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				Foreword

				Way back in the sunny August of 1971 an experiment was begun at the prestigious Stanford University in California; it was an experiment that was destined to become a classic in the field of psychology and to inspire several fictional works in a variety of genres and guises, of which this is one.

				The Stanford Experiment, as it became known, had been conceived to investigate to what extent the brutality and oppressive conditions so often associated with the prison system were a manifestation of the interaction of two groups of people of differing innate natures, i.e. the prison guards and the prisoners, rather than due to the prison environment per se. So, to put it simply, the question was: do prisoners and guards behave the way they do because they are somehow ‘guard-like’ or ‘prisoner-like’ people to begin with or do their respective group behaviours merely reflect the situation within which they find themselves?

				To further investigate the latter hypothesis a study was set up wherein student volunteers were randomly assigned to one of two groups, either prison guards or inmates, and as such left to their own devices, although under the observation of the researchers, living together in a mocked-up prison in the university basement.

				The original experiment had to be called to a halt after only six days had elapsed, despite the original concept having called for it to run for two weeks. Even over this short period the two groups had been observed to have become increasingly polarised; the guard’s behaviour towards their charges was becoming dominant to the verge of sadism and that of the prisoners increasingly apathetic, depressed and submissive to the point whereupon it was feared that to have continued would have been to have risked inflicting permanent psychological damage.

				The above study was ostensibly that of the behavioural responses to captivity and its effects on both the inmates and those given authority over them. It may be hypothesised that, in part, the compliant behaviour of the prisoner group is explainable in terms of an extreme manifestation of social compliance. The latter being the tendency for individuals to obey those that they have been primed by society to see as trustworthy and/or in authority even if their received instructions might run counter to their common-sense, ethics, moral sense or innate nature.

				Such an affect was classically examined in the so-called ‘Milgram experiment’, a psychology experiment conducted in the 1960s whereby subjects were instructed to press a button that they understood would inflict a painful electric shock on another research subject in a separate room. Despite hearing what appeared to be the screams of agony emitted by the ‘victim’ and despite their unease and growing reluctance to inflict further punishment on a fellow human being, such sadistic behaviour being diametrically opposed to their innate nature, the test subjects nevertheless continued to press the button when instructed to do so by an authoritative-looking, white-coated, medical researcher.

				In the context of the aforementioned Stanford experiment, it should be noted that even those that objected most vehemently to their treatment would quite docilely return to their cells when instructed to do so by their ‘guards’.

				But what if...? What if the Stanford experiment had not been truncated? What if the guards had not been composed of randomly assigned test subjects themselves, what if those guards had in fact been hand-picked, especially selected for certain behavioural and personality traits, psychometrically tested to eliminate any that might find ethical, moral, or emotional conflict in fulfilling such a role? What if none were eliminated based on the grounds of the likelihood of their gaining sexual satisfaction from such a role and the dangers inherent therein, perhaps such even being encouraged and exploited so as to ensure the maintenance of the required research conditions; few motivations being greater than that of sexual gratification.

				What if a woman of considerable affluence, influence and resources, a woman of misplaced philanthropic intent, being concerned of the number of homeless young women she sees drifting aimlessly through the city, should have made the acquaintance of a brilliant young female psychologist, her career frustrated by what she perceives as a blinkered lack of academic freedom? And then again, what if our aforementioned philanthropist should be of equally frustrated aspiration?

				Consider: Everywhere around her she sees young women seeking independence and finding only the freedom for corruption. Runaways, dreamers, girls of otherwise good character, striving to distance themselves from some domestic upheaval, perhaps, yet finding at the end of the rainbow anything but a pot of gold.

				Every night she tours the city offering help, every night she sees young women drifting hopelessly, drawn with tragic inevitability towards what she quaintly perceives as ‘moral peril’, the temptations of the street both sexual and pharmacological. She offers a warm and secure home, a renewed education, some hope for the future and, in return, she asks only that they might adhere to certain standards, learn basic etiquette and manners and obey simple rules; in short, take on board a modicum of discipline.

				A few have taken up her offer, fewer have remained long; in their misguided way preferring to cling to their freedom and independence. To our philanthropist, though, it is her duty to remove from them what she sees as ‘that modern and excessive freedom of choice that has allowed for their temptation, allowed them the flexibility to be moulded by sin in its own image’.

				What if our philanthropist was to fund her new acquaintance’s work, what if, in collaboration, the ‘Stanford Experiment’ was to live again but this time as an end in itself?

				To the psychologist is provided the scaffold within which to structure further layers of research, and a secure cache of compliant young subjects.

				To the philanthropist, at long last, is gifted the ability to save these young women from their ‘freedom’. She would rescue them from the twin dangers of their own vanity and the sinful temptations of the modern world. She can at last provide them with the security that they undoubtedly crave and yet consciously deny. She can provide them with the discipline and the education they so blatantly need.

				Ah! Yes! The discipline; they might not appreciate the wisdom or advantage of her intervention but nevertheless, in her view, they must be helped and, in her view, the first step, logically, has to be the curtailment of that sin-nourishing freedom, to be quickly followed by the curbing of those lesser, but related, nourishments of vanity and over-inflated self-belief.

				And the girls will stay, this time they shall stay; the depersonalising institutional environment, the staff uniforms and the power of social compliance will see to it that they do. To our philanthropist, then, incarceration is the only option if she is to truly help these girls, it’s all for their own good after all.

				This, then, is our scenario: a psychology experiment in private hands and out-of-control. Attractive, feminine, inmates whose only sin, in truth, has been to strive for independence; and to have been attractive to certain eyes. A staff of amoral, dominant, women, skilled in psychiatric nursing and have a strong predilection towards young girls. A world of strict discipline and punishment, both physical and psychological.

				Into this maelstrom let’s now toss two or three young women, thought by those around them to be better incarcerated than interfering in business and financial affairs beyond their ken, pass over their strings to a corrupt solicitor, and be assured that they are now free of interference through any ethical constraint or mediation and most certainly will not be returning home after a mere six days. This, then, is our premise, our story. This, then, is beyond the Stanford experiment.

				It should be pointed out that this is a work finding inspiration through a multiplicity of paths, some far beyond the aforementioned. Among these stands, notably, the work carried out in the 1950s by Dr. D. Ewen Cameron of the Allan Memorial Institute, Montreal, Quebec, Canada. His work, backed by the CIA it might be added, towards the depatterning of subjects, the latter meaning to break up existing patterns of behaviour so as to leave the subject more amenable to attitudinal change, was likened at the time to ‘the creation of a vegetable’ (The reader is directed to the book: A Father, a Son and the CIA by Harvey Weinstein. (James Lorimer & Company, Publishers. Toronto, 1988)).

				It should be obvious to all, but it must be stated nevertheless, that the following is a work of fiction. The characters that inhabit these pages are themselves fictional, i.e. they do not exist and any resemblance to any person living or dead, whether by name or by description, is purely coincidental and unintentional.

				It should go without saying that the author does not condone behaviour such as exhibited within these pages and believes that corporal and psychological punishment, such as depicted herein, should neither be applied nor suffered at any time, by anybody under any circumstances, other than in a world of pure fantasy.

				The author believes that paedophilic behaviour is deplorable, it is neither depicted nor implied in any way within these pages; nothing here pertains to anything that should in any way be construed as childhood. Where the term ‘girl’ is used it is as a denigrating label applied to an adult woman not in control of her own affairs i.e. that is under the authority of those around her; throughout, the terms ‘girl’ and ‘young woman’ are used quite interchangeably therefore.

				A few other terms have been used herein that may be unfamiliar or of ambiguous meaning to some and for this reason there has been provided a short glossary, positioned towards the back of this book.

				Now, notwithstanding the above disclaimer, to those of you who would question the plausibility of such a scenario, who might deny that such corrupting perversion of power could ever twist its way through professional echelons, who might baulk at the suggestion that such misguided philanthropy could exist or have existed I leave you with this: In the 19th-century the Rescue Movement came into being. Its founding aim being to tackle the problem of the number of women forced to fall back on prostitution, enabling their rehabilitation by way of the provision of a number of sheltered refuges.

				These homes or asylums came to be administered by various orders of the Catholic Church, to be called after St. Mary Magdalene and subsequently, much funding being raised by way of their taking in of laundry work, to become known as Magdalene Laundries.

				Originally conceptualised as short-term shelters, these asylums, over time, metamorphosed into long-term institutions taking on an increasingly prison-like character as they did so. At the same time their intake demographic broadened considerably to provide for any woman deemed likely to be in moral danger, a subjective judgement made easily by anyone in their sphere and based on anything from having become pregnant out of wedlock to merely being judged too flirtatious or wayward. They might be sent to such an asylum, often against their will, by their own families, on the word of a guardian or carer or perhaps through the concerned diligence of the local squire, some slighted suitor or -who knows- a catty young stepmother perhaps?

				There can be little doubt that discipline was strict; there have been allegations that inmates were abused sexually, psychologically and physically. Isolated behind high walls for an indefinite period the inmates suffered social isolation within those walls also, talking was not allowed during work time and was severely limited the rest of the time; the nuns believed silence to be an important part of penance. Corporal punishment was commonplace and by all accounts was often applied with no little hypocrisy; that corruption was rife sexually is anecdotal, that it was financially may be judged by the suggestion, once made, that “the advent of the washing machine has been as instrumental in closing these laundries as have changing attitudes”.

				Therein lies the shock, with the modernity inherent in the latter quote: It is sobering to reflect that, despite there being reported historically little more extreme in terms of misguided philanthropy than that outlined above, the last Magdalene Asylum was only finally closed down in 1996.

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Leaning forward, the woman smiled; it was a cold smile, a disconcertingly, disturbingly, confidently, cold smile. It spoke of control and the expectancy of control as much as the subsequent silence whispered of calculated manipulation.

				“I carry out research into phobias”, she said at last. “I have worked for some years at various universities, but the scope of my research has always been limited by the consideration of ethics. I firmly believe that in order to understand how phobias arise in the first place the best approach is to attempt to induce phobias, artificially. Believe me, I understand how that would be considered unethical in today’s prevailing ‘enlightened’ climate but it is frustrating nevertheless, in bygone days researchers suffered far less interference and many great breakthroughs were made as a result.”

				Mary Stringer could not quite see where this was leading, how it would help with Susan’s behavioural problems. “Go on” she said slightly irritated.

				Dr Ecclestone was being careful not to appear irritated herself. It was obvious that Mrs Stringer did not really appreciate the scope of her work. Perhaps if she filled in a little background, little of her history? “It is known that some phobic people display a tendency to, over time, develop a nested series of phobias, each seemingly giving birth to the next, you can probably appreciate how debilitating this can become for them. In addition it seems that phobias can be learned while observing the behaviour of others around them, they can arise as the outcome of negative conditioning, where an action, idea, or situation becomes linked with an unpleasant consequence. I believe that, in this way, multiple phobias may sometimes arise, one from another, by way of an existing phobia becoming linked to a novel experience or situation. In a nutshell, then, this is the area of my research.”

				The woman was still struggling to understand the relevance of all this to her own situation, her incomprehension adding an impatient edge to her already clipped tones. “I must apologise if I’m being obtuse here but I’m not at all sure that I understand in what way I can be of assistance to you or, indeed, how your work could have any possible bearing on my situation. I’m sorry if I’ve been wasting your time in seeing me today, it’s just that I fail to see quite why Lady Marchment recommended I speak to you.”

				“Please bear with me a while longer, Mrs Stringer.” Anne Ecclestone, uncharacteristically for her, betraying her irritation in turn. “I’m sure, from what Lady Marchment has told me that we can be of mutual service to each other. To reiterate, and I’m sure you understand this, the idea of deliberately inducing phobias in otherwise normal subjects is considered unethical, although I think we are missing out on much that could be learnt. The best way for you to appreciate the relevance of my work to your situation is for me to place it in a historic perspective within the framework of my relationship with Lady Marchment.”

				She went on: “I first made the acquaintance of Lady Marchment at a psychology seminar in California. I had had several setbacks to my research, all of them involving clashes with various ethics committees, and I’d pretty much given up on that particular approach by that time.

				It was obvious, given that we had met at a rather prestigious scientific gathering that she had some substantial scientific background and we soon discovered our mutual interest in psychology was along similar lines. Moreover, it later turned out that we shared a similar passion for certain philanthropic work. Naturally at first I was somewhat reticent about discussing my research in much detail with her. However, the more I revealed about my ideas the more her fascination became apparent. She was hugely enthusiastic, expressing an interest in becoming involved in some way, even to the point of suggesting that she might find herself able to fund my work should the right circumstance arise.

				She had, and has, a razor intellect, and, although I, myself, did not recognise the implications at the time, she started asking questions specifically about agoraphobia, this seemed to be an area of particular interest to her. Of course I explained about the ethical constraints inherent in my research, but she did not seem put off one iota. Indeed she was most insistent that I should call her as a matter of urgency upon the conclusion of the seminar; it emerged that she had only registered for the second and third days of what was a scheduled five day meeting.”

				The doctor was in full flow now: “It was around one month later, that I received the ‘phone call from Lady Marchment that was to change my life. She had seemed highly excited, saying that she had had some ideas regarding my research, and could I meet her the next day, at what turned out to be a rather nice restaurant I seem to recall. “

				Mrs Stringer was not sure she was really following the point, but nevertheless she was loath to interrupt Dr Ecclestone’s narration.

				The doctor continued; “Lady Marchment told me that she understood that much of medical and drug-related research involved paid volunteers, often students, and that sometimes accommodation was offered for short periods of time. She said that there were many people on the streets that she knew of that were desperate for support, that would be willing to undergo medical research as experimental subjects merely in return for accommodation, especially through the winter months, and she felt sure that the added inducement of ready cash, would ensure a steady supply of such volunteers.

				Basically she was offering to supply both the funding and the accommodation required to support my future research work. She explained that her philanthropic work involved running a shelter for teenage girls who had, for one reason or another, run away from home, become homeless or perhaps had been victims of abuse. She said her work helped ensure that these girls remained safe from pharmaceutical and moral harm.

				To cut a long story short, as they say, even as she described her proposals I could see that, although the fruits of my research would have to be written up in such a way so as to avoid any moral and ethical implications and repercussions, the opportunity was just too good to pass up.”

				“I’m still not sure I understand how I can be of assistance to you.” It was not that Mary Stringer was particularly slow on the uptake, far from it; she was a highly successful businesswoman in her own right, known for her mental agility in sharp negotiation. This, though, the field of psychology and particularly in this manipulative form, was an entirely alien world to her.

				Doctor Ecclestone was only too happy to clarify: “It’s not so much how you can help me as how I can assist you and the difficulties you are having with your stepdaughter. Lady Marchment told me that she had suggested that you might consider getting a governess for Susan, she said that you were eager for her to go off to university, once she has completed her A-level study and that really you just wanted her out of the way so as to get on with your life. She has told me the two of you, your stepdaughter and you, don’t get on, and that, since her father’s illness began, things have been coming to a head between you. As I understand it part of the problem is that the girl begrudges the fact that you have the purse strings and will control her trust fund and her allowance after her father’s death”

				“Well, yes, true, but only until she reaches the age of majority.”

				“I know how difficult this must be for you at this time but if you don’t mind me asking, how long have the doctors given your husband?” Not that Mrs Stringer appeared to be particularly upset but the doctor thought it prudent to tread delicately nonetheless.

				“No, no, not at all; they estimate six to nine months but no more than that.” There was little discernible change in the woman’s demeanour; the smile still flickered around her lips with little to hint of any upset. Nor was there evidence that might denote denial, the doctor noted with interest.

				“I’m sorry to have had to arrange our meeting at this difficult time but there is a window that we really should be taking advantage of, if I’ve read your situation correctly of course. For what I have in mind, the next few months, up to your husband’s demise and immediately thereafter, are absolutely key. The girl is very close to her father I gather?”

				“Yes, very, and she has always been pampered beyond belief by her father; he has created a right little Madame.”

				“So much the better. And she is very independent I think you said?”

				“Well, yes, independent, yet quiet and bookish with it. I know that probably doesn’t sound so bad to you, a least from how it appears on paper, but she can be arrogant, obstinate. She thinks she is so damn clever, that girl, above everyone else, and above me in particular. And, yes, there is that independent streak, too damn independent if you ask me a bit of discipline would do her good.”

				“Then get a governess for her, Mary.”

				“Do governesses still exist? It sounds like something from the nineteenth-century. A Victorian governess? Somehow I just can’t imagine any modern seventeen-year-old putting up with that, let alone that little minx.”

				“Not at the moment, no. What I mean to say is; not a modern day young woman, no. Not a woman fully flowered, brimming with self-confidence and independence. But, after all, what is the difference between a young woman in her late teens today and a child of exactly the same age living under a governess’s guidance in the 19th-century? And believe-you-me it was a common and accepted custom for girls older than Susan to have a governess in that period of history, sometimes up to and, as incredible as it may seem, beyond the age of twenty one. The clue, in actuality, resides within the term I used, and did so quite deliberately; child.

				The only real difference between a girl, such as Susan, today and her counterpart of the 19th-century is one of perceived status. These terms, ‘young woman’, child’, these are just psychological states, conditioned by society. What if I was to tell you that I could change all of that?”

				Mary Stringer sat silently, content just to listen for now. She no longer felt lost in the subject but, rather, had now begun to develop a very clear picture of the potential inherent in her situation, at least with this woman on her side. The doctor had her full attention.

				Dr Ecclestone went on: “Allow me to introduce the right woman to her, give her some time with the girl, then, when the time is right, allow me some time with her. I’m convinced that, given time, she will come to accept the guidance of a governess, even if she might not recognise her companion as such initially. In time, though, with the right guidance she will come to not only accept strict discipline but to find herself lost in its absence.”

				“And how would you accomplish this transformation? Believe me, it would have to be little short of miraculous”

				“I’m a psychologist as is the woman I am going to recommend. It’s just a matter of psychology, get to know her, befriend the girl, gradually undermine her self-confidence. Given time and the right circumstances, placed in expert hands any woman’s independent spirit can be crumbled to dust. Her father’s sad condition provides the perfect circumstance and I have at my disposal a pair of hands, endowed of the utmost perfection in their finesse and expertise, in which to place her. You remember what I said earlier about the window of opportunity?”

				“Well, yes. You mean my husband’s, her father’s, illness?”

				“Yes, exactly that. I know it seems callous but it really is the perfect opportunity, she is going to be at her lowest ebb, particularly directly after her father’s passing on, she is going to need support, possibly counselling, the hand of a friend. I will ensure that it will be there for her when she most needs it.

				The woman I have in mind can fulfil all of these functions and more. She will become Susan’s friend, her councillor, her support. There is a fine line between guidance and control and it’s a fine line across which the girl will eventually drift once placed her hands.”

				“But how does this fit in with your research exactly?”

				“Well, I think in time we could convince Susan to become one of our volunteers. Okay, perhaps initially just for a few months, perhaps just over the winter, before she takes her final exams”

				“I can’t imagine her agreeing to that, really I can’t”

				“Oh, I think we could soon convince her to accept some help with her work, perhaps convince her that she is not doing as well as she thinks she is, maybe suggest that we can help her revise for her exams while she is a research subject”.

				Mary Stringer was al last beginning to warm to this woman. “But what about when she returns home? Would you have the time to continue as her governess?”

				“Well, for one thing, it will not be I, personally, that would be acting as her governess of course.

				I can be introduced to her later, as a councillor and therapist. As for her returning home at the end of her little winter sojourn, if you would prefer I feel sure that we could convince her to stay on here longer, at the clinic. Of course she would have to postpone her exams and any idea of going on to university but, you know, I think that if we can help her to recognise her limitations she may well come to accept that perhaps university is not really suitable for her after all.”

				“Well, perhaps, but at least she would be out of my way at university.”

				“Yes, I’m sure, but out of sight is out of control. And when she has access to her inheritance? I imagine you would want to continue to hold onto those purse strings a little longer, am I right?”

				Mary Stringer said nothing, she didn’t have to. Her reply was merely a slow knowing nod of affirmation, that and a smile. It was enough.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Neither Past, Present Nor Future

				Lady Madison Daisy Bartlett

				Erstwhile media mogul and ex fashion bunny she flowed across the floor with a dancer’s lithe grace and a businesswoman’s smart confidence, her floor length satin-draped gown a wind-swept late summer wheat field shimmer of golden waves echoed by her old-gold streaked brown shoulder length bob that glowed with random highlights and reflected in her honeyed solar-speckled hazel eyes. There was a golden-ish something around everything to do with Daisy Bartlett, or rather Lady Madison Daisy Bartlett as she was now entitled. From the golden glow of her bare shoulders and slender arms, a nod towards some long lost strand of antique exotic ancestry, to her carefully gold lacquered finger and toe nails embellished with the very latest holographic sparkle effects. Beneath the clinging folds of fabric a swelling fluid oscillation of heavy-bedded shadowing spoke of many hours of dedicated gym work as much as of the expense entailed by the finest breast and buttock enhancement that surgery had to offer.

				The accessories and trappings were all there, the epitome of the wealthy, if somewhat ostentatious, businesswoman dressed for a fashionista Paris soirée - only the dark brown riding crop occupying her right hand, the latter white leather gloved lest she should suffer discomfort, spoke of different plans for her evening. Now with the full scene unfolding, her swaying walk took on a more threatening aspect, with each step a deliberate flexion of her right wrist brought the switch’s leather tongued tip to tap rhythmically against the ludicrously high heel of her hand-tooled golden strap-work open toe shoe.

				Before her the blue-uniformed teenager knelt with haunches squatted back on her heels and head bowed, all the time following that swinging tip with a mesmeric fatalistic fascination through saucer eyes as blue as her uniform dress. Small shell pink manicured fingers fidgeted awkwardly between hands rested on an aproned lap of satin-sheened powder-blue and pastel-pink stripes. The long-sleeved frock had long since began to display the irregular darkenings, indicative of nervous tension, spreading along and through the fabric at the sides of the breasts, expansions of sweat following the lines and folds of the soft powder-blue fabric as juxtaposing wetted navy-blue contours around both armpits.

				That there should have been such a corruption of her carefully contrived colour scheme had Lady Madison bristling with indignation.

				Notwithstanding that the girl’s sweat was a perfectly natural response under the circumstances, a physical representation of terror and dread, a terror and dread that Lady Madison herself had carefully and lovingly crafted and instilled in her, nevertheless the slowly spreading staining was earning Lady Madison’s ire, it was ruining the entire aesthetic.

				Quite with what strange perversity of aesthetic led her to lay such import upon the colour of what, after all, was merely a servant’s working dress exactly reflecting the girl’s eyes we will never know, suffice it to say that much time and effort had gone into sourcing a fabric that was suitable, practical and that exactly matched those huge, pretty, powder-blue eyes. She had eschewed the traditional black-and-white look and definitely ruled out any influence in the direction of the ‘ French maid’ as being “ most unsuitable”, feeling compelled to comment in her most haughty of tones: “ ... that the little strumpet should ever appear so overtly attractive is quite, quite unthinkable”.

				No commercially available design could be found quite meeting her criteria and quite able to provide that critical balance between functionality, pleasing aesthetic and, importantly, humility. In the fullness of time Lady Madison herself had been forced to put pen to paper, a task for which she had had no little enthusiasm; indeed a fever set in that had her working practically day and night with an inspired fervour that she had never before achieved, nor since, if she be honest.

				Drawing after drawing, each feverishly more outlandish than the previous, poured out of her imagination; through cycle after cycle of evolution, excitement nourished imagination and imagination in its turn stimulated imagination. The result was a froth of domestic femininity, a confection more likely the province of the more fetishistically-extreme transvestite than a real live teenage girl such as was presently facing her ire. That particular blue more than just reiterated those eyes but juxtaposed with the pastel-pink trimmings, details and accessories, emphasised prettily her girlish blonde looks; endowing her with an innocence beyond which she had long ago travelled, totally robbing her eighteen years of any pretence of adulthood while implying total servitude.

				A soft and elaborate lacework trimmed the cuffs and collar, both of which were of blue and pink stripe so as to match the apron. The collar was an oversized circular affair lying flat across the shoulders and reaching down at the front to halfway between the dress’ second and third buttons and to a similar extent at the rear with its laced edging almost brushing the small neat puffballs of the shoulders at the sides.

				The girl’s breasts rose and fell with an ever-increasing tempo, emphasised in their shadowy bedded curvature by the close tailoring of the bodice, its glassy-looking plastic buttons nestling neatly in the distinct cleavage thereby formed. Her mistress loomed ever closer, taking her time, always taking her time, letting the humiliation of the situation soak in; punishment was an opportunity. Chastisement was an opportunity to bring the girl deeper under her control, bind her; the mind was to be punished as much as the body, only then could the girl’s training be deepened, become truly irrevocable, a permanent and inescapable aspect of her psyche. The cane cracked down on the brown leather stool...

				Momentarily the girl started before her response spelt out her resignation in her contrite bending at the waist - the French-plaited golden-tressed head dressed in frilled blue and pink striped cap springing down almost upon the floor, then lifting, so that her lips might meet the proffered riding switch to yield the required gentle kiss, the twin tails of her cap’s long striped ribbons lying heaped beneath on the immaculate polished parquet flooring.

				From the very first stroke the tears came. She had no resolve, such had left her long ago hand-in-hand with her self-confidence, her pride, her vanity and the majority of her self-respect - the latter she now cursed for it had been through some residual remnant that her present situation had arisen; it was a malady that she knew her mistress had well in hand and would very soon have cured in its entirety.

				What possible point was there in resolve, in strength and determination? The six strokes she was to receive were always the minimum tariff, always had been, there was no maximum only the advent of tears, and even then only fully heart-broken weeping, would satisfy her mistress. And she had been fully broken or very nearly so; there wasn’t much left now - her mistress was an expert who had brought her to heel long before her introduction to corporal punishment and humiliating uniforms, before she had herself realised what was happening to her. It had been a gradual eroding and overpowering of her will. And then there had been that institution, that hospital...

				Her knickers had stayed up but merely to aid in the aesthetic, the red swellings enhanced and endowed with a novel beauty beneath the skin tight white satin, any protection was negligible and in any case was offset by a rule that left no freedom to failure: the end came when the tears came, always the tears, always at least six strokes.

				The bloomers were the only part of her uniform that was not either pink, blue or both and even these were fastened at the waist and just above each of her knees by blue ribbons threaded through the fabric, those at the knees having to be tied with a neat but obvious bow on the outside of each knee, the ribbon tales dangling to below each knee and well displayed by virtue of her skirt’s three-quarter thigh length.

				She particularly hated the bloomers; the legs were very full and loose and rustled together noisily as she walked drawing attention to that which she would much rather her skirt kept hidden. Around and between her buttocks, on the other hand, they fitted so as to sheave them as if a second skin, as if sprayed on, every nook, cranny and dimple displayed and she was obliged to ensure that they were kept pulled up tight enough to do so. Lady Madison thought nothing about flipping up her skirt to check and following up with a long hard caning if necessary, as had happened a more than one occasion; now she always not only tied them tightly pulled up as hard as possible but in addition took the precaution of running her index finger along between her buttocks and between her lips at the front, taking care not to linger lest she be punished for self-abuse. The fabric was of the thinnest and finest satin she had ever seen or felt, the snow-white colouring displayed the slightest of staining, both inside and out, and her pubic hair could quite clearly be discerned. The latter manifested as a thick bulging triangle now that she was no longer allowed to cut nor trim it.

				This was in complete contrast to how they had kept her in hospital; there she had been kept shaved of course but, in its own way, this was every bit as humiliating if not more so.

				Lady Madison or, even more humiliatingly, sometimes her housekeeper, would on occasion have her drop her knickers to around her knees, at which point she would be obliged to stand with her legs parted wide enough so as to keep the knickers stretched in position for inspection. Always the gusset would be scrutinised with utmost care; she could, and would, be caned for any staining, the slightest discolouration, they might perceive. And there was always something, she could be sure of that. This, she had long ago realised, was the raison d’etre for the choice of fabric, the colour, the cut, everything; those knickers were specifically designed to humiliate a woman by confronting her with her own femininity.

				This was a concept that she had become only all too familiar with during her time in the hospital; an experience from which she had emerged totally ashamed of her own body, of even being a woman. Such checks and inspections were common to all aspects of her uniform, the seams of her pink stockings had to be dead straight, her blue satin pumps had to be kept pristine, the pink ribbon bow that fastened each tied just so.

				Yes she had been proud once, this girl, once blessed with a model’s figure, potential and, even, ambition. A single word summed her up now, it was embroidered in navy blue thread across the front of her cap and the breast pocket of her dress: MAID. Whatever she had been, whatever she could have been, it had been superseded, wiped out by that most fantastically unnecessary act of embroidery, that one defining word: MAID.

				The second stroke slashed in; a redoubling both of effort and of recipient’s tears - the woman’s anger was obvious now, had the girl the fortitude to face the ornate floor-to-ceiling mirror before her she could barely have failed to recognise the smile of satisfaction curling across her tormentor’s lips. First those unsightly darkened swathes of sweat and now the tear stains disfiguring her collar and cuffs - it was unforgivable! Was it not bad enough that the girl had had the temerity to have disobeyed her, or a least to have hesitated long enough as to have qualified as disobedience. True she had dropped to her knees eventually, visibly steeling herself for the ordeal to come, her face a contorted portrait of consternation and of unendurable distaste.

				That in itself, that distorted countenance, would have been bad enough. That she should have faced her mistress possessed of an aspect of anything other than that of utmost pleasure, that she should have presented an attitude anything other than that of one to whom servitude gave the utmost pleasure and to whom the intimate pleasure of her mistress represented the very pinnacle of that service, was unforgivable. After all it was not as if she had demanded of the girl some sudden stepwise transition in situation and status, she had put the girl through a carefully orchestrated graduation spread over several months.

				Ritual was all important; in gently graduated stages the girl had learnt to kneel and bring her lips to her mistress’ feet and then the hem of her skirt in greeting. Later she had she been required to kiss the gusset of her mistresses knickers, taken straight from the draw, before holding them out for her mistress to step into, doing so from bended knees.

				Still later the ritual had been expanded to form part of her laundry duties; each and every piece of her mistress’s underwear, whether knickers, thong or panty girdle, required the gentlest of kisses placed upon the gusset before progressing to the bowl for washing.

				At first it had been sufficient to place her lips to each garments exterior but once judged that she be sufficiently familiar with the flavours and odours she had been progressed to having to kiss the more intimate soiling within.

				Throughout these duties she had been placed under the supervision of Lady Madison’s housekeeper with whom Lady Madison had been delighted, both with the latter’s informed reference to the ritual as the ‘ pre-wash’ and her subsequent functional expansion of it beyond the boundary of mere terminology. There had been some required intervention from Lady Madison’s riding crop but as her housekeeper had pointed out: a good minute or two of mouth soaking, pre-wash, did wonders for the more stubborn stains. More recently the girl had progressed to the point of regularly kissing her mistresses knickered crotch. The girl was well used to the sights, tastes and scents, should such a finely-diaphanous barrier of fabric have made such a difference by its removal?

				She had begged in the end, the girl, begged to be allowed to do as had been required of her, pleaded that she might worship her mistress’s body. All too late of course, all to no avail - the punishment was to be as much for her display of distaste and reluctance as it was for hesitation and refusal; it was all equally indicative of an attitude requiring of adjustment, an adjustment she was presently undergoing.

				Swish-Crrrack! Ssswish-Crrack! The third and fourth strokes slashed in, the riding switch practically bending double as it cut through the air, its flexibility equalled only by its expense. This was very much a whipping, the girl’ s screams were evidence enough, dammed-wails that would not have sounded out of place in some mediaeval dungeon rather than echoing from the oak panelled walls of an English country house in the late 20th century. Lady Madison, the title purchased along with the estate, riding switch in leather gloved hand, stood in an ecstasy of appreciative irony surveying the weeping supplicant before her, savouring the scene whilst aiming her next stroke, anticipating the result.

				How ironic that the humbling title of maid should be surmounted by the heraldic device of the girl’s own family wherever it appeared on her uniform. That her family’s crest, for centuries a badge of control, title and possession, should have been turned about so, should have come to represent the control wielded over her, her possession, nay, ownership, by the estate rather than of the estate, was a humbling crushing irony. How humbling it must have been to have had to embroider it with the skills of her own hands and fingers, fingers only moments removed from setting signature, for what it was worth, to the final papers. Not that such a signature was required or even valid; her sectioning under the mental health act had achieved all that the documentation purported to set out to.

				There was the power of attorney to be transferred, the sale of her property to be authorised, the sale of her family’s title, her title. That the proceeds, indirectly through the power of attorney, were to come under the control of the purchaser was a most fragrant twist.

				Then there was the documentation in which the now effectively disinherited and penniless wretch had had to admit to her incapacity, her mental illness and her inability to govern a her own affairs. There was the letter from her psychiatrist releasing her from the hospital with the proviso that she remain under Lady Madison’s care and that she could be returned to the clinic at any time should her condition deteriorate. This latter was a most transparent threat, a ‘deteriorating condition’ could clearly encompass any form of disobedience. Anything other than the most docile acceptance of her servile position was to result in her re-incarceration in that place with its unrelenting white walls, therapy sessions and, most of all, the discipline and isolation.

				And so, with the grace of Lady Madison’s intervention, she lived still within her ancestral pile yet owned nothing, not even the uniform that Lady Madison insisted on. Yet, ironically, in a manner of speaking she herself was now owned, possessed. She was part of the estate now, a fact of which she was eternally reminded at each awakening, her first sight ever being that of the hideous uniform patiently awaiting her, hung upon the wall opposite the foot of her bed. The very act of enrobing was now in itself an act of surrender, to be reconfirmed at each break of day.

				Ssswish-Crrack! Swisssh-Crrack! Strokes five and six, the cries were hoarse in her throat now, even her tears were relaxing their flow; she was all cried out, finished. How many? How many more strokes...?

				The woman’s arm was draped comfortingly around the sobbing girl’s shoulders, encouraging and insisting that she rest her head against the amply soft pillowing of her golden satin-sheaved breasts. “There, there, honey” she soothed. “It’s not that I don’t love you, I love you very much indeed, it is just that you insist on being so wilful. It’s as if you feel you have to be disobedient from time to time, just on occasion, it’s as if there is some part of you that just won’t give in. It’s not as if you have anything to hold out for; you have nothing, you have no future outside of my home or some institution somewhere. The truth is; you just aren’t capable of functioning independently, you’d be lost if you were ever returned to society, you silly, silly, girl. Surely they taught you that at the hospital. Sometimes it’s just little things, certainly, but it’s always there, there’s always this little bit of stubbornness in you. Perhaps its pride, I don’t know, but we are going to have to work on it together, see if we can’t lose those last few vestiges.”

				She was shepherding the girl slowly across the silk Persian rug that longitudinally dominated the centre of the room, the two women moving together as one towards the thick red velvet drapes that hung down over the French-doors that in turn led out onto the formally arranged garden beyond. Lady Madison kicked aside the puddle of velvet from the foot of the doors, first one side and then the other, simultaneously drawing open the drapes. The afternoon sun poured in, flooding the room with light, forming blinding dusty shafts of almost religious illumination wherever it cut into the more darkened recesses.

				“It’s not as if you are a prisoner here, I’ve said that before, many times, there are no locked doors here, see?”

				The doors were flung back with a deft movement, the still gently sobbing girl urged towards the green and flowered patchwork opening up before her.

				Spread out there lay freedom, potentially at least, albeit notwithstanding the humiliation entailed; the spectacle that a public airing of her uniform would likely provide was not exactly an appealing notion. The garden opened out before her and beyond it, beyond the safe reassuring symmetry of its network of gravel paths and formal flower beds, lay the main road, just half a mile hence. The girl recoiled with such dread-inspired haste as to almost send her mistress sprawling across the room. Her eyes wide with terror she turned away from her agoraphobic torment to run, to hide. She collapsed in the darkest corner she could find, shivering and cringing in a sobbing thumb-sucking foetal heap behind a huge potted palm.

				The smile on Lady Madison’s lips spoke now of some pity, some compassion, and yet, at the same time, this was a very knowing smile, there was, perhaps, just the vaguest hint of satisfaction to be discerned there.

				What with the tour coming up, the meetings and then the cruise, some relaxation at last, she was going to be out of the country for pretty much the next six months or so. The girl was coming along fabulously but perhaps some more time spent back in that clinic would still be of benefit, besides who else could provide the special care that the girl now required. After all, she could hardly be expected to take an extreme agoraphobic half way around the globe with her.

				Lady Madison Daisy Bartlett sighed; there was always some complication to be negotiated, such was the burden that came with success, such was her world.

				Annie’s World, Matron’s World

				For others the world is a very different place, there are a very different set of trials and tribulations to be faced this day.

				Take Annie for example, a runaway once lost amongst the city’s sprawl; what if we were to be offered a glimpse into her life this particular day, a snapshot as it were? The same day, a far, far different location, environment and routine...

				Annie is 21 today. No ‘happy birthday, birthday girl’ here. For Annie, today shall start like any other and as any other day, Annie is awoken by the harsh shrill ringing of the morning bell. Opening her eyes, the view that greets her she knows only too well. The clinical whiteness of the dormitory walls, the twin rows of hospital style beds. She has spent the last five years of her life waking to this scene.

				She climbs quickly from her bed, as do the five other girls. All around is silence save for the soft rustling of latex bed covers and the crinkling of plastic knickers; talking could never be allowable in the dormitory. As do the other girls, Annie meekly kneels on the snow white carpeted floor alongside her bed , hands crossed in front of her, palms facing outwards, head bowed. As are the others, she is waiting for Matron to bring her bed pan. Above her, hanging from a hook on the wall beside her bed, awaits, patiently, her gymslip with its short, knife pleated skirt.

				Matron will appear in due course. Her approach heralded in this surreal suffocating silence by the soft rhythmic sighing of her uniform dress against the nylon of her stockings and the occasional softly-cushioned footfall of high healed shoes on carpet. Her dress and demeanour are a study in the art, development and presentation of authority; she is the absolute image of control and domination.

				Matron wears her full - skirted blue uniform dress at calf length. From her elasticated nurse’s belt with its ornate silver butterfly-wing clasp she hangs her keys to the left and her tawse to the right, the symbols of her rank and authority. She by far prefers to use a tawse to discipline girls - so much more personal than the cane somehow - but a cane hangs above the nurse’s station nonetheless.

				This, then, is her world. She is queen here, empress, absolute ruler and dictator. The dormitory is her dominion, the girls, ‘her girls’, subservient serfs and the subjects of her realm. Her rules, her regulations, her stipulations, no matter how petty, are the unquestionable, unassailable law of this land. Unyielding, unbreakable. Unlike her charges, they who, in their turn, kneel, as is only fitting in such a majestic presence, in abject supplication; they are here to be moulded, one and all, broken to her will. The morning ritual is just beginning and ritual is all important here, in her world.

				Not that there does not exist a higher authority, albeit outside of the immediate environs. Ultimately there is her employer of course but there are other determining forces; she never goes long without reflecting on her good fortune and her gratitude to their mutual benefactor.

				From its inception the unit has been gifted with facilities and funding beyond their wildest dreams and set within premises of insurmountable and incomparable perfection of function. Presently the financial aspect still depended on that source; to date the provision of the new workhouse facilities only went so far towards their first stage goal of making the unit self funding, profitability lying some way off in the future.

				Many might label as insane the substantial sums that have been poured into the unit, the old fashioned moirés upon which it is structured, the concept of ‘protection from moral danger’. However, few are privy and those that are support whole heartedly the goals.

				Their benefactor is a woman of not insubstantial means, influence and philanthropic drive who, having stepped back from the reins of her businesses, has seized the opportunity to indulge further her unusually active interest in aiding ‘runaways’ and the homeless. If some might be cynical enough to point the finger at her intention of profitability, labelling it as exploitation, so be it; as she sees it there are many other aspects and benefits to her work. These were young impressionable girls plucked from the jaws of the greatest moral and physical dangers the city had to offer. Some of these girls were barely out of school and generally were lacking even the most basic of qualifications let alone employment prospects; what chance of an education did they have, what chance now? “What these girls need most is a good, stable, secure home, a good education, caring but firm guidance”. She is simply a successful business woman in a position to offer exactly that, albeit so far to just a handful of young women but, with the completion of the new wing, she will soon be extending her hand to others. Soon a few more lucky young women will be coming under Lady Marchment’s caring regime, to restart their lives in a ‘fine, stable and secure home’. A secure home indeed. Lady Marchment sets great store by security, ‘protection’ as she sees it; few prisons could be more secure. Once a girl has entered Lady Marchment’s program she finds that changing her mind is not an option; she has entered a private little world. A world of uniforms, bedpans, petty rules, strict routines and bells. Bells, bells, bells, always bells!...

				This, then, is Matron’s world; a world within a world, ritualised and controlled. Today though there is disruption; there are girls here other than ‘birthday girl’ Annie and one of them is having difficulties adjusting.

				Humiliation, shame, embarrassment, mortification. These terms and more could easily be applied to Jane’s reaction to the situation in which she has found herself this morning, yet no mere words could truly do justice to describe the depths of her despair. She can feel the soggy wetness of the thick knicker-liner, is only too aware of that other soft squigyness confined within her plastic bloomers. She has caught sight of herself in the mirror, kneeling there, and her horror is written across her pretty face. She can see the areas of yellowing and those of the more shaming blackness within the semi -transparent garment. She is acutely aware of the smell and, what is more, she can hear Matron approaching. She can feel tears falling on her upturned palms.

				If we could listen in we would hear words of comfort and kindness from Matron, her voice would be soft, no hint of anger nor irritation. We would hear her curt instruction to the nurse to ‘clean the girl up’ and the nurse’s prompt response; “yes, Matron”. We might, just might if we were to listen closely enough, make out the occasional soft grunt from girls desperate for control, forced now to wait for their bed pans while the girl is dealt with. There then comes a sequence of events, inevitable under these circumstances.

				First there comes the voice of the nurse; “she is ready, Matron.”

				Then Matron; “thank you, nurse”. Then Matron again “bend over, girl”.

				There is a pause, perhaps a sob, before: CRRACK! “One, t,thank you Matron”; CRRACCK! “T,tt two, tthank yyyou, mmmMatron”; CRRRAACK!! “Th, th, thr, three, th,th,tt thank yy,y you,,’sob’, mmmMatron”.

				A bell rings; six girls take their places squatting over bed pans barely adequate at best. There comes the gasp of the freshly punished girl. She has been lucky, had she failed to count, failed to recite her formula of gratitude there could have been many more than three strokes of Matron’s tawse; Matron is apt to re-start her punishments. There are other sounds filling the air now of which the more sensitive might rather not be privy and which the girls, without exception, would rather not anyone hear. Suffice it to say that the bell, although continuing its tintinnabulation throughout is never quite loud enough, particularly under the never distant supervision of Matron and her nurse, strolling up and down between the twin lines of squatting girls as if invigilators in some twisted exam.

				Well, what of the rest of the day in Matron’s world? For most they will have slipped outside Matron’s immediate sphere; there are lessons to be attended. The next two hours Matron spends at her desk; there are reports to be filled in. There are also plans to be drawn up; there are soon to be many changes made, particularly within the framework of the research activities, a bold extension of scope, in fact ground-breaking.

				Post lunch and Jane, the girl for whom the morning has proved so vexatious, is scheduled to attend her therapy session with Ms Soames. She has thus been returned to Matron’s jurisdiction with the reminder of the latter’s authority still throbbing across her rather full buttocks.

				She has been left to stand at the foot of her bed to wait for Matron, her compatriots having returned to the class room. She stands with hands on head facing the mirrored wall at the room’s far end. There is little scope for anything else.

				There are three doors, the two set in to the side walls, one on either side at the room’s end toward which she is presently facing, she knows lead to the class room and the examination room, the latter being kept locked. The third door, the one set into the centre of the end wall behind her, the only door in or out of the suite in fact, lies safely beyond the floor to ceiling iron security grille that bisects the entire room at that point and that sets the limit of their living space. The symmetry of its thick bars is disturbed only by its inset gate with its bulky lock beyond which the door itself would, of course, be locked. She knows that through that door and only a short distance along the passageway beyond is to be encountered an identical, if somewhat narrower, grille of equally imposing bars and equipped with an equally robust lock. Besides, in front of her, no more than two bed-widths distant, the nurses’ station is occupied, as it always is, the woman, a red head, her colouration set off prettily by her light blue uniform, sits with her back to the mirror working on her reports but occasionally glancing up. There is always supervision here in Matron’s world.

				In due course Matron arrives and takes Jane by the hand. This is one of Matron’s little rules; she always insists that a girl holds her hand if moving about the building outside of the ‘schooling wing’ as the suite is described.

				In Ms Soames’s office she is told to sit in the deep soft leather armchair in the corner. She knows why she is here and what this is all about. She is reluctant but Matron softly whispers “hush child, be a good girl”. Jane feels compelled to sit, suddenly weak and tired. Tired to the bone, she just has to sit down for fear she might otherwise collapse, such is the extent of her fatigue.

				And so she sits, sinking into the soft leather, her arms resting on the arm rests. Attached to one side of the chair is a table top that can be swung round over the lap of the occupant. On this there sits the television, an innocuous enough device. Matron swings the table top into position; the television screen now occupies practically the whole of the girl’s field of vision, the screen only a foot or so from her eyes. It flickers on, a vivid, constantly shifting, coloured, ‘herring - bone’ pattern appears. Jane looks away, Matron again whispers “hush child, be a good girl” and gently positions the girls head to again face the screen. Try as she might Jane cannot look away; soon she finds she does not even want to. She just wants to relax.

				Only the pattern now, the room has receded. For five or six minutes the girl sits gazing at the mesmerising pattern before Ms Soames arrives. Matron smiles in greeting “I think she is ready.”

				“Good, I take it there is no resistance now?”

				“A little, still, I’m afraid.” Matron’s confident smile is never in danger of fading “...but the trigger phrase seems to quell her quite easily”.

				Ms Soames approaches the girl from behind and gently begins to soothingly massage her temples with her soft long fingers. Softly, as we listen, we can her voice, but only just.

				She is whispering now, whispering deep into the now - so receptive - girl’s ear. “Hush child, be a good girl, that’s it. Deeply, deeply, deeeeply, that’s a good girl, such a good girl. There are only us two, just little Jane with her best friend Ms Soames. You must trust and believe, you can trust and believe me can’t you, sweatheart?”

				“Yes Ms Soames.”

				“Well child today we are going to learn just how much we should trust, love and obey our betters. You remember how little, how so, so small you are, how defenceless, how weak and tired you feel, how difficult decisions are to make, how much better and safer you feel when others can make those decisions for you.”

				“Yes Ms Soames.”

				“We are in charge of you for your own good, you understand that now don’t you?”

				“yes Ms Soames” the girl softly whispers.

				“Good girl, you are such a good girl”

				There is much, much more of course, whispered so sweetly, so maternally, so softly that we just can’t quite catch it; we have missed much. Perhaps another day, if we listen even more intently. But then again, perhaps it has been for the best; after all, Ms Soames can be very persuasive.

				Matron leads Jane away from the office. The girl still feels drowsy, she is listless and confused. She is undoubtedly finding Ms Soames’s words seemingly completely occupying her mind; it will be quite some time before she will be able to fully concentrate on anything. Clearly, there is little point in returning her to the classroom in this state, accordingly she is led back to the dormitory ward and helped to get ready for bed; an hours afternoon nap will leave her feeling better. Matron leaves the sleeping girl with a recording playing through her bed’s headboard speakers. If we listen we may just be able to discern Ms Soames’s sweet tones, a reiteration of the main points of today’s and previous sessions

				Ms Soames has prescribed three such therapy sessions per week for the next few weeks. She has been considering, recently, experimenting with techniques she has been thinking of with which to introduce some degree of sexual reorientation and she considers Jane ideal for these trials. She is pleased; under her guidance the girl is developing into a really good ‘easy’ subject. One or two of the other girls, the more institutionalised ones, are coming along nicely too, notably Annie, with whom we have met earlier, but this girl, Jane, is fast becoming the most responsive.

				This then is Matron’s world, her immediately influential sphere. We have glimpsed something too, albeit indirectly, of her outer sphere wherein she is undoubtedly influential yet is herself influenced by the ideas and actions of others.

				Do we not all inhabit our own little worlds in this way; each life a continuum of influence reaching out in all directions and through time, growing ever more diffuse yet significant nonetheless. Within this we are influenced and, in our turn, are influential. The actions we take, the decisions we make, all have been influenced by events elsewhere and ultimately feed through, influencing future events elsewhere in some way no matter how minor or subtle. A new circumstance is the outcome of the overlap of untold numbers of such influences; spheres overlapping spheres if you will, perhaps infinitely.

				It may be argued that no situation or event exists in isolation but is rather like the skin of an onion; a concentric series of causes and effects each orbiting the next.

				What then of Matron’s world? What of those more distant orbits; the lives she has touched or is destined to touch, the legacies of the past and the developments to come? Time passes, scenes change...

			

		

	
		
			
				An Intertwining Of Fates

				Befriending Her

				“... Of course befriending her is only the first stage, but easily the most important; gaining her trust is absolutely key.” The doctor was leaning forward across the tooled- leather bounded blotter that dominated the desktop, hands clasped and fingers interlinked, her thumbs tapping together with an excited rapidity that only transiently paused and even then only to be replaced by a circular rubbing of their pads; the latter signalling a pause for thought, the selection of some particularly carefully considered phrasing or, perhaps, an attempt to stall her enthusiasm. If the latter then failure was destined; the mask of professionalism had long since cracked, excitement secretly glinted through fissures and chinks, digits of guilt tentatively probing for a kindred soul.

				In Mary Stringer welled up evidence that her enthusiasm had not been misdirected; the woman was clearly intrigued. “And then?” It was not the words, sparse and concise as they were, but rather the delivery that evinced the woman’s concordance.

				The doctor continued, her intensely blue eyes glittering from behind severe horn-rimmed glasses to betray her further. “Well, if skilfully embedded in everyday conversation, the use of suggestion runs beneath notice, at least at the conscious level, yet through the use of suggestion one can wield great influence. It is insidious and subtle. I can slip seemingly innocuous phrases into casual conversation; you’re looking tired, the crowd can be worrying, I can’t help but notice that you have a problem with being outdoors don’t you? I really think you rather lack in confidence you know.”

				Mary was trying hard not to seem out of her depth; if her meetings with Marion Marchment and Dr Ecclestone had been a revelation then her introduction to this woman had almost been a religious experience, although in truth she could not but entertain a certain scepticism. “And that is enough, simply words and phrases?”

				“Yes indeed, that sort of thing, but over time, as I build on the relationship, as her confidence and trust are gained, repeated again and again and developed upon”

				“And then what”. There was a certain note of incredulity, a cynicism betrayed in her voice, perhaps even impatience, that she hoped wasn’t too obvious while knowing the futility of disguise before a psychiatrist of such undoubted talent and experience.

				“Well, later one can feign concern, worried that her agoraphobia is developing, worsening.”

				“Are you really saying that you could convince someone that they suffer some illness, some condition, where none exists?”

				“Yes of course, but not to just think they have a problem. Given time and patience the condition can actually be made manifest in the subject, as real and as debilitating as in any sufferer. Believe me, I can integrate phrases into everyday conversations designed to nourish those seeds of doubt once sown. I use phrases such as: ‘I really can see that you’re having problems sweetheart’, ‘is it that feeling of panic again?’ ‘I’m really quite worried that if this continues you will become housebound sweetheart,’ ‘‘I can only help you if you help your self and the first stage in any programme of help is to acknowledge your own problems your limitations’.

				In these conversations with the subject my intention is always the same; to gently induce self-doubt, plant little seedlings to grow larger and take root in the subconscious to be gradually accepted as fact.

				In a similar way a friendly request may be worded in such a way so as to mask what in actuality is an order: ‘I’m not at all sure that jeans really do your figure justice’ or ‘I think a skirt would be more appropriate don’t you, sweetheart?’.

				An introduction to Dr Anne Ecclestone would be the next logical step. She is a great friend of mine as well as a respected colleague and one that shares our common interest as it were. She would be an obvious introduction to professional help. Anne has developed a technique, based on the combined use of hypnosis, relaxation techniques and manipulated film images, that she has used to great effect to treat the most deep seated, intractable and debilitating of phobias. She has become a world renown expert, but without a rather, shall we say, cavalier, attitude to certain ethical considerations, and the provision of private financial support, her research would have long ago stagnated.”

				Mary Stringer was puzzled; clearly this woman had not been told of her previous making of Dr Ecclestone’s acquaintance and yet the good doctor herself had arranged this meeting. From her appraisal of the doctor’s character at the time she would have said that such an oversight was unlikely in the extreme; a more professional personage she could not imagine. Mary was intrigued; the doctor must have had good reason for not having previously briefed the woman, that much was obvious, but as to her intentions, therein lay the puzzle. She would not interrupt, she might well learn more through a different perspective of the doctor’s work. Quite what went on in that clinic of hers? She would learn more: “How so?”

				“Well it is well known that multiple phobias can arise in certain individuals, sometimes seeming to extend from some originating seed phobia. In the absence of ethical considerations the best way to investigate the aetiology of such a condition, as I see it, is probably to attempt to induce it artificially. This has been pretty much Anne’s approach, for example by exposing her subjects to images calculated to trigger a pre-existing phobia, spiders for example, arachnophobia, cut together and associated with flashes of an otherwise neutral situation, for example an open corn field, a market or perhaps, say, a crowded shopping mall. This, she has shown, can propagate the original concern into the new situation.”

				“But what possible relevance has this to my stepdaughter?” True, she could guess, she could certainly see the potential, or so she thought, but she wanted it from the doctor’s mouth, she wanted it laid out explicitly before her.

				“Imagine, if you will, such an approach applied so as to reinforce the spoken suggestions she would be exposed to in her everyday experience. Agoraphobia taken to the extreme, encouraged, reinforced, well this is tantamount to bondage for the mind if you will. I know for a fact that Anne would like to investigate other ideas.

				For example, once convinced of the reality of her panic attacks, the girl could be reminded of times, perhaps, when deciding what to wear has seemed quite impossible, when her inability to make a decision has brought about the build-up of that awful panic. Anne is quite interested in the way that some people naturally seem to develop such false memories. I know it is something she would love to investigate by the approach of actually implanting such memories. It has only been ethical considerations that have held back that part of her research but now, thanks to Lady Marchment’s support, such limitations are in the past.

				But research aside I am sure you can imagine how powerful a technique this could be in developing the sort of mind-set that I am sure you would like to see the young lady adopting. Recognizing and accepting the problems that she would be increasingly encountering with her panic attacks she would gradually become desperate to avoid such attacks at all costs. She would begin to seek to avoid situations which she has learnt are likely to bring about such an attack.”

				“What sort of situations, what is the point?”

				“Well, I would like to start with a programme of suggestions aimed at developing some sort of agoraphobic leanings, I am sure you can imagine the scope for control under such circumstances. Similarly in connection with such common situations as having to decide what to wear. And, of course, each bad experience she suffers consistently reinforces the ideas forming within her mind; Ideas that I will have seeded.

				One can imagine her standing before her wardrobe, heart pounding, head spinning, the awful flood of panic filling her every fibre; would this not be something to be avoided at all costs. Likewise the crowded streets, the open fields. Her room, of course, feels safe, perhaps even the corridor beyond, if holding the hand of her nurse or guardian. But walking outside, alone? This has become unthinkable, something filled with dread. In this you can understand my eventual aim; to see the young lady reduced to a childlike dependence, eventually unable to make even the slightest decision for herself.”

				Mary shuddered; there was something terrible, almost insane here. Fantasy had been one thing, and that was how all this had started out in truth, but this woman was serious, Marion Marchment had been serious when she had recommended her. What she was suggesting was horrific, but what if... The woman was still talking, Mary had to force herself to concentrate, bring herself back to the here and now.

				“Place her In my hands, our hands, and she is going to have to admit to herself, and others, that she is sick. I would want her to state it herself, in her own voice, that she is mentally ill. My intention would be to eventually progress her until she is ready to join one of Dr Ecclestone’s experimental groups, I believed you have been shown around her facility.”

				“Oh yes, very impressive.” She hoped that she wasn’t giving away the state of numb shock that was slowly spreading through her being.

				The facility had indeed been impressive but had filled her with trepidation, chilled her to the bone with a Gothic dismay worthy of Poe himself.

				The woman went on with an ever-building fervour; there was no stopping her now. “With my guidance, my governance, she will readily come to admit to herself that she needs, so desperately needs, the security that only such an institutionalised and disciplined environment can offer her. The rigid routines, the conditioning, the isolation even the uniform, no matter how humiliating, and believe me, Anne knows all about humiliation.”

				Was this woman insane? Were they both insane? Mary found herself questioning reality, was this real? A dream? A subconscious representation of her darkest fantasies? Well perhaps it was.

				“She is a brilliant intellect, don’t get me wrong, but at the end of the day I’m not sure that even Anne herself really understands her own motivations at times. There are an awful lot of procedures in her establishment that seem to me to be more about humiliation than having any real therapeutic or scientific relevance.

				But let’s be quite clear about this, you have to imagine your stepdaughter basically imprisoned in a psychiatric ward, trapped in a regime that can do nothing other than break her completely. Are you really OK with that, do you really understand the implications and repercussions? Personally I think that is exactly what you’d like to see, am I right?”

				Mary was numb, yet excited, embarrassingly so, she hoped it didn’t show. Finally she nodded, dumbly, almost afraid to speak lest she should somehow incriminate herself.

				First Impressions

				The dark brown leather upholstery, darkened, softened and veined with age, yielded to accept her with the comfort and friendship of a childhood bed. That very comfort and warmth initiated from her a deep yawn, prompting her aunt to suggest that she might recline the seat. As she had to often in the past she demurred; despite the underlying feelings of unease and panic she customarily experienced away from the familiarity of the house she disliked just as much, if not more so, the disorientation and confusion of awakening at some destination or other with little no recollection of the journey having slept throughout. Of late, though, more often than not the latter had been her experience; that her doctor had recently begun to prescribe a stronger sedative played no small part in this and yet without it her agitation would have been so great as to preclude her crossing the threshold of the front door let alone that she might venture further abroad, even in the company of her aunt and even if cocooned within the car. That this particular trip was to be so long, was to terminate in a region of Britain unfamiliar to her and at an establishment the details of which were known to her in only the vaguest manner made her more determined than usual to remain sensible throughout.

				The clinic was located in the West Country. That much she knew, Devon or Cornwall, she was uncertain which. Her doctor had been vague, or at least she had thought so but then again she could just as easily have missed or misunderstood something, either way she hadn’t pressed the point for fear of appearing ‘woolly headed’, naive or both.

				After all, her doctor knew of the problems she was having, her inability to concentrate, her short attention span - they formed a large part of the diagnosis, embarrassed her immensely, and she was loath to appear any worse than she actually was, even to herself. Then again, denial was all part of it, something she had to face up to, admit to.

				Despite her fear of an impending panic attack, her trepidation in the face of the journey ahead, a numb relaxation had begun to settle on her, calming and yet, in cleansing her mind of concern, granting a peculiar clarity of thought and a sharpening of her resolve while at the same time releasing her from her fear of failure in fulfilling that resolution. There was a warm sense of gratitude, gratitude for her aunt’s insistence that she preface the excursion with a warm mug of cocoa and an extra diazepam pill and gratitude for the loving and merciful legacy of the latter. Softly, warmly, calmly, she sank lower in the seat’s familiar and friendly embrace. The gravel of the short curving drive crunched under wheel and she watched as the lawn and neatly bedded roses drifted by, the procession ending with the passing of the two red brick pillars marking the interface between house and garden and the minor public road that ran past. They turned left passing rapidly along a canopy tunnel of curving and kissing treetops in the direction of the town centre; they would meet more major roads well before the latter’s bustle and then would come the monotony of the motorway.

				She knew this part of their route well, she could afford to shut her eyes for a while, just for a while, she could listen to the passing road through the soft drone of the engine she knew this road well enough to keep track, she could always look around from time to time... just let her eyes close, just for a while...

				Whether through the sedative, the soft music floating from the CD player, the mature song of the classic Bentley’s engine or through some combination she couldn’t be sure but that she had fallen asleep, and a deep slumber at that, she could be certain; the glowing green hands on the walnut surrounded dashboard clock showed 12 o’clock, it was midnight, she had been asleep for over six hours! Her seat had been reclined at some point; it had been its restoration and the accompanying enforced posture change that had aroused her.

				Awakened and startled she made a grab for the thick red tartan blanket that still partially covered her yet had slipped down to her lap, gathering it about her shoulders, not against the chill of the air but rather as a self-conscious reflex. The car was quite warm enough, there was no need for outerwear, for cardigans or coats; as her aunt was apt to say “you won’t get the benefit when you get out”. She was never allowed her cape in the car, it travelled occupying its own seat at the back in a neatly folded grey pile surmounted by her beribboned boater. In a logic-defying twist she was always offered the blanket and had ever gratefully accepted; even though seated within the protection of the car she little welcomed the public’s gaze, even if incomplete and fleeting. This was especially the case on this trip, her aunt having insisted that her ‘indoor dress’ be the more comfortable option for such a long journey. Bad enough that she might be seen head and shoulders, ribbon-bowed plaited pigtails, gymslip yoke and school tie, but, although less likely observable from the outside, the frilled legs of her, near knee-length, bloomers peeped well below the hem of the pleated skirt when seated.

				Strangely enough, despite the embarrassment she felt, there was nevertheless something reassuring about that uniform and her aunt’s enforcement of it; true it sapped her confidence, seemed to dissolve her will, yet somehow it calmed her. She was hard-pressed to put her finger on it; perhaps it was the symbolism, of being under control, her life under guidance, discipline replacing decision making and lifting the responsibility of an awkward adulthood from her softly sculpted young shoulders. Whatever it was it soothed her and along with the comforting blanket and deep soft seat the outcome was forgone.

				The gates lying ahead were an ornate insurmountable range of black spike-topped iron, floodlit from either side from where they were noticeably under the observation of a pair of closed-circuit security cameras. They were already smoothly gliding open as they approached, the car slowing to cruise through and doing so well before the gates had reached the limit of the travel such was their breadth and that of the grand driveway beyond.

				Ahead lay a gravel road, for the term, driveway, really did not do justice. There was a tight curving bend to the left and then one to the right, the route meandering through a forest of tall pine backlit by glistening shafts of frosty moonlight. Somewhere in the distance a fox barked, clearly audible over the quiet engine’s hum and the soft hiss of tires on gravel so fine as to be perhaps better described as coarse sand.

				In due course the wood land opened out revealing the night sky to be of the densest black velvet, stained silver by the half-moon’s smile and studded with diamond-sharp stars massed in a density of constellations that she had never before seen, certainly not in the city, not even in the countryside, not really; clearly they were a very long way from the nearest town or even village. Ahead lay a final straight section cutting across an open field of shimmering silver waves that suggested, as far as could be perceived in the moonlight, wheat balanced on the very edge of harvest. Only in the far distance was the pristine sky disturbed; the source of this sacrilegious pollution, in due course, revealed as the floodlit glare of a second set of gates every bit as imposing as the first but of a more modernistic functional appearance.

				The flanking walls of dark stone were surmounted by brick and then in turn by an array of radially arranged iron security spikes, the whole being of perhaps 4 m in height. As before so did these gates swing open upon their approach but did so with an unhurried relaxed attitude requiring that they momentarily halt, granting the travellers a little time to absorb their surroundings before moving on. In contrast with the first set through which they had passed and that had seemed strangely un-remarked of by either name or notice, here there stood to either side a pair of large illuminated signboards proudly displaying an heraldic shield device, like some early-age logo, surrounded by an ornate arcing script of black edged gold lettering proclaiming: St Mary’s retreat and private sanatorium.

				Beyond that shifting forest of black steel bars lay the discreetly lit facade of the main building, as imposing as it was bizarre. Standing a fair four stories of red brick, much of it ornamental, the facade was intersected vertically at regular intervals by fluted, semi-circular, white marble pillars standing proud from the surrounding brickwork with Norman-arched stained-glass windows nestling between, each framed in carved barley sugar twist sandstone surrounds.

				Ivy clothed much of the facade, climbing pillars apparently willy-nilly and yet intentionally, having been carefully trained around each window and notable architectural feature. From beneath the gabled eaves gargoyles bled with menacing intent yet diligently kept guard, as at the upper corners of each window and above the main entrance. The latter, hidden in shadow and recessed back in a stepped stone-arched portico, symmetrically occupied the centre of the first floor and was reached by way of two flights of brick framed marble staircases that swept symmetrically up either side of the facade from the curving terminus of the driveway at ground-level. Their, still distant, impression was of some Victorian neo-Gothic folly, the whim of some long dead eccentric benefactor; a hospital for the needy, perhaps, built as much as an egotistical memorial as to fulfil any truly altruistic leaning.

				The final 200 metres or so passed between neat hedges and conifers: A grand avenue of topiary that could only hint at the formal gardens beyond and around which they now skirted. Those symmetrical forms, so beloved of the 17th and 18th centuries, presently lay unseen and secret yet nary a car’s length to either side; each radiating from an identically ornate fountain-centred fish pond and each nested, private and protected, safe from the eye of any new arrival or visitor.

				Directly ahead and looming increasingly large, emerging slowly from within the shadows cast by the surmounting monumental stone staircase, double gates of dark oak began to dominate the ground-level façade. Lying central to the approaching building these lay beneath the curves of the twin marble staircases that arose from either side to meet at a pillar flanked terrace where upon opened out the grand doors of the main entrance.

				The drive way took on a gentle decline, curving down to meet the gated archway at a point sufficiently lowered, the girl guessed, as to provide sufficient clearance for a coach and horses in days gone by. They came smoothly to a halt, the dark oak panels dew-glistening in the headlights and the whole taking on an unsettling impression of prison gates, a vision made all the more concrete by the opening of a door hidden inset within the left-hand gate revealing to the probing fan of light the figure of a woman dressed in the immaculate trim-belted and white piped navy blue dress of a hospital matron. Her appearance was particularly poignant to the girl, the woman’s status instantly recognisable by comparison with her aunt’s own uniform that she had seemed to have become so fond of wearing in recent times. Blonde hair was neatly pinned in an austere bun above a face perhaps best described as handsome rather than beautiful and possessed of an aspect at first worryingly stern but that quickly dissolved into a reassuringly welcoming smile, instantaneously shifting the scene far removed from the sinister overtones that had seemed so tangible only moments previously.

				The woman disappeared back inside. The sharp slam of the door was immediately followed by the deeply-resonant hollow-trunked sound of a lock releasing. The panelled gates swung inwards admitting both car and occupants into a white flagstone courtyard centred on a golden floodlit fountain. The latter being in the form of a pair of affectionately-embracing and entangled angels, one with wings spread, the other with wings folded, each with one arm held erect, the two coming together overhead with intertwined fingers from where issued a golden umbrella of water reaching up perhaps a further metre or so in height.

				They glided to a halt alongside a softly illuminated carved oak door, the uniformed woman, who had been following briskly behind, coming up alongside the passenger door as they did so. Behind them the gates, presumably electrically operated, had resumed their protective embrace leaving, upon the cutting of the engine, only the fountain’s rainfall and a peaceful seclusion attainable only in such a privately enclosed world-space as this.

				Leaning forward, ducking down a little to improve her view, the nervous passenger was looking up and around through the windscreen and side windows, cautiously relieved that this new world should be so safely swaddled and nested. The courtyard was flanked on all sides by four ivy clad stories rising cliff-like in brick and stone and overseen at the rear centre by a green-spired clock tower; the burnished copper of youth having long surrendered to verdigris in maturity.

				The woman leant forward, opening the door while simultaneously offering the support of her arm, with an accompanying lost-friend smile and warm words of welcome. Apparently oblivious to the girl’s floundering and embarrassed scrabbling for her cape on the back seat, she insistently yet gently ushered her from the car. Briskly she shepherded the flustered and still disorientated girl the short distance to the mediaeval styled arched door, adding voiced agreement to her aunt’s view that, notwithstanding the night’s chill, the few metres to be traversed did not warrant the added complication of outerwear so soon to be discarded, seemingly insensitive that the girl’s motive might be other than to gain the additional warmth.

				A couple of paces beyond the iron-furnished oaken door lay one of more modern design, realised in smoked glass, and beyond that, tastefully and extensively lit in softly subdued tones, lay an expanse of white marble tiled flooring a large proportion of which was taken up by a mosaic depicting the coat of arms that she had seen on the signs upon their approach but here including a Latin motto above and below: St Mary’s asylum, 1858. That this latter came into view side-on confirmed the impression of their entrance having been by way of some minor side door. Rich oak panelling seemed to cover every surface bar floor and ceiling, they were within a balconied atrium of three stories surveyed all about by the eyes of rather officious portraiture - men and women of stature and of a bygone age their importance writ large in their grace and style.

				To their right the party passed one wing of an impressive dark oak staircase, that swept majestically and symmetrically from either side of the hall, swathed in ruby red carpeting and guarded by two imposing oak carved griffins. This wooden alp, in actuality being situated to the rear of the space, presented a dramatic enough backdrop to greet any entering, more conventionally, through the main doors, yet was no less imposing when approached from there, more oblique, angle.

				Straight ahead, positioned centrally in front of the grand staircase, the horseshoe desk both commanded the space and by dint of the computer screens, keyboards and telephones situated behind it, represented the only visible concession to modernity. Hanging directly above the latter, and of a curvature to match, a gently illuminated glass panel hung from discreet chains or wires, it proved impossible to discern which, this spelling out in glowing blue letters: Reception.

				Despite the late hour two young women sat illuminated by the side light issuing from curved brass desk lamps.

				Each wore the light-blue dress typifying a British nurse’s uniform, the details of which, though, spoke of an expensive exclusivity far removed from a typical hospital of the day. Both nurses had stood upon the party’s approach, the careful detailed tailoring of their dresses being apparent even in that half-light. Waists were neatly cinched by elasticated nurse’s belts of the self-same blue fastening by an elaborate silver buckle rather than by the usual simple clasp, long sleeves were terminated in neat white cuffs edged with blue piping, nurses caps of white were perched on neatly pinned hair and around the shoulders each wore a matching blue tippet against the chill of the night air, this being trimmed with white piping.

				If not for the medical uniforms and a certain atmosphere of professional efficiency there was brought to mind the impression of a high-class hotel, a celebrity-ridden ‘character’ retreat of impeccable stately home or castle pedigree and suitably exclusive - mere wealth in itself would not suffice to give entry here.

				That this establishment was, indeed, every bit as celebrity-ridden and exclusive as it appeared she knew from what the doctor had told her and yet the opulence of the interior, the imposing architecture without, the security precautions, all were far beyond the images that had been conjured in her mind’s eye all those weeks before. A retreat for the rich and famous, those with problems real or imaginary, offering cosseting where necessary, pandering to foibles but nevertheless offering rehabilitation for those abusing, and abused by, various substances and all vouchsafed beyond the prying eyes and lenses of even the most determined paparazzo.

				The girl could feel herself physically shrinking as they approached the desk; yet another two pairs of eyes now swept her up and down, were regarding her, appraising her, from her bizarrely high-heeled and silver buckled ‘Mary-Janes’ to her childishly beribboned and pigtailed hair. She could feel their eyes pausing and lingering around the fleetingly step-synchronised flashes of bloomer-flounces around her skirt hem, could feel her heavy heart further petrified, could feel the fireside-burning spreading further across her cheeks. One of the nurses, the dark eyed one, stifled a giggle, she was sure of it. The other looked up and smiled and then just as quickly looked away only to reface the approaching group with a sort of poorly controlled condescending poker face, the ‘tell’ visible as a twitching in the corners of her generously lipped mouth as if to give into a smile, even the slightest, would be to give away too much.

				From behind her a woman’s voice, cultured, educated, addressed her aunt. Words of greeting and other pleasantries were exchanged, then there were inquiries as to the ease or otherwise of their journey. Throughout there was the betrayal of a certain familiarity that she found surprising, although such surprise was reassuringly tempered by the inference that this familiarity had been mostly mediated through a third-party, being her doctor, and developed further through the various telephone arrangements that had had to be made. Quite why she should have been unsettled by this she couldn’t say, it was something buried deep in her subconscious, some kind of primal alarm, some hunch that all was not quit right.

				Then a note of concern: “We were expecting her to be somewhat older, her application stated that she is eighteen years and six months. Forgive my asking but there are strict lower age limits legally applicable to medical research subjects. How old is she precisely? I take it that you can confirm that she is over eighteen?”

				“Yes of course I can, I have all of the legal documentation with me here; I always have her passport and identity card with me for safe keeping, she is so woolly headed she’d only go and lose them if it were left to her.”

				She couldn’t help but be miffed at this inference not to mention being put out by the way the woman continually seemed to insist on directing all enquiries about her through her aunt, as if she were somehow too stupid to answer for herself.

				“Oh, that’s just fine”, the woman was examining the proffered passport. “It’s just that she looks so young, I guess it is the school uniform. One doesn’t come across many girls of her age still in school uniform these days. So few schools even have a uniform nowadays and fewer still enforce it for their older pupils, how standards have slipped over the years.” There came a subtle clearing of the throat, faintly indicative of embarrassment. “I’m not at all familiar with that particular uniform; it is a trifle unusual, if you don’t me saying so. Where does she attend, somewhere quite exclusive one would imagine, is she a boarder?”

				“Strictly speaking she left school two years ago but, what with her illness and the fraught family circumstances that I spoke to you about on the ‘phone, we have had to postpone her university placement for the time being. As an interim measure I have been continuing her education at home, to a limited extent you must understand. She is not particularly gifted academically, personally I would question the wisdom behind her being offered a place to begin with but we are doing our best to bring her along, within her limitations of course.”

				“And the uniform?”

				“At her psychiatrist’s suggestion; she felt it would be of benefit to all concerned. She is of the belief that, in some such cases, the trauma, the suffering through which the girl has so recently passed and, in some senses, is still passing, may best be relieved by what she describes as ‘total care’. Apparently the problem stems from modern society’s insistence on the assumption of the mantle of adulthood at an ever decreasing age; not everyone is quite ready to grow up, are they sweetheart?” She turned to face the shrinking-violet girl, the last comment having clearly been aimed squarely at her.

				There was a short teetering embarrassed pause before a tiny voice came with an uncertainty and hesitancy suggestive of one well below her biological age: “Y,yes, I,I mean n,no aunty.”

				The girl’s aunt smiled back her approval before returning her focus to the uniformed woman walking alongside; reinforcement was important, she had always to be consistent. She went on: “With such cases she believes that discipline and restriction, in freeing the patient from the burden of choice, can, ironically, in the long-term be emancipating. In freeing her of the yoke of responsibility we are allowing her to reclaim a modicum of the carelessness of childhood, releasing her from the stranglehold of marketing manipulation, the slavery that is ‘peer pressure’ not to mention the mindless indenture to fashion one so often sees these days.”

				The matron was nodding enthusiastically. “And very good to see it is too! Please forgive me if I sounded critical in any way, I was merely intrigued. Believe me, I wholeheartedly agree with your decision. We get young women coming here from a variety of backgrounds and virtually all seem to share in common a particular attitude. It is clearly evident of the failure of modern society to place sufficient emphasis on standards of behaviour, decorum and discipline.

				Not that they don’t quickly show improvement once in our hands of course, but it is reassuring to come across a young lady so conspicuously kept under control, I feel I really must congratulate you. “

				“Thank you”

				Having reached the reception desk and acknowledge the nurses, both of whom greeted her with a smart “good evening, Matron” their guide turned to address then both, reclining back slightly against the desk front, her right forearm resting on the desktop for support.

				“I think it will stand her in good stead when she comes under the research protocols in operation here. I’m not sure what the doctor has told you in this regard but the range of behavioural and psychological research projects carried out here involve quite exquisitely delicate experimental manipulations that can easily be disturbed by external influences.

				We have to control against introducing any confounding variables that might mask or invalidate otherwise valuable results. We try to take into account, and control for, all foreseeable sources of ‘noise’ in the data, I’m sure you understand.”

				“Yes, of course.”

				The girl was looking lost now, she was not at all sure that she understood; her interest had ever been in the arts; painting, drawing, design and avant-garde dance were her world. Such terms as had just been used were totally nonsensical to her and had swept past her like the will-o’-the-wisp. Her aunt on the other hand was nodding with a smile of enlightened agreement.

				The woman went on: “The basic framework is an extension of the so-called ‘Stanford Experiment’ but here the exploration is more keenly focused and targeted at just one side of the equation. The test subjects comprise a single group that we like to refer to as ‘the patients’, volunteers that have been recruited through a variety of paths. The staff on the other hand, in contrast to the Stanford protocol, are all professionals, screened and hand-picked by way of an entire battery of psychometric testing, interviews, personality profiling and, quite intrusive, personal background checks.”

				The girl shot her aunt a nervous sideways glance, the latter again nodding her knowing agreement, her continued smile buoying the girls trust, lifting the moment of uncertainty.

				A pause had arisen whether by chance or by design, so as to encourage interrogation; it was duly filled by her aunt’s softly-cultured tones and informed query: “I’m intrigued, what were your criteria?”

				“Without betraying confidentiality I cannot go into much detail but suffice it to say that areas such as sexual predilection, ethical standpoint and moral framework were extensively probed. In addition we were looking for a natural propensity towards dominance in both working and personal relationships and, of course, a solid background in psychiatric nursing.”

				The girl was beginning to feel not a little afraid, what had she let herself in for? She was not at all sure she liked the sound of any of this, she again glanced nervously at her aunt and, seeing the latter’s smile broadening still further, in her trusting way, decided that the two women were sharing a joke at her expense.

				To say that they were sharing some amusement would not have been an untruth, that it was at her expense was doubly true, that it was a joke per se would depend on one’s standpoint. Indeed her aunt had known something of all of this beforehand of course but she had wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. In her mind, her internal dialogue voiced what the matron had only been able to infer: They had assembled a hand-picked team of dominant lesbian sociopaths. They had placed, in a world designed around their darkest fantasies, a group of women totally lacking of conscience, morals and ethics yet skilled in manipulation and control and allowed them the total and unopposed control of a group of attractive adolescent girls. Of such material Gothic horrors are made, but this was a terror so beautifully crafted as to be considered no less than a work of art.

				The issue of social compliance in this connection was still to be fully explored but this most definitely went far beyond the scope of the original Stanford experiment and it certainly wasn’t going to be interrupted after a mere few days. Her thoughts were interrupted by Matron’s continuance of her explanation.

				“Of course within the basic scaffold small subgroups exist through which much of our work in such areas as the pathogenesis of phobias and the problems of institutionalisation in the long term mentally ill are carried out.

				Tonight you can both stay in a guest rooms here in the main building.” Then, turning to the girl with a warm smile of welcome: “Tomorrow you will be transferred to the experimental suite, a room is already for you.” Returning her attention to the girl’s aunt she went on: “The measurements you sent us looked to have been just fine. As I believe I explained in the letter I sent you, we require all our test subjects to wear a uniform. She can try on hers in the morning before you leave, we generally prefer the subjects to be in their uniform before entering the unit if at all possible.” Her attention having once again swung back to the girl she continued: “Some of our subjects have had a problem with this part of the protocol in the past but you must try to understand, it really is a very necessary component. for one, it helps ensure that the staff treat all of the subjects equally. We find it reduces the problems associated with favouritism and bias, eliminates intra-group competition and aids group cohesion and identity.

				They had begun walking again now, towards, then up, the imposing height of the broad winding staircase. The matron was still talking, although clearly now addressing the girls aunt: “Of course the other advantage inherent in our adoption of uniforms for both test subjects and staff is in highlighting the limits of social compliance when taken to an extreme extent, that is, in an environment wherein the distinction and contrast between two groups has been deliberately sharpened well beyond that ever encountered in the outside world.

				All our staff members, Matron and the nurses, wear uniforms fairly typical of a medical institution such as this and that are generally accepted to endow and represent some level of authority. It must be said, though, that we have made some stylistic changes above and beyond that encountered in the usual day-to-day nursing uniforms specifically in order to enhance the authoritative attributes. By way of contrast, the uniform that has been developed for our test subjects, our patients as we like to think of them, has been designed and styled so as to strongly suggest, both to the wearer and those around them, an element of subservience.”

				Somehow the girl, following behind the two women, had missed entirely the gist of this last statement. Tiredness had again overcome her and, despite her novel surroundings, she was finding herself trudging up the long flight through a fog of exhaustion and confusion. In this, at least, there was some mercy; she had been spared the anxiety that might otherwise so easily have her overcome her.

				The hotel atmosphere, the ‘feel’, extended into and throughout the corridors. Dark oak doors lined either side, each numbered and richly decorated with the carefully carved counterparts of the Ivy that clung to the exterior, and each separated from the next by a series of, obviously original, oils and watercolours depicting various country scenes. Although her aunt was clearly taken by many of the works that they passed, the girl, on the other hand, found herself shying away from those depicting open panoramas and landscapes. She hated herself for it, felt faintly ridiculous that she should have let her agoraphobia get to this point, to get the better of her to such an extent she couldn’t even bear to look at a painting.

				Her room was situated next to her aunt’s; there was a connecting door should she become upset at any point and both rooms were en suite. As always the more exclusive clients had to have their anonymity protected, there could be no wandering around in the corridors; the outside door to her room was to be locked until morning. Left alone she looked about her; the room was spacious yet not so large as to risk unnerving her. The pink satin covered four-poster called to her of the welcome of its luxuriant softness and she went to sit on its edge, the material’s soft chill apparent through the thin fabric of her bloomers, her short skirt having ridden up. A long white satin nightdress was laid out across the bottom of the bed and on the floor a wicker laundry basket waited hungrily. She was alone, but that was a blessing, there were no longer the appraising laughing eyes and she could at last discard that ridiculous ‘school’ uniform that her aunt always insisted she wear.

				She kept her shower short, a heavy tiredness still threatening to overcome her. Having dried herself she slipped the nightdress over her head, shimmying it down over her slender shoulders, a shiver of delight running down her spine at the cool caress of the fabric where it flowed languidly across her rapidly stiffening nipples. Despite everything, despite her customary appearance, she was a woman and a highly sensual one at that; a woman with a woman’s needs.

				Instinctively her hands reached behind her. Nimble fingers ran gingerly across and around the curvature of her buttocks where thin lines of tender wheal-raised flesh quivered at the juxtaposition of inflamed heat against the cold slippery touch of the fabric, inducing a sensual metamorphosis; the legacy of near-unbearable pain transformed as if by some cast spell. The raised edges of each wheal, a parallel band of three curving across and around each buttock cheek, stood out through the fine fabric, each being of perhaps one and a half times the width of a pencil, but certainly no greater. As she had once heard her aunt comment to one of her acquaintances with a particularly mortifying clarity; “...a thin cane is a flexible cane and a flexible cane is key to a more complete punishment”, how true indeed. Either side of this band of chastisement she could make out less defined, less tender swellings of more historic origin. She traced each sensually to and fro; there it was again, that excitement, building. Each wheal was a reminder that she was under control, that her life was controlled, that she was controlled.

				She was becoming breathless, had to stop, perhaps in bed, later, mustn’t get caught; her aunt would be horrified, she didn’t allow such things. That last thought itself, that she wasn’t allowed the release she so desperately craved, that the decision wasn’t hers, was almost enough in itself to push her over the top. Reluctantly she shifted her attention elsewhere; it would be safer later.

				She explored the room further, taking care not to trip on the minor train of fabric that trailed behind her. Everything was there, television, radio, music centre, all of it top-flight equipment. By the bed an extra CD layer had been added and was connected to a pillow speaker much as she used at home. She had previously voiced concern that she might not be able to sleep without her doctor’s relaxation recordings.

				She did momentarily try the television, it had been so long, she could find nothing but static on any channel yet her tiredness blunted her disappointment. She settled down under the covers, turned on the CD player and clicked off the bedside lamp. Her doctor’s familiar, cooing, voice drifted with her across the floating landscape of clouds, dreams and warm comfort. There would be some bad moments, they always were; sometimes there were fields, spiders scurried in those fields, sometimes crowds scurried like those spiders, crowds in streets, crowds in shops and market places. But mostly there would be a soft cocooning, small comforting and safe bedrooms, all girlish and cradled in safety. Home was safe, her room was safe. She would dream of being warm, safe and alone in her room, that was what the recording would ensure, what her doctor would ensure, that was why she needed it so much. Once she used to fear sleep, fear the dreams, but not any more, not once her recording was playing.

				The morning bloomed brightly through the stained glass of the window, the multi-hued shafts segregating the room with an arbitrarily shifting kaleidoscopic colour coding. She stretched out, the space around her, the king-size bed, momentarily disconcerting. Something had roused her, of that much she was certain, quite what it had been she knew not. There was some residual half-dredged recollection of a ringing bell yet she could see no source and all was now quiet save a general hubbub background of birdsong and the occasional raucous call of what she took to be a peacock. There was a confused grogginess about her, a mental fog, she almost felt hung-over, almost, but not quite, that was not quite it; it was more a weary, heavy, wooliness. Where what she?

				As if in answer a nurse floated in through the shimmering coloured haze, an apparition in blue and white proffering a breakfast of fantastic proportion and variety. Figs, mangoes and fresh yoghurt vied with steaming scrambled egg, bacon and black pudding for her attention and all laid out on the glass top of an ornately carved wooden tray.

				Breakfasted and having attended to her usual morning ablutions she found herself at a loss as to how to progress. The laundry basket had long gone on its way and she realised that she had not brought her suitcase from the car the previous night. She had the nightdress they had provided her with but little else. Again an answer had come to her unspoken question. It was uncanny; it was almost as if someone were reading her mind!

				There were two sharp raps upon her door and then there was yet another nurse, this one accompanying a wheelchair and proffering a bottle-green quilted housecoat that she carried draped over one arm and that, even in that position, as practical as it undoubtedly was, appeared quite hideous through her adolescent eyes. With what rapidity that teenage sensibility was to be expanded and challenged further we can only guess at. Suffice it to say that in quick succession she was to learn of her aunt’s unexpectedly early departure, necessitated by the pressure of business, her eminent transferral to the experimental unit and the hospital’s ruling that all patients be transferred by wheelchair regardless of their apparent fortitude.

				The pep-talk took up the time; she was fortunate indeed to get accepted on such a program, she was to both confront and overcome her limitations and then, with their help, she would undoubtedly be offered a place at a much more prestigious university, when the time came, than the one to which she was originally destined. Moreover she would be leaving financially secure, she would be far more advantageously placed than the average student.

				They had seemed to have traversed the network of affluent richly decorated passageways in mere moments, they had reached the lift and with the bleeping acceptance of a multi-digit code, preceded by the turning of a key, they were inside, the doors gliding closed with the faintest of clicks. A key was inserted into a control panel and turned. There came the gentlest of movements, barely a shudder and then only initially, then faint droning hum. There seemed no perception of movement. Ascending? Descending? She had no idea.

				The nurse had come to the close of her little presentation as they had arrived at the lift and now stood silently alongside the wheelchair, the girl having been left facing the rear wall, there being insufficient room to manoeuvre the chair around once the doors had shut. She tried looking back over her shoulder, oddly there appeared to be no floor indicator, in fact there appeared to be no indicator of any sort. The inside of the lift appear to be featureless apart from the keyhole in the control panel and even that lacked any sort of indication or markings. The floor was covered in a thick white carpet, the walls and ceiling were every bit as white but with the appearance of some softly padded plastic material or fabric. How she was to come to dread this monotony of white she had as yet had little conception.

				The nurse had simply inserted a key and turned it clockwise, perhaps a quarter turn. There was something about the movement, a certain discontinuity encoded as little time-lapses of hesitation, that suggested a series of alternative orientations were available, perhaps representing different floors. She decided that it must be the case but it was impossible to be sure. For while she mused over the rationale behind such a poorly designed and ambiguous system, for how long she couldn’t tell, she always seemed to be in such a fog these days, calm, true, but muddled. Time often seemed to ebb and flow around her these days, it went quickly, it went slowly. What had she been thinking about? What was it? It was so annoying; she couldn’t quite recollect, something to do with the lift controls? She just couldn’t quite recall ...

				The door hissed open. A nurse seemed to emerged from the adjacent wall like a ghost, her white uniform blurring the boundary between woman and structure. To some degree she had expected the clinical whiteness, just not to this extent, not taken to such sense-distorting perfection.

				To her left the gently curving reception desk hid yet another nurse, as equally white-camouflaged as the first and appearing to almost to float like some apparition, discorporate within the contrast-impoverished landscape that was her habitat.

				Pleasantries were minimal, a clipboard was handed to the reception desk nurse, her soft peach complexion exaggerated by the framing of her nun-like headdress, and duly signed. With that, her escort departed.

				The girl had gone to stand but was asked to stay seated. Moments later they were on the move, the reception desk nurse pushing, her companion taking up the lead, perhaps two paces ahead. All around a silence reigned beyond any she had ever heard, if such an observation could ever be sensible. It was silent yet not quite silent. As she became acclimatised so she became aware of the soft rustle of the nurses’ dresses, the rhythmic swish of nylon-clad legs. Tiny, insignificant, details assumed greater stature and new worth. She was learning the importance of observation; in time such minutiae would become an obsession.

				Ahead, the nurse’s full hips swung with pendulum fascination within the closely-fitted confines of her skirt. But it was something else that held the girl’s attention. It hung from the nurse’s belt, the woman having placed a hand against her right hip to steady its swing; every bit as long and thin as her aunt’s cane yet white and lacking even the few ridges and irregularities expected and accepted of the smoothest rattan. There was a perfection to the finish, a sheen that suggested some form of plastic or, perhaps, glass fibre had been employed in its manufacture; the lower section rippled with each step, despite the woman’s steadying hand, displaying a whip-like behaviour suggestive of an extreme, serpentine, flexibility.

				It certainly could not be as it appeared of course; such a thing would be illegal no matter what waivers she might have signed. Obviously there was some sort of legitimate function for such a device, although, try as she may, she was unable to fathom any likely medical scenario that would require a long thin whippy length of plastic rod. Then again, who suffered corporal punishment nowadays, let alone in an institutional environment?, It would be more than they, or anyone else for that matter, would dare do these days, surely.

				And yet was she not, herself, an exception? Of course there always had to be the exception to prove the rule, wasn’t that what they said? Perhaps she was that exception? Besides, had not even she had cause to question the legitimacy of her aunt’s introduction of it into their relationship? Had she not, on more than one occasion, entertained the notion that, as unlikely as it seemed, her aunt perhaps had some covert motive, that some sort of illicit satisfaction was to be wrung from her wielding of her cane. Always, though, her conclusion had been the same: It had to be this way, it was the only thing that would work with her, help her, she had deserved it. It was ‘tough love’, but did it have to be quite so tough? Her aunt had the right and she accepted that fact yet hated herself for her own docile acceptance. Why did she always seem to end up defending her aunt’s treatment of her? Why, even in her own mind, did she always have to come up with these constant excuses for her aunt’s behaviour, not to mention her own submission? Somehow she couldn’t quite fathom, perhaps she never would, it was just the way it was. If anything it was diagnostic of her illness and yet that notion, in itself, only served to underline her aunt’s integrity and add truth to her words...

