning back, that struggling sympathetic attempted smile twitching around her lips, she again addressed Alice, all too clearly fighting back irritation that bordered on anger; already! “...So Alice L,L...Lamberton it is” she mimicked “if it keeps you happy - but for the purposes of this hearing’s records...” she shifted her attention to the stenographer as she spoke “...the witness’s testimony will be entered under her legally recognised name; Miss Alice, Poppy, Elizabeth Marchment.” She fixed Alice in her gaze accusingly: “And you, young lady, will restrict yourself to answering the questions that will be posed and calmly delivering your testimony to the best of your ability.”

				Alice noted the chairwoman’s less than subtle emphasise on that adjective - calmly - as is if she expected the proceedings to become emotionally charged on Alice’s part, even hysterical; she would show them, though; she would remain calm no matter what! But there seemed so many preconceived impressions and opinions about her washing around - poisoning the air - it seemed to Alice more than ever that the chances of her allegations receiving an impartial audience were becoming vanishingly small. Looking up from fidgeting with her rosary, Alice’s eyes met with one of the two reasons her jaw had dropped and her mouth had gaped open like an idiot when she had been led in - one of two figures, seated side by side on the chairwoman’s right. Involuntarily she averted her gaze, staring down at her lap and the set of jet beads strung with the sign of the cross she’d been allowed to keep with her; she touched the cross and instantly the Apostle’s creed popped into her mind; she had to be prompted by the chairwoman to bring her back to the here and now.

				There was something very sinister indeed going on here: This had to be an awful lot more than a simple case of a huge and powerful institution closing ranks, Alice reflected glumly. This was a case of an all but totally unassailable establishment-endorsed organisation in effect being given leave to perform its own housecleaning, with all the reputation-cleansing, face-saving shenanigans that was likely to lead to. It beggared belief: two of the central players, the main perpetrators - at least in terms of Alice’s experience - co-conspirators, seated right there, on the very tribunal panel purportedly convened to investigate the institution they had so very much been part of. And it was an involvement which presumably, Alice realised with horror, only she knew of.

				To be the complainant or whistle blower under such circumstances could prove a very dangerous place to be. It was the kind of daunting, foolhardy task which could earn a person such as herself a more-or-less permanent residency as a guest of the type of facility the priory infirmary’s ‘sanatorium’ had been seeking to emulate, albeit on a small scale; straitjacket and all! And there was at least one person seated on that bench who could make that happen, if she was careless enough to point a finger. To make matters worse, there were a least two other faces up there on the panel who were familiar; not perpetrators, for sure, but visitors, Alice felt certain. Whether either one of those knew of the central pair’s involvement, the fashionably dressed attractive woman seated on the chairperson’s right hand with the title ‘professor’ emblazoned on the card in front of her and her far younger PhD colleague , seemed unlikely.

				Of course she realized now none of this - all she had been through - would have happened had she not fallen under the care of doctor, now professor, Ecclestone, finding herself first trapped against her will in a church-managed charity home for wayward and intractable girls sited in a remote and secluded priory, then confined to that establishment’s sanatorium. It was true she had gone with the good doctor voluntarily, tripped happily enough in to the passenger seat of her car that cold wet night, but at the time she had seen it as a chance to escape from her stepmother’s clutches. But from the moment she had dimly become aware of that prick in her upper arm an intervention and rescue had become an abduction; and Alice had unknowingly switched status from ‘runaway’ to abductee, and the whole sorry, damning tale took on a far more sinister twist.

				She’d come to perceive Dr Anne Ecclestone as her saviour and the calming medication that manipulative woman prescribed - oddly and counter-intuitively - as strengthening her resolve through allowing her the space she needed to think and regroup by relieving her of her overwhelming neurosis. Even now she was loath to admit to herself that her ‘neurosis‘ had likely been an invention of the doctor herself, and the medication she had been prescribed had in effect enslaved her, her growing dependence - and her stepmother’s control of the supply - placing her ever more firmly under her stepmother’s thumb, subject to her will.