				Again her thoughts were interrupted; they had arrived. Before them stood a white door. A door as unremarkable in its plainness as it was extraordinary in its delineation, or rather its lack of delineation previous to its swinging out from the wall. Few barriers guarded greater transitions than that to be experienced by one crossing that threshold. Ahead, and standing aside so as to give passage to the wheelchair in which the girl now sat so apprehensively, the nurse bent at the waist, sweeping her right arm arcing through the air in an over exaggerated, almost ironic, gesture, welcoming her new patient to her new world. One girl’s world, for the next three months anyway.

				A Funeral: In Finality a New Beginning?

				“Was it the dreams again?” Real concern, Julia’s voice was a beacon cutting through the mental fog of sleep.

				Sweat soaked her through, saturated her bedding, the girl was shaking. The woman braced her with one arm around her shoulders while arranging the pillows, so as to support her back as she sat up, with the other. There was a mug of warm milk waiting by her bedside and the usual brace of green and gold capsules.

				A dream, Just a dream?. Not just a dream, that dream, that nightmare, again. How often had she awoken from it now, just like today. Why did it have to be today of all days? Wasn’t it the funeral today? Where was she?

				Julia’s presence was somehow confusing, although, as always, she was grateful for it and for Julia’s smiling reassurance. Susan Stringer looked around, her mind heavy, slow; she was in her room at home. It was coming back to her, it was the day of the funeral, that was why Julia was here, she had been staying over for the last few days to help out with the arrangements. Oh God, Oh God! It was today, at 10 o’clock, she was shaking again, sweating profusely in panic. Julia passed her the capsules then held the mug up to her lips for her to wash them down, she would hear no argument.

				The procession snaked up and down avenues lined with London Plane trees passing two-storey terraced houses little changed since their 1880s inception. This had been his origin, his making, her father; they passed the house in which he had been born, the two houses in which he had subsequently been brought up throughout the later phases of those early years and, finally, they passed his first school.

				The estate had been very different then of course, a private estate owned by the Church and built originally to house 19th-century railway workers. Later Westminster council had purchased the entire estate -the lowest point in its history some would say, the area deteriorating to the point of becoming downright dangerous to be in, at least after dark. Later still, many of the homes had been sold off to the residents; the resulting upsurge in pride had since transformed the area. Baskets of flowers now decorated doorways, flower boxes brightened window sills from behind carefully painted ornate barley-sugar twist guard rails of black iron. The Queen’s Park estate, nice enough, now, yet lacking the gentrification typified by Notting Hill, merely a canal’s width and a couple of main roads distant and just as equivalently in the shadow of the swaggering sun-blotting giant that is Trellik Tower.

				These houses, though, lacked the grand scale of Notting Hill, little more than two-up-two-down brick-built semi-cottages huddling behind tiny front gardens, many still sporting privet hedges, with a plaque of stone over the front door decorated with a monogram and the date of building. At each turn a pair of spired roofs identified the corner houses, providing a faintly churchlike character to the welcome and a preparation for the idiosyncratic architecture lying beyond.

				And then they were pulling out onto the grey bleakness of the Harrow Road, its only saving graces being the opening up of the view to the canal and the continued survival of the local library building. A short drive through the early lunchtime traffic saw them soon passing under the pale cream stone arch, the expanse of All Souls Cemetery, Kensal Green, opening up to accept them.

				Throughout it was as if she was floating dreamlike; somehow it just wasn’t real, she felt detached, but mercifully so. There had been ample enough time to reflect, this was all for the best really, a merciful release for her father and relief from her torture; he had been an active man, he would not have dealt well with the infirmity, the debility. That last stroke had been devastating, the damage widespread; had he survived he would have been left totally dependent, a prisoner in his own body. This had been the severest of a series of four such episodes, each more crippling than the last, the first of which had struck him barely 6 months ago. His death had not been unexpected but, nevertheless, she had had no option other than to witness his deterioration and with that, despite Julia’s support, her own.

				Yet, in truth, without Julia’s support she couldn’t have got through it: it had been Julia who had suggested and arranged the counselling sessions that had helped so much, Julia who had suggested that she delay her university placement. And she had been right too; she could see what Susan couldn’t, that she wasn’t ready for it, wouldn’t be ready for it for quite some time, that she would need time to convalesce. Julia had handled it all for her; she had written to the relevant people, obtained assurances that her place would be kept open. Yes Julia had been wonderful throughout, she would be forever grateful; the consultations with her private doctor would not have come cheap yet without Julia’s insistence she wouldn’t have even recognised that she needed help. Without Julia’s persuasion she would never have adopted the relaxation techniques the doctor had recommended nor accepted the use of the sedatives she prescribed, no matter how mild, how gentle. She knew now that without these things and without the concerted support of these two women, Julia and her doctor, she would not have gotten even this far.

				Her stepmother was the first to emerge from the leading limousine. Susan had opted to travel in the third, or rather she had had the decision made for her; Julia had made so many decisions for her over the last six months, she always seemed to know what was for the best. As always she was closely accompanied by the supportive Julia, she was kept well away from the upsetting sight of her stepmother and well back from the infinitely more upsetting sight of her father’s coffin; Julia had been right again.

				Then, with grim inevitability, it was her turn to step out, she did so unsteadily gripping Julia’s arm for support, Julia in her turn momentarily entertaining the notion that she had the girl somewhat over-sedated. In the event, Susan’s unsteady gait went virtually unnoticed as did her slightly insensible, stupefied expression, most eyes being focused on the graveside and the ‘grieving’ widow.

				True, the girl’s stepmother glanced across from time to time but showed little concern nor interest. Julia was taking the greatest of care to guide the girl, holding her close with a comforting arm round the shoulders.

				All along it had been Julia that had orchestrated Susan’s support and treatment; she had been a nurse, she was professional, responsible, she had recognised that the gentle sedatives, originally prescribed for the girl, would become insufficient but she knew also that a girl as independent as Susan, or rather as Susan had been, would be apt to reject the sense of dependency that came with heavier sedation. As the girl’s father’s condition had deteriorated, as the girl had become more upset, more amenable to support, so she had gradually increased the dose.

				It had always been clear to her that the girl was going to need greater support, particularly towards the end and especially on this day - she had been careful, systematically monitoring the efficacy of each increment and ensuring that the changes would remain virtually imperceptible to her patient. More recently, though, she had been able to introduce greater hikes in Susan’s medication, the girl having become far less conscious of the effects. True, Susan had, on occasion, exhibited evidence of having suffered brief amnesic episodes and it was true that, of late, those episodes were becoming more frequent but Julia, with her usual diligence, had been monitoring the situation.

				To Julia this was an acceptable side effect; it only affected a relatively short period, at the peak of the dose, before the effects of the drug began to wear off. The girl was clearly not aware of these lapses and in many ways it was seen as beneficial. Indeed, it had been expected; Julia had kept careful records, subtly testing the girl without her being aware, assaying the effect at each increment by way of carefully structured probing questioning and feeding back the data to the girl’s doctor. She estimated that at the next increment there would be reached a consistency of amnesic episodes, in that such an episode would occur with each provision of the girl’s medication. If this proved the case they would plateau the dose, it would be then left to Julia to modulate the dose so as to tailor the length of each amnesic period to their requirements, if not then the dose would be incremented once more.

				The weather seemed to conspire with the mood, overcast yet allowing for enough irony as to, on occasion, paint the distant chapel with shifting shafts of bright gold. Above them and all around the horse chestnut canopy seemed to be prematurely mottled in reds and variegated golds, autumnal even though only, in truth, late August.

				There was a silence around the graveyard, a peace beyond the senses, the silence of lichen and mould and dank fallen pre-autumn leaves. There was an odour too, one that she associated with such places, had done since she was at school, when she had spent many a summer’s afternoon with friends wandering, sitting, sometimes smoking, and not always tobacco, doing anything in fact rather than suffer maths or domestic science. Such places then had seemed gifts of salvation but that smell had been ever present and now permeated throughout those memories; death, she supposed, although, in truth, more likely the odour of some plant favouring soil enriched by mechanisms upon which she would rather not ponder nor dwell.

				There was something else hanging on the air, the canal perhaps? She couldn’t be sure what it was only that there was an oily industrial legacy to it and that it carried a darkness with it that seemed to emanate from the skeletal and obsolescent form of the gas holder hovering in the distance, over the preacher’s shoulder, the image floating mirage-like through the distorting haze of her mind. Its obsolescence seemed a commentary on a man’s life, her father’s life; decay was everywhere and, even if not immediately apparent, was waiting in the wings. The priest’s words washed over her, she was devastated, beyond comfort, beyond faith or belief.

				There was no release to be had here, not for her, nor was there future promise offered. Euphemisms could not give comfort; he was not ‘asleep’, he was not ‘resting’, he had not ‘passed on’. Her father was dead! There, she had done it, she had thought the unthinkable, admitted that of which she was in most denial; that she was now alone in the world!

				Yes there was her stepmother of course, but here was a woman of an age more suggestive of an older sister and possessed of a nature that the term ‘grasping’ barely did justice to. That woman’s mere presence was sacrilege enough, that she should dare shed a tear, hypocritical, an insult at best!. “The bitch, the bitch” the words ran through her mind, were all she could think of; at least the hatred blunted her grief.

				Susan was the last to attend the graveside. She tossed a solitary rose down onto her father’s coffin and read for the last time the brass plate, his name, her family name, not that bitch’s. The first earth was falling onto the pine as she turned away, somewhere a rook or two muttered a mourning croak. She broke down entirely, ran, stumblingly, to the arms so often her support in the past and more so now, more than ever before.

				There was irony here, as there was irony everywhere about her; this woman was that bitch’s best friend, was actually faintly related to her in some distant way, she gathered, and yet they were as different as chalk and cheese. Julia had this empathy, warm and genuine; it was almost as if she could read her mind - from the very start. Julia was the only one who had ever really understood her, the only one to have recognised her problems, who had recognised issues that she, herself, had been unaware of.

				Their meeting had been accidental, fantastically so. It had come about with serendipity beyond explanation. She just happened to have been visiting the very day her father had first been taken ill. Her concern and support had been immediate and genuine; it had been Julia who had accompanied her to the hospital, not that bitch. No, not her; her stepmother had stayed behind, there had been important calls to make apparently, clearly more important to her than her father’s well-being had ever been. Since that day their relationship might best be described as un-separable, yet not as friends per se, not really as equals; somehow there had never quite developed that familiarity. There had always been some distance reserved between them and yet that distance was welcome somehow.

				Julia was like an elder aunt, a title that woman preferred and the use of which she encouraged. Not that she was particularly easy-going, far from it; it would be fair to say that she had a propensity to be overbearing, perhaps even controlling. It was just that the support and comfort she offered had become so much a part of Susan’s life.

				Julia’s insightful explanations could be as reassuring as the revelations were unsettling - she had been on the threshold of some kind of nervous breakdown, that much was clear to her now. It was also clear to her just how much she owed Julia, needed Julia; after all just how right had she been? Just how accurate her reading of the situation had been. The woman’s insight had been quickly confirmed by professional diagnosis, once Susan’s initial stubbornness had been overcome and she had finally deferred to Julia’s persuasion to submit to a consultation.

				The hearse and the limousines were pulling away now. She had been expected to take her place alongside her stepmother, at least for the return journey. Distraught beyond measure, despite the warm heavy-numbing effects of her pharmacological crutch, she would have nothing of it. She would not sit alongside that bitch; her furs, the designer black funereal accessories, brought bile to her throat.

				‘Aunt’ Julia’s invitation came as a godsend, a reaffirmation of faith. At that moment she would have agreed to anything other than having to return home with that bitch, anything, and to make matters worse the effects of the sedatives were beginning to wear off, she could sense the fear and panic returning. She needed Julia, aunt Julia.

				There were provisos, of course there were; The woman lived alone, save for a house keeper, she was well used to her privacy, her ‘own space’ as she put it. There would have to be rules, limitations and restrictions but at least she would be outside of that bitch’s sphere of influence. Besides the decision had been made, Julia had decided. As always Julia knew what was best for her and she clearly wasn’t going to allow even the contemplation of refusal, nor any reconsideration.

				“I’m not at all sure you should put yourself through any more of this, returning home right now would be unbearable for you, the pain would come flooding in, trust me, it would be all too familiar, too closely associated with your farther. You need space in which to mourn.” The woman’s arms were enfolding, guiding. Susan was in the limousine and heading off without ever having really regained her composure, it was fait accompli, as simple as that, all for her own good. The decision had been made; it had been tangible within that embrace. The decision had not truly been Susan’s, when had it ever been?

			

		

	
		
			
				Life At Aunt Julia’s: Neurosis, Frustration, An Aunt And Three Stripes

				She awoke with a start, something had awoken her yet there seemed nothing to account for the disturbance. For a while she seemed to be experiencing a strangely familiar disorientation; she lay lost, floating in a sort of confused and misguided Déjà vu. Her surroundings, the childish nursery-style wallpaper, floppy-eared bunnies, all pink and grey, the matching curtains and flounced bed cover, the children’s glitter-star spangled mobile hanging over the bed, all were familiar and yet strange. She was home yet not at home. Three months it had been since her father’s passing, three months of cosseted residence with her ‘aunt’. Still there was this oddly disorientating atmosphere, a dream-like quality that accompanied each awakening and that she couldn’t quite pin down nor shake off; the world around her, the safe yet narrow little world she shared with her therapist and her aunt, seemed in a constant state of flux. Forever familiar, reassuringly nostalgic, yet strange, isolated, forever strange, a waking-dream almost.

				Not that Aunt Julia’s home had been unfamiliar to her when she had moved in; many were the times over that terrible six months of her father’s suffering that Susan had taken a break here. At first it had been just for the occasional weekend, providing her with a short, but nevertheless essential, respite from the constant worry, friction and stress of her home life. Gradually such visits had become a semi-regular part of her life, evolving and lengthening into vacations of, at first, a week and then of two weeks. Over these last three months, though, ever since the day of the funeral in fact, things had been different. She had taken up a semi-permanent residence with her aunt, not that she would have wanted to have imposed upon Julia,. Indeed such an accusation could hardly have been levied; the woman’s invitation had been insistent to say the least, a refusal would never have been accepted nor had it ever been an option.

				In all this time Susan had yet to return home; there was dread there. There were memories there that she just didn’t have the strength to face, not yet. There had been experiences there that she had little enthusiasm to relive. And she didn’t have to. She didn’t have to face those things, relive those dark days. Aunt Julia would deal with it all, she had made that much clear; she wasn’t going to allow Susan to face it. For her part, Susan didn’t want any link with that time and, with aunt Julia’s encouragement, she was trying her best to blank it out, all of it, at least for the time being.

				She had thought about having some of her clothes and other personal belongings brought over but with her characteristic indecision and procrastination had still to do so.

				Not that she would have had to have been personally involved; Julia had said from the start that she would be happy to organise it, yet somehow, for one reason or another, the opportunity never seemed to arise, the chore always seemed to get postponed. Then again, Julia had tended to discourage it and Susan’s councillor, an acquaintance of Aunt Julia’s, tended to concur. The consensus of opinion was that, for the immediate future, she cut herself off from anything and everything pertaining to her old life. For the immediate future isolation was to be her restorative, isolation would provide her with the space she required if she was to grow, if she was to progress beyond this point.

				What with the hurried arrangements and the distressing occasion Susan had been unable to bring much with her; Julia had insisted that they depart immediately after the funeral and would broach no argument. After the first couple of weeks or so the few things that Susan had brought during her previous sojourns to Julia’s home had become somewhat overdue at the laundry. The clothes she had arrived in, a her funeral outfit, had quickly been labelled as unsuitable and packed well away, Julia saying, quite rightly, that it was probably better they be out of sight and out of mind.

				A temporary solution had been proposed in the shape of an old tennis dress. This was an oddly dated-looking A-line panelled style in white cotton that came with matching and daintily frilled white knickers and that was decorated over the left breast by embroidery work in green and gold thread. The latter formed what seemed to be some sort of badge consisting of a heraldic shield upon which was what appeared, bizarrely, to be a depiction of an open textbook crossed diagonally from either side by what looked like two traditional crook-handled school canes, the whole being surmounted by a Latin motto.

				Some days she remained in her nightdress but to sit out in the garden or to attend the lessons Julia had organised for her, Julia having enlisted the help of a home tutor, it was always that old tennis dress. There was often talk of a shopping trip and the purchase of a new wardrobe for her, yet, somehow, it never seemed to quite materialise. Likewise the few things she had kept at Julia’s never seemed to have found their way home from the laundry.

				She never felt the need to question these developments, her life had just settled into a comfortable, easy, routine; in a way she felt too comfortable to question. Indeed, she was loath to talk about, or even think about, anything that might threaten to freshen the memory of the dark period that had gone before. Subconsciously she was doing anything possible to avoid thinking about that awful day, anxious to avoid any mention, any reminder, any thought or memory.

				Similarly the developments in her social life, or rather the latter’s deterioration, went un-remarked and engendered little concern. Her boyfriend had drifted away during the early days of her father’s illness, it had been her own fault, she had spurned his concern then neglected their relationship and had finally driven him off. Then there were her circle of so called ‘friends’, many she had lost contact with when she had left school, true some had persisted and a couple had even kept in contact for a while in writing when she had first moved to aunt Julia’s. Gradually, though, the correspondence had dropped off, the replies to her letters dwindled and, what was more the truth of the matter, she had lost interest in keeping contact.

				Had she just become lazy or had the act of correspondence become too painful? Did it smack too much of linking to her past? She wasn’t sure, but deep down inside she knew that, for her own good, she should avoid anything that threatened to link her mind with that awful period, and that included ‘friends’.

				In this belief she was aided and abetted by the words and deeds of both her therapist and Aunt Julia, although it has to be said that the sedative her therapist had prescribed, although mild, had had its part to play. This latter cushion was something on which Susan increasingly seemed to drift from day to day, seemingly floating aimlessly around the house like the white fluffy clouds that she sometimes felt were inhabiting her head. That the dose had been gradually and progressively incremented since its first prescription undoubtedly bore no little responsibility for this.

				To the lay eye perhaps, a fly on the wall as it were, the girl would almost certainly have appeared over-sedated at this point. Indeed, it must be said that the entire situation, if viewed from afar, might likely have raised some eyebrows, perhaps engendered concern, in even the most dispassionate of observers. As a lay person one might well, and perhaps justifyingly, have raised the concern that the girl was becoming a little too dependent on both sedative and therapist. However, is it not often the case that the remote observer, being not privy to the full intricacies of the plot, as it were, and lacking the detailed insight of the professional, perhaps confused by the subtle and the complex motives involved, is prone to misunderstanding? How easy it is to misunderstand a situation taken at face value. Is it not prudent, under such circumstances, that one gives sway to the judgment of the learned professional? After all, who are we onlookers to judge what is, or is not, being done in the girl’s best interest? Who are we, mere lay observers, to criticise the likes of the most eminent Dr Ecclestone?

				Not that the developments surrounding Susan’s life had stagnated; there had always been changes, never drastic but changes nonetheless and evolving over time. One example; Julia had always encourage the term ‘aunt’ be used of course, it seemed to engender trust, but gradually, over time, Susan’s consistent use of this title seemed to assume a greater importance to the woman. Julia gradually became more insistent on its use. Now she wanted Susan to use it whenever she needed anything, whenever she was told to do anything - more and more often it felt to Susan as if she was being told, rather than requested, to do one thing or another. Likewise whenever she received anything the preferred expression of due gratitude was now always that suffixed with the term ‘Aunt Julia’; “...a nice quiet and polite ‘thank you Aunt Julia’ is what I would prefer to hear” as Julia had said.

				Thus it was this particular morning, but this morning was to be one of a sudden lurch, for certainly the terms ‘ shift’ or change were insufficient, in her circumstance.

				It had started uncharacteristically mild for early December in Surrey, even if set against the backdrop of a Britain held in the chaotic grip of increasingly wild and unpredictably shifting weather patterns - the legacy of global warming it was said. Not that such dire warnings held much relevance to Susan. She was shielded from such uncertainties, discouraged from unnecessary involvement in current affairs.

				Television and radio were not exactly banned in this household just carefully vetted. Anything thought potentially worrying or upsetting or likely to become so, was banned, or so well discouraged as to effectively be so, music was to be classical and then of the softest, gentlest pieces available: Aunt Julia’s dislike of ‘loud music’, by which she inferred almost anything in any modern idiom, was well-known.

				As usual her early-morning cocoa arrived courtesy of Julia, the two sedative capsules rolling loosely around on the tray, their glistening green and black plastic coating catching the few rays of sunlight that had managed to sneak through the narrow gap in the curtains. The girl’s eyes were bleary and thick with sleep, her mind sluggish, weighed down with the after-effects of the sleeping pills that had only recently been added to her regime. She sat up slowly, drowsily, uncertainly and shakily reached for the mug and the first of the capsules, the tray having been placed on her bedside cabinet. Then the shock:

				“How many times do I have to remind you, how many? Thank you, Aunt Julia, that’s all want to hear, thank you, Aunt Julia! How difficult can it be to just remember to be polite when someone has gone out of their way to look after you, when someone has been kind enough to wake you up with a lovely mug of cocoa?”

				The mug seemed to throw itself out of her hand, dark golden-brown cocoa staining covers and carpet alike; Aunt Julia’s voice had been piercing, her anger and irritation annunciated with every syllable. She had never known her aunt express anything like impatience before, let alone anger, and anger of such magnitude. It seemed so out of character, notwithstanding the woman’s undeniably overbearing stance at times, but more than that, it seemed out of all proportion. And it was continuing unabated...

				“Do I need to punish you like a child; is that what you’d like? I’ll tell you this much; if things don’t improve, and quickly, I think it might be better for all concerned if you were to return home!”

				Susan was horrified; her aunt seemed to be almost shaking with anger.

				Aunt Julia went on: “The least you could do is apologise, what should you say? Come on.”

				“I,I’m s,sorry, Aunt Julia”

				“That’s better!, Now, what else do we say?”

				A pause and then, comprehension coming slowly: “Thank you, Aunt Julia.”

				In that moment a change had come, an irrevocable change in their relationship, no gradual shift in equilibrium, not the evolutionary drift of old, no, now there was a definite and deliberate intent to the proceedings.

				For Susan’s part, she was rattled; she had been threatened with being sent home and then there was this mention of ‘punishment’, what did it mean? Most of all, though, it was the thought of being sent away that most mortified her. On reflection, nothing else really mattered to quite the same extent, she needed her ‘aunt’, had come to depend on her, she needed to be here, needed to stay right here. Her inner voice succinctly summed it up: “Aunt Julia is the only one who can help, who wants to help”.

				But what if she could see into her aunt’s mind, what then? What if she could see through her aunt’s eyes, see the reason for her aunt’s distant expression, share her fond memories - let alone her future plans - what then?

				Would she still listen to her inner voice or would she, at last, begin to question herself, question her own beliefs? Would she, perhaps, question those thoughts, beliefs and ideas that seemed to be hers, and hers alone, and yet were so strangely alien? And behind her aunt’s kindly, yet distant, gaze...?

				The memory had come to Julia in an intrusive flash: It was a couple of years old now, this recollection, yet as clear as if it had been that very morning. She had gone to see Anne’s, then new, house. She already knew at the time that her friend employed a young girl to help out around the home; previously a live-in nanny who, through some dispute or other, had fallen out with her employer and who Anne, being friend to both girl and employer, had felt obliged to put a roof over, as it were. Other than that the girl’s name was Penny she had known little else about her friend’s ‘little helper’ up until that day. Nor had she given the situation much consideration other than to wonder at how an arrangement, supposedly intended to be temporary, had come to persist for what was rapidly approaching two years; it had irritated her to think that her friend’s hospitality might be exploited so.

				She had known Anne for years, she should have known differently than to have thought that she would be the one to be exploited, far from it. Dr Anne Ecclestone always had good reason for everything she did; her talent for turning adversity and misfortune, even if not her own, to opportunity was the stuff of legend, gossiped over in tea rooms and common rooms across the campus.

				On this particular day the adversity was some drama or other in the kitchen; a packet of peppercorns, it turned out, had been spilt across the floor. The misfortune was undisputedly penny’s and the opportunity, as always, seized with both hands by Anne. For a moment there had seemed a danger of a tantrum on the girl’s part, the spectre of an embarrassing domestic upheaval unveiling before a guest loomed large. That moment had been brief however. Indeed, the moment had been expertly pressed into service. The potential for embarrassment was not only circumvented but turned to advantage as visitor became witness; before her eyes Anne had amply demonstrated the effect of such training as had since been adopted by Julia herself and that she was presently bringing to bear on her charge.

				It had been a moment of enlightenment; the use of psychological methods, even if subtle, in fact the more subtle, the more efficacious she was later to learn, could clearly provide a greater degree of influence over a girl then she would, at that point, have ever dreamed possible. Flexed in hands such as Anne’s and wielded in the correct manner even the most rebellious of spirits could be curbed. Indeed, her enlightenment had grown with every moment; a few words, well chosen, can punish like the whip or reward as might the lover’s caress, the harshest of chastisement juxtaposed with the sweetest of carrots.

				This, most certainly, was not intended to replace physical chastisement, she had learnt, far from it. She could clearly recall how Penny had knelt before the two of them, brushing the peppercorns into a neat pile.

				In her mind’s eye she could still see Anne standing there in her black leather knee-length skirt and white satin blouse, hands on hips, the right flexing rhythmically at the wrist as she tapped the leather tab of the riding crop insistently against her skirt hem, her legs astride of the area wherein knelt the girl, looming over her. “Clear it up you stupid child. Now, get up, come on, quickly.” Anne’s voice revealing a harshness to its character that she had never before noticed.

				With her pink nylon overall rustling with every movement the ‘child’ had risen to her feet. Despite having reached the age of majority, her 21st birthday having passed some two months previously, being addressed as ‘child’ had clearly been nothing new to her. “The ‘ child’ addressed as such tends to behave as such”; the gospel according to Anne, by which she meant that in emphasising and implying a child’s dependency she was also continuously underlining her own authority.

				The obedience to the snapped command had been immediate and automatic even in front of a visitor, a witness such as Julia whom she had never before met and to whom the only ‘first impression’ she could ever hope to achieve was that of downtrodden skivvy. Though her burning cheeks had betrayed her humiliation there had been no hesitation, no hint of rebellion; all too often hesitation had been awarded a good half dozen swift cuts of Anne’s thin cane or riding crop across that fat bottom of hers or, indeed, the equally painful cuts of expertly chosen words across that vulnerable mind. The girl was controlled in equal part by word and cane, as would, in time, be Susan; yes, it would take time, it couldn’t be rushed, but now that she was certain, certain that she had her fully in her hands, it would be inevitable...

				As we watch, scenes evolve to acts, intrigue and subplot evolve to history. As such, as a tale couched in past tense and with an admitted ambiguity of timeline, we can only gaze back at fête accompli. Surely then, we, as mere observers here, are absolved of all guilt; even to the point of allowing that we might entertain a certain secret voyeuristic delight. For there can be no greater distance, no greater divide, than that which spans even the most miniscule expanse of time.

				Frustration is a Velvet Touch Conditioned by Word and Rattan

				Exactly at what point in her stay it had started she couldn’t quite say. Not that she hadn’t sometimes done it, on occasion, before she had come here; what woman hasn’t ever taken some solitary comfort? No, it wasn’t that which was bothering her, it wasn’t the sense of guilt, rather it was this uneasy sense of it being out of control. No, she couldn’t quite say when it had started to become the way it was now. It certainly hadn’t been in the first few days after her arrival, she would have been far too upset. No, it had just slowly crept up on her, insidiously.

				It had started in the mornings, her aunt would bring her cocoa and with it her medication and, after waiting just long enough to supervise her taking the capsules, would take her leave to attend to her work. Generally, Susan would finish around half her drink, the full mug was way too much for her at that time of the morning, before reclining on her pillows once more and, reaching across to her aunt’s old cassette player, settling back to enjoy one of her relaxation tapes. At some point she would always doze off to awaken perhaps an hour or so later; Aunt Julia never demanded that she rise any particular time of the day, believing that she best be left to relax as much as possible, the only proviso being that she be up and dressed by midday on the days that her aunt had arranged for her tutor or the doctor to visit.

				It was when awakening from this doze, when she was at her most comfortable, that her fingers would begin their secret exploration, their gentle probing experimentation.

				At first it had been as it always had, at home alone in her bedroom, yet it had been sweeter somehow, it had lacked the pangs of guilt. Gradually, though, it had changed, became more demanding, nagging, it would intrude on her thoughts through the day and she began to find it harder to concentrate. It was becoming more than a habit, more, even, than an obsession; it was becoming an addiction, it was consuming her. It was no longer the way it had been, it was if those tormenting digits were no longer hers; there was a rhythm and a tempo to their manipulative caresses that would be constant throughout, no faster nor slower. She seemed to be totally unable to either make their strokes more rapid or the stimulation more intense, there was just that excruciatingly slow rhythm. She would reach orgasm eventually, the resulting delayed release shattering in its intensity, but could do nothing to hasten its sweet absolve.

				Many, many, such mornings passed filled with ever more lingering and teetering pleasure and with her ever less unable to break the gentle, lazy, swinging rhythm that her soft fingers dictated, no matter how tantalisingly and tremblingly close to release she came.

				Each morning it seemed to go on longer, her orgasm towering ever higher, always hinting at ever greater delights beyond, the foothills ever steeper. Her fingers were learning their art well, becoming such beautifully tormenting torturers.

				This day had been the most intense so far; left to her own devices she would have rushed at it, thrashed her way to completion well before this point. The sensational waves rippling through her, threatening to tear apart her very sanity, had reached a point beyond bearing long, long ago; in actuality some thirty minutes previously. Nevertheless she climbed inexorably towards her climax, slowly, oh so, so slowly. Her lips moved, softly sighing, then begging for release, then sighing once more, her body slithered with serpent-like undulations amongst sweat-soaked bedding. Still those fingers would not let her go.

				They savoured their control, their sensitive silken tips had learnt too much of her desire to allow her release of her own free will; those fingers were far too educated now, they were not going to let her off so easily. It didn’t matter what she wanted; those fingertips would only brush with just enough pressure and with just sufficiently rapid tempo so as to ensure that the promise remained and that the summit ever approached, came ever closer. They would provide for just enough to drive her on, but no more than that.

				Then, right there, right at the summit, right at the edge, those fingers began to soften their caress, slow their tempo, maddeningly just when she needed it most, threatening to leave her stranded just short, so, so, close and then, and then... There was something pressing against her anus, then penetrating, a finger that now slowly, lazily, dragged across that sensitive and most private rosebud, the final straw had come...

				Her other hand? Why had she done that? Her hand?

				The spasms of orgasm were rippling through her still, her stomach muscles contracting rhythmically and uncontrollably. Dully, with the last vestiges of fading consciousness, she became aware of something rhythmically squeezing the index finger of her right hand, the hand that had rescued her; her anus, in its turn, with concerted spasm, was reporting back the details of its gratefully-delicious violation.

				Her vagina repeatedly and uncontrollably sucked at the fingers of her left hand, their tips wrinkled and soaked in the clinging moisture of over an hour’s expert stimulation and denial, moisture that was trickling thickly down to pool in globs on the already sweat-soaked sheets.

				For a while she just lay there, she always did, but this time she was barely conscious, this time she had lost control, totally. Then, gradually, the wet discomfort forced it way through her floating afterglow, rudely dragging her back to the reality of what had just happened, showering her with consternation, whispering to her of the most hideous and humiliating repercussions. There had often been some dampness, some sweat to mingle with her guilt, but never anything like this.

				Easing herself tackily from between the sheets, the duvet having long departed for the floor, peeling the cotton from her skin where her nightdress had ridden up into thick white satin folds around her midriff, she gained her feet unsteadily. Looking down, the true horror hit her, disgusting, mortifying; the bottom sheet in particular accused her, the staining obvious even given a most cursory glance. What if her aunt should see? Mrs Chartriss, the housekeeper, when she came to change the bedding, how could she miss it? What would she think it was? Worse, would she know what it was? Whichever the scenario, and one or the other was inevitable, the outcome was too hideous to contemplate; she would just die, surely she would.

				An idea formed, she glanced over at the mantel clock, a marble and bronze art deco creation flanked on either side by kneeling supplicant female figures of voluptuous proportions. Aunt Julia would be in her study at this hour and her housekeeper would be collecting the groceries, she would have to be quick but as long as she was quiet she could go about her business unnoticed and unchallenged.

				The first wash cycle had been underway for some time before Aunt Julia appeared at the top of the stairs. Despite the utility room being located in the basement and possessing a concrete floor the washing machine’s rumble tended to propagate up through the structure. Susan had known that of course, she could sometimes make out the low hum in her room, but she had hoped that her aunt would be too engrossed in her work to notice or would ignore it, believing it to be simply her housekeeper at work. She had reckoned without her aunt’s attention to detail and her almost obsessive supervision of her charge.

				Aunt Julia smiled down at her. Her eyes signalled friendship yet there was a subtle component of scolding about her speech, almost playful yet with an overtone note of concern. Susan was left without doubt that she wouldn’t get away with this again, but on this occasion, at least, the evidence had been successfully concealed. “What are you doing down there, sweetheart?”

				Susan thought quickly or at least as nimbly as she could within the constraint of the ever-present hobble that was her medication. “I, I thought I should help out a little from time to time. It’s just my night things, aunty.” Why had she used that particular form of address, she never had before? She felt sheepish, the peculiarly childish form of address she had just absentmindedly used filled her with embarrassment; her cheeks began to burn and, cursing her propensity to blush, she attempted to correct herself, yet only succeeded in making matters worse. “I, I.,. m, mean aun...”

				“Sssh!, calm down, sweetheart” Aunt Julia’s interjection, pointedly truncating her attempted correction, somehow magnified her awkwardness; Susan felt tongue- tied, small. “You know you don’t have to do that. It is one of the reasons that I employ a housekeeper, you silly girl.” The tone was gently scolding. “The reason that you are here is to convalesce. Remember what the doctor said? We want you to relax totally for a while, that’s the whole point, to rest, to relax totally and I mean totally. You know you shouldn’t be concerning yourself with any kind of work at the moment, not at this stage, sweetheart. You know how quickly you get tired; you’re just not quite feeling yourself right now, are you?”

				Aunt Julia had been slowly descending the steps throughout the scolding and now, having reached the front of the washing machine, momentarily glancing down at the settings, she placed an arm around her charge and began to gently guide her back up towards the main house. “Come along, honey, you’re looking very tired. You look so flushed; I don’t think you’re feeling very well. You’re really not feeling very well, are you, sweetheart?”

				This last sentence, in truth, was not a question, not even hypothetically, it was more a statement of fact, almost an instruction. Her aunt never really asked her how she felt, she didn’t seem to have to, it was as if she could read her mind. It was the same with her doctor. She guessed it was that insight what made her so good at her job, her diagnosis so complete. There were times, though, when it seemed as if she was being virtually told how she felt, how she should feel and yet, unaccountably, she always seemed to accept it. Deep down, she felt sure that it was true, that they were right about her, but she didn’t want to have to admit it to herself. Surely, though, this morning’s episode was evidence enough.

				“It’s quite nice out today, why not have a sit in the garden for a while?” They had reached the lounge wherein the late November sun played in autumnal pools of dark orange-brown across the parquet flooring and floor-length curtains floated away gently on the rustling breeze to either side of the part-open French-doors.

				There was a slight chill to the air, although it was still far warmer than it had any right to be at this time of the year. As usual she had on the short tennis dress that her aunt had given her, she would have to face going home at some point, retrieve her own things, but for now it would have to do. Today, though, she would need to wear something over the top against that chill if she was to venture out. As always her aunt had the remedy close at hand; she held up the navy-blue quilted nylon housecoat by its shoulders for Susan to slip into.

				Quite from where her aunt had procured this particular sartorial gem was something of a mystery. It had simply appeared on the coat hook at the back of her bedroom door a couple of weeks previously. It was a horrid thing, it really was, but at least it was of an adult appearance, albeit suited to a much older woman than Susan.

				She slipped her arms back into the sleeves while her aunt held it aloft, the soft nylon quilt initially chilling her, belying the warmth it would soon provide and of which she would be grateful once out in the chill garden air. Much to Susan’s annoyance and frustration Aunt Julia, coming around to the front, began to fasten the buttons for her. This was something her aunt was becoming more and more apt to do of late and that had, on more than one occasion, been the catalyst for no little friction between them.

				Not that she wasn’t grateful for her aunt’s concern but, after all, she wasn’t an invalid and it irritated her. Recently there had been times when she had begun to feel a little stifled, when it had felt to her as though her aunt was treating her as if she was mentally defective or something.

				Together they walked out to greet the early afternoon sun, Aunt Julia clearly elated by the crisp early-winter beauty of the scene, Susan, a little less certain. The latter, despite the housekeeper’s absence, remaining a little self-conscious as to her appearance while, at the same time, being glad of the extra warmth and grateful that at least that silly little tennis dress was now hidden from view.

				After a few minutes stroll Julia returned her study, leaving her charge to her own devices. A folding garden chair waited, all softly padded and inviting, by the fish pond. Susan sat for a while listening to the little fountain’s tinkling raindrop fall and watching the goldfish drift below the rippling surface, below the little flashes of sunlight that reflected off the surface like a myriad twinkling stars. As so many times before it was those rippling shifting star-spangled patterns of light that drew her attention, the fish below drifting outside her depth of field before, slowly, the glinting wavelet-born starlight itself drifted out of focus. She was all alone with that strangely pleasant, otherworldly, sensation that was so familiar to her now, as if she was drifting out of her body, as if she wasn’t really there, not physically.

				Thirty minutes had passed by the time Julia returned, now carrying her little tape player. Susan was sitting motionless, her wide eyes reflecting the water’s shimmering surface in their own calm pools. Coming up behind the girl, the woman’s long, delicate, fingers gently reached out to the nape of her neck, beginning a slow, rhythmic, longitudinal stroking action, up and down, up and down; there was no discernible response from her charge. Only when after some time there was still no response from the girl did she begin to speak:

				“The pool is ever so relaxing, don’t you think? You love watching the fish glide, back and forth, back and forth, below the ripples, but it is so, so, tiring trying to keep your eyes on the fish with those pretty ripples flowing across, so, so tiring. Look at the ripples, look at the lovely silvery light, look at the soft soothing ripples, they are so beautiful and yet so tiring to watch, so beautiful that you have to watch them, so tiring, so, so tiring that your eyes feel too tired even to look away. As each ripple passes the world around you seems more and more to drift away, more and more to drift out of focus. There are only the softly rippling pools of light, now. The only sound that you can hear now is my voice, growing sweeter, more lovely with each ripple that passes. My lovely, lovely, sweet voice, your aunty’s voice, the voice of your aunty that you love and trust so, so, much. You do so love your aunty don’t you?”

				The voice flowed sweetly past, swirling and eddying around the girl with the slow motion ooze of molasses, a gentle inundation that softly swallowed her thoughts, ideas and beliefs in its insistently rising, sticky, tide. From somewhere Susan heard a new voice, her own voice, it was her own voice so she knew it must be true: “Yes, aunty, I do, so love you aunty, I love you ever so much.”

				“That is a good girl, you are such a good girl. Now, why not let your eyes close, just for a while, have a nice little nap, you know how very tired you are. That’s it, let’s rest those tired eyes. Those tired eyes are closing now, closing, closing.”

				With her left hand the woman reached around to ever so gently brush her fingers down across the girl’s eyelids, the latter fluttering like butterfly wings before coming to settle over those pretty-pool eyes. Fairies lived in the ripples and swam through the fountain’s rainbow-lit spray. Hand in hand they danced across her dreams, flickering and flittering about the pool, sprinkling in sleepy-dust all that came close, all who heard their whisper. Susan slept, the fountain-fairies’ whispered lullaby now joined by the soft voice from the earphones. Julia returned to her study; the tape had an hour to run and she had much to get on with.

				Susan dozed on in the winter sun, a blanket lying across her legs and lap draping down to her ankles to keep warm her legs below the housecoat’s hem. From time to time Julia checked her charge from the study window; it was getting far too late in year for bare legs, she thought. She would have to sort something out for her, not tights though, definitely not tights, so unhygienic, it would have to be stockings. A shiver ran through her and, forcing the image from her mind with no little effort, she returned to her work.

				The next few mornings found Susan more and more succumbing to temptation despite her resolution to desist and her growing sense of self-disgust. Again and again there came the torturous attention of those fingers, her own fingers, their seduction now perfected to the point of rendering nonsensical any pretence of self-control. Again there came the mortifying acknowledgement of the evidence of her misbehaviour, and again, and again.

				She tried turning the bottom sheet over, then tried turning it the other way around. Perhaps tomorrow she could get it to the washing machine without anyone noticing. But tomorrow never came; always there seemed to be someone around, either her aunt of the housekeeper. Both ends became stained, then stained multiple times, the discoloration overlapping and darkening, and then...

				It had happened. She had returned to her room after her shower, her mouth fell open aghast; her bed had been stripped. Her aunt or the housekeeper, it didn’t matter who, whoever it was they couldn’t have missed it, the telltale staining, the sinful odour.

				All day she had done her best to avoid both women, at tea they were both present, at tea she self-consciously waited, weighed down by guilt and embarrassment, her cheeks shamefully burning. She waited for some comment, a knowing look perhaps, yet nothing was said nor were knowing glances exchanged. For a while there was relief, everything seemed to be normal, then gradually a new dimension of consternation began to open up; surely everything was too normal, one of them must have seen it, how could it have been missed?

				She was glad when the evening finally drew to a close and she could return to the familiar comfort of her bed. Yawning, she pulled back the covers; no, nothing had been said, and for that she was grateful, but if she had thought that her indiscretions had gone unnoticed she was clearly mistaken and the extent of that naiveté was staring back at her. At first glance all had looked normal then with a double take it had hit her; a rubber mattress cover had taken the place of the bottom sheet.

				A full week went by, still without comment, still all seemingly routine. For the first few days her embarrassment had augmented her self-control but then, gradually, the habit returned.

				The rubber cover added to the humidity, kept her sweat around her and became slippery with her juices. If anything it added to the piquancy - more and more often she would awake to find her nightdress was as stained as her sheets had been.

				She had progressed to caressing herself through the fabric, the satin offering a subtle interface, prolonging still further the agony and ecstasy of it. Again she could do nothing to hide the fact, nothing that would assuage the mortification she felt, yet still nothing was said.

				The nightdress would be whisked away to the laundry pile and returned, magically, to her pillow without comment, again, and again, and again. On the third or fourth such occasion though, still without discussion or recrimination, she found that her nightdress was now accompanied by a pair of short legged knickers, her mortification being completed by the discovery that the soft satin disguised beneath a latex inner lining. Nothing had been said, nothing needed to be said - the accusation was right there in her hands, embodied in the protective garment and as silent as it had been with the provision of the rubber bed cover. Unlike on the latter occasion though, she was granted no respite, not even temporarily. Quite the contrary; the drive, the ache, not only went unabated, it seemed to have intensified.

				There was something about those knickers, the sensuous slippery softness of the satin, the intimately lubricated caress of the latex and, yes, the smell, even the smell. She couldn’t keep her hands off herself; her fingers now drew out their delightful torture of her at night as much as in the morning. There were two, then three sessions daily until it was as much as she could do to think of anything else during the day other than to anticipate the hour at which she could again retire to the privacy of her room. Excuses soon came in many guises - she needed an afternoon nap, she had a headache - her ingenuity forever being stretched and taxed in her drive to return to the warmth and comfort of her rubber sheet and those knickers.

				Time passed, the winter drew in more closely about them and despite the weather-man’s predictions the garden was white with frost more often than not. As had been promised a shopping opportunity had finally materialised but Susan had turned it down; Aunt Julia had gone alone, Susan preferring the safety of home and the privacy of her room. The result had been somewhat disappointing as far as the girl was concerned, Aunt Julia returning with several pairs of stockings, a quite hideous button-through bottle green long-sleeved cardigan, that looked as if it belonged in some school somewhere, and an old-fashioned open-bottomed girdle that she was assured would be: “More comfortable then a suspender belt”. Other than these additions to her wardrobe there had been little change to her routine.

				There was still the silly little tennis dress, although now augmented by the cardigan and worn over the girdle and stockings ensemble, the latter, being of a long length and being teamed with short suspenders, remaining ‘decent’ even under the short dress. There were still the regular visits to the privacy of her room, such visits having grown in frequency as her torturers had refined their torment of her; more often than not in daylight hours she felt compelled to return to her aunt’s company despite having failed to reach a satisfactory conclusion, the frustrated ache coming with her and taunting her with promises of later release.

				That she no longer wore the matching tennis knickers below her dress aggravated her condition; those knickers, she had been told, had been packed away. Their replacement had been described as being more substantial and far more suitable in the chill of winter. Indeed the new knickers were more substantial; high wasted ‘big knickers’ they were of a shiny white nylon satin but, like her bedtime attire, they were lined in the finest, most clinging, latex. All day she could feel the intimate slipping and sliding of the soft rubber, she was now practically permanently wet, practically permanently aroused, living only for the return to the attention of her lover, tormentor and torturer.

				Had time stood still or had an age passed in the blink of an eye? It amounted to the same thing; a full five seconds of incredulous open-mouthed and very pregnant silence, the gestation of outrage and anger stretched and morphed across a landscape ravaged and laid bare by sheer ice cold terror. The blood had crystallised in her veins even as the handle had turned, muscles had locked together in futile antagonistically shuddering knots. She had thought... she had thought what, exactly? What had she thought? That was just it, really; she had thought precisely nothing, nothing at all, that was the horror of it. Her thoughts, those perverted images flooding through her mind, all had gone into to a freeze-framed analysis of the most appalling clarity before petrifying to finally collapse in formless dunes of, of... nothing, absolutely nothing. The enormity of the situation had just been too much, too overwhelming; a temporary, yet, for all intents, total, mental collapse had been her only escape route.

				Even with the partial recovery of her faculties there was still nothing she could do, her sense of helplessness now cruelly sharpened, her shame highlighted in the glare of her returning awareness. No, there was nothing she could do, there was only the horror, her body prone and splayed with hands still writhing around her crotch and, above her, her aunt’s face, once ruddy with embarrassment now darkening with anger and twisted with undisguised disgust.

				“ Disgusting, disgusting. I,I,I don’t know what to say, you disgust me. Are you a whore, a pervert, is that it?” The woman was livid, beside herself, the girl, terrified, mind still numb, could only manage a pathetic “n,n,n,no, I, I...” before being cut off by her aunt.

				“For God’s sake just shut up. I’ve never seen anything so disgusting in all my life. You filthy, filthy girl! It’s a sin, what you’re doing, don’t you know that? A sin!” There came a pause, her aunt shaking with indignation, the girl trapped in a boiling cauldron of emotion from which even tears would not give release, for none would come, not even tears, the enormity was just too great.

				Finally came the bombshell, Susan’s world was engulfed in its own private Holocaust, hopes, dreams, all were put to the slaughter. A finger stabbed accusingly almost to the point of her nose, her aunt’s face so close that she could feel the words as much as hear them: “You’re out of here, now, right now! I can’t have a thing like you in my home with your filthy perverted acts. I’m going to ‘phone your stepmother right now, she can come over and pick you up right away and I’m going to damn well tell her what you have been doing here too!”

				Somewhere in Susan’s mind something cracked, crazing like a windshield under a bombardment of hail. “No! Please, please, please! I, I didn’t mean to, p,please it, it’s not my fault. I, I, it, it just happened”

				Her aunt’s anger was not appeased; if anything it seemed fuelled by the girl’s pathetic whimpering. “What should I do then? Are you sick, should I call your doctor? Have you put away, put in a home? Yes, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was what she suggested, after all she’d be the first to admit that you have not been responding well to treatment at home. You have become far worse of late haven’t you?” Silence: the girl fidgeting awkwardly under the bed covers, having now tugged the duvet up under her chin, her aunt drawing an impatient breath. “I said; you have been far worse lately haven’t you?” The woman tut-tutted loudly. “Haven’t you?”

				“Y,yes, Auntie, b,bbut I,I...” yet again the girl was cut off mid-sentence, left staggering, off balance, her aunt continuing with unabated anger.

				“And just what you mean by ‘it just happened’? Just what the hell is that supposed to mean? Don’t you know what you’re doing any more, is that what you’re saying, that you can’t even be responsible for your own actions any longer?”

				“No, I, I mean yes, I, I m,mean I I’m n,not sure, I...”

				“Yes, perhaps I should ‘phone the doctor, maybe it is for the best if you end up being put away. I’m not sure I can help you anymore.”

				“P,please don’t, Auntie!. P,please! Anything, anything, anything, please!” Susan hearing her own whimpering voice in third-person disbelief as if through a distant dream or played back from some, long-forgotten, recording.

				The woman, for her part, seemingly, by some supreme effort of will, having calmed herself, was clearly determined to press home the advantage. “But I have to do something about this, this... this misbehaviour. You are clearly sick, aren’t you? Even you must see that now. This episode, it’s yet another of your little problems coming to the fore. These problems you have, they’re not normal, you must realise that, the doctor has explained that to you enough times, I have explained it to you. I think we have both shown great patience with you but still you won’t admit it to yourself. If only you would only admit it to yourself it would be a start. After all if you were to contract flu you wouldn’t hide it and certainly not from yourself, you would recognise it, get it treated. The problem is that you are sick right now and yet you are trying to hide it away from your self, to deny it. Why can’t you just at least admit it to yourself, you are sick right now aren’t you?”

				“Y,y, yes auntie.” Deep down this was costing Susan dearly, she felt as if she were offering up pieces of her soul and the shame burned hotly in her cheeks accordingly. Deeper still, a small but insistent voice whispered to her that they were right, Aunt Julia, the doctor, all of them, they were right.

				The woman bristled once more. “What do you mean, yes? Yes you are unwell or yes you are in denial? I would have thought it was pretty obvious, even to you, that both are equally true, being noncommittal is helping no one”

				“I,I I’m sick, auntie. P,please, I I, I am sick, p,please don’t send me away. I,I’ll do anything, please!”

				“That’s better, but it’s still little excuse for what I caught you doing just now. What do you think your friends would say about you if I told them? What if I was to tell them that you lay there half the day interfering with yourself, masturbating?

				What if I was to tell them that you had to have a rubber cover on your bed and that your nightdress was becoming so badly stained that you had to be made to wear rubber knickers to protect it? What do you think they would say about you then, don’t you think they would call you a pervert?”

				“I, I, I, I’m not s,su, I mean, I, I don’t think...” the girl was completely flummoxed now, head spinning in confusion. Could it be, was it true, was it?

				“Perhaps they already know, perhaps they could sense it about you, perhaps they could read it between the lines in your letters. Perhaps that is why none of them ever comes to visit you, why none of them even writes to you any more. When was the last time you had a reply from any of your letters?” No answer. “Well, when was it?”

				“I, I, I c,can’t remember, auntie.”

				“Well it’s been a very long while I can tell you. Do you know what I think? I think they have found out about you in some way, I think they know what you do. Can you imagine what they have been saying about you behind your back, what do you think they call you now?” Another long silence, the girl quietly and slowly shaking her head in the negative, in disbelief. Another deep, impatient and exasperated breath was drawn in by the woman standing over her: “I asked you a question, I expect an answer. What do you think they call you behind your back? what do you think you should be called?” On her face she wore, still, that hot seething expression, below, flowing in the deepest, slowest, current she was being chillingly at her most calculating. She was only too well aware of the psychological havoc she was wreaking, of just how damaging this was becoming for the girl, but it had always been her intention to depart the girl’s room accompanied by a large chunk of the latter’s self esteem tucked away securely beneath her arm.

				“I,I,,I’m not...”

				“Come on, come on. do you think they call you a pervert, yes or no?”

				“I,I, m,mean, y, I, s,surpose, b,but I...”

				“I’ll ask you once again; what do you think they call you, what do you think they should call you?” Now sharp and insistent.

				“A, a, p,p,pervert, a,a,a auntie” Her voice had become the smallest it had ever been in her life, barely more than a whisper, but she had finally got it out.

				“That’s better, much better. Yes, a pervert, what you have been doing is a perversion, quite vile, so, yes they’re quite right to call you that, it is the correct term for you don’t you think?”

				“Y,y,yes, Auntie”

				“What is? What do you think I’m talking about, what is the correct term for someone like you, a dirty girl like you?”

				“P,p, pervert, auntie”

				“Say it properly girl, I want you to say it properly in a nice complete sentence, I want to be certain you understand. If I am to help you then you need to convince me that you fully understand what you are, what you have become and, more importantly, what should be done about it. At the moment, to be honest with you, I am at complete loss. Now, let’s try again, what are you?”

				“A, a. a, p,p...” haltingly, a horse, begrudging, whisper.

				“No! Again! Start again and damn well apologise this time”

				“I,I,I,I’m ssorry auntie. I,I,I,I’m a,a, p,p,pervert, auntie.”

				“So, the question still remains; what should we do with you? How can I justify having a pervert living with me? The trouble is you are all alone now, your father has passed away, God rest his soul, but at least he was spared the shame you would have brought on him. Your boyfriend left you, your old friends have deserted you, and I am loath to send you back to your stepmother but there may be no other choice. The doctor and I are the only friends you have at the moment, don’t think I don’t understand that, but how can I have you continue to live with me if you’re going to behave in that way. Do you really think I should have to put up with having a pervert living under my roof?”

				“N,no, auntie, I,I mean I,I,I,I’m ssorry, auntie. I,I’ll n,never do it a,again, I promise, please, p,pplease!”

				“But what am I supposed to do then? I have to do something for your own sake. You’ve seen the newspapers, read the headlines, perverts are punished, they get sent to prison”

				“Y,yes b,but I’m n,n,not a...”

				“Perversion is perversion, perverts are perverts. Don’t you think perverts deserve to be punished?”

				“Yy,yes, auntie, but. but...”

				“Well then, you deserve to be punished, don’t you?” No response. “I said don’t you?”

				“B,but I,didn’t...”

				“Enough! You’ve admitted you are a pervert, you have admitted that perverts deserve punishment, I just can’t see what else I can do. How can I have you living under my roof like this, what if you were to do something in public, what if it was to get out, what you do, how you behave? It would reflect on all of us, myself, my housekeeper, even the doctor, all of us might be tarred with the same brush.”

				“But p,please don’t s,s,send me away, auntie. P,please don’t send me b.b,back home, please, p,please, I’ll do anything, I p.promise. Punish me, I,I,I d,deserve to be p,p,punished, anything, but n,not by s,sending m,me away”

				“But I just can’t see what I can do, how the hell am I supposed to punish you in any way that is going to make any damn difference, in any way that is going to ensure that this kind of behaviour does not repeat itself under my roof. I can just imagine what the Victorians would have done with a girl like you. Yes it would’ve been easy for them, in their time, they knew exactly how to deal with dirty little girls with dirty little habits in their day. Yes, it’s a shame but this is the 21st century and you are no little girl, not that that would have mattered to them, grown woman or not they would have tanned your behind, taken a cane to it. But there you have it, you are going to have to leave I am afraid. “

				The girl’s eyes were wide with panic: “ No, no please, please p,p,punish me, I, I, don’t mind how, really I don’t.”

				“You stupid, stupid, girl what would you have me do, should I cane you like they would have done in the past, is that what you want?”

				“I,I,I’m not sure, I...”

				“Who ever gets caned nowadays? That’s why the country is in the state it’s in, no discipline, no backbone. That’s why you are in the state you’re in, and girls like you, you’re all just becoming little sluts.”

				The outburst was explosive, it was meant to be. Suddenly Julia was reaching for the ‘phone, then the receiver was in her hand and she was beginning to dial...who, who exactly? Did it really matter who? Not at all, not to her charge at any rate, a girl to whom to leave here, to live without her aunt, would be to die. No, it would be worse than dying.

				“P,please, p,please, the c,cane, anything!”

				“Too late for that now I’m afraid.”

				“No! No! P,please, please c,cane me, please cane me, please!” Still begging pathetically she made a grab for the receiver only for her aunt to parry her attempt with her other arm, sending the girl sprawling to land in a sobbing heap of flesh and satin; her tears had finally come through for her. Then, at her lowest ebb, through tear-blurred vision she watched as, almost as if in slow motion, Aunt Julia quietly replaced the receiver on its cradle.

				“Right then, so be it, if it’s the only way forward then it is the path we must follow, we must at least give it a chance.” She stood gesticulating imperiously toward the right hand side of the bedroom. “Lie across the bed and hold up your nightdress and don’t you dare move until I get back, I mean it!

				Where it had materialized from she had little inkling, she knew only that it had taken mere moments for her aunt to return with it, swishing it through the air as she approached with the consummate ease of a well-practised hand.

				The cane was of rattan, not that such a detail was known to the girl nor would it have meant much to her had it been, but suffice it to say that it was of a traditional crook-handled appearance and supple in the extreme, being of a thickness comparable to that of her aunt’s little finger, a remarkably dainty finger at that. Moments later and it had begun; her first caning, her first taste of corporal punishment of any form in fact. No ceremony was observed beyond a series of light preparatory taps on her right buttock cheek with the cane’s tip so as to confirm the aim and then:

				Thrrack! The latex of her knickers amplified the sound out of all proportion to the actual force of the impact. Yes, it stung, but it was not so bad.

				THrrack! Harder this time, painfully stinging despite her knickers’ intercedence.

				THRRAACK! “Owww!” That one really stung, but it was bearable. It was the shame that was the hardest to bear, that and the humiliation of actually having begged to be caned.

				Then it was over. Just the three strokes, quite mild and placed across the girl’s knickers. Nevertheless Julia was satisfied with her work; sheer physical pain had never been part of the equation on this occasion, never part of her plan. That the girl had accepted punishment from her, had actually begged her to punish her, that was the point. Yes, physically there had been little to suffer but psychologically? Well, that was a different matter; the girl would always remember this, her first caning, and in time it would come to fill a disproportionate niche in her mindset. There would be many, many, more opportunities to reinforce that mindset from now on, she was going to see to it that there were.

				And so it was to be: A little more than a week later she was caught again - there was no mention of any ‘phone calls, there was no need, Aunt Julia had sufficient authority; she no longer had need for the augmentation of props.

				Another three strokes were received across that tautly knicker-clad bottom with the appropriate expression of gratitude; in aunt Julia’s new world all boons granted were to be greeted with a cheerful gratefulness and by a softly spoken “thank you, aunty”.

				That, shortly after and despite the expedient of punishment, there should occur a third and then a fourth such episode speaks volumes as to the magnitude and the urgency of the unnatural fevered urges that were increasingly holding the girl in their thrall. Indeed, she could no more resist the temptation then she could go without food and drink; to ignore it was to ignore the urge to breathe, the outcome as inevitable as holding one’s breath. For Julia’s part it was clear that she would have to up the ante if she was to fulfil her duty; three strokes were awarded on each occasion, much as before, but now delivered across the girl’s bare buttocks.

				For the following two weeks the girl’s aunt had no option other than to await her privilege with patience and anticipation. The girl’s willpower had surprised her; she had detected nothing untoward despite the girl’s previous responses to suggestion. The fifth occasion, when it finally arose, well warranted the six strokes she awarded; the woman’s generosity now extended to providing premium quality to match the hike in quantity.

				At night, though! Ah! At night. At night all was safe, all around fast asleep. At night there were no witnesses, no doors bursting open. Not that she was free, not any more, far from it. Nor had there been any diminution of her torturer’s skill, anything but; a subtle refinement had been introduced, albeit via a third party. She would approach her culmination, the sensations building slowly to their crescendo, completion, her release, would be little more than a breath away, and then, and then...

				The sensational panorama would fade below a chilling fog-blanket of shuddering cold-sweating guilt. From somewhere deep in her subconscious a voice would whisper; “ pervert, you’re a pervert”. Shame and humiliation would begin to bubble to the surface. Then there would arise the memory of her punishments, but this would drive her excitement in a way that fell just short of her grasp of understanding and explanation, yet ultimately would lead to further recriminations in her mind, further self-accusation of perversion. Her subconscious was guarded now; a sentinel stood, forever vigilant, just short of her escape. So, so close, but the way barred nevertheless. Sometimes, but only sometimes, she could overcome this barrier but such occasions were becoming rarer, one could almost say endangered.

				Viewed from outside of her frame of reference, the girl’s growing sexual repression would have been obvious, for those embroiled though, those embedded in the manipulative games of others, vision is, more often than not, impaired. Yet the question remains: Why?

				Then there came the night-time incursion. Trapped, caught again, but the two of them at the door this time; Aunt Julia and her housekeeper, both in their nightdresses. How had this happened? Had she been so indiscreet, noisy perhaps? What had given her away? The caning was inevitable of course, that the correction was to be immediate, that was the shock. It was to be given in the middle of the night and to be witnessed; a new dimension had opened up before her and she didn’t much like what she saw.

				That it had to be so was obvious to the girl’s aunt, was it not all summed up in that one term; correction? This was behavioural correction after all, behavioural modification, and as such it was important that it be administered so as to be as strongly associated as possible with the behaviour to be modified. That the girl’s activities had been detected when she had been so close to her goal was more than pure chance also. Rather it was key to her aunt’s agenda, as was the severity of the punishment she intended to inflict; it had to be a shock, driven deep into the girl’s subconscious, there to remain for all time.

				The girl was crying openly by the third stroke and begging by the fourth. By the sixth stroke she was utterly finished, having had to be held down by Julia’s housekeeper from the penultimate.

				She was given the news the very next day; her bed was to be moved into her aunt’s bedroom, there would be room for it at the foot of her aunt’s bed. She was still far too numb from the pain and humiliation of the caning of the previous night to object. But there was yet still more humiliation to endure; overhearing her aunt discussing the move with her housekeeper was particularly galling, the repeated references to ‘the girl’s lack of self-control’, the housekeeper’s suggestions for ‘further restricting the child’s behaviour’. She would be able change for bed in her old room, she was to be allowed that much privacy at least, but then it was to be straight into her aunt’s room to sleep and she would have to be quick about it too; she was not to be allowed time for any ‘misbehaviour’ to occur.

				Now there was no hiding place; for a while, still, if she was very, very careful, she could get away with some surreptitious fumbling, but with very little satisfaction. Partially it was the stress engendered by her lack of privacy, partially it was the repression developing in her subconscious, and each wasted, frustrated, effort was only serving to nourish the latter’s growth. Then, after a few nights of carefully covert, if frustrated, manipulations, something changed.

				The bed, her bed, something had happened to it, a broken spring perhaps? She had no idea, she only knew that it now squeaked and quite loudly at that! Climbing under the covers, or even just perching on its edge, was now accompanied by harsh rusty-hinged creaking. The slightest movement during the night, even turning over let alone anything more untoward, was greeted by that telltale alarm. Many a disturbed night’s sleep was suffered and shared by both women while she learnt to lie still in her sleep - but learn she eventually did. Her aunt knew that she would, the device was a great training aid, sleep deprivation a fine punishment; it was certainly training Susan. Not that Susan was to be relieved of the drive, the yearning that throbbed through her all her waking hours, but there was now a distinct conflict developing between desire and repression, between reward and repercussion - neurosis.

				Pavlov had done it with his dogs, pared feeding behaviour with electric shocks -that was the conflict, they were driven by hunger yet feared punishment - in the end they had whimpered pathetically, postured submissively. Her technique with the girl was far more subtle of course but the conflict was just as real, the outcome inevitably comparable. Julia knew what she was doing; this was her world, her influential sphere, after all.

				For Susan life progressed from that day forth as if a fork in the road had been taken, a misdirected turn along a track so well rutted as to allow no return.

				There were days that almost, but never quite, approached normality. Such days, though, were gradually becoming the exception and in any case were interspersed with periods in which, at best, she felt as if she could do little right by her aunt and at worst were characterised by episodes perhaps best described as being of humiliating psychological cruelty. There were many more affectionate kisses from her aunt’s rattan to be grateful for, but their gift was no longer restricted to an occasion of solitary sexual impropriety nor was the venue limited to the bedroom.

				Day by day the infractions ruled as being ‘caning offences’ grew both in number and in their pettiness. She was caned for not addressing her aunt correctly, not being respectful to the housekeeper ‘Miss to you, girl’ and even, on one occasion, for having her pen and pencils in an incorrect order on her desk. She was caned over her desk, her aunt’s desk, across the bed and, most humiliatingly of all, while lying across the housekeeper’s lap, her aunt wielding the cane while the other woman quelled her struggles, holding both her arms up her back in a hammerlock with surprising strength, forcing her to remain double despite her protestations.

				On more than one occasion she had thought about running away. She had made plans but, no matter how careful her preparation, she somehow just didn’t seem able to go through with it when the time came. Partly it was the thought of leaving the house; it had been such a long time since she had last been outside, other than for her daily walk in the garden, and even then in the company of her aunt. Indeed, her doctor now paid house calls, three times per week, in order to ‘spare her the stress and worry of travel’ as her doctor put it.

				She was right of course, the doctor, she was always right and so was Aunt Julia, that was part of the problem. There was always that sense of panic when she was outside, a dizzying sensation of being out of control. It was undeniably wrecking her life; it was one of the things that she was being treated for and this selfsame debility was barring her path to independence. Not that the treatment seemed to be working, at one point she had even entertained the notion that, somehow, it was all just making her worse.

				She had voiced her concerns to her doctor on a couple of occasions, had even suggested that she stopped her treatment. The doctor had just seemed to have sidestepped the issue, changed the direction of their conversation. She couldn’t quite recall how it had come about but somehow, on both occasions, she had found herself talking about her relationship with her father and the thoughts that had been running through her mind on the day of his funeral.

				Of course it must all have been part of her underlying problem, she realised that now, her concerns were merely a way of distracting herself from issues she was too afraid to confront. The doctor had this way of getting inside her head, of understanding what she was trying to say, what she needed to say, even if she, herself, did not always know. She had ended up in tears on both occasions, had found herself actually begging the doctor to continue with her treatment. She had recognised then just how much she needed the support, both of her doctor and, unfortunately, of aunt Julia; therein hung her quandary. Giving up on her therapy really wasn’t an option, at least not for the time being, and yet, at times, she really did feel the need to get away from her ‘aunt’, to regain some independence.

				For one thing, and it was a really big thing, there was her inheritance to sort out and the family business. Her aunt was supposed to be handling all of the legal side for her but was she? How could she be sure? Her aunt was always reluctant to discuss it, usually citing her concern over the girl’s ability to ‘handle the pressure’ in addition to all of her other ‘problems’. But, then again, there was undoubtedly truth to her aunt’s concerns; had not merely the act of bringing up the subject brought on one of her ‘attacks’ on more than one occasion? How often, after such a confrontation, had her doctor had cause to change her prescription, to increment her medication? She would have to confront her stepmother directly one day, that much she knew, but for now it would have to wait; the panic would come, that awful feeling of panic, pounding heart, sweaty, clammy palms, throbbing head, the room spinning dizzyingly. She’d give it another week. And she did; she gave it another week, then another, then another...

				Then two things came at once, as such things often do. Firstly, Aunt Julia had announced that she was going to be out of the country, perhaps for as long as two to three months - no explanation had been given. Secondly, a flyer had fallen out from between the pages of the local newspaper as she had retrieved it from behind the front door. The paper had to be taken directly to her aunt of course, that was the rule; she was discouraged from flicking through it lest she should come across something that might worry or disturb her. The flyer, though, she tucked away in her knickers, the tennis dress being devoid of pockets, not knowing quite why.

				Two totally unconnected events, occurring well within an hour of each other. Completely unconnected in their encounter and yet, for the second time within a year, two events, bound together through serendipity, were to completely change the direction of her life. The first, although at first sight offering her a way forward, taken in isolation would undoubtedly have been insufficient to really force her hand. Indeed almost immediately she was conjuring up scenarios whereby she might remain where she was; perhaps the housekeeper would be staying on, perhaps the doctor could visit more often, her home was relatively local even if her office was in the city. It had taken the flyer to press her. It had taken the flyer to bypass her customary indecisiveness, her reluctance to embrace change and her overwhelming yearning for stability.

				There was something compelling about that flyer. It was just a call for volunteers for medical research, she had seen such adverts before, but it was strangely fascinating, she felt compelled to read it again and again. It offered her the chance of regaining some independence and yet, between the lines, was contradictorily suggestive of stability and support. At some level in her psyche it seemed to appeal to both her dependency and what was left of her independent spirit at the same time. An impossibly antagonistic concept to most, the mutual exclusivity glaring, yet oddly sensible, acceptable, even desirable to the girl who now sat reading it for, perhaps, the twentieth time.

				Reassured by the faintly familiar patterning, embossed into the glossy paper and catching the light in rhythmic ripples, gently rocking to and fro, to and fro, she gazed from behind the safety of soulless glazed eyes, her thumb-sucking innocent comfort a gauge of her acceptance. A woman, corrupted, yet made innocent.

			

		

	
		
			
				Interactions: A Lady, A Doctor, And A Prospective Employee?

				A Historic Correspondence

				It was an old correspondence; it had been kicking around her office for several months. Somehow it had found its way between the pages of a journal she had been using; she made a mental note to be more careful in future. The doctor read it through for the second time that day; it was not so much what it said, more what it alluded to.

				“Alison has interviewed dozens of candidates. For what seems like months now she has been bemoaning the demise of the once traditional governess. Frankly I am not at all sure what her expectations truly are, whether they are ever likely to be fulfilled, even in principle. I blame myself in some ways for ever mentioning it but one tries one’s best to help, even though it so often seems to rebound in one’s direction. The fact is, I had thought that I had a good grasp of the scope of her aspirations in that direction, now I am not at all sure what she is after and I don’t think that she really is. To be honest, I really don’t think she quite understands the extent and limitations that were traditionally associated with the role. And the girl’s age, she could be married! Probably should be too, perhaps that is her problem. It all seems a little ridiculous to me now, in the cold light of day.”

				The writer continued:

				“... Apparently many of them have had one thing or another in their favour but none of them seems to have been quite what she was looking for, not that she really knows, exactly, what it is she is after, as I have said. In some way their views did not quite seem to fit in with her expectations, whatever they are, your guess is as good as mine...”

				The bespectacled woman screwed up the letter, intending it for the waste basket, then, pausing to think, unfolded it again; it went into the shredder. It was better to avoid a paper-trail in today’s atmosphere, not that there was anything particularly incriminating about the contents, at least to the casual reader.

				She well understood the writer’s consternation but was struck by the diverse facets, intricacies and coincidences woven between those lines. She knew the writer well but not so Alison of whom, up until recently, she had been only privy to hearsay. However she had understood enough to realise that the girl, of who’s care there had been so much correspondence and concern, was of no familial relation whatsoever to this Alison Stringer. Oddly enough, though, the woman’s only living relative appeared to be the writer’s step daughter, Susan, of whom she was cousin. The self-same Susan Stringer presently resident in this very institution, their latest recruit in fact, registered as a clinical research subject although yet to be assigned to a researcher.

				But this woman, this Alison Stringer had never had children nor even married.

				She had been suspicious when she had first received the letter, not of the writer but of Alison Stringer herself. Much had occurred since that letter had been written though. She now had a better grasp of the influences in, and drives behind, Alison’s life and relationships. The surprise was not so much the woman’s sexual orientation, that much was written clearly between the lines of so much she had learnt, no, rather it was the type and enormity of the relationship in which she was so obviously embroiled. Her psychological profile indicated her to be possessed of one of the most dominant personalities that she had come across and suggested an almost sociopathic moral stance. More, coincidently and incredibly, she held a master’s degree in behavioural psychology.

				She wondered how Alison’s quest had gone; she had heard no more mention of it. The woman’s relationship with some young woman was of no concern of hers, how could she ever presume to be so judgmental. But to have denied an interest, whether professional or personal would have been hypocritical.

				Was it really a governess that the woman had been after? Probably not, and if not, if her assumptions were correct, then the time might be right to make a suitably discreet, surreptitious, approach, she had the ideal candidate in mind. There might or might not be some opportunity inherent in the woman’s relationship but there certainly seemed scope for the woman within her organisation.

				She made another mental note; she would write as soon as she had some free time, perhaps at lunch, after the seminar. There was no risk, she knew too much about the woman for her ever to be able to blow the whistle and, besides, she was never wrong, she knew a good bet when she saw one; the woman would be an invaluable addition to the staff.

				Idly she wondered just how much the woman knew of her cousin, Susan’s, situation. Was she aware, was she perhaps involved in some way? She doubted that she was, certainly Julia had made no mention of meeting her at any point and Julia was always most diligent in her reporting.

				“Well, we’ll soon see” she remarked to no one in particular “let’s have Julia make the first contact and we’ll go on from there.” Rising to leave her office for the morning rounds she couldn’t resist a faint smile, the thought had struck her; how often life revealed these cyclical patterns, they seemed to underpin the whole concept that some people might term, fate.

				Alison Stringer

				Alison Stringer leaned back, interlocking her fingers comfortably behind her head she sighed deeply. This last candidate, the one she had interviewed this morning had come the closest. Without being too explicit she seemed to share many of her views and really appeared to grasp her requirements. She had said that she had heard of the position through a mutual friend. Alison had been surprised but a quick ‘phone call had soon confirmed the woman’s story. Julia Soames, what was it about that name? Something familiar, perhaps shared with some minor celebrity? Well, the woman, herself, had clearly realised that she was not absolutely perfect for the position but at least she understood the requirements.

				Better still, she had been able to recommend a woman with whom she had had some dealings in the past and who, apparently, had a most admirable record of dealing with troublesome adolescent girls. Indeed the woman actually specialised in working with such young women. Apparently she was currently working for a Lady Marchment, based, she thought, in Gloucestershire or possibly Devon, but thought that something could possibly be worked out.

				Miss Julia Soames had sauntered out with a cheery smile, promising to stay in touch and to set up a dialogue with her West Country acquaintance.

				“Well, we’ll see” Alison muttered to no one in particular; her dog looked up and she smiled at him, only to see the poodle yawn and stroll off out to the garden.

				“Typical, no one listens” she muttered, involuntarily yawning and finding herself unexpectedly overtaken by fatigue.

				“The power of suggestion” she thought to herself idly.

				The Doctor

				Dr Ecclestone leant back into the plush brown leather chair, the back semi-reclining in response. For while she just simply relaxed, her arms resting on the softly padded rests, her head supported comfortably by the headrest. Behind her the afternoon sun painted impressionistic clouds and shadowed ivy through the arched stained glass window. Before her those very same images danced in the white spaces between bookshelves and above dark oak panelling; the shadowed ivy animated by the late afternoon summer breeze brushing past its exterior counterpart.

				The Technicolor display had begun its infiltration innocently enough, gently burnishing the gold-leaf titling and red leather binding of the psychology tomes, piled patiently awaiting her attention at the left of the dark mahogany desktop. Its advance had proceeded without response, crossing the leather guarded perimeter of the green blotter without incident. Now, though, its incursion threatened the large screen positioned just beyond the blotter, diamond patterns of light and shade and the reflections of bookshelves had begun to replace the uniformed girl knelt in prayer. With a sigh the psychologist leant forward to retrieve her glasses from where they lay on the blotter, her sumptuous executive chair moving with her.

				Rising she turned towards the window, absentmindedly smoothing down her exclusively-styled knee length brown leather skirt. Her hand on the shutter she paused, taking in the ornate gardens laid out two floors below, watching appreciatively as two nurses traversed the bowling green-flat lawn, each wearing the clinic’ s conventional light-blue long-sleeved uniform dress with its white cuffs and rounded white collar both trimmed with blue piping to match that of their white caps. She noted that, despite the late afternoon sunshine, both nurses were wearing a neatly buttoned long-sleeved navy blue cardigan over their dress, not any indication of the air’s chill but rather a reflection of the strict standards enforced by the clinic’s management. For a moment she found herself reflecting on the differences between a private clinic, such as this, and the public sector. The two women having now reached the path to the main entrance, directly below her window, she could make out the gold and red embroidery of the hospital insignia that she knew would be echoed on the dress beneath.

				Not some shapeless public sector nurse’s dress or, worse still, ‘scrubs’, but one carefully tailored, fitted and made to measure; the elasticated webbing belt more a detail of styling than of any real necessity to form.

				With yet another sigh she pulled the hinged rosewood shutters across the ornate stone-surround window and returned to her work; the Sun’s disruption reduced to a few surreptitiously intruding fingers slipping down between narrow slats to paint dusty mottled stripes of gold along the dark ruby silken edge of the Marian Dorn rug lying below.

				There was something about one of the messages in her email that caught her attention, dragged her away from her notes. She opened it and her smile broadened; good she’s coming, she thought. She couldn’t refrain from reading the principle point out aloud. “She has been vetted and is amenable to the ideas behind our work here.”

				The doctor leaned forward, simultaneously and habitually repositioning her glasses with the fore finger of her right hand. Of the six white squares comprising the grid on the screen before her five were occupied by a vaguely humanoid green outline. One view had been selected and the window, having expanded out to occupy half the screen, was filled by the head and shoulders of a green-stripe attired girl. Her small snub nose and over-large soft blue eyes, framed within the confines of her green and white striped Victorian-styled bonnet, retained their prettiness despite the absence of eyebrows that bestowed a de-personalised doll-like appearance upon her. Her skin possessed the pallid complexion of one long hid from the sun; on close inspection one might just have made out the long-faded remnants of the freckles that had once bridged that pretty child-like nose yet did so no more. Her eyes were wide, innocent, yet more than innocent, expressionless and yet not quite, they had a doe-eyed glazed quality about them, a lack of any real focus as if deep in daydream. But there was something else there, despair? Not really, at least not in isolation. No, it was more a combination of defeat, resignation and hopelessness.

				The girl’s mouth full lipped and once known for its pout as much as for its come-hither flirtatiousness was now devoid of either; devoid of tone, the muscles totally relaxed, the pretty Cupid bow lips hung slightly parted, her jaw slack. Her lower lip attracted the light to glisten at its centre whereupon a small trickle of saliva was slowly growing and an elongating droplet threatened to join the fate of its predecessors as the glistening darkening rivulet flowing and pooling on the girl’s dress front, just above the second button, at the point at which the fabric began to press out and forward around her breasts. There was no attempt to wipe her mouth nor the trickling dribble that was slowly working its way down her gracile chin. Nor had there been, as was attested to by her drool-stained bodice. Not that she seemed restrained in any way, either in a physical sense or by the restriction of discipline - neither struggle nor turmoil were evidenced in that face, merely a docile acceptance. A faint twitch of a smile quivered in the corners of the doctor’s mouth, novice thespians, hovering uncertain in the wings as if awaiting some unseen prompt. Leaning forward, her slender fingers ran across the keyboard in a staccato burst of rattling plastic and the knitting-needle clack of long, expensively manicured, nails. On the screen the focus pulled back to a full-length shot, the image simultaneously expending to fill the screen.

				She scribbled a few notes, some ideas, she felt inspired; Alison Stringer was coming, she was going to have to arrange a suitably impressive tour of the facilities and some sort of demonstration. By all accounts the woman was the key to a potentially interesting test subject; a broad demographic cross-section was essential to the work.

				Alison’s Arrival

				The previous few weeks had seen Alison Stringer tied up with company affairs, business meetings and seminars; she really hadn’t had time to think more on the subject of her ‘little domestic problem’. Still, she had been surprised and delighted when the letter had appeared on her desk; it had been written in a rather regal but un-mistakenly feminine hand and on the finest and most expensive paper she had seen in a long time. She remembered thinking at the time how rare such attention to detail was in the modern world; there was something reminiscent of a past-gone age about it, a more cultured, refined, time, a time of standards and manners and of sharply-delineated social strata. These were things for which she hankered most; a return to a time wherein all had their station, aspirations were simple and limited and exemplary service was the norm, only to be expected.

				She had brought the letter with her. She couldn’t resist reading through it again, besides she had already worked her way through practically all of the day’s papers and halfway through a paper back, that she had bought on impulse on the platform at Paddington, and there was still the taxi to come.

				The first page was headed with a family crest and coat of arms and introduced Lady Marchment who then went on to explain that she had had some correspondence with Julia Soames and that she felt that she understood Alison’s situation. She explained that she did, indeed, employ a governess for her two nieces and that the woman had proved highly efficacious in the performance of her duties. Her employment, however, was on-going and would continue for the foreseeable future. Alison recalled how her heart had dropped somewhat; it had appeared as if her hopes were about to be dashed.

				However, in the letter Lady Marchment went on to say that under the right circumstances, if Alison would have no objection to her stepdaughter taking up residence at her establishment, it might be possible for her governess to take charge of her alongside her nieces, both of whom were young women of around Alison’s stepdaughter’s age. Alison Stringer’s spirits had soared, this sounded perfect, almost too good to be true; the girl would be out from under her feet at for a while, dissuaded from medalling further in her affairs and yet she would still wield control over her, albeit by proxy via a, presumably strict, governess.

				Somehow it still all seemed too perfect, despite having since learnt more. It seemed that Lady Marchment’s ‘establishment’ consisted of more than merely her place of residence; she ran a highly successful business, apparently some sort of health spa and retreat with a discreet but highly respected reputation amongst those to whom ‘rehab’ was as habitual as was their weakness. Then there was her philanthropic work; therein lay another story, clearly there was more to that than met the eye.

				The final page was peculiarly enigmatic and vague. Without being critically explicit Lady Marchment had gone on with a caution; Alison should understand that Lady Marchment’s nieces suffered certain behavioural and psychological issues that required an approach beyond the guidance usually included within a governess’ remit. She went on to point out that the woman she employed was uniquely qualified to handle such problems but that she was uncertain as to whether her, rather unorthodox, approach would be appropriate for Alison’s charge or, indeed, acceptable to Alison.

				It appeared that Lady Marchmont had had spoken with the woman who, in her turn, had stated that she would be prepared to take on Alison’s charge but had indicated that the girl would be required to undergo the selfsame treatment as her other charges so as not to disrupt the day-to-day running of the home. In closing Lady Marchmont had invited Alison to visit, to meet with her and her governess and to witness, first-hand, the efficacy of their regime.

				Alison stringer carefully replaced the letter in its envelope and slipped it into her handbag; she might need to show it on arrival, she had heard that the security was pretty tight. The train was slowing now, the sloping platform apron passing the window. She piled the discarded newspapers at the rear of the table beneath the window and got to her feet, reaching across to retrieve her handbag from the adjacent seat she made her way to the end of the carriage, the door hissing open at her approach. They had said on the ‘phone that a taxi would be waiting; a 20 minute ride and she would be able to see for herself.

				Marion Marchment

				The iron gates were imposing, standing perhaps 5 metres or more and being even more ornate than she had expected. Beyond, a gravel road meandered through pine forest before opening out on to manicured lawns and landscaped gardens and then finally the house itself.

				She had expected, perhaps, a country mansion or large house and had pictured Palladian columns and wide staircases. Instead the buildings looming ahead possessed the neo-gothic architectural feel of a Victorian hospital or asylum.

				Her taxi was met by the imposing figure of Lady Marion Marchment herself. Tall, aristocratically English yet with a certain Nordic air. With silver-blonde hair piled high above fine high-cheek-boned features, delicately contoured nose and piercing dark blue eyes she was ‘power dressed’ to an almost 1980s excess in a tight-skirted business suit, the whole screaming authority, authority, authority.

				Her first surprise was the governess’s youth she didn’t look a day over 30. Somehow Alison had envisaged someone of more mature years. Her second surprise was the woman’s mode of dress. Yes, she had expected someone smartly and formally attired certainly, perhaps something like a personal assistant, or even housekeeper. Other than for her youthful looks and her undeniable attractiveness the woman who stood before her was the perfect image of the strict hospital matron of old.

				“I am afraid I do have to admit to having invited you down here under somewhat false pretences. Not that I can’t be of assistance in the matter of... ahem... how shall we say... your ‘step daughter’, wasn’t it? “

				“Yes, but...”

				“Not to worry, as I was saying, it’s not that I can’t be of assistance, quite the contrary. I have a greater empathy with your situation than you might imagine, but hear me out and I think you’ll find that we, here, can very much be of assistance to you...and, perhaps, you to us. The ‘false pretences’ refer more to the situation pertaining to my two nieces. Again, I feel that I should qualify that admission before you get the wrong idea about me. The situation regarding their care is very much as I have described, the duplicity to which I refer, if duplicity it truly is, and you, yourself must be the judge here, is more tied up with exactly how one defines the term ‘governess’.”

				“How so?”

				“Well, to tell the truth, in engineering my particular tableau I have employed two ‘governesses to fulfil different roles at different phases. The first was anything but conventional in her approach, but probably closest to what most would understand by the term. The second was, and is, even less so in approach and, I imagine, a million miles from what you would have expected. It is the first woman that I would recommend to you in the first instance but I would be surprised if you don’t find the second part of the path I am about to outline to you even more appropriate for your ‘step daughter’ to follow, particularly if you were to have some personal involvement and input. As to my nieces’ current governess, well, let me introduce Matron here.”

				More pleasantries were exchanged, Alison shaking hands with the navy-blue uniformed woman and, despite being a prospective employer, finding herself unable to shrug off the overbearing authority of the woman. Despite her usual confidence she felt intimidated; somehow she couldn’t imagine instructing this woman, this woman clearly controlled others, it was obviously what she did.

				They walked together into the main house, Marion Marchment continuing her monologue. “I think you will understand the reason for my somewhat surreptitious approach better once you have had a tour of our little...’facility’. I have to admit to having had you vetted and scrutinised quite closely. I must apologise for the intrusion into your privacy but much of the work that goes on here, behind the scenes shall we say, is sensitive and, to be honest, not without its risks. I’m sure you’ll understand once you have been shown around. If you like what you see, and I am confident that you will, I’d like you to consider a proposition that I have been thinking of making.

				To put it succinctly, with your, how shall we say, predilections, your nursing experience, your financial and domestic situations, I have come to the conclusion that you would make a valuable addition to our team, in more ways than one. I think you would find that the rewards would indeed be mutual; our work here, you will find, is capable of enriching your life in ways that you will have previously only dreamt about, I can assure you of that!”

				A Prospective Employee

				The clinic was of a far more modern appearance than she would ever have expected based on the building’s exterior, indeed, the term ‘high-tech’ came to mind. She had been told something of what to expect; the patient accommodation was in the basement, accessible only by way of a lift, operated by a key, and a coded keypad entry system. The unit’s layout and its design philosophy had been described in detail during the pep-talk, yet nothing that had been said had truly done it justice, truly prepared her for the initial impact; stunning was the only word for it. Alison stepped from the lift, her kitten-heels sinking into the thick white carpet and tripping her as she did so. The contrast with the wood panelled rooms of the main house above could hardly have been greater; walls floor, ceiling, everything was a clinical white. To her left was the reception area, the white plastic desk attended by a nurse who, in contrast to the nurses she had come across in the main house, was dressed entirely in white. The latter’s uniform dress was teamed with a old-fashioned white headdress that entirely covered her hair and framed her face, producing a vaguely unsettling impression of some ghostly nun.

				She was shown straight through to the clinic’s experimental suite, passing by the ghostly nurse-nun and then through a set of double doors guarded by a six-digit security code. The passageway beyond continued the all-white theme. As in the foyer the illumination was indirect, being by way of strip lights recessed into the tops of the walls so as to up-light the ceiling, producing a gentle, diffuse, shadow-free uniform glow over every surface. The effect was quite disorientating; Alison found it difficult to keep her eyes focused, difficult to judge the length of the corridor. It reminded her of an optical illusion she once saw demonstrated at a science fair as a child. It was quiet in the extreme, the acoustics totally dead, yet that silence was imperfect; from somewhere far off in the distance there came the rhythmic swoosh of surf on a shingle beach. There was an overwhelming feeling of peace that was really quite soothing, almost dreamlike, and yet she was not at all sure how long she would want to linger here.

				She passed through yet another door. The room beyond came as a shock, in its way more disorientating than even the passageway’s sensory distortion; there were windows here, there was daylight flooding the room. But weren’t they in a basement? Windows? Daylight? How could this be?

				The room was sparsely furnished, but clearly identifiable as a hospital ward. There were six hospital beds, three on each side. Between each bed lay an identical window, there being six in all; three were set in each side wall, two lay between beds and one was set to either side of the door. They gave the room a light airy feel yet did nothing to lessen the feeling of isolation that, increasingly, she was finding harder to ignore.

				Each window was covered by a grille of criss-crossing white plastic mesh fitted flush to the wall. Intrigued she couldn’t resist walking across to the nearest, situated to her right and immediately adjacent to the door through which they had just passed. Inquisitively pressing up against the unyielding plastic she could see nothing save shadows cast by what looked to be bars mounted on the exterior, the latter being the only feature to break the monotonous diffraction of daylight through white frosting of the glass.

				Beside each bed was a simple white plastic chair which she quickly discovered to be fixed firmly to the floor, as it became clear, was all the furniture.

				The room needed something, even some flowers would help, perhaps a television? Looking around it was obvious that there was nothing of the sort. It was pristine, that was the only word for it; if not for the neat pile of what she took to be night things sitting in the centre of each bed she would have sworn that the room was unused had she not been told otherwise. There was something else too, it had hit her as soon as she had entered, an odour, not the disinfectant twang one might have expected, although there was undeniably a hint, no it was something else, quite strong but not immediately recognisable.

				To Alison it was obvious, once she had gotten over her initial surprise, that the windows had to be false. That she had felt the compulsion to look out through one of them, despite having the benefit of previous knowledge, was a gauge of how skilfully woven was the deception.

				If the daylight was artificial then so too were the phases of night and day. The protocol had been outlined during her earlier briefing. The lighting was kept on 24-hours a day, it was only the light from the windows that was varied; six hours of light, six hours of dark. During the latter six hours of ‘night’ the girls were allowed three hours sleep. Mealtimes were once every four hours, upon waking, at ‘midday’ and one hour before bed. In this way each 24-hour period encompassed two sleep periods and two ‘working days’. In reality, though, this was varied slightly such that the ‘day’ experienced by the girls was slowly rotating as related to the outside world. The stated purpose of this was simplicity itself; that there should be no reference to, or influence from, the outside world that might mask any experimental manipulation.

				The nurse could sense Alison’s uncertainty. “At the end of the day who can say for sure what aspects or factors may contribute to the development of a phobia. Here the only factors present are those that we can control for. Of course there are some sacrifices to be made, some loss of freedom to be suffered but the girls that come here, our volunteers, are better off in the long run I assure you.”

				For a moment Alison was at a loss; inside all was turmoil but not for the reason that the nurse had construed. Her younger cousin, Susan, was here somewhere, living under one of their regimes, undergoing some sort of treatment, but where, what were they doing to her? Would she be put in charge of her? Oh God! What if she were to be put in charge of Susan?

				The nurse, on the other hand, had clearly decided that the woman needed further reassurance: “You have to understand; some of the girls we house here could be said to have been in moral danger; perhaps exposed to drug taking or in danger of drifting into crime or prostitution for example. They may not appreciate it nor have expected the cost, the discipline we enforce, but in the end our methods ensure that we have the nice compliant subjects we require for our studies and, I think, girls free from the degradations of modern society.

				“Good docile psychiatric patients all?” Alison was only half joking, deep down she was looking for a response in the affirmative. She was to be disappointed, no response was forthcoming. She was not to be so easily put off, she was intrigued now; “So, this investigation I’ve heard so much about, the origin and propagation of phobias, have you made much progress?”

				Now the nurse’s eyes lit up noticeably, there could be no doubting that she was excited by her work, perhaps rather more than might have been justified by a conventional scientific interest All caution was thrown to the wind. “In certain subjects we have been able to induce quite severe agoraphobia, we have had some measure of success in all cases.” She smiled as she continued “I’m sure you can appreciate how this can make a recalcitrant teenager easier to handle. We have been experimenting with associating a new phobia with a girl’s existing phobia to produce these effects. In some subjects we have been begun to associate their phobias and panic attacks with certain decision-making tasks, this seems to have the potential to develop a really deep dependency on their carers.”

				Oh God! Oh God! Susan, living here, under the care and control of these people! She could think of little else. She knew for sure now; this place was for her, it was a living dream world, she would be working in the midst of her darkest fantasies. Now, if only she could arrange for her little friend to be sent here. The unfaithful little cow!

				Together they walked the length of the ward and back conversing with ever greater enthusiasm, a rapport was building between them and with it a new world was opening up before Alison Stringer. The nurse had recognised a kindred spirit, she was proud at what she had achieved. Alison, for her part, was devouring greedily every detail, her practiced, observant, eyes scanning about her with equal avarice.

				The room’s centre was dominated by a long white plastic table with an attached bench seat running the entire length of one side. The nurse patted its top affectionately as they passed by. “For meal times”, she stated as if in response to some unasked question. Seating positions were marked out by black numerals and letters printed on the tabletop. The same characters were echoed on the wall above each bed.

				A small platform or table was affixed to the foot of each bed upon which stood a white plastic dish and object which, as a one-time nurse herself, Alison immediately recognised as a bedpan. But these were quite unlike any bedpans she had ever had experience of; certainly plastic was a common enough material these days, but transparent plastic used for a bedpan?

				And there were other oddities and refinements; The seating area was located over the main body of the bedpan, as was conventional, but within the seating area their was a divider running across the bedpan body segregating the collecting area into a pair of cavities. It was obvious that the forward cavity was for collecting liquid waste while that to the rear of the divider was intended to collect solid waste. A graduation running up the centre of the divider could clearly be read from the outside and was obviously designed to allow for rapid and easy measurement of urine volume and, perhaps, estimation of stool size.

				The nurse explained that some of the experimental work they carried out in this section involved manipulation of dietary constituents and that detailed examination of stools provided valuable feedback data. Indeed, in addition to the collection of samples, her daily duties routinely included filling in a record card for each girl with a detailed description of both her stools and urine.

				Apparently Matron had set up a protocol to ease staff’s workload. Each girl was required to inspect her own bedpan and to call out a standardised description when instructed. Matron had drawn up specific instructions as to how this was to be achieved; a specific formula to be recited each time, intended to simplify and standardise information gathering and recording. Upon Matron calling out a patient number the patient concerned had to describe her stools’ colour, texture, aroma and shape, with each characteristic clearly enunciated and followed by “Matron” or “nurse” as appropriate; a little bit of discipline of which Matron was inordinately fond. This formula was scripted and compliance with it was strictly enforced.

				“For example if I were to address patient 121A ‘121A, bedpan girl’ I would expect her to hold out her bedpan in front of her, just below her chin, and recite: ‘patient 121A, nurse’ and then to go on to describe her stool’s colour, texture, odour and size followed by her urine’s colour and smell. In addition I always insist on the use of full sentences, it removes any possibility of ambiguity. For that reason the description is always reported in the form: ‘my stools are soft, nurse’ or ‘my stools have a strong odour, nurse’. I imagine this probably seems unnecessarily humiliating to you but it does minimize mistakes and misunderstandings, besides I find a little humility often goes a long way in quieting the more quarrelsome individual.” There was a glint in her eye at that last remark that did not pass Alison’s notice.

				This ritual, it turned out, had originated when it was decided to remove reading and writing materials from the unit. Up until that point the girls had, themselves, filled in their own record sheet each day. The removal of pens paper, books and magazines had, of course, been yet another way of tightening control over experimental conditions. By exerting closer control over the girls’ experiences it was hoped to better control for the effects of external influences.

				The humiliating scripted ritual had evolved under the loving, guiding, influence of Matron of course. In fact many of the more discipline-orientated aspects of the regime had been introduced since her appointment, usually under the guise of improving experimental control but, as far as Alison could make out, in reality often just for discipline’s own sake. For example, although talking had never been allowed in the classroom or during group therapy sessions, quiet talking had been allowed on the ward. Matron’s view was that this was too disrupting and could too easily influence experimental results. Now a strict rule of no talking between patients at any time had been introduced and, incredibly, was enforced by corporal punishment; the strap or the cane. Apparently even Lady Marchment had doubted that the introduction of corporal punishment could be achieved successfully, nevertheless that is exactly what Matron had achieved. A testament to her strategy of taking one small step at a time as much as to the power of her will.

				This was always Matron’s strategy; as a small erosion of freedom became accepted so it would be followed by the next step, some new but equally small and, in itself, insignificant imposition or restriction. This was a strategy Matron was rightly proud of; a tour de force, a veritable master-class in psychological manipulation. Now a girl could, and would, be punished for merely making eye contact with another patient; they were very carefully and continuously monitored and scrutinised for any attempt at communication or interaction.

				Alison walked across to one of the beds, quickly realising, as she did she so, that she had identified the source of that odd, all permeating, aroma. It clicked in her mind, for the first time since walking in, a flash of recognition from her past nursing days, the gloves she had sometimes worn. The odour emanated from the beds and bedding; pillows mattresses and bedcovers, all had white latex rubber covers.

				Alison picked up what appeared to be a nightdress and was surprised to find that it, also, was of white latex, soft and as fine as to be semi-transparent. The design looked rather childish, she thought; it had short puffed sleeves and little frills around the neck and hem, but was doubtless practical nonetheless. The dress fastened at the rear by a zipper and the skirt flared markedly from the narrow waist to what she estimated would be approximately mid-thigh on an average late-teen girl. Holding it up by the shoulders she could see that the bodice was thickened around the lower torso area, forming a figure-moulding combination of dress and foundation garment that would undoubtedly impose an exaggerated hourglass curvature on the wearer. She wondered as to why, what was obviously night attire, should have been designed so as to incorporate such stringent figure discipline.

				Immediately below the neatly folded nightdress, equally neatly arranged, had lain a second garment and she now found herself examining what, incredibly, appeared to be a pair of incontinence knickers. These were also fabricated in white latex and were of a bloomer style, apparently designed to terminate just above a girl’s knees. Both the buttock area and the legs were decorated by a series of frills of the same fabric and looked, to Alison’s eye at least, rather cute, if rather babyish. In a slightly sinister twist, the thickened and slightly rigid waistband, upon further examination, she found to conceal a spring-steel band, embedded within the rubber, that emerged at the rear as a loop and eye arrangement clearly designed to provide for fastening although there appeared to be no obvious means of connecting ring to eye. Internally there was a series of straps or bands which, she quickly realised, were designed to retain the thick absorbent pad that she had found lying atop the pile.

				The nurse explained that no personal belongings were allowed in the unit and that only clothing issued by the hospital was allowed to be worn.

				These were quite obviously the girls’ night things although the knickers, it turned out, did have a dual purpose, their being retained during the day if a girl was menstruating, the internal straps then pressed into service to secure a sanitary towel. At least this was the procedure for such contingencies in this group but there were four other such groups in total, she was told, each with their procedures in place dependent on their experimental requirements. Alison could not see how an experimental protocol could have any bearing on the arrangements made to deal with a girl’s period and when pressed as to how these arrangement might differ, the nurse’s example, something to do with girls having to wear a Kotex belt and towel under ‘special’ knickers, although tantalising was no more enlightening. Further details were not forthcoming.

				The loop and eye fastening arrangement, it transpired, could accommodate a small padlock. Apparently there had, on occasion, been problems arising from the ‘toiletry rules’ in force and there had also been one or two awkward situations arising from girls using their bedpans outside of their designated toilet periods. This latter was potentially most problematic at night when it could disturb the sleep of others but had also caused disruption to classes and treatment sessions during the day.

				To Alison this sounded more intriguing than ever, it seemed as if, throughout the tour, she was being fed tantalising crumb after tantalising crumb, each begging a question and each leading her further into their world. Now what was all this about ‘toiletry rules’ and what the hell was meant by ‘toilet periods’? For once some sort of explanation was forthcoming; Matron made the rules here and it had been she that had introduced the concept of scheduled toilet periods, much as there were strictly scheduled mealtimes and sleep periods, and for much the same reason. As in many institutions, it was simply for the convenience of the staff, although in this particular institution, because of the nature of their experiments, such schedules and routines were more encompassing, closely controlled, enforced and adhered to, than in most.

				The idea of routine times for meals and sleeping was nothing new to Alison of course, although she got the impression that these would probably be more strictly adhered to than elsewhere, but the idea of only allowing these young women to go to the toilet at certain times of the day, how did they manage that? How the hell could they enforce it? Did they lock the toilet door? Did they hide the bedpans? She had been only half-joking when she asked this one.

				It was obvious that the nurse did not see any implied humour. “There are no toilets on this ward, Ms Stringer, we could take away their bedpans of course but we don’t. Matron believes their continued presence is better for discipline.”

				That ‘Matron’ again, thought Alison, everything here seems to revolve around her. “Yes, but what happens, how does it work?”

				The nurse went on: “It’s very simple really, just as there is a wake-up bell, a mealtime bell, and the classroom bell, nothing unusual there, so there is a toilet-time bell. There are periods set aside for their toilet after breakfast, after lunch, after tea and after supper.”

				“But what happens at other times, what if one of them just needs to ‘go’, you could hardly just stop her could you? And what happens at night?”

				“No, we certainly do not believe in trying to stop anyone going to the toilet at any time, day or night, although a member of staff might well say something to discourage it or, indeed, to encourage a girl who is doggedly holding on. You see, we believe in training here rather than simple proscription, that is our philosophy; it should all be part of a girl’s discipline. In the daytime each girl has her bedpan at the side of her bed of course, in the classroom a bedpan is always kept available on a chair at the front of the class. However, outside of the designated toilet period the use of either is followed-up by three strokes of the cane. If, on the other hand, a girl fails to use her bedpan at the designated toilet time she is treated by the application of suppositories and / or diuretic drugs and laxatives, her compatriots then being obliged to remain seated on their bedpans until such a time as she has completed her ablutions.”

				“And at night?”

				“There is usually little problem once a girl settles down but, as I have said, we have had one or two problems in the past with girls, new girls in particular, getting up at night to use their bedpans and disrupting the whole ward. To be efficacious punishment is best applied so as to be directly associated with the offence in the miscreant’s mind, but obviously this would create a further disturbance. The locking waistband that you noticed on the incontinence pants simply and effectively enforces their use at night. If a girl should urinate in her knickers at night, and it does occasionally occur even with our long-stay residents, she is not punished but rather praise is given, as long as, that is, she has simply given in and done her toilet in her pants without fuss or complaint.”

				“Oh my God!” Right at that moment it was the only thing that came to mind; from the viewpoint of a patient a more apt exclamation could hardly have been invoked.

				And then they reached the supply cupboard, the nurse had promised her a look at an example of the girls’ day uniform. The area of wall immediately in front of them had little to differentiate it from any other part of the near featureless expanse of white other than for a faint vertical line and a key hole at around shoulder height. A key was duly offered up and jiggled into position, a deft turn and two regions of wall swung outwards, the cupboard doors becoming fully apparent for the first time, each being perhaps of a metre and a half in height and one meter across. Alison gave a poorly stifled gasp of surprise; it wasn’t the row of little green white striped nylon dresses that rustled harshly together on their hangers, no, it was the pile of white garments stacked on the shelf to their left, the pile from which white leather straps of various diameters protruded and hung haphazardly.

				She hadn’t been sure quite what to expect but she certainly hadn’t expected this! The last thing in the world she expected to see was a stack of straitjackets. Indeed she hadn’t been absolutely sure what she was looking at initially, her mind repeatedly denying what her eyes were telling her. Not being an expert in the arena of psychiatric care she required further examination but despite what her common sense kept telling her, this only confirmed her initial impression; it was indeed a neatly stacked pile of straitjackets, at least from what she had seen at the movies and on television.

				The prospect astounded yet somehow frightened and frilled her all at once. It sent a cold chill down her spine but also filled her with a burning excitement, an entire pantheon of emotions were colliding, the inertia making her head spin. Susan, in a straitjacket! She couldn’t quite believe it, would it be possible? Perhaps even probable? Suddenly she wished she could be alone, private, very alone, to assuage the craving-ache that was building in her, nagging at her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Institutionalisation (1): Susan: The First Days

				Susan had arrived mid-afternoon. She had only brought with her one small suitcase but nevertheless the nurse on reception had said that it would have to be stored away for the time being. There having been something of a mix-up the room she was to have taken was not yet vacant and she had not yet been assigned to a research group. Apparently It could possibly be as long as two to three days before she could be entered into a study. Meanwhile, as she could hardly return home now, it would save time later if she could undergo some preliminary psychological tests. Unfortunately she would have to wait until one of the researchers was free but in the meantime she could go and take a shower and then she would be shown to a waiting room.

				“Just leave your case here dear and go through with the nurse to the shower room”. Susan only hesitated for a moment before the nurse, who had come in by a side door, was talking and, putting an arm around her shoulders, was firmly steering her towards a second door, immediately behind the receptionist.

				“Come along dear, hurry along”.

				Susan, startled, found herself being led down a long white corridor. She had not really had had any chance to take in what was going on, it was all happening so quickly. She had certainly been taken aback by the tone of the nurse’s voice. There was something about her, the no-nonsense attitude the air of authority. She had not expected to be spoken to like that, so brusquely. It was something she had never experienced before, never in her life; it had caught her by surprise, caught her off balance.

				Having reached the door at the end of the corridor the nurse went ahead using a key selected from a bunch that hung from her belt. It had all happened so quickly, from speaking with the receptionist to being ushered out along the corridor. This was the first time that Susan had really taken in this nurse that had had the temerity to have spoken to her so brusquely, and that was now guiding her so authoritatively. She was taken by the contrast between the appearance of this woman and the nurse at the reception desk. The latter had been dressed in the conventional blue uniform dress of a modern hospital nurse. The women she was now trailing was wearing a calf-length white uniform dress with a white elasticated belt, from which a bunch of keys hung on a short chain giving her something of the air of a jailor or wardress. She had white high-heeled shoes and white stockings or tights, but most striking of all was the white headdress.

				The latter completely covered her hair such that only her rather stern yet still rather beautiful face, as Susan was to later observe, was exposed. A rather old-fashioned looking headdress, Susan thought, like something from the 1950s. Turning slightly, so as to allow Susan passage, the nurse ushered the girl, again rather brusquely, through the door, allowing Susan her first really good look at her from the front, confirming her initial impression, from the women’s head dress and authoritative manner, of a no-nonsense hospital matron, yet seemingly from another age. The nurse or matron, as Susan was increasingly thinking of her as, was wearing a semi-transparent apron of PVC or, perhaps, a thin rubber, and of a rather old-fashioned looking bib and skirt design with her elasticated belt fastened over the top as it was a permanent part of her uniform. Her dress, though, appeared to be of a more conventional material, perhaps polyester, Susan thought.

				The room in which he now found herself was quite small perhaps 3 metres by 4 metres. Somehow she had expected white tiled walls and perhaps a tiled floor, it was after all presumably a bathroom, shower room or some sort of changing room. Strangely the floor, and later she discovered, the walls, were layered with some sort of plastic material, fairly soft yet tough, apparently padded but presumably waterproof. Safety precautions, she thought, typical of today’s PC world, totally over the top. She supposed that one was less likely to slip and if one did, one was less likely to be hurt one’s self, but was it really necessary? On her right, occupying most of the length of the wall, was a standard hospital examination couch, the only remarkable thing being that it was completely white, even the top, which, from her experience were generally of black or brown leather. This, she was rapidly becoming aware, was something of a common theme. She had started to notice that everything in the room, absolutely everything, was white, not at all what she would have considered a practical choice of décor.

				She could see that the couch had adjustable stirrups attached, it was obviously a gynaecological examination couch. It had various wheels levers and controls and looked as if it could be adapted to many different formats and uses. Strangest of all there appeared to be some sort of nozzle protruding up from the centre of the couch. There was something rather unsettling and vaguely frightening about it all.

				On the floor alongside the shower cubical was a white plastic basket to which the nurse was now gesticulating. “Come along girl, into the shower, you can put your things in the laundry basket for now. You have a nice warm shower and I’ll be back in a couple of minutes to see how you’re getting on”. With that she turned on her heel and quickly left, closing the door behind her.

				Susan felt uncertain, not sure what to do and yet somehow, for some reason, she felt swept along with the momentum. The shower looked inviting at least; she did feel rather sticky after her journey. Quickly she undressed, placing her clothing in the laundry basket as instructed, and entered the shower.

				The cubicle was semi-circular and quite small, occupying one corner of the room. It felt even smaller once the door had slid shut. The gently curved walls and door were manufactured in a transparent plastic, as translucent as window glass, and, despite being alone, she could not shake off a feeling of embarrassment that had started to manifest in her mind; she couldn’t avoid feeling like some sort of exhibit, like something on display in a glass case for the amusement of the public. Yes, she was alone for now but before long the nurse would be coming back.

				She didn’t want to be seen like this, naked and on display. From inside the shower she briefly scanned the room, looking for a towel. Seeing nothing, she briefly considered getting out and re-dressing, even though already soaked.

				At that moment the nurse returned carrying a small white towel which she left on the couch. Without pausing to speak and without so much as an acknowledgement of the naked, showering, girl she gathered up the laundry basket and was gone.

				Susan Stringer was alone again and relieved to be so, at least to some extent. Quickly she climbed out of the shower and grabbed at the towel. She was immediately horrified to discover it was far too small to go all the way around her; it was more of the size that she might have used to wipe her face and hands over with rather than the bath towel she would have expected. Nevertheless she dried herself with it as best she could and, having done so, stood, holding it up in front of her lengthwise, trying to cover herself as much as possible and nervously awaiting the nurse’s return. At least she wasn’t cold; the room was comfortably heated, even the floor felt slightly warm under foot.

				The nurse returned within two or three minutes of her finishing drying off.

				“I’ve taken your old things to the laundry for cleaning. Where are the clothes you brought with you? You did bring a change of clothing I take it?”

				“They’re all in my suitcase...” Susan began, before abruptly being cut off mid-sentence.

				“Are you always so rude?”

				“What?...I,I,I’m not sure what you mean” Susan was nervously stammering, suddenly finding herself in a state of total shock and, uncharacteristically for her, lost for words.

				“My title is Matron, that is how I am addressed here and that is how you will address me. Now where is your suitcase girl?

				“Th, th, the nurse, th the nurse in reception, sh, she said something about p,putting it in storage for the time b,being.” That stammer, it was getting worse! What was wrong with her, why was she so nervous? The woman was being so bloody rude, just who did she think she was? She had to pull herself together, be more assertive; people like that, they just walk all over you if let them.

				“Where are your manners girl. Have you forgotten already, you stupid girl?” The woman had actually shouted that time...and called her stupid!

				“I am always addressed as Matron, always. I will not put up with rudeness, from anybody”

				Susan suddenly found herself close to tears, her confidence seemed to be ebbing away from her, “S,s,sorry Matron”. She couldn’t believe that she was saying it, and with such deference. She was stammering again; she’d rarely stammered or stuttered in her life before but in under half an hour of arrival she was most definitely developing a nervous stammer.

				The woman went on in her bullying tone, pressing home her advantage, keeping the girl off balance: “So you didn’t think to get out a change of clothing first then?”

				Susan just stood there, silent, dumbfounded.

				“Well girl?”

				“N, no I,I,I g,guess I didn’t”

				“What?” bellowed Matron.

				“M,m,mm Matron” Susan was learning her manners.

				At Susan’s correction Matron’s voice changed completely, magically. Suddenly she was speaking gently, softly. In fact her whole demeanour had changed; she was smiling. The contrast with the Matron of mere seconds before could not have been greater. “That’s better, girl” she cooed, and then, hardening her voice once more, yet not to such an intimidating extent as before, she went on; “So why couldn’t you have just gotten a change of clothing out before you left your case at reception?”

				“I,I,I,I don’t know, I,I,I didn’t think...Matron.” She had managed to get out the ‘Matron’ part in time, just.

				“And why was that? Are you stupid, girl, is that what it is, is that your problem?”

				Susan didn’t know what to say, she was slowly descending into a state of complete shock, mental colapse, she just stood there trying not to cry, a last-ditch attempt not to show weakness.

				“Well, girl? I am asking you a question, are you too stupid to understand?” Matron’s voice was starting to harden still further.

				“N,n,no I,I,I mean YYYes I,I,I’m ssorry Matron.” Susan, despite herself and her resolutions, was beginning to gently cry.

				Matron’s voice immediately softened again, now taking on a soothing, insinuating, note of empathy. “That’s a good girl, it’s always best to admit to our mistakes and our limitations don’t you think?

				“Y,Yes, Matron”

				“Good girl! “ “Now, we will just have to get you sorted out the best we can. I won’t be able to get to your suitcase for the time being and your uniform is not ready yet so I’ll just have to get you some nightclothes from the hospital stores, not necessarily totally suitable but it will have to do for now.” With that she turned and left, again closing the door behind her.

				Susan found it difficult to gauge exactly how long she had been left there, alone. She surmised that It must have been close to half an hour, but it may well have been longer, before the door, bursting open without ceremony, had announced Matron’s return. Susan had continued standing throughout, somehow reluctant to sit upon that rather sinister looking couch and not daring to venture out with her only covering being the small white towel that she still clutched about herself. She had been listening intently for the woman’s return, in fact listening for any sign of life, but had received no forewarning of her imminent arrival. Now that she had started to think about it she realised that she hadn’t been able to perceive any sound at all coming from outside the room; all around seemed in a state of utter silent, serene and Zen-like, calm.

				She had had time to look around the room; there were no windows she noted and other than the sinister couch, that she had tried her hardest to ignore, and the shower cubicle, there was nothing really to look at. There was just the uniform whiteness of the floors, walls and ceiling. In fact she had started to find it more than a little disorientating; it was strangely difficult to judge distance or to concentrate on anything in particular, basically it was all rather boring, but excruciatingly so.

				Matron was carrying a small pile of what at first appeared to be white plastic bags or sheeting but that, upon a second glance, Susan could clearly see were garments of some sort. Turning, Matron placed the pile down on the couch. Susan could see a clear plastic bag balanced on the top containing what appeared to be a thick wad of cotton wool or something similar.

				“I’m afraid this is the best I could find and they only had incontinence bloomers in your size. It’s all hospital issue don’t forget and, as this is a psychiatric hospital, they tend to cater for patients with various problems, still, it will have to do for the time being. It’s better than nothing at least, isn’t it?”

				Susan just stared at the pile. Matron appeared to be waiting for something. “Well, girl? Have your manners left you again? What do we usually say when somebody is kind enough to give us something?” Her voice had hardened in the way that Susan was already beginning to associate with being in trouble.

				Susan bulked momentarily but then, with a supreme effort of will, she summoned up from somewhere a contrite; “t,t,thank you, mm Matron”

				The woman smiled, the soft voice was back again. “Good girl.” There was no patronising note to it but rather it was said as one might reward a dog under training. “You get dressed now like a good girl and I will be back in a couple of minutes.” With that she turned and left, the door closing behind her and there came again that eerie silence, made all the more so by Susan’s noted inability to hear Matrons footsteps receding, as she might ordinarily have expected.

				Susan went straight to the pile, eager to cover herself up with anything. Without pausing to examine the contents she put the clear plastic bag to one side and went straight to the clothes. She quickly grabbed at what appeared to be a pair of knickers, lifting them up by their waistband; they were plastic! Thin white PVC! Lifting them higher allowed the legs to unfold revealing that they would be rather better described as bloomers. The legs appeared to be designed to come down to about knee-length and had an elasticated cuff at the bottom of each. The waistband was noticeably thickened and was also elasticated. Susan felt like crying again, she couldn’t wear these, she just couldn’t. However she felt sure that Matron would be coming back before long and she had to cover herself up with something; she wouldn’t put it past this woman to make her walk out into the corridor with nothing on at all otherwise. Hurriedly she examined the inside; she wasn’t at all sure which way round they were, having never come across such a style before. A label identified the back, stating in black lettering; St Mary’s, psychiatric wing: Incontinence bloomers, PVC, female. Having determined back from front she hurriedly stepped into them. Pulling them up her legs she shivered at the unfamiliar feeling of the material. She had to carefully ease the leg cuffs over her knees, finding that they were quite tight but that, once in place, they were not unduly uncomfortable, being lined with a particularly soft rubber compound in that area, a provision designed to ensure a reliable watertight seal around the lower thighs as much as for comfort. It was only upon reaching this point in the proceedings that she noticed in the crotch area what appeared to be some sort of arrangement of straps. The purpose of these would have to remain an enigma; she certainly wasn’t in the mood to puzzle over it and Matron could be back any moment.

				Susan had to wiggle to pull the waistband into position and couldn’t help but gasp slightly as the rear seam slipped between her buttocks. The shiny white plastic fabric sheathed her bottom like a second skin. It wasn’t that the knickers were tight per se, just that they seemed to be moulded to her exact shape. Indeed, she had vaguely noticed when she had initially held them up that they seemed to be somehow, ‘girl-shaped’, even in the absence of a body to fill them.

				Looking down she could now see that the legs ballooned out somewhat before finally terminating at those tight, secure, leg-cuffs; it almost seemed as if they had been designed to look ridiculous. She certainly felt ridiculous wearing them, she was starting to feel like crying again; if anything she felt more self-conscious then when she had been naked. In fact she felt that she might as well be naked, the white PVC shrouded her bottom with barely the slightest wrinkle to the fabric.

				Moving about she found that was becoming aware of a slight puckering or invagination at the front where some of the fabric had pulled slightly into the outer lips of her vagina. She self-consciously plucked at the fabric at that point but to no avail. She began to realise that it was not so much due to the material pulling at the front as due to the actual shape of the knickers themselves; they seemed to have been designed to fit the female form as closely at the front as they did at the buttocks. Strangely, though, in complete contrast to the rest of the garment, just beyond the very rear of the gusset a sort of sack of excess material hung down loosely to swing between her legs, this originating from the area covering her anus. The worst thing of all, though, was the realisation of how distinctly contrasted was the dark triangular shadow of her pubic hair through the thin white fabric.

				If she could have seen herself from behind, though, she would have been made even more self-conscious; her bottom had been moulded into two, almost perfect, white, shiny, hemispheres, albeit rendered pinkish where they were shaded by the flesh below. The cleft between was now exaggeratedly distinct and shadowed, broadened by the pull of the fabric, the back seam fitting so close as to be well nigh invisible other than at its very centre from which emerged the bladder-like swage of hanging excess fabric.

				At least she wasn’t naked, she thought, although she wasn’t at all happy at the prospect of being seen in those knickers. She had always been a somewhat shy girl as regards her nakedness and her, not unsubstantial, feminine attributes but she was now gripped by a growing feeling of humiliation and shame the like of which she had never before experienced. She grabbed at the nightdress, wanting to cover her breasts but mostly wanting to cover those awful, embarrassing, knickers. The dress, she quickly realised, although white to match the knickers, appeared to be of a soft latex rubber rather than PVC. The design looked to be rather childish, with its short puffed sleeves and wide collar, reminiscent of a Victorian child’s sailor suit, teamed with a short but full, circular skirt. As if to emphasise further the juvenile image, delicate frills decorated both the edge of the collar and the skirt’s hem.

				Ordinarily she wouldn’t have dreamt of wearing such a thing but she seemed to have little choice. She felt sure, now, that Matron would very soon be returning and the atmosphere of the place, the way she had been treated and the way she had been spoken to had seemed to have undermined her confidence somewhat; she had been feeling less and less able to stand up for herself as time had gone by and now was at something of a low ebb.

				She held it up by the shoulders, examining it with ever growing distaste. It was obvious that the dress fastened by way of a rear zip running from the skirt’s waistband to the neck. It was supposed to be just a hospital-issue nightdress and yet it seemed to be so carefully tailored. The bodice was nipped toward the narrow waistband of the skirt, gently curving in at the sides. At the front the material protruded slightly at roughly the area at which it would cover the breasts. The whole garment looked almost as if it were already actually being worn, moulded to, and by, a womanly curvaceous form. Printed over the left breast area were the words: St Mary’s Hospital psychiatric wing. Below this, boldly printed in much larger type, was: 43C. She was somewhat at a loss to grasp what this latter designation might infer, it didn’t seem to make much sense as a dress size and it certainly wasn’t her bra size.

				She was in something of a panic now, rushing to cover herself up before Matron returned. The zipper had been fabricated in a tough nylon and seemed rather stiff, she had to struggle but eventually managed to ease it down to the waist band. Stepping into the dress she pulled the waistband up her legs, having to wiggle her hips as she did so in order to ease it over them and up on to her waist. Bringing up the front of the dress, she noticed that the thin rubber fabric of the bodice was thickened and reinforced locally at the sides, just above the hips, in the form of a series of narrow vertical panels that curved inwards toward their mid-point and were reminiscent of the stays in a Victorian corset. The dress was thickened at the front just below the breasts whereupon the fabric was reinforced to form an integral pair of firmly supporting bra cups. Strictly speaking, these latter features might better have been described as half cups, the reinforced region falling well short of being sufficient to contain the entire breast, having merely been designed with function in mind; to support and elevate the breasts.

				As she might put on any step-in dress she slipped her arms forward into the sleeves and pulled up the bodice frontage, lifting it up on to her shoulders, while, simultaneously, manoeuvring her arms further into the sleeves, shivering her shoulders and shrugging the bodice into place. Then... failure; her breasts had completely missed the waiting integral cups and, try as she might, she found herself unable to fit into the bodice. Easing her arms and shoulders from the bodice she tried again and again.

				Trial and error eventually lead to the discovery that she could only fit into the bodice by positioning it with its shoulders and arm holes low down and with her arms directed at the ground, practically directly at her feet. She was then able to wriggle and shiver her way into the bodice, the reinforced, under-wired cups coming up from beneath her breasts as the bodice was lifted up to her shoulders, all at once gathering, lifting, separating and thrusting.

				Her arms, having negotiated successfully the smooth, soft, powdered latex sleeves, she tugged at the puffed shoulders with each hand in turn, then with both hands, finding difficulty, still, in shrugging her shoulders into place. Her breasts, already elevated to a far greater extent than she had ever experienced from any bra, nevertheless still hindered her efforts. Reaching around to the rear she had managed to grasp the rather oversized zipper tag but found herself unable to pull it more than, perhaps, a quarter of the way up her back at best.

				To fit the bodice onto her shoulders, she began to realise, would necessitate, and result in, the positioning of her breasts unnaturally, uncomfortably and ridiculously high. The dress just didn’t fit. It couldn’t be made to fit, even in principle, it was just ridiculous. It was not that the size was too small, although the fit was very snug, so much as it seemed to have either been badly designed or designed for some physiological freak of a woman. She was almost shaking in frustration; surely no natural woman could have the figure to match and fit the curves and profile imposed by this dress!

				At this point her thoughts, her struggles, had been abruptly interrupted, the door bursting open, giving passage to the bustling and efficient personage of Matron. With practised appraising eye, rapid of thought, rapid of action, viewing the now blushing girl with no little satisfaction yet resisting all temptation to linger over the scene unveiling before her, Matron deftly manoeuvred around and behind the girl. Without word, pre-empting any objection by dint of her decisive and efficient action, she grasped the zipper, sharply displacing the girl’s hand as she did so, and drew it smoothly upward, although with no little effort it must be said.

				Even to the least observant onlooker that oversized thick nylon zipper tab would have been an obvious and outstanding feature. Now the rationale behind the design became clear. The purchase afforded allowed Matron to smoothly fasten the dress, despite the closeness of the fit, against the naturally-yielding curves of the girl’s body, flattening the tummy, pulling in, moulding, sculpting her sides, refining her waist, narrowing and clinching. All at once teenage puppy fat was forced and shaped, squeezed and exuded into an exaggerated hourglass. In Matron’s practised hands the strong white nylon zipper glided ever upward concealed as it went by the latex covering as the dress-back closed up. Reaching the girl’s upper back Matron gave a final long, forceful, pull with her right hand whilst simultaneously tugging at the back of the collar with her left. One final sharp tug on the zipper tab closed the collar, the zipper snapping into its final resting place at the back of the girls neck, Matron at this point lifting the girls long blonde mane out of the way.

				With these last actions the dress had finally been pulled up onto Susan’s shoulders, simultaneously elevating her bust which by this point had assumed a somewhat unnatural inclination. Her breasts had been raised high, up and out from her body while being thrust forward into the dress’s thin latex bodice, acquiring for all the world the appearance of two pink-white melons. The combination of the uplift provided by the integral bra cups, the almost total lack of confinement to the front and the upper sides of the breasts as well as the thin, elastic nature of the latex used at this region of the bodice conspired to leave her breasts grossly distended yet tightly and closely sheaved.

				A particularly cruel observer might even have described the result as being not unlike two large inflated condoms or, perhaps, a pair of pink/white party balloons. Where the material was stretched around the breasts it had acquired a semi-translucent sheen, reflecting the light and, if anything, exaggerating still further their size. The effect from Susan’s standpoint was anything but aesthetically pleasing, the realisation quickly dawning on her that the integral reinforced bra cups, although securely supporting and suspending, did so only from the underside up to a point just below the breast’s lateral mid line, providing less coverage than a half cup bra and only slightly more than a balcony style might.

				What was more, and this hadn’t really been obvious upon first inspection, the reinforced portion of the cups consisted of two curved platforms of roughly a ‘U’ shaped cross-section and open fronted, the front portion consisting of the material of the dress itself without reinforcement of any kind. Susan could feel that the support extended, at most, a little more than two thirds of the length of her breasts, particularly now that they were thrust forward and out into the dress front and distended by their unnaturally high suspension.

				There had to some mistake, surely, someone had provided the wrong size, that had to be it she thought. Her mind was in a turmoil, it wasn’t so much that the bodice was tight per se, not that it was too small, that it didn’t fit. No, if anything it was quite the opposite. It was almost as if the dress, like the knickers, had been carefully tailored to fit her every curve, but so, so perfectly. The result was to enhance and exaggerate her feminine attributes, but not in an attractive way, she realised, but rather to a ridiculous extent, a humiliating extent.

				Throughout the dress the latex fabric seem to vary in both thickness and elasticity depending on its function at a given point; whether supporting, constricting or merely covering. In the region of the breast front, however, the material appeared to be particularly thin and highly elastic. Although excess material had been allowed for the swelling of the breasts at that point the fabric was nevertheless closely stretched around each breast, the darting of the material allowing each breast to be sharply delineated rather than the dress front merely stretching across both breasts. Even the outlined contours of her nipples were clearly visible through the thinly-stretched material, the white rubber tinged reddish-pink by their colouring, each surrounded by a noticeable circular region wherein the white latex had acquired a darker, brownish-pink, under-shade courtesy of her areolae.

				Finally, growing more agitated by the moment, her anger mounting, she made her decision; she wasn’t having any more of this, this, this treatment. She was a volunteer for heaven’s sake! She had expected to be greeted with gratitude, to take part in simple experiments, simple psychological tests she had been told. Perhaps in-between, while waiting, she would be accommodated in something akin to a comfortable hotel room, watching television, reading books perhaps. But this? The way she had been treated since her arrival was nothing short of disgusting! There was no other word for it! Yet she felt hesitant somehow.

				It was this place, the very way she had been spoken to and treated, and, yes, the way she was now dressed was part of it. All of this perhaps, it all seemed to be conspiring against her, to be sapping her self-confidence, keeping her off-balance and unable to regain her composure. This dress, they had described it as a nightdress, it was just ridiculous and she felt ridiculous in it. Couldn’t they have just got the size right least?

				She had always been proud of her large firm breasts, ever since at school, when she had been one of the first girls in her year to develop and flower. True, she had occasionally been self-conscious about their size. Like most teenage girls she had harboured a certain insecurity as regards her looks, despite her undeniable beauty, despite the continuous compliments; she had already caught the eye of many an eligible bachelor as well as, it must be said, that of certain less savoury characters.

				Yes, she had, at times, been somewhat self-conscious about her rather precocious curvaceousness but had ever been confident of her attractiveness. Nevertheless the exaggerated prominence of her breasts in this dress, the translucent balloon-like sheaving, the deep shadowed valley between, these things now conspired against her, highlighting those insecurities, keenly heightening that teenage self-consciousness. For the first time in her life she found herself actually feeling ashamed of those once treasured feminine assets, indeed, of her very womanhood.

				The Corridor: A Back Passage and a Downward Spiral

				Matron leading the way, Susan following close behind with a nurse bringing up the rear, the trio moved out into the corridor, Susan guided, gently yet firmly, from behind by the nurse who had placed one hand on Susan’s right shoulder as if to steer her. They turned left, heading away from the direction that Susan had initially entered from barely an hour before. As before, the corridor was both silent and white, white all around, in every direction, whether she looked to the left, to the right, up to the ceiling or down to her feet. These features, so notable to her upon her arrival, were now, now that some time had past (how long? She wasn’t sure) even more remarkable. She found the white-monotony seemingly to have become even more disorientating; she felt certain that the corridor was, somehow, far longer than it had been. It was difficult, no, impossible, to judge distance; the all-white features viewed against the white background fooling the eye, manufacturing an optical illusion from every vista.

				Her feet, now bare, appreciated the soft thick white carpeting as she was guided, without pause for reflection, along the passage. To the left they were passing regularly spaced, unmarked, unlabelled, white doors, each identical to that by which they had just exited the shower-room and each absolutely and utterly indistinguishable from the next. To her right, inset into the wall opposite each door, were windows through which daylight flooded, augmenting the shadow-less diffused illumination provided by the lighting system, the latter providing indirect, covert, illumination from a source within a recess at the point at which wall met ceiling. The windows, although quite large, being of approximately one metre long by half a metre high as far she could estimate, and being roughly at shoulder height to her, did little to relieve the general monotony. Each window, as in the shower room, was of frosted glass and was protected by a white grille mounted flush to the wall, the actual window itself, the glass, was inset, perhaps a quarter of a metre or so behind the protective grille.

				Still somewhat wrong-footed but nevertheless having regained some composure, turning slightly to the nurse behind her, she inquired as to their destination, demanded to know what was going on. Her reward was simply a sharp admonishment, the nurse, simultaneously raising a finger to her lips, starkly stating: “Talking is not allowed in the corridors, it disturbs people from their work” and then, more softly, now guiding the girl with a hand beneath her elbow, “come along now dear, keep looking straight ahead if you don’t mind”.

				The corridor, in fact, terminated just a few more doors along. Indeed, it was nothing like as long as it had initially appeared, its elongation being by way of a trick of the light; whether by accident or design she could have no inkling.

				Passing through an end door they were immediately confronted by a white barred gate that would not have looked out of place in a prison. Beyond the bars lay a small landing immediately across which was an obvious lift door, albeit white like the rest of the surroundings.

				Matron unclipped the ring of keys from her belt. Quickly selecting the correct key she swung the gate open. Susan found herself ushered through before she had even had time to as much as think of objection; indeed she heard the soft click of the gate shutting and locking behind her as if in the far distance, as if in a daze, an almost dream-like state. Moments later and another key, lift doors slid open revealing a lift interior essentially identical to the scene outside, right down to the thick white carpet. Susan was ushered inside followed in quick succession by Matron and the nurse. The turn of Matron’s key in the plastic control panel was followed in quick succession by the silently-smooth closing of the lift doors, an ever so gentle lurch and then a soft hum.

				This was quietest, most gentle lift that Susan had ever been in, there had been so little initial sensation of movement that she could not be sure whether they were going up or down; if anything she thought they must be going down but there were no floor indicators and the only control was the single key and lock mechanism. The mechanical hum continued to fill the air yet still there was little, if any, discernible sense of movement in any dimension. In fact, had it not been for the humming Susan wouldn’t have been at all sure that they were moving. She was starting to think that something must have gone wrong, surely the lift was stuck, malfunctioning! She was gradually becoming overwhelmed, drowning in a rushing swirling tide of panic; for as long as she could remember she had felt uncomfortable in enclosed spaces. She wanted to say something, ask something yet she felt intimidated, oppressed. It was building up within her, it was pent up but about to bound free; she was going to scream, she was...

				With a barely discernible jolt the humming stopped, for a moment fulfilling her worst nightmares, then relief, the door floated across, opening in almost total silence, the faintest swish at most but discernable enough for all that. Certainly enough, together with the change in light level, to reassure of freedom even through tightly squeezed eyelids, enough to release the pumping pressure throbbing in her head, relax sweating clenched fists, unfurl cramping fingers and un-bed deeply palm-embedded fingernails.

				Susan was ushered out, the nurse with one hand upon her shoulder urging her forward. Matron, following on close behind, removed her key from the control panel as she went, the lift door unnervingly, eerily, no, supernaturally gliding across behind her.

				Susan quickly realised that her impression had indeed been correct; the lift had become stuck, they had gone nowhere, they were back on the same landing, facing the selfsame prison-like bars and the locked, barred security gate. Just beyond was the door to the corridor, through which they had only recently passed. As before Matron unlocked the gate, ushering them through and then on through the door beyond, back out into the corridor, the gate closing behind them, relocking with little more than a click, barely audible yet somehow all the more sinister for it. Matron again took the lead, the nurse at the rear guiding Susan as before, the group moving briskly back along the corridor.

				Susan felt confused, why were now going back the way they had just come? Were they going to use the stairs? She couldn’t recall passing a staircase on the way in, perhaps it was through one of the other doors. They were passing the doors again, now, of course, to their right, the windows now lying to their left.

				Susan hadn’t been aware to begin with of the way the unsupported extremity of each breast, perhaps a third of the artificially distended length of each torpedo appendage, bounced with each step. But as time had gone by, as the trio had progressed further, she had slowly become aware of a sensation in her nipples, not exactly an irritation, nor exactly a chafing of skin against fabric, at least not a simple, to and fro, motion, no, it was something entirely different, something disconcerting rather than uncomfortable. The elasticity of the latex endowed the fabric with a tendency to grip the nipples slightly, each bounce, each step, resulting in a gentle tugging, a soft and ever so subtle sliding and pulling motion. The awful truth dawned; that this sensation had so suddenly become apparent, that it was growing in intensity, was not entirely unconnected with the steady hardening and distending of her nipples, thrusting ever more insistently out into their elastic condom prisons.

				The sensation, if truth be told, was not unpleasant, or rather wouldn’t have been had the circumstances been different, more appropriate. As it was, the effect on the girl was disconcerting to say the least; the uncontrolled, and uncontrollable, response to enforced stimulation so readily and obviously apparent to even the most casual of observers, her hideously-growing embarrassment leading to further overt, and therefore embarrassing, physiological effects.

				With cheeks turning the deepest of crimson she felt the blush spreading inexorably across her face, only too well aware how this response clearly signalled her shame and embarrassment. She was giving out the most blatant, overt, indication to all around her, all who might see her, of the humiliation she now endured. Her surroundings seemed to fade away, all she seemed to be able to think about was how she looked to the matron, the nurse, worse, how she would appear to anyone approaching their group, were someone to come from the opposite direction. The mere notion was mortifying, intensifying her blushing discomfiture still further.

				She was suddenly glad of the silence, their isolation in the otherwise deserted corridor. At that moment Susan, although generally of a particularly gregarious disposition, did not think she could face anyone, not face-to-face. At least the nurse was behind her and the only thing she had to face in front of her was the white back of Matron’s uniform, with its nipped in waist and tailored skirt, the latter outlining her broad hips before flaring out to gently swish against her stocking-clad calves, the soft rhythmic hiss almost the only sound to be heard, the swing of her skirt hem, to and fro, to and fro, almost hypnotic.

				Suddenly a shock, more a revelation; the doors, there was something different about them! This couldn’t be the same corridor after all, not the passage they had been in before. Each of these doors had a small sliding plate mounted at roughly head height, the design suggesting that it might perhaps be a cover for a spy hole. In addition, at about chest height, there was a removable plate upon which, in large black letters, was a number and a letter.

				This latter plate or plaque appeared to be of plastic and to be held in a form of slide-in frame that was part of the door. The next door they came to had exactly the same features, and the next, and the next, each door with a different number and letter combination.

				It was as they were passing one particular door, perhaps the fifth, that Susan had taken particular note. This door bore the number 43 A. This had been particularly notable to her, partly because they had slowed down at that point and partly as it reminded her of the number printed on the nightdress she was wearing. It was obviously the same format, was it the same number? No, she felt sure it said ‘43C’ on her nightdress.

				Her thoughts were in turmoil, more so than ever, chaotically crashing around her head like marbles in an empty tin, and just about as useful to her right now. The only clear impressions that she’d formed, the only logical conclusions that she could reach, pointed to her now being in a different corridor. These doors were very different; “cell doors” she thought, prison-cell doors, that was what they looked like, that was the impression they gave her. The only time she had seen similar doors to these had been on a TV programme about a Victorian prison, or had it been about an asylum? She couldn’t quite remember.

				But the lift hadn’t been working? If it had, if anything, she would have thought that they had been going down. But then...that would have meant they would have to be in the basement since they had initially started out on the ground floor. It didn’t make sense, none of it did; the windows, the daylight coming in, they couldn’t possibly be in the basement. Yet in the lift she had been certain that they hadn’t been going up, absolutely certain. She had finally convinced herself that they hadn’t been moving at all. But this was definitely a different corridor, albeit with identical decoration, the now all too familiar all-white theme; the same Zen silence ruled here too.

				The next door they reached Matron stopped at. This door had no number, the plaque holder, vacant and waiting. The nurse, reaching into her uniform hip pocket, retrieved a white plastic plate with the number 43C in bold black lettering. This Susan saw for the first time as, reaching past her, the nurse had slotted it into its holder. Almost simultaneously, Matron had unclipped her keys from her belt, and, having deftly selected the correct key, inserting it into the flush keyhole, the door swung open. Susan was hurriedly ushered over the threshold, the door’s thickness and evident iron construction reinforcing her earlier impression of a cell door. Not that she was to be allowed the mental freedom to pursue this notion further; already she was being issued with instructions and dictates and, instinctively, she knew she’d best pay attention.

				Home Sweet Home

				Initially Susan hadn’t actually, really, heard anything of her instruction. She was stunned. She stood looking around herself, around the room, although, what with the thick iron door, the lock and the spy hole, the description ‘cell’ came to mind, more than’ room’. As in the shower-room earlier and the corridors she’d walked through, everything, but everything, was white. As she stood with her back to the, now closed, door she found herself facing a perfectly cuboid, near featureless, white, space.

				The floor was covered wall-to-wall with the same thick white carpet that seemed ubiquitous throughout this part of the building. To the right was a typical hospital bed but realised all in white and, from appearances, possessing a padded frame. Looking immediately straight ahead she found herself gazing in some surprise at what appeared to be a child’s combined desk and chair, positioned up against the centre of the end wall and apparently manufactured in some sort of white plastic. Immediately above the desk, just above the head height of an average seated adult, was a square window of white frosted glass with dimensions of around half a metre by half a metre. This, as with the windows she had seen in the corridors and in the shower room, was inset back into the wall by about a quarter of a metre and protected by a white plastic grille fitted flush to the wall. To the left of the desk, in the left corner facing out from the rear wall, was a toilet. No cistern was visible just the toilet bowl and seat, nor was there any obvious handle or other means of flushing apparent. Other than these items the room was bare, featureless and soulless. As she had observed in the corridors the lighting was provided both from the daylight let in by the window and by indirect artificial lighting, evidently emanating from a source hidden within a recess running around the edge of the ceiling and covered by a white diffuser, notably well out of reach.

				Susan jumped; they had been talking to her, Matron and the nurse. She had been miles away, struggling with her thoughts, bemused by her surroundings, the rapidity with which her situation had been changing, the strange feeling, almost an acceptance, that somehow, in some way, her status had changed. Now Matron’s sharp voice cut through, slicing deep into her thoughts, snapping her back into reality, or at least what passed for reality in this place, at this moment.

				“What did I just say? You haven’t heard a word that I or my nurse have said, have you?” she was making little attempt to hide her annoyance, her irritation. Susan felt as if she was walking through a dream (a nightmare?), staggered, aghast, she just stared ahead like a hypnotised rabbit, clubbed into submission by Matron’s concussive delivery, her bullying insistence demanding an answer. She must answer, Susan knew, but what answer? What had been said? For around the third or fourth time already that day Susan found herself lost for words, near to tears. No not near, not any more, she was crying.

				Susan, despite her resolve, was gently sobbing now. That this had any effect on Matron at all was beyond all the girl’s expectations. As it was it did have an affect, an affect apparently beyond all reason. Matron’s voice abruptly softened, assumed, once again, the strangely soothing, reassuring, almost singsong, tones that Susan had experienced previously in the shower-room.

				The effect then, as now, had been similar; wrong-footed, the girl had been thrown off-balance, confused. This time, however, her equilibrium had been even further disturbed by the near-schizophrenic change in Matron’s voice and manner. This time Matron’s attitudinal turnabout had been even more pronounced, even more extreme; a smile, friendly almost maternal strayed across her face as she spoke. This time Susan could only gaze wide eyed through a soft-focus veil of tears as Matron reassuringly placed an arm around her shoulders, gently guiding her over to the small desk while, simultaneously, reiterating her earlier, missed, instructions, now in an odd, cooing, voice that was having a calming effect on the girl while, nevertheless, holding her full attention.

				In fact Susan had barely been aware of being seated at the desk, despite having to wiggle her wide hips and bottom onto the low little seat, squeezing herself into the small space, the desk pressing up against her torso. She had found it impossible to concentrate, to compose her thoughts, yet she had found herself paying careful attention to what she was being told, to Matron’s instructions. The woman’s voice had seemed to fill the room, not by sheer volume, not by loudness, quite the opposite, yet that very softness, juxtaposed with the strange situation in which she now found herself, commanded her attention to the exclusion of all else. The room, her surroundings, seemingly faded away, she had felt herself becoming victim to a growing tunnel vision, a growing white tide had begun to wash over her, clouding her senses...

				Then she had been alone, they had left, the door closing behind them with the slightest, padded, thud. Her memories, their departing words, the only evidence that anyone else had ever been there in the room with her, such was her sense of isolation.

				How long had it been? How long had she waited? She was alone now, alone with her thoughts, the silence almost deafening, a strange, intense silence she had never before experienced. But then again, it was not quite silent, not quite absolutely. There was something there, if she stayed still, listened hard, a far way sshhshwassh-shhwassshh, not initially obvious, barely audible. In fact it was not really audible at all if she fidgeted, the soft rustle of her PVC pants was enough to mask it. So she had sat still, listening intently. And she had done so for some time, becoming more and more desperate to hear something, anything, from outside.

				The sound, when she had become aware of it, was like an old friend. It was familiar somehow, yet at odds with her current surroundings, disorientating. Gradually the image had formed, maturing in her mind’s eye, materialising in a way reminiscent to the relief afforded by the image of a lost loved one, slowly emerging from the mist, or the path home, to safety, intermittently glimpsed between vague shadows and sporadically-shifting pools of moonlight. It had come to her in this way, not as a flash of inspiration, of recognition, but rather as an acceptance of faith, an unquestionable truth. It was the sound of surf on a shingle beach, far, far away. She hadn’t really thought about it on her journey here, to the hospital, was it near the coast? The sea? She hadn’t thought so and yet she could plainly hear the sea. She had begun to wonder about the beach. How far away could it be for her to be able to hear it, the surf, here in this room. Strangely, once that she had become aware of it, it seemed to have become easier to hear in some way.

				She had begun to fidget somewhat, the PVC bloomers rustling with each movement as before and yet now without seeming to interfere with her perception of those faraway waves. Indeed, on the contrary, the rhythmic beach-surf sound now seemed to blot out that soft PVC whisper.

				Her constant fidgeting finally broke through that surf-induced reverie. It was not that the seat was uncomfortable as such; indeed it had turned out to be far softer than it had looked and having the same spongy quality to it as did the desk top. She had wondered as to the utility of the latter, it would clearly be difficult for one to write on anything other than a hardback book on such a soft pliable surface. No it was not the seat itself, it was just that she had been gradually becoming aware of a new sensation, demanding her attention, an insistent urging.

				It had finally been her full bladder that had pulled her out from the rhythmic surf and offered her back her freedom to reason, to think again. Susan had been sitting transfixed, staring at the blank wall, slack jawed, her mind filled with that unvarying, controlling, rhythm. She suddenly looked around, almost as if waking from the deepest of sleep. How long had they been away? Matron had said she would be back soon to take her to see one of the researchers, she was just to wait here for a short while until a staff member became available. She looked up, the window behind its white grille seizing her gaze. The frosted glass was now a black obsidian slab, appearing all the blacker for interrupting and intersecting the otherwise perfect white flow of the walls. In fact the window was the only interruption to that monotony; she couldn’t really see the room’s door as a separate entity within the wall behind her. The room was as light as ever but no longer had that day-glow from above the desk. It was night time; that much was obvious.

				What had she said, that Matron woman? That something was wrong with the burglar alarm system in some of the rooms, yes, that was it. A ‘malfunction’ Matron said, but that it would probably be fine and in any case she would probably not have to wait too long. However she had appended the advice that it would be best if Susan would remain seated until sent for. Apparently the alarm used a motion detector and in some rooms, although it was automatically deactivated by the badges that the nurses wore and so was turned off while a nurse was present, it had an unfortunate habit of becoming reactivated. Apparently the security company had been called in and their engineer was trying to sort out the problem but it was a somewhat sophisticated system and the problem elusive.

				Bloody ridiculous, she thought. She needed the loo and she needed it now, alarm or no alarm. Their bloody alarm would just have to go off wouldn’t it!. Nevertheless, despite her resolve and irritation, she arose tentatively and with some trepidation, a concern that she would have been hard-pressed to put into words if called upon to describe her feelings, had anyone been interested. As it was, having risen she proceeded with all haste, finding her need greater than she had first perceived. This despite a certain stiffness of limbs, only be expected in one obliged to occupy such a cramped position, yet it must be remarked that, had she paused to consider, perhaps not such a stiffness as she might have expected given the circumstances and her perceived passage of time. Little more than one pace separated toilet pedestal from desk. With a growing urgency she tugged at her under things, scrambling, fumbling with growing panic, irritated at having to wriggle out of the close fitting PVC garment.

				The lack of elasticity inherent in the fabric required her to fully drop the bloomers to her ankles in order to be seated, to continue with her ablutions, a necessity made all the greater by the low posture she was forced to adopt. The low pedestal, she found, required her to maintain an awkward stance, a low squat with knees and breasts in close proximity. Her privacy and isolation notwithstanding, the sweaty, musty, odour arising from her never regions, from her bloomers, brought the burning blush of earlier back to her cheeks anew.

				The thick absorbent pad was now displaying a definite tinge of yellow, spreading slowly as she watched, testament both to the airtight efficiency of PVC, and of a momentary loss of control on her part. She squatted there in growing embarrassment and humiliation. Even though in private at present she dreaded the coming amplification of these feelings, these sensations, as inevitably her present situation became public, to be shared and discussed amongst others.

				Having performed her very necessary ablutions, rising anew, somewhat stiffly, from her ungainly posture, she was immediately struck by two things: No toilet paper!, No handle! She could see no way to flush. Perhaps a hidden button in the wall, she felt around for this but to no avail, her fingers finding nothing but the smooth, soft, padding of the wall. She was not really in a state of huge consternation concerning these factors, having only urinated, it was more an irritation and an embarrassment not to be able to flush, to have even the faintest smell of urine diffusing throughout the room. It was not nearly as humiliating as the urine impregnated pad and the, now slightly fishy, odour emanating from her knickers. Having been completely unable to fathom as to how the flushing mechanism might be triggered she gave up in irritated resignation. Someone somewhere had slipped up, she thought, they had clearly given little idea or thought to feminine comfort.

				The more pressing problem, one that was quickly becoming apparent upon redressing, was the absorbent pad fitted within her knickers; this now noticeably damp to the touch, yellow tinged and no longer exactly fresh to the nose. Yes, she wanted to pull up her knickers as quick as possible, wanted to hide the smell, but the thought of pulling up the garment with the wet pad inside was not exactly a welcome one. The only option, surely, would be to remove it, place it aside somewhere. So doing, she readjusted her knickers, the direct contact of the PVC with her most sensitive and private regions she now endured with some distaste.

				She looked around for a suitable receptacle in which to dispose of the now soiled pad, rapidly coming to appreciate her special circumstances, not really expecting the provision of such a convenience. Finally she determined that to place the pad upon the edge of the toilet seat was the most expedient action, clearly she would be unable to flush it away and, besides, what with the small size of the toilet bowl she would not have been surprised if it had become blocked had she been able to. The yellowing pad, the only colour in the room really, seemed to mock her from its throne, to almost dominate the room.

				That it would be one of the first things to be seen upon anyone entering the room played on her mind, she dreaded the humiliation of that moment to come, the inevitable moment, when Matron or the nurses would return.

				Susan was beginning to feel quite awful; there was no other word for it. The pants, the bloomers, now devoid of their absorbent layer yet just as airtight, were very quickly beginning to feel hot, sticky. Her mood was not lightened by her tiredness; an overwhelmingly exhausted heaviness had started to descend upon her.

				She moved over to where the bed lay, perhaps no more than three to four decent paces diagonally, certainly not much more. Two loud bleeps greeted her arrival. She startled momentarily then, shrugging her shoulders dismissively, began to examine the mattress, remarking to herself on the latex covering, the raised area of mattress that in effect functioned as the pillow, all latex covered, the bed frame of a hospital design but fabricated from some pliant, yet tough, white plastic, and superficially spongy to the touch.

				Suddenly Susan jumped, practically leapt out of her skin, the sound had started, the noise, the alarm she realised, the sound she was to quickly come to think of as torture. Wheee-orrr! whee-orrr! An irritating rising and falling siren, loud, yes, not quite painful, not intense enough to cause hearing damage, just the most irritating, annoying, unrelenting sound she had ever heard. Like the gnat buzzing around one’s ear at night, denying sleep, the tap that just won’t stop dripping, only magnified a million times. She just couldn’t think straight, quickly running through the entire gamut of variations available for ear protection but all to no avail. Hands over her ears, fingers in the ears, head on the pillow, head under the rubber bed covers, all failed. On and on it went, Susan growing increasingly desperate, it would drive her mad, she knew it would, just knew it! Just couldn’t stand it!

				Finally in resignation she got her feet again, hands-on ears, the siren, the alarm, her personal gnat, personal torturer buzzing around her head, worthy of some mythological Chinese water torture. In desperation she approached the door, or at least the apparent outline of the door, such being the level of camouflage of the doors tight flush fitting coupled with the white-on-white continuity of the room’s scheme. With both fists she was punching, pounding, hitting out... but not thumping, for such a description would imply some worthwhile outcome, some sound to be heard above that incessant screaming cacophony. Even the slightest sound would have provided some satisfaction, some hope that someone might hear her, come to her, reset the alarm.

				In this the walls and the door were not her allies. Having the same tough yet pliable surfaced that she had experienced earlier in the shower room they absorbed the impact of her hands, her clenched fists, with a sponginess clearly designed to avoid injury to patients who, disturbed perhaps, might be prone to self harm or simple accident. Whatever the intention, the result ensured that there would be very little in the way of sound production or effect to show for her efforts.

				How long she continued with her futilely-padded cushioned hammering can only be guessed at, except to say that, finally exhausted and in despair, she half sat, half collapsed, at the desk, her elbows resting on the desktop sinking into the padded surface, hands still on ears, and, head thus supported, she gently cried.

				Susan wasn’t even clear in her own mind at what point it had ceased. The noise had stopped, she presumed that the alarm had reset or somebody had turned it off, if that was indeed possible. For a while it almost seemed as if she could still hear it, it took some time to realise that it was no longer jarring on her, that it no longer hammered upon her mind, no longer tapped against her head like the centre knuckle of some sadistic demented math teacher in the classroom from hell. She was no longer ensconced in her own little private torture chamber, the one she had begun to build for herself in her own mind. She was free to return to the peace and quiet, the overwhelming whiteness and silence of her new reality.

				The rhythmic swirl of the tide was slowly becoming apparent again, filling the otherwise dead void-quiet of the room. At first she just sat there motionless, numbly, nerves jangling. Then, as she gradually regained her composure, she became aware of something else nagging at her; she was bored. Not the boredom of a long car journey or slow-moving film, a stodgy novel perhaps or some old classic, no, this was quite different. It was just so, so, quiet, mind numbingly quiet, mind numbingly boring. There was nothing to hear except the rhythmic sound of the surf, nothing to see but white, white-everything, white-everywhere. There was the frosted night-black window of course, but that sat behind a white grille and betrayed no detail.

				At exactly what point the door behind her had opened she couldn’t be sure. Certainly a nurse had entered, that she had been vaguely aware of, but the main thing, the thing that had brought her back to reality with such a jolt was the ringing of that bell. A bright, brash tintinnabulation; ding, ding, ding, ding, each perhaps a second apart and strangely seeming to emulate from all over the room at once.

				Startled Susan had sat bolt upright. Mere moments later, before she even had time to look round, a white plastic bowl and spoon had been placed before her, quickly joined by a white plastic beaker full of what appeared to be milk. Looking up she saw her saviour had been a young nurse with pretty green eyes, Susan couldn’t be sure but she somehow received the impression that the nurse was blonde although her hair was completely covered by her white headdress. She had a sweet soft, encouraging, voice, lilting, yet there was a note of authority there. “Come along sweetheart, its mealtime. You must be feeling very hungry after your journey.” With that she turned and left. Susan was indeed hungry but was also full of questions. Why was she still waiting to be seen? What time was it? Why had the alarm gone off ? Would it go off again? Clearly her questions were going to have to wait.

				The bowl before her appeared to contain a light-coloured porridge, almost as white as the bowl itself. The spoon was of a soft rubbery plastic, quite small, the kind of thing one might give a small child to eat with; another annoyance, another irritation. Hungrily she began to eat, irritated that the bell, the ringing that had announced the arrival of her meal, continued unabated. The porridge proved to be very nearly completely bland, nevertheless her hunger drove her on. She reached for the plastic beaker gulping down perhaps half its contents; it certainly looked like milk, yet it didn’t seem to smell of anything in particular and, like the porridge, was practically tasteless.

				She had finished her drink and had very nearly finished eating, grateful for any activity to ease the boredom of waiting. Then the ringing ceased...

				Almost instantaneously the nurse, the same young nurse with the pretty eyes, reached around from behind Susan’s chair, removing the bowl and the beaker and reaching back to retrieve the spoon that Susan had put down in her surprise. Again she hadn’t heard the nurse enter. Susan turned, resolved to ask, nay demand, to know how much longer she needed to wait. Her reward was the rear view of the nurse exiting, the door closing behind her, locking with a soft click.

				Susan had little option but to sit and wait, too worried now to investigate the room more fully for fear of triggering the alarm again. At least the nurse hadn’t noticed the soiled pad on the toilet seat, or if she had at least she hadn’t mentioned it. Again some time had passed, some unknown period, again Susan had been startled, a bell was ringing, but one of a different pitch, a different cadence, more rapid, more urgent than before. This time she had been aware that someone had entered the room behind her.

				Moments later a hand appeared under her right elbow, gently yet firmly guiding her out of the seat, accompanied by a soft feminine, almost motherly, voice, gentle yet firmly authoritative. “Toilet time, sweetheart” was all that was said. Susan began to protest she didn’t really need to go right now, not right now. But it was all happening too quickly, she was led to the toilet. She found herself facing two nurses. One she had met earlier, of large build, attractive of countenance, yet slightly masculine of frame. The other was new to her acquaintance, petite, very feminine. Both nurses were dressed in the now familiar white uniform and headdress. They stood looking at her, at the yellowed, soggy pad balanced upon the precipice of the toilet seat. For Susan’s part, though, there was some relief to be had; the matron was conspicuous by her absence, small mercies she thought.

				It happened quickly, so quickly. The petite nurse, who Susan could now see was wearing white latex gloves, stepped forward and, before Susan could do anything, grasped the waistband of her bloomers, pulling them with one swift, practised, movement, down to the girl’s ankles. The larger, nurse simultaneously pressed down on Susan’s shoulders, guiding her firmly down onto the toilet seat. Susan was in a state of shock, stunned by the rapidity of this new development she found herself unable to do more than just sit there, feeling humiliated.

				The smaller nurse, the pretty petite one, turned and left the room, returning mere moments later, or so it seemed, with a white kidney shaped dish. She deftly plucked the soiled pad from where it still lay on the toilet seat, now between Susan’s widely spread thighs, and placed it with some reverence, certainly somewhat beyond Susan’s comprehension, in the dish, laying it out along the latter’s length like some exhibit, as if some evidence to be presented at trial. Without further comment, other than a fleeting look of disgust that she had allowed to cross her pretty features, the nurse turned and left, taking her dish and with it Susan’s soiled pad to some as yet unknown destination.

				As always here, it was beginning to seem, Susan was to be left in the dark, unlike her physical reality, her environment, which, on the contrary, was bathed in perpetual light. Unchanging, eternal, infernal, white and bland to the point of distraction, to the point of screaming. Seated now, here, upon the toilet, in front of witnesses, under supervision, she just couldn’t ‘go’, just couldn’t do it. She couldn’t have ‘gone’ even had she been as desperate to relieve herself as she had been earlier, not under supervision, not with the humiliation!

				The larger of the two nurses remained standing in front of her with undisguised impatience, arms folded. In due course the bell ceased its ringing.” Come along, up you get” a much harsher tone this time. Susan was only too glad to stand up. So doing, she bent to pull up her knickers, one hand reaching for the waistband. The knickers reached her knees, but no further; already a hand was beneath her right elbow urging her away from the toilet, causing her to waddle rather than walk, the girl struggling, still, with the recalcitrant garment. The petite young nurse had returned. From behind her came the unmistakable sound of the toilet flushing, she presumed automatically; no one was near it. The big-built nurse was leaving the room, the door shutting behind her, the younger nurse was standing at her elbow.

				There followed a short intermission, beyond which there again came the ringing of a bell; different, more resonant, a deep rich somnolent gong-like bong, bong, bong, not particularly loud, buried, muffled as if from the bowels of the building and propagated through the very structure. It was almost felt as much as heard.

				Susan was standing alongside the bed now, her cheeks rosy red with shame, struggling to pull her bloomers back up, struggling to cover herself, regain some dignity. The young, petite, nurse, the friendly nurse as Susan now thought of her, having led her over to the bed, was speaking quite softly “bedtime, sweetheart”. Just this, nothing more, simultaneously leading Susan to stand at the bed head. Throughout her time here so far one thing that Susan had noted was the strangely silent nurses; they never seeming to speak to each other and only rarely to Susan, even then only the minimum required.

				Upon re-entering the room the petite nurse, unseen by Susan, had placed a small white tray on the floor alongside the bed. Beside the tray she had placed a white plastic packet. Now reaching down, the nurse retrieved the packet, tearing it open and revealing the thick sanitary towel within, far thicker than the pad Susan had so recently removed. “Come on sweetheart, you’ll feel far more comfortable with this”. So saying, and to Susan’s not inconsiderable chagrin, the nurse quickly bent, slipping the pad into the restraining straps in the gusset of the incontinence bloomers, still hanging around the girl’s thighs. Having achieved this to her satisfaction and almost in the same movement, the nurse reached into the dish, retrieving a dampened pad of what appear to be cotton wool. This she quickly wiped this across Susan’s genitals; practised, effortless, too quick for objection. There arose an immediate, if faint, aroma of disinfectant, Susan noting a slight stinging sensation. Standing back from her work, arms now folded with satisfaction, the nurse simply said “knickers up, sweetheart”.

				Although said sweetly, softly, there could be no doubt that this was an order. There was a note of unwavering authority in her voice, an authority that Susan was increasingly finding it difficult to stand up to, although on this occasion there was little incentive for defiance. A rosy-cheeked Susan tugged at her knickers for all she was worth, hips wriggling in effort, grateful for the covering provided, grateful to regain, at least in part, some privacy. Still, even with this relief there came the embarrassment, the humiliation, implicit in the wearing of such a garment. Now this embarrassment was magnified a thousand fold; this new, thicker, sanitary towel was anything but discrete.

				This was little more than an adult diaper, Susan thought. What was worse, during this procedure she had again caught sight of the words printed on the label inside the back of her bloomers: St Mary’s psychiatric wing, incontinence bloomers, PVC, female. Having been again reminded of what those words inferred, they now seemed more an accusation then a description.

				The larger of the two nurses, the one Susan had earlier mentally labelled as being ‘butch’’ had returned. She pulled back the duvet, sheaved in its rubber covering. Susan could see that the latter was attached to the bed by a system of white toggles and eyes, starting from a point about halfway along the mattress’s length and continuing up to the point at which the ‘pillow’ was positioned. From the bed’s foot to the point at which the eye and toggle system began it was not at all obvious at what point the mattress ended and the duvet/covering began, the mattress cover and duvet appearing to be one and the same.

				Only for the second time today Susan needed no persuasion, no coercion; she was exhausted both physically and mentally. Without further instruction, needing little encouragement, she slipped between the rubber covers, no longer worried nor concerned as to her institutional surroundings; in some strange, indescribable, way she was feeling comforted by them. Mostly she just wanted her privacy back, despite the feeling of isolation, of boredom. And then there was the terrible, totally overwhelming exhaustion, this heavy tiredness that was overcoming her.

				Satisfied that Susan was in bed the large nurse left the room again, the petite pretty nurse, the blonde, or so Susan had surmised, remaining behind. The nurse squatted, pulling the duvet up over the reclining girl’s shoulders and attaching its edge to the bedside, working her way quickly up from the bed’s midpoint to the girls shoulders, slipping each eye over its corresponding toggle and, with a deft twist of her dainty hand, securing the fastening; a strange analogue of the traditional tucking-in-of-the-patient that might be seen in any hospital. To Susan it felt firm rather than tight, restraining yet not frightening, the reassurance floating in the back of her mind that she could easily wiggle out if she so wanted. Yet it was also a reassuring swaddling, perhaps it had triggered a subconscious childhood memory, she wasn’t sure, she knew only that she felt comforted.

				Her task completed, the nurse half-sat on the edge of the bed. In the distance Susan could still hear the insistent bong, bong, bong of the slowly repeating, low, deeply resonant, gong-like bell. She could also still hear the surf on the beach, certain now that it was louder than ever before; the tide must have come in she thought, vaguely, sleepily. The nurse reached over, gently stroking Susan’s forehead; “you try and get some sleep sweetheart, you looked very tired, so sleepy. I’m surprised you can keep your eyes open, they look so heavy, so tired”.

				The nurse was stroking Susan’s brow, so motherly, so maternal, so unlike her stepmother. It had been one of the things that had originally attracted her here, to get away from that bitch, at least until she was ready to face university. Those soft sweet fingers stroked so gently, rhythmically, brushing Susan’s brow with a caress as soft as her voice, her tone conversational yet soft:

				“I often find I can hear the sound of the sea at night my room, it really helps me to relax, to get off to sleep. You can hear it from here too if you listen. It’s ever so soothing. Just let your eyes close, just for a moment. Yes, that’s it, that’s a good girl. You can hear the surf clearer now, more distinctly, in and out, in and out.

				It’s really lovely, just the surf and my voice washing over your body, gently washing it out to sea, you can imagine floating in the sea, such soft fluffy cloudy lightness, in and out, in and out with the tide, and above just white fluffy clouds floating past. The tide is gently going in and out, in and out. You can hear the surf, the rhythm, each wave floating another light fluffy cloud by.” The nurse’s voice had gradually become more and more drawn out, monotone, the words becoming rhythmic, slowly synchronizing with the rhythm of her stroking hand and the sound of the surf. The soft gong-like bell had gradually faded away to nothing. Susan’s eyes were closed now her breathing rhythmic, a heavy sleep enveloping her, cocooning her in her own private world of white fluffy clouds and soft lapping waves.

				“That’s a good girl, why not count the soft fluffy clouds as they drift by, that’s a good girl, count the clouds while you listen to my voice, it’s very important to you to keep count of the clouds, you mustn’t lose count, that wouldn’t be a good girl and you do so much want to be such a good girl, you do so much want to learn to be such a good girl. Counting the clouds is getting so tiring but you have to continue, only when you know how many there are will you be able to relax more fully, become a good girl, a good sleepy girl. If you listen, the surf is trying to help you, you can hear what the surf is saying, it is trying to speak to you , to help you. As it goes in and out, in and out it whispers each time, it is your friend, it is trying to help you get better, to get well, you can hear it now, listen it’s just like a child’s chant; a good girl is an obedient girl, a good girl asks no questions, that’s what it is saying, your friend the surf, you can hear it can’t you, yes of course you can, why not join in, repeat with the surf so that the surf can hear that you understand, that it can help you, be your friend, you want the surf to be your friend, you want the surf to be your friend so much, you need the surf, the sound of the surf, listen to the surf now, a good girl is an obedient girl, a good girl asks no questions. That’s it, whisper it as the surf whispers it, in time, in rhythm with the surf, whisper it along with the surf: A good girl is an obedient girl, a good girl asks no questions.”

				Slowly Susan’s lips began to move, the whisper, when it came, came in a slow slur as if from a drunk or the deeply somnolent: “A good girl is an obedient girl, a good girl asks no questions” the whisper hesitant, pausing, rhythmic, a rhythmic chant perfectly in time with the sound of the distant surf.

				Bending over the sleeping, whispering, girl the nurse gently kissed her forehead “that’s a good girl” she whispered. “You will always hear those words when you hear the surf, the lapping waves, whispering to you. Think of the surf as your friend, keeping you company when you’re lonely. You will never be alone as long as there is the whispering surf, as long as you can hear those words that it whispers so beautifully, as long as you can whisper them back, letting the surf hear how much you love it, your friend. You love that whisper, love those words, want to strive to get well, strive to be a good girl, a good obedient girl.”

				The nurse rose, silently, leaving the sleeping girl, the rhythmic soft slurring whispering, the girl’s lips moving in sync with the un-varying rhythmic sound of the surf, waves breaking upon a tropical shore, fluffy white clouds drifting above.

				Susan awoke abruptly, startled, jolted awake by a sharp, shrill ringing. Her first thought of the day: another damn bell! Automatically she went to sit up, the tight elastic bed-cover springing her back down before she had risen more than a few degrees above the horizontal.

				She lay still for a moment, disorientated yet safe in her rubber cocoon. The events of the previous day slowly returned in an almost hallucinogenic, kaleidoscopic, jumble. She closed her eyes again, for a moment, no more.

				Suddenly she was no longer alone, a nurse was there, her nurse, she thought to herself for no particular reason. The petite, pretty, nurse back was beside her bed. Without speaking, not so much as a cheery ‘good morning’, she crouched, deftly releasing with practiced skill the bedcover’s retaining toggles that had insured such a firm, comforting, swaddling throughout the night. As she went she simultaneously and unceremoniously swept aside the duvet with her free hand.

				Susan was still feeling sleepy, uncharacteristically devoid of energy, deflated; a leaden heaviness afflicted her limbs, was weighing her down. Before she had even had time to even think, to gather her thoughts, the nurse was helping her to her feet, supporting her by a hand beneath her right elbow, an arm swiftly placed around her shoulders, reassuringly, supportively, aiding in the task of guiding the dazed girl across the room.

				Susan, feeling hazy, lightheaded, was glad of the support, glad of the company, and now particularly glad of another fact; that damned bell had stopped. Just three paces, no more, and she found herself guided gently yet firmly down onto that seat again, at that desk. Up until now no word had been said, either way, but now came the nurse’s soft west-country lilt, the authoritative tone almost subliminally buried. “That’s a good girl. Come along; sit down like a good girl.”

				Susan was back sitting at that damn desk again; it seemed only moments ago that she had been sitting here, waiting. In front of her, on the desktop, were laid out the white bowl, the white beaker and, alongside the bowel, the childish white plastic spoon; her breakfast, Susan supposed. She glanced up at the nurse who, in her turn, shot back a reassuring, beaming, sugar-sweet smile, yet said nothing. Susan returned her gaze to her ‘breakfast’, the latter differing little, if at all, in appearance from her previous meal. A white milk-like drink filled the beaker, the bowl, containing some sort of porridge as per her previous meal, now appearing even whiter than before in the daylight glow that now issued from the white frosted-glass window above the desk, from just above her head.

				For some reason, although hungry, Susan’s attention had been drawn to that window. She had momentarily lost interest in the meal before her, the lack of any specific, discernible, aroma emanating from the latter, together with its uninspiring appearance, further facilitating that distraction.

				Yes, there was definitely something about that window, or rather the featureless white-misted pane sited beyond the protective grille, beyond the obvious focal plane, that she had missed before. The realization came to her quite suddenly that that was exactly what it was about it; that the window was not quite featureless, not quite. For some reason she had become aware of a series of evenly spaced zones, barely perceptible shifts in light intensity, barely perceptible vertical bands wherein the frosting of the glass appeared slightly more opaque, a faint alternating pattern of light and dark. Bars! There are bars on the outside of this window! Perhaps on all the windows! The thought hit her; it really was a prison.

				Despite the fact that she had just spent the night in a small room, as close to a prison cell as anything she could have imagined and behind a heavy locked door. Despite the security precautions she had witnessed, the locked barred security-gates regularly bisecting the corridors, the key operated lift. Despite all this, she hadn’t felt trapped in any way nor locked in; she had trust, she trusted them. Until this moment, this realization, this revelation. Yes, she had decided that she didn’t like the situation, that as so as soon as she had the chance to speak to someone in authority she would resign from the program, simply leave. But now...Now everything had changed; that realization, those bars on the window, somehow it affected her. Somehow the whole situation, her perception, had changed. In that instant she had become trapped as some misguided 19th-century naturalist might once have trapped a moth or butterfly in his capture bottle, its fate; to be suffocated by chloroform.

				Somehow snapping out of it, Susan instinctively reached for the spoon where it lay beside the porridge bowl. Despite everything she was hungry, not so much by dint of an empty stomach, although her stomach did feel empty, rumbling, more driven by a desire for the taste and texture of food, for the mouth-feel. Stirring around in the pulpy, sludgy, mixture, feeling oddly fascinated, satisfied, by the resulting spirals, she lifted a dollop toward her mouth, tapping off the excess with her index finger, loose, runny dollops, splashing and splattering back into the bowl with a dull soft plop, looking for all the world like soggy, slushy, cardboard-like white papier maché.

				Suddenly a break in the silence, in actuality more a slash then a break such was the severity. “What do you think you’re doing, girl?” The nurse, that sweet nurse, but her voice had changed, it was sharp, cutting, startling. Shocked, jolted, Susan fumbled, dropping the spoon, the pulp spluttering onto the desktop, small globs sputtering across the front of the latex nightdress, across the tight balloon-globes of her breasts. The nurse continued in the same sharp vein: “Where are your manners? You don’t just help yourself! Has anyone told you it is time to eat yet? Have I told you that your meal is ready, have I said that it’s mealtime yet?”

				Susan was taken aback, a response that was fast becoming almost habitual for her in this place. What madness was this? What was all this stuff about etiquette and manners? The food was just sitting there in front of her; of course she would expect to eat it, why would she expect to have to wait? What would be she be waiting for? It was obvious that the nurse was expecting an answer, was growing impatient. Reaching across the seated girl’s shoulder and placing the spoon back beside the bowl she said sharply: “Well, girl, are you lost for words or just rude? I asked you a question”. Susan had descended into her, now customary, state of shock. Her self-confidence suddenly deserting her she frantically searched around for something to say. What should she say? Again she found herself stammering, something she had rarely done before coming here. “I,I,I I’m not sure” was all she could manage.

				Susan could sense that the nurse was getting more irritated, it was all in the voice; she just knew that her friendly nurse was no longer smiling. The woman went on: “You’re not sure? Not sure of what? Not sure whether anyone told you to start eating or not sure what to say? Well, you could start by apologizing. Now, come along and be a good girl, you know what to say, I’m sure.”

				Towards the end of this latter sentence the nurse’s voice had softened, the phrase ‘be a good girl’ being particularly delicately enunciated.

				Despite a deep sense of humiliation Susan found herself saying sorry, more, to her chagrin, Susan had remembered to use the correct address, good manners were so important. “I,I I’m sorry nurse” she stammered, feeling the now all-too-familiar blush spread across her cheeks as she did so.

				Yet again a startle, a jolt, a shock; words interrupted, the silence between abruptly, rudely filled by an intrusive ding, ding ,ding. Already there was a certain familiarity, last night’s meal wasn’t it? Instinctively Susan began to turn, to look around, only to be again interrupted, finding the spoon placed in her hand, the nurse having again leant across from behind. The nurse’s voice, now coloured by the return of her soft, soothing, coaxing tone; “come along sweetheart, eat up, it’s mealtime, I’m sure you must be very hungry”. A strange singsong tone, notably odd, yet to Susan strangely familiar, even reassuring. “That’s a good girl” the nurse continued.

				As before the porridge was desperately bland, the texture pulpy, almost non-existent and, lacking any real ‘mouth feel’, was not truly satisfying. The drink too was utterly bland, neither warm nor cold, a good description being’ tepid’. In actuality it was all at room temperature and, like everything else in her new, but rapidly more familiar, environment, perfectly comfortable, perfectly nice, just so, so boring.

				Susan ate quickly, she was indeed hungry, not a real deep down rumbling-stomach-hunger, indeed she was feeling somewhat bloated if she was to be honest, fats becoming aware of a new need, a rapidly growing urgency now vying for her attention. No, it was not this deep-seated type of hunger, it was more a case of her appetite requiring satisfaction, the need to taste something, chew something, that was the desire, her drive, now.

				Throughout the proceedings the bell continued its insistent ring, the nurse twittering on behind her. What was it with this woman? Susan, thought to herself, would she never shut up?. Susan, eating, try to ignore, to shut out, the irritating bell and the nurse’s equally insistent chatter: “That’s it, eat up, it’s nice, that’s it, you are a good girl, such a good girl”

				The bowl’s bottom had begun to show between glutinous globs of porridge, although difficult for Susan to truly perceive, the lack of contrast between bowl and porridge, the near-white upon pure white, conspiring to fool the eye. Susan, scooping up what was possibly the penultimate spoonful was yet again interrupted; the most abrupt of silences had descended, the bell having ceased its ring. Seemingly simultaneously the nurse picked up the bowl, spoon and beaker and was gone. Susan was left to swallow the last mouthful alone, dumbfounded.

				The urge, this new urgency, was growing now more and more demanding of her attention. Instinctively she grasped at her abdomen, gritted her teeth. She had been holding back, worried about their stupid alarm system, despite herself, despite being certain that the engineers must have fixed the problem by now. A sharply- stabbing pain had her squeezing out from behind the cramped desk and sidestepping crablike across to the waiting toilet, levering herself up, precariously balancing against the desk corner with her right hand while simultaneously tugging at those hideous knickers with her left.

				It was with the greatest of relief that her weight slumped heavily down. The plastic ring that constituted the seat momentarily deformed under the impact, her fleshy buttocks similarly moulding, morphing, to match. Her bowel movement initiated in this self-same moment, her knickers simultaneously slipping to their final resting place, washing around her ankles in a PVC pool, the elasticated waistband now a plastic hobble.

				In her urgency the double beep had gone unheeded. Indeed there had not been any problem with the alarm system when she had previously used the loo. Only when she had moved to the side of the room, by the bed, had the alarm been set off. Besides she had assumed that the fault had by now been corrected. Certainly the nurse that had brought in her breakfast had not reiterated anything of the warnings given the day before. Now, however, her mistake, her erroneous assumption, was obvious but the knowledge was of little use to her now, it had come too late. Wheeeee whoooo! Wheeeee whooooo! Susan could do nothing about it now, just try to block it out, try to ignore it, concentrate on finishing, getting back to her seat, back to the desk. It would reset eventually if she were back at her desk, this much she knew, but for now she was trapped, crouching low on this ridiculous little pedestal, arms wrapped around her middle in a self-hugging display of abdominal cramping and the efficacy of hospital laxatives.

				She felt out of control, she was just going and going. Diarrhoea! The thought cut across her mind in a demeaning wave of humiliating horror. The implications, the repercussions, passed in front of her eyes as if a procession, a tableau of ever-increasing humbling humiliation played out to an accompaniment of wailing siren and low, embarrassingly-rumbling toiletry resonance. The aroma, now filling the room to remain well after the event, would be waiting to point the accusing finger.

				A new problem, a disaster in fact: Where had the bloody toilet paper gone? Susan was sure that one of the nurses, one of the pair that had visited the previous evening, had brought with her a toilet roll. Yes! She had! Susan had taken careful note, had been relieved. She had intended to demand one, make a fuss about it and so she had been relieved to spot a roll had been brought in. It was that butch looking nurse, Susan recalled, she had had it in her left hand when they had come in, she had stood there fiddling with it while Susan was on the loo. Where was the bloody thing now? Not that there were too many places where anything could hide, could be misplaced, not in that tiny sparsely furnished little room. There had definitely been one brought in, but there was certainly nothing approximating to toilet paper anywhere in the room now. Surely they hadn’t taken it with them when they left? Why would they? It didn’t make any sense. Nothing did, not here! There was nothing she could use, no paper, no wipes, nothing of any description and the problem was far worse than before.

				Desperately she tried to make sense of it all, tried to weigh up her options, find a solution. All the time with that bloody insistent alarm nagged at her, wheeeee-whooooo, wheeeee-whooooo! It cut through her concentration, it jammed her thoughts, it forced impulsive action. Anything just to get cleaned up, get back to that bloody little desk and it’s ridiculously small childish plastic seat. Anything to get that bloody noise to stop!!...Anything!!!

				Again the removable absorbent incontinence towel in her knickers came to her aid. She was glad now of the increased thickness, the bulk, of this new pad, the very features that had been the source of so much consternation. It was only with the greatest of care that she was able to achieve anything close to the standard of personal hygiene she deemed acceptable. Both sides of the towel had had to be utilised, the girl desperately trying to concentrate on avoiding contact with her fingers, contact with that loathsome brown slime, throughout desperately trying to block out that constant banshee-wailing.

				There had been no choice this time but to dispose of the used towel in the toilet. Even as she had done so she had been aware, at some level, of the trouble to come; the nagging foreboding, the likely repercussions, worried away at her. Why oh why couldn’t she just flush it away, remove the evidence, both visual and olfactory? The aroma, now conspicuous in its pungency, invading every corner, seemed to mock her in her impotent attempts to clean up. On the other hand, she dreaded the actual moment of flushing, dreaded the outcome; she was absolutely certain the toilet was going to become blocked, and then what? What would happen then, when it did flush?

				Susan Stringer sat, waited, what else was there to do here? Alone, isolated, she began to contemplate the undoubted uniqueness of her situation before finding that she had drifted away yet again, had lost track of time and of her train of thought, her musings, for the time being, forgotten.

				In fact her situation was far from being unique. If, for the incredulous, evidence be required it may be said that such evidence resided close at hand. Close, that is, from the perspective of the reader, those of us gifted the privilege to change the scene at will.

			

		

	
		
			
				Institutionalisation (2): 30c: The Girl Next-Door

				Geographically less than two metres away, albeit separated from her by the half metre thick soundproofed dividing wall, her circumstances were shared. Behind the door of the very next room, if she could have seen past it, the merest glance at patient 30C, sitting at an identical desk, would have been evidence enough both of shared circumstances and of the consequences of those circumstances.

				At this particular instance 30C, once Lavinia Vitesse, is having her hair ‘styled’. Already Matron’s shears have been put to good use, before the girl had had her shower. The bottom two and a half to three centimetres of each pigtail has been cleaved away, taking with it the ribbon bow that had tied it in a single clean action, the shears slicing clean through each braid in turn. This is the third such ‘styling session’ that this girl has undergone in her six months of residency and, having learned the wisdom of docile acceptance, she sat quietly throughout the cutting and while her remaining hair had been carefully un-braided and combed through. Then it had been off to the shower.

				Now she sits unresisting as Matron tightly braids each side before tying off each pigtail with the regulation bottle-green and white ribbon. Standing back to admire her handiwork she simultaneously retrieves a tiny plastic bottle from her dress pocket and, pausing only to make a couple of slight, and frankly, obsessive, adjustments to the bows, applies two or three drops of the clear fluid to the centre of each, ‘just in case’.

				“Stand up, girl, let’s take a look at you”. The girl stands, slowly rising to her full height, wincing as she does so, the rubber knickers momentarily adhering to the soft skin of her buttocks before slowly peeling away and in so doing drawing her attention to the throbbing, raised, cane lines that lay beneath.

				With eyes of violet and hair of a natural black gently-waved sheen she looks the picture of a young Elisabeth Tailor, perhaps of around the era of ‘National Velvet’, stretched to fit a taller frame. Despite her almost 19 years and generously full-breasted figure the illusion of a rather precocious girl of the age of a ‘National Velvet’ era Tailor as been carried into reality by her uniform. That she is actually taller than Matron seems to amplify her awkwardness rather than aid her confidence, further adding to that illusion. She stands demurely with hands crossed in front of her skirt and head bowed while Matron fits the little Victorian-style bonnet onto her head, securing it by way of its broad matching ribbon, tying the latter, with some fastidiousness, into a neat, yet oversized, bow beneath the girl’s chin. Again Matron stands back, admiring, appraising, her work as might an artist. Slowly, then, she circles the girl, her gaze systematically sweeping up and down the vision before her. Her work in its entirety, from the patent-look plastic bottle-green Mary Janes to the crown of the green and white striped bonnet.