				Dare she now stand up and point the finger? Or would the mud just come sloshing back all over her? But if she failed now to finger this camouflaged nemesis, how could she expect the testimony she was to give against the rest of them to stand up? How, indeed, could she even begin to narrate the story without naming Dr Anne Ecclestone and her latterly recruited and dangerously vindictive sidekick, Dr Andrea Stavrolidese?

				At long last she knew the latter woman’s name - and she at the very least had to pay. That sadistic woman had, as near as damn it, been single-handedly responsible for having chased that poor Welsh girl, Gwyneth, out of her wits. She had quite deliberately instigated a regimen designed to achieve exactly that end, to drive the poor thing out of her mind, just to test some hypothesis that she could take a perfectly healthy young girl or woman and turn her into a mental patient, systematically destroying her mental health in the process. Except it didn’t quite work like that. Alice knew, because the woman had started to work on her, too, towards the end. The woman believed in the carrot rather than the stick (or at least as much as the stick - the cane she’d carried had always been close at hand).

				You didn’t drive a person out of her mind, rather it was a case of gently, yet firmly, guiding her down that path, in a stepwise fashion, step by step, little by little, encouraging her to accept some aspect or other of her worsening mental state before leading her on to the next. You rewarded the exhibition of the relevant symptoms with care love and attention and only punished when there was some overt attempt to fight back - and even then, more often than not, simply by the withdrawal of that love and attention rather than by the cane. It was an insidious process which began with something akin to the ‘tethering’ system already in use in the institution, whereby you simply sent the subject to Coventry, that is pointedly ignored her, forbade her to speak or allow others to speak to her, perhaps limit her to whispering if needing to question her... And yes, the cane was much in evidence at this early stage.

				The next hour or so turned into kind of a judicial purgatory for the increasingly bamboozled Alice as she found her words being twisted and aspersions cast, first on her truthfulness, then on her mental health. Alice’s ex-boyfriend’s conviction and subsequent jailing for narcotics ‘possession with intent to deal’ was dredged up, the silting mud being slung in her direction steadfastly adhering, along with the only partially disguised suggestion that she might have been involved herself and indeed been fortunate not to have faced prosecution. Her history of addiction to prescription tranquilizers and sedatives was brought up and turned against her, - over and over, time and time again - despite the fact that this unfortunate affliction had come about through no fault of her own.

				And even while she was speaking the proceedings and the room around her seemed to intermittently fade and return, leaving her once or twice lost for words and wondering what she had just been saying. The notion that she was wading through a series of imagined flashbacks and false memories came and went but was impossible to shake entirely, leaving her uncertain even as to the validity of her own testimony at times, her confidence steadily waning.

				Alice’s assertions that she had been manoeuvred, manipulated, into becoming dependent on tranquilizers by her stepmother (worthy of consideration by some; just; a few quizzical expressions about) with the collusion of a ‘health professional’ (considered increasingly unlikely; the allegation triggering one or two wry amused smiles) and that her stepmother might have been responsible for framing her boyfriend (a couple of audible titters) were near enough disregarded out of hand:

				When asked the identity of this health professional or doctor who had proved so easily corruptible, been so willing to become involved in such a plot - and Alice had given the name of Dr Anne Ecclestone, shakily pointing her finger at one of the august figures sitting on the investigating panel itself - well, the room fairly erupted with howls of derision. The chairperson - that plump crow of a woman, her tailored grey skirt suit appearing dumpily beneath her wing-flapping open-fronted black gown as she jumped up from her seat - had to slam her gavel on the table in front of her to quell the row, calling for quiet in strident, ironically raucous tones of her own.

				As the witness statements were read through, contemporaneous notes read out by the police officers who had made them and the recollections of the air ambulance men who had attended the scene were tested it became increasingly apparent that, inexplicably, none of the individuals Alice recalled as being central characters and whom she had described in the various statements she had made had been encountered in the raid. Not one; it was as if they had all disappeared off the face of the earth, all been spirited away.