				Stocking seams are examined and found straight, suspenders sufficiently tautened. Posture is checked and confirmed sufficiently submissive. The head is held sufficiently bowed, the hands are correctly positioned in front of the skirt, hands crossed with palms turned outward; the latter gesture of surrender necessitating a pronounced stoop.

				Returning again to the girl’s rear Matron pauses before bending slightly and lifting the girl’s skirt from the hem, pinching the latter delicately between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand. Her left hand now explores around and across each latex-smooth globe in turn, ensuring no ripple, however slight, should Interrupt the doll-like moulded perfection so expertly rubber-sculpted from that rather over-fat bottom. Sensitive, tactile, fingertips appraise the raised, thin, cane welts running across each cheek before reluctantly shifting to trace the centre seam from the waistband down to the point at which it becomes camouflaged by shadow, the point at which it plunges deep into that gluteal-cleft valley. Matron’s index finger pursues the thickened rubber line with an inappropriately languid sensuality along the artificially defined separation between buttock-cheeks that are held parted almost as if by an unseen human hand. She feels around the exaggerated indentation that marks the puckering of the fabric into the girl’s grommet-lined anus, feels around the gently raised periphery of the grommet’s exterior. Journeying further along the shadowed valley she encounters the change in texture that announces the transition to the transparent gusset area whereupon the seam diverges to follow two opposing ovoid paths, accommodating the polythene intimacy of the so called ‘examination window’.

				“Bend please sweetheart” Matron sounds slightly breathless, although none are present to bear critical witness nor to comment save for a browbeaten girl too mortified, too lost in her self-conscious embarrassment to notice.

				“Bend, girl” she says again, starkly, more forcefully this time. The girl is startled almost as if awoken from a deep sleep, she bends to grip her ankles, straight legged, knees locked. Matron’s finger continues along its exploratory route, ring finger and forefinger now providing companionship as Matron’s hand follows the contours of the girls outer lips through the thin supple plastic, noting the warmth, the girl’s core heat, the central soft yielding of fabric confirming the requisite closeness of fit, that the central puckering is determined by her most intimate of contours.

				For a few fleeting moments, fingers guiltily tarry, gliding as might a sculptor’s hands turned to moulding and refining a masterpiece, working to ease nature’s imperfections from the man-made perfection of transparency. Feminine-lubricated fabric slips effortlessly this way and that; starlight-spangled bubbles are gradually smoothed from their expanding viscous pearlescent pool.

				For a few brief moments of our reality their time is stretched and deformed, becoming an indefinite temporal expanse wherein dance both protagonists in a common emotional entanglement of indistinct boundary.

				That the girl’s response is purely physiological matters not to her. That it is merely a simple reflex to mechanical stimulation, albeit enhanced and amplified in juxtaposition to her enforced denial, is beside the point; such knowledge cannot but fail to defend against the embarrassment and humiliation that this loss of control engenders.

				That it should come at the hands of another woman only serves to exaggerate and de-rationalise the experience, fear and guilt adding to the piquancy of the mix, physiological excitement surging into a confusing mêlée of arousal.

				Matron, too, has her guilty secrets to disguise, her excitement to be denied. If truth be told, her charge’s visible arousal, but perhaps more telling, the girl’s obvious psychological discomfiture in the face of that involuntary response, urges Matron onward, ever onward. She is now being driven towards a crisis of her own, the resolution of which is available elsewhere but will, of necessity, have to be delayed. She will need all her strength of will and determination, to hold out, but she knows only too well the importance of self-control if she is to succeed here.

				For those few brief moments, then, they are locked, the two of them, in a wild turmoil of positive feedback, the response of one fuelling the excitement of the other, before at last Matron’s professional inner voice breaks through, her returning sense of self control coming as a relief.

				Her other side too, Matron’s submerged darker side, is to some degree glad of some respite; it would be too soon, too easy, there is the preparation, the training, to savour, the anticipation. Yes, there is the anticipation, the sweetest confection, yet how fragile the line of segregation beyond which, and in close proximity, lies the potential for frustration. Not that such philosophical considerations are ever to be granted more than theoretical status in Matron’s domain; a harvest, sufficiently staggered, ensures a constancy of sustenance. Later she can, and will, partake of the wine of freshly ripened fruit, slake that peculiarly guilty thirst of hers in the company of one of her other charges, one of the ‘ long-term’ girls.

				Yes, she will extract the tribute due her, born of previous endeavour, fruit of previous exertions of her self-control. She will drink her fill and, even while doing so, in her mind she will be refining her gambit as regards the present situation, anticipating the future crop.

				She is going to have to wait but it will be well worth it. In a room much as this one, or perhaps in her office, she will reach her Nirvana of excitement, of physical satisfaction, while her mind, wandering free of any shackles of sensibility or ethical consideration, will reach an equally satisfying psychological completion; exploring the dark recesses of her imagination, laying out new rules, new regulations, developing new regimes, fermenting sweeter still that delicious taste of anticipation that she loves so much.

				For now she has obligations to fulfil here, duties to carry out that provide for a different and more immediate form of satisfaction; no less satisfying in its own way nevertheless it is a very different form of satisfaction to that which awaits her elsewhere but for which she will have to wait just a little longer.

				The School Room Recollections (1): Introduction

				The fact is, patient 30C hadn’t always been patient 30C. Up until a few days ago she had been patient 30S. A minor change in nomenclature, certainly, a single letter, not much, one might think, but a troublesome change nevertheless. It was problematic for the clinic, a new nightdress had had to be ordered, printed with the hospital badge and the all-important patient number. It was troublesome too for the girl herself who had had to sit carefully unpicking the embroidered letter ‘S’ of the patient number emblazoned on the breast pocket of her uniform dress before, equally carefully, embroidering the new letter, a task particularly bruising of the girl’s spirit. Yes, a single letter, in itself a small thing, but signifying a change in classification of great import to this girl’s comfort.

				How long ago had it been, a month? She had been selected to join the ‘school group’, thus the classification letter ‘S’ on her badge. The school group, she had been led to understand, was a long-running investigation into comparative education techniques and teaching methods. More specifically it was an investigation into the way that different teaching methods influenced learning outcome and was presently examining the efficacy of the old-fashioned rote- learning technique. She had been told she would be sharing a dormitory with other girls and living under a traditional boarding school regime. After the time she had spent alone in her room she had been excited, it sounded fun, although rather strange to be effectively going back to school at her age, being of just over nineteen years of age. Most of all she was to be with other girls, no more waiting, no more sitting alone,. How long had it been? She had no idea. They wouldn’t have told her, she knew that, even if she had had the courage to ask, even had she been allowed to ask.

				She hadn’t been sure what to expect, there had been several corridors and a trip in the lift, then at the end of a particularly long corridor a door had been unlocked, the usual white door. Behind this lay a large room but first a locked barred metal grille had had to be navigated. Another one of matrons keys had jangled from the large ring that hung from a clip on her belt and the prison-like grille had opened allowing them entry into what turned out to be a large bright white circular room.

				Straight ahead of her, on the far side of the room lay another white door, the centre of the room was dominated by a large circular white table, the top having a perimeter of gently rounded contour. An attached bench seat ran around its circumference, the whole being of white moulded plastic. On both sides of the room, equidistantly spaced around the circular wall and arranged radially, were six hospital beds, three on each side, the room being delineated by way of the two centrally opposing doorways. Each bed was furnished with its own narrow plastic topped table mounted on a bracket across the foot but with the facility of being positionable at any point along the bed’s length.

				The room’s walls were intersected at regular intervals by a curved window, of perhaps half a metre in length, set back into a recess in the wall between each bed and beneath which resided a small plastic chair of the type with which she had become so familiar.

				She was disappointed to see the usual frosted glass had been used and in addition, despite the claimed boarding school theme, the usual institutional white plastic grilles were in evidence covering each of the windows.

				The reason for the rather cheerful brightness of this room had quickly become apparent to her, in addition to the windows around each wall the high domed ceiling consisted of a series of glass panes, the latter inducing in the girl the perception of having walked into some sort of conservatory or greenhouse. What was more, she could hear rain pitter-pattering against those panes, quite loudly too.

				She had been disappointed upon looking up to find the whole ceiling covered with a white grille at the point at which the dome extended upwards from the top of the walls. Beyond the grille she could see nothing of the rain, just a defuse white light issuing through frosted glass, almost formless except for, and she had had to stare for quite some time to really be sure, what appeared to be the shadows of bars mounted on the outside. Hurriedly she had shifted her gaze to the side windows and, having got her eye in as it were, she had been able to confirm that the telltale shadows were indeed present there also. She had quickly come to the conclusion that she was now in some sort of outbuilding, linked to the main building by the corridor through which she had arrived, yet what a strange construction indeed. In her mind’s eye she had tried to picture the external view and had come to the conclusion that it must look like a cage that someone had built a wall around and then had put windows in. There were bars across those windows and obviously running across the roof too and then there was the locked grille that they had had to negotiate on entry.

				She had often been unsettled by the security precautions that she had encountered since her arrival, previsions that at times had seemed to her to be more appropriate in some high security prison. She had come to the conclusion that it was the legacy of the building’s late-Victorian incarnation as an insane asylum, although she had at times wondered at the inconvenience endured by the staff. Whether it had been for financial reasons or to satisfy some desire of the owner’s, the decision to retain the original features to the extent that they had clearly involved considerable inconvenience to all concerned.

				There was something about this room that, from her first impression, had impacted upon her and that she could not easily sweep aside. Whether it had been the realisation that she would be continually seeing that prison-like locked grille or the eerie sterile atmosphere of that rotunda of hospital beds, whatever it had been it had sent a cold sinister shiver down her back.

				Still soaking up the atmosphere her gaze had returned skyward; clearly it had been such an amazing sight, so unexpected, as to have failed initially to register with her. In the very centre of the room, suspended perhaps half a metre below the centre of the ceiling grille, and thus centred directly overhead of what she would later discover to be the dining table, was a mirror ball of the type one might once have expected to encounter in a dance hall but of perhaps half again the diameter.

				A nurse dressed in the usual white uniform had appeared from the other door, the door without a security grille, and had stood, with her hands on her hips regarding her with an appraising eye.

				Matron had introduced the woman as the dormitory mistress, and had told the girl that from that moment on the rather stern looking, stoutly built, middle-aged woman would be taking charge of her and that she should consider herself now ‘at school’ and as such under boarding school discipline. Without another word of explanation Matron had turned and left, keys jangling as she let herself past the security grille and out through the door beyond.

				The woman had been quite brusque and the shocked girl, already staggered by her new surroundings, had been unable to regain her balance and composure. There was something about this woman’s voice, a quality that she shared with Matron and that had the power to crush dissent even before any dissenting thought had had time to form. The girl had instantly felt powerless and dominated as the woman had recited the rules, regulations and restrictions under which this regime operated and to which she was now subject.

				First and foremost; the ‘ no talking’ rule was retained in the dormitory, the girl had felt her soul begin to collapse at this news, she had previously been told to expect the ‘ no talking’ rule to be in affect in the classroom but she felt stunned at this revelation, by the realisation that she was to be with, and surrounded by, a group of girls of around her own age and yet be expected not to converse, to somehow ignore them. The woman had gone on to outline the rest of the regime, the bells at mealtimes, sleep time and toilet time were retained here but in addition there was another bell that sounded at lesson time, the school bell, and at that time all girls had to line up at that door at the room’s end, the classroom door.

				There was apparently a small shower room appended but insufficient space had been available when the unit had been set up to install toilets. This revelation had left her head spinning, she felt faint and a little sick as the dormitory mistress had casually gone on to outline the rules governing the issue and usage of bedpans. The woman had led her over to a bed at this point to illustrate her talk by indicating the chair alongside that was fixed against the back wall and upon which sat a bedpan. Not just a bedpan, although that would have been bad enough, as it was she had almost fainted; it was transparent, made from Lucite or some other translucent plastic. This bed, she had realised, was to be her bed, for up on the wall above the white plastic coated and metal framed bed-head was a large square glossy white plastic sign with, in large bold black letters, 30S. A similar sign adorned the wall behind each bed, the only decoration on the otherwise pristinely antiseptic white curved walls. It had come as a shock, that this was to be her bed, but the really major shock had come with the realisation that she was looking at her bedpan, her transparent bedpan, her only toiletry relief.

				The rules and regulations had just seemed to go on and on. Some, specific to the regime, were new to her and many had seemed extraordinarily petty, other requirements and restrictions required little or no adjustment on her part. Of the latter, the news that her uniform was to be retained largely unchanged had come as a particular blow. She had expected, hoped for, even prayed for, a more conventional attire, perhaps even receiving her own clothes back. The thought of yet more pairs of eyes appraising her appearance, even if of those similarly attired, had only served to deepen her despondency.

				The dormitory mistress had gone on to explain how, from the inception of the clinic and the decision to include in the over-all protocol a uniform for all test subjects, a great deal of effort had been expended to ensure that the conceived design be suitable for a large range of tasks and regimes. Susan’s crestfallen expression must have spoken volumes as the dormitory mistress, with eyes sparkling, had been stimulated to enthuse further as to the practicality of the nylon fabric, expounding her opinion as to just why their green and white striped dresses were so eminently appropriate in the classroom while being just as suitable for the workhouse. This latter point had been somewhat lost on the girl and, as she never heard mention of it again, she remained as ignorant now as she had been puzzled then.

				With an effort she dragged herself back to the present, there was no longer any pretence that this was anything but a punishment. There was to be no continuance of their previous charades; no excuses regarding the limited availability of accommodation nor problematic alarm systems nor legacy security precautions.

				Matron had put it to her straight enough; she had been taken out of the school program after just one month, just one month served of her contract to take part in three months of experimentation. No, the time she had waited before selection, the time spent confined to this very room, or one very much like it, would not be taken into account, her contract had been very clear on that point. Now after just one month her place on that particular program had had to be filled by another subject and she was going to have to wait her turn to re-join, it would be at least a month before a vacancy would become due but ultimately her re-selection eligibility was to be based on Matron’s recommendation or otherwise.

				Nor would this time count towards her three months of obligation and Matron had every intention of ensuring that she did, indeed, fulfil that obligation. Indeed Matron would ensure that she spent at least another two months of her life undergoing that exquisitely crushing discipline and enduring those, quite literally, mind numbing lessons. Until that time she had been placed exclusively under Matron’s care and had soon been made keenly aware that the longevity of that care was Matron’s decision and Matron’s decision alone.

				She had spoken out of turn, stuttering out a question, a rare breaking of the no talking rule, desperate to know just how long she had been in residence, the answer had underlined her circumstances in bold: “It will certainly be another month now, sweetheart” had come Matron’s response. The girl had begged, actually dropped to her knees clasping her hands in prayer-like fashion. Matron had pondered momentarily then had turned as if to leave the room. Behind her the girl had remained kneeling, head swimming. Another month, now there would be two months spent in this room! Another month just for talking?

				That she had accepted this pronouncement, this judgment, as a prisoner might expect and accept an extension of sentence, that she didn’t even pause, even for a moment, to question Matron’s authority, their authority, their legal right to keep her locked away, imprisoned, had no little to do with having had previously spent three months in this room followed by three months in the schoolroom.

				Yes, as judged out there, out there in that other world, the outside world, she had undergone three months of schoolroom training, three months of strict boarding- school discipline, obedience training and behaviour modification therapy sessions. Here, in this reality, in her reality, one month had passed, just as the one month she had previously spent in this room, waiting, had seen three such hurry past in that nearby, yet distant, realm of ‘the outside’.

				The girl’s entreaty had neither fallen on deaf ears nor been entirely unexpected. Half out of the door Matron had paused, stroking her cheek with the middle finger of her left hand, the half opened door occupying her right, as if pondering some new thought, some flash of inspiration. Half turning to face her charge, an exasperated expression displayed on her rounded features, seeming to take pity on the girl, she almost apologetically explained how she had to issue some sort of punishment, how rules were important to the smooth running of any institution, why rules could not be allowed to be broken willy-nilly. “What am I supposed to do, spank you like a little girl, cane you?” she had added, as if absentmindedly narrating a passing thought. In response the kneeling girl had placed her fingertips on her shoulders, fulfilling the schoolroom-taught protocol demanded of one requesting a boon or permission.

				“Yes, 30C?”

				“P,p,p , please mm, Matron, pp please a, a, another p, punishment, pleeese.”

				Matron had by now fully re-entered the room, re-closing the door behind her, and stood imperious with hands on hips before the girl. After due consideration, the seriousness of the situation having demanded a lengthy period of soul-searching on Matron’s part, she had outlined an alternative path of punishment. The girl had listened intently, numbly, humbly and then had had to ask ‘ nicely’ for her punishment, reciting the number of strokes of the cane; Matron had said only the cane would do. She had had to kneel there begging for the cane then describing how she would count each stroke and thank Matron for it and declaring that she understood that, if for any reason the punishment was interrupted before the sixth and final stroke, if she should lose count, forget to thank Matron for a stroke or fail to remain bending, then the caning would begin again afresh.

				Matron had explained how, after three such restarts, the punishment would have to resume the next day and so on until such a time that she should have successfully received the full six strokes. Matron had added a final proviso; if after three days the punishment had not been successfully delivered then the original punishment of an extra month spent in her room, and thus an extra month in this institution, would stand. The girl had had to confirm, verbally, that she understood that by accepting this caning she was also accepting the condition that any future punishment would be by way of six strokes of Matron’s cane with exactly the same conditions in force. If after three days the punishment had not been successfully taken, yet another time extension of one-month would be imposed.

				Today was her third day. She had been confident that first day, confident that she had made the right choice; six strokes of the cane and then it would be over, how bad could it be?

				Back to Her Future: Matron’s Cane

				True she hadn’t considered the humiliation aspect, hadn’t factored in the effect, hadn’t expected to have felt so crushed, so weakened, as she had done when the moment had come for her to bend over the desk, for Matron to release the lock that fastened the waistband of her bloomers and to ease them down to hang around her knees. Yet even then she had retained some confidence. She had tried to focus her mind on a different situation, tried to blank out not only the thought of what was to come but also any thoughts of the scene she was presently presenting, the view greeting Matron of that soiled pad in her knickers, the rise in odour released as the trapped warm air escaped from its rubber prison.

				Try as she might she could not escape her surroundings. For one there was the protocol to remember, counting the strokes, thanking Matron. Secondly each attempt seemed only to lead to memories of the schoolroom, of the classroom, the lessons, the pointless rote learning of alternative and deliberately incorrect multiplication tables. ‘One times three equals four, two times three equals five, three times three equals eleven, four times three equals...’

				CRACK!. The pain had ripped through her schoolroom daydream and yet was bearable, she had never been caned at any time in her life, in fact never subject to any form of physical chastisement, now she felt cheered, it was bearable, she could get through this! ...

				CRACK!. Another stroke, yet still bearable. “Stand up, girl, fingertips on shoulders “.

				Puzzled, she had obeyed the order, only then had the realisation taken hold; she had forgotten to count, forgotten to thank Matron after each stroke. “Yes, girl, I can see that you have remembered now, a bit late though sweetheart. Now bend back over the desk and we’ll start again.”

				CRACK... this time she had remembered. “Three, t t t thank you m,Matron”.

				Matron’s voice had come to her lemon-acid sharp: “Stupid girl, I said we’ll start again, that meant from scratch. What should you have said?”

				The girl had barely been able to answer; her stoic facade had all but collapsed. “Ow o one, mmmm Matron.”

				“And where’s your gratitude girl, your manners? One what, girl?”

				“Ww o o one th thank yyo you mmm Matron”. Patient 30C had begun to gently sob not so much from the pain but rather in sorrow, in mourning for her failing, nay, dead, fortitude.

				Inwardly Matron had smiled, had welcomed this development, outwardly she maintained her professional detachment, her determination to continue going even so far as to comfort the sobbing girl. An arm around the girl’s shoulders she had reassured her that she would be able to get through it, this time she would get through it. Simultaneously she had eased the girl back down into position, across that desk.

				CRACK! “ Wo, wo, one, t th thank you m, Matron.”

				CRACK!, Slightly harder this time, a pink wheal raising in response, but still bearable, just; “T,two th th t, thank yy, you m, Ma Matron.”

				CRACK!, even harder this time, a distinct raised red wheal developing across both rounded cheeks, dead centre, yet it had still been bearable, the thought had run through her head, she could do this, could still get through this, she still had hope: “Th, th, three th, th, thank you m,m,m Matron.”

				CRACK!, another wheal had been painted in vivid rose red across those, once pristine, snow-white globes, perhaps a thumb’s width down from the previous. “Thh ff, four, t, th ,th thank y,yo, you m, Matron.”

				There had come two or three taps with the cane, dummy runs almost, that in hind sight she would later reflect signalled the last time she had truly believed that she might get through it. Sssshwwsssh CRACK!, the shock, a blinding flash momentarily replaced the desk, the entire room. Her reaction had been instinctive, a reflex, she had been totally unprepared for the whip of the cane up, under and across the sensitive overhang of her buttocks, a cane possessed of peerless flexibility, wielded in the hands of an artist and unerringly whipped across the valley whereupon upper thighs swell out into foothills of flesh. Whipped indeed, no mere cane stroke, this. This had been a cane wielded as whip, nothing less, and the product of such handicraft had stood screaming, possessed by uncontrollable weeping, both hands gripping red, swollen, throbbing globes of whipped girl-flesh.

				As conscious thought had slowly returned the overwhelming, dominant, thought obsessing her mind was that she had failed. Seven strokes of the cane and still she had failed.

				Today was her third day. The second day had started with a canning straight from bed. On both the first and second attempts she had so nearly made it through, jumping up on the fourth stroke of the first attempt and again on the fifth stroke of the second. The third and final attempt to suffer her punishment floundered on only the third stroke upon the receipt of which emotion and pain had conspired to rob her of the ability to express due gratitude to her corrector.

				Yes, today was her third day, her last day if she was to avoid an extra month spent confined to this room, yet, perversely, her burden had now accumulated additional weight. The realisation of the existence of a previously unsuspected dimension now amplified her tribulation. Today she had not been caned immediately upon rising, as previously, but rather had been given leave to perform her ablutions first, even to having had showered. She had been shaved, but this was a normal part of the routine upon showering. She had then been dressed in the full uniform, the corselet, stockings, the dress, everything.

				Of more significance, and of the worst kind, she had been given a pair of those awful ‘examination pants’ with their transparent close fitting gusset. Not that the sense of exposure was foremost in her mind at that moment, those knickers would surely be coming down all too soon, no, it was the implication that was so bothersome. The only time ‘ examination pants’ had to be worn was for a doctor’s visit. True, no differentiation was made between internal exam, psychological appraisal, counselling session or, indeed, dental hygiene session, the fact was, whatever the reason, a doctors visit necessitated the wearing of that most foul and hated garment. Although this she found most irksome and unnecessarily humiliating, the implications here ran deeper still.

				Any doctor’s visit would surely result in the observation of the evidence of her punishment, she had felt the raised welts through the thin fabric and knew that the associated discoloration would be clearly visible, contrasted beneath the white rubber, under even the most cursory of examinations; clearly then Matron’s actions were condoned at some level in the hierarchy. This had been the shock revelation; Matron was not just exploiting a petty position of power to satisfy some perverted urge, clearly corporal punishment was an accepted part of the regime and Matron wielded real power. How could this be? Had she been manipulated into accepting this, asking for it even begging for it, or would it have been instigated anyway at some point? Was it preordained, pre-planned? Secondly, and even more dispiritingly, came the realisation of the unlikelihood of enlisting any ally in her complaint.

				The door swung open, admitting the tall graceful figure of Dr Ecclestone. The girl’s huge violet eyes widened further still in surprise and shock, a response that registered with the good doctor who, for her part, was regarding her patient with interest, appraising her facial expression, the subtle nervous tick under the left eye, reading the girls posture, her body language, as one might read the most intimate and private of diaries. Her voice, as reassuring as ever, seemed inappropriate and almost surreal under the circumstances. “Nothing to worry about sweetheart, we have a counselling session scheduled for this session but I thought it best, under the circumstances, that the mountain come to Muhammad as it were.” Then, looking at Matron, she went on: “It has been decided that all activities, scheduled or otherwise, be carried out in the confines of her room for the foreseeable future”.

				Matron momentarily looked concerned; “well, she showered earlier, doctor, just along the corridor.”

				“That’s fine for today but for the foreseeable future her shower visits are to be a curtailed. Her regular shaving is to be continued of course, but in situ, and I’m afraid it is to be a sponge-bath-only routine for her from now on”

				“Yes doctor.”

				“She is to be kept up to date with her schoolwork. Learning tasks will be delivered and it has been decided that you should be responsible for supervising and enforcing her school work quotas in the first instance. I realise that you already have quite a full schedule, do you think you’ll be all right with shouldering the extra responsibility this will entail?”

				“Oh yes, doctor, I’ll be only too happy to oblige” Matrons smile did indeed convey her genuine enthusiasm, pleasure and anticipation for the task ahead.

				“Fine, then I’ll convey your acceptance. There are one or two other refinements we need to go over but in general she is to be confined to her room at all times, all doctor’s visits, whether medical or psychological, are to take place here in her room and, as I have said, the continuance of her school work is to be strictly enforced.”

				From behind her glasses the doctor’s intelligent piercing blue eyes scanned the room as, if searching for inspiration or perhaps merely an aide memoir , before finally her attention focused upon the little toilet pedestal. “The toilet in here doesn’t seem have a cover at present.”

				“No doctor.”

				“I would be obliged if you could arrange to have one fitted as soon as possible, preferably later today, and also if you would be so kind as to inform the other members of staff that it is to be kept locked at all times.”

				“Yes doctor, that shouldn’t be a problem, I’ll have one fitted as soon as you have finished with her.” Matron, glancing over at the girl, could clearly read from the latter’s reddening cheeks her charge’s comprehension of the implications of this conversation.

				The doctor went on: “A bed pan is being sent over from the school room later today. Apparently she is quite habituated to its use and, as concerns have been voiced as to the effects on her of her treatment here, I thought it best for all concerned if we could retain, or at least simulate, as many aspects of the school-room regime as possible during her stay here. I have assured the school-room group that she will be returned to them suitably quietened and chastened but more importantly that they will be able to seamlessly continue with their training of her from the point that they left off”.

				Throughout Matron had listened intently. Nodding in agreement from time to time she had been scribbling notes, as the doctor spoke, into a little white plastic covered notebook that had emerged from the left hip pocket of her dress to a discordant, key-jangling, accompaniment, her hand having brushed aside the jailer’s key-ring that swung across her hip from her belt on that side.

				The girl, for her part, had done as much as humanly possible to maintain her pose, to refrain from glancing at either woman, knowing surely that neither woman could fail to pick up on it should she succumb. Head hung bowed she was effectively blinkered by her bonnet, extending as it did almost five centimetres out from her face. The disembodied conversation had bounced to and fro ping-pong fashion while she had gazed down numbly, consciously focusing her attention on the irregular pools of light reflecting off of her glossy bottle green Mary-Jane shoes, an occasional ripple of light and shade betraying one or other speaker’ s gesticulation. She had been taught in the schoolroom to suppress the normal human reflex of turning to look in the direction of speech, taught too to resist the temptations of conversation, to avoid eye contact. Yet it was at the mention of the schoolroom that she had been tested the most, leaving her shuffling awkwardly and embarrassedly in response to their mentioning of her schoolwork, her future return to the schoolroom so that they might “continue with their training of her” and their casual discussion of her ‘habituation to the use of her bedpan’.

				In her perusal of the room Dr Ecclestone had seemed to have somehow overlooked Matron’s cane lying diagonally across the narrow bed, or at least she had not acknowledged its presence. Now she pointedly looked towards it. There came a muffled “hrghrrmh” as Matron cleared her throat: “I can come back later, doctor, if you want to get her counselling session underway”.

				For a moment the girl experienced a butterfly-winged wave of relief, perhaps the doctor didn’t know, had Matron been caught out? Then she was brought crashing down with the full grey force of the storm.

				“No, no, Matron, it’s fine, I’m happy enough to wait and I’m sure she would prefer to get it over with” then, looking directly at the girl yet being still out of the girl’s field of view, “ wouldn’t you, sweetheart?”, ...No answer came.

				“30C, answer the doctor, sweetheart” Matron was using her softest, most coaxing, tones.

				The girl, now known only as 30C, knew what was expected of her, she had been taught in the schoolroom, questions were to be answered promptly, one did not hesitate, one did not think about the answer, one answered yes or no, simply that, no less and certainly, no more. “Yyy yes, mm,m Matron” came the soft reply at last...

				For a split-second a whistling hiss had filled the silence, SSHSWTHRRACK! Then a banshee shriek, AAAAGHH!

				She was on her feet, hands desperately kneading buttocks initially angrily wasp-stung then numb with shock but now developing a detailing to the pain much as a photographic negative might slowly emerge in the darkroom, a clarification to the agony, a screaming agony quite literally.

				She had waited in position bent over the desk, outwardly a study in determination, inwardly a growing dread nibbled then gnawed away at that determination. The cane, crook handled, lay casually across the back of the desk filling her field of view, dominating her, the curved handle of yellowed rattan touching her nose as if to hold her there. Behind her the conversation had continued, she had taken the placing of the cane there, across the desk, her careful positioning, to be the prelude to the caning but the conversation had just continued. And so she had waited, bent from the waist, chin resting on the padded desktop, hands placed behind the back of her neck, legs straddling the attached seat and each adjacent to its corresponding desk support, those knickers, the examination pants, stretched to their limit to contain those overripe buttocks, her imagination involuntarily filling with the image of her most intimate secrets freshly shaved and obscenely displayed through that transparent plastic gusset panel. Perhaps she had imagined the retention of her knickers to be an ameliorating factor, that they might blunt the sharpness of the sting, then again perhaps she had the intelligence to realise that Matron would never allow such an amelioration if it were significant yet might allow some slight amelioration if it were to be offset by an element of humiliation of great enough magnitude. As she fervently wished for a return to the conditions of her previous canings, bare bottomed and without the benefit of witnesses, we can conclude the latter to be of the greater truth and be appreciative of Matrons enlightened understanding of a young woman’s sensibilities and vulnerabilities.

				A hand, Matron’s hand, the girl had recognised the cuff and sleeve of the woman’s uniform, had retrieved the cane. The girl had tensed, expecting the first stroke’s imminence. Nothing happened, behind her the conversation had restarted, no mention of the upcoming event, not even a casual comment aimed to humiliate and degrade. It was as if she wasn’t there, they were apparently discussing another patient, another girl; there was mention of legal papers, something to do with drawing up a ‘statement of change of status’, of having the girl become a voluntary psychiatric patient, of the need to arrange power of attorney.

				Then there had been a moment of silence, unexpectedly mid-conversation. Behind her, unseen by her but fully witnessed with approval by the good doctor, Matron had flexed the cane between her hands forming a full circle, a measure of its extreme suppleness, a suppleness that comes from the careful preparation of selected rattan kept steeped in brine solution. This cane had little in common with that which had been used previously, this was a very special cane kept for a very special and specific purpose.

				Then the stroke had whipped in, and now, standing sobbing, hands brought up to her face in shame, she knew, the girl knew, suddenly she had only two more chances to avoid the threatened one-month extension.

				The previous canings had been bearable, at least initially, and had gradually got harder, but this... The first stroke, had shocked her, had been harder and unimaginably more painful than even the hardest strokes of her previous canings.

				“What do you think you are doing, girl? Get back down at once”

				The sobbing wretch remained standing, rounded, defeated, shoulders heaving up and down with each staccato-sobbing breath. Distraught tears oozed freshly-squeezed between fine, graceful fingers, emotion ravaged trembling hands cupped defensively in an attempt to hide the shame etched across her pretty, pain-contorted features. Behind her Matron stood coolly with her customary business-like hands on hips posture, her cane, hanging as casual as a handbag from the fingers of her left hand, forming an acute angle with her skirt.

				Matron was clearly unmoved by the girl’s histrionics, neither sympathetic nor angry. She merely observed the scene with a casual detachment and a cool air of authority that well-disguised the seething melee below. “Well, that’s another chance gone, you have got just two chances left now and you won’t even have that many if you don’t get back down across that desk right now, this instant!” She had spoken softly, gently, but with a voice gradually hardening until the emphasis on ‘This instant’ practically qualified as a bellow.

				Still no response was forthcoming, save for a particularly deep and shoulder-shuddering sobbing intake of breath and a rubbery shifting of weight, the girl’s knees momentarily threatening to give way to a knock-kneed collapse, still straddling, as she was, the seat.

				“I’m going to count to five then you had better be back over that desk or you are down to your last chance, I mean it!” Now Matron had moved up close behind the shaking girl, her voice taking on an intimidating barking. “One, two, three, four...”

				With a last defeated shuddering ‘sob’ the girl flopped her torso down atop the desk, her chin coming to rest close to the rear, simultaneously and involuntarily running her hands defensively back over her buttocks. Matron’s voice instantly adopted its soft and coaxing ‘reward’ tone: “That’s better, sweetheart, now let’s get those hands back where they belong, back behind your neck”. Stiffly, reluctantly, the girl obeyed. “That’s a good girl”, Matron’s ‘rewarding’ voice again; she took great care in emphasising to her staff the importance of consistency in conditioning a girl and took equal care herself to ensure that she never failed to positively reinforce a desired behaviour with a praising word or an approving smile.

				For a few moments, long, long, moments, silence again reigned, then finally: “Well, what have you forgotten?”

				It was obvious to the girl that Matron was referring to the previous stroke, she knew the rules, true she had failed to keep position and so the punishment had to start from scratch but she still was obliged to express her gratitude for a correction, otherwise this chance, her penultimate chance, was also forfeit. At least now she had had a long enough respite to have regained some small crumb of composure but was it going to be enough? “Th, th, th-sob--thhank yy you, sob,sob-mmm Matron” she at last managed, breaking down into open crying, the effort, the huge, huge effort of will had cost her the loss of the little composure she had managed to regain. She had broken down into a series of gasping sobs, tears now flowing unrestrained, her hands nonetheless remaining with fingers interlocked behind her neck. As an option, staunching the flow by way of tightly squeezed eyelids was easily and quickly dealt with; there were rules covering such contingencies and Matron was nothing if not most diligent in the application and enforcement of regulations.

				“Keep your eyes open, girl” the instruction sharply spat, Matron’s ‘punishment’ voice. “What do you think you are doing? You do not tense your bottom, you know that, I am going to count to three and that fat bottom of yours had better be relaxed”. Another regulation had been unconsciously contravened and that contravention was going to be dealt with. “One, two, three”. Before her the proffered bottom visibly relaxed its tone, the owner receiving her reward, Matron’s praising words, “that’s a good girl”, and a subtle, slight, yet cumulative, deepening of her training.

				Satisfied that another contravention had been dealt with, Matron slashed in the first stroke of 30C’s penultimate chance. As with the previous stroke it landed expertly plumb between two of the many raised, angry, welts that ran in parallel-lines across those otherwise virgin white globes, the legacy of canings bravely endured over the previous two days. Somehow the girl maintained her posture although crying quite openly now and quite loudly. From some deep down reserve she managed to summon the superhuman effort of will to stagger and stammer through the humiliating formula of quantification and gratitude.

				SssSSHHWISSH-cCRRACK! The second stroke, again plumb centre between the pre-existing welts. “AAAGHHH!” again her posture was somehow maintained but the girl was clearly losing control, desperately fighting to catch her breath, practically crying like a baby now yet still struggling to gain sufficient control to recite the necessary formula, aware of Matrons surfacing impatience.

				“Come along now, come on, I’m going to count to three between strokes from now on and I want to hear that my efforts are appreciated. One, two, three.”

				Matron’s little speech, and the few moments that she had allowed the girl beforehand, had granted the girl a little extra time that she put to good use; “tt, thr, thr, three, th, thank yyyy you, sob, sob, sob, mmma...”. ThhrrraaacK!

				The third stroke had slashed in its venomous kiss straight through her stammering sobbing recital. AAAAARRGGHHEEEEEE! The scream had the doctor cover her ears, her eyes though, as those of Matron, devoured the scene with the gourmet appreciation of the true connoisseur.

				“One, two...” the woman was dispassionately counting away the seconds, cane raised, the smoothly curved handle held just above shoulder height.

				“Ffff, ffour, th thh thank yyyou m, mm ,Ma... ThhrrRAAACCKK!, so, so, hard, the hardest, whippiest yet, the girl shot bolt upright, a long silent pause hung in the air expectantly, perhaps for eternity, and then was razor-slashed through, the girl’s cry a lost-soul banshee wail.

				The knees went first, fat fleshy rubber coated white and red striped buttocks slumped blancmange-like down onto the little seat, only to just as rapidly re-launch as the impact reignited the cane’s acid sting. Then, symmetry denied her, her left leg failing completely, she began to twist to one side, doubling up, both hands scrambling wildly over burning buttocks, before finally dropping down again, this time toppling over to the left and half-sliding half-slumping, side first, onto the carpet. Taking up a semi foetal position, hands manically gripping her buttocks, she lay crying, an embryonic writhing tadpole wreck of a girl. From their vantage point to the rear both women noted the yellow-green colouration spreading across the transparent gusset-panel of the girl’s knickers, exchanging knowing and satisfied smiles.

				Involuntary urination was an excellent outcome as far as Matron was concerned, it had occurred at the perfect moment. She had quite deliberately allowed the occasional lapse throughout this caning, had allowed a little extra time here and there for the girl to regain some self-control, she had wanted the girl to experience a significant number of hard strokes throughout this penultimate session, to at least approach the requisite six strokes, perhaps even believe that she was going to be able to take it.

				She could make the girl get up now, make her get back over the desk for her final chance. With the doctor’s help she could bodily drag her over the desk if need be. One, maybe two, strokes would be all she would be able to take. But that was not part of Matron’ s plan, she wanted the girl to undergo a few more strokes yet, and she knew now that she could afford to allow the girl some respite, some recovery time. The girl would be only too well aware of that unfortunate occurrence, it was going to be far harder for her to conjure up the fortitude to successfully get through six more strokes. She now had the weight of that additional humiliation to bear, the loss of her self-respect and of her dignity. She was going to feel crushed. It was going to be almost too easy but she would have to take care to ensure that the girl got close to the target. She was confident that, with care, she could end it, the whole punishment on the fifth stroke, take the girl right up to the finish line then trip her.

				She had always been confident of course, Matron; she had had the necessary documentation already drawn up. She could have simply announced that the girl, having failed her alternative punishment, would be staying an extra month. No that would not be good enough for Matron’s purposes, she would have the girl sign documentation clearly stating that not only was she requesting, for that was how Matron had worded it, to continue to reside in the institution, another term Matron liked to use, for an additional month but that, should any study she be involved in require a longer term of residency, she agreed to her residency being extended as necessary up to a total time of... as agreed by... and countersigned by...

				This part was designed to be written up by hand at a later date as and when necessary. This was the part she knew the girl was going to object to, Matron wanted it that way, it was the reason for taking her right up to the finish line. Of course the girl was going to have a problem with it, after all it was effectively open-ended, it allowed Matron a free hand. She could, and fully intended to, extend the girl’s time as a punishment as suited her. Nevertheless the girl would sign it.

				Not that Matron was unfair. She wouldn’t extend the girl’s residency without good reason and she would always offer an alternative punishment. Of course the girl would have to ask nicely for her caning, to be carried out under Matron’s carefully developed set of conditions, and it would be unlikely that she would ask for the alternative too many times before she came to accept the reality of her situation: that she was a free woman no longer.

				Forfeit were the choices and decisions she had, as we all have at one time or another, taken for granted. Forfeit was the world of her peers, their star-lit universe of hopes, dreams and aspirations, the world of clubs, cars, holidays and boyfriends. That the latter was of particularly urgent concern to this girl was obvious to all those under whose care she now resided, all whose well-trained eyes that could read well the signs. The unabated gnawing, aching, frustration that had so often afflicted her over the previous months had not gone unrecognised nor had her carers remained unaffected. Quite the contrary; her condition had been shared by Matron with an empathy bordering on the masochistic.

				No it is safe to say that her carers were fully cognisant of her concerns; never had isolation and privacy been so divorced and never with such carefully crafted deliberation. Yes she would come to accept that time was punishment and punishment, time and that Matron was the sole arbiter. How long she would stay would depend on how well she ‘behaved’ and Matron was of the opinion that a girl’s behaviour was never a static thing but was, rather, to be considered a work-in-progress, to be moulded and remoulded, to be continuously refined.

				After all she was a ‘special girl’, this one, one of three such girls in residence of which she now had two under her personal care, the third girl undergoing long-term schoolroom training, having been transferred almost two years previously. Yes, she was going to have to accept that she was under Matron’s care now, her behaviour would be judged by comparison across an infinitely deformable landscape of stimuli, response times and magnitudes.

				Matron considered herself a fair woman; punishment was easily avoidable by obedience after all. Yet outside of the context of the institution one would have been unable to avoid questioning the fairness of passing judgment set against such a subjective elastic scale as Matron’s perception of perfection.

				Only the most un-empathic of observers could fail to have some sympathy for the girl. After all it would be difficult to avoid the conclusion that, ultimately, the girl was going to remain in residence until such a time that Matron might decide otherwise. That she was a ‘special girl’ was one thing but that she was a highly attractive ‘special girl’ was another factor entirely and a factor that had a great deal to do with Matron’s perception of ‘good behaviour’. Punishment was time and Matron would see to it that time was most definitely punishment.

				And it was time, right now, time to recommence writing the last chapter of farce, it was time to cynically dangle the last knot of the girl’s increasingly fantastical and frayed lifeline.

				“Get up, come on, get back into position, girl. This is your last chance, six strokes and I want you to get through them all, now come on, don’t let yourself down in front of the doctor. It’s bad enough that you’re crying like a little girl in front of her and you’ve wet yourself. You are a grown woman, I shouldn’t have to treat you like a child, even if you do look like one.”

				“Urrgh!, aargh! ,hmmhf - sob, sob” the only response was a pitiful unintelligible mewing and a tightening of her curled foetal position, arms now wrapped round knees and pulling ever tighter, ironically resulting in an even greater degree of shameful exposure, the transparent gusset panel of her knickers stretching itself ever closer about her contours and the yellow-green staining, previously confined to that area, spreading thinly beneath the diaphanous white latex covering of her buttocks.

				Dr Ecclestone watched concerned, concerned not so much for the girl’s emotional state but rather that the punishment should continue without further delay. This was the perfect moment, the window of maximum psychological impact. The good doctor had come to a rapid decision. In an instant she was half-squatting half-kneeling behind the curled girl, propping herself with one stocking-clad knee sinking into the soft white carpet, her white coat opening to reveal the awkwardness of her manoeuvre to be on account of her tight knee-length black leather skirt that had now ridden up to mid-thigh. She reached a motherly arm around the sobbing girl’s shoulders gently coaxing her up to rise, comforting and coaxing without the slightest hint of cynicism, even though such dispassionate cynicism might well be clear to those of us voyeuristically viewing these events, even if only in our mind’s eye.

				She could trust Dr Ecclestone; the girl knew it with a certainty born of almost religious fervour. In Dr Ecclestone she had a friend and she had so few friends, Julia, ‘ her’ nurse... who else?

				“Come on sweetheart, you can get through this, you have to, you need to. If you were to give up now you would not only be letting yourself down you know, you would be letting me down, you would be letting down all those who have been helping you, all those who have ever helped you. I really thought you would have made the most of this chance. The people here are very selective in their choice of subjects. I had to be very persuasive to get you in but I thought that taking part in the work they are doing here would be your best chance to prove yourself. I thought that it would allow you the time and space that you needed in order to improve yourself, to circumvent all those silly phobias and compulsions before they left you reduced to a mental cripple. If you disappoint me now, disappoint yourself, you will never forgive yourself.”

				The doctor was at her most persuasive, her phrasing carefully structured, her words carefully chosen with subtle emphasis on those plucked from her menu of trigger words. The psychology was flawless if manipulative but, most of all, effective. With the doctor’s help the girl was rising, unsteadily on rubbery limbs, shaking, incoherent, but rising nevertheless.

				With Matron’s aid and the girl’s own efforts, the doctor gently guided the girl back into position, all the while her whispered words of encouragement continued, relentlessly following the same vein.

				If her body was exhibiting sensible coordinated coherent control the same could not be said for her thoughts. In Dr Ecclestone she had faith; Dr Ecclestone would get her through this, she knew she would, she couldn’t disappoint Dr Ecclestone, she had been a disappointment to everyone for so long, that much she understood now, could feel in her soul. She couldn’t disappoint Dr Ecclestone, she so wanted to be a good girl, ever so much. She had to please Dr Ecclestone if she was to become a good girl, if she was to get well again. She had to please Dr Ecclestone, see the smile that would say ‘you are a good girl’. A churning, chaotic, upheaval of determination, faith and ideas, few of which she could personally, truly, lay claim to, liberally sprinkled with implanted trigger phrases. Indeed one could question to what extent those quivering rubber coated curves were actually inhabited by Lavinia Vitesse at all at that moment.

				She was back across that desk, legs again spread astride its polished-white plastic seat. Once again white suspenders, stretched over-tight, bit down, dimpling thigh-tops only slightly less pure in hue. Once again already closely-fitted knickers tightened their grip further still; unnaturally-parted buttocks found again even that cleavage augmented. The crotch-moulding transparent windowed gusset panel, now displaying its feminine wares through a contrast-enhancing film of green and yellow, again made its appearance from behind its uniform-skirt-curtain of green and white striped nylon. The latter summarily flipped-up on this occasion by the hand of the doctor herself.

				Behind her, an uneasy silence had formed, expanding between the two professionals and filling with a crackling energy, unseen, unheard, yet threatening to overwhelm that very professionalism on so many levels, not all of which might necessarily be understandable by most in terms of overt sexuality yet deeply steeped in sensuality nonetheless.

				Whereas the doctor, possessed of character icy in self-control, bobbed easily above such temptation, Matron, for all her maturity was beginning to flounder. For a few heart-pounding moments that urine stained gusset filled her rapidly tunnelling vision, her head throbbed with blood engorged vessels before embarking on a helium-light spiralling ascent into faint. If anything the girl’s intimacy, that Clingfilm-enwrapped fig, was possessed of a new succulence, a greater more intensely-beautiful symmetry than ever before, not so much in spite of that, still spreading, staining as enhanced by that piquant marinade.

				To Matron’s educated eye even the most subtle hint of the girl’s inner lips added a delicious quality to the scene. The latter subtle indeed, marked only by the addition of a faint, clouded, mottling of thin pink shadow within the yellow sea, and then only at the very-most intrusive deaths of the plastic’s puckered invagination, whereupon the outer lips were parted, albeit barely.

				As a women Matron, of course, well understood any woman’s reluctance to be subject to the intimacy of inspection invited by those knickers; perhaps even more than most, for had she not been their designer, at least in principle. Yet before her was not displayed the unsightly, even ugly, vision as might be disclosed by many forced into this position.

				That the girl was ashamed to be so displayed was without doubt. That she had lost control, emptied her bladder, that the event had been, and remained, so devoid of privacy undoubtedly multiplied, geometrically, that shame. For all this, though, although possessed of no little satisfaction, still Matron was troubled.

				Her mind was fevered, beads of sweat had formed upon her brow, her usually perfectly presented white uniform dress showed signs of a ‘glow’ as much due to repressed excitement as to the exertion of the canning.

				She toyed with the cane, flexing it repeatedly between her hands, watching the tinted slivers of light shift up and down its length as she did so, repeatedly forming near circles with the brine soaked supple rattan. The girl was still beautiful. Too beautiful to truly know shame? Real shame? Was she really as ashamed as she ought to be, really aware of the shame of her own femininity? There was something burning, lustfully deeply buried yet rapidly percolating up through Matron’s psyche, through the manifold filtering strata of denial, threatening to expose her, her motivations, the real ‘Her’. A mirror to the shame endured by the girl bent before her, it finally surfaced bringing with it the deep conviction that such beauty, that lay prostrate before her, required, nay, insisted on punishment. The girl had to be punished for that beauty denied to so many, the many so ashamed as to enlist the surgeon’s knife in their quest to be ‘tidied up down there’. For this she had to be punished, yes, but a particular punishment, a suitable punishment.

				She looked down at the implement she held; not for this, for the imminent punishment yes, undoubtedly so, but not for this. The punishment for this would of necessity be a delayed one, such a particular and peculiar punishment would take time to develop.

				The girl would be punished for this, she would see to it, not in the immediate future though; not that the girl couldn’t be grommeted, she had already been analy grommeted, after all, fitted with an anal dilator, and a similar device for permanent vaginal dilation was available. Indeed several girls had been vaginally grommeted and there was a precedent for grommeting a girl in both orifices, although it had only been applied to two girls so far. No it was not that; this girl, this so perfect girl with that so perfect fig deserved the best. Perfection took time. The new design, her design, all those carefully thought out refinements, the girl deserved nothing less. The drawings had already passed final approval and had been submitted to a very reliable manufacturer of medical appliances. There would be a delay, perhaps of several weeks, but it would be well worth the wait and there was a certain Je ne sais quoi to the anticipation. She had incorporated all of her appreciation of the sensibilities and sensitivities of womanhood into the new device ensuring that it would distort as much as display, enhance and contrast. It would transpose beauty for blemish, both stimulate and deny. It had taken time, much time, to evolve, even in her fertile mind, but the final design was as unique in its completeness as an intimate feminine prophylactic device as it was a triumph in its parallel application as a subtle specialist feminine punishment.

				Matron raised her cane and paused, anticipating the consequences both immanent and longer term. Ordinarily it would be the former, the rippling of the flesh, the cry, the reddening and swelling rattan- patterned imprint. With this girl it was definitely the latter, filling her imagination with a myriad images, sounds and possibilities.

				THRRRAAAACCK! Anticipation, beyond bearing, having tightened her like a spring she paused no longer, her tension had been released, yes, but she had managed to control it, barely. The first stroke in the last of a series of nine such canings. Hard, certainly, hardest, no; she had delivered harder and would do so again, much, much, harder before she was finished with the girl. Hard enough to send home the message, light enough to be born with hope. Most of all she wanted the girl to retain a modicum of hope.

				The girl cried out loudly but then the stroke was counted and Matron duly thanked, much to the latter’s relief.

				SSSSSHHRRAAACCCK! Harder yet still precise enough to land on an increasingly rare and precious virgin plot, quickly growing a swollen banked reddened groove, slowly merging into its elder, parallel, neighbours residing either side.

				The girl’s shriek was piercing, but yet again she managed the required formula albeit brokenly, weeping openly and continuously, knuckles whitening as she clenched her fingers into fists, although still behind her neck, in the effort to keep them there, to stay in position. The urge was to protect her bottom or even to grip the back edge of the desk, if only that was allowed, if only she could hold on to something, anchor herself just concentrate on that. Matron would never give margin for such instinctive response, there would be insufficient evidence of her charge’s total submission and she required nothing less.

				Accordingly the girl was admonished, told to unclench those fists. Hands had to stay behind the neck with fingertips touching and elbows held smartly out to the sides. As before she had to be reminded to relax her bottom, although clenched cheeks per se would not be possible wearing those knickers, the latter being designed to part and enhance the gluteal cleft, tightening of the muscles could be observed easily and could be dealt with, by forfeit, extra strokes or extra time. Matron suggested yet another month; the effect was immediate.

				Again Matron raised her cane; in her mind’s eye the grommet was already in situ, the girl’s outer lips gaping and slipping in pearlescent, yellow-tinted slime against the transparent plastic gusset with every movement and, at the gusset’s lower apex, a prominent thimble like structure announcing the position of the integral reinforced clitoral hood. Matron’s imagination conjured up in anticipated empathy, the sensation of dozens of tiny slivers of the softest, finest latex; the infuriating lining she had designed for the hood, each sliver a tiny golden fairy-kiss of promise. No satisfaction just promise and the merest hint of promise at that, an unresolved disappointment of a promise, the subtlest of hints, a subtlety she knew most women would rather live without yet it was a subtlety that she would ensure this particular girl would very much live with, day in, day out.

				SSSWWSSSHSCCRRAAACK! Whipped in this time in a curving arc that had the pliable switch fairly bent double in mid-flight.

				“AAAARRRGH!”, the scream deafening , the fourth stroke had crossed few previous wounds, but those it had were prompted to add their pent up fire, they wanted to break the girl and break her now.

				That Matron intended to break the girl was without doubt, but not yet, not now, slowly over time, break her slowly over weeks, months, even years but break her thoroughly, permanently, break her beyond the repair of even the finest counselling.

				It had been too hard, too hard too soon. What had she been thinking of? The girl had half risen, sprung with shock from the desk top, she was rising still. No! no, No!. she had misjudged the stroke horribly. “No!” Her shout urgent, almost to the point of betraying panic, a sharp pressed palm between the shoulder blades had the girl slumping down defeated.

				To Matrons relief a broken-breathed sobbing babble started up, the formula bubbling out near incoherently “Th, Thh, Thhffff four, th th, thank yyyyouu mmmm mi, mis, mistress.”

				“I am addressed as Matron, you stupid girl, Matron!” There was no reply, just an outbreak of uncontrollable weeping. The girl’s school room training had broken through: In her desperation and confusion she had lost herself, used the term of respect demanded of her dormitory mistress.

				Three months of ‘yes mistress’, ‘no mistress’ in the dormitory ‘yes Madam’, ‘ no Madam’ in the classroom had not passed by without affect. Three months in which she had said little else save for the parrot fashion recitation of multiplication tables and the minimal answers required by interrogation during her counselling sessions and even then, more often than not, she had been limited to one word answers. Three months surrounded by girls of around her own age, as far as she had been able to estimate, although one most definitely was possessed of a somewhat more mature figure, and yet three months without conversation. Her mind drifted back...

				The School Room Recollections (2): Pigtails and Bonnets

				She still had no idea of who they were, the other five girls there, they were all pigtails and bonnets, blank faced, doll-like and uniformed. Hair was always black, hers was natural but most, if not all, of the other girls had had theirs dyed. She had seen them having it done on ‘ hair day’; they all had to stand in line and await their turn behind the large white medical chair-cum-table apparatus that also doubled as the gynaecological examination couch. A white uniformed nurse would efficiently take her shears to each pigtail in turn, chopping through each just above the ribbon bow before un-platting each side in turn and roughly combing through. The seated girl would then be obliged to lean forward and down, her head partially disappearing into the specifically designed curved plastic sink were upon her hair would be washed and the dye applied from a plain white plastic squeezy-bottle. While the dye did its work the nurse would busy herself with other ritualistic tasks. The electric razor came first, humming across one eyebrow and then the other. Next came the eyelash clippers, eyelashes were kept short, then her finger nails would be clipped. Then it was feet up in the stirrups and the application of the speculum for the internal exam, the nurse’s latex-gloved index-finger and thumb often appearing to tarry somewhat more than necessary around the clitoral area, eliciting more than one sigh of unresolved passion.

				Finally there would come the intimate shaving. The entire pubic area would be carefully gone over in fine detail before the stirrups would be adjusted until the girls feet were practically either side of her ears and her anal area gone over, the nurse carefully edging around the large rubber grommet that occupied and rendered permanently dilated a girl’s anus.

				All this intimacy she had seen of these girls and they of her, yet she had no idea of their names or they of hers. Individuality was a precious thing and she had tried to make mental notes of the letters and numbers on their uniforms and any individual characteristics she could ascertain. The latter was usually reduced to differences of stature, gate and of figure, although all of their figures appeared grossly distorted by their uniforms and, other than when exercising, all of the girls had a tendency to a shuffling waddle, herself included; the thick pad-lined incontinence bloomers saw to that.

				Even getting to ‘know’ her ‘colleagues’ to that extent involved a certain element of risk. Talking of course was punishable but equally punishable was making eye contact, in fact attempting any form of communication was punishable. It would probably be a greater truth to say that communication would have been punishable, had any one of them dared. And she would have dared, once she would have, but the other five girls had all been there far, far, too long by the time she had been sent there; all had been very obviously broken by the regime. Their timidly downcast eyes never seemed to leave their shuffling shoes, heads bowed as if in permanent penitence, hands crossed in front of rustling nylon button-through skirts, palms outermost in the obligatory, stooping, ‘submissive posture’ they took up whenever moving around and that was, itself, enforced by threat of punishment...

				Her Future’s Return: Breaking Point

				Yes, yes, this stroke then, one more stroke, she most definitely wasn’t going to be able to take it, one more stroke and the girl would be hers. Matron was flexing that cane of hers again, proudly trialling it’s pliability, the result of careful preparatory brine pickling. She ran a appraising eye over the feminine curves presented before her; the next time she was bent for the cane she wouldn’t be so proud of that rear of hers. She was far, far too proud of that fig of hers, shameless, but not for too much longer. The next time she was bent over she was going to feel very different, Oh yes, with her vaginal grommet fitted, the new design, she was going to feel very different, not one of the lucky ones any longer, no, not any longer! No matter how ‘tidy’ nature had left her ‘down there’ she was to be ‘ tidy’ no longer. A suitable punishment indeed for one of her beauty, one possessed of such a sinful vanity.

				And then there was the frustration to be considered, the girl was going to have to learn to deal with the frustration. In all probability, given a long enough time, the opportunity, the privacy and the boredom, the girl would most likely become habituated to stimulating her breasts and nipples. And the girl was going to have sufficient time, she would see to it. The boredom was ever-present of course and there was about to be an upping of that tedium. The privacy was only apparent of course, the girl was never out of the view of at least one of the several sub-miniature cameras that recorded her every move from their hidden spy holes.

				The girl’s open fronted corselet combined with her button-through dress provided for easy access as well as resulting in a certain amount of enforced stimulation; the girl could not have failed to notice how even quite slight movement tended to result in her dress’s nylon fabric brushing to and fro across her nipples and areola. It was her constant temptation in her long hours of boredom, just as was that short skirt, not that she could achieve much now that she was in locked incontinence bloomers, although she had been observed on more than one occasion surreptitiously rubbing herself in the crotch area, absentmindedly manipulating the absorbent pad within against her intimacy.

				A certain amount of such play was tolerated; indeed it was encouraged, at a subliminal level, by the aforementioned features of their clothing, and sometimes even by subtle verbal suggestions. But such behaviour was only ever encouraged so that it might controlled, so that it might provide something that could later be taken away, later denied them. The new prophylactic device was designed to do both, to give a little yet deny completeness.

				Denied her previous absentminded relief yet possessed of the diabolical urging of a thousand tiny demonic digits new habits would, in the fullness of time, undoubtedly manifest and would be dealt with. Time was plentiful now, time enough for such habits to take possession, to tighten their grip. There would be no intervention until such a time that a compulsion of a level comparable to addiction had developed. Such a pathological condition would require treatment of course; there would be a modicum of piercing work, the fitting of the rubber nipple caps, and the job would be done, the girl’s little toys will have been wrapped up and packed away.

				CCCCRRRAAACK!!! The fifth stroke, quite deliberately landed diagonally across the purple and red tracks of the myriad previous strokes. Three days and each well beyond any semblance of six of the best; this legacy of pain came all at once; the pain of each stroke was again alive and reinvigorated...

				And then it was the morning, or at least the wake-up bell. She was alone in her cell, for that was undoubtedly what it was, all it could ever have been called really, her cell. In front of her stretched two months of ‘special isolation’, whatever that meant. At least two months, that was what Matron had said, she had put the emphasis on ‘at least’. The threat was quite overt, an additional month had been already added to her time but it was quite clear that Matron would be happy enough to go through the whole procedure all over again should she ‘step out of line in the slightest’.

				She had endured nine separate canings spread over three days but she had fainted on that last stroke, the fifth stroke, she had failed. With all that she had been through she was still to have to face that extra month and it was to be spent undergoing some sort of psychological punishment designed with her ‘reorientation’ in mind. Matron would ensure that upon her return to the school-room her ‘school room training would recommence where it had left off’ and would be rendered ‘twice as effective’ by the treatment she was about to undergo.

				Her more immediate concern was with the document that Matron was going to be bringing for her to sign at some point. She had been told the wording, the thing was open-ended, how could she be expected to sign something like that?

				Such a document, clearly designed to empower, in the hands of someone like Matron? But was she not already in Matron’s hands? Her punishment was to be the imposition of extra time, one month for each indiscretion or discipline breach. Alternatively she could opt to receive six strokes of the cane but under Matron’s rigorous rules, rules that had clearly been designed to ensure the imposition of extra time regardless. Matron had said discipline was going to be very strict; indeed in the coming months she was to learn that there was only one way to be certain of avoiding punishment in one form or another; total obedience and absolute submission to Matrons will.

				She was going to have to sign that document at some point, what choice did she have? Repeated canings, month after month under lock and key undergoing, what? Some sort of punishment, some sort of therapy or treatment? What would it do to her, month after month of whatever it was they were going to do to her? What would she be like at the end of it. What was she going to be like when they finally returned her to the school room? And then what? After yet more time in the school room, what was she going to be like? What was to become of her?

				The School Room Recollections (3): Punishment-Rhymes

				Those other girls, how long had they been kept there, in the school room? She had been horrified at the sight of them, the way they were; timid, cowering, shuffling dolls. She had looked up from her bowl one mealtime, dared to look up from the lukewarm milk-white porridge, the girl opposite her across the circular white plastic table had coughed, causing her to straighten up and for the first time her eyes had met with those of another ‘ patient’.

				Just for a fleeting moment she had gazed into the girl’s huge pretty brown almond shaped eyes, and yet they were dead eyes, the eyes of a cow, of some domesticated and tamed animal; a sleepwalker, there was no recognition there. And then, just momentarily, a flicker of something recognisable, of emotion, it was fear, sheer terror, a mortal, soul-endangering fear. And then she had looked down, but not before a single tear had tracked its way down to her cheek.

				Punishment had come swiftly to them both; “patient 30S, patient 16S come here at once”. Both girls had been startled, both girls had hesitated, albeit momentarily, and both girls were immediately reprimanded; “I said now! Patient 30S and patient 16S come here now, you stupid, stupid, girls”. The other girl, 16S, as was stated on her uniform, began to weep openly like a spanked child, almost as if punishment had already been dealt her.

				For Lavinia, patient 30S, this was the first mention of the term ‘punishment’ that she had heard since her arrival. In reality, though, she had been routinely and frequently, if covertly, subject to a form of punishment and, indeed, reward by means of the subtle expedient of the approving, friendly and reassuring smiles of the nurses or the withholding of the same. Making a point of ignoring a patient, while bustling about their room, particularly when a patient was being kept under such isolated circumstances, made for a wonderfully effective punishment.

				A beaming, warm, smile of approval greeting a patient who, perhaps merely by accident of chance, was exhibiting some sign of a more submissive disposition made for an equally wonderful reward. Together and consistently adopted and repeated across all staff members the two extremes of expression formed the basis of a very subtle yet powerful form of operant conditioning.

				The old Lavinia, the Lavinia that hadn’t been through the hands of the manipulative, dominating and controlling Julia and her psychiatrist friend, the Lavinia who had yet to undergo repeated and unrelenting hypnotherapy, the Lavinia that wasn’t yet buried beneath layers of post-hypnotic key phrases, who had not yet been subject to the controlling conditioning of those smiling nurses, that Lavinia would have stood up, shouted the woman down.

				This Lavinia, this patient 30S with her almost totally debilitating stammer, her crippling agoraphobia, her equally crippling and worsening pathological indecisiveness, this patient salivating uncontrollably to the sound of a particular bell and whose bowels would empty to the sound of another, this patient stood, head bowed submissively and apologetically, hands neatly folded in front of her skirt, awaiting her punishment. How many smiles had it taken to refine and compel that submissive posture, that stance that spoke of such deliciously total surrender.

				“No eye contact, girl, you know rules! What did you think you were doing 30S? You’ll be talking next, or trying to, although I doubt anyone would want to listen to that irritating stammer of yours for too long. And you, 16S, you should know better, you have been punished before, talking without permission wasn’t it?”

				The responding voice had been small, timid and respectful. “Y,yes mmm, mistress, I’m ssorry mmm mistress”

				The woman had turned her attention back to Lavinia, no more words, just her eyes boring into her. Lavinia felt as if she was to faint, her knees had become rubber, the room about her shrinking, tightening around her, the dormitory mistress’s face filling the final tunnel of her vision. Finally she had managed a pathetically bleated; “I,I,I ,Im’m sssory m,m,mmmistress.”

				She hadn’t known what to expect from the term ‘punishment’, she hadn’t expected any form of corporal punishment, not in this day and age, and besides they were all volunteers weren’t they? Not that corporal punishment was used, or even required, to control the girls in the school room, although both Matron and Dr Ecclestone were of a mind to introduce its practice at some later date, not as a form of control in itself but rather as a measure of that control.

				Three doors inhabited the wall at the rear of the classroom, two to the left of the whiteboard and one to its right. Of the two doors to the left one door led to the examination room with its gynaecological couch, the other door, to the extreme left, led to an office style interview room wherein, throughout the day, patients, for such they were always referred to as, would be taken one at a time for one-to-one counselling sessions, hypnotherapy sessions and/or behaviour modification therapy, to return to their desk sometime later. The door on the right she had never seen open let alone been inside, that situation was soon to be remedied.

				The dormitory mistress would always have a nurse present at mealtimes and both women now escorted the two miscreants through that very door.

				Meal time had been suspended at the very moment of the infringement, food remained uneaten, the girls returned to the classroom; all were punished, that was always the way here, it was intended to instil a sense of social responsibility and guilt. They waited, obediently seated, silently at their desks, all upright, all heads turned toward the front, eyes dully gazing out from within the shadows of the extended blinker-like surrounds of their green and white striped bonnets. Four pairs of hands were positioned with fingertips touching puffball shoulders.

				Behind that right hand door all was white and all was padded. The nurse had gone back into the classroom, presumably to rummage through one of the built-in cupboards, meanwhile the two girls had had to strip down to their underwear, neatly folding their uniform dresses, the sound of rustling nylon filling the air in the teeny room, before handing them to the mistress. Both girls were told to remove their bonnets and stand with their hands on their heads. The nurse had quickly returned from her errand carrying what appeared to be a pile of canvas sheets.

				With the two girls standing, hands on heads dressed in their corselets stockings and rubber bloomers, and with both women now present there was hardly any floor space available for the nurse to put down her load, instead she divided her burden in two, passing half to the mistress. For the first time Lavinia could make out some detail amongst those shapeless folds of canvas. There were straps of some kind, and sleeves. And then it had hit her: straitjackets, they were straitjackets. Yes, indeed they were straitjackets and quickly indeed the two miscreants were enrobed in the same.

				They were told to sit on the floor, as thickly padded as the walls, as their shoes were removed. Again the nurse had left the room, returning, with only the slightest delay, carrying what Lavinia was later to learn were medical restraints, each consisting of two padded leather cuffs linked by a short, strong, leather strap. These were quickly affixed to each girl’s ankles.

				The dormitory mistress had looked down on the two of them with satisfaction, there were to be no words of explanation just a simple instruction: “ No talking”. With those words both nurse and mistress departed, the closing door sealing the room as completely as to appear to practically evaporate, becoming part of a seamless continuous padded wall. With the two girls seated against the back wall there was little spare space and Lavinia soon discovered it was not possible to fully stretch out, nor could she topple over, her right shoulder was touching the right wall and her left shoulder was only a very short distance, perhaps two hand-widths, from the other girl’s.

				From the point of view of the independent observer the instruction not to talk would have been an interesting one. It would, of course, have been possible for the two girls to have been gagged; clearly such a contingency had no part to play in this particular stratagem.

				The fact was they had been incarcerated in order that they might be trained; they had been told not to talk and, even though they were alone and unsupervised, they would not talk. Patient 16S had already been far too well-trained to dare talk without permission. In her turn Lavinia, patient 30S, would be discouraged by the presence of her deeply trained and unresponsive companion.

				Additionally Lavinia would be only too aware that it was she who had caused them both to be punished and it would be she who would be to blame if any further disobedience on her part was to result in her compatriot’s increased suffering; Indeed by this mechanism the most immense psychological pressure was being brought to bear on Lavinia to conform.

				And then the nursery rhyme had begun; ‘Boys and girls come out to play’ apparently performed on a child’s xylophone. The affect on her companion had been immediate; within the space of a few notes she had begun franticly struggling in her straitjacket, rocking back and forth until, totally distraught, she had broken down completely, becoming a spasm-racked wreck of uncontrollable weeping.

				Had Lavinia recognised earlier the implications, the pertinence, of the events unfolding before her then surely she too would have been struggling, both physically and mentally; the concern and sympathy she had felt for the girl might well have been inwardly transferred. For, in witnessing the girl’s reaction, had she not been gifted a view across time, a window into her own future? And yet such foresight, when recognised as such, was only to serve to bolster that dreadful inevitability. The presence of an example of their finished product, as it were, could only serve to ensure the correct moulding of their next; that had always been their intent, her ‘carers’, that was the reason for the double incarceration, the rationale behind the punishment of the innocent along with the guilty.

				In time, an unknowable time, the chiming had been displaced by an entirely different timbre, the pitch and cadence instantly familiar; simultaneously two stomachs rumbled, two mouths salivated, two girls were consumed with gnawing hunger. Within perhaps half a dozen chimes of the ‘meal bell’ the door had sprung open, seemingly as an apparition manifesting within the wall itself, to admit a sweetly smiling nurse carrying a white plastic tray upon which sat the familiar white plastic bowls and beakers, two of each, the door being carefully closed behind her by an unseen hand.

				The nurse had manoeuvred herself to kneel in front of the girls and midway between the two pairs of bent knees. Sitting back on her heels and with the tray balanced upon her plastic-apron covered lap she proceeded to spoon feed both girls, offering a spoonful to first one girl and then the other, always smiling, occasionally speaking but only ever as reinforcement; “that’s a good girl, eat up, you must be very hungry”. Outside, the other girls would have been seated around the circular table, as at every meal time.

				Both bowls having been emptied the nurse had held a plastic beaker up to each girl’s lips in turn until such had been drained in each case and the girl’s thirst quenched. Only at that point did the ‘meal bell’ cease. Despite the vastly expanded length of time it had taken to manually feed the two girls, as compared to the standard mealtime, the bell had sounded throughout. Only later was Lavinia to mull over the implications of this latter point; that the bells they heard in their room must issue forth from some source dedicated to that room, rather than from some source centralised throughout the institution. In addition she came to realise that for the clinic to go to such trouble and then to so carefully synchronise such events implied some function of great import to them.

				She had had a broad and wide ranging education and was possessed of a general knowledge more thorough and detailed than most; the work of Pavlov and the term, conditioning, were not totally unfamiliar to her. They were being conditioned for some reason, all of them, and she had been, she realised, for some time, since her arrival in fact. She had determined at that that point that she would fight it, ignore the bells, but deep inside that part of her had already been defeated, did she not hunger at the sound of the ‘meal bell’, did she not give way to weariness at the sound of the ‘ sleep bell’?

				They had sat there in silence since the nurse’s departure, Lavinia having begun to mull over more of the practicalities, or rather the impracticalities, of their incarceration. Her stomach was full and it would all have to go somewhere; that was just nature. As it was she had had that awful anal grommet device fitted; even on that deeply, softly, padded floor she was aware of its presence, the anal dilator. She was always aware of its presence; occasional bouts of ‘wind’ now consisted of a softer and less violent release but one that was uncontrolled and continuing, the legacy of which was detectable with any shifting of weight or movement that might cause a momentary displacement of the leg cuffs of her knickers and that had become a faint but ever present companion. That, even in the absence of a major bowel movement, the earliest, more watery, products of digestion would be trickling into her absorbent pad was beyond doubt; the sticky-warm sensation had already begun to spread across her lower buttocks.

				Then it had happened; somewhere a bell had started to toll, the other patient, 16S, was grimacing with the physical pain of her cramping stomach and the psychological pain of the shame of it. Lavinia, despite her recently developed determination of defiance, had felt her bloomers filling around her buttocks and thighs, the device holding open her anus denying her even that last vestige of control. Both girls had simultaneously began weeping with a despair known only to the utterly and totally defeated and had been weeping still when the nurse had arrived.

				The straitjacket’s crotch strap had to be released first to allow the nurse to reach up under the canvas and unlock, with the requirement of no little dexterity, the waistband securing the bloomers. Removing the restrained from the girl’s ankles allowed the bloomers to be removed and unceremoniously dumped in the waiting bucket. A second nurse had entered and, with the difficulty expected of such close confines, rolled the girl over onto her side to allow a wet sponge thorough and unimpeded access. Lavinia could see that, not unsurprisingly, the girl’s anus was grossly dilated by the rubber-doughnut that constituted the anal grommet and for the first time she really understood how she herself now appeared, viewed from that angle. But there had been something else, when they had turned her over, her vaginal lips were equally stretched and distorted, the resulting gaping maw apparently surrounded by a sprung rubber-lined ovoid. This region had had to have special attention lavished in order to remove the risk of infection due to the ingress of her bodily waste. One of the nurses had then retrieved an oval black rubber plate device that, it had turned out, was designed to clamp over the poor girl’s medically-corrupted vagina, effectively sealing it off from any further ingress.

				The second nurse had been working on the girl at the same region, and upon completion of her task a short length of flexible white tubing protruded out from between the girl’s legs, this latter being routed through an orifice provided in the rubber plate prior to its being fitted in position. The girl was now sealed from infection and successfully catheterised. A strong smell of disinfectant had filled the air and then she was re-robed in a fresh pair of bloomers. The latter having been locked back in place, the crotch strap was refastened and her ankles were placed back in restraints. In due course Lavinia too had been dealt with in a similar manner, albeit without the complication of catheterisation, and the two girls again left to their isolation. And then the nursery rhyme had resumed its charming, chiming, song.

				Mealtimes had come and gone without number, bloomers, now fitted over diapers, were filled and consequently changed. The ‘sleep bell’ would sound, promising respite, yet, shortly after, the nursery rhyme would restart its gentle jangling, both girls jolted awake by its resumption then dozing intermittently, all the while those few notes sounding, over and over and over through to the next mealtime. In time both girls had become indistinguishable in their desperation, in their weeping, both girls struggling within their confining bondage, the secure unrelenting swaddling-womb of their straitjackets, at each resumption of that once innocent but now so, so, terrible, song. Bodies writhed and twisted over and over, heads repeatedly thumped against walls and floor, with all the consequence of impact with the softest of feather pillows. Screams rendered throats so raw as to reduce to a practically inaudible pathetic mewing, any further protestations.

				Only upon their thrashings becoming so wild as to threaten injury from the clashing of heads had more stringent restraint been called for; the addition of a simple leather leash, of a suitable length, between collar ring and ankle restraints enforcing the adoption of a safely-passive, if still writhing, foetal position. Thus restrained they had remained lying on the floor of their padded cell for a further week; not that the concept of a week would have meant anything to either girl by that stage. A further week of spoon feedings, diaper changes and, at least partial, sleep deprivation, and all of it to the constant accompaniment of a simple child’s song, gently tinkling in their ears and through their minds.

				There had been a time, a short period early on in their confinement, when for while all had gone quiet, peaceful silence had reigned. Lavinia had been cheered, filled with jubilation and renewed defiance. She had been buoyed by the knowledge that she had defeated them, that she had pulled through the ordeal unscathed and defeated them. A girlish giggling had, at length, evolved into a room-filling raucous laughter, initially unrecognized even by its originator. Yet it was her laughter, a strangely perverted laughter, one adorned with a hysterical, maniacal, edge; a laughter that, occurring within earshot of any rational observer, would surely have prompted the gravest of doubts be cast on the applicability of the term ‘unscathed’. Indeed, to the more experienced ear, it would have spoken more of a woman driven close to her breaking point.

				And then the laughter had subsided; again silence had reigned, that essential painful silence encountered so rarely in one’s everyday experience and inhabiting so few terrestrial environments save such a room as that within which they had been confined. All had become deathly silent...

				Silent, that is, save for the gentle sobbing of the girl known as patient 16S.

				It had been an act of sympathy and concern as much as of defiance: “A, a, ar, aaar, are, yyyy y,ou, O,O,O OK” Her almost incoherent stammering barely audible even in that numbing silence. The response had been a voice wracked and stifled with the most primal, most phobic dread.

				“N, , n,n,no, ppp, p,pleassse, nn,n,no.”

				Such had been the limit of their discourse; so soon had those vibrant xylophone notes begun singing their soft song of soul-torturing sweetness, so soon had that despair returned, so soon had she known the simple fact that she would never again disobey, never again disobey anyone, ever, ever again.

				And yet she had. She had disobeyed, her present predicament was evidence enough of that. Not that it had been an act of defiance; rather it had been an act of desperation.

				That particular event had occurred sometime after her obedient renaissance, her eventual release from the madness of that terrible confinement. How long after she had no inkling, for time’s streaming had so long ago become clouded to her. From time to time she had observed the issue of new clean stockings to girls who had, by dint of carelessness, laddered theirs. True they had been verbally admonished and with expert humiliation, true too they had had to apologise in a particularly pathetic manner.

				All she had wanted was a pair of clean stockings; other than for a fresh incontinence towel they wore the same clothes day after day. It was true that they were allowed to clean the inside of their bloomers with a damp sponge and also that they were obliged to wipe over the outside of their dresses in a similar manner. Externally their uniforms had to be kept looking pristine, the presence of stains and other marks were punishable, but there were no actual laundry facilities provided. In contrast, their bodies had had to be kept spotless: Showers were taken twice per day, before the first classroom session and again before the second classroom session. Before bed, each girl was cleaned intimately with soap and water by a nurse. There were regular internal inspections, thorough gynaecological examinations, equally regular enema sessions and full colonic irrigation.

				Therein lay the irony: their bodies had to be pristine, inside and out, and there was an obsessive emphasis on feminine cleanliness, enforced by regular and repeated lectures and films on feminine hygiene. Yet, having showered, each girl was awaited by her uniform saturated with stale, albeit dried, sweat and permeated-through by her personal odour.

				For Lavinia it was her stockings that were most problematic for her. Not that she had had previous experience of problems in that particular area but, what with those awful plastic shoes and not being allowed to wash her stockings, she had become more and more self-conscious of the odour originating from her feet, or rather from those stockings. Finally she had quite deliberately laddered both, but the deliberation of the act had been witnessed.

				It had been the deliberation of that act that had brought her back here to this room and that had morphed patient 30S into patient 30C.

				That one wilful act had resulted in the spirit-crushing series of canings she had experienced over the previous three days and had effectively placed her even more distant from the control of her affairs. She was now in the hands of a woman committed to distancing her ever further from that control, a woman committed to ensuring that she should come more firmly under the influence of the institution in which she was presently incarcerated, albeit voluntarily. She was in the hands of a woman to whom satisfaction was a distant land, an unknown quantity, a woman determined to bring her ever more securely under the institution’s control. A woman who, two short hours earlier, had turned away from the slumped and fainted girl with the satisfaction of a job well done and had left to seek a reward commensurate to such an effort, to relieve, or rather to have relieved, the unique pent-up tension that only came with the caning of an attractive woman’s bottom.

				While her patient slumbered, having been revived by dint of the application of smelling salts and having been helped into her night things by Dr Ecclestone aided by a nurse, Matron had returned to her office. Not her room in the secure wing that she used for patient interviews but rather the comfortable oak panelled suite of rooms in the main building that comprised her office proper, a smaller room, branching off, which served as her secretary’s office and an even smaller room that, in its turn, branched off of that. She had sunk back into her luxurious black leather reclining chair, the late afternoon sun rendering shafts of glittering golden starlight from fine dust hanging in the air. For a while she had pondered and then, reaching under the calf-length skirt of her uniform dress she had shimmied the full 1950s-style black satin knickers that she favoured over her plump thighs and down her smooth nylon-stockinged legs before standing, stepping out and kicking the discarded garment casually under her desk. From the top right-hand drawer of her desk she retrieved a dog leash of black leather and without further hesitation had stepped into her secretary’s office.

				The dividing door between secretary and mistress was like a portal in time. Without lay Matron’s world; oak panelled, yes, large 19th-century oak desk, yes, but all else modern, all facilities, computer, filing system, coffee maker, it was all there. Within, the secretary’s office was like a scene from a Dickens novel. First of all there was the gloom, there was a window but it was kept shuttered and those shutters locked; young women today were so easily distracted, could so often be found filing their nails, gazing out of windows and daydreaming at sunsets. Matron would have none of it, nor of young women wasting their time with mobile phones, surfing the ‘net’, nor sending e-mails to friends. There were no such distractions in this office; the girl sat on a small low wooden chair carefully recording a beautiful copperplate hand into a large leather bound ledger laid out on the plain brown desk before her, the brass curve stemmed desk lamp at its rear the only illumination.

				Back in her own, plush, office Matron had slumped again back into her soft recliner. Having given the leash a sharp tug and feeling the girl’s hot cheeks against her inner thighs she let her long skirt drop down over the girl’s head and back. Leaning back she had placed her hands behind her head in relaxed satisfaction and let her tired eyes fall shut; all the better to savour her girl’s lapping prehensile tongue.

				She had two hours to savour this; in two hours her patient would be awakened to begin her ‘day’. In her mind’s eye she mulled over her patient’s new regime, some part of which she had already put in motion. Other facets would require further refinement; such refinements as were presently developing, growing in concert with the tension, passion and excitement flowering from that hot breath, that much practised, much honed, obediently lapping tongue.

				The girls sleep periods were to be of two hours repeated every four hours with a meal upon waking followed by her toilet, a sponge wash carried out by a nurse and being put into her uniform of course. ‘Being put into’ was to be the operative term here, in that that a suitably apt fraction of her punishment was to be the withdrawal of the privilege of dressing herself.

				But now, with her pleasure rapidly approaching its crescendo, her right hand reached under her skirt to pull the bobbing head closer, the signal understood by the dominated girl as requiring the full penetration of her tongue into that orifice and the gentle nibbling of her mistress’ clitoris with her lips. The ideas were pouring in, flooding her mind, structuring ever stricter, ever more subtle, training regimes. With Matron’s gasping orgasm patient 30c’s putative obedience-training regime received its final touches of masterstroke and flourish.

				In her room, seated, waiting at her desk, patient 30C spontaneously, spuriously, giggled, an insane giggle? She couldn’t be sure but she though it just might be, she certainly couldn’t discount the notion, how could she?

				In the schoolroom her erstwhile colleagues and peers were suffering their own delicious torment. Dr Ecclestone had considered the changes for some time but these things required consideration and clearance. The change most obvious to the girls, the most immediate change, was the appearance of the dormitory mistress with an addition to her uniform; hanging from a loop on the left-hand side of her nurse’s belt and aligned directly opposite her ring of keys was a leather strap, or more accurately, a two-tongued tawse. The assistant nurse also sported the same accessory and upon entry to the classroom a new addition was seen hanging conspicuously alongside the whiteboard, a long, thin, rattan cane: corporal punishment had been summarily introduced.

				Most traumatic, however, had been the second change and, unlike the introduction of the new punishment regime, this was discussed with them, or rather lectured to them as it was to be, as all things, an imposition rather than a choice. Dr Ecclestone had addressed them in the classroom.

				From that day on, in addition to wearing their patient number on their uniform, they were to have an identification mark placed on their body, to be precise it was to occupy the right buttock cheek. It was explained to them that this was to by way of tattooing and was to be a bold and indelible representation of their patient number. They were simply told that, as it was to be indelible and therefore permanent, there were ethical considerations and human rights issues that would have to be tackled. In order to overcome any such objections they would be required to sign a waiver declaring their acceptance.

				Many an eye nervously strayed across to the punishment room’s door before returning to the paper before them, a blank sheet initially, for they were required to write out in full and in their finest copperplate hand the waiver as dictated to them by Dr Ecclestone herself.

				Three times they had had to restart; each time a single girl, although a different girl on each occasion, had made an error and so they had all had to start afresh, the partially completed papers being collected in and torn up on each occasion. Finally, on the fourth attempt, the completed waivers awaited only signatures from those nervously shaking hands; waivers worded not so much as to give permission as to actually request the provision of an identification mark, respectfully asking in an almost pleading tone, stating how important it was to their feeling part of an institution, of really belonging to an institution.

				The wording had been carefully thought through to drive home the humiliation of their situation and to further build on the foundation of learned-helplessness that Dr Ecclestone had skilfully engineered for her girls. There were one or two hesitations certainly, one or two pairs of eyes drifting back to the punishment room door, to that newly hanging rattan. Then, slowly, shakily, came the signatures; to many the names, their own names, appearing strange, unfamiliar, after so long a redundancy.

				The actual tattooing was to be carried out in the dormitory. The five girls had had their knickers taken down and each told to bend over the back of her bed and wait. Medical restraints were placed between ankles and bed legs enforcing an exposed wide leg stance. Similar restraints were placed between wrists and bed rails and finally a strap around the waist secured the latter to the bed’s foot rail.

				A nurse carried out the tattooing, the tool being applied through a stencil template. As each girl was completed so she was let up. Only after the second girl’s tattoo had been completed had the first began to weep, not from the pain, which had been negligible at most, but rather from the sight of that girl’s buttock cheek and the knowledge of the disfigurement of her own body.

				She had, they all had, expected the number and the letter, but not this, not this amount, not this size not this bold. The words were bold indeed and of the densest, blackest, ink:

				St Mary’s Hospital, psychiatric wing

				Patient 16S

				The number, the patient number, itself being around four centimetres high, the whole having been applied at a 45° angle covered the majority of the buttock cheek. And it was there for life!! She could never wear a bikini again, would never be able to let anyone so much as glimpse her buttocks again! It said she was a patient, it said she had been a patient in a psychiatric hospital; it would always say she had been a patient in a psychiatric hospital. She was broken, utterly broken and one by one the others joined her, as Dr Ecclestone had known they would.

				Unbeknown to the girls in some ways they had been fortunate; Dr Ecclestone had been toying with the idea of reproducing the hospital badge and patient number, as appeared on their uniforms, as a tattoo across the left breast, coinciding with its position on their dresses’ breast pocket. True, the two loci were not necessarily mutually exclusive but for now, at least, she was satisfied with the effect, she would allow a little time, allow them to regain some composure and then it would be ‘knickers up and back into the classroom’ but it was to be a new classroom from now on and how much more galling for them now?

				Now to bare their buttocks to receive the cane, as they were going to have to, would also be to bare those humiliating black characters.

				“Okay, come along, girls, knickers up and back into the classroom. There’s nothing to cry about, you are all institutional girls, you are in an institution and you belong in this institution, don’t you girls?”... A sullen, shuffling, sniffling, silence... “Don’t you, girls?” More insistently this time.

				“Yes doctor.” Finally came the requisite response; five voices in monotonal automata unison.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				A White Labyrinthine Promenade And An Interview With A Doctor

				Susan Stringer was awake, if ‘awake’ one could truly define this state, this existence, the mindless monotony of the world in which she now found herself ensconced, this safe constrained realm of restriction, regulation and control. Awake-asleep, conscious-unconscious, these were relative terms lacking any true delineation; categorisation, classification and definition blurred, smeared beneath the thumb of institutional rigour. Today was to be different, though, totally different, somehow she could tell.

				Today she had been roused in the usual manner it was true, the harsh ‘ wake-up’ bell, as always, ringing in her ears, eyes opening to be greeted by the frost-white desert expanse that was her room. Today was different, today it was Matron herself performing the morning ritual. Today it was Matron who released the toggles securing the bed covers, today it was Matron who helped a still weary, unsteady, Susan to her feet, who guided her over to the desk.

				One might view the replacement of one nurse with another or of a nurse by a matron unworthy of comment. Indeed at most one might, if one was to place oneself in Susan’s position, expect to view such a change as insignificant, unremarkable. One might expect that the otherwise rigid adherence to the unchanging morning ritual of the hospital’s regime would render such a detail subtle at most. However, few are those who have experienced Susan’s little world, the timeless, featureless, cocooned existence that she now floated through. Few are those who have experienced her almost dreamlike state, the boredom induced daydreaming, the jarring insult of those demanding bells, the meaningless and pointless rituals and routines. It would probably be fair to say that only those who have shared Susan’s environment, or one very similar, could hope to understand the importance of the minutest of changes. It would also be fair to say that all those who could claim such experience could be counted on two hands and could be found under the roof of this very institution, in the rooms adjacent to hers in the ‘long-term’ dormitory ward or the ‘workhouse’ suite.

				A second nurse had come in, one that she had not seen before, and together with Matron half helped, half harried, Susan to her desk. The meal, her breakfast, awaited her as always. As ever, the white bowl of identically-white porridge, the white plastic beaker with the milky white tasteless drink, the white spoon.

				The bell started, the mealtime bell, simultaneously Susan reached for the spoon and began eating. She had waited for the bell to ring, she hadn’t really thought about it, realised it, but nevertheless she had waited for the meal bell. She no longer automatically reached for the spoon, not without permission from the bell.

				Behind her she heard the rustle of Matron’s uniform dress and then matron’s voice coming, softly, “that’s a good girl 43C, you’re very hungry, I’m sure you are.” Simultaneously she felt matron’s fingers softly and soothingly stroke the back of her neck.

				Susan, between mouthfuls, answered “yes Matron” and was immediately annoyed with herself, humiliated to find herself answering so automatically. She felt utterly ridiculous and irritated at her own acceptance of the silly, petty regime and routine. She just felt so tired, so heavy, so muddled, woolly headed. She was finding it increasingly difficult to think straight, difficult to protest, to put together an argument, to demand the right to see someone in charge, demand to leave.

				They had no right to keep here like this, she was a volunteer, not a prisoner, not some psychiatric patient to be kept locked up. What was going on? When was she going to meet one of the researchers or one of the doctors. It just went on and on, every day some excuse, some delay, she would have to wait a just a little longer in this room, sitting at this desk, doing nothing. Why couldn’t she go out? Not that she could, not dressed like this. Then again why did she have to remain dressed like this? She thought it was just temporary, just until they had sorted out somewhere to put her case, her belongings and the things she had brought with her, just until they found her a proper room and allocated her to a research project. Why couldn’t she have her own clothes back?

				So many questions, buzzing around in her head like angry bees, questions coming and going, trains of thought coming then ending sharply, interrupted by the insistent ding, ding of that bloody bell. What else had been said to her? She tried to remember, she went over all that had been said upon her arrival, all that had been said to her since...How many days? She couldn’t quite work it out, each day seemed the same, no one event stood out in a mind since arriving, it was difficult to think back, to differentiate one day from the next. She went through his routine in her mind every day, over and over, sometimes all day, it was difficult to tell.

				Why couldn’t she have something to read? Just a magazine or newspaper would do. Why oh why couldn’t she have her things, her clothes at least? What was that she had overheard Matron saying on the first day, the day she had arrived, something about her uniform not being ready? What did that mean? What bloody uniform? Why would she need to wear a uniform? What was that all about? Perhaps something would happen today; she could tell something was very different about today, yes! Yes! Something different was going to happen today!