				The work rooms which had been set up in the outbuildings had mysteriously reverted to hives of other forms of industrious endeavour. Rows of bespectacled nuns had been discovered bent over sloping oaken desks and wielding tweezers and gold leaf, hand-illuminating, copying and restoring priceless ancient Christian texts, practicing calligraphy, bookbinding, and all those other traditional crafts the great religious houses had traditionally been famed for. Where there had been school rooms, there had been found two or three simply and easily explainable store rooms, piled with easels, desks and chairs et al dating back to nineteenth century when the establishment’s laudably charitable intention had been to ‘administer the gift of literacy to the toiling sons and daughters of the soil’.

				As for the brown-dress-uniformed browbeaten workforce described by Alice - of which she had claimed to have been one among many - no trace whatsoever had been found of them, nothing to show for their previous presence, no evidence even to support the allegation that they had even existed. They, too, seemed to have vanished off the planet. Indeed no evidence had been uncovered to suggest a harking back to the dark days of the church in Ireland’s long, brutal history of systematic sexual exploitation, ritualised corporal punishment and abusive clergy and other religious figures. And it was hardly likely nuns would be vulnerable to accusations of misogyny, however ‘sexually repressed’ (‘frustrated’ was the word more usually banded about in the tabloids) they might be represented as in popular media, however morally conflicted some might actually have been.

				It all went to undermine the perceived validity of Alice’s testimony, even began to chip away at her ‘fitness to testify’; there began to be queries fielded as to her mental health, her ‘psychological competence to testify’.

				Alice couldn’t for a moment fathom what could have become of all those girls that had slaved away with her in the priory work rooms, who had sat alongside her sharing the tedious discipline of the school room, suffering the never ending prayers and recitals of psalms in the chapter house and readings of the scriptures at mealtimes. But what could Alice know of the extensiveness of the network of Roman Catholic missions around the world? It was a diffuse, convolutedly linked tissue of connections and establishments across which many could anonymously vanish in to new posts and positions. And Alice would barely of heard of far-off Angola, even if she had heard the country mentioned, let alone São Paulo da Assunção de Loanda, the Capital, now more modestly named simply Luanda. Sure, she might have guessed, correctly, somewhere in Africa; but she just as likely might have guessed Central or South America or an island of one of the archipelagos in that part of the world. But Angola had a key role to play in the mystery, if only she knew it.

				Angola was a mishmash of belief systems, roughly twenty-five percent Protestants, twenty-five percent ‘indigenous beliefs’ but a full fifty to fifty-five percent Roman Catholic, especially in the remoter, western and north western regions of the country. It is within one of those remote north-western Angolan regions - uncomfortably if not suspiciously close to the border with the Democratic Republic of the Congo - where we would find, if we were to search hard enough, not one but two Catholic Church-run mission complexes. Huge priory-like complexes - each constructed like a walled fortress, and for good historically-apt reasons - a little delving would have shown that each also had direct historical links to the old priory wherein Alice had been held.

				The largest of these missions’ connection with certain of the Chinese state-owned businesses presently buying up large tracts of land and resources around Africa was a lucrative one: You see, the Church mission sweatshops were large and burgeoning - and human labour just another resource after all. While most beavering away under the appalling conditions in the Chinese-run sheds around the village were unashamedly exploited indigenous people, the Catholic mission workshops typically - though not uniquely - exploited an entirely different resource. Finding themselves possessed of excess capacity, the mission administrators had been happy enough to take on the manufacturing overspill from the Chinese. Unashamed, because the fact was that the Angolan government, although oil-rich, had already come to depend upon Chinese investment and expertise in supporting farming and developing the country’s roads and other infrastructure and couldn’t afford to offend their new partners.

				The Chinese state-owned manufacturing companies that had set up shop here, while vulnerable to international scrutiny and criticism over worker’s pay and working conditions within their own borders, ironically were vouchsafed within this foreign land. The Angolan authorities could be relied upon to turn a blind eye to almost anything related to Chinese investment. No government inspectors would come calling at any Chinese industrial ‘initiative’ - and the Church mission complex now sheltered under the umbrella of the Chinese.

				It was an uneasy symbiotic relationship: The income generated benefited the Church and those within its local hierarchy who quite frankly fared rather well on the back of the deal, a certain section of whom lived in some degree of opulence. And the God-fearing teachings of the church - that brand of ‘hot-gospel’ preaching thrice-daily thumped out within the lavish mission complex and ‘outreached’ to the local community - helped keep the populace under the yoke of their new masters...