				Susan was jolted out of her internal frenzy of questions, the bell had stopped and with it, again irritatingly automatically, Susan found she had stopped eating, put down the spoon, and was sitting smartly upright with her hands resting on the desktop palms upwards, as was Matron’s rule, while the meal things were removed.

				How she hated herself for this compliance and particularly for her own mindlessness, her own blind obedience to these stupid rules. What was happening to her? What were they doing to her? It was going to damage her in some way, she felt sure, if she were to stay here much longer, it was going to damage her mind, break her personality. That was it, she was sure, that must be it. They were trying to break her in some way. No, no, she had to calm down, that was ridiculous, what would it be for? Why would they be doing it? Why to her? No, it was ridiculous, wasn’t it?

				The answer to any bar Susan herself, and possibly, Alison, her close cousin, would have been obvious. It would certainly have been so to anyone who knew Susan’s stepmother, even in passing let alone any lucky enough to be within her confidence. It would have been just as obvious to any fortunate enough to have been privy to even the earliest negotiations that had taken place all those months earlier. Negotiations and discussions between stepmother and prospective, and soon to be most influential, stepdaughter’s newest best friend, Dr Samantha Ecclestone.

				Susan knew she had to pull herself together, Matron was talking, that was what was important, she had to listen to Matron, pay attention, Matron was important. It was not that she wasn’t listening, deep down inside she wouldn’t dare not to, it was just that sometimes words just seemed to wash over her, she just felt so tired, so, so...fuzzy, yes, that was it, fuzzy.

				The last few mornings had found Susan progressively more reluctant to leave her bed. She had been feeling leaden, slow witted. She had been finding it difficult to concentrate of late, indeed difficult to think about anything at all for any length of time without finding that she had, presumably, drifted off in some way. Daydreaming? She couldn’t be certain, could never quite remember what she had been thinking about. Of late, more and more often she had found herself jolted back to reality by one event or another. Mealtimes, toilet times, bedtimes, came and went, each heralded by its individual bell. Each time it felt as if she had just been jolted awake, as if she had drifted away for a moment, just for a moment though. Surely she had only just had her last meal, surely it had only been a few minutes ago that she had last used the toilet, almost visibly shrinking under the humiliation of a nurse’s supervising and appraising eye, how long had it been? She just couldn’t quite remember. Susan would find herself blinking, sitting at the desk, presented with a meal, seemingly only minutes since the last. Her hunger, though, spoke to her of a different reality, a far longer period, a period that Susan was increasingly and, worryingly, less aware of.

				She had seemed to have faded away, become lost in her own little world, outside of time, outside of the tedium of her surroundings. Her world? How much of it was really hers? Why could she not remember what she had been thinking about mere moments previously, those daydreams? Had she been sleeping? She could remember the sound of the surf, how sometimes she imagined it spoke to her, that they conversed like old friends. Occasionally she found herself reciting something, a kind of mantra recited in a sing-song voice like some half remembered nursery rhyme. It was something to do with being a good girl, but she couldn’t quite recall what, it left her as a half remembered and rapidly fading dream. And as is oft the way with dreams, the more one reaches forth, the more they recede, just fade away.

				The day’s first meal consumed, Susan waited. Bells rang and stopped,’ toilet time’ came and went, Susan, as always, unable to perform in the full glare of witness, under appraising eye, finally allowed to return to her seat, her dire need remaining unresolved. She waited, expectantly but with an ignorant expectance. Something was going to happen today, she felt sure. Still she waited. Bells rang and stopped, a meal, the second since waking, eaten, more tasteless, mulchy, porridge...More waiting...waiting...waiting...

				Stomach cramping, her need urgent, still she waited, holding on as long as humanly possible, if only the toilet bell would ring, right now she felt, she knew, she wouldn’t care how many nurses were lined up, watching, her, how unbearable the humiliation.

				Bleep, bleep! The double bleep greeting her first step from her desk warned of the certain and impending disaster. The wailing alarm easily outraced her bowel movement and for an instant she didn’t care. The sheer relief! Then the realisation: She had triggered the alarm, she had to get back to her seat, sit still, let it reset, just had to, couldn’t stand it. Susan, mind befuddled by sedative and sound, desperate to get back to her seat, desperate to do anything that might bring silence.

				She had no expectancy of the usual comfort most take for granted, they always took the wipes with them when they left, the nurses. Why? Why, did they always have to do that? Susan had no idea, just acceptance. She did the best she could under the circumstances, the best she could to clean herself up. All that was available was the absorbent pad in her knickers, it had worked before but it seemed doubtful that it would be sufficient this time. The result of her best efforts, the soiled towel, was stuffed down the toilet for what else could she do? Disgusted by the smell, the sight, she was desperate to be rid of it; clearly, leaving the pad on the edge of the toilet seat, as before, was not something to be contemplated on this occasion. This was far, far worse, far more humiliating. If only she could flush it, if only that damned alarm would stop she could think clearly. But would it flush away in any case? The toilet bowl seemed so small and, now in water, the already bulky towel was swelling. It was going to block up, she knew it, when it did flush it was going to overflow!

				It was with shaking head that she eased up her knickers, resignation overcoming her. She wasn’t entirely clean, she had done the best, but she wasn’t entirely clean, she felt sure she wasn’t. Yet what else could she do? She felt the PVC cling tackily to her skin as she moved. Slipping, slimily, against peach-like buttocks, lubricated now, the seam sliding to and fro wetly between those cheeks, running back and forth across her anus with each movement as she wiggled back into her seat. She was back at that desk but now each fidget, each shift of weight was accompanied by a reminder of that filthy lubrication, a reminder of her shame-and of the deeper shame to come.

				How long? She knew not. In its own time, unhurriedly, the alarm ceased its torturous wailing, in itself an eternity. And then there was only the physical discomfort, the mental anguish. Now devoid of their absorbent pad, deprived of absorbency, the impermeable plastic knickers had become practically awash with sweat, feminine secretions and much worse. Susan was only too aware of the steadily building heat, the slippery moisture, the clingy, sweaty, slime-caress of slick PVC against her most tender regions and the attendant itching. The thick towel, the pad, had made her feel like some diapered child or incontinent retard, that much was true, but right now she was ready to quite literally beg for a new knicker-liner. She no longer cared how bulky it was, how it made her feel. This period, then, this fidgeting, itching, time spent squirming wetly upon her seat, this was her second eternity.

				How long? She knew not and then cared not; Matron had arrived. With her was the nice nurse, Susan’s nurse, the lovely nurse. Within moments of their entering the bell had started, the ‘toilet bell’, and Susan found herself positioned, with back to the little toilet pedestal, facing both Matron and the nurse. The nurse was carrying a white plastic tray upon which Susan could see a white kidney-shaped dish, a pair of smallish white plastic screw top containers, perhaps of around 250mL, a roll of toilet tissue and, right at the front, a trio of what Susan recognised as suppositories. Matron, standing hands on hips: “Toilet time, knickers down”.

				They must have seen the toilet, the mess, Susan thought. They must have. The blockage! Yet they were clearly expecting her to relieve herself. What would happen? The bell would stop and the damn thing would flush, automatically, she thought. And then what? It was going to flood everywhere, she just knew it.

				She felt like crying, felt like a naughty child. It was with some difficulty, then, that she regained at least some semblance of composure, consciously and continuously reminding herself that she was no child, that she was an eighteen-year-old woman, or at least that was how she wanted to think of herself.

				It should be said that she had begun to question even this. Just how mature, how independent, was she, was anyone, really, at eighteen? After all, they were treating her like a child and she was feeling like a child. Why couldn’t she stand up for herself? Why couldn’t she just stand her ground, demand to see someone in charge, tell them she just wasn’t going to put up with this any longer? Somehow she just couldn’t, she knew it, hated herself for it. If only she had more confidence.

				Not so very mature, not so independent after all, she thought to herself, then buried this thought behind a facade of carefully constructed denial, the repository of all teenage insecurities and anxieties. That this fortification was crumbling, was presently being expertly dismantled brick by brick, stone by stone, was undeniable.

				A White Labyrinthine Promenade

				She had been thinking of running out, retracing the passageway back the way they had originally brought her. She could backtrack from the shower room, after all that had been quite close to the main entrance. But had it been before or after they had passed through the first of the security grilles? She couldn’t quite recollect.

				All this struggle, all this conjecture and all for nought. It was all academic; such an opportunity was obviously not going to be presented her. She was clearly being led in the entirely opposite direction from that by which she had originally arrived.

				Having reached the end of the corridor the nurse walking ahead of them opened a door to their right, revealing yet another of those locked security gates beyond which, she could see, lay another long white and almost featureless passageway, windows on the left, cell-like doors to the right.

				A key was produced from the bunch hanging from the nurse’s belt. Swiftly the gate was unlocked, the party passing through, the gate swinging shut with a faint click behind them as they went. Susan, trying to take in as much as possible of her surroundings, to orientated her self, swiftly noted that at no time had she had ever seen any sign of a staircase.

				As far she could tell the only access to the floor they were on, whichever floor that might be, was by way of the lift. That lift required a key to operate it, the knowledge of some sort of security code and, in any case, was at this moment separated from her by two long corridors and now by not one but two locked, barred, penitentiary-styled security grilles. The thought struck her; they were leading her ever deeper into the complex, ever further from the outside world, her old life, ever further from reality, her reality. This was their reality, this institution, and she was becoming more deeply embedded, mired, in its ensnaring machinations with every step.

				Beyond that first security grille they made several subsequent right turns, certainly more than four, one after another, each at the far end of an apparently identical passageway, totally white, totally straight, a sort of man-made whiteout that invalidated any judgment of distance. At the end of every corridor, it seemed, was a door through which waited a similar prison-like security gate. Each of these subsequent gates had been unlocked by Matron, taking up her most appropriate guise as jailer, the nurse having been relegated to the trio’s rear. Each gate, in turn, had shut behind them, locking automatically with a faint click, as they proceeded through, Matron at the front, girl following, nurse bringing up the rear: corridor after corridor, door after door, gate after gate, on and on, seemingly forever.

				Always a right turn, or so it seemed, never a left. How could this be? It didn’t make sense. Susan was losing track, she knew she was; her impression was of a pointless tour around the sides of a square or oblong floor-plan. She tried to be logical, surely they would have come back to where they had started from, maybe they had, more than once; she had no idea it just all looked the same.

				Susan was desperately trying to hang on to the tiniest thread of logic, her mind wheeling, churning and scratching for any morsel of understanding, of explanation. There could only be one explanation, she must be mistaken, must have missed a turn they had made somewhere. Yes that was it, it had to be, a turn to the left, probably more than one in fact, that she couldn’t quite remember for the some reason. She had become confused somewhere; it was her own failing, her own fault, her weakness or rather one of her weaknesses, her inability to concentrate.

				How she wrestled with this thought, the implication that she could be so easily confused, could forget which way they had turned, so quickly, so completely. She struggled with the denial, that her memory could be so unreliable; there had to be some other explanation. In her mind’s eye she backtracked through all the twists and turns they had made since leaving her room, desperately searching for the ‘lost left’, the change of direction she had not accounted for, all the time struggling to keep track of the number of passageways traversed, the number of corners turned, security grilles negotiated. Surely, if she hadn’t made a mistake then, on more than one occasion, they must have passed her room and the other rooms in that corridor, those rooms with the numbers on the doors, the groups of numbers and letters like those on her room’s door, like those printed on her nightdress over her left breast. Yet she’d scrutinised each door they’d passed, yes there were many doors that had the holders, the holders that held the plates that in turn displayed the room numbers, yet none of those holders were occupied, none of the doors had the numbers and letters that might denote occupation.

				In time her constant perusal appeared to irritate the nurse walking behind her, presumably because she would occasionally and momentarily pause to take stock. From time to time, from behind, there came a gentle urging push, the nurse’s hands resting momentarily on her shoulders and, whenever Susan appeared to hesitate too long, a sharp rebuke, “come along, look straight ahead girl”, and then, as she continued on her way, there would come a much gentler, “that’s a good girl”.

				Then something different; Matron had stopped at a door that was, as far as Susan could judge, about halfway along a corridor, although under the strange ‘whiteout’ conditions the only thing she could be certain of was that they were not at the corridor’s end.

				Susan had been lost in thought, had almost walked into Matron’s back. She had become totally preoccupied with self-doubt, troubled over her loss of trust in her own memory. So many times recently she had found herself losing track of days, of time. Thinking back she couldn’t seem to differentiate one day from the next. This inner doubt had been growing of late but if pressed she would have had to admit that, as with so many of her problems, she couldn’t quite seem to recall exactly when or where she had first started to feel this way, had first started to lose confidence in herself to such an extent.

				The door was on their right and, as with all the doors she had seen lining these corridors, it was illuminated by the light from the window directly opposed to it on their left. Susan hadn’t even glanced at the windows they had passed, expecting, now, the disappointing, featureless, white frosted, expanse snuggled behind the protective covering of the ubiquitous white plastic grille. This window was no different nor did this door differ in any significant way from any of the others they had passed. All she could say for sure, from her experience so far, was that, whatever lay beyond, it wasn’t a room such as she had been staying in; there was no plate holder for the room number or identification number or whatever it was. It was just a plain white door, lying practically flush to the wall with but a single key hole, in which Matron was presently turning a key. Beyond that blemish it was as pristine as artic snow, almost part of the wall and lacking even the conventionality of a handle. Without comment Matron walked through, holding the door for Susan, the latter urged through in her turn by the nurse to her rear.

				They were in yet another corridor, as white as all the others, but this time there were no windows to be seen on either side, just doors. Behind her Susan heard the door close, a barely audible click confirming its automatic relocking. At the far end of the corridor, on the right, she could see a row of five small white plastic chairs, low child-sized chairs of the type she had spent so long sitting on in her room, at that desk. Opposite this seating area was a white door.

				“Sit down, that’s a good girl” the nurse’s patronising tone came from over her shoulder. Matron gestured so as to offer her the centre seat, the chair directly opposite the door. Awkwardly, the small seat seemingly so far down as to be little higher than a footstool, Susan seated herself as best she could, wiggling her mature curves past its arms and down onto the seat.

				She was immediately struck by the embarrassing exposure imposed by her posture, the short skirt of her nightdress having ridden up revealing the semi-transparent crotch of the PVC knickers.

				The low seating position resulted in her knees being somewhat higher than her bottom precluding the maintenance of anything like a ladylike disposition, her knees tending to swing outward as if they had a mind of their own, as if working in collusion to deepen her embarrassment. She realised that anyone coming out of the room opposite would immediately be greeted by a clear and unflattering view of what, quite frankly, any girl or woman of her age would prefer to keep hidden.

				With that insight came shame and with that shame an unknowing premonition; a glimpse of a future wherein she was destined to become enlightened to the truth of Matron’s oft-used descriptive term ‘examination knickers’. The doubtful delights of the latter, at least, she had been spared on this occasion; but the time would come. Oh yes, the time would come and Matron would see to it that it would be not long in coming.

				More sitting, more waiting. The nurse had left the way they had come, disappearing out through the door at the end of the corridor. Matron now stood with her back against the wall, on Susan’s left at the end of the row of chairs. On Susan’s right were two chairs then a small gap of perhaps two or three chair’s widths before the blank white end wall of the passage.

				Left to her own devices again Susan’s mind began to wander, it was difficult to keep focused on anything in particular under these circumstances, there had been nothing to see, nothing to hear, nothing to do, for such a long time, how long? How long? She had been determined to get something done about it, demand to speak to someone in charge, this was her chance, she would sit here, practise in her mind exactly what she was going to say. It was just...well, she just didn’t seem able to keep her mind focused, kept drifting back to worrying about her problems, her confusion of late.

				Her main problem, she thought, was herself; she lacked self-confidence, that’s what it was. She had been reluctant to admit it, even to herself, before, before she had come here. Indeed, once she would not have acknowledged even the faintest possibility that she had any problems, not psychological problems, not mental problems. But now, well, now...It was just that, with all the time she had had on her hands since her arrival, all that time with nothing to do but sit and reflect, she had become somehow more aware of her failings. Perhaps, she thought, she had never truly been quite well; the panic attacks, the agoraphobic attacks, her occasional stammer, perhaps all had been getting worse and she just hadn’t noticed. Had she really been in denial all this time? How could she have been so blind, so deluded? It just didn’t quite make sense and what was more, she couldn’t quite remember when it had all started. When had she first become aware?

				Her immediate concern now, though, was that, with all this self-reflection, self-flagellation almost, she was becoming agitated and the more she worried, the more she struggled with her failing recall, wrestled with her self-questioning doubt, the more she could feel that panic rise.

				A panic attack, just moments away, the cold sweat forming: This was her own fault, what had aunt Julia said, the others, the nurse, Dr Ecclestone? She was to avoid anxiety, avoid getting into this state of mind, this constant questioning, constant agonizing over decisions. She had to breathe deeply, think of nothing, let herself drift away, that’s what she had been told. It was best to avoid situations she couldn’t face up to, difficult decisions, open spaces, crowds...

				Neither Sense nor Sensibility (A Girl in a Wheelchair)

				The door immediately confronting her, that door, had opened; Susan was startled to find herself practically face to face with a girl. In truth, from Susan’s lowly-seated perspective this did involve the somewhat rapid elevation of her focus; she had found herself, embarrassingly, facing the girl’s crotch.

				The wheelchair had emerged before Susan had quite registered that the door had opened. A white-uniformed nurse pushed from behind, carefully manoeuvring it across the threshold while, behind her in the room, a bespectacled, white coated, woman could just be seen standing to one side, holding open the door. For a moment Susan found herself at a loss to interpret what she was seeing.

				Of the wheelchair itself there is little to relate except to say that it was entirely white, from the wheels, the spokes, the rims, to the curved moulded headrest. The colour scheme extended to the handles at the rear with which the nurse was expertly navigating the turn into the narrow corridor.

				It is true that, upon careful consideration, the more observant might have noted one or two small additions, specialised characteristics, that might have seemed to differentiate it from the average work-a-day hospital wheelchair but even these, the various medical restraint anchor points, were quite discreet, particularly, as now, when not in use and in any case were not necessarily inappropriate in the context of a psychiatric hospital.

				It is perhaps of no surprise, then, that Susan should not have considered it particularly noteworthy. Aesthetically, the most outstanding features were those in absentia, the lack of chrome trimmings, the usual black handle grips, perhaps black or grey tyres. Its occupant on the other hand, the girl, was a different matter entirely. At a casual glance, superficially childlike and yet there was her size, the overt voluptuous maturity of her figure, almost exaggeratedly womanly, feminine curves, maturely developed curving hips filling the seat, knees pressed out against armrests, a notably defined clinched waistline above which the aggressive high-breasted melon-thrust spoke of artificial suspension taken to an ridiculous extreme.

				Indeed, for most observers this latter observation would have most rapidly and aptly crystallised, for surely even the most insensitive would have been hard-pressed to deny the inspiration to ridicule. But then there was the childish dress and yet even this juxtaposed with certain idioms of more mature fashion, inappropriate on a girl that Susan, after due consideration, considered might be perhaps in her late teens or early twenties at best. The image was perhaps overly mature, perhaps inappropriately sexual under these circumstances and strangely anachronistic, like some left-over from a bygone age, while, all the time, remaining undeniably institutional.

				For Susan’s part, It must be said that her first impressions had been somewhat coloured by her unusual vantage point. In fact her very first sight had been of the view up the girl’s short skirt; tan stockings, old-fashioned, broad white, suspenders contrasting strongly against the dark welts and, plainly visible beneath the sheen of the thin white PVC or latex, Susan could not be certain, bloomer legs. Beyond even that, she had momentarily glimpsed, even while shifting her embarrassed gaze, the shiny, pearl-white fabric of a tightly stretched crotch panel, a distinct shadowed valley marking the puckered invagination at its centre.

				Hurriedly looking up, her gaze had momentarily met the girl’s eyes, a fleeting, truncated contact, terminated almost as quickly as made. The girl, in her turn, equally rapidly, had averted her gaze, a spreading shy flush painting her rounded and well fed cheeks an apple red even as the tingling burning sensation washing across the surface of Susan’s skin had informed of her own mirroring complexion.

				In that moment, despite its brevity, Susan had received the impression of blue eyes, the contact too fleeting to be certain, and an impression, too, of something else, something disturbing, something missing. Yes, that was what it was, something that was missing from that gaze, something that had been announced by its absence, even in that fleeting moment. Those eyes, the windows of the soul, yet that was exactly what they lacked, what was missing, sparkle, soul, life; it had been a gaze as blank as the frosted corridor windows, a gaze reflecting the institutional white walls and carpets. The way that girl’s gaze had shifted, so automatically, so rapidly, as one might turn from unbearable horror as in terror, this Susan had found the most disturbing. The girl had seemed terrified of making eye contact as if, perhaps, suffering some dark, debilitating, extremity of shyness, deeply withdrawn perhaps, surely indicative of some sort of psychological imbalance.

				Recovering somewhat from her initial surprise and embarrassment Susan hungrily ran her eyes over the seated figure before her; there was more here than that all-pervading whiteness, there was relief to be had here, relief from the crippling white monotonous numbness about her.

				Before her sat an apparition very unlike everything else, an islet of green and white, of shadow, of black and of tan and, yes, even blue, the blue of the sky of the sea she cared not which. Perhaps she hadn’t realised just how much the bland institutional surroundings had affected her but now she could barely control herself, control the hunger, she was devouring greedily every small detail of the image before her, a girl in a wheelchair, a psychiatric patient, a sad sight, an institutionalised girl in a wheelchair in an institutional dress, the most important, most interesting thing she had ever seen in her life.

				Susan was desperately trying to take in, to note, every detail as if her life depended on some future, accurate, recall of this instant. Before her the girl sat passively, her nurse awkwardly manoeuvring the wheelchair into the corridor. From beneath a plain, green and white striped, bonnet, that would not have seemed amiss if detailed in some dark Dickensian tome, emerged two tightly plaited, glossy, jet-black, pigtails. The tightness of the platting and the shortness of the latter conspired to produce an awkward lie, each pigtail tending to an angle away from the side of the girl’s head before curving upwards just before the point at which a broad ribbon held the end in a peculiarly oversized green and white striped bow. Light fell playfully about those ribbons, forming pools, whirls and shimmers wherever the fabric curved and folded, the sheen suggestive of a man-made fabric, washable, practical and institutional. The colour, pattern and sheen were echoed throughout the girl’s bonnet and dress, suggesting the same fabric had been used for both and again reflecting the institutional emphasis on the twin values of practicality and cheapness.

				Whatever the thinking that lay behind this costume, it was clear that little concession had been made to the sensibilities of the wearer. The only concession to style, if one could call it that, was the large, rounded, collar, an extravagance of fabric presented in a rather farcical oversized travesty of a ‘Peter Pan’ style being perhaps most reminiscent of a 19th-century, child’s, sailor suit.

				In the context of a private hospital, one might perhaps be hard-pressed to justify such detailing of styling, let alone the bonnet, as purely functional. One might argue, also, that the embroidery on the left breast pocket was an equally unlikely extravagance, although this at least might just have been justified on the grounds of organisational practicalities and identification. This latter stated: St Mary’s, psychiatric wing in a large, curling, coal-black, script across the top of the pocket, immediately below which, and occupying most of the centre of the pocket, was embroidered, 24 C, in large black block characters.

				Stylistically the dress itself seemed to Susan to encompass some features of a school uniform summer dress she had once seen in an old photograph, something worn by girls from a private and very exclusive boarding school in some far off, bygone age. Other features, the fabric, the glassy buttons, the cut, the belt, the latter being of a similar fabric to the dress and fastening at the front with two buttons, were more at home on a 1960s dress-style overall, the like of which she had once seen on television, featuring in an old programme about a prison somewhere, she seemed to remember, and even then worn by a group of older women inmates.

				On reflection, she decided, that was exactly what it looked like, a prison uniform, yet, again, not quite, sort of mid-way between a prison uniform and a very strict, very old-fashioned, school uniform. Indeed, a more institutional garb it would be difficult to imagine. Throughout the dress was striped, bottle green and white. The sleeves were long with buttoned cuffs, the shoulders were slightly puffed and of a style that in a far-off time might have been described as mutton chop. The bodice was close fitting, noticeably so, and, belying its institutional origins, could easily have been tailor-made for the girl such was the closeness of the fit; not tight exactly, just apparently well-tailored and closely-fitted to the figure.

				Even to the unpractised eye it would have been obvious that the girl’s underwear included some sort of foundation garment, perhaps a corset, some sort of surgical corset Susan decided. Yes that would make sense, the only really plausible explanation in fact.

				This latter observation was consistent with the most glaring oddity, one that strangely Susan had initially missed in the hurried, embarrassed, shifting of her gaze. Now, having recovered somewhat and systematically, almost analytically, perusing the sight before her, Susan’s eyes finally alighted upon the leg callipers. As if to confirm the girls obvious disability, ugly, old-fashioned looking and reminiscent of pictures Susan had once seen of polio victims in the 1930s, these fitted from the girl’s ankles right up to a point just beyond the girl’s knees and included a hinge at the knee joint.

				Her gaze following on down to the girl’s feet Susan saw that the girl was wearing fairly conventional footwear, conventional that is had she been a girl of around ten years old rather than in her late teens or early twenties.

				Bottle green patent ‘Mary Janes’, the colour to match the dress, had been realised in a rather cheap looking glossy, reflective material, perhaps plastic, Susan thought, and again were suggestive of an institutional emphasis on practicality. The shoes fastened with a T-bar strap arrangement, most typical of a child’s school shoe, by way of a contrasting white buckle that, again, was of an appearance suggesting plastic of some description.

				And then she was gone, but not before Susan had made one final observation. The wheelchair turning away, its occupant had turned her head, subtly, ever so slightly, to shyly glance at Susan with eyes at the extreme of their leftward travel. Again the two girls’ eyes had met for a split second, Susan registering...what exactly? Fear? Pleading? Susan was sure only in that it had been disturbing. And then...

				“24C, what do you think you’re doing girl?” The girl’s nurse had spoken so unexpectedly sharply, so, angrily, that Susan had almost leapt out of her seat. By way of extreme contrast, and equally startling for that, the girl’s voice, when it came, was tiny, as if in apology for its own existence, the reply barely audible, just barely understandable, a stammering muffled babble. “O,o,o, orrriiy u,u, urtth”. It was with some difficulty, and even then only with hindsight, that Susan was able to interpret “sorry nurse”.

				There were no answers to be had here, just more questions to ponder. The girl was surely retarded or disturbed in some way and was equally clearly disabled, so why were they treating her in that manner? Why had they dressed her like that, in that ridiculous manner? Did that nurse really have to speak to her like that, all the girl had done was glance over? And that look in her eyes, that strange brew of fear and pleading, what did it all mean? Then they were gone, girl, wheelchair and nurse disappearing through the door at the corridor’s end, Susan looking after, watching the door closing behind them.

				With their departure had ended, abruptly, Susan’s train of thought, or rather she had had the thread cut for her. There had come a sharp, rude, interruption: “43C, what do you think you’re doing, girl? It has got nothing to do with you! Look straight ahead. The doctor will see you in a moment and she won’t want you wasting her time so you had better pay attention.” Matron’s voice, as always, had been authoritative, commanding. Without thinking Susan had turned away, had returned her attention to the door before her and, as so often recently, her unquestioning compliance and both annoyed and humiliated her.

				She waited, her irritation rapidly approaching rage, her complexion florid with an almost irrational mix of anger and embarrassment. Matron had spoken to her in exactly the same way as that nurse had addressed the retarded girl. It hadn’t be necessary then and it was unnecessary now, completely unnecessary, what was worse was that she had done exactly as she had been told, what was wrong with her? They were talking to her as if she was a naughty schoolgirl and she was going along with it with little hesitation and even less protest.

				Then the door, the doctor’s door she was soon to discover, opened again... “43C, up you get”, Matron again. Just for a moment, rising stiffly from the little chair, Susan felt like turning and lashing out yet found herself walking towards the waiting doctor as if in a dream, or should that be nightmare?

				The nurse was guiding her with an arm around her shoulders, a semi-hug that seemed to instantly calm her and yet, simultaneously, sap her will still further, if such had been possible at that moment.

				The Futility of the Familiar

				All the way here, well certainly from the point at which they had arrived at that door in the outside corridor, when she had believed it to be of the doctor’s room, before she had realised that it actually led to yet another corridor, this corridor in fact, her determination had been growing with every step. She was determined, now more than ever, that she was going to get something done about this, her treatment. This was it, this was her chance, she was going to damn well complain, get something done about the staff and their attitude towards her, get something done about Matron in particular. Most of all she was going to get out of here, resign from the programme, from whatever experiment she was supposed to take part in, no matter how simple, how non-intrusive they might promise them to be, no matter how friendly and ‘nice’ the researchers might turn out.

				Now she tried to gather her resolve, prepare for the argument ahead. If anything the way she had just been spoken to, the way she had just seen that disabled and retarded girl treated, had made her more determined than ever. She just didn’t want to know any more, she was going to go home, even if it did mean spending the next few months with her bloody stepmother! Anything would be better than this. A few months living with her stepmother and then she would be off to university, albeit without the funding that she would have acquired had she stayed the course here, taken part in their damned study. She knew, now, that she just couldn’t stand it any longer, she just couldn’t. Besides anything else there was the sheer bloody boredom for one thing and those bloody bells, over and over, and being treated like some disturbed child in an asylum or something...

				... Why had she burst into tears? Why? She wasn’t quite sure; it had just happened, that was all, just as the door had been opened, just as the white coated woman had stood aside to grant her access, just as the friendly smile had spread across her face, the simultaneous gesture of invitation made, that invitation coloured with an almost tangible air of authority.

				Susan had been struck by the woman’s large dark eyes glinting, sparkling, behind her white rimmed glasses. A white headdress adorned her head in a manner similar to that of the nurses; her hair was covered in its entirety bar one small wisp, revealing the doctor as a brunette, lying nonchalantly across her forehead and curling just above the fine aquiline nose. It had not been the sight of the doctor per se though. No, it had been the room beyond. Not that there was anything particularly sinister about it, quite the contrary; it was largely bare, sparsely furnished at best, an almost sensorially barren white desert.

				White, everything was white; white carpet, white walls. An imposing white desk dominated the room’s centre behind which lay a large, white, high-back chair. Beyond the latter a white frosted-glass window crouched back behind the usual white plastic grille and filled the space with its ethereal mist of light. No there was nothing unusual, remarkable nor outstanding, about this room. But that was just it, deep down, subconsciously, she had been expecting... what? What exactly?

				There might have been a desk of antique mahogany, oak panelling, shelves of learned tomes, their leather bindings glowing in reds and browns? There could have been golden sunlight flooding through a window, the view beyond stunningly-framed; the hospital grounds, the trees and grass, the greens and the blues? Some colour? That was it! Some colour, something to look at, something to think about. Anything! Anything! Anything but this, this...monotony.

				Deep down Susan could sense that further disappointments, further defeats, were destined today. A dark realisation, a slow creeping thin dread, the certainty crashing down on her, squeezing the spirit from her, to run like juice from an overripe peach, and this even before she stood behind the small white plastic child’s chair cringing before that huge oversized desk, even before Matrons firm guiding hand pressed down upon her right shoulder, even before she had been firmly guided down onto that lowly seat, the doctor simultaneously gesturing a wordless invitation to be seated. Surely before long only the husk would remain to show where a vivacious young woman had once flowered.

				Susan found herself sat low before the doctor’s looming white desk, its top now only little below her head height. She was now obliged to look up in order to face the doctor, who, having taken her seat on the far side, now regarded her with dark, appraising, eyes across the white featureless expanse. Susan, ungainly-seated, could feel her confidence draining from her like the finest silver-sand through gnarled and twisted arthritic fingers. The low chair enforced the assumption of the exposed posture with which she was becoming all-too-familiar; knees high and spread wide, the near-transparent crotch of her PVC knickers stretched tightly and forming a window into her, not so private, world of humiliation, her brief latex nightdress riding up to the very top of her thighs. Even the absorbent pad of her usual incontinence bloomers would have been welcomed now, even that oppressive diaper-humiliation would have been preferable to this awful feeling of utter exposure.

				The thin, moulding, plastic covering, emphasising rather than concealing, was worse in some ways than even total nudity would have been. Indeed, nudity would at least have allowed her a natural figure, a natural, normal, bust line, not this freakish melon-breasted appearance; the blatant distended rock-hard thimbles of her nipples, pressing out into the thinly stretched latex fabric, the pink, gently-throbbing, breast fronts, her areolae, as flushed as her cheeks, gifting a fine rose-painted embellishment to her humiliation. Looking up at the doctor, her self-confidence ebbing away with the outgoing tide, the surf dragging back and forth her hopes and dreams, little by little denuding the shore, she felt the tears come again, a gentle almost silent sob. Before us emotion whirls and eddies where soon there will be only featureless sea.

				She was aware that the door had been closed behind her, she was also aware of the continued presence of both the nurse and Matron close-by. She had expected to have been left alone with the doctor, at least at some point in the proceedings. With the benefit of privacy, and in confidence, she felt she might just have retained enough resolve to speak up, complain about her treatment, complain about Matron’s attitude, her domineering bullying. This scenario she had rehearsed in her internal dialogue, the speech practised until reduced to a series of clearly and cleverly worked out sound-bites.

				Now, though, with the continued presence of her nemesis, she was discovering her resolution to be a little too dependent on her setting of the scene, her silence now as much testament to a lack of contingency as to psychological disadvantage. And so she sat passively, waiting, flanked by the standing, imposing, figures of both nurse and Matron while, before her, the doctor sitting back, relaxed, confident, conversed with her staff, looking past her, through her, as if invisible, transparent and of no account.

				The doctor’s attitude was clearly transmitted and equally clearly received; she was talking about her not to her. “So, this must be 43C, I understand there have been issues regarding compliance, more specifically, problems with sample collection?” Periodically the woman glanced down at her notes, adjusted her glasses and turned pages beyond Susan’s view; the occasional glimpse of the blank underside of a document her only reward for the diligence of her gaze.

				“Yes doctor” Matron’s voice, contrite and yet as authoritative as, even here, even in this other intimidating woman’s presence. “She has repeatedly failed to provide faecal samples in particular, at least at the requisite times.” She went on “... and today, for the second time, she has managed to block the toilet”.

				The doctor interjected, clearly irritated: “How so?”.

				“The same way as last time, by stuffing her incontinence towel down it. Of course when it flushed it overflowed, flooded everywhere, a complete mess I’m afraid.”

				The doctor visibly bristled, then, sighing resignedly. “Perhaps there are behavioural or psychological problems present. What happens at toilet time, do we get any samples?” If anything, if at all possible, the doctor was displaying even less acknowledgement of Susan’s presence. Behind her, out of her eye line, Matron shrugged slightly and, otherwise maintaining her professional detached demeanour, she continued with her report:

				“Generally at toilet time she either can’t or simply won’t perform, although she has managed to provide a few samples of her urine.”

				The doctor leant forward slightly in her chair, interlocking her fingers together a she did so. “Well, it must be said that we have experienced difficulties throughout this study with the scheduling of sample collection, partly arising from the requirement to collect samples at fixed intervals but, with most patients, it seems to have been the supervised toilet use that has been the major issue.” She went on: “Have you explained to her that close medical supervision is absolutely essential if we are to ensure that the experimental protocols are adhered to correctly, that the samples are collected regularly, at the correct intervals and under the correct conditions.”

				“Yes doctor I have. I can understand her reluctance to perform her toilet under supervision but behaviour such as she has exhibited today I can only describe as wilful disobedience. I can’t help but wonder whether she is really suitable for this study, I get the impression that it is not what she expected. Indeed, I get the feeling that she would rather leave the study altogether.”

				Susan could hardly believe what he was hearing. Firstly, surely anyone would object to being watched while using the toilet. Secondly, Matron was blatantly lying, nothing had been explained to her in any sense let alone anything pertaining to experimental protocols and sample collection.

				She had only been told that she would have to wait for a few days before joining a study group and being interviewed by the researchers. That would have been the point at which she would have expected to have been told about experimental protocol, perhaps be given consent forms to sign, that sort of thing. Thirdly, and most surprisingly, Matron appeared to be conspiring to send her home, exactly what she wanted most. Susan felt excitement building, a childish excitement, the- night-before-Christmas. Strangely, she felt almost like giggling, elated, they were going to send her home!

				A lot of what was said from that point on had washed over her but now she saw the doctor, stooping slightly, retrieve something from a desk drawer, she heard the faint soft swish of the drawer gliding on its nylon runners, and a white kidney-shaped dish was placed on the desktop before her. Susan sniffed, she couldn’t help herself but there was suddenly a pungent odour in the air and her senses were keen, acute, having been ironically sharpened by the dullness of routine. She felt herself blush deeply at the recognition, that is to say, deeper, as throughout a hot flustered flush had continuously occupied her teary countenance. The odour had come as a slap around that pretty face; even from her low position she could see enough to recognise the yellow-brown stained and bloated form of her incontinence pad from earlier in the day.

				The doctor glanced down at it then looked up, still staring straight through the transparent girl before her. “I have examined her stools indirectly on both occasions that this has happened. This is her latest issue, retrieved by maintenance, and with quite some complaint I might add. It looks to me as if simple constipation may be her problem, at least to some degree.” She glanced down at her notes before continuing: “I see that she has only passed stools on these two occasions so far which tends to confirm my suspicions. The smell is quite diagnostic too, the pungency, quite offensive”. At this the doctor gave a sniff.

				If it had at all been possible Susan would have surely blushed deeper still, as it was all she could do was shift her weight and fidget awkwardly. Despite herself, despite her most stoic attempts at re-composure, she found herself gently weeping again. Behind her, on her right, she heard a soft voice, the nurse’s voice; “shh, it’s all right child”. Susan became aware of soft fingers gently stroking the nape of her neck, softly, rhythmically. This, the first acknowledgement since she had walked into that room that she even existed, somehow it only seemed to be making things worse; she had been trying to compose herself, to pluck up the courage to speak out, but now even this train of thought was being rhythmically broken, the thread being taken from her with each stroke of those gentle fingers. Soothing, reassuring, yes, of course, yet seemingly robbing her of rational thought. She was gradually relaxing now, finding it easier to let her eyes close, the heavy lids already drooping, so easy to float along with the stream, just sit and listen, wait to be told what to do. She wouldn’t have to decide, wouldn’t have to make a decision, wouldn’t have to face up to her lack of courage, her lack of self-confidence, she could just be a good girl. After all that Matron had had to say the doctor was clearly going to send her home anyway, she could just relax, drift away... The conversation continued around her like an enveloping cloud of drowsily droning honey bees on a summer’s afternoon, just voices, discussing her, discussing her future.

				Somehow, Susan pulled herself back into the present, back into the room, forced herself to address her situation. Something had jarred on her numbed senses: The doctor was talking.

				“... I noticed a rather diagnostic odour in connection with the urine soaked towel that she produced earlier also. I believe you have voiced concerns that she may have a vaginal infection, Matron?”

				“Yes, doctor.”

				The doctor scribbled something on a notepad before continuing: “Well, I’ll examine her in a moment anyway, but nevertheless I think it best that she be started on suppositories for her constipation and I will prescribe a vaginal suppository douche as a precaution. I have seen infection show up as a complication of long-term wearing of incontinence pants in some patients, a necessary evil I’m afraid.”

				What was all this about? Why did she need suppositories, they were about to send her home, surely they were? The doctor was still speaking “... I believe her uniform has arrived, Matron?”

				“Yes doctor, I have to apologise but apparently there were some complications, something to do with her measurements, I gather she has put a bit of weight on since she was measured, mostly around the buttocks and the bosom by the looks of things, anyway, Mrs Simmons has had to let out the bodice and let down the skirt hem slightly. She said she’d rather that than let out the seams so as to retain a good snug fit around the girl’s hips. A slightly larger corselet has also had to be ordered, adding to the delay. The delivery arrived only just before her appointment was due so I’m afraid there was just not time enough to get her changed in time, sorry doctor.”

				“Yes, yes, quite understandable, Matron, but I’d like you to make sure she is put in uniform as soon as she is returned to her room”

				“Yes, of course, doctor.”

				Susan was just stunned, her mind reeling, what was all this stuff about uniforms again? What uniform? What were they talking about?, What the point of any of it, she was going home, wasn’t she?

				For the first time the doctor’s gaze met Susan’s although she was still obviously addressing her staff, at least at this point. “I don’t think we need send her home just yet, I doubt she really wants to give up this opportunity.” There came a slight pause and then, now definitely addressing the girl: “... do you sweetheart?”

				This was Susan’s chance and yet she felt lost for words, she grasped for a sentence but before she could say anything the doctor went on, her attention now fully returned to her staff: “I don’t think we need give up on her just yet, from my experience, once we have her in uniform compliance will come more naturally to her. Of course I will continue to monitor her progress but, depending on the reports I receive, I am considering her suitability to join the ‘strict-education’ group or possibly even the ‘workhouse’ group.”

				What?? Susan had heard enough, what was this?. This was it, she had to make a stand now. She wanted no more of this nonsense. “Now look here!” Well that at least was how she had intended her first strike to sound; somehow it was not quite how those present perceived it.

				“P,p,ppplease dddoctor I,I I wwwant, I wwwant t, t,to ggggo hhhh...” She trailed off, couldn’t quite get it out, was stopped in her stuttering tracks, startled, as, without even the slightest acknowledgement, without comment, the doctor rose and, turning on her heel, left the room by a side door that Susan had not been aware of up until now. In short, she was left sitting literally dumbfounded and open-mouthed. A voice came from over her left shoulder, sharp, penetrating, snapping her out of her dumb confusion; Matron’s voice. “Up you get, girl” Matron, clearly irritated, her words delivered with punishing venom.

				The First Blizzard of Eternal Winter; the Journey Home

				The final fragments, the remnants of failed resolve, tumbled with fresh tears to be felt physically as might the last shards of the pane shattered by some pebble, carelessly tossed, seemingly without forethought yet damaging just the same. She started to stand yet felt faint, the snowdrift carpet rising up to greet the white clouded ceiling forming a sudden, unexpected and uncertain, horizon. Caring arms had rescued her, her fall averted by nurse and Matron both.

				She was in the short corridor now, just outside the doctor’s office, where for so long she had waited, where she had encountered that strange girl in the wheelchair. A jangle of keys and she was back in the main corridor, Matron leading the way, the nurse to the rear, close behind Susan and positioned slightly to one side so as to guide the still softly weeping girl with a comforting arm about her shoulders.

				“Shhh, shhh, hush child” the nurse’s eternally softly spoken West-Country lilt. So soon it had begun its soft velveteen bandaging, layer upon layer of the soft draping fabric protectively, malignly, enwrapping her wounds, swaddling her thoughts...and doing... what else to her?

				It was doing something, that singsong voice, something she shouldn’t allow, something she should try hard to fight; she knew that now, she felt that now. But then a long gentle finger languidly wandered down the nape of her neck, then again, then again, and again.

				They were still walking and yet she was no more able to maintain a logical train of thought then she had in the doctor’s office, a thought would form, a thread would be followed and then... there would come that gentle touch and she’d have to start over, start afresh. “It’s all right; you will soon be back in your little room all nice, safe and sound. You’ve just been a silly girl, that’s all, such a silly girl “.

				Until that point the only sound had been the rhythmic swish of Matron’s uniform skirt swinging to and fro against her nylon-stockinged calves. Now Susan found her gaze fixed on that hem, found it strangely fascinating, the white hem rocking to and fro, to and fro, juxtaposed against those tan seamed stockings. That was just it, the contrast; here was something more than just white upon white upon white. And then there was that finger, trailing its innocent path from hairline to collar and over again, innocent and yet so perfectly synchronised to the roll of those well shaped buttocks before her, the swing of that skirt hem. Once commanding little more than a cursory glance or, at most, an appreciation of a shapely feminine figure or of a well formed calf, to Susan or indeed any denizen of the clinic this was tantamount to sensory overload, totally fascinating, hypnotic.

				Now the spell had been partially broken, although Susan’s gaze was still glassy, un-shifting, locked, held in part now by little glints and flashes of tiny, yet intense, shooting stars of colour. Greens, reds, blues, all originating from a simple button fastening a nurse’s uniform cuff, flashes of light from just above the dainty, well-manicured, hand. The nurse’s arm now hung around the girl’s shoulder, quite casually from a first glance and yet in truth there was some design to this positioning. Had not similar care been lavished upon the multi-faceted design of the button itself. Faceted, as were its matching siblings, one upon the other cuff, one fastening her collar at her throat and one positioned as the last button of her skirt at the hem, to reflect light in diamond-bright-rainbow hues. The face of the nurse’s fob watch and the clasps upon her belt had had a similar treatment; each reflected light with every movement, each circulated a swirling, gyrating kaleidoscopic pattern of the purest laser-like hues. Only that buttoned cuff mattered here though, they walked, the nurse talked on, ever so gently, and equally gently that dainty hand and cuff rolled to and fro, to and fro, an exquisite swathe of colour reflecting rhythmically in the corner of the girl’s eye.

				“Yes a very silly girl, aren’t you?”

				“B,b,bbbut.” Susan managed a rather pathetic attempt to interject, still wanting answers despite forever being told not to ask questions, desperately trying to put together some sort of logical argument, even if restricted to her own internal dialogue, desperately trying to think past the soothing interruptions of those insistently caressing fingers, the fiery flashes of light that more and more locked her gaze.

				“No talking!” Matron’s voice sharply rebuked her, the woman deeming it unnecessary to turn around to address her charge; such was her confidence in her command.

				The nurse whispered now, more gently than ever, her breath sweetly playing around the girl’s ear, prompting a shiver to run down her spine: “Now, now, there you go again. You know the rules here by now, 43C.” The nurse went on almost as if she had not heard Matron, as if Susan and she were the only ones present. “I know Matron was annoyed with you but it’s really not her fault you know, the doctor is so very insistent on the experimental protocol being followed to the letter. It is very important, any disturbance could invalidate the results obtained from the various experiments; you wouldn’t want that would you 43C? You wouldn’t want to let everyone down? Because that’s what you would be doing, you know. You wouldn’t want to let me down, now would you?”

				Somehow Susan knew she was supposed to answer: “N,n no n nurse”. Her reward came instantly as one must always reward obedience if one is training any animal let alone a young woman:

				“That’s a good girl”. The nurse went on gently: “You see controls are very important in scientific studies and part of the precautions taken against different conflicting effects is to ensure that the subjects are all treated exactly the same way and that there are no outside influences. That is why we have the no-talking rule and that stipulation includes only ever answering questions, you do not ask questions, ever. You do not speak unless spoken to first, it’s very simple, you know the rules don’t you 43C?” Again Susan knew to answer. “Y yes n nurse” And again came her reward. “That’s such a good girl; you are being a good girl.”

				“Have you noticed how your stammer isn’t nearly so bad when you’re being a good girl, sweetheart?

				“Yes, nurse”

				“Oh you are being a good girl, such a good girl. You trust me, sweetheart, you believe in me, you have to trust and believe in your nurse. All good girls should. You know that, don’t you?”

				“Yyes nurse”. Susan could say nothing else, couldn’t concentrate at all now, all she knew was that they were walking steadily down a corridor that went on forever, a beautiful and eternally white corridor, her gaze locked by the swinging hem to the front and the flashing swirling rainbow orbiting in her peripheral vision. Beautiful and fascinating words filled her mind, the nurse’s kind words. Such kind words, so kind, so gorgeous that that they, themselves, as if through some twisted synesthesia, were striped and spangled with intensely stroboscopic, throbbing, colours. Words shaded by ever-shifting rotating spoked patterns, reminiscent of the beautiful face of the nurse’s fob-watch at bedtime. Always she would be soothed off to a fluffy deep sleep by the nurse’s kind words and her pretty fob watch with nary a murmur of resistance.

				“You know the rules, 43C”, she again insisted, “don’t you?”

				Susan heard a voice reply as if in a dream: “Yes nurse”, only vaguely aware that it was her own, let alone stammer-free.

				“You broke the rules by speaking to the doctor, it made you very unhappy, it has made Matron very unhappy and it has made me very unhappy, your nurse, your lovely, lovely nurse.

				You don’t want to be unhappy, you are so eager to please and yet you have failed, you have broken the rules and it’s making you so, so unhappy, bringing on one of your panic attacks, you don’t want that to happen, do you sweetheart?”

				“No nurse, ppp please hhhelp mmme” Susan was becoming increasingly agitated; there was that growing feeling of panic again. One of her ‘attacks’ was coming on, she knew it but there was nothing she could do about it. Then there came the helplessness, then the awful, utter, despair; she needed help, desperately needed help...

				“Shhh, it’s all right, I’m here, your nurse is here, your lovely, lovely nurse is here with you. We are almost at your room now, you will feel safe in your room, but to really, really make everything better again, for you to really feel better, you must apologise to Matron and me, particularly to Matron. You must tell her how sorry you are otherwise your panic attack will just worsen again and then you would have to decide what to do and you know how hard you find it to make decisions. It makes you feel so panicky to have to make decisions. Remember the waves of panic you used to feel trying to decide what to wear, staring at your wardrobe, the room starting to spin? That is why you have to do as you’re told, say what you have to say, wear what we are going to give you to wear, you know that is true don’t you sweetheart?”

				“Yes nurse.”

				“You are such a good, good girl”.

				Matron’s key lightly jangled, a door opened and they were back in her room. She was all safe and sound, tucked up in her little cell.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Girl On A Screen: Memories Of A Future’s Past

				The girl on the screen was standing in near knee-length bloomers, the broad elasticated leg cuffs, the frilled decoration above, immediately identifying the latest, improved, incarnation of latex incontinence pants. Her arms were held straight and angled out from her sides, her dress hem, daintily pinched between finger and thumb of each hand as if mid-way through some royal curtsy, was held out perpendicular to the belted waistband, the skirt’s fabric held practically parallel to the floor. Those erstwhile thespians had gotten their cue - the smile flowered and matured, the eyes twinkled, the slender fingers typed some more.

				A string of text ran across the bottom of the screen superimposed in yellow on top of the image:

				Patient 08C, Age: 18 yrs 10 mnths, Current Exp: Obedience-training, Exp Time 3 mnths 2 wks 5 dys, Total Residency 2 yrs 1 mnth 3 dys. Status: volunteer test subject with guardian’s waiver, Change of status: signed request to transfer to voluntary psychiatric patient status dated... signed preliminary power of attorney dated... Guardian has power of attorney until aged 21 contact guardian for all decisions.

				Dr Anne Ecclestone was pondering, her chin resting on her hands and her elbows, in their turn, propped up on the desk; at just over two years not the longest-term test subject she had in residence but by far the youngest at entry, strictly speaking though she was no longer a test subject, hadn’t been since... The doctor performed some nimble mental arithmetic: Three days, the girl had signed herself in as a voluntary psychiatric patient just three days after her eighteenth birthday. Ordinarily a voluntary psychiatric patient’s status would be reviewed on a regular basis but her guardian had been granted power of attorney until the girls twenty-first birthday which effectively meant that the girl had agreed that she was presently not fit to make decisions pertaining to her own affairs.

				In this particular case, then, the voluntary descriptor was somewhat illusory; until she reached the age of twenty-one the girl’s guardian would decide whether or not her case should be reviewed. The woman, in her turn, had passed on the responsibility. She had signed a waiver effectively placing any such decisions in the hands of the clinic and so of Dr Ecclestone herself. The girl was now incarcerated as effectively as if she had been ‘sectioned’ under the mental health act, as if she were compulsory psychiatric patient.

				The doctor gazed at the screen seemingly fascinated; the girl had been in her hands for just over twenty five months and she had her for another, what... very nearly two years and ten months wasn’t it? By her twenty-first birthday, then, she will have been resident for the best part of five years.

				Five years of her young life spent socially isolated while others of her age would be forming relationships, travelling, experimenting with new fashions, going out to clubs. A great sacrifice, true, but the insights into the effects of long-term institutionalisation that were emerging were invaluable.

				Such a study as this had never been her intention at the outset; her primary interest had been, and remained, the genesis and propagation of phobias. The unique aspect offered had been the ability, in some cases, to test her hypotheses in ways that, in any other setting, would have been deemed unethical. But, at the end of the day, without her patron, Lady Marchment, there would be no such research or at least none as fruitful; she would be forever hobbled by misguided ethics committees and short-sighted deans.

				After all, Lady Marion Marchment’s company owned and ran the private nursing home wherein her office resided. Both personally and through her company she had a stated interest in the factors leading to the institutionalisation of long-stay patients. She held the purse strings and very much called the tune; the funding had come with the proviso that her area of interest should be investigated as much as the doctor’s own. Indeed it was to be the primary concern in the development of the framework of the unit and all other research would have to be carried out within this framework and protocol structure.

				Marion Marchment’s approach was similar to that of Dr Ecclestone’s indeed they had quickly developed a working relationship between them that was far closer than mere patron and employee. Marion’s approach was very much hands-on, she was very much more than a titled rich businesswoman; did she not hold a degree in psychology from the prestigious Stanford University, California.

				The two women had closely collaborated in the development of the clinic’s experimental protocols. Many of the elements introduced in order to eliminate experimental variables, the strictly controlled and unvarying routine, the bells, indeed those elements that most seemed guaranteed to lead to the institutionalisation of patients, were of Lady Marchment’s specialised input.

				The presence of certain ‘special’ long-term patients, though, had led her to consider investigating certain other aspects that would be difficult or impossible, by dint of ethical considerations, to study otherwise. There were the effects of long-term imprisonment on cognitive function and free will; who would consider the girl currently on the screen before her as anything other than imprisoned? Any pretence of volunteer status had long since passed. Then there were the effects of the psychologically impoverished environment, the dehumanising and behaviour-modifying effects of the uniforms; the nurses standing tall and authoritative, empowered by their uniform, the subjects reduced, weighed down, by the humiliation of theirs. She had seen some dramatic effects in that area. Even the most charismatic of newcomer found herself unable to appear anything but compliant, submissive; within days that charisma was merely an ember, within weeks self-confidence had crumbled, all but forgotten; the remnants of self-respect and vanity were left there only that they might be punished away.

				She looked again at the record laid out before her. Five years of the girl’s life; incarcerated behind bars and under strict discipline, uniformed, conditioned and trained. Dr Ecclestone felt sure she would have no option other than to recommend a further extension of the girl’s residency.

				She wondered as to the girl’s IQ, she was loath to administer a standard test as such would constitute, almost by definition, a high degree of mental stimulation thus invalidating one of the principal elements of the protocol. Intuitively she felt sure that the sensorially impoverished surroundings, the social isolation, not to mention the work they had done with her in the months she had spent in the confines of the ‘schoolroom’, would have dulled her mind to the tune of several IQ points. She made another of her little mental memos to herself; she would have to develop a way to assess these patients indirectly in some way.

				Up on the screen there was a sudden flurry of movement, the girl, startled, the glazed eyes refocusing and shifting. She dropped her skirt and, turning away, performed two steps towards the desk at the far end of the room before dropping to her knees, throwing her arms forwards and burying her nose into the carpet in a classically-prostrate exhibition of supplication. The rounded globes of the girl’s bottom now faced out from the screen, her skirt having ridden up, the smoothly curving white latex surrendering to a pink-tinted gloss wherever the restraint of her arrogantly out-swelling cheeks most tested the elasticity. The latter curved out tantalisingly from beneath its decoration of white frills, the cheeks widely spread by a central outward swelling that curved downwards to thicken and hang noticeably between the girl’s parted legs, this being the external manifestation of the bloomer’s integral absorbent pad. That such a precaution was necessary was confirmed by an irregular darkening, a brown-yellow spreading decolouration around the area of her anus and running down between her lower buttock cheeks, and a similar yellow-green tinting of the latex between her legs. The whole was framed attractively by the green and white striping of the girl’s skirt and set off by the silver glint of the metal D-clip that hung on the outside of each leg-cuff.

				She had been watching the girl’s progress with interest and no little satisfaction. Her thoughts ran quickly to be echoed in the journal lying before her; the girl had needed two punishment sessions but had obeyed every instruction given her over the last two hours, she noted. From this point on two of her four waking hours were to be devoted to obedience training, the other two hours were to be devoted to rote learning. There would be interruptions only for meals, toilet, and sleep, the latter to be limited to two hours in every six. Her hypnotherapy sessions at bedtimes were to continue but otherwise members of staff were not to speak to her, she was to be kept in total social isolation other than experiencing her training. She was not to be allowed to dress or undress herself at any time, she was to be washed and cleaned by staff members. The cover on her toilet was to be kept locked, she was to be allowed to use a bedpan but only in the allotted periods and then only under strict supervision, after which she was to be cleaned up by a member of staff.

				The instructions were to be sharpened up, the time allowed for hesitation reduced. The punishing nursery rhyme would play many, many times.

				As Dr Ecclestone had often remarked to Matron: “Hesitation, however brief, implies forethought and forethought implies some element of choice. Choice has no part to play in true obedience.”

				The initial month was to be flexible, extendible: the goal was first to achieve obedience without hesitation, without thought and then, as a next step, to withdraw the vocal commands leaving her controlled merely by a series of tones.

				Was such as this, then, to be to be Lavinia’s fate? Was this to be the life of Lavinia Vitesse, her world, for the next month, perhaps longer? Yes, perhaps longer. How long? What was to going to become of her? So many questions, such delicious possibilities. But what of the new girl? What of our Susan?

				Memories of the Future’s Past

				Susan sat her desk and waited, there was little else she could do under the circumstances; the ongoing problem with the alarm system had seen to that. The engineers had yet to localise the fault, she had been told, in the meantime the problem had seemed to have been getting gradually worse.

				At one time she had been able to get to the little toilet pedestal or even the bed, just about, without setting off the alarm. Then, for a while, she could stand and move around in the immediate vicinity of the desk and chair, although moving further than half a meter or so from that area was met with the familiar brace of warning beeps. More recently she had found herself pretty much confined to the chair but now even that confinement could not, in itself, guarantee freedom from that hated banshee wailing; she had meant to lean back, to place her hands behind her head in relaxation. Then there had come the familiar and dreaded beeps. A little experimentation had quickly informed her that she was now obliged to keep both hands on the desktop if she was to avoid the alarm’s torture. Irritated by this new restriction and yet accepting of it all the same she could do little but use the time to reflect on her situation, mull over the new developments and the events of the previous day, if day was truly the correct nomenclature; more accurate terminology might have been: ‘the events previous to her most recent sleep period’.

				Her recollection was pretty vague at best; her return to her room; her room? Was it? Why was it her room? At what point exactly had she started to consider it her room? The swirl of thought jumbled, tumbled around her blurred memories. Yes the outbound journey was pretty clear in her mind, if strangely labyrinthine. True she was not really certain where she had been, at least not in relation to her room, not in terms of absolute direction, of bearings. Truth be told, if pressed she would have been unable to point out the direction in which lay the doctor’s room but she could at least clearly recollect going there.

				And then, of course there was that particularly vivid recollection, the image indelible; that girl, the strange girl in the wheelchair. She recalled the feeling of compassion, of pity, the unease, those strangely elusive, pleading, eyes. Then there had been the doctor, the tall dominating figure, in recollection, seemingly filling the entire scene. There was the huge desk, and that feeling, the feeling that, retrospectively in her minds eye, she was experiencing again; the notion of becoming Alice, Alice-in-Wonderland, Alice-Through-The-Looking-Glass.

				That was exactly it, a shrunken Alice, the room seeming to grow the doctor, the furniture, looming-large above. There had been a sensation of not quite really ‘being’, a sense of insignificance and of utter impotence.

				Then, she remembered, she had had to make a decision. Yes, she knew she wanted to go home it was just that she had to decide exactly what to say, exactly when to say it. Why should that have been so difficult? Why was it always so difficult? She recalled now how she had finally interrupted the doctor, in retrospect rudely. Why had she been so rude? It was rude to interrupt, she knew that, but she had had to say something, try to make her point, make her stand. She had kept putting off the moment, just couldn’t decide what to do. She knew, now, it had been a bad decision, the wrong moment; she must have been rude, why else had the doctor walked out, she must have offended her. Why oh why had she been so rude?

				All she had wanted was the chance to speak, they were ignoring her, she needed to say something, to stand up for herself, and they were just ignoring her as if she didn’t exist, surely they were in the wrong for that, not her. Something about this last thought chilled her; there was a kind of dread attached to such thoughts. In her mind’s eye she saw Matron standing with hands on hips, her nurse, the doctor, all accusing. No, no it was her fault, all her own fault; it had been rude of her. Matron had said that she was ignorant of decorum and etiquette and she was right. Now she would have to wait again, wait until the doctor had time to see her again.

				It was obvious that there had been some sort of mix up somewhere, the way she was being treated was clearly evidence, but then again there had been all that talk about collecting samples. Surly the doctor must know that she is an experimental subject, a volunteer, not some mental patient to be kept locked up. It was equally obvious that she needed to speak to someone in charge, but who, if not this doctor, and how long would she have to wait now? Anger rose quickly in her only to be just as quickly replaced by tears of frustration, then tears of despair.

				Recovering her composure she continued with her self-analysis, only to find further frustration, her memory growing hazy at the point of the doctor’s departure. One of her panic attacks, she felt sure. At what point in her life had they first started to manifest? Somehow she couldn’t quite recall, they just seemed to have crept up on her; perhaps they had been stealthily and surreptitiously, taunting her for years, interrupting, interfering with her life, her plans.

				It had needed a specialist to recognise it, to point it out, although, of course, it had been Aunt Julia who had first suspected there was a problem. It had needed Dr Ecclestone to diagnose it fully, it had been Dr Ecclestone who had first enabled Susan to recognise it in herself, admit to it. This was important, she knew. It was important to recognise one’s problems, one’s limitations, if one was to confront them, that was what Dr Ecclestone had said. What had she called it? Agoraphobia? Yes, that was it, agoraphobia-linked panic attacks. She said it was probably behind her tendency to indecisiveness and, what was more, unless she confronted it, admitted to it, and this was important, it could, and would, get worse, become debilitating, ultimately leave her housebound. She remembered how frightened she had been at this prognosis. Now this dread was back, along with the certainty that her attacks were indeed becoming worse, and more frequent.

				Susan spurred herself on; somehow retracing her steps back to her room in her mind’s eye was important to her in dealing with this new fear, this dread of the truth of Dr Ecclestone prognosis. Yes, she could remember quite clearly being let back into her room; she again bristled at this thought, her acceptance of this grotty institutional room. In truth Matron had merely unlocked the door and, tellingly one may think, the girl had walked in when bidden without protest or hesitation and had taken her seat at Matron’s brusque order: “Sit up straight, girl, hands flat on your desk, palms up”.

				Susan could clearly recall the feeling of humiliation that had accompanied her obedience. She recalled, too, glancing across at the toilet, to where the ruined carpet lay or rather should have lain. Nothing but the purest white; no stain, no odour. How had they got it cleaned up so thoroughly and so rapidly. A different room? Yes, a different room, had to be, she had thought dully to herself, as if it really didn’t matter anymore. She certainly couldn’t tell one way or another. Everything was the same, was always the same, nothing ever changed here. She had sat waiting for a while, not knowing, never knowing, how long but she remembered that it couldn’t have been very long; she hadn’t drifted away, off into her customary land of daydream.

				And then came the moment that was burnt into her memory more thoroughly even than even her encounter with the wheelchair-girl had been; they had dressed her in that awful uniform for the first time. Matron’s return had been signalled by the faint dull thud of the door behind her. Before she knew it she had found herself back out in the corridor again, just two doors along this time. Strangely this was a plain door, there was just a keyhole, no reference number, or whatever it was, as there was on her door and the doors on either side of hers, come to that there wasn’t even a plate holder. That was what had seemed so strange for she felt sure, had made a mental note of the fact, that all the doors in this corridor were like hers; either numbered or at least having the plate holder for a number, and for that reason she had assumed that all the neighbouring rooms were residential. She couldn’t have been mistaken she was sure and yet moments later and with the flourish of a key Matron had ushered her into a shower-room, she had recognized it instantly as the shower room from her first day at the clinic. Now, in hindsight, she knew it couldn’t have been. How could it? There had been the ride in that lift, the walk through the corridors, more than one set of security grilles to be negotiated. No, no she was on a different floor. Still, it was disorientating, the two shower rooms were not just similar they were totally and utterly identical.

				There were a couple of differences, though more procedural than architectural. Yes there was the white laundry basket as before and as before she was bidden to fill it with her soiled clothing but the apparel that had begun to pile in rubbery glossy folds of pearl-white had been a strange sight indeed, not the fashionable attire of the young lady in her late teens that had arrived, how long ago?. And then there was that smell, certainly absent on that first day. On the examination couch had lain a white plastic suit-bag that fastened up the centre with a stout zipper that Matron had struggled with as Susan showered.

				The first glimpse of green and white fabric had initiated an unconscious groan from the girl, her heart falling as apparel, somehow even less appropriate than that which now lay discarded, had been carefully, neatly, fetishistically, arranged. Matron had turned on her heel and left then, taking with her the laundry basket. Susan had been left alone, the terse order issued in parting ringing in her ears: “I want you dressed by the time I get back”. She had stood dumfounded, defensively hugging the tiny white towel around her as if to shield her person, her individuality, from the violation threatened by the items laid out before her. She remembered only too clearly how she had felt surveying that scene, the dismay, the dread, a particular dread being reserved for the ugly green and white striped dress taking centre stage.

				She had done the best she could, there was little choice with her discarded things gone and they in themselves symbolised their own peculiar brand of torment. Throughout she had felt as if she was swallowing her pride with each fastening, hands shaking, and then there was the unfamiliarity of some of the items.

				Matron had returned and, although Susan feared the worst, did not seem particularly upset that she had made such little progress, rather she had seemed pleased to find that Susan was getting on with it, perhaps expecting a more rebellious reaction then a pout and a quiet tear.

				Yes, she remembered clearly how quickly, with Matron’s aid, she had been dressed in that awful uniform for the first time then led back out into the corridor for the short walk to her room, head hung, weighed down by that awful feeling of defeat. She remembered being ushered back into her room, back to the desk, yet again, but now in that damn uniform. How different it had felt, how different it felt now, so final somehow, she felt crushed, something had been taken from her, something had been broken inside her. They had broken some part of her in that action, simply by putting her in that uniform.

				No memory had ever been clearer than this, at any time in her life, the way she had felt, the thoughts that had run through her mind, new thoughts, intrusive thoughts, crushing thoughts. She had sat there, at that desk, in that uniform, the locks, the bars, the security grillees and barred windows, all these things had suddenly seemed to have taken on a new significance. And then her thoughts had been interrupted, although not entirely unexpectedly, merely the clockwork institutional routine continuing on unabated around her and careless of her mental turmoil. The usual mealtime bell had rung, the usual mealtime routine, then more waiting, more time to think, finally the ringing of the sleep-time bell had been gratefully welcomed, the comfortable constancy of routine embraced now with both arms. She recalled how she had yawned, exhausted, ready for sleep. She recalled too the disconcerting changes, changes introduced so gently, changes, she now accepted, that would soon become an invariant part of her routine. And she was comforted by that thought.

				Now of course there was the uniform, the undressing, each item to be folded neatly and in a particular and specific way. And then there were the prescribed glycerine suppositories, the burden of this task falling to her nurse. Finally having to change into the latex nightgown now came almost as a respite. The hospital incontinence-bloomers with their thick sanitary towel, despite the humiliation inherent in their nature, now brought with them their own friendly brand of warm familiarity.

				She had felt safe, reassured, the memory of these feelings particularly clear in her mind. The sleep time bell had continued throughout, of course, and she had found that she could hardly keep her eyes open, gratefully slipping down beneath the covers, her nurse leaning over her, the nurse’s soft lilting voice, the light, the heavenly colours glinting off those buttons on her uniform, the nurse’s fob watch gently swinging to-and-fro, to-and-fro, to-and-fro...

				Now it was morning, or, at least, wake-up time. The wake-up bell had slapped her awake, it felt different today, it was different today. For one thing there were the physical aspects, her arms, down by her sides, now entirely useless to her. A refinement “well suited for noncompliant patients.” She clearly recalled Matron remarking so to the nurse when she had brought in the new bloomers. These were of rubber rather than the PVC of her previous pair, thicker, larger and with longer legs; now the elasticated leg-cuffs rested just above her knees. She remembered her initial reaction to their appearance, being somewhat bizarrely decorated around each leg cuff with three rows of frills as if appearance was somehow important; a stylistic element hopelessly out of place on such an obviously functional garment and anything but cheering for the patient.

				Of course the rationale behind this latter element would have been quite clear to any privileged enough to have observed the scene, any privileged enough to have shared in the amusement so clearly externalised in the smile that had spread across Matron’s, otherwise stern, countenance. Indeed, it must be said that, despite her usual professional detachment, the nurse too, had been unable to quite fully conceal a certain patronising aspect that had intruded into her, otherwise familiar, sweet smile, betraying a secret, some might say inappropriate, pleasure, that ran far beyond any legitimate professional satisfaction.

				The waistband was far thicker than that of her previous pair, being of over a centimetre in thickness. It was broad too, perhaps of a full three centimetres in depth. It had been clear to the girl, from the moment that Matron had held them out for her to step into, that both the waistband and, indeed, the body of the knickers themselves were semi-rigid. A reinforced stiffened framework was embedded throughout the rubber fabric, the most obvious feature being the rounded reinforced centre seam, perhaps as thick as a rather slender index finger, which ran from the lower edge of the waistband at the rear in a smooth curve down to the crotch area were upon it ran off into two opposing arcs, neatly delineating an ovoid space of roughly the size and shape of the average female genitalia, before again becoming one at the front of the crotch area and sweeping smoothly up to join with the lower edge of the waistband at the front.

				Internally the most outstanding features apart from the elasticated straps which Susan had seen before, of course, and knew functioned to retain the sanitary towel, were two inwardly directed crooks in the centre seam, each forming a shape not unlike a knuckle on a tightly bent finger and resulting in the indentation of the seam by around two centimetres at roughly the position of the anus and by approximately three centimetres at the front of the ovoid crotch panel at the point at which the two curving oval sides rejoined to continue the central seam, this latter feature imparting a semi-conical shape to the invagination.

				Having stepped into them the function of these latter features became abundantly clear as Matron, having retrieved a thick pad from a white box she had previously positioned on the bed, squatted to fit a large thick sanitary towel. This towel, being far thicker and longer than the one that had been used with her previous knickers, was held in place both by the straps to the front and rear and by locating onto the two centre seam invaginations, the towel or pad being of a semi moulded design and indented at these points. Looking down as she bent to pull up her knickers Susan’s impression was that of some medical rubberised and padded variation on the mediaeval chastity belt; assurance of propriety being one such function, it must be said, that the garment did indeed share with its mythical mediaeval counterpart.

				As with her previous knickers, as with these, the bloomer styling was retained, the usual loose bloomer-style legs hanging baggily from the semi-moulded body before terminating in broad, frilled, elasticated leg-cuffs. Susan had found that she had to wiggle her hips in order to ease the waistband up and over. As she had done so she had let out a little, involuntary, gasp of surprise and consternation; the indented pad and seam pressed up against her anus and outer vaginal lips constraining her in her efforts to slip the waistband over the final curve of her upper hips.

				There had come an irritated ‘tut’ from behind her and she had found herself aided; the nurse reaching around her, giving a smooth but firm pull on both sides of the waistband while simultaneously clicking shut the integral spring-loaded lock and catch mechanism at the rear as the waistband slipped into its final resting place, slightly constricting and clinching the centre of the girls waist.

				Susan remembered clearly the sensation of personal violation, those knuckle-like features and the moulded absorbent pad had penetrated her anus and the outer lips of her vagina. She had seen Matron apply a clear gel to the indented regions of the pad and had assumed, correctly, that it was some sort of medicated cream, she had now learnt of another of its functions, that of lubricant.

				The nurse had stood back to admire her handiwork from the rear, to run her fingers across the slight thickening at the rear of the waistband wherein it accommodated the lock. The tiny keyhole was clearly visible at the point at which the waist band nestled in at the small of the girls back. An almost perfect fit, she observed, not tight, just firm; fitting close enough it to prevent removal yet not so tight as to cause undue discomfort to the patient. Susan could recall this point only too well; it was the point at which she had first become aware that something was dangling free, swinging loosely against the sides of her knees. She remembered looking down, wondering, noticing for the first time that some sort of white nylon clip was hanging from the outside of each leg cuff. The closest thing in her experience to these, the first thought that came into her mind, was of the type of snap-clip that one might find used to attach a dog’s lead to its collar. Moments later and Susan had been enlightened to both the function of these clips and, for the first time, the relevance of the metal-lined eye residing in each wrist cuff of her nightdress.

				The nurse, reaching forward from behind her, had quickly guided each of the girl’s hands down by her sides, her wrists coming level with those leg-cuffs, and, moments later, each clip was neatly located in the eye of the corresponding nightdress wrist cuff.

				A quick and simple device, but effective enough, for all that, to deter even the most determined patient from interfering with her incontinence arrangements. True this enforced a slightly stooped posture when standing but this was of little or no consequence to the comfort of the patient once in her bed, requiring only a partial adoption of the foetal position for perfect comfort. In any case Matron took the view that practicality took precedence in these matters; whether a patient be disturbed, incontinent or both, or indeed, as in this case, was undergoing long-term suppository or enema treatment, her primary concern was for the welfare of the patient, visa vie the hazard to health posed by any inappropriate contact with various bodily products. A secondary concern was the maintenance and care of hospital property of course. Both of these concerns could be dealt with by the simple expedients of ensuring the use of carefully designed sanitary wear and, of course, taking the appropriate measures to ensure that a patient didn’t get her fingers where they had no right to be. Matron had seen, in the past, the way in which an ‘accident’ could trigger the most irrational behaviour, even in the psychological stable. If free to tamper the patient would likely only exacerbated the situation.

				The girl’s waking hours would be a different matter of course, these precautions then complicated by the emphasis placed by the sponsors on decorum and the weight they attributed to matters of appearance and standards of dress. Indeed, Matron herself had been closely involved with the design of the subject’s uniforms and, under her guidance and influence, the uniform that had evolved allowed for, and was able to accommodate, a wide range of medical contingencies, feminine hygiene issues and, of course, humiliation possibilities.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Tempus Fugit, Qui Bono?

				Yet again the bell had quite literally dragged her awake, how many times now, how many mornings? Certainty was impossible here, many things were.

				Once she would have reached out dreamily to flop a drowsy hand upon the ‘snooze button’, before could returning to the escape of sleep, at least temporarily. Silencing the alarm, turning over, dozing, these were not options here, not here, not in this place. The bell rang, a nurse arrived, one got out of bed, it was as simple as that, an unchanging ritual.

				Her nurse was at her bedside again, as always, bending, releasing the toggles with her left hand while pulling back the cover with her right. Susan, still heavy with sleep and yawning deeply, began to uncurl from her semi-foetal sleeping position. She stretched out in an automatic preliminary to sitting up, her legs straightening with a satisfying tensing of muscles, her arms though finding their path prematurely terminated by an elastic tug on each wrist accompanied by a squeezing-pull on each thigh, the restriction somehow unexpected despite...how many encounters?. The recollection of her bloomers’ anti tamper mechanism, of her helplessness, came next, it always did; the awful realisation of dependency shaking her awake with all the vigorous efficacy of a bucket of ice cold water thrown full in the face.

				Yes, changes had been made all right; new rituals had become accustomed, new procedures, new sensations, had been encountered and were novel no longer, yet not customary either. Currently it was primarily the aspect of sensation that concerned the girl. This was something genuinely new. There was the abdominal aching for one thing, the cramping of stomach muscles, bowels knotting. Then there came the screaming urgency. Now, having been helped up, sitting on the edge of the mattress, arms still resting uselessly against her rubber-sheaved thighs, there was another sensation, if anything even more unsettling.

				She could recall distinctly how, as a toddler, she used to mess around in the little field behind her home. A particular occasion now came to mind; It had been a hot day and she had pulled off all her clothes, she remembered how she had stumbled, fallen backwards to end up sitting in a warm fresh cow pat, she clearly remembered the sensation, the smell, the revulsion. The sensation had come to her as a shock as she had sat up, the warm, sticky, dampness so reminiscent of something familiar and yet just out of reach, just out of reach until the resurrection of this once faded, once vague, memory.

				Her emotions kicked in slowly at first. Initially there was the undefined feeling of revulsion, then disgust as the realization sunk in, as the memory sharpened, as comparisons were made and confirmed. Finely there was the panic, arising not so much from the here and now as from the memory itself; to be more specific it was the memory of the field, of the open sky. Somehow this part of the scene was the vaguest, the least certain, yet the more she thought about it the more she tried to put it from her mind, she wanted it to recede. It was the open space itself, it was the panic. She had been, and was now becoming, dizzy with panic. It was a pursuing panic; it was close behind, catching her, gaining on the present, encroaching on the here and now, invading the safety of her room.

				She stood up, shot to her feet in fact, almost tumbling forward as her wrist cuffs tugged against their fastening at her thighs, her mind now in a turmoil of revulsion, dread and panic. She wanted those knickers off now, right now, had to get them off. She struggled blindly, her first reaction, to tug down the offending knickers, thwarted both by the attachment of the nightdress wrist cuffs to the bloomers’ leg cuffs and by the latter’s firmly locked waistband.

				The startled nurse ceased her preparations, turning to see her charge’s struggles, as she danced around semi-stooped. A look of amusement momentarily crossed the pretty nurse’s face before subsiding below the carefully rehearsed façade of professional and authoritative detachment; with elbows wing-flapping out from her sides with effort the girl, her charge, looked for all the world like some deformed and demented captive rubber butterfly.

				Nurse Gerstein: The Bedside Manner Doth the Nurse Make

				The girl was becoming irrational, wild eyed, the nurse hid her smile, now was the time to act, to gain control. “Stop that - now!” The voice, penetrating, with razor-sharp tongue. “Stop that, at once!”. It had taken a second, repeated, command, to cut through but cut through it had, yanking the girl back from the impending panic attack as a hand might drag a half drowned waif from the icy waters of an oily-dark pool.

				Her nurse had regained control and she was grateful. The nurse, for her part, had to admit to a certain sense of relief. She placed a calming arm around the girls shoulders, drawing her close, simultaneously guiding the girl’s head with her other hand to come to rest, side on, upon her cushioning breasts.

				The glint of the nurse’s fob watch had caught Susan’s eye almost immediately: There were reds and blues and greens, all flickering in synchrony with the rise and fall of the nurse’s white-uniformed bust and pulsating with every breath. Already she felt herself relaxing, watching the fascinatingly smoothly gliding path of the little silver-sparkling second hand across the swirling spiral-patterned facets of the face.

				Not for the first time she idly, dully, wondered at the lack of minute and hour hands. For a moment, but just for a moment, she thought about the first time she had noticed. How she had tried to get close enough, how she had tried to read the time from the nurse’s watches, when time really mattered. It all seemed so very long ago now. It didn’t really matter, not at all, not if she could just relax. If she relaxed she would feel just wonderful.

				It was so, so, wonderful not to have to worry about time, about things, things to do, decisions to be made, wonderful just to be told what to do, when to do it, not have to worry about it.

				The sweeping hand continued along its arc, crossing counter-revolving digits as if to further invalidate the utility of the time piece, the entire watch face with its glinting swirling vivid-hued facets having begun to rotate in opposition in response to the discreet operation of a hidden button.

				The nurse let her hand slowly raise so as to better cradle the glassy-eyed girl’s head while allowing her fingers to gently stroke the girl’s right temple, adding the comforting familiarity of this caress to her equally comforting words and suggestions. The light, reflecting multihued from the faceted cuff button of her uniform would add to the spell; this was the way she had been training the girl, the way she trained all her patients. She looked down at the entranced girl’s face, smiling to herself; it had been so easy to train this girl, she had been so well prepared by Dr Ecclestone before she had come here, it had been easy, almost too easy for her taste.

				She had trained the girl first to the special buttons she wore on her, otherwise quite standard, nurse’s uniform, had trained her to feel relaxed, feel herself giving in, just at the mere sight of her uniform. She had trained the girl to find her eyes attracted to the flash of those buttons and to her belt buckle. Finally she had introduced the use of her watch, at first subtly, guiding the girl’s eyes to it after an initial induction utilising her uniform buttons or belt buckle. The girl had responded well throughout that initial period; it had been simplicity itself to convince her of the belief that the relaxation she so craved could only be found in the lovely rainbow-shifting pinwheel patterns of light reflected from the face of the nurse’s fob-watch she wore pined to her dress.

				That time had passed now, now at bedtime she simply unclipped the watch and held it in front of the girl’s eyes, compliance requiring only that she command the girl in an authoritative tone, whispering a post-hypnotic key phrase. The mere sight of her, in her nurse’s uniform, the special faceted glinting buttons, was now enough to subdue any sense of defiance that the girl might still harbour, leaving her weak and susceptible.

				For Susan’s part the nurse’s uniform, the very special uniform of her nurse, seemed so totally fascinating. The other nurses too, even Matron, the sight of them in their uniforms, even the standard nurses uniforms, there was something about it, about them, they all looked so authoritative, her very being, her will, seemed to crumbled to dust. She just felt so insignificant in comparison, was so insignificant, so small. Susan drooled, gazing glassy-eyed like some wide eyed living-doll in her nurse’s arms, totally unconcerned about the whispered suggestions chiselling away at the very foundations of her soul.

				Every Silver Lining Has a Cloud

				Now came one of the less appealing aspects to her work, “every silver lining has a cloud on the horizon” as she liked to say. The girl hadn’t actually had an ‘accident’ per se, this she could tell from experience , but the suppositories that had been prescribed contained a stool softener in addition to the laxative component and so it was only to be expected that there would have been a certain amount of what ,in medical parlance, was euphemistically described as ‘passive anal leakage’.

				The, much larger, vaginal-douche suppository, of course, would have completely dissolved by now, encouraged by the trapped heat in those sweaty, all-encompassing knickers and the resulting soft gel, in its designed oozing, would have added its contribution. The latter, being, of necessity, gel-like and being too viscous to be have been absorbed by the towel, would have pooled; its efficacy as a douche, although undoubted, could lead to particularly unpleasant results at times.

				Nurse Gerstein could well imagine the disconcerting sensation the girl was presently experiencing and both understood and expected the girl’s panic, especially in combination with the, still unfamiliar, anti-tamper precautions. In truth she would have been disappointed otherwise and knew well how to deal with this situation, particularly with this girl, a girl who had been so obviously well and expertly prepared prior to her admission.

				Now that the girl had been calmed the retaining clips could be removed from her nightdress’ wrist-cuffs. So freed from her unaccustomed restraint, Susan had further regained her composure, as the woman knew, from experience, she would. The nurse had placed the diaper pail next to the toilet in preparation, alongside a one metre square white plastic sheet, the latter positioned so as to protect the carpet, ‘just in case’. The nurse quickly guided the girl across to the site of her preparations, positioning her patient to stand in the protective sheet’s centre.

				The tiny key fitted smoothly enough, a half turn at the rear of the waistband was all it took and the sprung steel embrace relaxed, the girls knickers being left secured only by the garment’s inherent rubbery elasticity. The girl was clearly having difficulty standing still, from time to time clutching at her abdomen as spasmodic cramps rippled through her, the urgency growing with every passing second. Nurse Gerstein didn’t have long, she could tell from the girl’s face, she had to put aside her distaste, work quickly now. Without further ado she whisked the knickers to the floor, simultaneously tapping each of the girl’s ankles in turn with her foot in what she hoped was an obvious signal to step out, all the time trying to ignore the obnoxious odour now beginning to permeate the room, a semi-medicated fishy-faecal aroma that was, as far as nurse Gerstein could tell from her experience, peculiarly unique to this institution, not quite enough to make one retch but very unpleasant all the same.

				Indeed the magnitude of this latter unpleasantness could now be read upon the girl herself, bright red cheeks hotly hidden behind cupped hands, an attempt to hide the deep shame and soul shattering humiliation, an attempt doomed to fail, her lips moving in a sobbing half whispered stammering: “pppplease”.

				Quiet and subdued the sound may well have been, yet not so quiet as to have been missed by Nurse Gerstein and serving only to attract the latter’s attention to her charge’s reaction. Sharply:

				“No talking girl.” Then, more softly, gently almost soothingly: “Come along now, you know the rules about talking. Now, take your hands away from your face, come along girl, that’s it, hands down by your sides”.

				The camera was tiny, well hidden, but it picked out every detail, every nuance of expression on the bright red, shame etched face of the squirming teenager. A secret prearranged signal from nurse Gerstein and the toilet bell tolled. “On the toilet, now!” Susan required no second order this time, she almost threw herself down onto the low-slung toilet seat in desperation, her body’s response to the impact-spreading of her buttocks across that miniature almost child sized toilet pan was as immediate as it was explosive.

				Nurse Gerstein stood in front of the squatting girl, arms folded across her ample bosom. A smile of satisfaction momentarily flickered across her face; as much as she sought to deny it its existence nevertheless, for a fleeting moment, her emotion had betrayed her, had made public her darkest recesses. True there was more work to be done, preparations to be made, but time management was not her primary concern here; after all, was this not all part of the treatment, the supervision? She could deal with the girl’s soiled undergarments later.

				In the fullness of time the bell ceased its ringing, silence once again reigned. Susan looked up feeling exhausted, she wasn’t at all sure that she was finished, she felt as if, perhaps, there was more to come but she had been told to stand up. She had little desire to remain squatting and squirming in front of this woman in any case.

				The nurse having stood over her throughout, no more than a metre to the front, watching intently, taking notes, she had been glad of that bell, the ringing offered at least some camouflage, some cover, for the more embarrassing noises that accompany such a traditionally private function. Now again silently-exposed she was keenly aware of the few terminating plops and other sounds as she regained her feet once more. The smell was worse now of course, now that she had stood clear of the pedestal, an even greater intensity of burning spread across her face, she felt literally blinded by shame now; she hardly knew where she was.

				Behind her she heard the toilet flush, automatically, the sound offering some token of relief in the knowledge that the source of her shame, or at least part of it, had now been removed from her room. Before her, though, as the nurse stood to one side, more shame awaited; she was greeted by the sight of her discarded soiled knickers and sanitary towel where they lay heaped on the plastic sheet.

				The nurse, without comment, held out a small, wide necked, bottle, a sample bottle. It had been proffered her at the start of her ablutions along with the instruction to hold it under the flow of her first urine. Blinded then, both by shame and the pain of her convulsing bowels, she had pushed the nurse’s hand aside. Now it was being proffered again. Susan, standing semi-naked, her never regions only partially hidden by the short flared skirt of the latex nightdress, felt crushed; it was obvious that the intention was for her to urinate into this bottle as she stood there, in front of the nurse and, worse still, with the nurse holding the bottle for her.

				The latter intent had been made clear to her by the fact that the nurse had freshly donned a pair of white latex examination gloves. Deep down, subconsciously, she registered, correctly, that this part of the proceedings was by way of a kind of punishment, a punishment for her lack of compliance.

				“We must have a urine sample in here” The nurse sounded angry, but only momentarily then her voice softened, adopting her usual coaxing tone. “It’s okay this time, sweetheart, but next time you must hold it in the flow of your first urination of the day, it really is quite important you know. We don’t want to upset Matron, now do we?” So saying the nurse stooped slightly, holding the bottle in position.

				Try as she might Susan was unable to produce more than a few drops. Strangely, the nurse didn’t seem overly irritated by this, merely turning away momentarily to seal the bottle and place it in its holder on her tray, her voice remaining soft as she did so: “We’ll see how well you get on next time, perhaps it would be easier for you if I were to recommend catheterisation”.

				Turning around from her tray she held out a small square white cotton pad, perhaps of six centimetres on a side. “We need a stool sample, sweetheart, it’s easiest if I just take an anal swab before you wipe your bottom” Now Susan realised there was another reason for the nurse to be wearing those latex gloves. She shuddered inwardly at the nurse’s next words. “Bend over and grasp your ankles, sweetheart”.

				Susan’s initial, unsurprising, reluctance was quickly met with a sharp rebuke. “Come along, it doesn’t hurt, just a quick wipe and it’s done and over with”. Not for a moment had Susan even begun to consider that it would hurt, at least not physically, but her pride, her modesty, these were different matters entirely.

				This further delay was not unexpected and nurse Gerstein had an ace up her sleeve, a contingency solution used many times before. She began to gather her things as if to leave, making a rather obvious and theatrical point of packing away the toilet roll in so doing. Susan’s concern must have been immediately obvious. “Well, sweetheart, I have to take it away with me when I leave you know, it’s the rule, it’s not my fault, I don’t make the rules you know.”

				Susan didn’t know what do, finally she opened her mouth as if to apologise, to plead. “I,I I” was all she managed before the look of anger crossed the nurse’s face and a sharp rebuke was issued. “No talking, girl, did I ask you anything, did I ask you a question?”

				“N n no, n, nurse.”

				“Then what do you say, girl.”

				“I’m so s s ssorry n, nnurse” Susan stammered out, remembering the correct form of apology. The nurse smiled again, Susan felt glad.

				“That’s a good girl, sweetheart. Now, would you like one more chance, for being such a good girl, for apologising properly?”

				“Y,y yes p p please n, nurse.” Susan sniffed a bit at this, unable to stifle a wayward tear.

				“Bend over and grasp your ankles please. Come on, quick as you can.”

				Susan did as she was told. The swabbing, as promised, taking mere moments, yet taking some part of her with it, some fragment of her essential ‘self’.

				“I take it you’re capable of wiping your own bottom when you’re finished?” So saying she passed Susan a few meagre sheets of toilet paper.

				“Yess n nurse, thank yy you nnnurse” Susan had begun to straighten up but a firm hand, pressing down between her shoulder blades, halted her part way.

				“I want you to stay in position and do it” Susan was left gripping her left ankle with her left hand while reaching back between her legs, grasping the paper sheets and scrubbing away at the mess with her right.

				All the while she was inwardly cringing at the scene she was providing. Outwardly her sobs were reward enough indeed for Nurse Gerstein’s efforts in breaking her. She had failed again, failed to deprive the nurse of the satisfaction of a reaction, failed to hold back those tears, tears only supplementing the crushing misery of the humiliation bearing down on her.

				At last Susan was allowed to straighten up. At first there was relief, then came further mortification; she was instructed to hold out the soiled paper for inspection. This had been a spur-of-the-moment refinement on the part of Nurse Gerstein but, having surveyed and appraised the effect on the girl, she quickly made a mental note to retain this procedure as a permanent part of the girl’s regime.

				She reached out to the girl, the offer of a motherly embrace gratefully accepted, her voice calming, soothing. With murmuring praising words she reassured, even as, with practiced eye, she surveyed the damage, inwardly basking in the glow of satisfaction that comes from the knowledge of a job well done.

				Outwardly her smile beamed friendly reassurance, the promise of support written across those finally defined Nordic features, every inch the supportive nurse. Inwardly she smiled too, a different kind of smile, a smile that, had the girl been privy to it, would have sent ice to chill her soul. It was a smile of extreme satisfaction, a satisfaction that, although Saffron Gerstein herself would have consciously denied it, bordered on the sexual. Perhaps it not just bordered, perhaps to the subconscious Saffron Gerstein this was sexual satisfaction. Whatever its nature, there was little denying the building sense of excitement that ran through her as she viewed her charge; the girl’s natural shyness, her guarded modesty, her readiness to tears so soon. Yes, this was the way forward with this girl.

				She held the girl close, embracing her as her mind feverishly began to sketch out her report and recommendations. Catheterisation? Definitely and, perhaps later, she might recommend anal and vaginal dilating grommets be fitted.

				Outside, her calm exterior remained steady, detached, but internally, well, that was a different matter. Internally Saffron Gerstein was on fire, the excitement reaching fever pitch as she imagined the effect on her charge of having to wear a pair of examination knickers once she had had a vaginal dilator fitted.

				Turning away, leaving the girl standing, she squatted to retrieve the swollen, soiled, pad, quickly dumping it with some distaste into the diaper bucket, whereupon its safe arrival was confirmed both by the heavy squelching-wet thud and the attendant malodorous reminder of its nature.

				Susan cringed inwardly, surely death would be preferable to this, if only she would just drop down dead, or the floor would open up to swallow her or perhaps, just perhaps, she would wake up, surely this had to be a nightmare. If it was then, perhaps she was destined never to be woken up.

				The nurse moved over to the bed carrying with her the white tray, with its various sample containers and packets, and the small white plastic diaper pail. Now Susan was again confronted by the sight of those hated knickers, squatting there before her on the plastic mat, semi-crumpled yet retaining enough structure as to almost appear occupied, as if possessed of their own life-force.

				Matron surged through the door with such rapidity that Susan barely glimpsed the corridor beyond before the familiar low soft thump signalled its closing. Susan noted she had heard no key, no fumbling, no clicks, in fact nothing that suggested the unlocking of a door.

				She had noticed these things before and was beginning to wonder if perhaps the door remained unlocked while there were staff present. From time to time the notion would come to her that perhaps she could just dash past, simply just run out. The answer was always the same of course, where would she run to?

				She knew that the doors at both ends of the corridor outside concealed behind them a grille of steel bars running floor-to-ceiling with passage only possible via a locked and very secure gate. Furthermore she knew that beyond lay other featureless corridors, more steel security grilles with locked and barred gates and finally of course, should she even find it, even if she knew in which direction to head, there was the elevator, itself key-operated and, effectively, yet another secure, impenetrable barrier.

				There were windows, yes, but each of those was protected by a tough security grille and beyond that, beyond the frosted glass, on the outside, perhaps glinting under a golden sun, there were bars; after all, had she not seen their shadows?.

				Yes it was only too clear that she was not to leave until someone, somewhere, decided it was time for her to leave and only then.

				True, she had never heard the sound of a key in the lock, not at any time, but she had decided that this was likely due to the thickness of the door, the padding, or soundproofing For whatever the reason she could assume that her door was kept securely locked at all times. Matron would never allow such a lapse in security. Whether it be from the habit of dealing with disturbed patients in locked wards or whether because, perhaps, they shared facilities and accommodation with actual psychiatric patients in some part of a secure psychiatric wing, she didn’t know.

				The latter case seemed more likely and in some ways was a preferable scenario, providing successful explanation for both the security arrangements and the presence of that girl in the wheelchair. The thought was comforting in a way, helping to assuage that disturbing image that had burned in her mind since she had met the girl. Yes, that was the best explanation, the easiest, most comforting explanation; the security arrangements could be explained, and yet there was the disturbing belief that she, herself, had somehow become misidentified, perhaps through some sort of clerical error, as one of the patients.

				The tight security insured she would be safe of course but did nothing to relieve her growing sense of imprisonment. That uniform, the way it made her feel, the way it seemed to amplify the feeling of oppression, of imprisonment: She had been numbered, depersonalised, locked away behind bars, dressed in what to all intents and purposes was a prison uniform.

				Matron stooped to pick up the discarded knickers then, holding them out in front of Susan, allowed a carefully crafted expression of revulsion to cross her face. “Come along, girl; let’s get those knickers back on”

				Susan’s reluctance was easy to read causing Matron, wrinkling her nose in disgust, to exclaim: “Phew, well I suppose they are somewhat unpleasant. You can give them a quick wipe over with a piece of toilet paper first, if you must, but better get a move on. We really must get on now, the doctor wants to see you again just as soon as you are showered and dressed”. She continued, now with a note of threat colouring her voice “...or you can choose to go without knickers, if you are that sort of girl, it’s up to you”.

				There was to be another break in routine! She was to see the doctor again and so soon! She had feared that many days, even weeks, might pass, had been warned that the doctor was a very busy lady. In Susan’s breast a childish excitement was blossoming into life. This must be my nurse’s doing, she thought, referring of course to nurse Gerstein in the ignorance of any other nomenclature outside of that of simply ‘nurse’.

				Deep inside, Susan felt a welling gratitude to her nurse, an emotion that in magnitude was vastly out of proportion to any favour given, even had any real favour been bestowed. In that moment mere gratitude was rapidly approaching an intensity akin to love, love for the support and comfort that nurse Gerstein offered her, love of her nurse’s approving smile.

				Only momentarily did she ever wonder as to the woman’s name; the staff only ever used titles, never names. It was supposed to keep relationships impersonal and professional and she had been told to expect it. ‘Controlling for experimental variables’ they had called it, but there was no doubt that it added to the staff member’s air of authority as well as the atmosphere of respect and discipline. Staff had their titles and patients had their patient-numbers; how soon she had come to accept that.

				Her nurse had been so understanding of the problems she had had during her visit to the doctor. She had explained the situation, explained that she could try and arrange another visit early on but that it would be necessary to appease Matron. It was Matron that had the final say after all.

				Once back in her room Susan had had to make a deep and very humiliating apology to Matron. Her nurse had told her exactly how her apology had to be delivered, what to say, how to say it, even how she should stand when delivering it. Her nurse had stood with hands on hips watching as Susan had delivered the humiliating formula. She had beamed her attractive, approving and reassuring smile across to Susan as the girl had stood, red-faced, mumbling through her apology with submissively bowed head and hands folded neatly across each other, the latter positioned in front of her skirt and just below her uniform-dress’s belt.

				It had been a deeply humiliating experience, an experience of utter defeat, and yet the girl did not, could not, blame her nurse. It was Matron and the regime that was to blame. When her nurse spoke sharply to her it was only because she had to.

				She stood quietly now. She accepted the proffered toilet paper from Matron and, squatting down, momentarily glancing up, nervously risking eye contact with her smiling nurse, she gingerly began to wipe the residue of a sweaty night from within the foul-smelling knickers.

				Familiarity was beginning to ease the weight of defeat from her shoulders; acceptance eased the burden. She did the best she could with the meagre pad of paper but was anything but satisfied with the results of her efforts. There remained, still, that smell, a fishy-urine perfume that clung to the rubber as if one with the fabric itself. Urged on by an impatient Matron she stepped into the bloomers tugging, wriggling, as she had before.

				There was an inevitability of compliance, perhaps it was the notion of being led around the hospital without knickers, exposed in that abbreviated nightdress, perhaps, subconsciously, she was simply beginning to accept that here, in this place, compliance was simply inevitable.

				Whatever the force, it was enough to overcome the revulsion and abhorrence she felt at having to pull back on her soiled, smelly, knickers. No aid was on offer this time and the waistband was allowed to remain unfastened, short of her waist proper, her knickers not much more than three quarters of the way up.

				It was in this state of semi-undress and while still struggling that she was ushered from her room, out along the corridor, holding up her knickers as best she could but in so doing unavoidably raising the hem of the short nightdress. This, then, was her quandary; let her knickers fall around her ankles, suffer the shame of that smell, permit the public sight of the soiling, or childishly bumble along holding up her nightdress as if to say; “look, mummy I’ve been a good girl, I’m all dry”.

				They had turned left out of her room and she had guessed their destination correctly; they were at the door she now knew led to the shower room. Lovely!, she was going to be allowed another shower, lovely! Lovely!

				What Nice New Knickers You Have

				The knickers were obscene there was no other word for it, just obscene. She was desperate for something to cover her exposure, certainly, but these things? The bloomers had been bad enough and she had feared and half expected to have been handed back the soiled pair that she only recently had taken off, but these things? Examination pants, apparently, at least that’s what it had sounded like when Matron had sent the nurse out:

				“She is scheduled for a doctor’s visit and exam so she is going to need a pair of ‘examination pants’, if you’d be so kind nurse?”

				“Yes of course, Matron”. With that the nurse had left, returning with brisk efficiency in what had seemed mere moments, perhaps less than a minute, with a teeny pair of white, brief, knickers, so obviously the wrong size, obviously a hurried mistake. And yet Matron had taken no notice, passing them to Susan without comment other than a terse “come along, get your knickers on, we don’t want to have to stare at what’s between your legs all day”.

				That was not the worst part however, this was the worst part, it was only now, having pushed her feet through the leg holes that she realised that the swathe of stretchy white rubber that she was presently edging up between her calves was interrupted by a transparent panel. The gusset was formed from a different material, highly elastic and translucent polythene; completely translucent! She just couldn’t believe it; the whole gusset was transparent and evidently intended to achieve a close fit. They were just obscene; there was no other word for it.

				With some minimal procedural modification Susan’s showering had progressed much as previously. Although naturally reluctant she had had no other option than to accept Matron’s aid in divesting herself of her nightwear. For one thing there was that rear zip, she already knew from experience that she was unable to release, unaided, the catch that secured it at the rear of her collar. Secondly she knew only too well how the build-up of her sweat during the night resulted in the rubber dress acquiring a tackiness, adding further complication to her frustration.

				Having had, through practical necessity, to turn her back to Matron so as to facilitate the latter’s aid, she had shrugged the latex dress from her shoulders, slipped the bodice down off her arms and, with a fluid motion, wriggled her hips clear of the skirt. She had allowed both nightdress and knickers to fall to the floor and had simultaneously stepped smartly out both and into the shower cubicle as one action.

				In as much as her strategy had been to maintain her modesty as always she had been frustrated, architectural design working hand-in-hand with Matron’s regime conspired to ensure the complete opposite. The cubicle offered little privacy and in any case her action had earned her a sharp admonishment that had her stepping out and stooping embarrassingly to retrieve her carelessly discarded accoutrement. Such casual slovenliness was out of the question here.

				Not only had she been obliged to neatly fold her garments but obliged to do so within the constraints of a series of dictates that included the stipulation that her knickers were to be first turned inside out before being folded in such a way that the gusset was presented uppermost, this latter lesson seemed to have been the sole reson d’etre for having had to re-don her soiled knickers for a journey that could not have exceeded fifty metres. She had had to pile her things, with knickers to the top, before placing them in a small white plastic lattice work laundry basket that squatted on the examination couch against the opposite wall. Then had come the obligatory humiliating apology.

				Finally she had been left alone to luxuriate in the shower’s warm spray, Matron having exited with the laundry basket. True no soap was provided but the water had a soapy feel and, although there was an accompanying medicated aroma, was pleasant enough. Her revelry had been curtailed all too soon, the sounding of a bell coinciding with the cutting off of the spray, a new development to be sure but beyond her control and as such accepted without further thought.

				There had been barely enough time to dry herself before a nurse had entered carrying the now familiar suit bag. Susan had tightly griped the tiny towel around herself as the nurse had busied herself in near silence. Only the swish of uniform against stocking-clad calves, the hiss of the suit bag zip and the nylon rustle of the emerging green and white dress betrayed her efficient presence. Totally ignored, Susan had been left feeling invisible and yet moments later, as now, she would have welcomed a return to such an inconsequential state for it was at that point that Matron had come striding in. With her return and her subsequent, almost casual, instruction to the nurse, the sequence of events leading up to Susan’s present state of mental anguish had been triggered.

				The nurse had quickly exited in compliance to her instruction and, with that, Matron’s focus had turned to her charge.

				As she had on the previous occasion, without a word, Matron turned to retrieve the corselet from its resting place on the couch, turning back to face Susan as a single smooth movement. She held out the garment for Susan to place her arms through the broad shoulder straps.

				The girl had done as bidden noting how the light glinted silvery off the corselet’s shaped elastane abdomen and side panels, thankful for even this, albeit momentary, relief of the monotony of white.

				The stockings had come next, light coffee tanned, seamed and fully fashioned. Under different circumstances she might have considered them quite sexy, if old-fashioned; as it was the effect was of burlesque, but not in a good way. As she had been previously instructed she had adjusted the suspenders, ensuring that the dark stocking welts nestled high on her thighs, little more than a hand’s breadth from her crotch, and, more importantly, that the seams were straight, absolutely straight.

				Matron, by now, had retrieved the dress; Susan had heard its characteristic rustle and knew without looking that Matron was holding it up by its shoulders behind her, impatiently waiting for her to reach her arms back into the long-sleeved frock. She shivered as Matron lifted the dress up onto her shoulders from behind her; the nylon fabric had a chill to it that she knew would shortly be replaced by a sticky warmth, the fabric having had been chosen more for its hard wearing practicality than personal comfort.

				Matron had buttoned her cuffs for her, Susan being left to deal with the others. There was a sequence that had to be followed rigidly: The collar button came first so as not to be forgotten, the top button was to be kept fastened at all times, then she had to work down the front of the dress to the hem at mid-thigh, last of all were the two buttons that fastened the belt at the front.

				It was when drawing the dress about her and beginning to fasten the first buttons that she had first noticed the smell. Not pungent yet noticeable nevertheless, the smell of BO, familiar, her own sweat from the previous day, the day before that and the day before that. She had been horrified, the nylon made the dress sweaty in its wearing, she had assumed they would have expected that, that the dress would have been laundered, at least at some point, or another dress provided. But now pulling up her knickers, those obscene knickers, right now such fastidiousness was the last thing on her mind.

				She determined not to show any reaction. If their selection had been erroneous was it any fault of hers? If, on the other hand, and as she suspected, a deliberate hand had been at play, for how else could one come to understand their failure to comprehend such an obviously hopeless inadequacy of proportions if not deliberately so?, then the motive was surely their amusement and she would not provide for their entertainment. She determined, there and then, that she would pull those ridiculous knickers on no matter if they tore in the process; if they ripped, they ripped and rip they surely would.

				For the first part, failure greeted her yet again, she felt the burning heat spread across her cheeks, her face reddening beyond that explainable by exertion and far in excess of that justifiable by ambient temperature.

				For the second part too there was failure, the hoped-for rending of fabric and splitting of seams did not occur, indeed the elasticity inherent in both the rubber body and the polythene-like transparent gusset proved to be nothing short of miraculous. The garment easily stretched and deformed to accommodate her curves, testament to the skill of material scientists, synthetic chemists, and indeed the garment’s designers.

				She discovered, to her incredulity, that the waistband could actually be pulled right up onto her waist line and, indeed, was designed to do so, the knickers’ waistband being designed in such a way as to grip on to a matching strip of rubber located for this very purpose encircling her corselet’s narrowest dimension at its nipped-in waist and so ensuring a continuing snug fit.

				Knickers in place Susan hurriedly dropped her skirt, tugging at the abbreviated hem, her imagination enough to inform her of the sight that might greet the casual observer should that skirt ride up. The lunar hemispheres of her bottom were delineated in an independent dance of pink/white latex, the centre seam sunken below view and evidenced only as the secretive darkly-cleft canyon between. A front view would likely reveal her private outer lips, moulded and detailed below the puckered transparent gusset, already glistening with the starlight of intimate moisture droplets. Should such a view become public, as surely was destined when seated on any of those low plastic, childhood-chairs that seemed to constitute the majority of the furnishings, at least as far as Susan’s use was concerned, she would be, was going to be, devastated.

				Thus attired and in defeated frame of mind a nervous, self-consciously uniformed Susan was led back to her room, twice earning reprimand for her skirt-tugging in the space of the fifty metres or so of traversed corridor.

				Seated back at her desk, all sweating, itching, knickers and fidgety bottomed, she waited. The meal bell came and went with its ritualistic inevitability and the equally ritualistic consumption of porridge and slaking of thirst. Starving taste buds strained in effort yet again and, as always, went unsatisfied; salvation forever out of reach.

				But at least now there was a reason - she knew now why she waited, they had informed her. She had knowledge and was cheered by that - any knowledge. Was not knowledge power, in a way? Even here? Perhaps, in a way. Was she again to be the arbiter of her own fate, was she to be handed back her freedom?

				Today she felt lucky; today she knew she was lucky the nurse had told her so. She really was a very lucky girl indeed. The nurse had explained to her just how lucky she was and her heart was filled to overflowing with gratitude for her good fortune. This was to be her second visit to the doctor, a second bite at the cherry as it were. The doctor was a very busy woman and she might ordinarily have had to wait for anything up to a fortnight for a second appointment; a second appointment with in such a short space of time was virtually unprecedented.

				If she was to be honest with herself she wasn’t really sure if she should be feeling quite that lucky. True, without a consultation and pending the outcome of certain ‘tests’ and a ‘personality appraisal’ it would be impossible for her to be assigned to an experimental group but participation in their ridiculous studies no longer held any appeal for her. What she wanted, what she really wanted, was to go home.

				In fact, even less than that would suffice; even a book or newspaper would be freedom enough. She no longer had care for any financial reward; indeed, the sight of a breakfast cereal packet or the ingredient-list on a toothpaste tube would be sufficiently satisfactory in that respect. Furthermore, having not as yet actually taken part in any study she had been told that they were presently unable to begin to credit her for any payment. The latter point she really hadn’t appreciated. The application forms and supporting literature had been awfully complicated; Aunt Julia had dealt with the majority and she had merely signed where her aunt had indicated.

				That, despite having been here for... how long?... Did it matter?... Despite having been treated like dirt, or at best like some prison inmate, she had yet to earn a bean had come as a bombshell that had laid into her with heart-crushing effect. It had brought her down with all the brutality of some thug-guard’s weighted nightstick. And she was supposed to believe herself fortunate?

				Yet she did feel fortunate, somehow couldn’t help herself. There was much more to it now of course; surely she had already failed practically every test of eligibility there could be. After all, they seemed forever to be berating her, forever criticising what they quaintly termed her ‘manners’, her ‘behaviour’, whatever they meant by that. Was it so unreasonable to inquire as to what was going on?

				But what was going on? Why had they not just sent her home as unsuitable? Perhaps she was too ill to use, but why then the interview? Was it her mental state? Was she sick, mentally ill? Was she too ill to send home, was that why she had to see the doctor, did she belong here, in a hospital?

			

		

	
		
			
				Coiffure, Ribbons & Bows: Caned Before The Panel

				Any Second Opinions?

				Time had passed; they were at a door, the same door as last time? She didn’t think so; it was off a side-passage, as before, but there was a notable absence of a seated waiting area. There was, of course, this time, no disturbingly wheelchair-bound apparition upon whom to displace her pity; she was free to indulge her self-pity to her heart’s content, yet only within the limits bounded by her ignorance. After all how did she differ, in truth and unbeknownst to her, from that piteous sight other than by way of the absence of ugly word-stumbling orthodontic appliances, the restraint of leg braces and, of course, time, yes, perhaps time. Perhaps she was fortuitous after all; she was presently ignorant of the constraints that might be wrought by cruel whim in the guise of medical necessity.

				The questions had been innocuous enough, at least initially, just the expected routine stuff, demanding little in the way of mental effort. In fact she had hardly been aware of her mumbled responses; several times matron had had to demand that she speak up. Her mind had frozen over the instant she had entered that room. It had not been the oak panelling nor the shelves weighted with dark reddish-brown leather bound volumes, their learned import advertised in gold leaf on their hand-tooled spines. Not entirely. Neither was it the, nigh room-spanning, fourteen-seater satinwood-inlaid red-mahogany board-room table, nor the row of red-leather upholstered carved oak chairs behind, high-backed, crested, throne-like and regal. Rather it was the panel seated in waiting. The panel under whose inquisitive scrutiny she was presently shrivelling and shrinking, her personality withering like some drying bloom under the penetrating glare of the desert sun.

				More precisely it was that panel’s composition to which her mortification most owed its genesis. Not that she had had any expectation of facing a panel, of course she hadn’t; she had expected a white coated doctor, a single doctor, moreover, a woman doctor and in a bland modernistic plastic-white office. Before her that expected woman doctor did indeed sit yet accompanied closely to her left by a young blonde man in his mid-twenties or at most his early thirties with gold-wire rimmed glasses and dressed in a sharp smoke grey suit.

				They sat together at the centre of the table as if king and queen, flanked on either side and at a greater divide by two much older men, both perhaps in their mid-sixties, one bald but for a grey horseshoe remnant of hair and the other sporting a badly dyed salt-and-pepper comb-over.

				Both elderly gentleman were somewhat rotund, the one to the left of the table, to Susan’s point of view, appearing the largest of the two, his girth exaggerated by dint of his ill-fitting waistcoat, the other, to Susan’s right, seemingly less so, for which the flattery of a well-tailored suit jacket was owed a debt of gratitude. To her left she was regarded through wire rimmed half-moon spectacles perched halfway down a beak-like nose, to her right through more modern black framed glasses and intermittent puffs of pipe smoke. Both sported ruddy cheeks that tended to purple in the irregular fields of uneven thread-vein weave that were characteristic of regular and heavy whisky drinkers.

				The younger man, seated directly across from her, she might have quite gone for had circumstances been different, perhaps if encountered in a bar or club. As it was his attractiveness only served to reinforce, by way of contrast, her own present self-perceived dowdiness, dressed as she was in that demeaning and frankly odorous prison uniform.

				All three men were red-faced and plainly not through any environmental effect, the two elderly men were noticeably perspiring, breathing hard, almost slavering, their excitement quite overt! The pipe smoker in particular was becoming agitated, repeatedly tapping his pipe on the table’s edge, a nervous tic afflicting the right-hand corner of his thin-lipped mouth. This latter gentleman lent further and further forward with each question, his eyes unmoving and locked on her crotch as if a toad taking aim at some scurrying insect, an impression made all the more concrete by his sporadic lascivious licking of his lips. His rubbernecked craning seemed somehow to increase in proportion to the depths of intimacy dredged by the interrogation.

				The girl fidgeted on her low plastic perch, much to the unintentional provocation of her admirers, each wiggle only adding to her rancour and their titillation. She tugged at her skirt hem, the latter ruched up around her stocking tops and suspenders, only to be sharply told to sit still and, finally, to be instructed to place her hands on her head - Matron having become exasperated by her constant shifting in her seat. She tried in vain to bring her knees together, the resulting fluttering of her thighs only succeeding in drawing still greater attention, if such could have been possible, to that sweat-steamed, ovoid, polythene window lying between.

				How much more humiliating would it have been for her had she known the truth of the situation, that from a medical or psychological standpoint only two of her inquisitors had any qualifying right to be there. There was the woman doctor, of course and then there was the young man, the one with all the questions, a qualified psychologist in his own right but drafted in merely to add piquancy and to sharpen the edge of the more personal, more probing inquiries - that they might cut deeper, scar more vividly. The two elderly gentlemen were much trusted guests; paying handsomely for the privilege but trusted guests nonetheless. One was a reverend, the other a QC, it matters not which was which, it mattered even less to the girl; that they were male and that they were present was quite enough. As to what delights they had purchased for their outrageous outlay, beyond the obvious voyeuristic delights we can only surmise.

				Gradually the questioning had delved deeper and deeper, they wanted to know all about her boyfriends, her sexual proclivities, her sexual orientation. Whenever she was reluctant in her replies they shifted subject, probing her relationship with her father, how she had felt during his illness, what had been going through her mind as they had been lowering his coffin. She would quickly be reduced to tears and they would have to give her a few moments to compose herself and then again they would shift their focus. Did she masturbate? How often? Had she ever thought of it as a problem? All the time they were making notes, each participant having in front of them an identical buff cardboard folder, its contents spread out in a rough semicircle.

				At first she wouldn’t, couldn’t, answer at all. Always the focus would change back to her relationship with her father; always there would be the tears and then the return to those embarrassing personal and sexual matters. There were questions about her toiletry habits, about feminine hygiene, her periods. Did she use tampons? Had she ever used a sanitary towel? Did she menstruate regularly? Was the flow heavy or light? Was there any odour, if so did she find it offensive? Gradually she began to answer even these intimate queries albeit haltingly and between mortified sobs but they were never satisfied; always there would be a return to those sexual questions.

				In particular they seemed obsessed with masturbation; they wanted to know everything. Did she ever? How often? Where would she do it? How did she do it? What did she think about? What did she fantasise about? These were questions she just couldn’t answer, the shame was just too great, but failure to answer was not an option, not in the long-term, it led only to the resurfacing of all those old painful repressed memories. Those carefully targeted heartrending interrogations punished her at each refusal; for punishment, of a sort, it undoubtedly was. Finally she had to answer, had to say something, all she could do was plead innocence, deny everything: They laughed at her! Laughed out loud!

				“Do you really believe that to be the truth?” The woman doctor had interjected in the proceedings for the first time, up to then having been happy to let her colleague handle the questioning.

				“I,I,I, d,don’t know”

				“What do you mean you don’t know? Are you really asking us to believe that you have never masturbated at any time in your life?”

				“I...I, I...”

				“You know what I think? I think you are lying to us, its as simple as that. How are we supposed to help you if you can’t tell us the truth you stupid, stupid girl? I’ll ask you again. How often do you masturbate and do you think it is a problem?”

				“No! No, n,n ,no!”, sob.

				“You know what?, I know that you are lying.” She reached into the buff folder before her, retrieving an envelope from which she unfolded an A4 typed letter. Looking around at the assembled group then back at Susan she announced: “I have here a report from Ms Soames.”

				The shock very nearly sent her into a dead faint; the room was spinning, closing in on her. She started to sway, first to the left than to the right then back to the left again.

				Matron’s hands gripped her shoulders from behind, steadying her and then pointedly placed her hands back up on top of her head, her arms having fallen listlessly by her sides. “Aunt Julia?” Susan thought, her consternation and confusion made blatantly obvious to all present by the deep furrows appearing below that sun-blond gamine fringe and the tears welling anew to endow those pretty eyes with the special doe-eyed femininity that only such a vulnerable state could possibly manifest, and the true connoisseur appreciate. And she was surrounded on all sides by connoisseurs, some smiling almost sweetly, some leering, leaning closer still.

				The doctor went on: “It contains a somewhat graphic account of her concern regarding what she considers to be episodes of self-gratification taken to a pathological extent. Not only that but she reports that, in addition to taking certain preventative measures, she often had been left with no option other than to resort to the use of corporal punishment”. Then, looking directly at Susan: “During your stay with Ms Soames she had no option other than to cane you on many occasions because of your filthy habits that’s the truth isn’t it?”

				“I, I, I m,mean, n,no, bu ,but...”

				“You had to have rubber covers on your bed and wear rubber knickers because of the staining that’s also true isn’t it? It must be, it says so here in Ms Soames’ report”

				“I,I, n,no. No! No! No!” Susan was sobbing uncontrollably now. How could Aunt Julia have written such things, why had she sent this ‘report’? Why? Why had she? This was worse than the isolation, this was total and utter abandonment.

				“Are you inferring that Ms Soames is a liar then?”

				“Ye,y, ye, n.no I, I m, mean, I Oh, I, I d,don’t know what I m,m,mean a,any m,more. Why are y,you d,d,doing this to m,m,me? Why? Why? Oh w,w,why!” She broke down completely, slumping forward with her head in her hands, almost toppling forward onto the carpet in the process; she was sobbing her little heart out.

				“I feel we should give her a little time to settle down. Matron, would you take her next door, you can get on with the internal exam and the rest of the admission procedures while she composes herself. We will see if she is ready to be more honest when you bring her back. By the way I would be grateful if you would see to her hair and find her a bonnet. Whatever group we decide to assign her to I am sure that they will want her to be properly dressed.”

				“Yes doctor”

				She struggled to her feet, beetroot-red of face, hastily brushing down her skirt front as she did so. Her hands, smoothly sweeping from the top of her pretty blonde head to the front of her thighs, described a heart-shaped arc through the air that hung in the eyes of her observers well after she had gained her full height; more than one present bristled with exasperation that she should have been able to retain such grace under such circumstances.

				The doctor in particular struggled to disguise her annoyance; it should not suit her purpose if the patient was to read anything but utter futility in the situation.

				There was some modicum of dignity here, an element of self-respect, perhaps even of vanity, and this despite her uniform, despite the fact that throughout they had been at great pains to ensure she only be addressed by her patient number; indeed of the group present only Matron and herself knew the girl’s name, the others knew her only as patient 43C. Did the silly little cow not realise just how ridiculous she looked, how she appeared in the eyes of everyone around her, what these men thought of her? Had she no idea how that stammer made her sound, that no one would listen other than in pity, that her muddled thinking and indecision put paid to any likelihood of being taken seriously? She should have been crushed, why wasn’t she crushed? Could she not recognise what was happening to her, what was being done to her, what they were going to do to her? Well, she had her exam to come yet, her depilation, her first regulation hospital haircut and then another question-and-answer session with the panel. Finally she would be getting her first thrashing and she was going to make sure that it was a damn hard one and the first of many. She was going to be a very different girl by the time she was returned to her room.

				Susan, having regained her full height, nervously tugged at the sides of her skirt, gripping the abbreviated hem between the index finger and thumb of each hand. She turned slightly away from the table as if thinking to leave by the way that she had come in. Whether she was, perhaps, thinking to bolt for the door must remain conjecture; suffice it to say that none but futile encounters with locked doors and security grilles lay in that direction in any case.

				As it was there stood, close behind her, Matron to her right and the nurse to her left. Matron placed a firm hand upon her shoulder, the other indicating a dark panelled wood door located towards the rear of the room and set within the right-hand wall at the far end of a run of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, an oil seascape in an over ornate gilded frame claiming the remainder up to the far corner.

				As she passed the table’s end she felt something brush the inside of her left thigh, an appraising squeeze, a transient exploration of podgy perverted little fingers. The pipe-man’s hand? Part of her wanted to turn, part of her didn’t welcome the confirmation, the revulsion was enough as it was. Another time, another place she would have lashed out, lashed the palm of her hand across the disgusting old lecher’s drink-contracted wrinkled face. Here, now, that was never going to happen, there would be a leering smile met by tearful shaming acceptance. That was where she was right now and deep down she knew it.

				Behind Closed Doors

				The brass globe handle rattled in its turning. Momentarily she caught part of her reflection in the burnished finger plate and uncharacteristically, at least for the old her, looked away, averting her eyes. Not that there was escape in that direction, there were only the bottle-green and white stripes and the nylon sheen of her dress and below that, below the tan stockings, the patent bottle-green gloss of the Mary-Janes.

				Beyond that door lay normality, of a sort. Nothing within in any way threatened the conventional aspect of a fairly typical, if rather more comprehensively equipped than most, hospital gynaecological examination suite. The centre of the far wall was dominated by what at first appeared to be a dentist’s or hairdresser’s chair although the leg rests and stirrups extending to the front told a different story. Directly behind the chair a floor mounted pedestal supported a hairdresser’s basin in black vitreous china. In front of the chair the white tiling of the wall was interrupted by a mirror running floor-to-ceiling and being of perhaps two metres in width.

				To the left another mirror ran floor-to-ceiling, this one being perhaps one metre across and separating two windows, each being of around one square metre in area and being of the usual construction, frosted glass lying back from a flush white plastic security grille. A toilet pedestal extended out from the wall at the centre of this mirror. This at least was of a conventional size, but there normality ended. It was the one real oddity of the room; the entire thing was of some transparent material, the pedestal, the pan, the seat everything, and the region of flooring immediately surrounding it was mirrored in contrast to the spongy white linoleum flooring that extended across the rest of the room.

				Immediately to their right, as they entered, a series of floor mounted cabinets, topped with a continuous white melamine work surface, ran along to the corner. Immediately above this, matching door fronted wall cupboards were mounted and ran along the entire length of the wall. Around one third of the right-hand wall was occupied by a conventional if old-fashioned looking wood framed and brown leather topped examination couch, a single long sheet of white protective paper covering the entirety of its upper surface.

				Tucked into the far corner between the end of the couch and the wall was a combination height gauge and weighing scale the like of which she had not seen outside of the medical room at her old school. The near right-hand corner was occupied by a large mahogany writing desk, its top illuminated by the light from a modern wall-mounted angle-poise lamp. A modern swivel office chair, upholstered in some light-grey fabric, was turned side on having been recently vacated by the nurse who now strode across to greet them, her left hand brushing aside a curling lock of silver-blonde hair that had strayed from beneath her cap, her right slipping a blue biro into the breast pocket of her dress.

				Her appearance came as something of a shock; not from her presence itself as such, nor was there anything particularly out of the ordinary about her, quite the contrary in fact; it was the very normality of her appearance that was so startling.

				There was no calf-length white dress with its pseudo-Victorian styling, no face-framing nun-like headdress and no ring of keys hanging from her belt suggestive of a prison wardress. Everything about her was conventional, albeit stylistically suggestive of an expensive private hospital. Her uniform, from her cap to her dress, was in a light, soft, ‘ hospital’ blue.

				To Susan, starved for so long of stimulation, denied of the printed word, of taste and flavour, of colour, even, for all intents and purposes, conversation, every detail was important. She couldn’t take her eyes off the woman, every nuance, every subtlety was to be studied, memorised and more importantly, experienced.

				The nurse looked to be no older than her mid-twenties, not overly attractive of face but with pretty sparkling dark blue eyes and a slightly perky nose. She looked to be slightly overweight yet was curvaceous, her tailored, panelled, button-through dress, having obviously been carefully cut to take account of her full figure, flattered and smoothed without a hint of strain or pulling. Attention to detail was evident everywhere about her uniform; the dress’ hip pockets, breast pocket and collar were trimmed with white piping. Its long sleeves terminated in neatly buttoned cuffs that were similarly neatly picked out with white piping. The breast pocket sported the hospital crest and name in finely embroidered red and gold thread. Her blue nurses’ cap was edged with white piping to match her dress and had two white stripes running across the front that Susan considered was probably indicative of her rank.

				The woman coming closer, Susan realised she appeared to be wearing a conventional nurses’ watch on her top pocket, but even with that realisation came disappointment; a mere moment later and the woman’s hand was obscuring the dial, in one deft move it had been unclipped to disappear into her hip pocket.

				She had known they were coming of course, it was written in her schedule and she could quite easily have taken off her fob watch before their arrival or even have replaced it with one of the adapted ones that only showed the time in seconds. She knew the protocol well enough; the patient was to be allowed access to neither watch nor clock. There had been no slip-up on her part, indeed she had played her part well; this little pantomime had been all for her patient’s benefit. It was all part of the treatment; they wanted the girl to know that she was not to be allowed to know the time, that she could know nothing, go nowhere, do nothing unless they allowed it, unless they gave their permission.

				“Ah, Matron, and this is 43C I assume?” There was just the faintest hint of her native Lothian about her voice, it gifted her a gentle pleasant Gaelic sing-song backdrop to her speech. She flashed a friendly smile in Susan’s direction and half turned away to retrieve a plastic hanger that was lying near the front of the worktop. “Just you pop your dress and knickers off, dear. Hang your dress on the back of the door here when you are finished and I’ll fetch you a gown.” She opened the closest wall cupboard and indicated a coat hook on the inside. With that she passed Susan the hanger and turned as if to cross to the other side of the room adding, as if by way of a afterthought: “Oh, and place your knickers on the side there, if you don’t mind, the usual way, neatly folded and inside-out with the gusset uppermost. I may need to take a swab from them.”

				Susan was a bit taken aback at the rapidity of the developments but nevertheless began to fumble with the first of the two buttons that fastened her belt at the front; there was a sequence to be followed, it was part of her discipline.

				Matron’s voice cut into her almost immediately. “What do you think you are doing, girl?”

				Susan jumped, startled. “Wha...?” Then she remembered, her knickers came first, already she was in trouble. “S, S,Sorry ,M,Matron.” Embarrassed in front of the new nurse and red-faced she reached under her skirt and began to wriggle her thumbs under the broad, tight, elasticated waist band, easing it away from the tacky rubber grip-band of her corselet.

				“No! No! No! What else have you forgotten? Your manners perhaps?”

				That was it, now she realised. It had been that new nurse’s friendly attitude that had thrown her. She had forgotten to say ‘Yes nurse’ when she had been told to disrobe and, worse, she had forgotten to thank her when she had been passed the coat hanger. She looked up from her task, the nurse was standing, no more than a couple of paces away, with her hands on her hips, just standing there, watching, waiting, the smile had left her.

				“I,I,I’mm s,so, s,sorry, n,n,nurse.”

				The smile came flooding back. “That’s ok sweet heart, that’s a good girl. Now come along and get those things off. You can leave your corselet, stockings and shoes on for the time being.”

				“Y,Yes, n,n,nurse, th, thank you n,nurse, a,a at w,w,once, n,nurse.”

				A Sound Velcro Attachment

				The nurse had gone to a double-fronted cupboard located in the far left hand corner of the room. Susan was still unbuttoning the front of her dress on her return. Having started at the skirt hem and worked her way up she was awkwardly and hesitatingly fiddling with the last three buttons of the bodice, her acutely uplifted breasts bursting into view, thrust out and up by the old fashioned corselet they made her wear. She placed the dress on the hanger, it irked her having to refasten each button before she could put it away and be allowed to dress in the examination gown’ it irked her having had to undo all the buttons in the first place; once the bodice was unfastened she could have simply slipped it off her shoulders and stepped out of the skirt. The sequence was the exact inverse of when dressing; It wasted time, it was illogical but it was a rule, a stipulation, there was no choice involved, it was all ‘good discipline’.

				The gown was received with dismay but outwardly with the required expression of the deepest gratitude. Hanging over the nurse’s forearm the multiplicity of folds had lent it opacity, the blue sleeve of the nurse’s uniform below and the puddles of reflection on the surface imbuing it with a hint of colour. Now placed around her shoulders, fastening with a sharp click at the rear of the collar, its true transparency was only too apparent. There was a certain pearlescent quality to the PVC but otherwise it hung in thick near- transparent folds to her calves. A rear zipper fastened it from the waist to the snap- fastening at the collar, the rear being open from the waist down.

				Susan took her seat when ordered, sinking back into the black vinyl leatherette upholstery, resting her lower legs on the supports that extended out from the front of the chair, the curve of her calves fitting closely to the padded ‘U’ section leg rests, comfortable support being thus provided from just below her knees to her ankles. As instructed she rested her arms on the rests, the latter being possessed of a gentle concave cross section that both aided comfort and suggested a certain sense of security. The girl could feel herself relax, there was an atmosphere of calm in the room and she certainly was not going to suffer any physical discomfort, far from it.

				The blue-uniformed nurse slid open a drawer to the right of the mirror. She placed a box of disposable latex examination gloves on the side and then donned a white plastic disposable apron of the sort that Susan had often seen worn in hospitals, the familiarity aiding the normality and calm of the scene and easing her anxiety.

				Matron and her companion nurse were each passed an apron in their turn and all three women helped themselves to gloves from the box, the girl craning round in her effort to catch sight of the latter. That there might be visible a manufactures name, some instructions, a slogan perhaps, was a futile hope; the original box had long been discarded and its contents transferred to the unit’s own standard plain white packaging. It was yet another stipulation; the patient was not to be allowed access to reading materials, of any kind.

				It had been explained well enough; the Velcro fastenings were a necessary part of the procedure. The chair incorporated a multi-adjustable positioning system and from time to time in the procedure it would be necessary to change its configuration and orientation without her shifting position. At other times it would be essential that she keep absolutely still. Nothing they were to do to her would entail any pain, although there might be some transient discomfort. Invariably, though, there would, on occasion, be sensations that she might well find unfamiliar or unusual.

				The straps were soft, comfortable yet firm and unyielding. The nurse had started at her ankles, a wide band encircling each, before a broad strap was fastened just below each knee. Each arm was fastened at the wrist and just below the elbow before a ten centimetre wide band was pulled across her abdomen and another similarly drawn across her upper chest and shoulders. Despite all their reassurances she disliked this feeling of helplessness, the sensation of being strapped down, and yet there was something strangely reassuring about it all, an odd numbing-calmness that refused to give way to the fears that continued to bubble away below the surface.

				It should be said that it was doubtful if ordinarily she would have submitted to such restriction without putting up at least some argument. Undoubtedly the thought of being so powerless would ordinarily have triggered an outburst of panic that would have entailed quite some struggle to overcome.

				As it was, in anticipation the doctor had agreed to her prescribed medication being increased by some twenty-five percent to help her through; if continued it risked strengthening the girl’s, already growing, dependency on the sedatives of course but it would ensure docility and the thinking was that, as a one-off, it would do little harm.

				Besides, the thought was never too far from the back of the doctor’s mind that there was little in life more pathetically humiliating then dependency and addiction - in all their variant forms. Still, it was always a balancing act, prescribing the girl’s dosage; care had to be taken to ensure that the girl was not so heavily sedated as to risk ameliorating the psychological impact of the procedure.

				This was always the quandary from her perspective; the right dose encouraged suggestibility, docility, heavier sedation, though, tended towards having a buffering effect, it tended to guard the mind, the psyche, against damage.

				Matron took up her position behind the chair by the basin. Matron’s companion, the white uniformed nurse, went to stand to one side at the foot of the chair; she was there in the twin capacities of observer and student, for her this was to be an instructive demonstration. The blue-uniformed nurse, having now donned a face mask, pumped her foot repeatedly on a pedal near floor level and, having satisfied herself of the chairs height, squatted down slightly and began to rotate two handles in unison.

				The girl’s legs were drawn apart and her knees drawn backward in the same movement. From time to time the nurse glanced up at her patient’s face, experienced eyes searching for the first signs of discomfort. Finally there came from the girl the sound of breath drawn sharply through clenched teeth, a quick glance revealed the girl’s features to be just beginning to register the onset of discomfort, not real pain yet but discomfort certainly. Carefully and gradually she edged both wheels on, a half turn, three quarters of a turn, ratchet-click by ratchet-click edging closer and closer towards a full turn... Another sharp intake of breath, more urgent this time, the reflection of discomfort more overtly discernible on her patient’s face. Deftly the nurse locked-off both wheels.

				Returning to the rear the nurse began pumping a second pedal with her foot while simultaneously rotating a wheel with her right hand. Gradually the whole chair tilted back, further and further. The headrest was removed and Susan’s head was free to tilt back, her neck locating into the padded cut-out of the hairdresser’s basin behind.

				That she was to have her hair washed at the same time as an internal exam would have made sense had she not earlier had a shower. Yet, despite the dubiousness of this attempt at time management, she welcomed the distraction that it would bring. Having her hair washed, professionally, had always been one of her little indulgencies; she certainly hadn’t expected to encounter such luxury here, not in this place.

				Behind her, out of sight, matron had combed out her golden locks and, having gathered and piled the full extent of her corn-spun sun-kissed glory in the basin, was proceeding with the shampooing.

				Susan’s apprehension was dissolving away with each passing moment. Her hair had been handled with surprising care and patience. Combing-out was never easy with her hair; it grew thick and wilful with a determination to knot and tangle that at times defied all reason. Now educated fingers kneaded and stretched her scalp, lathered and massaged. Were these ministrations really at the hands of the same woman who rebuked and derided so cruelly, whose spiteful tongue lashed out so readily, whose barked instruction denied refusal.

				Her remaining consternation now revolved solely about the other extreme of her person, those once private, secluded and secretive regions. She could see nothing; her eyes were clenched tightly shut with a determination that set wrinkles and furrows curving out to distort her pretty features as if through pain.

				True, her groin was tautly stretched but much of the initial discomfort had subsided as sinews and ligaments had stretched to accommodate their unaccustomed conformation and muscles had relaxed their opposing rigor.

				Presently there was the sting of shampoo to be avoided but that protective reflex had preceded the latter’s application to the tune of two to three minutes. It was the exhibition set before her that had truly pricked that protective mechanism and that she was so keen to avoid.

				The section of ceiling abutting the wall-mirror and directly above the chair was itself mirrored. The chair having been now fully tilted, her crotch was orientated directly ceiling-ward and the seat itself, being hinged, had been rotated down and away from her buttocks, providing unrestricted access to her anus.

				And therein lay the present focus of her concern. She had been shaved with great care, her outer labia manipulated and pulled gently between nimble latex-gloved fingers, stretching the skin so as to expose to the razor the very last vestiges of cover. Throughout, the blue-uniformed nurse had provided a running commentary, outlining the finer points of intimate depilation. Primarily and ostensibly for the benefit of the student nurse, her considered and pointed choice of certain terms and adjectives had seemed suspiciously indelicate and brought to question whether she could truly be so insensitive of the likely negative impact on her patient. And yet, not notwithstanding the latter, undoubtedly considered, humiliating aspect, Susan had somehow got through it. Then she had felt her buttocks being drawn apart and the unaccustomed cool touch of the air against the sensitive puckered rosebud within. The nurse had shifted her attention and her razor’s focus. For a moment Susan had caught sight of herself, or more accurately she had caught sight of her now denuded mons, the tension in her sinews causing a partial, but exposing, gape wherein the coral corrugations of her inner labia glistened. She had squeezed shut her eyes in response, only succeeding in bringing more acute attention to bear on the sensations diffusing out from that new centre of torment, the sensitive nerve endings visualising, as though through sight itself, the finger that had penetrated her, that was hooking within that puckered sphincter to pull and stretch the flesh under the fine skim of the razor.

				Time wore on; Susan could hear the blue-uniformed nurse explaining the necessity of applying a cleansing vaginal douche in addition to a pre-exam lubricant. Suddenly the woman was standing alongside her head, demanding that she should open her eyes, pay attention. In her hand was what at first looked like a particularly anaemic peeled banana, at least in size and shape, but there any resemblance ended. There was a faintly medicated odour about it, a smoothly gelatinous finish to it and a wobbling-flexibility that suggested a firm, yet gel-like, consistency.

				“I am going to be using a vaginal suppository rather than the more conventional fluid douche. I’m afraid they appear to have supplied a size larger than I’d requested but there’s no need to worry. I know it looks rather daunting close-up but I can promise you that you’ll have no problem in accommodating it.

				I can guarantee there will be no discomfort whatsoever as long as you relax and allow me to take my time in introducing it. You may find the sensation rather odd to begin with but most women find it quite pleasant after a while. The trick is to relax and let your body respond in its own way.”

				She went on, her tone encouraging. “Once fully inserted it will take around fifteen minutes for your body’s warmth and moisture to dissolve it and then I can flush out any remnants and detritus. In all it should take no longer than it will to dry your hair off. While we are waiting I intend to perform a urethral-sound procedure and then an anal dilation and examination. Neither of these procedures should cause you any discomfort and you may well find the sensations quite pleasurable, if so you can be assured that it is all a perfectly normal part of your body’s response to the stimulation of the particularly sensitive nerve endings that abound in that area. I generally prefer to carry out these procedures with the douche in situ if at all possible, it saves a lot of time later, we can get the entire exam over with more rapidly and then we can get you up and out of here.”

				So saying, the woman returned to her position between the stirrups. Moments later Susan felt the first gentle strokes of the object’s tip, ever so gently, up and down, up and down, brushing backwards and forwards along her inner lips, the touch as light as a feather. Every three or four traverses the range of movement would be extended, the tip momentarily sliding across the head of her clitoris, and then it would start over again. Gradually the pressure increased, there would be a momentary penetration, then it would be withdrawn, then there would come more tantalising stroking and then a slightly deeper penetration. At the same time something began to press insistently against her anus, drawing gentle yet firm circles around the edge of the softly puckered flesh before, ever so slowly, beginning a tentative intrusion, pressing inward even as the object penetrating her vagina began to withdraw, before itself withdrawing as the vaginal suppository again pressed inward and onward, both intruders penetrating deeper and deeper with each repetition cycle.

				The gloved finger embedded in her anus had now penetrated past the knuckle and was performing a series of knowing twists, turns and undulations. The banana-like suppository was now remaining embedded to perhaps half its length at the extreme of its withdrawal phase and penetrating to around three quarters of its length at the extreme of its inwardly directed travel. From time to time it would be withdrawn in its entirety as far as its tip, the latter circling two or three times around the edges of her inner labia before it would again slide deeply and smoothly into her; deeper, ever deeper. In short the nurse had now adopted what was to all intents a fully-fledged fucking motion; there was no other term for it, she was blatantly fucking the girl with the suppository as she might with a dildo.

				The girl gasped and writhed, images came fleeting back and forth across her mind, gradually focusing and taking shape. There was Aunt Julia standing over her, flexing that cane of hers. Then, slowly, the image morphed, Aunt Julia was wearing a nurse’s uniform now, all blue polyester, starched apron and cap. Then it was Matron who was standing there before her, over her, dominating her. It was Matron who was flexing Aunt Julia’s cane; it was Matron who was slashing it down across her naked buttocks, again and again and again. Then... Then... It stopped, it was over. The suppository was embedded deep in her, up to its hilt.

				Her muscles spasmed around it, those intimate lips shone and dripped with stringy gooey moisture, part secretion, part lubricant, part dissolving medicated douche gel.

				One more touch, quite literally, was all it would have taken. One more touch, however slight, and the girl would have reached orgasm. She had let the girl come so close, too close really; she had so nearly left it too late, too late to stop.

				The girl was right at the summit, balanced on a knife-edged-crest between fulfilment and flop, between zenith and nadir, teetering, threatening to topple down to anguish, one last encouraging push, not even that, just the gentlest pat; the slightest-lightest infinitesimal touch an infinite act of mercy. But there was no one in that room with a sufficiently merciful heart, no one in that room willing to tip her over it, the girl was alone with her futility and with all certainty there was nothing that pathetically-writhing, pitifully-whining, panting wretch could do about it.

				The nurse looked on with hands on hips, they all looked on; the girl was almost fainting from sensory overload. The nurse smiled, there was some cruelty there and yet some part of her, an ironically merciful part, hoped beyond hope that the darkness would not claim the girl, that she would make the most of it, that she would long continue to savour those rippling sensations, however tortuous, however frustrating. After all she would be returned to the sensory desolation of the unit proper, all too soon. In some ways she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the girl, the poor thing was the only one there who was unaware of her deteriorating mental state.

				There came a pang, a twinge of guilt; undeniably she had had a part to play in all that, was presently, quite likely, exacerbating the girl’s condition and she would undoubtedly continue to do so in the future. What was that oath? Do no harm? She was doing little else, and with no little satisfaction.

				She had to be careful in adjusting the speculum, the girl was still squirming, her labia swollen with arousal. She had to be similarly delicate with the placement of the urethral sound - she was determined not to push the girl over the edge. A gentle stretching of the girl’s urethra would make it easier to catheterise her if it should become necessary at some future date.

				The nurse expertly manipulated the sound, letting her thumb brush across the protruding tip, gently vibrating it with a gradually widening circular movement. Susan gasped; the sensations were building again but now there was something else, almost as if she needed to pee, the sensations intermingling until she could no longer tell one from the other. She gasped, a long sobbing gasp, and the nurse removed her thumb; it had been close, very close, but she’d been in time to catch it.

				She counted away the seconds, let sufficient calm descend, then smoothly slid the sound free of the girl’s urethra. There came yet another gasp from her patient, then a shudder. Urine sprayed in a golden fan against the plastic of her apron before subsiding to a smooth arcing flow, pooling on the floor before drawing itself around the base of the chair in curling rivulets. The white uniformed nurse gasped in synchrony with the patient.

				“Oh my God!, She’s peeing herself, it’s going everywhere!”

				“Yes, that is always a risk of this procedure. I just wanted you to see what can happen if you get it wrong.

				Ordinarily this is to be avoided at all costs, there is no physical discomfort involved but it is potentially very psychologically damaging to the patient, particularly if dealing with someone who has... how shall we say?... a fragile personality.”

				“I’ll get a cloth shall I?”

				“Don’t worry about it for the time being, I’ll have the patient clear it up herself when we’re finished.”

				The speculum was removed with due care and, for the briefest of moments, Susan began to relax, began to regain some composure. Then, again there was something pressing against her anus, again she gave out a little gasp. It was not that it was her first time, of course it wasn’t, it was part of her daily routine after all, immediately before bed and again upon arising. It was a familiar sensation, to be sure, but one that had, under these circumstances, taken her by surprise nevertheless. One after another, in quick succession, the three suppositories were slipped into place.

				“There we are, all done now.”

				She felt the seat hinged back up against her buttocks, grateful for the extra covering it provided. Behind her the hair dryer’s drone continued for perhaps another ten minutes or so, they had clearly hopelessly underestimated how long it would take for her hair to dry. It made her wonder why Matron hadn’t started drying it sooner, why she hadn’t completed washing it in one go, surely there would have been plenty of time but Matron had kept going off somewhere, sometimes for what seemed like quite long periods of time. Then all went silent and she felt the chair being returned to the vertical.

				Her hair flopped back into place across her shoulders, the foremost sections tumbling down across her breasts. With it came the smell, a pungent odour that she associated with hairdressing salons, with her step mother’s freshly dyed hair. With it came the numbing shock; what had they done to her? What had they done to her lovely blond hair? Black! It was jet-black! A horrid artificial, plastic-looking black! A nastily-cheap, nylon-fibre-wig, black.

				There wasn’t even tears, there would be time enough later. There would be months or even years to cry over it, for it to grow out: Bleaching it back out would not be an option, it would destroy the condition; her hair would never recover. For now there was just a long drawn-out gasp and saucer-wide, unbelieving, staring eyes.

				Ruination and Remembrance

				Matron had pulled a large white plastic comb from her uniform pocket and, with something of a practiced flourish, she began to expertly and quickly comb through the girl’s hair. Deftly separating and bunching the shining black locks to either side of Susan’s head Matron’s practiced fingers began rapidly braiding, displaying the rapid dexterity that comes only with the most dedicated practice, an expertise that would not have seemed out of place if demonstrated in the most exclusive of salons. Brusquely reminding the girl to sit still from time to time as occasion demanded, she quickly achieved two waist-length plaited pigtails.

				Reaching into another pocket of her uniform Matron produced two lengths of green and white striped nylon ribbon that appeared to almost glow wherever the sheen of the fabric reflected shimmering pools of light and shadow across its five centimetre width. In just moments the ribbons had been formed into two large bows, one in each pigtail, tied almost exactly halfway between earlobe and shoulder. To the casual observer this would probably not have made a lot of sense, after all with the pigtails extending to the girl’s waist, surely the majority of that length was going to just as quickly unravel.

				This was not a question that concerned the woman, this was the correct placement for ribbons and bows, always this position, and if there was one important thing, one thing that Matron really appreciated, it was uniformity, uniformity in all things.

				Susan was completely unaware of the tiny plastic bottle that next was conjured from Matron’s pocket. True she had become aware of a vaguely chemical odour permeating the air but, then again, there was still the residual odour of the dye hanging about her. She certainly saw nothing of the drops of thin clear fluid applied to the centre of each bow, the fluid rapidly taken up by the over-sized nylon knot and soaking thoroughly into the braid within.

				Satisfied with her work and smiling to herself Matron popped the top back on the super-glue bottle and slipped it back into its home, her pocket, under her control, as everything should be. Without further word the woman turned on her heel and crossed the room leaving Susan sitting stunned, ever more perplexed, with tumbling thoughts and racing heart.

				Behind her the cupboard door slammed shut. Startled, her thoughts and deliberations, interrupted, she instinctively glanced up at the mirror, quickly shifting her focus past her own image as best she could but unable to completely dismiss the blatantly uplifted torpedo breasts staring back at her from beneath the near-transparent plastic hairdresser’s cape. The return of Matron, heralded by the, now, all too familiar rustling of her uniform dress beneath the protective plastic apron, brought with it a new dread. In the mirror Susan momentarily and mistakenly made eye-contact with the woman. There was an unmistakable air of professional efficiency about her, it was in those eyes; she was decisive, a job to do, a function to be perform, rapidly and without sufferance of impediment, no argument nor excuse to be tolerated. But it was not what was conveyed in those eyes that brought such soul crushing dread.

				The shears, for how else could one have described them, certainly the term ‘scissors’ would have been insufficiently applicable, had not been immediately obvious, clasped, as they were, in matron’s left-hand and carried down by her side.

				The girl in the mirror, it wasn’t her, it couldn’t be her, not her. She was a blonde, a natural blonde, always had been, was born a blonde. And the pigtails? She had been given pigtails like this before, every day since she had arrived here in fact, always she had had unravelled them as soon as she had been left alone; it was a small thing to be sure but it was an important thing, it was one way she could fight back. That girl, that girl in the mirror, she had to warn her. She had the most beautiful waist length hair, plaited now in two thick ebony ropes but that woman, the woman behind her, the woman in the hospital matron’s uniform, she was about to slice off one of the girls pigtails, those shears, she had the blades around the entire braid just below the bow, one wooden handle in each hand, she was tensing, beginning to apply pressure, the blades were cutting... She had to warn the girl, she had to!

				“No! ,N,N,NO! D, Don’t, d,d, don’t let her!” The girl, the girl in a mirror, screamed back at her and they both struggled in their matching Velcro bindings, both watching helplessly through their fog of denial as each lost at least two thirds of a metre of lovingly cared-for and nurtured growth from first one side and then the other.

				Neither had wanted to watch, they shared each other’s suffering with a bitterly personal empathy; both had been forbidden to look away.

				“It’s up to you of course but have you any idea just how many good, legitimate, medical reasons there are for completely shaving a girl’s head?” Matron was right of course, she always was, there was no point in struggling; she had to submit, to give in, it was the only way she could help herself. “It’s the hospital’s regulations, not mine; I’m afraid hair has to be kept no longer than collar length. Is not my fault sweetheart, I didn’t make the rules. It’s for hygienic reasons; we just don’t have the time or the staff to look after hair of this length properly. I have held back from this as long as I could, I really do appreciate how long it has taken you to grow your hair to this length, but we would have had to have dyed it in any case, it’s important that all our test subjects appear as similar as possible. We can’t have you standing out like a sore thumb amongst the other girls, now, can we?. You’ll find that all the other girls that you meet here have their hair in the regulation style, why do you think you should be any different?”

				The message had been clear enough and she settled back in the chair. Her eyes went down to her knees and the pearly shimmer of the PVC cape that lay across them, seeking a hiding place or a distraction amongst the plastic folds and the puddles of light and finding none; none was to be allowed.

				“Look up, keep those eyes on the mirror, do as you told, now, unless you want me to get the clippers. It would be just as easy for me to shave the whole lot off and put you in a wig. See here? We’re bound to have one to fit you.” Matron had gone to a cupboard under the work surface to the left of the mirror and now stood with her clenched fist modelling a genuinely dreadful black nylon wig, the artificial sheen of its stubby pigtails matching that of the green and white striped nylon bows at their ends.

				From behind her two heavy thuds came in quick succession. Two rope-like lengths momentarily writhed in serpentine death agony on the vinyl flooring behind her, all that remained to show for five years of careful and expensive care.

				The electric clippers came next. The headrest had been refitted to the back of the chair and now a pair of hands interlocked their fingers across the top of the girl’s head, at the front, barely overlapping the hair line and intruding onto the very uppermost of the girl’s forehead. The girl’s head was firmly restrained within the curving padded confines of the rest, the blue fabric of the cuffs and sleeves fluttering in and out of her peripheral vision telling of the identity of her captor but offering little clue as the reason for that restraint.

				Matron leant across and from her right, there came a harsh buzzing. A warm vibration smoothly crossed her face following a gently arcing path just above her eyes, from the right-hand side, across the ‘T’ zone above the bridge of her nose and on across the top of her left eye. There came a couple of revisits to small areas around each eye and the job was done. The hands released their grip, Matron stood back and the girl in the mirror had become a something rather than a someone; the extent of the contribution of her eyebrows to her individuality and expression becoming only now truly appreciated in their absence. The doll stared back from behind the glass, its tears aiding its realism.

				The Coal-Scuttle Bonnet

				From somewhere just out of view she heard a cupboard door open and close. From her left and to the rear there came the familiar rustle of polyester dress beneath plastic apron and, simultaneously in the corner of her eye and the edge of the mirror, she caught sight of the blue-uniformed nurse, the nylon-sheen of the stiffened green and white fabric draped over her right hand and the two trailing tails of broad ribbon that hung down from it.

				“I think this should be her size Matron”

				She had seen this thing once before, on that girl, the girl in the wheelchair. There had been few other occasions in her life that she had seen anything really approximating that design and they had been restricted to art galleries and the pages of history books. The bonnet was a hideous thing covered in green and white striped nylon fabric so as to match her uniform dress and fastening under the chin with a huge draping bow of matching ribbon. It had a peak that rose up from the chin area, gradually broadening to form a canopy jutting forth over the forehead, before tapering down the other side of the face and that extended out from the entire front of the thing to such a degree as to require the wearer to turn her head in order to look to the right or left.

				Indeed she had seen such a style depicted; it had been in vogue for a short while in the 18th-century and even then had been satirically portrayed and ridiculed in both caricature and prose as a “coal-scuttle bonnet”. It must be said that this was not quite as extreme as some then had been but nevertheless she was dismayed by it, and of her appearance in it. The thing was ridiculous; there was no point to it, no sense in having to wear it. It was little more than a form of restraint and oppression, a form of psychological bondage.

				The bonnet, the dyed black beribboned pigtails, the shaving off of her eyebrows, it was all simply the latest manifestation of that rationale that they were always so fond of stating as being ‘good for her discipline’.

				She hated that bonnet as much, if not more so, as the rest of the uniform. She hated it, yet she would wear it nonetheless, that was what they meant here by discipline. It was part of her uniform now and as such she would wear it day in, day out.

				There was a choice, of course, she could wear her bonnet or she could wear a wig over a smoothly shaved head.

				A Sunday Roast

				All heads turned as they re-entered the room. Twice she had to be reminded to keep her fingertips on her shoulders, to keep those shoulder blades back and those elbows smartly out to the sides. Then the smell hit her, for a fleeting moment there was in comprehension, her starved, shrivelled, senses inundated, overloaded.

				A lace trimmed white cloth now graced the table. A hugely-wrought silver terrine in held court in the centre and seven places had been laid and were occupied by richly-heaped roast beef platters. The woman doctor, her male companion and the two obese old men accounted for four, matron and her accompanying nurse for two of the other three set on the side opposite and, accordingly, two additional chairs had been drawn up, one to either side of the diminutive white plastic child’s chair. A place had been set before the latter also; she couldn’t believe her eyes, it all looked so beautiful, heavenly, the steam rose like a genie, beckoning her, taunting her.

				They might as well have beaten her with truncheons or rubber hosepipes. Matron and the nurse had tucked in, the others also, but not her. Her genie beckoned still but remained ignored, her fingertips remained on her shoulders and her elbows smartly out to the sides. Before her, her knife and fork lay neglected, their white plastic identifying their ownership amongst the silver clatter of the surrounding cutlery. She wasn’t to be trusted with such adult accoutrements any more than she would be given a china plate or a glass to drink from; the ‘adults’ had wine in their twist-stemmed glasses, her plastic beaker contained orange juice but to her was as tantalising as the finest vintage. Her turn would surely come but for now she had to wait. There were a few inconsistencies that would have to be cleared up before she could be allowed to savour her first mouthful.

				They took it in turns, between mouthfuls, the questions coming from anywhere along the table but only two of her inquisitors were now within her view, her new bonnet’s side cheeks now blinkering her field of vision to the exclusion of the extreme ends of the table. Two elderly gents were now outside that field and she had been vociferously reminded several times to remain facing straight ahead if she didn’t want to see her plate taken away.

				The interrogation quickly became as unanswerable as before but now the impasse was precarious and limited. She felt, quite rightly, that time was limited, she knew, intuitively, that the table would be cleared once the others were finished and her setting with it.

				And then there were the suppositories to take account of, already she was shuffling uncomfortably in her seat. Clearly they were a much stronger prescription than she had been used to; they were already taking effect and more and more so as time went by. She felt as if she was trapped in a pincer movement; time was pressing in on her from both sides and still the questions came.

				It was galling to think that there was a toilet so nearby, just in the next room, the room from which she had only just returned. She wanted to ask but was embarrassed as much as being too afraid. Finally there came an invitation, the woman doctor having presumably noticed, at last, her squirming discomfiture.

				“Are you all right, dear, you look uncomfortable?”

				She wasn’t quite sure how to put it, not with these men present; she tried to bluff it out. “Y,Y,Yes I’m f,f,fine.” But she wasn’t.

				Soon she was desperate, her squirming obvious to all around the table, her eyes pleading with the doctor, communicative, plaintive eyes, tear-laden eyes. Still the questions came, still she tried to sidestep the answers they clearly wanted to hear, that they needed to hear if they were to satisfy their blatantly voyeuristic curiosity.

				“Do you need the toilet, child?” The voice was masculine but mild-mannered, kindly, a grandfather’s voice and had floated in on a cloud of smoke from somewhere to her right. One of the old boys, the pipe-man, the old lecher with the wandering hands! The balance had swung, humiliation versus humiliation, hopefully she chose what she thought to be the least:

				“Y,Y,yes p,p,please, p,p,please”

				Quickly the woman doctor interjected: “Oh no, I don’t think so, not until she learns to answer our questions truthfully”...

				They had dragged every nuance from her, picked over every morsel, distilled, disentangled and picked apart the complex tangle of an entire lifetime’s accumulated subconscious influence. With every disclosure there came from her audience an uncomfortable shuffling and a shifting of weight, perhaps a cough, a wheezing note added to the breath, sometimes a gasp betraying an illegitimate thought or mental image. Then at last they were satisfied. She was empty.

				She sat slumped on that exam-room toilet now, having swapped one form of humiliation for another. Matron had taken her leave, presumably to return to her meal, the nurse had remained behind and now stood over her with arms folded, regarding her with a condescending smile playing around her lips and one hand toying with that all-important toilet roll. Despite her eventual co-operation she wasn’t to be spared the usual close supervision but here there was a new dimension to it; each plop drew the nurse’s attention downward, the sight before her broadening the woman’s smile. It was a sight that the girl herself was only too aware of, the reflective flooring offering a view of the transparent pan’s contents from every angle and even of the underside of her own buttocks. Nor was she to be spared the bell. She hadn’t seen the signal, a certain subtle flutter of the nurse’s fingers, but nevertheless there had come the usual tolling of the toilet bell. It was important to always be consistent with a patient’s conditioning.

				The door had burst open well before the girl had completed her ablutions. Matron strolled into the exam room the letter fluttering like a pennant in her hand. Looking across at the nurse she said brusquely; “this came a while ago, it seems it got mislaid in the secretary’s office, it’s about time they got it sorted out if you ask me.”

				A Letter, a Letter

				The letter would have been the first thing she had been given to read in well over a month, well, closer to six weeks in actuality as Susan would have been aware, assuming of course that she had been able to retain even the slightest notion of the passage of time. As it was, all this was academic and for a couple of good reasons. For the first part; one may be forgiven for missing the proviso that the letter would have been the first thing Susan had read in a very long time, in a different context, from everyday experience, one might simply assume a slip of grammar, that is of course had one not been granted a privileged window into the machinations of a private psychiatric clinic. Secondly, the girl no longer had any grasp of time passing as we would understand it, that is, outside of the routine of the institution, outside of the concept of toilet time, mealtime and sleep time, each delineated by its particular bell. As it was, the doctor had decided that Matron should read the letter out to Susan, not that it had been specifically meant for Susan in any case. Despite this, it had been decided that it would be best for Susan to hear the contents as they pertained to her stepmother’s plans and thus did concern her to some extent.

				And appreciate it she did, her eyes lighting up at the first mention of a letter, the first glimpse of writing paper, something to read! She felt desperate, excited and anxious all at once, barely able to contain what to an onlooker, at least if unaware of Susan’s circumstance, might have appeared as a rather pathetic, childish glee.

				Moments later and jubilation had turned to despair, the first sobs coming with the realisation that she was not to view the letter itself, that Matron was to read it to her. A bundle of straw had been held out, the offer of the most tenuous handhold onto another reality, the reality of ‘outside’. That she was not to be allowed to physically possess this morsel of news, to read the words, even to see the words, was as if a lifeline had been thrown her and then, at the very last moment, withdrawn.

				Matron began her reading, her tone deliberate, cold, monotone and impersonal.

				The letter was addressed to the institute’s head, from Ms Anna Alison Gray. Susan knew that name only too well of course; it was her stepmother’s sister writing in her capacity as the family solicitor and on behalf of Susan’s stepmother. The gist was simple enough; the family company was to be wound up, meanwhile Susan’s stepmother had embarked on a cruise, the holiday of a lifetime it sounded. Apparently Susan’s stepmother was considering a move back to her native Australia and was taking this opportunity to mull things over, consider her options and make plans. Ms Gray was to be instructed by phone as and when the various decisions and plans had been finalised. Ms Gray, for her part, would be supervising the sale of the family home if required and organising the transfer and the division of the proceeds of the sale of the business.

				In any event there would be no one in residence in the house and in the event of Susan’s stepmother deciding to return to Australia the house would be cleared of all furnishings in preparation for the sale. The letter went on to request that, with Susan’s upcoming university place being two months away, Susan be allowed to reside at the Institute as a patient until that time.

				Her mind in turmoil Susan leapt to her feet, the urgency, the panic, overcoming stiff limbs. She had to get out of here; she had to leave, now, right now! “B,bbbut, I,II I’m” she started, panic worsening her stammer.

				“What do you think you’re doing, girl? Sit down at once” Matron’s authoritative grip was not going to slacken for an instant, that much was clear. A moment’s hesitation, a mere moment, and Susan had meekly retaken her seat back on the toilet, wincing inside, in her mind, with the pain of defeat, the humiliation that comes with the blind obedience of an order despite oneself.

				Yet she had to do something, had to say something, her stepmother was clearly selling her inheritance from under her. How could she do that? Legally? No, Susan had to act now, decisively, tell them once and for all that she was leaving and that’s all there was to it. They couldn’t keep here, they had no right. And what was all this stuff about being a patient, she wasn’t a patient of any sort; she was a volunteer, a scientific research subject. Certainly this program had been recommended to her, it was psychological research work that they did here and she had been promised counselling sessions to help her with one of two small problems that she needed to overcome, yes certainly that much was true, but she was a volunteer, not a patient, she had never been registered as a patient at any point. It was a psychiatric hospital for heaven’s sake; it would be a disaster to have on her record a history of being a patient in a psychiatric institution.

				“I, III, I w,w,wwwant to, to...” She could get no further, that damn stammer again! It was getting worse, she was sure of it.

				In any case, Matron drew a halt to the proceedings. “That’s quite enough of that, no talking, you know the rules.” Then, as if to confirm Susan’s worst fears, as if she could read her mind, she added as a parting gesture: “Just listen to yourself, stuttering and spluttering, you sound like a retard. Your stammer is getting much worse, girl, I said it would if you didn’t do as you were told. The doctor told you to avoid situations that might aggravate your problems; she made it quite clear that the no talking rule is particularly important in your case. You’re just making things worse for yourself, you silly girl. I’ve told you before; if you keep on asking questions, worrying about things that just don’t have to concern you, you’ll bring on one of your panic attacks, you know that don’t you? “

				Susan knew she had to answer. As it was she found herself answering automatically with a meek “yes Matron”, irritated by the way her stammer always seemed to subside under such circumstances. Somehow she always seemed able to manage “yes Matron” or “yes nurse” without any difficulty.

				Surely there had been some sort of mistake, some sort of mix-up but what could she do about it? They wouldn’t let her say anything, anything at all, talk to anyone. She was gently sobbing now. Then a new realisation hit her: What had it said in that letter, that sentence? Something about it being two months to go before her university course started, wasn’t it? But that couldn’t be right. It was three months before she was due to start, not two. Wasn’t it?

				There had to be some mistake somewhere, either that or she had been in this place for over a month. But how could that be? It couldn’t be true; there were just too many inconsistencies.

				For one thing, Aunt Julia had said that she would write from time to time while she was on her trip; if it had been over a month she would surely have written before now. Then again, it did sound as if they had some sort of problem with mislaid mail.

				Secondly, her doctor had said that she would be able to continue with her therapy sessions while she was here. She said that she visited the clinic regularly and that she would arrange that they met for a session a minimum of once a week. She had not seen, or even heard mention of, her doctor since her arrival.

				A thought struck her but was quickly dismissed; it was ridiculous, they wouldn’t be allowed to do it, after all nothing had been said to her at any point, either before or since her arrival, and she had seen nothing about any such restrictions in any of the documentation that she had been given to sign. Nevertheless, they had made her surrender her mobile phone on her arrival and they had told her that there would be no access to a telephone once in the unit; the former she half expected in a medical environment, the latter seemed expedient, at least as far as incoming calls were concerned, if there was a likelihood that some important experiment might be disrupted. Neither had seemed particularly sinister in itself at the time but now... Considering that she had not seen a television or even a radio anywhere in the unit, that there didn’t seem to be any magazines or books, no posters or charts, it was difficult not to at least consider the notion.

				Were they, perhaps, deliberately withholding her mail? Had she been deliberately cut off from the outside world? Maybe visitors were banned as well, what then?

				Matron walked over to the door as if to leave then turned and, folding her arms, simply waited. The bell had ceased its ringing and the nurse, having waited patiently through the proceedings, amusement never far from her lips, unfolded her arms to proffer the toilet roll. “Here, take two sheets, no more. Its time to get that big fat arse of yours cleaned up. Come on! You’d better get a move on if you don’t want to miss the meal completely.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				End Game

				Caning Her

				The doctor interlocked her fingers as she looked up; for a moment there was just the faintest flicker of satisfaction around those subtly-painted lips, scarcely discernable. “I take it Matron has read you out the letter?”

				“Yes doctor, b,b,b,ut I,I, d,d,d...”

				“Listen, the fact of the matter is this: As it has worked out, the last couple of weeks of your contracted period here will overlap with the beginning of your first semester at university. It doesn’t matter one iota who is to blame, the point is, someone has to contact the University to make a deferral application. If you were to just turn up, some three weeks late, unannounced, you might well find, quite rightly, that they had cancelled your place. I’ve already made some casual inquiries and it seems that generally they do not allow new students to start part way into a semester. However, under extenuating circumstances, exceptions can be made. I understand from the letter that they have already deferred your start-date once, I think Ms Soames arranged it for you, but I am sure they will continue to be understanding once they hear that you are in a psychiatric hospital.”

				“What? Y,y,you can’t t,tell them th, th, that! Pp,please d,don’t tell them that, p,p,please, pleeesse! It, It ,It’s n,not true, n,nnot really, I,II’m not a p,ppatient here I’m a,a v,v,v volunteer.”

				“Nevertheless, you are currently residing in a secure mental hospital, is that not the case?”

				“Y,Yes, b,b,but I,I...”

				“And you have been, and are still, under the care of a psychiatrist, is that not also true?”

				“But, I,I...”

				“Surely it just comes down to semantics in the end. You’re not really fit to attend university at the moment; you wouldn’t be under the care of a psychiatrist if you were. You are staying at a psychiatric institution, that’s the simple truth of the matter and I think they have a right to know, don’t you?”

				“No, n,no! Please, p,p,please d,d,don’t t,tell them, ,p,p,please don’t.” The stigma, that was the one thought running through Susan’s mind, the stigma. The university might not want her and in any case how could she face anyone if she did eventually attend if this got out about her. And then there was the employment market to think about: What sort of career prospects would she be left with? Who would employ her once branded as a psychiatric patient, worse, a patient that had been kept in a secure facility? It was clear from the way that the doctor had said it that it was her intention to make the situation sound as dark as possible. For whatever reason, the woman clearly had it in for her. She had it in her power to ruin her life with a couple of pages of headed notepaper or a brief phone call.

				The doctor was continuing her tirade, it was important that she pay attention, she had to keep track.

				“... ironically, if you actually were a patient, even a voluntary patient, we would be bound by the rules of confidentiality and legally restrained from making any such disclosure. It would be left up to the patient, in a situation such as this, to arrange the deferment of a university placement, for example, themselves, citing any plausible reason they saw fit”.

				She had to dig deep, find that the determination, she had to concentrate; this was important, desperately so, her future depended on it.

				“P p,please d,don’t tell them, a,anyone, p,please.”

				“But I have to, don’t you see, it’s my duty as your doctor here.”

				Of the three men present, the young blonde man seemed pitying, almost embarrassed, the two elderly men, in contrast, fidgeted in their seats, the pipe man tapping his pipe nervously and licking his lips again... in anticipation?

				Susan began to sob anew. Her fingertips left her heaving shoulders, she brought her hands, shaking, around and up to her face, now lying back shaded within the confines of the ridiculous little Victorian bonnet they had dressed her in. Again came the numbing incredulous realisation of her ruined hair, her fingers having brushed past the stubby little pigtails tied in their oversized nylon bows where they would remain permanently fixed, at least until her next ‘styling session’. Her fingertips, pressed to her face, now only served to confirm and remind her of its depersonalised plainness, the absence of eyebrows leaving her with all the expressiveness of a pale bisque doll-mask.

				“Hands away, now!” The young blonde man’s voice this time and the shock all the more acute for it. “Fingertips back on your shoulders, girl! This instant!”

				Dumbly she obeyed; this was how she had had to sit since her return from her ‘admission procedure’, the bonnet precluding the hands-on head posture of previously.

				One of the old men coughed, the other shifted his weight awkwardly as if something was now compromising his comfort. Both appeared to be breathing heavily, beads of perspiration forming on their brows. Both were now quite openly leering, their gaze fixated by that transparent plastic gusset and the coral-pink treasure that lay beyond, secret no longer, freshly razor-denuded and glossily cream-moisturised.

				Somehow again the girl found the strength to plead, her new found fortitude only serving to excite, still further, her tormentors; it all added piquancy to the delicious anticipation of the moment, surely to come, when there would be no such reserves to dredge, when her fragility would become firmly established.

				“Ppp, please.” The voice, pitiful now.

				Then came a long, silently-heavy, pause. The woman leant back slowly in her chair, interlocking her fingers and clasping her hands together in satisfaction. “Well... I suppose we could consider a voluntary admission.” She glanced around the table as if seeking approval from the others before continuing; “perhaps if she were to admit herself as a voluntary patient, then perhaps...” Her flow was interrupted; there came a heavy, snotty, shuddering intake of breath and a bravely stuttering interjection. The girl was distraught, desperate and confused in equal measure.

				“Yes, y,yes, pp,please, a,anything I, I’ll bb, be g,good, I, I p,promise, I’ll b,be gg,good, I’ll be a g,good g,g,g, girl.”

				The doctor, clearly irritated by this disruption, pointedly focused her gaze on the shivering-snivelling, girl, before going on: “The trouble I have with that Idea is that, to this point, you have failed to show any sign of wanting to help yourself. You have refused to co-operate, refused to answer our questions truthfully. If you can’t even be truthful to yourself, if you have to continually lie to us and yourself, why, then, should we go out of our way to help you?”

				“B,but, bbb, but...I, I p,p,p,promise, I, I...”

				“I’m afraid it’s a little too late for that now. I have already drafted letters to the University and your local health authority, we have to make these things official and I can’t do the one without the other.”

				“No! N,n,no! Oh n,n,no! Please, p,p,please give m,m,m,me one mm,m,more chance, p,please!”

				“I’m really not at all sure that I can”

				“No, p,p,please, p,p,p,ppleass...currrghhth...urrrgh...urrrgh” The sobbing cough had followed on through to retching. Even the doctor was given pause to consider whether she might be pushing the girl too far too fast; perhaps it was time to wrap things up, time to make her move, switch to a more physical form of chastisement. After all it was the latter that her guests expected to witness and she well understood their impatience. They anticipated watching close at hand, perhaps even participating, and they had paid well for their privilege.

				“...but you’ve wasted so much of everyone’s time already. There are the other panel members to consider.”

				“P,p,please, a,a,a,anything” She was going to be sick, she knew it.

				“Well...you are going to have to show commitment, make amends.”

				“Y,y,yes, y,yes, a,a,anything, a,any th, th, thing”

				“Well, you can start by apologising to the panel and then you can get down across this table. I want you bent over the end here and lying along this table. You’ve seen the cane here and I know you have been caned before. We’ve all read Ms Soames’ report, you’ve been caned several times by her, before coming here. Perhaps that’s the sort of old-fashioned discipline that works with you, certainly nothing else we have tried here has done. I have to warn you, I won’t have you wasting any more of the panel’s time; I’m going to start you off with six strokes across that big fat round behind of yours and then I’m going to get that form. You had better be ready to sign it when I get back, young Lady.”

				There it was again, that reference to Ms Soames, to her ‘report’. Ms Soames, her Aunt Julia, they spoke about her as if they knew her, personally. Why did they speak of her with such a tone of familiarity? What did they mean by a ‘report’ exactly? She knew her doctor had a close connection with this place, it was the reason her doctor had agreed to her coming here in the first place, when she had shown her that flyer, the call for volunteers. But what connection could Aunt Julia possibly have with a place like this? Surely Aunt Julia couldn’t have known what went on here, that she would be treated like this, or she wouldn’t have let her come and the same applied to her doctor. But then again, how could Dr Ecclestone not know? What was going on? She was frightened now, really, really frightened.

				The doctor went on: “Make no mistake, I have come to a decision, this is the way it is going to be for you here from now on, young Lady. There’s that lovely roast dinner waiting for you, for after you have signed the documentation, but first of all I think we will have that apology from you and then we will have you bent over for your punishment.

				Submit to a caning here and now, of your own volition in front of witnesses, and no one need ever know of your stay here. But, and it’s a big but I’m afraid, it won’t be your last taste of corporal punishment here. I will make sure that you are caned, and caned hard, for even the slightest hint of disobedience or non-compliance during the rest of your stay.”

				Susan could only sit dumbfounded, her eyes like saucers her jaw hanging open in disbelief; ever numbed by sedative and medication she was loosing the battle, an almost catatonic wave of shock was sweeping over her, rinsing her free of the remaining dregs of intellect.

				Still the doctor went on, driving home the point, cleansing her patient of the burden of refusal: “Of course you are free to refuse, after all you a free woman, here of your own volition, a voluntary research test subject are you not? In the long term we are trying to help you here but if you can’t put yourself out to help yourself I for one am not going to put myself out to go and get that form for you. What is more, I’m sure the other panel members have better things to do than wait around and watch you eat; I’m sure one of the other patients would be happy to make short work of that roast.

				You can finish off your contract here, as it stands, and start at university part way through the first semester but I will have to make the arrangements for that, with all the implications that has for your prospects in the future.

				Alternatively you can apply to defer your start personally and then they would allow you to start at the beginning of the second semester in February of next year. I can provide you with the necessary documentation for that, already filled out for you and with a plausible set of extenuating circumstances in place. All you would have to do is sign it and, of course, the voluntary admission form. Before you decide I want to warn you want again; I won’t have you wasting my time, if you decide to go down the latter route, and I fetch those forms, you will damn well sign them and without hesitation or delay. If not you will find your bottom in intimate contact with my cane for a second time today, or even a third if necessary.”

				Susan was buckling and everyone in the room could see it. There, right in front of her, lay the two opposing facets of the doctor’s proposition, diametrically opposing yet occupying the same side of the balance; to her mind the other side was filled with all her hopes and dreams, her ambitions and aspirations, in short, her future. Less than half an arm’s length away the golden-roasted meal tantalised, inducing in her an almost debilitating continuous salvation, she was drooling, constantly having to swallow down her own saliva. Directly behind the plate, arranged longitudinally in the centre of the table, lay the glossy white smoothly-tapered crook handled cane, the latter being of around one and a quarter metres in length and possessing perhaps the thickness of a man’s forefinger at the point at which the handle’s curvature began but no more than that of a pencil at its very tip.

				On one side of the equation lay a lifetime blighted by stigma and accusations of mental illness. To the other side lay a way out, that beautiful, beautiful roast dinner but also the humiliating kiss of that cane; she could not have one without all.

				The apology had to come first. They were stringent in their requirements, her adherence to form supervised with sadistically detailed eyes.

				She had to kneel, squatting back on her haunches before the table, her nose a mere few tens of centimetres from the bounteous roast platter, her hands held either side of her face limp-wristed with palms prone, like some circus-trained poodle. The prescribed formula was grovelling in the extreme; she was ever so sorry for being such a silly, silly little girl.

				She had to ask the doctor very nicely, ever so nicely and most respectfully, if she would be so kind as to correct her behaviour by caning her. She had to ask each of the three men in turn, again in tones of utmost respect, if they wouldn’t mind being present while she was punished and apologise for the unattractiveness of her fat bottom. This latter entreaty in isolation would have been enough to bring her to tears, attacking as it did, her vanity from one of the deepest roots of her insecurity; like many young women of her age she had a particular sensitivity regarding the size and shape of her bottom and in truth her recent inactivity had resulted in a significant increase in the curvature of that region.

				She had to stand at one end of the table and bend smartly at the waist, her torso prone, and reach out along its length with both arms outstretched. To either side ostentatious bone china was accompanied by crested silver utensils and held the half-eaten remnants of a most satisfying meal. To her left, and less than half a metre beyond the point at which her head lay, one plate remained untouched and would remain so, awaiting one woman’s contrite acceptance of punishment and a brace of signatures on a formality of documentation. They had arranged her to lie so as to face that plate; she couldn’t take her eyes off its mocking contents.

				The doctor drew her hand back, up and behind her right shoulder, her braced stance stretching her hip-hugging knee length black leather skirt, causing a series of horizontal rippled shadows to flow across the front of her thighs and the under-hang of her buttocks where the fabric was stressed. In one flowing movement her arm extended and her wrist turned backward and outward. For a moment she waited, letting the tension build in her arm, and in the girl’s mind, the cane curving subtly downward along its length under the gentle urging of gravity, such was its plastic man-made flexibility. She was well out of the girl’s eye line, the blinker-like side cheeks of the latter’s bonnet saw to that, she would use that to build on the girl’s apprehension, stretch her nerves to breaking point.

				The first three strokes slashed in with a viciously-repeating quick-fire whip-like snaking action. A rapid triple pistol-crack filled the air but in isolation, not a sound from the girl, beyond a sharp gasp coinciding with the first strike. Her knickers had been left on, they offered little if any protection, but even through the white latex three parallel curving ridges were gaining in prominence, one across the centre of her buttocks, one across their very top and one across the overhang, just above the crease of her thighs. Already angrily-reddened, the colour was developing before their eyes, becoming purplish and revealing the extent to which the whippy-flexibility of that cane had allowed its kiss to extend around the curvature of her bottom.

				The doctor’s thumbs were in the waistband of the girl’s knickers, hurriedly pealing them away from those swelling globes and down the girl’s thighs to hang just below her stocking tops.

				She quickly stood back, simultaneously swinging her arm smoothly back and up, over her shoulder, before, at the extreme of its travel, whipping it back in, the cane curving back on itself as it whistled through the air. There had been no pause this time, she wanted this, the fourth stroke, to slash in as quickly as possible, before the pain of the first three had become fully apparent to the girl. She knew exactly what she was doing; she knew that the immediate effect of a stroke, as viciously applied as any of the first three had been, would initially be a numbness rather than pain per se.

				She had stepped back slightly to slash in this fourth stroke and whipped her wrist forward fractionally before the moment of impact; she wanted to land the very tip of the cane at the centre of one of those fatty cheeks, split the skin, permanently mark the girl.

				The girl had begun to struggle. A strong male hand pressed down on the small of her back, another between her shoulder blades, yet another pair grabbed her wrists.

				The first stroke had taken her breath away, then there had been a throbbing numbness, the next two had landed before she had begun to realise fully the ever- growing agony, the shear utter unbearable agony to come. But now, now! The fourth brought its own momentary numbness before its branding iron burn joined into the building crescendo. The fifth and six were well spaced both in time and positioning. The doctor was allowing for the development time now, expertly guiding the girl beyond anything she had the capacity to withstand; the strokes were being neatly interdigitated, now, between the existing wheals, permanently marking her body and mind in one. She wriggled, struggled, screamed, writhed and begged; it was unbearable yet they made her bear it. And it broke her.

				Of News and Views

				It was the way her expression had changed, the abruptness of it. And it was that lovely smiling nurse, the really pretty one, the one with those wonderfully-smiling twinkling blue eyes and soft, lilting, Devonshire accent. It was the nurse that always wore that special uniform with its jewel-like buttons and their myriad hues, that watch, with its fascinatingly-spiralled rotating face, swinging gently from her breast as she glided about the room. It had been in that lilting tone of hers, all softness and serenity “can I get you anything?”

				She had been standing directly in front of Susan subtly shifting her weight from foot to foot, a dance barely perceptible but enough; the girls gaze had already been captured by the brilliant shards of glittering colour as the collar button of the woman’s uniform caught the light. Susan found herself required to exert substantial effort in order to snap herself out of the daydream she had seemed to have drifted into; as so often when in the presence of this woman she seemed to have been robbed of the very ability to think.

				“I, I, I www ,w,wonder i,if, I m,m, might h,h,have a ,a b,b, book”

				The nurse’s smile had collapsed to an expression not exactly of anger nor of any real irritation but more, almost, of disappointment.

				“A ,a,a, a m,m,magazine t,then or a a,a,n,n,newspaper, p,p,please a,a n,n,newspaper, j,j,just a,a n,n,newspaper, pp,please, i,i,its bbb,been s,so ll,l,long - sob- p,p,please.”

				She had begun to cry, quite pityingly, not really knowing why nor how something as commonplace as a newspaper should have come to grow to such importance.

				At this the hardest of hearts could not have failed to have melted; the nurse’s changing expression again told of the story about to unfold. There had been a return of the smile but now betraying an underlying sadness, even hinting at pity. “Now what could you possibly want with a newspaper you silly girl?”

				She had half expected an answer in the negative, although she was not sure why, but not clothed in terms of such derision nor accompanied by a patronising girlish chortle.

				“B,b,but I,I,I ddon’t n,n know w,w,what’s g,g,going o,o,o on” she protested, desperately trying to retrieve some dignity from the precipice of the childhood tantrum she could feel was fast approaching, struggling to forbid her foot from stamping and her tears from falling.

				A comforting arm was around her shoulders drawing her head to rest on that ample bosom. The words, when they came, were as soft as clouds, words that outside of the context of this institution would surly have provoked the most vigorous of protests from even the most docile of girls.

				“You don’t need to know what is happing out there sweetheart. It has nothing to do with you, you are not out there, you are in here, safely away in an institution”

				“B,b,but I,I,I d,don’t e,even n,know w,w,what d,d,day i, it is. P,p,please ,w,w,what d,day is iii,it, pp,p,please, p,p,please t,t,tell m,m,me.” Despite the nurse’s comforting embrace she had broken down again, all pretence of mature dignity displaced by childhood tears.