				It all worked rather well: The nuns of the Church mission - connoisseurs of repressive self-guilt, every one - were experts when it came to instilling rigid discipline into the young women left in their charge. And there were certain other ‘benefits’ the church mission could offer visiting Chinese government men and dignitaries, besides a labour-intensive manufacturing capability - Angolan dignitaries too.

				But it was in the capital of Angola’s north-western Zaire Province São Salvador - these days known as M’banza-Kongo - close to the border with the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where the latest fresh influx of workers en route for the mission workshops could presently to be found, the prettiest of them undoubtedly destined to sooth some Chinese or Angolan minister’s brow. Home to one of the oldest cathedrals in sub-Saharan Africa - dating back to the 16th century and considered important enough to have been visited by the Pope himself, Pope John Paul (II) in 1992 - despite the close proximity to the Congo’s border the presence of European faces was nothing unusual or remarkable here. Not even a coach load of sullen, crestfallen-looking pale-faced schoolgirls, smartly, if anachronistically, uniformed, trundling past raised more than a couple of eyebrows; not when they were accompanied by a party of nuns from the mission convent sited in the remote north.

				The populace were used to the sight of nuns and Catholic religious regalia, were becoming rapidly acclimatised to the presence of foreign visitors - what with the contingents of Chinese and all - and African schools were awash with outdated, colonially influenced, stylistically challenged and often unsuitably juvenile school uniforms; the discipline metered out in African bush schools was strict and legendarily harsh... To any onlookers it was little wonder those pampered western girls were looking glum, then; but that was as far as their thought processes would have ran. They might have found the short-shorn boyish hairstyles a little odd, but the neat straw boaters the girls all wore took care of that. The thick strong nylon cable-tie style wrist restraints each had been wearing since back in the UK would have raised questions, but with their hands resting meekly in their laps, resting on the pleated skirts of their bib-fronted gymslips, these were out of sight and out of mind, as were their sedative-glazed eyes, lolling, listless demeanours and blank, dream-like expressions.

				They had cleared UK customs, bound for Rome, armed with Italian passports and garbed in full Muslim dress of black burkas covering everything save for a slit over the eyes, floating through in an unaware tranquilized stupor. Some - the potentially more recalcitrant, requiring the heaviest sedation and loaded with muscle relaxant - had been trundled through seated in wheelchairs; others had waddled stiff-gaited in leg callipers or braces, each aided by a nun. In this manner the party had boarded a special flight laid on by Vatican authorities; a contingent of disabled young Muslim women plucked from abusive backgrounds, bathing in the warmth of Roman Catholic compassion, that they might come to see the true light, hear the true word.

				In accordance with the stipulations respecting the Muslim faith, each had passed through a private room, staffed by a lone female immigration officer whose sensitive duty it had been to lift the veil for facial comparison with the girl’s passport photo. It had been simplicity itself for the influence of the Vatican to extend to ensuring one of its own agents had been on hand to take care of the latter aspect - and the kid-gloves, nervous sensitivity of the UK government in forever kowtowing to the Muslims had done the rest. A couple of nights spent in a disused section of a secluded seminary on the outskirts of Rome - in truth a sort of Vatican ‘safe-house’ - and, for the time being still burka-clad, it had been onwards and upwards and off.

				Each now having been furnished with a rare Vatican passport - and the diplomatic immunity and privileges which go with one - the precious cargo of potentially blabber-mouthed whistleblowers had been whisked safely well beyond the reach of European legislature. It had meant a temporary doubling of lay persons holding a coveted Vatican passport - the average at any one time varying over the years from forty to forty-five - but it had entailed little trouble on the Vatican’s behalf nor expense. Besides it had been a temporary arrangement; the paper trail could be covered, the bureaucratic traces brushed over like wind-obliterated tracks in the desert; the passports were easily revocable at the stroke of a pen; surely a bureaucratic error perpetrated by a pen pusher in one of the Vatican’s many administrative departments, nothing more than that.