				She had already begun to stroke the girl’s forehead with the long fingers of her right hand; those of her left were dextrously unclipping her fob watch from its home on her uniform’s breast pocket, manoeuvring it subtly to catch the light. It had already caught the girl’s attention and it would hold it unerringly, she knew.

				“There, there, now we’ll have no more of that nonsense. That’s a good girl, such a good, good girl. Such lovely, lovely colours going around and around and around, there you are, that’s so much better now, you are being a good girl and good girls always listen to their nurse”

				The weeping had subsided to a gentle snuffle the girl’s features loosing their distorting emotion to slowly take on the very epitome of serenity. “There, there, there, that’s much better, you have been such a silly little girl, that is why you have been so upset isn’t it?”

				“Yes nurse” the voice small, timid and yet calm, surrendered.”

				“you are such a silly girl to worry about such silly, silly, things. You are so, so, safe here, you are so, so, safely all locked away in an institution, well away from all those awful, awful things that go on outside. We keep all those things locked away outside; they have nothing to do with you. You are just an institution girl in an institution, you should not concern yourself with things you can do nothing about and that have nothing to do with you. You don’t need to worry about what day it is; it has nothing to do with you. You mustn’t concern yourself with it. You are safely away from all that in an institution. When you think about the awful, awful, things out there you are helping them to get in, to get to you. Those thoughts come to you, that awful panic, the dizziness, the head aches the fainting.

				You can feel it happening now, can’t you? You can feel the panic now; you can feel your head beginning to throb, can’t you?”

				“Yes, nurse”. The voice had changed; there was a note of distress, of pleading, to it.

				The girl was sweating profusely now, an expression of fear and pain crossing her pretty features. She was learning her lesson now, learning to try to shut out all those thoughts and memories pertaining to her old world, the world beyond the institution’s walls, steel bars and security grilles.

				Ms Soames and the doctor had done much with the girl even before she had been brought here, some fine work indeed. In truth the girl had come into her hands already well hobbled and restricted.

				Although security bars, walls and locked doors all had their role, and it would take many, many repetitions of today’s tableau, in the end it would be she who would be the arbiter of the girl’s true confinement.

				Externally were all the physical trappings of imprisonment. Internally, and still only partially constructed, were more covert structures of restraint and confinement; in time the girl’s mind would carry the subtle chains of her psychological imprisonment.

				She was to construct a prison within a prison for this girl, that was the task entrusted her. It was work, that was all; she had no pity for her. They were all the same, her type, prettily-pouting spoilt princesses. She was just another spoilt brat placed in her hands to be tamed; it was just work, but for such sweet reward.

				Retrospection, Reflection and Repercussions

				Susan sat, waited, her future mapped out before her as on some Möbius-strip treadmill of futility, tedium and repetition. Just what had the woman been talking about? It was none of her affair? Nothing to do with her? She would have liked to have felt indignant, to have experienced anger, that at least would have represented some semblance of normality. In the event there was only dismay, an overwhelming urge to weep and a strange logic-defying inner belief that, in some manner, the woman was correct.

				If only she were more confident, not given to these ridiculous bouts of uncontrollable weeping. If only she were not hamstrung by a stammer that, despite the best efforts of her therapist, was clearly worsening daily.

				If only she had the fortitude, the strength. If only she hadn’t signed that form; she was no longer a test subject, a guinea pig, she was a voluntary psychiatric patient. What were the implications of that?

				If only she had refused, but they’d had that cane there, there had been her future to consider and then there had been that wonderful steaming roast dinner just sitting there before her, waiting, practically under her nose. The smell, that delicious smell, that gorgeous smell; she could almost taste it, even in recall, it had been so close, so, so close. She had had to make a decision and she just couldn’t make decisions, not just not that, not there and then, she needed help, guidance.

				And then there had been the second caning, just for having hesitated. Of course she had hesitated; the documentation hadn’t made sense. The deferment form for the university, the part about starting in the second semester, ‘February of the year following’, it hadn’t made any sense; she had already had her entry deferred until the second semester.

				If she had been in residence here for over a month then they were already in the new-year. Then, there had been the voluntary patient committal form, this definitely hadn’t tied up with the deferment date and, what was more, it covered a period of six months, not the three months she had initially registered for as a research subject.

				When she had tried to query these inconsistencies she had been rebuked for talking before being spoken to first. The doctor had become angry, lecturing her about wasting every one’s time again, telling her that it was a standard committal form and that she was to sign it and that was all there was to it.

				There were to be no more questions. She had simply been told that she was to be under the doctor’s discipline until such a time that she started her university course; there was to be no argument about it, it was just how it was.

				It had been so unfair; that she had been punished so just because she had been unable to make up her mind, that she had had to suffer the pain, the bitter humiliation so, so, unfair. Of course she had had to sign, there would have been many, many, more strokes of that cane had she not, she had been in no doubt about that.

				But why hadn’t she signed sooner? Why had she been so stupid, why had she delayed, held back, for so long, too long?

				That wonderful roast dinner, sitting there, taunting her with its aromatic promise of flavours and textures almost beyond her imagining.

				Those thick slices of juicy brown-red beef, the golden sizzling slice of Yorkshire pudding, the steaming Brussels sprouts and oozing thick brown gravy. Oh why, why had she even hesitated? She had taken too long, it had all gotten cold, too cold to eat, they had said so.

				That lovely, lovely meal, how she had broken down when the nurse had taken it away; she had been a good girl, she had signed all the documents they’d wanted her to and still they had taken it away. How cruel they were, how cruel they all were. Now she was back to those bowls of tasteless porridge, those tepid white drinks.

				Then again, what now of her future? She had been assigned to join an experimental trial, what had they called it, the protocol? The workhouse protocol? Yes, that was it; they said they were going to place her in the workhouse...

				But what did that mean?

				And then they had said they wanted her to see their dentist, an orthodontist. Why? What for? Certainly, the nurse had taken a quick look at her teeth, but what would she know, a nurse, and apparently a gynaecological specialist at that! She had always had regular checkups; there had never been any mention of a problem with her teeth, bar a few minor fillings. What was that all about, what was any of it about?

				Where did she go from here, what could she do about her step mother while she was stuck in this place? What had happened to Aunt Julia? Where was her doctor? What was going to become of her...?

				She wept and waited, waited and wept, what else could she do...?

			

		

	
		
			
				Glossary

				At home - A rather archaic term meaning an expected, planned and scheduled reception of visitors at one’s home by invitation.

				Bloomers - Used as above in some cases here. Wide, loose trousers gathered at the knee and formerly worn by women and girls as an athletic costume. Girls’ underpants of similar design. Named after Amelia Jenks Bloomer (1818-1894), feminist reformer (USA)

				Brussels sprouts - The small, cabbage-like heads of Brassica oleracea gemmifera, cooked and eaten as a vegetable.

				Coal scuttle - A receptacle for coal usually kept at a fireside with the appearance of a cylindrical or truncated cone shaped bucket with an open slanted top

				Corselet - Sometimes spelt corselette. An old fashioned woman’s lightweight foundation garment comprising a brassiere and girdle combined in a single garment, sometimes incorporating suspenders.

				Diaper - Nappy

				Gymslip - A sleeveless tunic once worn by English school girls as part of their uniform. The USA Jumper definition is probably the best guide to what is meant here, though: A one-piece, sleeveless dress, or a skirt with straps and a complete or partial bodice, perhaps bib-like, usually worn over a blouse by women and children.

				Jumper - See gymslip

				Knickers - (Here used fairly interchangeably with pants panty or panties or even, on occasion, bloomers) women’s underwear. British Informal. a woman’s or girl’s short-legged underpants.

				Napkin - An abbreviation for sanitary napkin, a pad of absorbent material, as cotton, worn by women during menstruation to absorb the uterine flow

				Pad - Panty liner, a more modern slim-line or low profile version of the old fashioned Sanitary napkin or towel.

				Pants (Rather than trousers) - An abbreviation for panties, i.e. women’s underwear.

				Skivvy - A female servant, particularly one charged with undertaking more menial tasks.

				Speculum - A speculum is a device designed to gently open up the vagina or anus for examination.

				Tampon - A plug of absorbent material, typically inserted into the vagina during menstruation to absorb blood or secretions.

				Towel - An absorbent cloth or paper for wiping and drying something wet here used as an abbreviation for sanitary towel, British : sanitary napkin.

				Urethral Sound - Occasionally, sond. A smooth medical instrument designed to enlarge the urethra. In a non-medical setting they can provide for highly pleasurable stimulation

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				(A spanked and caned heiress, stern stepmother, domineering aunt, discipline, institutional punishment caning, spanking & unethical experimental psychology)

				Someone once said that social roles are to some extent the shapers of our personality and vice versa.  But what if only one role is left open to be played - what then?  In any particular situation one adapts so as to follow the path of least resistance. One might say that the substance morphs so as to best fit the mould; in its turn, a construct of social expectation and wrapped tightly around a core of sociologically-conditioned, stereotypical thought.  

				Here, in the present scenario, one half of that equation is fixed and, furthermore, the outcome has been multiplied a thousand fold by the natural predilections of one of the groups of protagonists.  One has to take into account that the women staffing the institution depicted herein were handpicked for their roles because of - rather than despite of - predilections and tendencies that, on the surface of it, should have disqualified each and every one of them from ever holding any supervisory position involving teenage girls, let alone one in which they would have carte blanch to devise rules, restrictions, regulations…and punishments.

				For the other half of the equation therefore - those poor unfortunates that in one way or another have been persuaded, convinced, coerced or otherwise to volunteer as candidates for what had been billed as “an interesting, challenging and financially rewarding opportunity to participate in a unique residential experimental-psychology study and exploration into the human psyche” - there is only one pathway left open, one role to play.  For our hapless young subjects, in   one way or the other, that role is that of prisoner - or, at best, psychiatric patient.  Accordingly they bow to authority - we are, after all, the role that we play and nothing else.  

				This, then, is situational attribution - that is: behaviour dependent on socially conditioned and anticipated role-play.  It is the very foundation of what, to my mind at least, is an absolutely essential story element, whether it be a tale of science fiction, a swashbuckling historical romance or, as here, a tale of strict discipline, corporal punishment, psychological manipulation and the cynical exploitation of vulnerable and nubile young ladies - plausibility. 

				Let’s Play Catch Up

				Following on from the events depicted in Institutionalised: Beyond the Stanford Experiment, the first in this series, in this, the second volume, we continue with our unashamedly voyeuristic exploration of the trials and tribulations of our two heroines, Susan Stringer and Lavinia Vitesse, as each is led ever deeper into her own personalised nightmare at the hands of the nurses and psychologists that populate the privately run and funded residential experimental psychology unit wherein each is presently housed – a place as secure as any prison and itself housed deep within the bowels of  the secure psychiatric wing of a secluded and discreet private medical facility.  

				 Ostensibly in service to the furtherance of the science of psychology, it has become increasingly apparent, as their story has progressed, that each girl’s continuing incarceration is in actuality as much due to the whim and manipulation of her respective stepmother or guardian as anything else.   

				Although at this point in the proceedings neither girl knows anything of the other’s existence, they have much in common: Each has volunteered to take part in a long-term residential clinical trial, involving an aspect of psychological experimentation.  Each, although having signed up at a different time, several months apart in fact, was initially attracted as much by the promise of help and support with her psychological problems – real or imaginary - as by the prospect of the substantial financial reward waiting at the end of the tunnel, so to speak. 

				Yet this is not the end of the coincidences that have ruled these two young women’s lives thus far:  

				Susan Stringer - blonde and pretty with ringlets framing her face and bouncing on her forehead – bookish and retiring, yet somehow entertaining pretensions to the acting profession – she had ever been the archetypal daddy’s girl.  Was it surprising then that, having been pampered to within an inch of her life by her doting father after the death of her mother, she should have become a somewhat petulant little miss, a real princess of overindulgence. 

				Having been forced to endure her beloved father’s protracted degeneration and eventual demise, the blame for which she unhesitatingly laid squarely in the hands of her stepmother, a haughty young woman half his age, young Susan,  barely seventeen at the time, had been left shattered and deeply vulnerable.  

				Throughout his illness, having few living relatives, the friendship and support she had received had come by way of a rather unexpected channel - one of her stepmother’s closest friends in fact.  From the very first day that her father had been diagnosed as terminal this soft-spoken if somewhat overbearing middle-aged woman had taken charge, tucking her firmly under her wing. 

				Encouraged from the outset to consider the woman her ‘aunt’, as time went by she had gradually become more and more dependent on her - and the woman more and more controlling of her.  By the time of her father’s final departure, this clever, calculating, manipulative woman - a certain Ms Julia Soames - had practically taken over every day-to-day decision in Susan’s young life.  It was throughout this period that Susan’s complex array of psychological problems first began to surface: At first it was just a mild form of agoraphobia.  Then she had developed hopeless bouts of indecision, sometimes even over such simple matters as what to wear for the day.  Such bouts invariably led to panic attacks if left unresolved - but again, ‘Aunt’ Julia had always been there, ever-ready to take up the slack.  ‘Aunt’ Julia could always be replied upon to step in and make the necessary decisions for her, only too happy to go rummaging through her informally adopted niece’s wardrobe and chest of drawers and throw together a suitable outfit for her.

				It was also through this period that, encouraged by Ms Soames, Susan had first begun to seek professional help.  Again it was Ms Soames who had come up with the solution and soon a psychologist acquaintance of hers had duly been brought in to the girl’s life.  

				 Come the day of her father’s funeral and Julia Soames’s kind offer of a place of respite - somewhere far removed from her torturous home life and the ever deteriorating relationship between her fractious stepmother and herself - had been gratefully accepted.  At Julia’s insistence, and her doctor’s concurrence, the tussle with her grasping stepmother over her inheritance had been pushed onto the backburner for the time being.   A time would come, she had been promised, when she would be well enough - and then, with her ‘aunt’s’ help, she would take what was rightfully hers.  But for the time being she was told she was to relax, not to trouble her little head nor concern herself over such matters but rather let those around her, who knew better the complexities and pitfalls of the world, “take the decisions, deal with all those bothersome niggling little legal and financial matters that worried her so much and make all the necessary arrangements”.

				And so it came to pass that the blossoming young Susan Stringer found herself packed off to stay with her crutch and saviour and from thereon in to live under her dominion.  Then, of course, some considerable time later - and she, herself, didn’t fully understand why she had done it - she had volunteered as a research subject in the residential medical trial she was presently ensconced in.

				For Lavinia Vitesse, life had previously followed remarkably similar path - at least in that she had, almost without realising it, also been taken under the wing of a rather domineering ‘aunt’ figure.  

				A raven haired and violet eyed beauty, confident and of a rather gregarious nature, nevertheless she too had gradually come to develop certain symptoms of psychological disorder.  She too, like Susan Stringer, had previously found herself under a psychologist’s care.  And, like young Susan, she too had been personally delivered to this place, euphemistically termed the research unit, by her ‘aunt’.

				As for the research carried out here, well it is perhaps best described as a study within a study.  It is about what happens when a hand-picked staff of medically qualified women, chosen for their tendency for assertiveness and for certain sexual predilections pertaining to attractive young women, are given total of control of a research project, itself freed from any ethical constraints.  

				In its turn, the research these women have been put in charge of, ostensibly a two-pronged study designed to probe the development and propagation of phobias and while simultaneously looking at the phenomenon of institutionalisation in long-term patients, could be carried out under no other circumstances than under the privacy and security surrounding the unit.  Such would be the public outcry if the methodology in place here were to become common knowledge that criminal charges would most likely be levied – after all, understanding is being teased, here, from the deliberate induction of the very conditions under study.  As unethical as it is efficacious, it is results, not ethics that those running the scheme are after.

				But hanging still further back, gathered huddled in the shadows, there are those faceless individuals pulling strings and greasing palms with silver - puppeteers having other agenda - to whom certain personally-relevant and specific outcomes are far more important than science, morals, ethics...or the threat of legal ramifications come to that.

			

		

	
		
			
				Punishment, Prologue & Preamble

				(Schoolgirl tawsed, caned in bondage, leather bound with her latex-lined directoire knickers down for a spanking or caning across a whipping horse)

				The lights dim, the atmosphere darkens, then to be tainted with a faintly sooty acridity and the more pungent, stale, legacy of the upturned enamel chamber pot in the foreground. Beneath a tented ceiling of grey roof slates and grubby wooden battening, eave-nested pigeons, cooing their counterpoint to girlish weeping, fall silent as if in mourning for her shattered spirit as, twice more in quick succession, heavy leather clutched jealously in bony hands draws out a whistling arc. It is not the cutting of the stagnant air that stills them, rather it is the scream they have long learned by association to anticipate - and what a long drawn-out process that has been; pigeons are not the cleverest of God’s beasts.

				...Crrrack! Crrraack!

				...Arrrghhh!!!

				A young woman screams; she can hear his ancient laboured wheezing, mummified and dust-dry, behind her, can smell his sweat and feel the brow-shed spray settling on her back like a fine rain of passion.

				He pauses as much to allow for the blaze to spread across her buttocks as to give time for him to regain his own breath; the exertion of swinging the supple, heavy-leather tawse through the sticky, heavy air of the little garret room threatens to finally bring about the coronary that she has so often prayed would one day free her. Elfin and petite, Meredith Hewson, a late-teen child-woman, lies motionless and sobs heart-brokenly; she knows that fateful day won’t be today, it never is.

				How he loves this little room, the reverend farther, the shelter which through the Christian charity of his heart he has so thoughtfully provided the waif. Tucked safely away under the eaves, the tiny steel-barred skylight is its only natural light, the narrow bed and chamber-pot-cum-commode its only furnishings; besides, that is, the thickly-leather-upholstered bench-cum-whipping-horse over which young Meredith is presently thoroughly and very professionally immobilised.

				Neatly-bare arching ballerina’s feet are set widely spread with toes flat on the dusty grubby floorboards and heels hovering above. Calves, finely sculpted by nature in any case, are masterfully finished in perspiration-glossed elastic tension. Thick, broad, red-leather straps encase exquisitely-formed slender ankles. Others run across soft-backed knees and another pair sweep around the very tops of her soft, white, quivering thighs, the uppermost edges of the latter bonds lying obscured in the shadowed heavy-overhang of buttocks perhaps best described as generous but in truth somewhat over-chubby.

				Despite her eighteen years, the puppy fat still lingers; and lingers there, around that peachy behind, most of all.

				Youthful, roundly firm, elastic and resilient, those womanly-full out-swelling buttocks of hers taunt him, drive him and veritably seem to invite the three-tongued kiss of the tawse... and the next and the next...

				She is bent tightly at the waist over the curving lip of the purposely designed whipping-horse or trestle, whereupon a fifteen centimetre wide soft leather band is tightened down securely across the small of her back. The only movement permitted her tautly-rounded, reddened and abused cheeks is to be seen in the rippled-waves of flesh bouncing and reflecting to and fro across each globe as each dances in turn to the rhythmic tattoo of pliant leather most expertly applied.

				Whereas the side against which she stands rises perpendicularly from the floor beneath her abdomen, the far side falls way at some forty-five degrees to the vertical. Thickly, softly padded, the top has reformed its surface as a counterpart to the feminine contours of her torso under the persuasively-secure down-force of a further set of restraints. A band of leather, a full twenty-five centimetres in breadth, runs across her upper back and shoulder blades and holds her there in its uncompromising embrace.

				Her head lies, turned to one side, facing a large ornately-wrought gilt-framed mirror, the latter tilted with apparent carelessness against the attic’s sloping dusty-grey wooden side-beams. Another band of red leather, of a breadth as if chosen to be the measure of her forehead, encircles her hairline, passing just clear of those sweetly-tipped pixie ears; lest she should be distracted from the appreciation that such a passionately-iconic spectacle so richly deserves.

				She lies saintly; a martyr to lust and temptation, to one man’s sexual repression, to an antiquated religious dogma so self-righteously-twisted as to be able to translate and translocate the shame of one onto the blame of another with terrifyingly justified ease. She lies with arms secured back along her sides, broad leather bands encircling slender wrists and elbows and with the crown of her head angled down into the filth of the boards, the fungi-musk scent of dry-rot rising as a bass note to feminine perspiration - and the more metallic lingering relic-tang of his earlier abuse of her person.

				Crrrraack! Yet another slap of the intolerant leather leaves its imprint, the three flesh-tanning tails of the tawse each sharply resolved in bruising red-blue relief. In the reflection before her, the twisted mouth agapes anew in a long and silent scream. A searing white flash blinds her thoughts, shatters further her being and again scatters the shards of personality she still scrabbles to gather to her.

				More tears fall. A muddy grey mire of dust and decayed pigeon droppings, now further diluted, spreads its margins and deepens its incursion into the arid underfoot dirt. Fated to retreat in drying, only the brown tide-ring will remain to one day tell her story - this one and its myriad brethren lying around and about.

				The mental scars run deeper of course, crisscrossing well-rutted through thoughts and memories; ruts worn deeper still and added anew with each abusive act performed upon her - and with the subsequent beating such perversions naturally earned her.

				It wasn’t even sex, not as such, not as she understood it to be. If he could only bring himself to ‘use’ her as nature and God - yes, surely God, even his God - had intended. It would be just as abusive, it would be rape just as certainly; she found the old man repulsive after all.

				And certainly she would earn just punishment for the temptation she presented him just the same - hers was the devil’s flesh, she understood that now - but it would at least be a natural act for all that, not some vile perversion of nature.

				She might then have been left with some semblance of self-respect, some sense of pride in her femininity, at the end of it all. And, yes, perhaps she might even be granted some modicum of relief from that eternally nagging frustration that accompanied her every waking moment, and her dreams too; those twisted phallic-daemon landscapes from which, pursued by yearning, she would again and again be chased, slithering sand drenched in sweat, back into the darker reality of that dingy little attic and the unending hours of enforced Bible study - all that she might be purged of her sin.

				And she would be purged of sin in a different way too, before his every visit. She was no stranger to the enema bag’s nozzle, of having to lie facedown on top of the little bed with knees drawn tightly up and buttocks pushed invitingly skyward, the latter naturally parted by the enforced position, yet parted further still by the latex-gloved hands of his housekeeper.

				Crrraaack! He has switched sides, the strike lands across the opposite buttock cheek; the silent cry comes again dryly in her throat, little more than a hoarse squeak now. She is cried-out now, finished, yet the beating continues; it has to, it is an exorcism more than a mere punishment. And he has to exorcise the devil from the two of them, drive out the beast from within himself as much as from within the miscreant lying before him.

				Always he keeps one eye tilted skyward, towards the roof beams above; he is, after all, a man of the cloth, he knows well the symbolism of the roof, the symbolism of charity, that which covers a multitude of sins. His other can’t avoid view of the origin of several of those sins; he has violated her there, mere moments before, and his thick seed trickles now from between those deliciously fleshy peach-mooned buttocks. Yet, if there should be some penalty, a penance demanded, then it is she who must pay.

				It is the girl who must be punished for the possession of that puckered rosebud, surely the devil’s-embellishment, that it should have driven such insane lust into God’s own servant. And this it had, time and again, demanding that she be chastised time and again; those once perfectly flawless globes were now marked and marred by countless strappings, canings and horsewhippings, just as that rosebud, set between, stretched and distorted by countless repeated and persistent violations, seemed plundered of the dewy youthful innocent freshness it once possesed.

				Whhhoosh! She cringes in her bonds, nerves tearing, shredding, expectantly waiting the impact, the strike that never comes.

				WWhooosh! Whhhoosh! Whhhoooossh! The stagnant, heavy atmosphere is rendered asunder again and again and again, the three leather tails forcing still-air through turbulently split and twisted paths and each offering up its own whistling overtone to the diabolical aural assault; these are mere practice swings, nothing more.

				Time and time again her buttocks tense, attractively dimpling. She tugs impotently at her bonds, her eyes squeezing tightly shut as if she might cower unseen behind their wrinkled screening.

				Behind her, unseen, he is pirouetting around with surprising agility and a lightness of foot belying his age. He is exploring the cramped space beneath the tent of angled roof timbers with the tawse’s backswing, seeking to best accommodate its arcing envelope, striving to optimise the degree of freedom in its wielding and maximise the inertia imparted to the flailing leather.

				Whhoosh! Whhhoooossh! Whwhooosh! Still more practice strokes: He is twisting his body, shifting his weight from foot to foot and swinging the leather strap first this way and then that, forehand then backhand then forehand again, exploring ever-broadening sweeping arcs and looking for all the world like some daemonic tennis professional.

				Her nerves are stretched to their tensile limit, fraying, splitting, failing - she cries now as she never has before, screams her near-silent squeaking, hoarse, scream as if in pain beyond the mere psychological, as if each blow were indeed landing. This is a procedure he runs through at practically every such session; over time this singular brand of psychological torture has done more to break her to his will then almost anything else, more even than having to satisfy his filthy housekeeper’s perverted lusts.

				For an infinitesimally short, infinitely long, heavily-pregnant moment there is silence - all is still, deathly still... then... then...

				The moment is irreversibly shattered: Ccrrraack! Crraaack! Cer,rrraack! Cerrr,rrraack!!! Forehand, backhand, forehand, backhand. Right buttock, left buttock, right buttock, left buttock: a never-ending staccato rain of flesh-searing pistol shots, going on and on and on... Her eyes are wide open now, bulging, her mouth gaping in eternal mindlessly-soul-wrenching scream.

				He is shouting now, raging and hollering in punctuated rhythm, red-faced, demented by anger, a strange anger, an anger born of confused and displaced guilt.

				“Unholy slut! Harlot! Devil-spawned temptress of filth...”

				Cerr,raack! Cerra,aack! Crrrrraack! Cerrr,rrraack!: forehand, backhand, forehand, backhand. Sheets of blinding pain flash across her eyes in jagged electric-white bolts - unimaginable pain, pain beyond enduring. Then slowly, ever so slowly, cruelly slowly, the diabolical suffering he is inflicting begins to recede, fading along with his accusing, cussing voice. All is swirling about her, spiralling down into the welcoming arms of the abyss and the long-promised safety of the darkness. She is losing consciousness, blacking out as she has so many times before, so very many times, blacking out...blacking out... blacking... out...

				A Telephone Rings and Dice are Cast

				The scene changes and time passes - now sun-lit, the mood lightens: A baronial drawing-room, panelled in oak and scented with white lilies: A woman stands in a floating breeze-blown cloud of sea-green chiffon before a massive Arts and Crafts fireplace, one eye on her reflection in the mirror mounted above. Lithe, statuesque and leaning nonchalantly by her left elbow against the mantel, she has a telephone handset pressed to her ear on that side and a 1930s bakelite telephone balanced precariously on the upturned palm of her right hand, her right elbow resting on her hip - the impression formed is of some living art-deco bronze. It is an impression further crystallised by her bobbed hair; having long forsaken modernity, preferring instead to become the absolute epitome of 1922. The potential for severity in the latter styling is eased by the deceptively-casual dark brown fronds lying in carefully arranged ringlets on her forehead and ears.

				Placing the telephone on the mantelshelf she toys playfully with the handset’s braided brown cotton flex, twirling it back and forth between the forefinger and thumb of her now freed right hand, her poise betraying the unmistakable inheritance of aristocracy, old-money flowing where others have blood. Beyond her, the winter sunlight beams, dusty-fanned in a multitude of hues, through stained glass depictions of fantastical Arthurian hunting scenes - the sweeping bay-window oversees the snow-dusted garden, the cliff-tops and, finally, the sea, the Solent; that narrow channel separating the gentile, lost-age world of the Isle of Wight from the mainland Hampshire coast.

				How often the most miniscule and context-deprived fragments of conversation, mere snippets half-heard and caught perhaps in passing by, are disproportionately empowered to mislead and to arouse distrust where none was founded. Then again, on occasion it happens that an office or drawing room door left carelessly ajar lends substance to airy conjecture, fleshes-out the bones of long-held suspicion. Perhaps it is a contextless one sided remnant, muffled by soft furnishings, plush Asian rugs and heavily-hanging tapestries. Perhaps it is an early middle-aged woman, telephone handset held preciously in her manicured hand, her voice cultured, educated and self assured.

				“...Yes, yes, I quite agree...”Aha...quite...yes, initially for three months, you say?...Oh, yes, definitely, I’d jump at the chance! The girl can join her cousin there...a few years? Would that be possible? ...Hmm, years you say!”

				A smile sweeps across her lips and sweetens her cheeks into apple-ripe plumpness; unseen yet implied in her voice and encoded in her intonation her positivity is read with clarity at the far end of the line - her caller, encouraged apparently, responds accordingly.

				“...A few years, you were saying? How many years, exactly? ...Well, in principle, yes, just so long as I can be assured of regular feedback...Oh, you know: video recordings, written reports, that sort of thing - I’m sure you can use your imagination as to the sort of thing that would be my cup of tea, so to speak.... Aha, aha,...Why yes, yes of course!... No, not really; I completely understand the ‘no visitors’ rule, really I do: that is exactly why I would want regular reports to be sent to me - with the utmost discretion, of course.”

				The woman’s sigh is impatient and clearly is interpreted by her caller as requiring further clarification. To the distant casual eavesdropper the earpiece seems to cackle and crackle in a high-pitched, parrot-screech travesty of speech, the intelligence eroded by distance - but the tone of concern travels intact.

				Tut-tutting to herself, the woman is swift to parry her caller’s fears: “I think I have grasped a clear enough impression of your rationale by now. A cosy little group of young ladies, kept completely out of contact with the outside world, totally isolated in every way in fact: Its that concept of yours again - ‘total immersion’, I believe you called it last time we spoke...

				No I hadn’t realised that the ‘no talking’ rule had been extended to include the dormitory area. What wonderful discipline, quite delicious - all those chatty teenagers, each surrounded by other girls of her own age and yet all sitting in isolated, brow-beaten silence...Yes, quite... just like Cistercian nuns, but with the fear of the cane and the strap to replace their religious conviction... I positively love it!”

				A giggle momentarily interrupts her flow: there is a self-conscious, almost self-apologetically nervous edge to it.

				“...Yes, hypothetically speaking, I can well imagine that there would be a danger of certain long-term psychological... complications, shall we say, arising if a girl was to remain under such a regime as you have described over the sort of timescale that you are talking about. Again, hypothetically speaking, one could well imagine it possible that a certain personality type, if made privy, would derive a certain...frisson from all of that - and from reading the psychiatric reports in particular.”

				Bringing her hand to her mouth and balling her fingers into a fist she stifles a markedly excited cough, her cheeks a little too coloured now for her comfort; as might tell of one having inadvertently spoken just a little too freely.

				“Sorry about that, a bit of a frog in the old throat I’m afraid...Now where were we?”

				The handset again buzzes like an irritated electronic gnat in her ear.

				“...Well, what can I say? A little bit of discipline will do the child the world of good. But tell me...these uniforms you spoke of before, what do they consist of exactly? Really, what, on a girl of her age? How marvellous, what a sight!

				But you do realise, don’t you’ that she would be old enough to marry - if circumstances were different, you understand...Oh my God! How the little strumpet’s going to love that - I don’t think...No, no, no objection at all. It was just the thought of, of...Well, they’re virtually young women at that age, aren’t they - and to imagine that you have them there, under lock and key and dressed like that! How clever, how utterly, utterly splendid!”

				Again that nervous cough of hers has come to the rescue - her next thought goes unspoken; and if overheard, who knows the consequences. But how easy it is, given all that we have eavesdropped on so far, to imagine something along the lines of ...

				“To think of that little harlot, dressed like that - oh my God! And kept under corporal punishment? Perhaps stood in the corner, like some schoolchild with her hands on her head - no, better...with a dunce’s cap on her head, far more apt - and with half-a-dozen tram-lines burning across that chubby behind of hers to boot...oh my God...OH MY GOD!!”

				Perhaps the true sentiment, whatever it might have been, is better left unspoken - some things are all the more interesting for being left to conjecture.

				But whether conjecture and reality be related or not, if we were now to have the temerity to peer around that heavy oak-panelled door or through the gap between its substantial hinges, we might well see her shuffling awkwardly away from the open fire, cheeks burning as red as the coals that provide for the supposed source of her discomfiture and telltale beads of perspiration coalescing on her brow and just beginning to meander down.

				“My apologies - that frog again - it must be the weather. One does try to keep the old pile heated but there are all those drafts everywhere one goes - you know how it is with these old places. Anyway, I digress: It goes without saying that first and foremost I will have to consult with my legal advisors, just to clarify things vis-a-vie control of the trust fund and the running of the company, that sort of thing. But otherwise, legal stumbling blocks notwithstanding, what you are proposing promises to be a perfect conclusion to the business. Yes a most apt conclusion and - not meaning to suggest any impropriety, if you get my meaning - a mutually satisfactory one at that, I would imagine... Wonderful, I’ll get back to you on that point just as soon as I have clarified the legal ramifications...”

				A foot has nudged closed the door; we hear no more save indistinct low murmurings propagated soggily through dense tapestry and heavy-oak panelling. Life is so often like that; the most salient points are so often those frustratingly left in most need of interpretation and clarification. Therein lays the root of uncertainty - ever the bane of the eavesdropper.

				All Safe and Sound: Hospital Bed Bondage

				Once more, the scene shifts, but now the time remains the same: This room is brightly lit, dazzlingly lit - as bright and white as heaven itself. This, though, is anything but paradise. Amidst the aseptically-perfumed bare functionality, typifying a hospital ward, a pretty and petite elfin teenage girl stirs - tawny hair all tousled and bed-headed, lips full yet petulant. A young woman to whom, at this moment, life is even less certain and to whom reality has never been harder to grasp.

				At this moment in time all she is certain of is that she is uncertain - in equal measure, both as to her location and her circumstances. Or at least she thinks she is uncertain; for although at some level she is sure she has never been here before, some part of her acknowledges a certain spark of familiarity - and that is a sinister flame indeed that it seeks to ignite.

				It is a strange and terrible world indeed that greets young Meredith Hewson’s awakening. The last thing she can remember is being with him, in his hands, under his strap - the pain, the unendurable pain, but now...

				...White! All white! Everything! Everything is white! White curtains are drawn around the bed, a common-or-garden bar-sided tubular framed hospital bed, albeit with its chromed sidebars and grey metallic framework safely sheaved in a protective covering of soft matte-white padded plastic.

				Through sleep-bleared eyes and blinked-back tears the ceiling above defies focus, a depthless, pitiless, expanse of nothing. A glance to the left and the right provides little beyond a glimpse of featureless walling and an obtusely-viewed misty day-white rectangle, perhaps a metre or so to her left, the window somehow reassuring by its presence.

				Throughout the night she had been tossing and turning fitfully, her head swinging left and right then left again, back and forth across the pillow, leaving trickles of saliva behind as traces of her distress upon the soft latex pillowcase - the rubber-padded PVC neck-brace, presently constraining her movement, had been placed on her only after some hours, purely as a precautionary measure. Soaked in sweat, the rivulets trickling down and pooling beneath the latex bed-covers, from time to time her dark brown eyes would startlingly snap open like surprised roller blinds, gazing wide and uncomprehending from beneath curling dark lashes before, just as suddenly, disappearing behind defensively collapsing eyelids. Then slowly, ever so slowly, those lids had lifted again, fluttering, flickering, uncertain, those big velvet-brown eyes swinging back and forth and scanning for any hint, any clue that might separate dream from wakefulness; the apparent normality of the situation seemingly too abnormal to fit her rationale of reality.

				Now, leaning over and across from the right-hand side of the bed, from the patient’s perspective, a nurse flashes a friendly and reassuring smile, welcoming yet also tainted mildly with concern. A hospital nurse, a quite conventional, quite normal hospital nurse, her white plastic apron softly crinkling over the perfect polyester-white of the button-fronted uniform dress beneath:

				“Welcome back, sweetheart.” The young nurse’s words are like treacle and whispered in consideration of her patient’s patently alarmed state.

				“...Wha...wha...where?”

				“It’s all okay, honey...everything’s all right now; we’ll look after you. You’re in hospital, dear. And it’s a very special hospital - you’re so lucky to have been brought here. You’ll be quite safe here, quite safe now. Quite, quite safe....”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Unfurling The Backdrop

				(In a private prison-like asylum, a girl in a humiliating green striped school uniform dress or prison uniform and latex knickers kneels hypnotised before a domineering woman in a strict nurse’s uniform - a rattan cane lies threateningly nearby)

				At Mary’s Private Psychiatric Nursing Hospital hadn’t always been quite so luxuriously appointed. Indeed, even though keen to describe itself as a ‘Private Retreat and Spa’ on both its promotional literature and signage, in deference to its more publicity-sensitive residents, if stripped bare of its more recently appointed trappings something of the oppressive foreboding of the Victorian asylum still survived.

				Standing nestled within an encircling network of Italianesque gardens and cosily blanketed on all sides by dense conifer forest, the great house had been erected some one and a quarter kilometres from even the most minor of public thoroughfares. As if even this level of isolation had been deemed insufficient to its builders, the privacy of its surrounds were further safeguarded behind, not one, but two high perimeter walls of stone and brick, nested one inside the other and separated by fully half a kilometre of open ground, the latter put to grass and kept neatly manicured by the grazing of sheep.

				Laid out around a courtyard square, with a prison-like arched wooden gate to the fore and a clock tower guarding the rear, there was a self-enclosing quality to the structure, a hunched defensiveness to it that engendered a sense of an edifice that was in some sense ashamed of its own existence. To the Victorian mind, though, the place had been constructed just as an asylum should be - secure...very secure. It had been built from the foundations up with every stone, every brick, every heavy-iron door and every iron reinforcing rod placed with but one purpose - to securely and permanently separate the bad from the good, the insane from the ‘normal’.

				To the sensibilities of the day it was that permanency of separation that had been of the greatest importance. Little serious thought had been given over to rehabilitation - for such patients as were to be held in this place, indefinite detention was the norm. It was a colony for the mentally defective, the weak of mind, the easily lost and the simply forgotten.

				Architecturally, an eccentric and surreal take on the, then contemporarily prevalent, neo-Gothic style and with a seemingly random pinch of the newfangled Arts and Crafts movement thrown in for good measure; it had been saddled with more than its fair share of criticism over the ages. Indeed, the edifice had done well to have survived past the end of the 19th century, let alone the subsequent two world wars and the sociological and financial upheavals since.

				Of course the external structure had been influenced to some extent by the internal layout, itself informed by the building’s function: the complex was as prison-like in form as a Victorian asylum was in function. Even in its day, barely had construction begun before it had been labelled as grotesque and condemned as architectural heresy.

				Yet it had defied that criticism, stood up to the Kaiser and to Hitler, not to mention the avaricious attentions of generations of property developers. Those very features that had vouchsafed Victorian society’s ill-treatment of the mentally infirm, those very things that had drawn vociferous calls to have it pulled down - even in that age - had ensured its survival through the more enlightened times of the early 20th-century. The security grilles, barred windows and the labyrinthine passageways that had been intended to confuse the would-be escapee, gave admirable service throughout two world wars in protecting society from foreign nationals, fifth columnists and the like.

				Between the wars - and with the possibility of further upheaval never far from the politician’s mind - little was deemed necessary by way of architectural adaptation. The building was pressed into use as a repository for ‘sensitive documents’ and the like, although notoriety was still never far from its door - certain rumours abounded, even then, regarding the whereabouts of certain ‘politically-active’ undesirables.

				Post-1945 and the house again became a repository - now to hold the currency of the Cold War, Britain’s nuclear secrets, the insanity of mutually assured destruction - now the insane really were running the asylum.

				Time passed and, irony of ironies, that architectural quirkiness itself, so derided in its time, now earned it acclaim. Amidst near universal admiration came new calls, this time for rehabilitation and restoration. Private money flowed and the public’s will was done: the hospital had turned for circle, from addressing the mental health concerns of a bygone age to those of the age of celebrity.

				Reopened in the mid-1970s as a rehabilitation clinic, - a retreat for the rich, famous and infamous alike - it quickly became as well known for its jealously guarded freedom from the prying lenses and pens of the paparazzi as for any efficacy in weaning the pampered rich from their pharmacological pacifiers.

				Yet as much as immediately behind its frontage, thickly clad in ivy and in Virginia creeper, the place had been rehabilitated - its gardens re-landscaped, its winding passageways re-rooted and its interior reappointed - there were areas that had been left un-retouched.

				Here and there were secret places, places buried deep and thought uneconomical to restore; areas thought best left to the eternal shuffling footsteps of inmates past, the creaking of leather and canvas, the rust-iron groan of old hinges and to the night-echoes of phantom babbling. Here were catacombs of antique psychiatry, long believed to have been filled in and blocked off for all time. Here were the guts, the rotted entrails, of an establishment slated, even in the unenlightened times of its creation, for the unorthodox and often unethical treatment meted out in the name of science. Here once festered a breeding ground of ill-treatment. From here once had issued a stench of notoriety, so pungent that by rights it should have spelt out the institution’s death knell right there and then.

				Yet it is that which still survives down here in subterranean solitude - that part of it which still lives on - hidden deep within these bowels, far from the smiling celebrity-greeting facade above - that is of most concern to us today.

				This, then, is where much of our tale shall play out, here in these dark places, or rather supposed dark places - for it is the white plastic and electroluminescent scientific modernity of today’s research methods that have now come to dominate this secret realm.

				Many original architectural features have been retained, albeit refitted as befits the modern psychiatric enlightenment - but it would seem there has been something more inherited then just those physical elements. There is an atmosphere here; one could almost describe it as a presence.

				There is some sinister remnant of the impropriety of the institution’s history still haunting these convoluted passageways. It is embodied in the unearthly silence, in the identical ranks of securely-locked doors, in the stern no-nonsense aspect of the nurses - each confidently resplendent in her crisply-rustling uniform dress, starched cap and apron. Most of all, though, it is embodied in the frightened, cowed, attitude of the ‘volunteers’; those young women they consider to be their ‘patients’...and treat accordingly.

				It would be easy enough to explain it away by simply stating that something of the spirit of the place has somehow infiltrated the researchers and the work they carry out down here - but the truth is in actuality simpler still. It all comes down to wealth, greed and the corruption bred by carte blanche power.

				It is an unethical world that has been crafted, down here. One crafted through an equally unethical experiment in psychology, privately funded and quite deliberately allowed to run amok. Under such circumstances, would it be any wonder if money were to change hands? Would it be so surprising to find within this frontier-stretching framework of experimental psychology, certain facilities being pressed into service in furthering certain...aims, shall we say, certain aims with roots well outside the remit of science; personal aims, financial aims perhaps?

				This is the world now inhabited by our two young heroines, Susan Stringer and Lavinia Vitesse, two blameless young women who have each somehow been coerced into volunteering to become research subjects here;. Albeit that quite some significant expanse of time separates their arrivals, both have come to be here through broadly similar pathways and both are effectively filling a ‘breather’ between school and university while at the same time hoping to top up their coffers in preparation. Perhaps more importantly, at least as regards their present situation, both have long been embroiled in separate power struggles with their respective guardians - tussles presently ongoing now without their participation...and proceeding somewhat more smoothly in their absence.

				Yes, here are two very different young women, yet whose lives have been, for the main part, following pathways running surprisingly parallel...no, not so much parallel - the commonality is too great - perhaps converging would be closer to the truth. For the present, it is sufficient to say that these two now have more in common than they ever had before - like other ‘volunteer’ subjects that have gone before them, they now share in the knowledge that it is not going to be quite so easy to leave this little project as it had been to join!

				A Woman Broods, a Woman Plots...

				The woman’s face shimmers in rasterised, flickering white, grey and green, her glasses displaying the reflected image of a young woman framed within the confines of the screen before her, horizontal bars of colour sporadically drifting downwards, on occasion tearing into herringbone patterning.

				The slightly smug, self-satisfied smile that had been playing around her lips is fading fast now, a tight lipped irritated aspect is developing; she has barely replaced the telephone handset before she is reaching for it again, her right hand prodding the tortoiseshell bridge of her glasses further up onto her nose as she does so, tut-tutting to herself with no little irritation at the senseless obedience to the capitalist faith that has lent so much emphasis to the pleasing of commercial aesthetics as to have almost completely failed functional design. Such dereliction could never be said of the good doctor; ever the classically self-healing physician, her obsessive tendencies have guided - other times plagued - her career path from her earliest student days. In this woman, obsessive-compulsive was no longer a disorder, rather it had been long ago harnessed and put to use.

				Seconds later and she is tutting again, now in frustration; the rhythmic repeating purring coo-coo-coo of the busy tone once again has once again shielded the IT manager from her wrath. She strikes the screen with an angry side-swipe; it rocks and quivers on its stand and the image again stabilises. “Until the next time” she mutters under her breath and cranes forwards over her keyboard, her left hand flowing across the keys, her right continuing to fidget with her glasses, a long deep red manicured nail clicking every few seconds against their frames, echoed on occasion by a quietly seething exhalation, sharpened in its passage through teeth not yet clenched...not quite at any rate, not as yet.

				The screen blanks out momentarily, then flickers, before settling down to display what at first sight would appear to be an alternatively angled shot of the previous scene; even to the more observant it would take a long lingering second glance to reveal the differences. This girl, a frothed and beribboned non-person in green and white stripes, the only colour to be seen bobbing in a near featureless ocean of white, differs both in position and posture from that of the previous, the detailed and carefully executed uniformity of the two girl’s appearances crafting the illusion of a disconcertingly-sudden spatial-shift.

				This is an overhead view, though several alternative viewing angles are available at the depression of a single key or the click of mouse button and are presented in a series of smaller windows positioned around the edge of the main image:

				This girl, though, is not alone; she is sitting on the edge of what would appear to be a typical hospital bed alongside a nurse, the latter an apparition of almost ghost-like indistinctness, her uniform dress as bleached-white as the surroundings, her hair disguised in its entirety beneath a anachronistic headdress that allows only for the exposure of her face and little else. The woman has an arm resting around the girl’s shoulders in the university recognized gesture of comfort and support that might be expected in such a context; an apparently weeping, perhaps disturbed, girl with her carer in some institution somewhere.

				The room is a censorial desert. There is the hospital bed of course with its slickly burnished gloss of white rubber coverings, but then there are the cosily-closely-walled surrounds, safe from interruption by such everyday fripperies as windows, furnishings, posters or light fittings. There seems nothing to be seen beyond the pair of them and the bed; it is an aseptically-bare canvas, inhumanly clean of detail, feature and clutter.

				If there is anything of remark about this scene beyond that paucity of fitments and fittings it is the spasmodic rainbow-lightning flashes of colour accompanying the nurse’s slightest move, diamond faceted glinting-flashes seem projected from the button at her collar and those at her wrists fastening her cuffs; her left hand swinging lazily back and forth, her arm draped around the girl’s shoulders, brings with it a rhythmic sequencing through the full spectrum and back again, illuminating the girl’s face in a rippling film-show flickering of God’s purist hues.

				The woman’s right hand rests, palm uppermost, on the girl’s green-striped lap bracketed by two of the skirt’s glassy buttons, supporting a small round object, perhaps of three centimetres in diameter. Speckled with shiny silver glints and shifting gem-star sparks of bedazzling primary reds, blues and greens; it is of apparent irresistible fascination to the girl.

				The latter’s slumped posture, with shoulders hunched, arms loosely hanging and head, adorned as always by her green and white stripped bonnet, hanging low and craning over the glittering palmed prize, is quite diagnostic. To the doctor’s expert eye it betrays a state beyond mere relaxation - rather, it is far more indicative of one whose subconscious has been laid bare, rendered defenceless to softly whispered suggestions.

				A single mouse click and an angled shot zooms in with enough detail as to reveal the slowly rotating, spiral-patterned, gem-bright face of the nurse’s fob-watch nestling in the nurse’s small neat palm. Golden-yellow screen text confirms the subject’s identity by her patient number: 30C. The identifier accompanied for the doctor’s eyes only by the girls name and details, to all others the experiment is blind, the subject known only by that simple dehumanising designation - 30C.

				Looking up from the screen the woman half-smiles, her mood again lightening; her proposition had been well received, as she had known it would be from the start, from the point at which she had agreed to take the girl on, in fact. She had predicted the concerns that would be raised and had carried out her research accordingly. Indeed she had taken legal council herself, albeit guarded and surreptitious in approach, all conjecture and hypothesised scenarios:

				The likely-hood of any exploitation of the mental health act had to be explored; any hospital dealing with psychiatric disorders and having a secure wing could potentially be at risk of legal repercussions should some individual manipulate the system for their own purposes or gain. That such a danger was clear and present was to be found implied in the law governing the awarding of ‘enduring power of attorney’; she knew enough now to be confident of the final decision in the light of the magnitude of the potential fiscal reward and the insignificance of the risk, so long as all had been well planed from the outset. And it had been; she had anticipated the direction this was to go from day one!

				A few nimble-digit pirouettes and the knitting-needle click of plastic keys and even that record is gone; in ‘cyberspace’ only the girl’s ‘patient number’ remains associated with the experimental records, results and data.

				In reality too there is only that designation, the girl is forbidden to answer to anything else, indeed she wouldn’t dream of it let alone voice anything different, voice anything at all for that matter, not without permission, not without being spoken to first and even then only if spoken to by a staff member; other patients were to be ignored.

				Standing, the good doctor reaches for her coat: “There, done it, she’s gone; better safe than sorry, a paper trail is never a good thing.” She is alone. Somehow, talking to her self is one habit she has never quite been able to break and it irks her immensely; she prefers to feel that she is always in control, she has to be in control it’s just the way it is, how it should be.

				Doctor Ecclestone’s day is over; she is leaving, returning to the bright neon promise of the city’s lights and her exclusive, lucrative, private practice. She has other dreams to follow beyond these walls, other interests to pursue, ambitions to fulfil; she is going home, an option not shared by all residing in this building, this institution, not by a long chalk...

				...While Still Others Are Awakened

				For two young ladies, a certain Lavinia Vitesse and Susan Stringer, each safely ensconced in their respective areas of this place euphemistically known simply as The Unit, the ‘day’ is just beginning. What this day will bring is not a question either needs ask - it will consist of whatever was yesterday, and whatever will be tomorrow. Theirs are lives filled with constancy and certainty - even the aspect of correction, of punishment, is a given.

				Just how many strokes of the cane, the tawse or the martinet each will receive across their taut plastic or latex knickers - or indeed their bared buttocks, should the need arise - is another question entirely of course. In some ways it is the only day-to-day variation in the regime that either can hope to experience. That both will earn some such institutional chastisement at some point or other through the coming day is inescapable. Those under whose control they now languish - a hand-picked group of strict, domineering psychiatric nurses and their equally stern supervising ward matron - will ensure that they will. To these women it is more than part and parcel of their job; it is veritably the spice of life, as it were.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				A Girl Jumping Through Hoops

				(Trained, disciplined, caned and spanked and humiliated in diapers, strict school uniform and latex or plastic pants - corner standing discipline and spanking, hands on head, punishment PT, nurse uniform caning and enforced weight gain)

				The time: some one and a half months back. The place: an institutionally-bare white room, apparently somewhere within the basement area of a privately-run psychiatric hospital. The subject: Lavinia Vitesse, a volunteer medical research subject to whom, at the point of our intrusion, the term ‘volunteer’ is rapidly beginning to lose its appropriateness...and to a farcical extent! Surely, here is a tragic farce indeed, unfolding before us; there is little to be seen here of comedic value unless it should be the naivety of a young woman, that she might have allowed herself to have been drawn into such a dilemma in the first place. In truth, though, she has been as much a helpless victim of circumstance as any; cleverly psychologically manipulated, subtly coerced and made subject to the machinations of experts well before her incarceration here.

				Matron entered in tight lipped silence, seemingly determined not to acknowledge the room’s sole occupant; a violet-eyed girl in her late teens, her ugly green-striped uniform dress desperately trying, yet failing, to suppress the refined model-prettiness of her features. In the older woman’s latex-glovered hands the thin pile of metre-square glossy somethings slipped and slid about each other with a non-viscosity that, with the possible exception of ice, was seldom seen in nature. Within a few moments she had traversed the corners of the room, pausing here and there to momentarily squat on her heels, whereupon there would quickly come to the girl’s ears the sticky, reluctantly-slavering, sound of backing paper being peeling off and the quiet brushing sound of adhesive-backed plastic being carefully smoothed out across carpeting.

				The self-adhesive transparent plastic squares were each occupied by a thick black circular outline within which resided a single large bold digit between one and five, giving each something of the appearance of some sort of road sign. Matron affixed one such square in the centre of the room, one in the corner to the right of the door, one by the bed side about half way along its length, one in the small space between the bed’s foot and the room’s far right corner and one immediately behind the desk’s seat. Her work having been concluded, the woman stood back with her hands on her hips surveying the result with undisguised satisfaction; in addition to the bed, desk, and toilet the room was now delineated into five numbered zones. Smiling knowingly to herself, and without as much as even acknowledging the girl’s presence, she exited.

				Barely had the door closed before the first chime rang softly through the air; a single musical note reminiscent of the imminent delivery of some supermarket enticement or rail service apology. Lavinia’s puzzlement was immediately evident in the furrowing of her brow, had any been present to observe it; this was something new. Her heart fluttered excitedly; something new! A novel thing, certainly - but still such a mundane thing on the surface as would seem to most to be unworthy of comment. To Lavinia’s, dulled, confined mind however, a mind that had been for so long lovingly starved of stimulation, this was a most wondrous new happening.

				In that it lay outside of her familiar routine, however, endowed it with a certain aspect of menace - there was a counterpoint of fear to the rising thrill filling her heart. In that it might herald a break in her isolation, a chink through which she might glimpse the machinations of the swaddling system around her, perhaps even of the world outside, filled her with an unwelcome uncertainty. It promised relief and release, a modicum of freedom and yet even that vague anticipation of emancipation, pathetically minor at best, was tinged with an element of concern; it implied deliberation, determinism, choice. Then again, still greater grounds for concern - had she the wit to consider - lay in the fact that she should have actually come to find some form of comfort in a regime so monotonous, confined and closely controlled as to be considered by most to be tantamount to psychological torture. Was it not a measure of the very efficacy of that regime and of the completeness of her incarceration - for incarceration it surely was, nothing less.

				She was guilty of nothing more than the possession of beauty, talent and, more importantly to some, financial potential, yet enjoyed less freedom than many convicted of the most grievous of crimes. Her lithe, yet curvaceous, figure, the striking, expansive eyes of the deepest violet set wide within their delicate high cheek-boned surrounds, the way in which her waist length glossy jet-black hair had cascaded down with just the gentlest of waves, its neat fringe framing her looks and coming to just above her carefully plucked and shaped eyebrows, the way her long curling eyelashes fluttered within that flirtatious smile; these things engendered jealousy, acrimony and embodied her basic crime. The inheritance, of course, was yet another exacerbating factor to be taken in to consideration.

				If such were indeed to be considered her crimes then each was easily sufficiently demanding of punishment, in itself, so as to justify her present situation. Taken together their heinousness was undeniable, the close confines of her incarceration not just justifiable but utterly necessary, the high security of her imprisonment, inevitable. It is said that punishment should fit the crime; if vanity, if pride in her appearance, if self-confidence, bearing and aspiration were considered its proceeds then she had been placed in a most suitable facility indeed for their correction and removal.

				“Perhaps some staff announcement?” she thought, silently, where once she might have thought out loud, mumbled to her self at least; but talking wasn’t permitted, she could and would be punished. The internal conflict finally resolved itself externally, but in a way that was permitted; a nervous, girlish, giggle came to her lips, yet ceasing abruptly at the first sound of the woman’s voice.

				It came at last, a command rather than an announcement and a relief for that fact; an eternity of anticipation had passed in a mere two seconds.

				Matron’s disembodied voice calmly, softly, yet authoritatively filled the room:

				“One: Stand, face the corner, fingertips on shoulders, elbows stiffly out to the sides, shoulder-blades back.”

				For what would later seem an eternity Lavinia again stood nonplussed; in reality five seconds passed before the ordinarily innocuous yet terrible nursery rhyme began its gentle chiming - over and over and over. A few hours of sobbing and bended-knee begging were all that would be required for her repentance...

				In time the little ditty came to a close. There was a period of silence broken only by an occasional sob from the still distraught girl and then: A single chime, in a different pitch this time, again followed by Matron’s commanding voice again filling the claustrophobic white space:

				“Three: Stand in the centre of the room, face the door, hands down by your sides, hold your skirt hem between finger and thumb as if to curtsy.”

				She stood quickly where she had been crouching by her bed; the nursery rhyme began again, the girl adding her own accompaniment of sobbing and begging. This time she understood, this time she had realised her mistake. She had practically thrown herself at the numbered circle as the tune began, but it was all too little, too late; it had smacked of hesitation and hesitation was out of the question, it was not allowed.

				Again the tune ran its course and her loving, cradling, silence was returned to her - but this time only to be almost immediately interrupted by the meal bell.

				Still sobbing she took her place at the cramped little school desk and worked through the usual tasteless fare brought in by the nurse, all, as usual, to the constant accompaniment of the meal bell, all the time gradually regaining her composure.

				For a time she had her quiet, her solace; even that soul-destroying, mind-numbing, tedium of silence was infinitely preferable to that nursery rhyme playing over and over and over and over. Then again a chime rang out, this in yet another pitch, and Matron’s voice sang out, giving another one of its obviously pre-recorded, commands:

				“Four: Kneel at your bed, hands together as if in prayer, elbows on your bed and nose touching your fingertips.”

				Patient 30C leapt to her feet and threw herself on to the circle numbered four at her bed’s midway point, dropping to her knees in the required pose of prayer as she did so. Her reward came in two parts; that there would be no repetitive little ditty to endure would’ve been enough, but there was more and it brought a thrill to run through her in an involuntary, and quite frankly undesirable, shiver of delight. A different voice came, a gentle West Country lilt, soothing, seemingly oozing forth from all around her, saturating her thoughts with its offering of syrupy memories of drowsily-warm sunny days and sleepy-white-sheep and fluffy-puffy clouds:

				“You are a good girl, such a good girl”

				Once she might have laughed out loud at anything even vaguely as patronising as this; Lavinia Vitesse would have done. Patient 30C, on the other hand, having accepted her reward with gratitude, a tiny shiver having run down her spine, remained in quiet contemplation and on penitent knees, relieved by the continuing silence and her mind filled with conflicting, troubled, thoughts: What was this? Part of the punishment they had spoken of? Some sort of experiment?

				In due course her puzzlement was interrupted; another chime, this one identical in pitch to the very first one she had heard. Already, at some level, there was a certain anticipation developing in her mind - the command, when it came, was not entirely unexpected.

				“One: Stand, face the corner, fingertips on shoulders, elbows stiffly out to the sides, shoulder-blades back.”

				The phrasing, the intonation, the rhythm, everything was exactly the same as before, perfectly identical in every way; if she had been in any doubt before as to whether this was some variety of recording then that doubt had now been washed away for good. Even to patient 30C’s somewhat incarceration-dulled mind it was obvious that they now had her running around like an automaton, obeying commands issued by some sort of automated system. Not that any of that mattered - she would have to obey all the same.

				The consequences of disobedience were far too dire, she knew that now, accepted it. A once much loved nursery-rhyme had been morphed in her mind to become a form of punishment more feared than the cutting slash of her aunt’s cane across her bare behind, more feared even than Matron’s supple white plastic prison cane that she carried and that could split the taut flesh of her bottom if wielded with full force. That was one of the things they had achieved with her when they had had her in the ‘schoolroom’, one of the many ways in which they had managed to change her - and, in time, she knew she was to be returned there, that they might continue to ‘work with her’, that they might continue with her ‘training’; Matron had told her so.

				Frantically she scrambled to her feet and, hurriedly looking about her, rushed to stand on the circle positioned in the corner to the right of the door, the circle containing the number ‘1’, briskly taking up the requisite pose with her elbows out to the sides and forcing her shoulder-blades back with all her might, wincing at the thought of the sight she must be providing; the effect of the pose being to thrust her already high and jutting breasts out into the nylon frontage of her dress, the fabric pulling with radially radiating creases around the blatantly delineated thimble contours of her nipples.

				At the next chime she was back kneeling at her bed like a child at evening prayer. The chime after that found her again back in that corner by the door with her fingertips on her shoulders. Then a new chime came, a new pitch, a new position to be taken up, to be learnt:

				“Five; bend across your desk, fingers interlocked behind your neck and elbows out”. This position was immediately familiar to her, unwelcome in its recall; the caning position. Then she was returned to position three, at the centre of the room facing the door and standing to attention with her skirt hem grasped between finger and thumb at each side as if in preparation to curtsy.

				She had repeated each of these positions many times before the fifth chime was encountered, the fifth behavioural variation. “Two, stand with your nose pressed into the corner at the foot of your bed, arms folded behind the small of your back, hands grasping your elbows”.

				And so it went on and on, over and over, the positions apparently chosen at random, the only predictable element being that very unpredictability, and the eventual total unthinking obedience they required of her...

				Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. There had come a final staccato string of commands and then she was left once more to her silence:

				“Sit at your desk looking straight ahead, hands flat on the desktop, palms uppermost.”

				She felt crushed, totally and utterly crushed; she was exhausted both mentally and physically. But it was not exhaustion that brought her now to uncontrollable and inconsolable, heartbroken, shuddering sobbing; it was the knowledge that she was to undergo two full months of such training, perhaps even longer at the whim of a woman to whom the imposition of such a regime on a vivacious and attractive young woman constituted the very pinnacle of sexual fulfilment.

				She was under the authority of a woman whose mind had crafted the most exquisitely binding documentation, equally exquisite and elegant in its unchallengeable legality, a woman biding her time and with time her ally, a woman armed with the certain knowledge that, when the time came, she would sign; the girl would sign anything she was told to, sign her life away in fact, all in good time...

				A Telephone Interrogation & a Dietary Intervention

				Time has moved on. The location remains the same, or very nearly so:

				“... So, she was quite something of a prospect then? Uh-huh, uh-huh, so from what you seem to be telling me, her future, quite aside from her family’s business interests, lies in dancing, acting and, or, fashion modelling; but that her real talent lies in dance.

				Oh! The ballet... I didn’t realise she was that talented, not in that way at any rate.”

				The woman’s left hand languidly flowed across the jotter pad before her; the occasional click of ruby red manicured nails against the deeper iron-stone red of the fountain pen and the soft rustle of her white doctor’s coat over the satin blouse and tailored brown-leather skirt ensemble beneath, the only sounds, save for the occasional sibilant burst of fractionated half-speech from the telephone’s earpiece pressed against her right ear.

				“Really? Possibly world-class you say? Really? That promising? Do you know, we had absolutely no idea; in all the time that she was with us she never once mentioned or indicated any interest, whatsoever, in that direction. Well, rest assured that in my opinion, if she retains the magnitude of drive, dedication and ambition that you have just described to me she will pull through okay, as long as her aunt or her stepmother ensures that she continues seeing her therapist on a regular basis. It might take a few months but I’m sure you’ll be hearing back from her in due course.” A few more fluid blue-black lines joined those already on the jotter: this was all very interesting and potentially quite useful.

				“No, no, she’s not here anymore. No, from the way you were speaking I thought you had spoken to her at her aunt’s. Obviously I can’t go into details with you, patient confidentiality and all that, I’m sure you understand, but I can confirm that she was admitted as a voluntary patient. Yes, yes, we have all the documentation here and full records of her stay with us.”

				“Well, perhaps, under the circumstances, but I will have to confirm that with her stepmother first.

				Perhaps, if you wouldn’t mind holding on one moment here, I’ll try to reach her on another other line.”

				Placing her the pen alongside her desk blotter she reached forward and flipped a plastic switch half up, flipping the one next to it into its down position, the lighting of the indicator lamp above it confirming the selection of a new line. She momentarily replaced the receiver on its cradle, before again retrieving it and, listening for the familiar buzz of the dial tone, beginning the unhurried process of manually dialling out; tiresome to most but of some satisfaction to the doctor. She could never quite avoid an appreciative smile playing around her lips at sight of the smooth curvilinear Bakelite lines of the 1930s desk telephone, one of three such arrayed across the desk in front of her, nor the clean lines of her grey and cream retro ‘key and lamp’ line selection unit.

				Two or three minutes passed by, no more, and she was back to her original caller.

				“I’m so sorry to have kept you. Under the circumstances I can only confirm what her stepmother has already told you, that the girl originally presented with symptoms of agoraphobia, low self-esteem, neurosis, paranoid delusions, although of a mild form, and early-phase body dysmorphic disorder. ...Yes, that’s quite correct, a disturbance of her body image, she had begun to question various aspects as regards her looks, her attractiveness, I can say no more than that for now.

				Oh, yes, of course we were, and are, most concerned; more so now that you have contacted us....Yes, yes, to be quite honest we were loath to let her go, but short of having her sectioned under the mental health act we had little choice but to let her go once she had made the decision to discharge herself.”

				The woman at the far end of the line was sounding more concerned than ever; while not overtly saying so, the inference seemed to be that some sort of negligence had been involved, some sort of cover-up or whitewash. The doctor increasingly found she had to work hard to disguise her irritation and to maintain that all-important tone of professional concern.

				At the end of the day, officially, a young woman had discharged herself; the hospital had all the necessary documentation, all perfectly legally written up. The girl had been put in a taxi and then onto a train to London. There was more than enough evidence to exonerate the hospital of any further responsibility; they could provide sworn statements if necessary and there would be CCTV footage of the girl leaving hospital and in all probability, of her boarding the train for Paddington.

				“...no, not really, she never quite exhibited severe enough symptoms to indicate that she might have been incompetent to make such decisions for herself, otherwise we would have sectioned her, of course we would have, for her own protection as much as anything else.

				I’m afraid we have no forwarding address for her other than that of her stepmother’s home and that of her aunt. Well that’s just it, obviously we did attempt to follow up her case, of course but at the end of the day, under the circumstances it is up to the girl to contact us, if she so wishes.”

				The doctor was shuffling awkwardly in her seat now; this shouldn’t have been happening. This was the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts on the phone, not some minor provincial college.

				She should have been told about this, forewarned; the girl’s stepmother, her aunt, surely one of them must have known something about it. It was not just the scheduled placement she knew nothing of, she knew nothing of this entire area of the girl’s life, of these plans, these ambitions of hers. She would have expected at least some inkling to have surfaced during one of her one-to-one therapy sessions with her; could the girl have been holding back, deliberately engineering this situation? Well, it would fail; such a contingency was covered, had been planned for - at least to some degree - and what was more, she had just been handed fresh ammunition.

				Well over a month had passed by, closer to a month and a half in actuality, she knew that the girl’s stepmother had called in the police at Paddington station at the time but that they wouldn’t have taken too serious a view of a young woman of that girl’s age going missing for such a short period, a matter of a few hours.

				By now the woman should have filed a formal missing persons report - but now, under the circumstances, the doctor thought it prudent that she file a report with the local police her self, on behalf of the hospital. Hurriedly scribbling a note, she rang for her secretary before, having returned the little brass hand-bell to its home at the right of the desktop and swapped the receiver across to her left ear, she continued with her attempts at allaying the fears of her concerned caller.

				The doctor was only partially aware of the faint swish of nylon brushing past the desk’s edge as the note was retrieved, then a second nylon-rustling as her secretary performed her customary curtsy; the soft powder-blue of the young woman’s uniform dress and the quicksilver sunlight glint of the finely crafted stainless-steel chain linking her wrists registered in the doctor’s peripheral vision as she did so.

				“... Yes, I know. Her stepmother had been supposed to meet her in Praed Street, out side Paddington station, but was delayed in traffic. I can only reiterate what I have said before: she was taken from here by taxi while accompanied by a member of staff who then waited with her at the station and saw her safely on to the London-bound train.

				No, I don’t think that anybody was overly concerned initially; you see, the girl only had enough money on her to pay for a light meal on the train, should she have wanted one, and a small amount besides, just in case. The hospital bought her ticket for her. So you see, at the time it seemed unlikely she could stray far at the other end, other than on foot of course; perhaps a short bus or tube journey but even that seems unlikely. She has a fear of crowds and open spaces, you see, so it was thought she’d more likely than not stay put until collected.”

				The doctor was trying to disguise the irritated edge that was creeping in to her voice; how many more questions that this will have?

				“No, we couldn’t really insist that she have a member of staff accompany her the entire way, not if she objected, she had discharged herself don’t forget and I must reiterate; hers was a voluntary admission. Yes, she did have credit and bank cards with her, two credit cards and three debit cards if my memory serves me correctly, but, no, there’s absolutely no possibility of tracing her by that route; the police would have tried that by now in any case.

				I really must apologise: I thought I’d explained that... I am surprised her stepmother didn’t tell you, oh, she did? Well, yes, I can confirm that for you, it’s all here in her notes; all of her credit facilities were cancelled shortly after her arrival here. No, no, it was nothing like that; as far as I know she didn’t have any credit problems, as such, nor debts. The girl herself requested it, in writing; she had become increasingly concerned and convinced that someone was trying to steal her identity and running up huge debts on her behalf. She was becoming quite obsessive about it, I’m afraid; she would become quite agitated if she couldn’t see her bank cards and at one point had begun requesting bank statements on an almost daily basis. ...

				Indeed, yes, yes, quite...That’s exactly how we saw it; she was clearly finding managing her financial affairs increasingly worrying to her. We couldn’t do much about it directly and it took quite a while to convince her stepmother to become involved, I don’t think she exactly relished the responsibility either, but the girl wanted to sign over enduring power of attorney to her and we had little option other than to procure the necessary documentation.”

				The doctor was doing her level best to wind up the conversation now; she was a busy woman and time was getting on.

				“Yes, exactly so, that’s exactly it; her stepmother had shut down those accounts on her behalf. Well, as I understand it, it was to make the financial situation that much easier to manage, what with their family company facing difficulties and everything; it was decided that it would be best for all concerned to rationalise the family and company finances in one pool, as it were, under the auspices of the company accountants. It was all very above board; we had our lawyers go over the paperwork on behalf of our patient, as is standard procedure, although not usually with voluntary patients, true, but certainly in cases where there is some doubt as to the competency of the patient to manage their own affairs. As I say, this was an extraordinary case - it was not her competency that was in question but rather it was through concern as to the effect that the constant worry was having upon her.”

				Was this woman ever going to be satisfied? The doctor was beginning to give up hope of getting anything else done for the rest of the day beyond this never-ending series of queries and probes; she was beginning to feel like a suspect, stumbling, flailing and failing at the hands of a particularly astute interrogator.

				“Yes, yes, exactly; the debit cards she had with her when she left here were worthless to anybody and without contacting her aunt, her stepmother or ourselves she was, bar her travelling expenses, effectively penniless. No, as I said, the police would not have been particularly concerned for the first few days, not with young woman of her age, not unless there were special circumstances anyway and as I have said, the official policy is that, as she is of sound mind and an adult, she is not deemed to be particularly at risk.

				Well, yes, it has been quite a while now, I must admit, but having heard nothing to the contrary from either her aunt or her stepmother our assumption was - up until now that is - that she had turned up somewhere.

				You know how it is with these more headstrong girls sometimes; a friend, acquaintance, or boyfriend for that matter, lends her some money or perhaps offers her a room for the night and...hey presto! She’s gone, off gallivanting around London with not a care in the world and with absolutely no consideration for anyone else’s concern - it happens all the time.

				But now that you have called and voiced you concern... Well, yes, I can say that we are now very concerned indeed. I assure you that just as soon as I come off the ‘phone I shall be filing a missing persons report with the local police at this end - and, of course, we will be more than happy to co-operate with the police in every way possible.

				Okay, not at all, not at all, no problem whatsoever. I’m only sorry that I could not have been of more help to you. Please rest assured, we will keep you updated and informed should anything come to light at our end.”

				Sighing resignedly, the doctor replaced the handset. Stretching forward, flexing and extending the fingers of her left hand and flinging out her arm and wrist with a flourish bordering on exhibitionism, she sent her fingers skipping and dancing as lightly as spring rain, back and forth across the keyboard before her. If this subconscious choreography was to be taken as any reflection of her emotion then the mood betrayed was one as buoyant as at any time in her life - inappropriately so, one might think, given the gravity of the preceding conversation. Simultaneously she cautiously redirected the monitor, ever so slightly, away from her direct sight-line, tapping at its lower-right corner with the first two fingers of her right hand, fine tuning its orientation in a series of minute increments until she was satisfied that the reflected flare of sunlight had been redirected but that her viewing angle was not so disrupted as to mar her appreciation of her work. This was one day that was far too beautiful to be hidden away behind blinds.

				As if applauding the virtuosity of her hard-plastic-rattling chorus of staccato keystrokes the computer’s hard drive came to life with a portentously rapid-fire handclap burst of its own, counterpointed against a high-pitched bleeped accompaniment. There followed a cold-blooded seemingly-eternal hesitation before the display burst into life; for the third time that week she made a mental note to call in the hospital’s IT engineer. With her right index finger she lightly tapped a small joystick forward; on the screen before her the zoom rushed in until only the head and shoulders of the young girl in the image was visible, filling practically the entire screen.

				The complexion was pale, perhaps better described as wan; the features doll-like, practically expressionless, an impression encouraged by the shadowing surrounds of her bonnet, her undoubtedly pretty features lying buried well back within its green white striped framing. At either side thick, stubby shiny-black, plaited pigtails terminated with oversized girlish bows of green white shiny ribbon close on parallel with her dress’s high-buttoning collar, a demure impression given greater credence - and perhaps no little cause for ridicule in the context of the world outside - by the childish innocence engendered by the exaggeratedly puffed mutton-chop shoulders.

				She eased back the joystick; the image zoomed out to reveal more of the upper torso. The first four buttons of the bodice of the girl’s dress shone back, their glassy-plastic pearlescent lustre catching the light. No sartorially-excellent feature these; they were round and chunky and functional, even ugly. Its cut made the dress appear even more severe; tailored, panelled and darted where necessary to constrain and contain her undeniably womanly curves. The vertical stripes of green and white and the nylon sheen of the fabric conspired to exaggerate still further the girl’s embarrassingly high-slung, melon-like and almost conical breast profile. Over her left breast the dress’s top pocket curved outward with suggestively stretched contouring, serving to distort the embroidered badge it carried; the name of the hospital and the department along the top in a copperplate scrolling and, beneath, in thick, black, block characters dominating, by far, the majority of the area, the girl’s, so called, ‘patient number’: 30C

				Again the index and forefingers of the doctor’s right hand eased forward the delicately stem-like joystick, zooming in further this time; in beyond the head and shoulders phase, on and on, in and then yet still further in. The girl’s face now filled the screen in its bone-china fine-boned entirety. The framing Victorian bonnet was evidenced now as little more than a surrounding, thin corona of alternating green and white and as dark shadowing riding over the forehead and around the girl’s cheeks and gently curving jaw-line.

				But it was the eyes that drew the satisfied sigh from the doctor and broadened still further that knowing smile. On the screen those eyes gazed saucer-wide and glassy, eyes of the deepest, violet, an intense, almost unearthly, rare and unheard of violet.

				The doctor sighed once more and switched the view, her left hand, now lying languidly in her lap, idle but urging use, the sticky, heady warmth of the afternoon scorning her choice of tight knee-length brown leather skirt over pantyhose; perhaps it would be prudent to close those blinds after all.

				She leant further forward, bracing herself by her forearms against her seat’s thickly-padded antique-leather rests and meaning to rise, her reluctance to leave her private, if remote, auditorium almost tangible. Then, barely halfway out of her chair, she paused, hanging in space as if a frozen stopped-frame image.

				Her eyes had fallen on the telephone, the black Bakelite dial-phone that she loved so much; embedded within it elegance of styling were all the connotations of an age long gone, a golden age. A notion had come to her in that same instant: it was an inspiration, a revelation; an avenue of possibilities lay illuminated ahead and all of it entirely unexplored territory.

				Undeniably, that call had been disruptive but it was a disruption she was now glad of having suffered. Somewhere in between a half-recalled fragment of that irritatingly-polite exchange and the proposal that she had been going over at the time - and that presently lay, open still, on her desktop’s blotter - there hung a serendipitous thread. Here was an idea, barely germinated, yet sprouting and branching with a creative vigour of which she had rarely, if ever, had past experience.

				Her eyes flicked up, meeting the wide deep violet of those of the girl on the screen; quite beautiful, she thought, heartbreakingly so, with a talent to match her looks it turns out.

				She could understand why the girl would want to be a dancer, she had the build: those long slender limbs and that fine bone structure. She had the graceful flexibility of a dancer and an insolence that lived on in those eyes, clearly nourished by the subconscious confidence that she could be a dancer or an actress or a model or anything else that she might put her mind to. The doctor could see it all now, where the girl’s problem had lain all this time. The girl positively burned with ambition, and it was an ambition that was reinforced by reality; the possibility, even probability, of her aspirations. That young lady knew with certainty that one day she would become any or all of those things, it was all written there in her eyes, it always had been, it was just that, prior to that ‘phone call, she had never quite been able read it.

				Now she didn’t have to read it, the answer had been handed her on a plate. In that moment, the diagnosis was complete and it was just a case of putting together an apt course of therapy; and it was the inspiration for such a treatment regime that had literally frozen her to the spot with its suddenness.

				On the screen in front of her, the girl’s eyes blinked, the curving long black eyelashes batting prettily, and she fancied that she could just discern a teardrop growing in the corner of one.

				Dropping heavily back into her seat she pulled the abandoned report towards her, the thin red cardboard of the folder’s covers slapping down on her keyboard. It ran to several pages and she momentarily flicked back to the title page:

				Calorific requirements and activity levels in long-stay residential care home residents: The interaction of dietary intervention with exercise or inactivity in mediating changes in body composition.

				She flicked back, thumbing through pages of references and citations referring to earlier work. At the section headed, methodology, she paused: Dietary Interventions and Iso-calorific meals.

				Here there was a list of structured meals and different foodstuffs with weights and amounts defined and designed to ensure the provision of a whole series of meals differing in many factors yet nevertheless containing an identical number of calories. A whole series of other protocols and methodologies followed and she slowly traced her way down the page with her right index finger, the long rose-red sharply manicured finger nail halting and sweeping to and fro, underlining with a faintly-curving groove the salient points.

				Her left hand hovered expectantly around the computer keyboard as if needing to strike with utmost immediacy lest her quarry should somehow be bleached from the page merely through dint of her gazing upon it. Her roving finger came to a halt amongst a plethora of examples of sets of meals differing only by way of their calorific content and being of otherwise identical appearance, texture and taste. She read through: ...’of course one consequence of calorific insufficiency is the failure of a food to suppress hunger adequately’.

				Deeply lost in thought she nodded to herself as if in agreement with some internal discussion. She leant back, relaxed, her elbows leaning on her chair arms and resting her chin on her thumbs, her fingertips brushing against her lips.

				“Well, presumably the opposite would be true of a meal of increased caloric content...hmm...”

				Briefly she gazed into space, her eyes glazing slightly, then blinking and smiling to herself she voiced her deliberations to the empty room as if seeking approval from some invisible mentor: “Its nothing that couldn’t be overcome with a little encouragement...hmm... the right reward perhaps? A little discipline certainly, but the right reward, yes, that’s the key here.”

				Her right hand pressed the telephone handset against her ear, there was a faint hissing crackle as the brown cotton covered twisted-flex swung to and fro; a handicap of its age. Her left hand tapped away at her keyboard; on the screen the girl’s image shrunk and flew up to one corner to be replaced by strings of golden yellow text. She scribbled a series of notes on her scratchpad as the data came up, noting the girl’s present weight, waist size, bra cup, the measurements made around her hips, around her buttocks and around the top of each thigh; the girl was surprisingly lithe, all things considered.

				A young woman’s voice crackled in the ‘phone’s elderly earpiece, hesitant, somehow immature despite the obviously adult pitch and timbre: “Yes madam? How may I be of assistance, madam?” Despite her professional title, where her secretary was concerned she much preferred she use madam. It invoked so much of that time-lost golden age of sharply defined social strata, in which a girl of her status knew exactly where the ceiling lay, glass or otherwise; just above her pretty little blonde head.

				“Get me Janice Silverman in dietetics.”

				“Yes, madam, at once, madam.” There came a click and a momentary burst of growling dial tone then: “I’m just putting you through madam.” The doctor made no acknowledgement, there was no need; the girl was just a secretary after all.

				On the line the faintly cracking hiss had returned; in the top left-hand corner of the screen the girl’s wondrously long, dramatic, lashes fluttered once again, drawing the doctor’s attention.

				Those eyelashes needed trimming again; they had grown back so quickly. She made a mental note to pay more careful attention to the girl’s grooming in future, perhaps increase the frequency of her medical inspections; if this idea panned out, then she would require more frequent feedback in any case. A truly gorgeous girl, she thought, undoubtedly she really would have made a quite exquisitely beautiful dancer, or actress, or model or whatever; so much potential. A clunk at the far end of the line drew her attention back to the ‘phone:

				“Hello, dietetics, Janice Silverman, chief dietician, speaking, how can I help you?” The woman’s voice had that quality of tinkling-crystal-glass laughter and cultured cheerfulness that it always did and that never failed to make her heart flutter. There was a faint accent to it but it was difficult to pin down, Suffolk/Norfolk border was the closest most came to placing it.

				“Ah, Janice, I have a little project lined up that I’m absolutely certain will interest you...”

			

		

	
		
			
				Susan’s Progress

				(Strict matron, institutional hospital discipline, caning, spanking, humiliating nylon uniforms, rubber bloomers, directoire knickers, wheelchair bondage, handcuffs)

				For Susan Stringer the waiting games was at long last over. Yet still no little trepidation filled her heart. Mostly now, though, there was relief; now there seemed some sense to it, some plan, now there was some promise of resolution and of closure. There was a light to be seen at the end the tunnel, albeit the faintest of glimmers, the merest chink - she had, at last, been assigned to a research group. In some ways it was just a beginning and yet she found herself swamped with ‘last-lap’ elation. Given her situation it defied all logic.

				A week had passed since, with the dangled carrot of the most succulent of roast meals and the quite literal threat of the stick, she had been persuaded to sign to extend her residency. In reality the document they had had her sign constituted a ‘change-of-status’ agreement. She was now, officially speaking, a voluntarily-admitted psychiatric patient and so in the strictest sense she was no longer a volunteer. Her reward for this measure of cooperation had been to receive six strokes of the cane - the very ‘stick she had been so keen to avoid’ - and to have to watch as the most powerful leverage in breaking her will, that roast platter, had been taken from within centimetres of her drooling lips.

				Back in the ‘here and now’ and with that experience behind her, her trepidation was understandable. Here she stood, about to become the subject of an experiment the nature of which she knew little other than that it entailed ‘psychometric testing, psychological assessment and manipulation’. Of these aspects, had some detailed explanation been proffered, the latter might well have been expected to have held some familiarity. Had she not been encountering such manipulation constantly ever since the day she had first walked through their door?

				In truth it had started well before then, before her stay at her aunt’s, even before the day of her father’s funeral. It had in actuality begun with Aunt Julia’s first introduction, with Aunt Julia’s first befriending smile and first soft worried words and concerned frown. Even with hindsight, not withstanding a detailed explanation, it was an aspect she would have been unlikely to have recognised; the proponents had been far too skilled and subtle for that. The other two aspects, on the other hand, would have been familiar to her, from her visits with her behavioural psychologist.

				Her relief was palpable; the uncertainty, the waiting and, more importantly, the isolation, was over. As she saw it, she would be probed and tested but at least it would be for a preordained and definite period.

				It would be finite; there would be a definable start and, more importantly, the certainty of termination. And there would be others there, other girls like herself! She had yet to meet the researchers, an exciting enough prospect in its own right, but what was really exciting her, what was really making her heart pound, was the prospect of meeting the other volunteers. She would no longer be alone, she would no longer be spending day after day confined to her room in the ‘waiting accommodation block ‘, surrounded by its blank white walls, bathed in the light of eternal artificial day. There would be other young women; girls of her own age, someone to talk to... there would be someone to talk to and someone to talk to her!

				From somewhere distant came a giggle; it took her by surprise, yanked her back from the prospects of the future to the realities of the present. Fearing it to have been emitted from her own mouth she took care to stifle the next, lest it be misconstrued as talking - and talking was not allowed. They were out in the corridor and talking was never allowed in the corridors; it might disturb others working. It seemed a sensible rule, now that she had gotten used to it, yet she had never seen anyone else about in this area of the building other than the nurses and she had never heard any sound emanating from the corridor when in her room. Perhaps that was a measure of the regulation’s efficacy, it was certainly strictly enforced.

				To her continuing relief neither Matron, walking ahead of her, nor the nurse, bringing up the rear, made any comment; she had expected a sharp rebuke. Whether or not it was her own giggle was rapidly becoming academic; the mere act of stifling combined with the waves of relief and excitement sweeping over her was threatening to initiate the very thing she was becoming increasingly desperate to avoid. She glanced down at her feet in an attempt to garner her concentration, to regain control. The bottle-green plastic Mary Janes seemed to laugh back at her; and she was beginning to see the joke.

				She walked with head slightly bowed in any case; it was a posture the nurses encouraged, the posture ever met with an approving smile. Now, though, she tilted her head still further, hunched her shoulders as if seeking to shrink below their notice, as if actually seeking the insignificant and inconsequential anonymity suggested by the uniform they made her wear. Ordinarily she would attempt to avoid catching sight of her skirt, avoid, even, looking at her own hands, lest she should catch sight of the buttoned cuffs of the hideous long-sleeved dress they made her wear day-in day-out and be reminded of her appearance.

				Today, though, she welcomed the distraction, yet even the dowdy green and white stripes of her dress seemed insufficient to dampen the rising jollity in her heart. The glassy-plastic buttons of the skirt mocked her and - terminating below the latter’s hem and just above her knees - the semitransparent-plastic legs of the hospital-issue incontinence bloomers ridiculed her with the implication of their tightly rubber-sealed and frill-decorated leg-cuffs.

				Chin pressing down, nestling in the valley between the twin thrusts of nylon, the careful darting of the bodice enwrapping rather than covering the jutting thrust of her bust, averting her eyes to their fullest and to the left she caught sight of the thick black embroidery adorning the breast pocket.

				Ordinarily the source of a particularly galling form of humiliation, identifying, as it did, the wearer as belonging to the hospital’s psychiatric wing and displaying in large block characters her patient-number; today even this was insufficient distraction.

				At last it came, the giggling. Partially it was the release of the tension of suppression, partially, perhaps, it was in self ridicule - the situation was, after all, quite ridiculous. She threw her hands up to her face; she was terrified and embarrassed all at once. She wanted to stifle that giggle and hide herself away in equal measure.

				Perhaps most placing themselves in her position and bearing in mind the context would expect her concern to be one of being thought disturbed or insane. Then again, who can lay claim to such experience as to validate that empathy and qualify that expectation. In truth, the thought dominating the girl’s mind now was more one of impending punishment, merely that. Her heart, moments ago fluttering with excitement, was pierced through now with icy needles of fear. Would she be punished, how would she be punished?

				Would she be returned to her room, forego her place on the experiment; have to wait again for a place to arise, another vacancy? It was the latter consequence that brought the darkest foreboding; she had been resident long enough already, too long, far, far too long - but they could quite legally detain her for longer if necessary. It was her own fault, it was all her own fault; she had signed the papers, no one else had. She was going to have to stay now until such a time that she had successfully fulfilled her obligations as a medical research subject, they had told her so.

				The next few moments brought with them a seesawing confusion of relief and consternation; the anticipated rebuke came but not in any regard to her giggling. The voice came from behind her, the nurse’s voice:

				“Keep your hands down by your sides please, sweetheart.”

				Giggling wasn’t seen as talking, apparently - giggling was allowed! As if by magic, at the release of the constraint, the nervous chortling subsided. Then the tears came...

				Initially tears of relief, although far more than its worth, they came with the first continuance of the stipulated posture, her fingertips once again brushing her skirt’s hem, as if in penance of her disobedience, a sobbing a requiem for a will crushed. Then the trepidation returned, but this time devoid of any accompanying positivity, this time as chilling as the Siberian winter wind. Her hands were back cupping her face, the tears seeping, leaking and dropping down from between long quivering nimble fingers, her sobbing was desperate, shuddering in its breathlessness.

				This time it was Matron who spoke, pausing to half turn, her right hand coming to rest on her hip and spanning the top of the leather tawse that hung there from her belt ever-ready:

				“You’ve been told once already and now I’m telling you: keep your hands down by your sides! I shan’t tell you again; any more disobedience, young lady, and you’ll be going straight back to your room...and I’ll be sending nurse, here, to fetch my cane. Well? What’s it to be?”

				The woman had stopped dead in her tracks, right in front of the girl, and was glaring back at her over her right shoulder; Susan had almost walked into her. The girl was shaking like a leaf now, overshadowed and shrinking in the woman’s forceful aura. Hands stiffly and reluctantly moved away from reddened distorted features from which tears oozed as if some antique doll had too long been neglected by the fireside. It was an impression encouraged by the flanking short, black, beribboned, braided pigtails and the framing of the bonnet adorning that pretty head - the latter being a green and white striped travesty of a Victorian schoolgirl’s bonnet.

				To many this quivering gelatine shell of a young woman, as vulnerable as to apparently be on the verge of total psychological collapse, would be acutely demanding of concern; many would be filled with an overriding and uncontrollable protective urge, a sense of horror and of pity. To Matron, the pathetic waif standing before her was a success story, an example to be exhibited. A small sample of her work, to be sure, but nevertheless, very much a work in progress - and she planed to take this girl much further yet.

				Finally, with hands down by her sides and fingers straight the girl’s quivering lips moved, the tears never pausing:

				“I’m s,so s,s,sorry M,M,Matron, t,t, th, thank y,y,you, M,M,Ma, Ma, Matron. I,I, I w,w,won’t d,do i,it a,again M,Ma, Ma, Matron”. Over her shoulder Matron smiled back at her:

				“That’s a good girl”. And that was exactly how Susan felt, what Susan was.

				They walked on; two uniformed institutional professionals sandwiching an equally, if differently, uniformed, sobbing inmate. The tears continued to drop and to pool on her bodice before trickling as rivulets down its front, meandering around its buttons where the latter lay back overshadowed by the artificially high swell of her breasts either side; there was no reason to stop. No mention had been made of her sobbing nor was any attention being paid to it presently; sobbing, like giggling, was allowed, it wasn’t like talking. Talking wasn’t allowed, not unless spoken to first by a staff member; it wasn’t allowed in the corridors and it wasn’t allowed in her room. But she would be with other research subjects soon; they had told her she would be joining a small group of girls, all young women of around her own age. She would be able to make friends, have a nice chat perhaps, between tests of course; of course she expected restrictions and the experimental protocol would have to be adhered to, that went without saying.