				In fact that pen stroke had already been struck, the girls’ passports had already been revoked; the revocation had occurred the very moment they’d cleared that Angolan landing strip, the tell-tale passports had been gathered up for disposal (the physical evidence would perish later, in the mission convent’s incinerator), and the satellite phone call had gone through to the Vatican. From that moment this quaintly-uniformed group of apparent Catholic schoolgirls had in effect become ‘stateless persons’. And the cogs and gears of Vatican bureaucratic influence (or should that be interference?) were already grinding away in the background to ensure the hapless group remained that way, retained that status; non-persons, figures that for all intents and purposes no longer existed.

				All manner of false trails were being laid, leading all over the world before petering out, ‘just in case’. Certain databases and computerised travel records were being altered even as their coach trundled on, its rattling old diesel engine coughing black smoky phlegm, the occasional backfire prompting one or two of the less heavily sedated to start upright and look about for help with startled frantically-worried eyes, before once again succumbing to the uncaring drugged bliss.

				Those who may at one time have held a UK National Insurance (NI) number or those one or two who might once have held a valid full - or even provisional - driving licence would have found that all traces of it ever having existed had been erased, or more likely transferred to some other individual, some foreign national willing to pay good money for someone else’s identity. This was where certain underworld connections came into play (the term, Mafia, was never to be heard within Vatican corridors). Identity theft, as with people smuggling (the two were inextricably linked), was a lucrative business. There were those who just needed steering in the right direction, who just required tipping off about the relevant details, NI numbers, driving license, bank account details, that sort of thing - the sort of data the Vatican, as a state in its own right, could easily get hold of - and they would do the rest. The Vatican itself didn’t even have to sully its own computer keyboards.

				Even Alice herself - still safely back in the UK - wasn’t exempt from the Vatican’s attentions. Nor were the computerised records of the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS) as immune to tampering as that authority would have like to have believed. Already - even before having entered the tribunal - Alice had been saddled with a long and well documented history of having been in and out of various NHS mental institutions, complete with learned diagnoses and prognoses. And one glance at the latter, signed off on by the eminent pen of the now professor Anne Ecclestone herself - a title earned since returning to academia, even though still retaining her private practice, albeit downsized - would have been enough to prompt any health professional to suggest committal to long-term residential care as an urgent contingency.

				Alice couldn’t possibly know it, but she really was a very lucky girl. She too could so easily have been whisked away. But Alice’s stepmother had felt she might still want Alice around the house from time to time in the future; after all, putting Alice to work would certainly be cheaper than hiring domestic help... And the notion had a certain ‘something’, a certain frisson’! For the interim, however, Alice was even luckier; and she had the ever-compassionate professor Ecclestone to thank for her good fortune. There’d be no grotty NHS mental home for our Alice; in an ebullient demonstration of the Christian spirit of compassionate generosity the professor would offer to take the girl under her own personal care, see to it she be found a suitably secure place in a private psychiatric hospital she happened to be a trustee of.

				As for those others, those out in Angola: They were likely even now being dizzily disembarked from the battered old green coach, heads still spinning and vision blurred, having arrived in the swelteringly humid compound behind the high, spiked stone block walls of the ‘St Ursulain’s Church mission to Angola’, an ecclesiastical complex originally constructed by Portuguese colonists in the early seventeenth century and peppered by fine examples of Portuguese Colonial religious architecture. Some, helped along by nuns, would already be shuffling unsteadily towards the barrack-like living quarters, solid-looking single-story limestone-block structures with steeply inclined steepled roofs, prison-like bars on the whitewashed windows and heavy red-painted iron doors; others, still weakened by muscle relaxant drugs, would be awaiting transfer by wheelchair.

				The lucky ones would likely be those who would become the concubines of visiting dignitaries, or the ‘favourites’ of certain of the nuns. There were the Chinese and certain church dignitaries of course. But there were also one or two local government officials, African men, who required paying off; and a girl or two made for a most generous ‘tribute’. There were those among the African Angolan affluent, or even from the neighbouring Congo, who prized having a white girl at their beck and call, waiting on table with her head bowed in humility at dinner, or gathering up coats and curtsying at the door when guests arrived.

				It was odd observation, often made, that it would be the man of the house who would want to buy their white-skinned pet some sort of lavish, short-skirted and multilayered petticoated ‘French maid’ type confection, all heavy duchesse satin and flounced and frilled prim accessories - the kind of thing that they were skilled at knocking up in the mission workshops. The woman of the house, however, was often the one more likely to insist on total nudity, or if her husband persisted in his insistence in dressing the girl in some costume or other, would insist on the confiscation of the girl’s knickers, often delighting in watching her knickerless, short-skirted servant girl down on her hands and knees scrubbing floors or cleaning in and around the toilet bowl with a deliberately short-handled brush. More than one set of nearly transparent harem pants had been ordered by the wife of one local official for their girl; sized and cut to be skin tight and with the gusset removed.

				It was always the woman of the house that would be the most spiteful when it came to administering the cane or the strap or whichever implement they chose to keep order. And - depending on the culture of the household - it seemed always the woman who would insist on decking out their prize with tribal markings as a mark of ownership. The latter would usually take the form of a series of chevrons running down each of the girl’s cheeks, though sometimes a design would be cut into, and run across, the top of her breasts or the centre of her buttocks. The wife would usually press into use one of her husband’s razorblades to carry out this task, though one woman, whose family traditionally carried out such marking, was known to have put to use her husband’s needle-point electric soldering iron.

				A final indignity that might occur would be if girl was brought before an elder for the traditional act of ritual female circumcision. Whether this was worse for a girl to suffer -or equal to - being ritualistically disfigured so that someone’s husband might not be tempted to so often pluck at low-hanging fruit is open to conjecture.

				Of the less fortunate, those left behind to languish in the infernally hot workrooms in their Bri-nylon workhouse uniform dresses, tabards and aprons; some would go on to one day take the vows of ‘Holy Orders’ themselves, becoming nuns and so part of the machinery of this corrupt (and corrupting) Church establishment. Others, their eyesight fading, ruined by the long soul-destroying hours of close needlework in the dimly-lit, continually-shuttered workrooms or hands clawed by tendon damage and ligament contraction would eventually move on to courser work or ironing and then - some now possibly only partially sighted - would be put to work toiling in the fields, tilling the soil like yoked bullocks under the tropical Sub-Saharan African sun until well into middle age.

				The appearance of middle age will arrive early here of course; the patterns of old age following on even more rapidly, as the sun’s ultraviolet rays work their wrinkling, leathering magic on soft peaches-and-cream English-country-garden complexions. Teeth will loosen surprisingly, shockingly, early, hair will thin out and arthritis will gnarl and twist delicate fingers like old twigs and knobble knuckles with arthritic nodules like rough barnacle-encrusted pebbles. But then, the life expectancy at birth for the general population is only forty-seven years, and only a little over a third reach forty; so they should perhaps think themselves lucky that by the grace of God they’ll likely survive beyond those years, even if worked to the bone and decrepit.

				One can only guess at the additional anguish suffered by a tousle-haired twenty-four or twenty-five year old when, bent over the trestle yet again, bottom bared and awaiting the attentions of the overseer’s cane - a large, portly and profusely sweating tribal African woman - she catches her reflection in a metal tray on the ground. How is she to feel, seeing how the once-taut skin covering those high cheek bones is beginning to sag, how her eyes have dulled and sunken, how the bags have grown beneath, blue-darkening and circled, and how the first few wrinkles are beginning to line her forehead reminding her of her mother’s own, but when that woman had been hitting her forties?

				Little wonder, then, if a girl should opt, given the choice - half a chance even - to take her vows, become part of the whip-hand, part of the machinery, an overseer herself. Or even if the life of a concubine or household servant should be preferable, however degrading and humiliating. But these are not considerations that need trouble Alice; her fate has already been mapped out for her... in part. But what proportion of that future will encompass the reassuring cosiness of the straitjacket and comforting routine of the psychiatric ward or the embarrassing, belittling, humility of the maid’s uniform and an existence spent pressed into service under the yoke of her hated stepmother - reduced to the status of a lowly servant girl in what should morally and legally be her own home - still remained to be seen...
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