				But that was part of the reason the tears kept coming, part trepidation, part frustration; she new the experiment was scheduled to run for three months but she had no idea what it entailed, no one had told her and she hadn’t asked. Blind acceptance had never been part of her personality; her school report had invariably commented that she had a keen and inquiring mind. She had briefly considered acting as a career but her future clearly lay in investigative journalism. Her aspirations were grouped around television and radio news presenting - and with her classically blonde prettiness, neat ski slope nose and quizzical wide blue eyes the former did not seem an unreasonable aim. Yet, despite all this, the question ran through her mind over and over, each time stimulating a refreshed bout of weeping; why, oh why hadn’t she asked? In truth, that it was a rhetorical question was what really re-opened the floodgates each time: she hadn’t been allowed to ask. She wasn’t allowed to ask questions, not any more, not in here. She wasn’t allowed to ask questions, that was just how it was and she accepted that. And yet that was the cause of such bitter tears, that she did now just accept it, just accept that she was not allowed to question the judgment or orders of others. Acceptance did not come easy to her mind such as hers and yet acceptance had come nevertheless. It was a measure of her failing, of her weakness, of her incompetence - and her tears just went to refine and validate that measure.

				They had taken a right turn immediately upon leaving her room and as always there followed the continuum of right-turned corners, the bleached-out near-featureless passageways, the sense that many times they must have returned to the origin, yet without ever spying her room number or that of any other room on her corridor. Finally they came to a door behind which a narrow tunnel-like passage was defended by a floor-to-ceiling security grille of two centimetre diameter white iron or, more likely, steel bars, horizontally bisected just above head height by a bar of rectangular cross-section. The latter served to delineate the hinged portion that formed the access gate and that in turn housed, at around waist height, the square solid iron or steel block of the sturdily-secure lock mechanism.

				That this particular passage was so narrow was remarkable enough in its own right but that it housed neither windows nor doors at any point along its length marked it out as unique in Susan’s experience. Long, narrow and featureless it ran for perhaps one hundred metres before coming to an end at a security grille identical to that for which they had just passed and immediately beyond which lay yet another unmarked white door. Beyond the latter the passage opened out into an area roughly square in its geometry being of perhaps four to four and a half metres on a side, but certainly no more.

				The space was more or less featureless other than for a nurse’s station positioned at its centre and consisting of a curvilinear white plastic desk and a matching chair upon which was currently perched a white-uniformed nurse. An equally white flat panel computer screen was just visible behind and below the desktop and the rapid clicking of computer keys indicated that, out of sight, the woman’s hands were busily occupied. Beyond and spanning the entire width of the space the way was again blocked by the now all-too-familiar barricade of floor-to-ceiling bars, their linear perfection disrupted, as always it seemed, by the white square block that identified the locking mechanism, the latter being mounted within the rectilinear framework of the hinged access gate occupying the centre of the array. A large signboard was mounted across the bars above this point. Lower down there was print that was far too small to be immediately read upon entering but the impact of the thick black characters dominating its top half was immediate enough; her heart leaden, Susan felt the room begin to spin, a hollow pulse-pounding-modulated fizzing-buzz rising in her ears leaving only the vaguest impression of the conversation going on around her...

				The nurse rose to her feet, greeting Matron with a smile, not of familiarity but rather of professional recognition and respect. She was dressed in the usual button-through white-polyester uniform dress with its tailored form-fitted bodice and full skirt, the latter following smartly the curvature of her hips before flaring in neat pleats to just below knee-length.

				The soft hissing rustle of her dress gave way to a harsh discordant metallic jangle, as she stepped out from behind the desk, drawing the eye to the chromed silver-blue glint of the keys dangling at her hip; long, steel keys, cell keys, mounted on a steel ring that in turn swung from a clip attached to her belt.

				“Good day, Matron.” The greeting was ever the same; ambiguous and deliberately so, it inferred nothing of any particular fraction of the Sun’s, arcing, sky-path nor, indeed, to which side of the horizon it presently lay.

				“Good day, nurse. You are expecting us I take it.”

				“Yes, yes, of course, the new inmate.” She glanced down to her side, to a clipboard lying on the work surface behind the desk’s front.

				“Hmm, patient 43C?”

				She glanced up momentarily, pretty dark brown eyes sparkling in the unit’s unrelenting soft white ‘permalight’ and looking not a day over twenty five despite her severe uniform and authoritative bearing.

				“The designation will of course be changed to 43W once she is put to work but initially she will be registered as 43P. Special instructions are: total social isolation; basic toilet privileges with punishment withdrawal as necessary; one-to-one counselling and behaviour modification. I believe you have requested regular access and the use of the therapy room with her, Matron?”

				“Yes, I have spoken with the doctor and it has been agreed that she undergo a period of ‘mirror therapy’, I believe you have been filled in on the details and requirements?”

				“Enforced comparative self-evaluation and self-criticism?”

				“Yes, exactly that, I couldn’t have described the technique more succinctly myself; I’m impressed! Now, I think we should get on. I’m keen to get her securely ensconced as soon as possible. She is a little nervous and the sooner we can get her settled the better for all concerned, don’t you think?”

				“Absolutely, I quite agree, Matron. As I believe was explained to you on the ‘phone, there has been a slight delay, but the Senior Wardress will be along as soon as she has dealt with the problem. In the interim I have arranged, as requested, for the admission procedure to be progressed in her absence.”

				For a moment the nurse turned her back on the group. Her left hand retrieved the ring of keys from her belt and there came a satisfyingly-solid metallic clunk as a key was turned, the sound seeming to reverberate from the room beyond.

				Of course a more modern alternative existed and, of course, it would have been somewhat more efficient, being more rapidly navigable by the staff while still retaining the all-important element of security. Nothing they had trialled had ever attained quite the same psychological impact as was already inherent in the original fixtures and fittings of the old asylum, however. Nothing could surpass the sight of a substantial and hopelessly-secure lock or the jangle of a jailer’s keys and the metallic-finality of a slamming iron gate, even if in truth the latter was augmented by an amplified digital recording of the relevant sound. Atmosphere, image, impact and impression; throughout, these were design considerations of greatest import and the secret of efficacy was, as ever, embedded in the detailing.

				Something pressed firmly between her shoulder blades, a hand, and Susan Stringer found herself being urged forward - yet somehow she just could not move. She was rooted to the spot, swaying unsteadily. The urging pressure remained, insistent, firm yet nevertheless gentle. A foot was lifted, a step made, then another, and another; each as hesitant and uncertain as if being drawn free of a reluctant, clinging, mire. There was ice in her veins, the plaque she had read had seen to that or rather the characters it held, more precisely what they spelt out; WORKHOUSE: CLOSE CONFINEMENT AND ISOLATION UNIT. Then again, there was a tumbling butterfly-flutter of elation, nauseating in its intensity; there were words here! Actual printed words!

				Here was something that could be read, that meant something, that was not just some meaningless tangle of letters and numbers such as might identify a patient’s room, such as was embroidered on the breast pocket of her uniform-dress, her patient number. There was all that finer print to read yet, print that was too small to have read from the far side of the room when they had first entered.

				A long series of bullet points lay beneath the thick black block capitals of the unit’s identifier and she was close enough now to see them clearly, to read through them. Some part of her was loath to fully acknowledge their meaning, to consciously read; there was a delicious anticipation that merged into the buzzing melee of excitement surging through her mind - there was also the fear that it would all be over all too quickly. She wanted to devour those words, savour the message and commit every syllable to memory.

				Some part of her, some part of the old Susan, recognised the preposterousness of her behaviour and poured scorn on such childish excitement over a mere handful of words. This present-day Susan, this new semi-institutionalised Susan, this half-Susan fragment of old self, refused to acknowledge such ridicule. She couldn’t, she didn’t, expect that old Susan to understand, how could she ever? The very idea was preposterous; the old Susan belonged out there, somewhere out there in the midst of all those frightening, dizzying, freedoms and choices, what could she ever know of life in such an establishment as this.

				It was safe here, she felt that she belonged, yet her mind still hungered nonetheless. But this...this turmoil, this was exactly what they wanted of her, what they intended for her, these people surrounding her; deep down she knew it, she had divined the truth. She had to stop thinking this way, she knew that too. She had to deny them, just had to; it was sending her crazy, they were sending her crazy. Was that their purpose, the purpose of this place, to send her crazy? But why? What for? Whatever for? What had she ever done to anyone?...

				...She had wanted to have her cake and eat it. She had wanted to savour the reading of it, perhaps rearrange the letters in her mind’s eye, form new words, new meanings. It had been something to concentrate on, something to think about; all too late, although she tried to deny it to herself, she had read it, read it automatically, unconsciously and to the full. She had never fully gathered herself to appreciate it, to get the most from it, savour the experience - and now that moment had passed. Her mood steadily spiralled into a crash-dive; it was not so much what that sign had said, as the fact that her reading of it had been so quickly completed.

				She had seesawed between euphoric elation and crushing despair then euphoria again.

				It had all been too much for her; there came a final dizzying, spiralling, darkening crash. The knees went first, her legs bowing outwards, retaining about as much rigidity as a pair of rubber bands. She began to wretch, to double up. Vomiting and with her arms wrapped about her middle she dropped to her knees. Momentarily the room tore around her in a spiralling orbit of blurring Technicolor fringing then came purple and then merciful blackness; a blanketing protective ink of isolated moonless velvety night flowed in over her like a dark tide breaking on the shore...

			

		

	
		
			
				Of Dreams, Dread & Candida

				(Boarding school discipline, hypnosis, written impositions, corner standing, hospital bed restraint bondage, corporal punishment; punished and caned in PVC school knickers and latex bloomers. A novel medical fetish mind control treatment)

				For a few brief moments Dr Ecclestone brought up the sound;

				“... yes, yes that’s a good, good girl, such a good, good girl. Just drift away, the time will seem to go so, so quickly if you just let yourself gently drift away, you don’t ever, ever, need to worry, no need to decide, decisions can be so painful to make, can’t they?”

				“Yes nurse.” The voice was soft, quiet and filled with an unquestioning acceptance.

				“Good girl, you know you want me to help you, you want me to help you avoid that pain, that panic you feel when you have to make decisions. Just let yourself drift away, that’s it, no need to worry, no need to think about it, just listen and do as you’re told, so, so easy to just do as you are told, no need to think, no need to worry. The time will go so, so, quickly if you just drift away, think of nothing, think only of those wonderful white, white walls that keep you so, so safe. Can you remember that nursery rhyme? Of course you can; shall I hum it for you?”

				On the screen the nurse began to softly hum, as if a lullaby to a newborn baby, a few notes, no more than that. The girl’s face shrivelled and grimaced as if in pain, sheer stark terror and dread, twisting and distorting her pretty doll like features in an agony of flashback trauma.

				“My poor, poor darling, you are so, so frightened of hearing that little tune, aren’t you? I want you to think about that little tune, I wanted to hear it, playing over and over, it reminds you of the spiders, it reminds you of the open spaces and of the crowds that scuttle just like those spiders, those horrible spiders, you can see the spiders, you can hear the tune; ‘boys and girls come out to play’, ‘boys and girls come out to play’.”

				The camera zoomed in and panned across: the pictured girl’s agitation was increasing by the moment, almost palpable, tangible, beads of sweat condensing on her forehead, twitches and ticks quivering, quaking and rippling across her chilli-hot cheeks.

				“P,p,please, n,n,nurse, n,no, no, n,n,nurse, p,pleassse.” There was a quavering terror embodied in that tiny, insignificant, stammering little squeak of a voice that told of dread beyond imagining.

				“I know, I know, it is terrifying, isn’t it? It is as terrifying as the crowds and the fields and the open skies - you feel the panic building, you hear that tune when you think of those things now, don’t you?”

				“Y,y,yes, nn,nurse, pl,pl,p,please, p,p,pl,please, n,no m,m,more, n,no m,m,more, n,no m,m,ore, pl,please, pleeeese!” Almost a scream this time: the girl was shaking uncontrollably, weeping, tears pouring down her fear-contorted features.

				“Hush, now, hush, shush, sshush, sssush; it’s okay, it’s all okay I’m here, your pretty nurse is here; you are all safe and sound in your room, safely behind the kind, warm, soft, white walls of your little hospital room.

				It’s going away now, it’s all going away, I’m here to take it all away, your nurse is here to take it away, to make you all safe and warm, to keep you safely locked away; it feels so safe, so calming to be kept locked away, locked away safely in a hospital. Hospitals are such safe places. It’s so peaceful, so blissful to know that you belong here, belong here, here in hospital. Nothing can get to you here, in hospital; we can look after you here, keep you all safely locked away from danger.

				There, there, that’s better, you’re being a good girl - and good girls are obedient girls and obedient girls do as their nurses tell them. Good girls don’t deserve to be punished; you are a good girl, you are an obedient girl, you don’t deserve punishment, there is no need to remember the tune, no need to punish yourself, not if you are a good girl, not if you are being an obedient girl.

				You do, so much, want to be a good girl, don’t you sweetheart?”

				“Y,yes,n,nurse.” The girl, her features now placid, serene, whispering gently and with just a trace of an endearing ‘little-girl lisp entering her voice; the latter, in itself reason enough to earn praise from her carer.

				“That’s a good girl. You are pleasing me; you are pleasing your nurse and that is the most important thing in the world to you. I want you to imagine my face smiling sweetly, oh so sweetly; you can see my face smiling sweetly, smiling down at you, you know you have pleased me, you know you have made me happy and that makes you happy, it makes you so very happy to please your nurse doesn’t it?

				“Yes, n,nurse, so h.happy, thank you ,nurse.”

				“That’s very, very good. You really are being a really good girl now, and a good girl is...?”

				“An obedient girl, nurse.” The response, automatic, reinforced time and time again through countless such sessions and learnt by way of untold hours of looped bedtime recordings, carefully composited videos and the good doctor’s behaviour modification therapy.

				“Yes, yes, that’s such a good girl, such a nice little obedient girl; you want to learn and I’m here to teach you, to help you, you want me to help you don’t you?”

				“Yes n,nurse”

				“Good girl! You want to learn how to drift away, listen and obey, not to think, not to question just listen and obey. Let your mind become as safe, as empty, as comfortable as the white, fluffy soft walls around you. Just drift away now, let yourself drift away, deeper and deeper, further and further, think only of white, only of soft, safe, white, just drift along on those fluffy white clouds of safety and comfort. Just let my words float over you, just obey my words, no need to make decisions, no need to think, just obey, just obey, just obey. It feels so warm, so comfortable, so safe to just obey, to let others think for you, others that know better than you, no need to wonder, no need to worry, so easy, so simple to just obey...

				The doctor leant forward, flicking off the sound before turning her attention back to the written report before her.

				On the screen the tableau continued to run unwitnessed, the players ignorant of their audience’s departure. Scenes almost beyond description - that outside of that office would have drawn gasps of perturbed disbelief - came and went in a procession of ever deepening psychological disturbance and perversion.

				Schoolwork was delivered - the laminated sheet of tables, the copybook and the pen each locked to the girl’s desk by its very own short length of white plastic-coated steel chain, lest any unauthorised use be tempted - work that would be examined and her learning tested in due course.

				The doctor worked on. On the screen a bedpan arrived, delivered on a white plastic tray, its translucent plastic catching the light and throwing back the illusion of surrealistically sculpted crystal. The silvery sheet-lightning flashes drew the doctor’s attention gratefully from her task and she settle back to watch, to enjoy the respite, perhaps to gain inspiration, stretching out her long slender legs under her desk, her stockings softly rasping together within the tight confines of her tailored skirt, and interlocking her fingers behind her neck, thankful for her high-pinned coiffure. The overhead shot revealed the tray, carried in latex gloved hands, to hold, in addition to the small transparent bedpan, a two hundred and fifty millilitre plastic bottle and a sealable oblong clear-plastic box; the latter being superficially not unlike a sandwich box in appearance and of around eighteen centimetres long by some ten centimetres in width. The function of these objects the doctor new well enough; the routine collection and gathering of samples to assist in dietary analysis, urine in the former and stool samples in the latter. An unmarked flat, white, packet lying between the two sample-collection receptacles brought a smile of recognition to the doctor’s lips; these newly formulated wipes were under trial, undeniably excellent in their antibacterial properties their performance seemed to be somewhat marred by the genital and anal irritation, albeit mild, reported associated with their use.

				It should be said that the doctor was not one of those who saw the formulation as particularly flawed, not when viewed in balance with its benefits; it was highly efficacious and it was cheap, very cheap, as compared to its more traditional competitors. She had the final say in the matter and she had already made the decision; a wide range of consumables incorporating the antiseptic had now been ordered in. Absorbent incontinence pads, sanitary towels, a whole plethora of creams and even certain suppositories would soon come with their own peculiar, tormenting, nagging ache.

				Reluctantly she again returned her attention to the report open on her desk, and to its subject, the latter presently residing in an airtight, sealed, cellophane wrapper and reclining lengthwise in a white enamelled dish alongside the folder. She pulled on a pair of purple nitrile lab gloves - having over time developed an allergic reaction to latex - and taking a pair of scissors from amongst the compendium of pens, paper clips and staples that occupied the shallow top drawer at the left-hand side of her desk, carefully cut open the sample’s protective wrapper. With almost religious reverence she laid the content back out in the dish from whence it had come, folding and depositing the now redundant wrapper in a small resealable, airtight, polythene bag.

				She gazed at it lying there, her breathing quickening and with the expression of dumbstruck awe slowly spreading across her features serving, further still, to build the impression that she somehow regarded the contents of that enamel dish as one might the containment of some much revered reliquary - such was the look of admiration reflected in her eyes. It was a reverence much based on faith after all; there was nothing there evident to the naked eye to deserve such attention, indeed there was nothing evident at all of note other than if, perhaps, one was to utilise the most powerful of microscopes.

				To most, dependent on their standpoint, it would have looked uninspiring in the extreme, perhaps distasteful, maybe, even, embarrassing; to the doctor it was a surprising, intriguing, development, inspiring in the utmost. It was the result of much painstaking research; carefully developed by a close friend and colleague, the level of care ironically reflected in the everyday ordinariness of its appearance. The very blandness that rendered it of so little interest to the uninitiated also lent most to its utility. It was a gift, a sample; at present it was a ‘one-off’ but she had been assured others could and would be manufactured if, and as, required.

				The quilted panty liner, lying there so matter-of-factly in that dish, apparently differed by not one iota from the standard hospital issue for patients, other than - and this was just about discernible - a modest thickening of the quilting and a slight exaggeration of that pattern’s definition. Therein, though, lay the source of her excitement, in that thickened quilted layer, in that notion of irony; that something so much intended for feminine comfort and protection should harbour the source of such potential discomfiture, such uniquely feminine discomfiture at that.

				It was inspired, totally inspired, there was no other word for it; candida spores encapsulated and embedded within the quilting and designed to be released in response to the warm moistness of intimate contact. Her nimble mind was already flitting across a landscape of possibilities and implications; the sealed humidity of a pair of close-fitting plastic or latex knickers would make for the perfect incubating atmosphere and pre-treatment with a course of a full-spectrum antibiotic to cleanse the body of its natural flora beforehand would ensure close to a one hundred percent probability of infection.

				Thrush would be the primary result of course, but there could be bloatedness, flatulence and diarrhoea and an itchy anus to be contended with; all the more of a misfortune should they strike a girl fitted with an anal dilator.

				In her mind’s eye she could already see a pretty young woman writhing and sweating between the rubber sheets of a hospital bed, her wrists ankles, thighs and waist firmly encircled in broad padded restraints and secured, wrists to thighs and ankles to bed corners, her legs widely spread, the gusset of her latex knickers tightly stretched.

				What treatment to prescribe? With a girl so obviously disturbed and clearly suffering some sort of irritating intimate infection, enforced bed rest would be a must, the patient suitably secured and isolated. She would have to be regularly purged, be catheterised and be treated by the application of one of the new antiseptic creams; it would do little to ameliorate any yeast infection but, along with a continuing course of antibiotics, would ensure that no complicating bacterial secondary infection set in.

				Of course, maintaining a good standard of feminine hygiene would be of particular importance under such circumstances; she would be left with little choice but to prescribe the regular provision of a nice new fresh absorbent panty liner, perhaps twice per day; one of these nice, new, little quilted beauties of course; it would have to be one of these.

				The prognosis in the short-term? Well, she would expect a very chastened young lady, one well versed in the shortcomings of her feminine hygiene standards, perhaps to the point of obsession.

				The prognosis in the Long-term? Physically, she would expect little permanent harm, if sufficient care was taken. Psychologically, on the other hand, the prognosis was unknown; that was what made it so exciting. Deep down, she suspected profound damage to be a likely result; as always, only through experiment could hypothesis be tested and conjecture be replaced by certainty.

			

		

	
		
			
				Susan’s Cell

				(Prison discipline, prison uniform, rigid rules, strict nurses and wardresses & sensory deprivation, the prison cane, prison strap, handcuffs, wheelchair bondage, chained in a cell & threats of a prison whipping, judicial correction, spanking and caning from a stern governess)

				The dream hurried to her, with welcoming embrace and promises of escape, albeit temporary. Even here, though, in this most privately-secluded of all realities, the only alternative on offer was a surreal reiteration of what she had read so involuntarily before. She stood again before that signboard; she re-read every word, each syllable glowing in sublime surreal clarity as if indelibly seared into her subconscious for all time.

				It was a list, a set of rules, a protocol. It was a set of guidelines and dictates governing the institution staff. It was none of her affair, nothing to do with her; it was never intended for her eyes and she ought never to have read it; she deserved to be punished.

				Yet she had read it and the evidence of her indiscretion hung there before her as might some animated advertisement hording; shifting, flashing, neon-red characters had been set stringing out left to right in a never-ending loop floating across her mind, proudly introducing this newest product, listing and boasting its undoubted benefits.

				But she was moving now, even though her eyes were still closed; indeed, she was barely yet awake, just coming around. She was definitely moving, the sensation was unmistakable but more than mere sensation there was confirmation now from other directions; her eyes were opening, she was at last forcing up their reluctant shutters. Bleary, swimmingly-white, rippling images flowed and flurried past, bringing with them renewed nausea to reward her effort.

				She was moving, yet the sensation told her that her legs were not; the muscles were quivering in useless spasm but beyond that her legs would not move at all! She was not even standing; she was seated but most definitely moving just the same. All around her, a bustling-rustle of nurse’s dresses spoke of a transit of some urgency.

				A strange rushing sound, redolent of water running in torrent flood, came first from one side then the other, rhythmically alternating as she progressed. Twice there came another sound, both times from her right and at the very edge of her perception; semi-submerged below the rushing-mush of that aural camouflage there was the unmistakable sound of weeping.
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				STAFFING GUIDELINES

				It is important that all staff should read through and understand the following guidelines before passing this point

				
						MIND SET: 

				

				This is a prison, it is a place of punishment, inmates are here to be punished.

				
						SECURITY:

				

				(A) In-cell: No staff member to enter a cell unaccompanied or without the explicit instruction of the Senior Wardress, the quorum is three. Full electronic restraint to be kept activated at all times other than when staff are present. Caged beds should be exactly that; check that lock!

				(B) Cell Block: All inmates are to be placed in restraint prior to removal from their cell. In the event that an inmate is required to be moved outside of the immediate cell-block area a fully securable wheelchair must be used and all restraints applied and checked as per security directive 4(a).

				
						COMMUNICATION:

				

				Communication between inmates of any form is forbidden. All staff are to be vigilant: all attempted transgressions must be reported and punished promptly as per the guidelines laid out in section 21(b) of the Close Confinement Protocol.

				Staff communication with inmates is to be kept to an absolute minimum and must remain within the protocol guidelines. If required to order or question an inmate, always do so using the standardised phrases given in the protocol; never ad lib! Do not ‘chat’ with other staff members within earshot of any inmate. Extra vigilance should be applied to ensure that no mention be made of anything within earshot of the inmates that might give reference to the date, day of the week or time of day. Do not take newspapers, pamphlets, magazines, books, or other written matter past this point. Do not take writing or drawing materials of any form beyond this point. Do not take watches or other timepieces other than the officially authorised and adapted fob-watches beyond this point. All pens, pencils, clipboards, watches etc are to be left at the reception desk.

				
						DIETARY:

				

				The inmate’s diet is strictly prescribed and must be as laid out by the unit dietician: No other food or drink is to be offered at any time or under any circumstances! Remember some inmates are undergoing particular dietary intervention regimes specific to the individual.

				
						ISOLATION:

				

				To reiterate; Full social-isolation principles are in force beyond this point!
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				A Sweet Thing in a Caged Bed

				Her vision was clearing; she had to concentrate in order to focus fully but nevertheless she was aware that something was approaching, something was emerging uncertain and mistily from the featureless whiteness to her right. There was a rhythmic glossy patterning of white juxtaposed against something somewhat less than white.

				She received a transient impression of some sort of regular vertically arranged array or grid and an open space behind, then it had passed; she had been far, far too slow, too hesitant. For the moment, being still fazed and groggy, she had all but forgotten the ridiculous bonnet they now insisted she wore; it was all still new to her, she had yet to adjust to the narrowed, blinkered, field of vision constrained by its extended side cheeks. Even the most cursory glance to the left or right now entailed a very obvious turning of her head and, more often than not, a brusque reminder to ‘look straight ahead’ and that whatever had drawn her attention was of ‘no concern of yours’; not on this occasion though.

				The movement had been overlooked or it just didn’t matter, she had no idea which but, then again, there wasn’t much to see in any case; perhaps it was intended that she should look about her. There was just the listless and disorientating blankness of the passing walls, shadow-less and defying focus. Proximate or distal, their surfaces stubbornly resisted any attribution of definite dimension, betraying little to confirm or deny movement and, through that uncertainty, serving only to fuel a renaissance of her earlier nausea.

				She turned her head to the left, partially in avoidance of the brightness; the walls here seemed singularly reflective, surprisingly so, almost as if the very fabric of the building itself emitted light. There were bars here, bars running floor-to-ceiling, white-glossed and cylindrically-reflective bars; apparently of plastic but, from experience, likely misleading in appearance, the latter representative merely of the outer-cladding of some far more substantial core material such as iron or steel.

				Beyond lay an open space - in reality little more than an alcove - walled in a similarly uncertain and indistinctly-glowing plastic whiteness. She glimpsed some sort of bed, or rather a bed platform, to the right of the cell-like room and standing centrally a lone figure draped in green and white stripe; a female, young and ashen faced. Then the ghostly impression was gone, the after-image fading in purple against the passing continuum-bleakness of bleached-out walling.

				The shock was quite enough; it was a hair trigger, merely bringing more swiftly to inevitable conclusion a tide of events owing its origin well before her fainting fit and that, along with the subsequent swirling disorientation, had lately quickened apace. Her first reactive instinct was to crane forward, to double up; a secondary instinct, involuntarily urged a hand toward her mouth in a subconscious effort to retain at least some composure, some dignity. Both actions were met with an equal and opposite force; a gently restraining pressure manifested evenly across her upper torso and shoulders, even as her wrists and forearms encountered a similarly opposing elastic constraint.

				Notwithstanding the greatest of conscious efforts her chin dropped to her chest and she retched; there was little left to bring up in any case but what did come up was beige and bland and dribbled harmlessly on to a greyish-white square-necked expense of soft plastic.

				The latter, styled as a bib, extended down as far as her waist, covering and protecting the bodice of her dress in its entirety from a point just below its top button - a series of vertically aligned green-tinged discolorations betrayed the institutional nature of the garb beneath. Broad shoulder straps secured the protective bib at its top and at the waist the plastic thickened to form a belt or strap which extended around to either side whereupon it was fastened with white nylon buckles.

				She was now all too fully aware; the previous disparity of her senses having finally been dispelled, the explanation was now only too obvious - she was seated in a wheelchair. No, it was far, far worse than that, she was secured in a wheelchair.

				Broad, white, crepe-elastic straps were at her wrists, forearms and biceps. The full, embarrassingly figure-hugging, plastic bib served both to protect and secure; the shoulder-straps and waist-ties doubled as anchor points, securing her torso comfortably yet firmly to the chair’s back-rest. Something, too, was securing her ankles and, although out of sight, she was aware that a broad band encircled each of her legs just below the knee.

				Looking down, as best she could, she could see that her dress’s skirt hem had been ruched up, the striped nylon fabric resting in rolls and the folds around her upper thighs; the elasticated leg-cuffs of her bloomers had each disappeared beneath the eight centimetre-wide elasticated corrugations of a restraint strap that encircled the lower thigh, beginning just above each knee.

				The latter restraints, working together with the ankle straps, enforced a posture with each thigh squeezing firmly outwards against the seat’s sides and armrests but with her ankles kept pinioned tightly together at the centre of the footplate. A less ladylike seating position it would be hard to imagine; wanton, exhibitionist, such a posture seemed to serve little purpose other than to provide an enforced and humiliating display of her crotch.

				Up ahead, curvaceous and over-plump, a woman’s hips rocked, her chubby buttocks, rounded, full and heavy, swelling and rippling alternately left and right beneath a smartly tailored panelled skirt of institutional navy blue. The latter shimmered in the ghostly light wherever and whenever the woman’s movements caused the fabric to fold, twist and pull around the closely fitted seams, in a manner suggestive of some man-made fibre.

				To a young woman so long denied sight of any colour outside of the bottle green stripe of her own uniform the sight of a navy blue dress was noteworthy indeed; shocking, one could say. The woman having stopped and turned about to face her, Susan saw for the first time the words embroidered on the breast pocket of what otherwise appeared to be a traditional, if old-fashioned, hospital matron’s uniform: Senior Wardress. The motherly-looking woman’s black, wavy, hair was worn pulled back in a tight, no-nonsense, bun; to Susan, another disproportionately noteworthy feature, other than for a fellow inmate’s braided locks, this was the first instance of uncovered female hair she had encountered since entering the unit.

				On the wardress’s head, in place of the white, nun-like, all-concealing headdress that Susan had become accustomed to seeing the nurses wearing, the woman wore a conventional white nurse’s cap but trimmed with navy piping and with a stripe of the same colour running around the top.

				The woman’s rosy-cheeked complexion suggested that perhaps a mere twenty five years, perhaps thirty at most, had passed by her. Yet there was, nonetheless, a tight-lipped, hard-bitten, stony aspect to her. There was an icy-bitterness in those intense, steely blue eyes of hers that seemed to belong to someone far beyond her apparent years. Then there was her figure, contradictory in its overtly-mature rotundity; she was curvaceous, yes, yet exaggeratedly so, the narrowness of her waist belying the overgenerous plumpness of her hips, bust and rounded, yet attractive, face, the latter betraying just the beginnings of a double chin.

				The white Petersham ribbon belt encircling her waist seemed to consciously deny in its constricted shrunken diameter the inescapable evidence embodied in the gentle curving swell of her lower abdomen and the hips beneath, the latter whispering of a maturity of upholstery artificially, yet barely, constrained and stayed from its curving enthusiasm. There was a certain mannequin-stiffness about those smooth waspwaisted contours; it was an early 1950s confection, suggestive of an artifice of moulding and support, of ‘stays’ and of elastane, of ‘under-wired support’ and of ‘cross-over banding’.

				The woman’s uniform dress flowed closely round-and-about a bust-line imbued with an almost conical aspect. It fitted closely to her hips, moving and rippling as if organically sheaved, yet without any evidence of ‘pulling’ or puckering at the seams, from her waist to the point at which the skirt’s smartly-tapering lines finally terminated, hemmed one centimetre above the woman’s knees - such was the personalised tailored-perfection of its styling.

				Like the woman herself, that dress was a contradiction, it was undeniably a uniform and yet it was also very much a finally-tailored personal statement. It was unique to the woman herself and the woman was the uniform, it echoed, no, amplified her personality; it was as controlled and controlling as the wearer. If a domineering aspect was intended, then the effect was synergistically successful in the extreme. The contrast between the controlling and the controlled could not have been more greatly enhanced. Far from submerging her personality, as Susan’s uniform did hers, it spoke volumes about the woman; that uniform quite clearly laid out the woman’s proclivity, laid bare, in fact, the entire raison d’etre of her appointment to the role she now served.

				In her expression, though, there lay far more ambiguity; there was a twist to her lips that was suggestive of some element of cruelty lurking in the shadows behind that facade of hers. It was all there in some measure; determination, professionalism, a half smile that reeked of condescendence yet was coloured in some indecipherable way with just the faintest tint of hurt and betrayal. From the latter there propagated just the merest suggestion of vulnerability, or at least of some past vulnerability that had since been patched, reinforced, and now lay well camouflaged by that uniform of hers.

				To the more perceptive there was given just the tiniest glimpse of somewhere deep and dark where lay and festered a desire for some form of... what? Revenge? Retribution? Whatever it was, whatever had befallen her in some previous existence it clearly shaped her present.

				In one cold-sweating moment Susan found she already knew enough of this woman, of her agenda; someone somewhere had to pay and by habit she would extract that recompense from those in her charge.

				They had come to a halt now, the trio of staff and their wheelchair- immobilise subject. There were the two nurse-wardresses in their flare-skirted polyester-cotton ‘hospital-blue’ dresses, their trim waists smartly and sharply belted and each with her breast pocket proudly embroidered with the hospital badge, name and those damning words picked out in the fine gold thread; psychiatric wing.

				There was the Senior Wardress, the woman dressed so smartly yet sinisterly in the deepest navy blue. And then there was their charge; a wide-eyed teenaged girl seated quietly in a wheelchair with the complacency that comes with months of learnt-helplessness, herself uniformed and seeming younger than her years in her short black braided pigtails and plastic-bib covered green and white striped dress.

				To their right lay a continuum of softly glowing, white plastic gloss. To their left, however, a narrow alcove, of no more than two meters in breadth at most, was delineated from the corridor by an array of white glossy floor-to-ceiling bars and extended back somewhat less than that. Indeed, the space - the term room being something of an exaggeration - was only of sufficient depth as to allow for the length of an average bed; the latter being the only obvious function of the raised platform area that ran at approximately waist height for the entire length of the right-hand side.

				This latter elevated area appeared to emerge seamlessly from both wall and floor, as if at one with both, rising up from the latter by around half a metre and extending out from the former by one meter, thus accounting for fully half the available floor-space. Its upper surface was inset, the hollow so formed holding a mattress that rose proud of its edge by perhaps ten centimetres and that had the appearance of the rubber-covered foam construction that Susan was now familiar with and that was seemingly ubiquitous in this institution; already she could detect its latex-warmth intermingled within the sterile, disinfected-polythene ambience.

				Towards the bed platform’s far end, where it practically butted up against the end wall, the mattress thickened markedly and sigmoidally. This latter feature formed a gently rising hillock that was clearly intended to perform something of the function ordinarily provided by a pillow, yet its U-shaped central contouring seemed to argue for some augmentation of that function; indeed, an element of restraint seemed to be suggested.

				This theme of restraint was echoed along the entire length of the ‘bed’ and medical restraint straps lay abandoned in various random orientations upon the mattress. Broad white bands of leather or plastic held soft padded plastic cuffs of various diameters, the straps distal ends being permanently fixed to purpose-moulded anchor points spaced regularly along the inner edge of both sides of the platform, from its foot, at those prison bars, right up to and including the ‘pillow’, at the end wall, whereupon a broad strap lay that roughly corresponding to the position that might be expected to be occupied by the young inmate’s forehead.

				Here again, at the ‘pillow’, there was a sinister element that went beyond that of mere restraint, this coming in the guise of a three centimetre diameter circular hole that had purposely been formed in the forehead restraint strap, neatly let-in at its very centre. The relevance of the latter adaptation was mercifully obscure to the girl - and would remain so, just as long as her present docility persisted.

				Roughly one third of the height of the wall alongside which the bed platform ran was presently occupied by a rack of closely spaced white cylindrical bars, these possessing an appearance similar to those occupying the cell’s front but roughly of a third of their diameter, being of perhaps just over one centimetre in thickness, and longitudinally cross-braced at regular intervals.

				At the lower edge of this folding contraption its weight was taken by a broad hinge, set into the wall fifty centimetres above the bed’s surface and running the entire length of the bed and thus of the wall.

				Along its upper edge ran a smaller, yet still substantial, hinge from which hung a secondary array of bars; at present positioned parallel to the first, this latter set was clearly designed to swing out into a perpendicular orientation whenever the entire contraption would be released from the catches securing it to the wall and swung out into position. The length of these bars, being of some fifty centimetres and matching the elevation of the wall hinge above the bed’s surface, ensured that this second set would then form one side of what amounted to a cage around the bed; the array’s lower edge forming a flange that was designed to dock with, and lock into, a matching slot running the length of the bed-platform’s outer edge. The far end wall had embedded within it - although being difficult to perceive from the outside, it being white against white - a curving channel or runner that would also serve to locate and guide the contraption into position when in use. The external bars to the alcove’s front incorporated a similar channel, manifested externally as a curving arc interrupting the linear fall of the steel bars.

				The girl stared dumbfounded; she could do nothing but sit in her wheelchair looking helplessly on and numbed with fear and incomprehension in equal measure. She had never seen such a thing outside of a flickering wallpaper of images behind an outraged investigative reporter. That had been within a scandalous, smuggled report about the secret mistreatment of psychiatric patients in some far-off ex-Soviet bloc country. Nevertheless she had recognised the implications of the contraption immediately; it was designed to form, when unfolded from that wall, a caged bed.

				Here was a device historically employed in asylums and supposedly endowed with almost magical qualities of calming.

				In truth, although of undoubted efficacy, the patient tending to fall into a stupefied submission given enough time, its long-term use had always been morally and ethically dubious at best and its mechanism of action even more so. Such devices had long ago been abandoned in enlightened, mainstream, psychiatric practice in the west. Indeed, in Britain, such restraint devices were - and had been for some very long time - illegal. And yet here it was, in the flesh as it were - and very much extant.

				Any suggestion that what she was presently staring at open-mouthed was merely another one of the building’s Victorian asylum legacy-fitments would have been met with incredulity at best. It was obvious, even to the inexperienced eye of the young Susan Stringer, that there had been much ‘improvement’ made upon the antique original. It and the entire cell, despite the apparent antiquity of the layout, had benefited from the incorporation of the latest in modern design and technology - as this, its newest occupant, was undoubtedly soon to discover. Indeed, it is noteworthy that no mention was made of - nor attention drawn to - the device; it was just there, it was part of the ‘accommodation’ and that was all there was to it; there was no longer any pretence required.

				The wheelchair having now been turned to face the bars, the seated, restrained, girl viewed for the first time this stark new home of hers in all its limiting-entirety - and did so through shock-widened eyes. Straight ahead and to her left, two chunky square blocks, each of around twelve centimetres on a side, were set within the bars - one above the other and separated in the vertical by approximately ten centimetres - at the point at which the grille met with the ‘accommodation’s side wall. Mounted at approximately waist height to a standing adult, the uppermost of these was notably dominated by the overly-obvious keyhole at its centre and the latter’s bygone-age appearance. Its lower-down sibling had housed at its centre an altogether more contemporary key-slot; the latter being of slim profile and mounted in a raised oval section - this being of around three centimetres at it longest axis and standing proud of the lock’s surface by perhaps two centimetres.

				A little more than one meter to the right of those locks, a floor-to-ceiling rectangular member, interleaved within the screen of cylindrical bars, housed, a hinge running uninterrupted from the floor to three quarters of the barrage’s rise, whereupon a horizontal square-section beam ran across to the left-hand side, interrupting the bars and giving notice that here transit was possible, while making quite clear that such access was not to be subject to the vagaries of free will.

				Within moments that view had been interrupted, the navy-blue, tailored contours of the Senior Wardress’ ample, rounded, rump almost pressing into the girl’s face as the woman, having selected a key from the large silvered key ring that clattered and clinked as it swung on the chain dangling from her belt, turned away from her and bent forwards so as to better deal with a lock that was presumably being somewhat awkward in its operation.

				Fleeting though her first full view of her new home had been, the girl had nevertheless seen enough to send her spirits tumbling in freefall and for trepidation to turn to despair. Indeed, she had seen everything that was to be seen, for in truth there was little to see - and that sparsity of detail in itself weighed her down with its leaden dread.

				There was nothing there that might be of comfort, nothing at all - it was just a bar-fronted glowing white plastic-box of space. The raised bed platform and the associated contraption pinned to the wall lay immediately to the right and directly ahead, beyond the entry gate, lay a ‘living space’ that comprised an open section of flooring of a similar area to that occupied by the bed platform itself. There were no other furnishings or contents to be seen of any kind save for what appeared to be a white plastic hospital bedpan. The latter squatted up close against the rear wall as if trying to merge with it, cringing back from the bars and vainly seeking privacy and to evade prying eyes as if infused with some essence of the previous occupant’s fading and flickering spirit - it was a semi-successful camouflaging, an optical illusion that severed to endow the thing with a strange pearly-transparent quality.

				Simultaneously, from each side, soft-looking, velvety-pink, hands came and went and were accompanied by flashes of white buttoned, cuffs and rustling, light blue sleeves. The two women that had, up to that point, existed only in the rhythmically-familiar polyester-swish of their dresses and in the trundle of the wheelchair, began to tackle the various restraints and attachments surrounding her. Turning her head to the left, to the direction from which they had come, Susan glimpsed a concealed-button, panelled dress-front constraining an amply-rounded bosom, a flash of gold thread on a blue breast pocket and the silver glint of a ball-clasp belt buckle against a white creped nurses’ belt...

				Punishment came...It was shocking rather than painful as such but it was that very acuteness that punished the most, that and the shame of being struck in such a manner. More to the point it was the shame of accepting such correction without comment, as if such were simply an expression of the natural order of things. It was just three fingers of the nurse’s left hand, three fingers not particularly long yet notably tapered and slender. There was no movement at all in the arm; the woman’s wrist had flicked sharply out but, describing only a small fraction of its potential arc, contributed little to the actual force of the blow while the majority of the travel originated in the folding of the woman’s palm. The efficacy of the slap’s sting lay not in its force but rather in the accuracy of its landing, the sharpness of its delivery and in the commanding confidence of the accompanying rebuke. It was a precisely and expertly delivered sharp little sting, laid diagonally across the lower innermost quadrant of the girl’s right cheek, the nurse’s index finger landing close to, but not touching, the girl’s right nostril; the side-cheeks of the girl’s bonnet limited the area available to strike in any case.

				“Face forward.” The nurse didn’t raise her voice, she didn’t have to; the requisite correcting sharpness was there in the crystal-hard crispness of that educated enunciation - the woman’s authority was embedded in her tone.

				For Susan’s part, a surprised, shocked, exclamation accompanied an embarrassingly, for the girl, contrite compliance and a spreading blush that was already outgrowing and swamping the reddened site of her chastisement. Even then, even as in obedience to the order she looked away, even though disorientated by the sudden numbness of the shock, she knew that something was missing, something important had been omitted - would there still be time to make amends?

				To the latter the answer came quickly and in the negative; this time delivered by the other nurse, the woman standing to her right-hand side, the woman’s right hand delivering a similar sharp-shocking slap to that of her comrade’s and overlapping the site of the latter’s sting, her voice just as crisply punishing.

				There was just a single word this time; it was all that was needed, the girl’s detention had already extended long enough for the nurse to be confident of that. “Manners” was all she said, her voice soft yet her enunciation crisp, polished, superior.

				“Yes n,n,nnurse, a,at w,w,once n,n,nurse,”

				Immediately there came another slap, this time delivered to the corresponding position on the girl’s left cheek and coming from the left hand of the nurse standing on her left-hand side, the woman accompanying it with yet another prompting rebuke; “what do we say?”

				“ S,s,sorry n,n,nurse, I,I m,m,mean th, th, th,ank y,you n,n,nurse.”

				Satisfied that their charge had now been suitably corrected the two women continued about their business, a softly spoken “that’s a good girl” from one of the two nurses being considered sufficient to constitute reward enough so as to satisfy the classically accepted requirement for behavioural modification.

				In the meantime the Senior Wardress, having successfully negotiated the locking mechanism, had turned to face her hapless charge, both hands presently engaged in reattaching the smallest of a pair of keys to the ring chained to her belt; behind her, the gate now lay swung back into the area beyond and lying against the internal side wall.

				For each such gate the wardress carried a traditional long black-iron jailer’s key in addition to a much smaller one of a more modern, steely, appearance; the two had to be turned simultaneously in order to gain access. The more modern of the two fitted a lock of ‘pick- proof’ design incorporating an electronic element that in turn formed part of an interlocking system that ensured that no gate or cell door could be unlocked unless all others, including the security grilles blocking each end of the corridor, were in a fully secured condition. This latter key could be quite fiddly to insert at times - and had been the source of delay on this occasion - although, even allowing for the disciplining of her new charge, in reality no more than thirty seconds had elapsed.

				The larger of the two keys, the old-fashioned-looking iron key, was of the type that would have fitted the original Victorian system. The lock that it fitted was mechanically linked to the modern system but strictly speaking was obsolete; it could have been bypassed or eliminated in its entirety but it served as a backup, although psychological as much as physical. Besides, in situations like this, when first inducting a new inmate, she liked to toy with the key, she liked to dangle it in front of her charge’s eyes while her nurses prepared her. It was symbolic as much as anything; that key, the bulky lock it fitted and the very obvious keyhole within, together they represented enclosure and imprisonment in a way that no high-tech electronic system could really achieve. She would finger that key and look down on her charge and see in the girl’s eyes, as in the eyes of this teenager now, the recognition of that symbolism and of the finality it represented. It was the realisation that layer upon layer of walls, doors, gates, grilles and bars separated this point from the girls past life.

				It was the shocked recognition of the hardship - no, impossibility - of return and the ease with which that simple key would still further curtail her freedom. She would toy with that key and, as with this girl now, look into her eyes and see them locked hypnotically on that key - she would look for those signs, the beginnings of acceptance, those first vestiges of utter defeat, perhaps even some hope...It was always good to keep some hope alive. Sometimes she would look down at that key herself, perhaps stroke it with her index finger - and whisper, quite softly, the one word she knew her charge would by now instinctively recognise as symptomatic of her future: discipline.

				This girl was no different to all the others; she was staring fixedly at that key and in her eyes her spirit could be seen faltering and staggering and failing but... Yes! Yes! There was hope there too, only faintly burning, true, but a flame nonetheless, however tiny! Good! Well, now it was time to get her through that gate and safely under the control of that key and lock.

				“Come on, up you get!” The wardress’s voice seemed unnecessarily harsh to the girl. She couldn’t quite understand what she’d done wrong and yet there had to have been something; that voice had an irritated edge to it and the woman’s body-language, arms folded and with that key dangling, swinging hypnotically from one finger, provided a masterclass in the art of undisguised impatient annoyance.

				“Come on, up you get. I won’t tell you again - I don’t have all day you know!” The mature confident authority behind that voice really did belie the woman’s youthful looks; somehow, that unexpected juxtaposition added to the impact.

				The girl’s legs shook, they felt like rubber and she felt sick inside. Partly it was the aftermath of the fainting fit that had necessitated the wheelchair’s use and partly it was the cold, disorientating, shock of this new situation she now found herself trapped in. It was a stunned confusion that was not exactly ameliorated by the staccato-sharpness of her instruction and all that face-slapping correction that had gone before.

				“Get up! Now, right now! Are you deaf as well as stupid? When the Senior Wardress tells you to do something, you do it: and straight away, not tomorrow!”

				Now it was the nurse to her left bullying her, the one that had been so quick in handing out a face-slapping in the first place - and she had little desire to experience another. Mentally she baulked at the unjustness of it all, even as bodily she complied. Not for the first time that day, tears began to form: it just wasn’t fair to shout at her like that, it was just not fair, she didn’t deserve it. It was not as if she had refused to budge: she was getting to her feet after all. No, it was just that she was being too slow for their liking. But what could they expect? She had obviously passed out for some reason and quite literally had only just come around to find herself strapped to a wheelchair in a nightmarish, prison-style corridor and moments later getting her face slapped, merely for daring to look around - and then suffering a repeat performance merely for neglecting to express her gratitude for the first.

				She was shaky, unsteady, frightened, and, yes, she was angry: these were supposed to be medical people, caring people, they should understand; did they really expect her to jump to her feet? Well, clearly they did and it was so unfair of them, it was all so, so, unfair.

				She had done nothing wrong; she wasn’t some criminal to be locked up and shouted at. Yes, she was angry yet it was a stifled, frustrated, anger, the sort one strives to constrain within, the sort that did little to aid resilience but rather, on the contrary, left unresolved, could only be self destructive.

				As aggrieved as she was, they already had her far too cowed to object and unresolved that anger would remain; the only dissipative pathway led through the reinforcement of the helpless self-image she already had floating around in her subconscious.

				Pressing down on both armrests for support, slipping first one foot, then the other, from the foot rests and leaning forward to gain momentum, she rose unsteadily from her seat. Her skirt flopped down to near full length as she did so, its abbreviated hem, truncated further by the creasing of the fabric, sliding to a halt at mid-thigh and not quite meeting the broad elastic rubberised leg-cuffs of her bloomers. She knew better than to smooth it down; for one thing, there was the ever-present danger of an accusation of vanity - but, more importantly, she hadn’t been told to. Instead she took up the stance that had become customary for her under such circumstances; head slightly bowed, hands crossed with palms outermost in front of her skirt, the latter positioning enforcing a pronounced stoop and causing her to look down on the bottle-green plastic-sheen of her shoes. It was a prescribed part of the regime throughout the institution, but one that was in the main, particularly through a subjects’ early days, rarely directly demanded but rather tended to be subtly reinforced with friendly smiles and approving nods; it was a training technique that worked well enough, as the girl’s contrite pose presently attested.

				Before her the rustling blue and white figure of the woman known as the Senior Wardress, having unfolded her arms and momentarily turned away, reached across to the left extremity of the gated opening within the wall of bars and, pirouetting nimbly about an arc centred on her left hand, moved back to give clearance of passage, gesturing an invitation to enter with an ironic sweep of her right arm and bowing from the waist as she did so.

				“In we go.” The woman sounded suddenly cheery, having developed a warm smile to match, yet that patronising phrasing was no mere accident; it reinforced the juxtaposition of their relative status. Typically embodying the stereotypical attitude of the medical professional it neatly positioned the girl, hierarchically speaking, instantly disadvantaging her and pressurising her conformation.

				There was no movement - the girl continued to stare down at her shoes as if, somehow, if she did not acknowledge the scene before her it would not exist. The cramped, impoverished, cell filled her with horror; she did not even want to look at it let alone enter.

				“Come along, now. Look up, hands down by your sides.” The woman’s voice still had that cheeriness about it, the context of command introducing an almost surrealist, nearly comical, element.

				Susan found herself standing, with hands by her sides, staring aghast at the blank confined cave waiting beyond the protective wall of bars ahead of her. Involuntarily she had grasped the hem of her dress between finger and thumb at each side and now stood nervously as if about to curtsy.

				“Come on, come on. In we go. That’s a good girl”. The woman again waved her hand. The white cuff of her dress with its old-fashioned three-button fastening seemed to glow in that strange ethereal shadowless light that seemingly filled every nook and cranny and that appeared to originate from no direction in particular; it was a small detail, but one that served to underline the authority embodied in that uniform.

				Slowly, hesitantly, the girl stepped forwards; one shuffling reluctant step was followed by another, then another and still another. When she faltered, a reassuringly gentle pressure between the shoulder blades, the soft hand of the nurse following up close behind, came as if to remind her that there would be no retracing of a step once taken. There was no harrying by the staff nor was there struggle from their charge; her first incursion into this deeper level of captivity was to be gentle affair.

				She was just going with the flow, the path of least resistance as it were; the institutional atmosphere, the authoritative staff in their medical-style uniforms, even the uniform they insisted she wear, all of these factors endowed the situation with a certain legitimacy. It all conspired to bring obedient conformity to her, as if such a trait had always lain at the deepest foundation level of her personality. It was easier to conform than to question; it was a mindset that she was gradually learning to accept more and more and one that the regime they had her under was designed to constantly reinforce. And then, dazed and barely noticing her freedom slipping ever further behind, she found she had crossed the threshold.

				A hand was gently placed on her right shoulder. Another passed close by on her left, the light blue fabric of the dress sleeve identifying its owner as one of the two nurses present and the index finger indicating the left corner, wherein a broad arcing black line marred the perfect flooring, this delineating a circular area of otherwise identical appearance to the rest. She noted that in a similar manner a rectangular area was marked out some fifteen centimetres in from the cell bars by a line of comparable breadth that extended across the floor at that point.

				“Stand right there, feet together. That’s right, in the circle. I said in the circle, you stupid girl! I want to see that podgy nose of yours pressed right into the corner and I mean right in, but not touching. I don’t want to see any slouching, young lady; you don’t lean against the walls here, you don’t ever touch the walls here - you stand smartly on your own two feet. Do you understand me?”

				Once upon a time Susan Stringer would have greeted such a command with the derision it deserved, she would have laughed in the woman’s face, would have walked way. Now she habitually kept reined-in that attitude - in short; she had learnt to bite her tongue. It was farcical, ridiculous, to order a girl of Susan’s age, a girl who considered herself a grown adult, a girl old enough to marry and to have children of her own, to stand in the corner like some naughty child. Why, then, was she standing with the rim of her bonnet abutting the two walls and her nose fitted as close to the angle as that limitation would allow?

				She heard her own voice answering shakily, distantly, disembodied and dreamlike: “Yes, n,n,nurse, th,thank y,you n,n,nurse”.

				“Good girl, I’m glad to see you have some manners at least; we have different titles here but that’ll do for now. The basic rules here are simple enough; you do as you are told, no more, no less.

				You stand in that circle when instructed and face the corner as you are doing now. At other times you do not stand there, it is forbidden - just as it is forbidden for you to cross that line behind you, between you and the bars, unless explicitly told to do so.”

				“Y,yes, n,nurse, thank y,y,you, n,nurse.” She felt ridiculous, yet strangely calm, as if having limits and bounds placed upon her had somehow lifted some heavy burden in relieving her of the responsibility of her own actions. Even her own voice sounded strange to her now, foreign somehow, mumbled, devoid of - perhaps freed of - the strident confidence it had once contained.

				From behind her came another voice, the Senior Wardress’s this time: “Right, girl - we’ll have your hands behind your back now, if you please”. She did as she was bid without thinking; she felt that browbeaten. For a moment someone held both her hands, quite gently drawing them together, then she felt something soft sliding around each wrist. There was a gentle, yielding, pressure and then, suddenly, a more insistent squeezing and with that the grip became firmer, the pressure less yielding. Finally there came to her ears a solidly-secure metallic ‘click’ - she heard the rustle of their uniforms as they withdrew and a softly muffled thump as the gate was closed, followed closely by the solid, clunk-clunk, metallic finality of the double locks giving their confirmation of security.

				There came to her then, the sound of a more distant flurry of activity; soft feminine murmured word-fragments mingled with the swishing of dress hems across nylon stockings and the unmistakable bustling-crackling rustle of dress against dress. There was a faint rattling and a low, sticky, rubber-on-plastic hiss, that she quickly came to realise was the sound of the wheelchair being withdrawn, before, gradually, she became aware of the lonely silence.

				In the distance she could distinctly hear a faint rushing sound - familiar to her as the sound that she had earlier encountered out in the corridor - and she fancied that she could just make out the sound of gentle weeping. There was something closer by also, the tell-tale sound of fabric softly rippling and the sense of a ‘presence’. The hollow fluttering of paper, of pages being turned, confirmed her impression that she was not yet totally alone and that they had not all withdrawn together. She wanted desperately to turn around - she had been fighting the urge to do so until she was absolutely sure she was alone. Now she was glad that she hadn’t.

				Her two nurse-assistants having departed, the Senior Wardress paused and turned back to admire her handiwork. Beyond the gleaming white bars, the girl in her green and white striped prison-style uniform dress standing in the corner and obediently facing the wall was the only feature breaking up the monotony of the scene. In the ghostly all-round illumination of the cell the white plastic of the thickly padded medical wrist restraints stood out against the bottle-green striped sleeves of the girl’s dress and the pink of her hands. Encasing, as they did, a full eight centimetres of the girl’s wrists the handcuffs could hardly escape notice; their thick padding augmented by that width ensured comfort even if in long-term use. And they would be in long-term use - she would see to it.

				She smiled a satisfied smile to herself; she was pleased with the way it had gone thus far.

				The girl still had to be processed through the full formal admission procedure of course but this, her first introduction to the unit, had gone far better than expected. She had anticipated something more of a struggle, more of a battle of wills then she had experienced from the girl so far.

				There had been quite some tussling at this stage with one or two of the others; it was natural to expect it. After all, who would ever say that they wanted to be locked up, let alone kept locked up in such a confined space? Then there was the regime that she ran; there was more freedom available to the inmates of some high-security jails than she allowed the girls she kept here. Of course such skirmishes could be minimised, if not avoided altogether, by the simple expedient of wheeling a girl into her cell while still fully constrained in her wheelchair, but it was important that a girl should walk into her cell, not necessarily voluntarily exactly, but, nevertheless, without physical force. It was particularly important on that first introduction. Not only did it stand as a good test and demonstration of social compliance - and after all that was part of their experimental remit - but it served to demonstrate to a girl, from day one, that her will could be overcome by the sheer pressure and presence of authority, that it would continue to be overcome and suppressed and that she could only expect that subjection of her will to be deepened with time.

				Yes, all in all she had expected something more of a battle of wills from the girl; she would have relished it and in some ways. She had been frustrated in that way, though, by the very efficacy of the girl’s previous treatment at the hands of her colleagues. It was true that the girl had shown some reluctance and that reluctance had had to be overcome. But in many ways it had all been far too easy; now she would have to be that much more stringent with the girl then ordinarily she would be at such an early stage.

				She checked the paperwork on the clipboard that had been attached to the rear of the wheelchair: The girl was signed in under a three month contract. She would have to see about that - after all, to a large degree, it was up to her now; the girl was in her hands now. That contract would only officially start when the research team were happy with their test subject’s compliance; it was a matter in which the Senior Wardress’ decision always held final sway. Well, in this case, that recommendation might well have to be delayed somewhat. Yes, she would have to be stringent; it was important that the girl should rebel - at least to some extent - and for that rebellion to then be quenched. And there would no better time to start than the present:

				She looked up from the clipboard and through the bars at the girl. For a few moments she pondered; she would have to choose her words carefully, think it through. It was not just what she would say, rather it was as much how she would say it that was important;. She had to think about what she was trying to achieve, the impact she was trying to make.

				“I’m going to have to go now, I have quite a lot to be getting on with, but we’ll get you sorted out as soon as that’s finished.”

				The girl appeared as if to be about to look round over her shoulder, a natural enough reaction under more normal circumstances; she would have to nip that in the bud.

				Having initially decided on a more motherly tone she now hardened her voice: “I’d rather you kept facing the wall, please, if you don’t mind!” Then, returning to her more motherly tone, having seen the girl’s head quickly turn back to face the wall, she went on: “That’s much better, honey. We have all sorts of silly rules here, I’m afraid, but you’ll soon get used to it, sweetheart”. She had been particularly patronising with that last phrasing and paused for a moment, deliberately leaving open a few moments of silence for any backchat that it might have elicited and that she might have to admonish; hearing none and seeing no obvious untoward reaction she continued along her original thread.

				“We have a few formal proceedings that we’ll need to go through when I get back. Ordinarily you would have gone through our admission procedure before being assigned a room here but, as I’ve said, I have quite a lot on at the moment.” She was deliberately holding back from using the word ‘cell’ for the moment despite the quite obvious utility of the so-called ‘room’. She went on:

				“It’s nothing much to worry about, it’s the usual sort of thing that I’m sure you must have got used to by now; you get weighed, have a full medical, the standard stuff, blood-pressure that sort of thing - although it does ordinarily include yet another internal exam I’m afraid. One can’t be too careful where matters of feminine hygiene are concerned. Then there will be a few psychological tests - just to set a baseline for your mental health before the experiment proper begins - and then there’ll be an interview where you’ll be asked a few questions. That’s pretty much all there is to it.” Again the girl’s head was turning as if to glance back over her shoulder; she knew how difficult the girl was finding it to fight the urge to look back while being addressed but nevertheless she hardened her voice:

				“Continue to face the corner, please!” the girl seemed a little more reluctant this time but nevertheless complied. She had deliberately said nothing to the girl of the rationale behind acquiring an early-stage baseline psychological profile for her, nor of the programme of continuing psychological appraisal she would be undergoing and that had been set up to monitor the profound deterioration in mental state that the regime she was now being kept under was expected to eventually bring about. That compliance, though, already spoke volumes to the wardress as to the changes that already had been brought about inside that silly little head - the girl was coming along quite nicely.

				In response to her charge’s obedience the motherly tone was quickly brought back:

				“Good girl. Now, where were we? Oh yes, the admission procedure. Yes, I think I forgot to mention the shower; you’ll get to have two nice long showers, one before and one after your medical examination. You see, it’s not all one long series of tedious procedures here; you’ll find that there are some enjoyable aspects to life here too! And then you’ll get your new uniform...a proper prison uniform.”

				She paused to let that last part sink in, for the girl to consider as to why she should need a uniform other than that in which they already had her dressed in. She could easily imagine how a girl of her age must feel about the way they had her dressed, how she must feel about her appearance and how demoralised it must be making her; now she wanted her to consider whether it could perhaps become even worse, whether they could possibly make her feel any worse about herself then she undoubtedly already did.

				In truth, the girl’s new uniform would not differ that much from that in which she was presently clothed. Yes there would be a change in the embroidered badge on the dress’s breast pocket, mostly reflecting the girl’s changed designation. Sure, she would notice some stylistic changes to the dress; it would appear less childish, more severe and perhaps even drabber - if that could be possible. But these changes were really quite slight and were mostly to better suit the working environment in which she would eventually be put. What really mattered, though, was what it would represent to the girl; how the girl would feel about wearing it and how it would affect the way she thought about herself and her situation. It was a mindset for which she could begin the groundwork right away; she could cast those first early seeds right now.

				“Yes”, she was continuing with her thread, “we’ll have your new uniform ready by then; we can’t have you wandering around our little prison looking like some overgrown schoolgirl, now, can we? As soon as I get back we’ll get everything sorted out and then we’ll see about getting you into your new prison uniform, young miss”.

				Those words had been well chosen indeed - and the timing impeccable, as always. To the girl it felt as if a long, fine icy needle had been plunged through her heart and was presently pinning her on display; it held her there, in place in that corner, like some lepidopterist’s dream-find and every bit as fragile as any rare butterfly specimen might care to be.

				The cell as a white-plastic-protected collector’s specimen-box; how apt that concept was...a single tear fell heavily to splatter out on the soft white plastic of the cell floor, taking on a glowing sparkle as if now illuminated as much from the flooring beneath as it was from above. Even a tear drop could not shrink from observation here, not even one cast down at her feet. She shifted her weight, rocking slightly, it made no difference; she cast no shadow.

				“I just want to quickly run through one or two things you need to know and then I’ll be off.” The woman paused for effect, to let her last words sink in and begin their work before continuing. She went on:

				“Most of the rules here you will have met before, but our approach here is far more stringent. The details you will have ample time to learn later, but you will be expected to know them off by heart and be able to recite them verbatim. For now the most important thing for you to know is how to be polite and correctly address members of staff. We operate by a different system to that you have become used and consequently we tend to use different titles.

				I - as I’m sure you are aware by now - am the Senior Wardress and you address me as ‘Madam’. I have a team of nursing-assistants, such as the two young ladies that you met earlier and I would expect you to address them always as ‘miss’.

				When, eventually, you are put to work in the work room, you will come across the supervising seamstress and she will expect you to address her as ‘mistress’. For some reason, a lot of girls seem to have a problem with that particular form of address but whether you find it too servile for your taste, which seems to have been problem with some, is neither here nor there; it is her preferred mode of address and believe-you-me it is far better to forget about your pride than to cross her - as others have discovered.

				That is one thing that you need to know from the outset; here, you will find, we do not let pride come before contrite, complete and polite obedience. If you want to get your three months underway then you are going to have to satisfy me that you are likely to be compliant enough when you are undergoing the study trial - after all we can’t have you wasting people’s time. I’ll be happy enough to waste yours though, so if you want to get on, get the study over and done with and get out of here - back to whatever life you came from - you are going to have to forget all about pride. I want you to think about that.”

				Another singular, heavy, tear fell in balletic, tumbling slow-motion to land puddled amongst its conjoined siblings lying spattered between the girl’s shoes - two or three others having already fallen as if to punctuate the woman’s lecture.

				The woman was beginning now to wind up her lecture:

				“Now, before I go; I want you stay exactly where you are until I get back. You are under constant closed-circuit TV surveillance so don’t make the mistake of thinking that I won’t know if you move out of that corner. You have signed the release-form waiving the usual application of the bill of human rights as regards the suffering of corporal punishment and the doctor has told you that from now on you will be subject such punishment as is seen fit - physical or otherwise. Believe-you-me; if you so much as look around from that corner before my return I will have no compunction about taking my cane to that fat bottom of yours. In the meantime you are to consider standing in that corner as a punishment. I want you to think about that, how you feel about it and also how lucky you are not to be already feeling the sting of my cane across your backside.

				You should feel grateful to me for correcting you in this way and I’ll expect you to thank me, properly - and with the correct address - in a moment. First, though, just in case for some reason you don’t understand, I’ll tell you why you’re being punished so you can think about it and digest it while I’m away. You are not being punished for disobedience per se but rather for your tardiness when told to stand and also for your reluctance when you were told to enter your cell. As I said before, we are far more stringent here; obedience by itself is not sufficient here. Compliance must be contrite, immediate and as rapid as to be without thought - obedience should be as swift and unthinking as a knee-jerk reflex.”

				A smile spread across the woman’s rounded features. She could feel an exhilarated, tingling warmth glowing in her cheeks and hoped that the rosy glow was not showing up on the CCTV monitors back in the control room. She took a deep breath; this was it, how would the girl respond?

				“Right, what do we say?” There was a slight pause that the Senior Wardress chose to punctuate by clearing her throat and then, finally, just in time, a soft defeated and nervously stammering little voice came to the girl’s rescue:

				“Th, Th, Thank y,y,y,you m’m’ma ,mat ,ma,t I,I I m.mean ,m,madam.” She had been so close to failing, so close to calling the woman Matron. The thoughts ran unbidden through Susan’s mind: What would the woman have done?

				Had she corrected herself in time? Had she responded fast enough? What had she said - contrite, immediate and as rapid as to be without thinking? How was she expected to obey an instruction without thinking - was it even possible? What were they trying to do to her? And pride? She had to forget her pride, give up her pride!. How could she be expected to relinquish her pride? Her pride was about all that was left of her. The tears began to flow freely yet silently - bar for a few sniffs and a snotty rasp entering into her breathing. What if there were hidden microphones? Yet again she stifled a wail...

				Time passed slowly, agonisingly slowly, after that. Or was it quickly; time had no measure here. Time passing was agonising in any case, however rapid or not that passage might be, That she was aware that time was passing at all was enough - that out there, somewhere out there in the world beyond the tedious white walls of the unit, time was passing her by. Out there, things were happening in her life, things were being done to her life, things that were now outside of her control and of which, should she be granted any knowledge at all, she would now know only as fait accompli.

				Of the here and now, of this, her new ever more cloistered world, there was little she could know other than what she was told - and what little her senses could perceive; and that was precious little indeed. There was nothing to see but the whiteness of the walls, nothing of note but the taunting perfection of their finish and texture - or rather, in the latter case, the lack of it.

				As much as she might hunt for detail, repeatedly shifting her eyes back and forth, up and down, there was none to find. No cracks, no marks or blemishes of any kind, not even the finest of scratches could be perceived to relieve that polished monotony. The side and end walls, she had quickly noted, did not abut abruptly in the conventional manner but rather the surfaces smoothly curved around the corner angle as a single continuous surface. It played tricks on her eyes; her face was within a few centimetres of the corner yet at times it seemed distant. In focus, out of focus, it was difficult to tell, there was no detail to lock onto, no shadow cast at any point, she herself cast no shadow, neither on the walls nor the floor. When finally she plucked up courage enough to move her head sufficiently to view the ceiling, a full meter and a half above her head, it was only to be met with the disappointment of a shadowless curving uncertain juncture between it and the walls.

				She was swaying from time to time, of that she was certain; she could feel it despite her eyes’ denial of it. Her instinct was to reach out, steady herself, place a hand upon the wall but she knew that she couldn’t. She had already passed back and forth several times through waves of panic since the initial realisation that her hands were now securely restrained behind her back and useless to her.

				Her nose had now developed an itch, a singularly un-noteworthy event in the conventional world at large but here, in this sensorially impoverished environment, this was a major irritating and unbearable turn of events. It was blown out of all proportion and exaggerated still further by the simple inability to scratch.

				The excruciating boredom and the agony of time uselessly passing had been bad enough - although her legs remained steadfast and the limited fatigue she felt in her muscles told her that in reality she probably hadn’t been standing there all that long. This development, this tormenting irritation, though, introduced a new dimension; she was now being twisted this way and that between the deliberate and quite stupefying boredom, the bitterly chilling isolation and that obsessively stupid and insistent little itch.

				She’d had enough; she just sat there, legs outstretched before her, crying and looking around at her hopeless surroundings. It had not been painful as such, just a sharp jolt, but that was admonishment enough; it was a perfectly sufficient punishment. That was the thing about an electric shock, the very suddenness of it, after all it was a shock. That acuteness of the retribution brought the instant of correction to the closest possible correlation with the behaviour to be curtailed. It was that closeness of association between act and retribution that went to explain the popularity of the application of electric shock in various aversion therapies. It was the acute and appropriate timing of its application rather than its severity that was key to this form of punishment and she had just been punished - of that there could be no doubt, just as there could be no doubt that this wouldn’t be the last time she would have her behaviour corrected in such a fashion.

				That itch had just grown and grown, propagating, spreading. It had almost been a torture of her own devising; her imagination had filled in the details with armies of tiny ants marching first up one nostril then down the other, repeatedly, restlessly scurrying round and round and round - tormenting her with their probing antennae and countless thousands of tiny feet. Growing more and more desperate she had thrown all caution to the wind, she no longer cared about the threat hanging over her, she was twisting her head this way and that, craning her neck and trying to take in every tiny detail of her surroundings, anything to take her mind of her tiny imaginary tormentors while all the time cursing the bonnet that blinkered her like some highly-strung thoroughbred in training. The latter was a notion having no few parallels to the reality of her situation.

				She had tugged blindly at those wrist restraints then - really tugged - urgently struggling for all she was worth and with the panicked desperation of one buried alive. That was how her helplessness felt to her now, like having been buried alive; a sensation that could only be encouraged by her growing awareness of the extreme limitation of her immediate environs. Finally, hopelessly, she had pressed forward further into that corner, her approach to the walls initially frustrated by the brim of her bonnet. The weight of her body pressing forward and the anxious writhing of her head brought the tip of her neatly perky ski slope nose within one centimetre of her goal and the blessed relief that would come from rubbing up against that wall.

				Even in the bone-dry atmosphere of the cell the spark had easily jumped that gap. In a reflex action she had thrown her weight backwards, landing flat on her back and thankful for the flooring’s rubbery sponginess. It had been a characteristic that she had first noticed in the corridor outside, when first she had stepped from the wheelchair, and noted that odd pliant texture under foot.

				Sitting there, on the floor, she understood now, she understood the tough but flexible texture of the flooring; behind her back she could press her index finger into its pliable surface and feel it spring back.

				To her left, a little more than half a meter away, the flooring curved sharply upwards to become the side wall, just as in front of her the flooring smoothly flowed upwards to seamlessly become the rear wall, turning upwards over an interval of three centimetres or so. To her right, again distanced roughly half a meter or so full where she sat, the side of the bed platform rose up from the plastic-rubber flooring as if an organic entity was pressing up through from below and forcing its deformation. From that brief visual inspection alone she was in no doubt that the flooring, walls and the bed-platform shared the same rubbery deformability of surface.

				In falling backwards her head had come to rest only a short distance from the bars that separated her from the corridor beyond. But she knew now that even had her head impacted with them little harm would have befallen her, for they too shared the appearance and undoubtedly the characteristics of all that lay about her. The cell bars too would share, she knew, the tough but impact-dissipating cladding, the equal of anything one might expected to find used in a padded cell, albeit one constructed of the most modern of materials.

				Yet here were materials that in fact differed greatly from region to region in terms of some of their most basic physical characteristics, even though identical at the level of even the closest visual inspection and thus those differences remaining unbeknown and beyond the understanding of the occupant. Indeed, a phenomenon manifested as a consequence of one of those differing characteristics this particular occupant had just experienced.

				Over that curving transition from floor to wall and from floor to bed-platform the intrinsic physical characteristics of the very fabric of the cell underwent a transition. From being electrically conductive over the vast majority of the area of the flooring, the material underwent a transition to form an electrically insulating region at that curving transition to the vertical before again regaining all the qualities of a good electrical conductor over the remainder of the cell’s internal surfaces.

				The flooring was kept at the opposite potential to the walls and bars. The bed-platform and mattress were currently at the same potential as the walls but could be switched remotely and independently to that of the flooring. The rubber-soled footwear of the staff guarded them against receiving unintentional shocks - the girl’s conductive plastic shoes, of course, were another story entirely; the wide variety of fabrics now available with electrically-conductive characteristics allowed virtually every aspect of the inmates apparel to be so endowed. As it was, shocked, she sat presently with little impetus to stand. But with hands restrained behind her back, regaining her feet was going to be awkward in any case and she would likely soon learn another rule of her new home; she wasn’t to touch her bed, let alone sit on it or, God forbid, lie on it outside of the period officially allotted for sleeping.

				With her head tilted back she had been examining the ceiling. She could see no obvious source of lighting, not even the type of inset hidden fluorescent light source that ran along the tops of the walls around the edges of the ceiling as was used in other parts of the unit and with which she had become so familiar in her old room. It was a puzzle to her. Then, glancing down she realised that the undersides of her thighs appeared to be illuminated; she could see the sheen of her stockings reflecting the light.

				This was a phenomenon she’d never come across before, but nevertheless she realised in that moment that there were no light sources to be seen simply because the very fabric of the cell itself, and indeed that of the corridor outside, emitted light over its entire surface, even that of the cell bars themselves. Indeed the only surfaces that did not directly emit light were the bed’s mattress - and that was transparent and so illuminated by the light passing through from its base - and a tiny region high up on the back wall that constituted the only form of window and which seemed to be formed from thick glass blocks.

				Bluish-white daylight filtered through that one region, offering some feeling of hope, some connection with the outside, despite it being little more than one hundred and fifty centimetres on a side. Even this, although well out of reach, was nevertheless protected by a tough white plastic or nylon grid-work security grill. From her position low on the floor she could see no detail of the world beyond, no hint of sun or sky, merely a uniform blurred light and a distorted image of what appeared to be five external window security bars. In its way that sight merely reinforced the cloying claustrophobic security of her incarceration, those bars helping to press home that feeling of oppression.

				But at least it would keep alive in her the notion of night and day, just as had the window in her old room, albeit that one had been much larger. Not that the window had been any less opaque than were the glass blocks. It had been of thick frosted glass and it too had been guarded by an equally secure system of internal security grille and external window bars. That aspect had always been a puzzle to her - not so much that all the windows she had ever come across had been of the same type and shared the same over-the-top security measures, but that she had always considered the unit to be in the basement of a hospital and yet there appeared to be windows everywhere. At least here, that window having been mounted so high up, it appeared to make some sort of sense, appearing as a basement window might.

				Now rested and blessed with a little more comfort she had time to consider other aspects of her surroundings - and her focus now fell upon the bedpan sitting on the floor up against the wall in front of her. She understood now the origin of the strange optical illusion she had experienced from the outside of the cell wherein the thing had appeared to almost merge with the back wall; it was completely transparent. She had visited a friend in hospital once, one of the few occasions that prior to here she had seen a bedpan being carried. But it had been quite a lot larger than this one and it certainly had not been transparent. This bedpan differed in another way too from the standard hospital issue; it was divided in half crossways internally to form two separate voids, one to the front and one to the rear. It was obvious that the purpose was keep separate the solid and liquid waste products and the graduation she could see engraved on the divider inside was obviously intended to allow easy estimate of quantity. This aspect of it was not so surprising perhaps; it was supposed to be a research institute, after all.

				Sitting there and examining that object she was gradually becoming more and more aware of just how much she needed to use it. In her old room at least she had a toilet, even if it had been a strangely low-slung and miniature affair and even if she had only been allowed to use it under the strictest supervision.

				She needed to use it now, like it or not. She needed first to get to her feet - but even then, how was she ever going to be able to use a bedpan with her hands securely fastened behind her back, let alone get up in the first place? The one saving grace she had was that they had dressed her in those awful humiliating ‘examination pants’, the ones she had to wear for any occasion that might entail a visit to one of their doctors. These knickers, at least, didn’t benefit from the added security of a locking waistband, as did the usual rubber incontinence bloomers they often made her wear.

				But looking down, her skirt having ruched up as she had sat forward, even sitting there alone she could feel the colour running into her cheeks at the thought of the sight she now presented. She could clearly see the glistening coral pink of her labial lips, their inner corrugations slippery with moisture, pressing tightly against - and projecting slightly through - the obscenely close-fitting, contour-hugging transparent gusset, a narrow ovoid of stretchy polythene forming a window in the otherwise opaque white-plastic knickers at that point. And she was worried about her pride? How could any girl be expected to retain her self-respect when so unflatteringly, blatantly and, yes, obscenely, displayed.

				She had a new impetus to scramble to her feet now. They had cameras everywhere, some hidden - they had told her so. Someone somewhere would undoubtedly be watching her on a monitor screen, displayed in all her glory, with legs spread wide and crotch glistening. But if so why had they done nothing about her breaking position?

				As if in answer to that very thought there came a sound, a ringing sound, a xylophone note, resonating all around her as if from the very structure itself, not loud just omnipresent. A second third or fourth note rang out; a few notes further on and she had recognised the tune. It was a children’s nursery rhyme; although she couldn’t put a title to it she knew the melody well enough to realise that at the end of the second line it had looped round to the beginning of the first.

				For a brief moment she entertained the notion that perhaps it owed its origin to the world outside, the world beyond the walls, a passing ice cream van perhaps? It certainly had that quality about it, it conjured images of sun-filled summer days and crowded south-coast holiday beaches. But with that thought there came the intrusion of a now familiar dread; there would be those vertiginous wide open expanses of sky and the crushing and scuttling crowds hemming her in. Despite the cheering possibility of outside contact she nevertheless forced the thought from her mind. Besides, subconsciously she recognised the fallacy of that notion; here she heard only what they allowed her to hear, saw only what they wanted her to see and, increasingly it seemed, thought what they wanted her to think.

				It all seemed innocuous enough, although she realised it could get pretty irritating if it should continue for any great length of time - it certainly didn’t seem likely to account for the sudden outburst of screaming and crying and piteous begging that had quickly added its accompaniment and that she presumed originated with the girl she had heard, earlier, so softly weeping.

				That poor girl! What on earth were they doing her? The poor thing; she sounded so desperate. The words were difficult to discern, the voice cracking with emotion, hysterical and distorted by her constant weeping but the gist was clear enough and one line in particular stood out. “... Make it stop! Please, please make it stop!”

				Were they punishing her? No, she sounded too desperate; the impression she was receiving was more of someone being tortured in some way. Were they torturing her then? Surely not; but then again, there had been that report on the television, some years back, about the mistreating of patients in care homes. There had been a particularly graphic account of the horrific ordeal undergone by patients deemed ‘difficult’ under the hands of a certain orderly who apparently delighted in the frequent application of electroconvulsive ‘therapy’ in the guise of ‘treatment’. They had pulled up short of describing it as torture at the time, but if that wasn’t then what on earth would qualify! Was that what she was hearing, was that what was going on in the room down the corridor?

				She rolled over onto her front, onto her knees and thence onto her feet; only by way of good fortune and her natural balance did she not lean on the bed platform to lever herself up. For the first time she truly appreciated the inhumanely-limited dimensions of her accommodation; a sterile white plastic cuboid, bar fronted and of little more than two meters on a side by two and a half meters in height. Why did it have to be so narrow? She thought. Fully half its width was taken up by the bed platform itself, leaving her a useable floor area of just two meters by one meter in which to move about and exercise; not that there was anything to do to kill the time other than to perhaps pace.

				Nor was there anything to see, the view through the bars was just of the sleek, blank, corridor wall opposite. She had gathered enough about her surroundings on the way in to understand that there were similar rooms on both sides of the corridor - she was still loath to let that little word ‘cell’ sneak to her vocabulary - but that they were staggered lest their occupants should be able to see each other. That would have lead to far too interesting an outlook. If instilling a sense of isolation was the point, and extreme boredom was their intent, they had succeeded.

				There were not even any light fittings to be seen out there either; she didn’t have to understand the technology behind electro-luminescent materials to appreciate the latter’s obsolescence here. The unworldly constant shadowless glow hanging about all surrounding her was doing a wonderful job in enhancing the tediousness of her surroundings; surely any length of time spent alone here would in itself constitute a form of torture.

				How long had that poor girl been kept in that room? How long would she be kept here? She was beginning to panic; there was nothing to look at, nothing she could focus on and nothing to think about. What if they kept her here, indefinitely like this? What if they wouldn’t let her go? It would send her mad, surely it would; it would send her out of her mind, she would go completely insane!

				She had to pull herself together; she was being silly, letting her imagination get the better of her. Of course they couldn’t keep her locked up like this, day after day; she was a volunteer test subject, she had her rights. Despite the contracts she had signed, the waivers and disclaimers, despite the right they claimed they had to detain her until such a time as she might have satisfied her original three-month contract, despite all of this, surely she still retained her basic human rights. Perhaps this was one of their psychological tests, just set up to see how she reacted?

				Perhaps all that weeping, begging and crying she could hear was just a recording, played to test her response to emotional stress; after all, she had heard of such experiments having been carried out in the past. If so then at least this time she was spending stuck here behind bars - with her hands trussed up behind her back like some demented high-risk top security psychiatric patient - would be counting towards her contracted obligation. It would infer that they were at last happy with her and also that she would at last be earning some cash out of it.

				The latter thought bolstered her, but that stupid chiming was beginning to get on her nerves, the same two bars over and over, and the girl’s distressed wailing was beginning to get to her. What if it wasn’t a recording? What then? What should she do? What could she do? Never before in her young life had she felt quite so helpless as she did now; the panic was beginning to rise in her again and this time there would be no holding it back - she was shaking, losing control, beginning to weep herself.

				Behind her back her fists clenched and unclenched repeatedly, her fingernails, although cut short, were forming little white crescent moons in her soft pink palms. Losing those long and carefully manicured nails of hers had been one of the worst aspects of what she had taken, at the time, to be the admission procedure - albeit belated, coming, as it had, quite some time after her arrival. How long after she had had no idea, having already lost all track of time by that point. True, it had not been nearly as traumatic as losing the majority of that luxuriant waist length golden mane she had been so proud of, nor of having the remnants dyed black and tightly braided into two tight collar-length plats. In its own way, though, it had taken part of her personality from her nonetheless, just as the shaving of her eyebrows had stolen from her so much of her emotionally expressive humanity. The uniform she had been in since some few days after her arrival but the addition of the bonnet that day had completed their depersonalisation of her; she looked now, from the shoulders up, like some pigtailed Victorian bisque doll.

				For a moment she hesitated, she was wracked by indecision, beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead despite the thermostatically controlled constant-comfort environment. Decisions did not come easy these days; decisions were something that more and more were made for her, first by her aunt then her therapist and now this institution’s staff. And this was a decision, a tough decision - although in reality it should not have been. In truth for most it would have been a foregone conclusion, but then again who would be presumptive enough to place themselves in this girl’s shoes? She was torn between her natural instincts and their discipline - and they had had great success already in instilling in her the latter.

				She feared doing nothing and yet she feared speaking out - just as she feared the thought that came with almost every movement as the soft plastic of her knickers slipped and caressed the rounded fullness of her buttocks, the constant thin layer of trapped sweat bringing a throbbing-hot stinging to where its saltiness was mercilessly massaged into the three red-inflamed ridges, the point at which the tapered tip of the doctor’s cane had split the skin only a few days earlier.

				The dread, and this there could be no avoidance of, was that she had been permanently marked; in addition to one day taking over the family-run business she had entertained no little ambition in the direction of acting. Indeed a career in catwalk modelling had been suggested to her at one time and her bottom had always been one of her best features - that and her hair, but that was gone already, that would take untold years to grow back sufficiently to style it as she had...

				With difficulty she forced the thoughts from her mind, but they would intrude again and again; after all was she not about to break one of their most cherished rules. One was not allowed to talk unless spoken to first here - and even then only ever to staff members. She was going to be punished in some way, of that she was in no doubt - and that throbbing stinging was a reminder of just how. There would be another visit with the doctor’s cane; the woman had told her what to expect:

				“...and from now on you will be caned for the slightest infraction, and I mean slightest!”

				With trembling temerity she called out:

				“Hello! are y,y,ou al, all r,right”

				Then again, stronger this time, gaining confidence, her voice coming back to her and sounding strange, unfamiliar and unpractised through its enforced disuse. She was surprised at her clarity, it was as if having broken free of their discipline, at least temporarily, she had broken free of her other yoke in some way - that dreadful stammer that had begun to afflict her in the early days of her stay with her aunt and that had continued to strengthened its grip over that period and most markedly since her arrival here.

				Her distant partner in incarceration continued with her bitter wailing as if hearing nothing of her attempt at contact. The voice came and went, shifting in volume and clarity as if its owner was at times turning away, perhaps moving to and thro from the front of her cell to the rear, the term, ‘pacing’, being inappropriately exaggerative under such cramp conditions.

				Always there was that background ‘rushing’ sound and Susan began to wonder as to whether that sound perhaps originated in the girl’s cell and, if so, whether it was of sufficient volume so as to prevent the girl from actually hearing her.

				“Hello, hello, c,can y,y,you hear me? Are y,you ok?” It was as loud as she could manage; it was all she could do. For a split second she thought that maybe the girl had heard her; the voice had come up markedly in volume, but coming out in a burst of rare lucidity, the words that came to her told otherwise; there was just more desperate broken-hearted pleading.

				“Please, p,p,please! Please stop, p,p,please stop. I didn’t do anything wrong!. Please, it’s not fair, I didn’t do anything, I’m a good girl, I’ve been a good girl, I wouldn’t do anything wrong, I just wouldn’t, not any more. I, I’m really, really sorry if I have. Please stop it, please turn it off. I’ll be good. I’ll be a good girl. Please, I didn’t do anything. It isn’t fair please, please, pleeeese...”

				At that point the voice again degenerated into an incoherent cacophony of wailing babbling and sobbing. What the hell were they doing to her in there? Sadists, they must be inhuman sadists, diabolical perverted sadists!

				Indignant, Susan Stringer fairly spat out her words now, she was shaking still but not in fear; rather it was in utter red-misted outraged anger:

				“What the hell do you think you are doing to her in there? Leave her alone; leave her alone you fucking sadistic animals.”

				Nothing came back; just the same incoherent wailing. She tried again, protesting at the top of her lungs, her voice breaking under the emotion and strain...Still nothing.

				“Hello, is anybody there? Please, please, someone must be out there! Please, if you can hear me, please let me out! Oh, please let me out...”

				Fear had flooded in to fill the void, her anger slowly burning itself out in helpless frustration; now panic had come. She had to get out, she just had to!

				She could hear nothing from out in the passageway itself - neither voices, nor the familiar characteristic rustling of nurse’s uniforms; indeed nothing that might indicate that there were any staff members present at all. And all the time the wailed entreaties from the poor punished girl down the corridor continued unabated with their evermore debasing promises of obedience.

				“Hello, hello, is there anybody there? Please say something, please!...Aaaaaargh!” In her quest to see further along the corridor she had pressed her face up against the bars. The momentarily blinding flash shooting across her eyes like sheet lightening was in actual fact the creation of her own nervous system; her left cheek had contacted the bar before any spark could jump.

				The reflex action in response to the jolting electric shock sent her recoiling backwards away from the bars, her body twisting to one side until the backs of her legs found the side of the bed platform. In the aftershock-numbness of the moment a secondary reflex caused her to become seated upon the thin plastic mattress. No sooner had her weight bore down than simultaneously a rapid-fire series of shocks sent the muscles at the backs of her legs into spasm while her buttocks received their own jolting kick through the close-fitting conductive-plastic of her knickers. That trapped oozing layer of perspiration that embarrassingly caused her bloomers to cling ever more intimately to her contours now conspired to ensure the promptness and efficacy of her punishment by enhancing still further their electrical conductivity.

				Had she the presence of mind to lift her feet clear of the floor she would have been let free of that particular chastisement, but such action would have run contrary to the natural reaction to flee the offending stimulus; involuntarily, she jumped away, quite literally a knee-jerk reaction. Sent off-kilter and stumbling, she now instinctively turned so as to come to rest leaning back against the opposite wall in an effort to regain her balance and composure. Those finely-tapered fingers and soft palms reaching instinctively out behind her in a vain quest for stabilisation now quickly earned their own crackling blue-sparking penalty, the nylon of her dress and bonnet acting to restrict the shock to that region; the same would not have been true had she already been issued with the regulation prison uniform.

				The events had unfolded in a dizzyingly, disorientating and rapidly spiralling succession of reflex action, reaction and shock; in reality mere moments had passed from her initial contact with the bars to her present predicament; kneeling, tottering and afraid that to allow herself to fall forward would again make her subject to the electrically-charged punishment meted out by those bars.

				There was something else now too: Bereft of the benefit of the absorbency of the thick padding that lined the incontinence bloomers she was ordinarily kept in, the ‘inspection pants’ - and each member of staff seemed to have their own personal term for them - had never been intended for long-term wear. Within the airtight seal of their plastic confines her skin was permanently awash with her own perspiration and secretions; her most sensitive regions were now quite saturated. The ‘intimate itching’ that had been developing for some time had now become a torment that vied for her attention with the open cane-split lesions marring her backside.

				But even that private prickling irritation had developed more of an aspect of urgency now - and quite suddenly too! It had been quite involuntary; it had been as the current had been sent pulsing through her buttocks and bladder, the muscles contracting and squeezing in response. Notwithstanding the blameless nature of this new tormenting development, she could nonetheless feel the warmth of red-faced shame spreading across her pretty features - even as a more fluidic, stinging, warmth spread slowly about her more private person. Her carers would be delighted; the shame she felt would serve to fix well in her mind this occasion and in time that would come to reinforce the associations she had learned - and would continue to learn.

				The flash of that peculiarly institutional shade of light blue caught her eye in the selfsame instant that the woman’s clearing of her throat drew her attention upwards from where the woman’s uniform dress hem hovered at calf-length above her high-heeled smart black court shoes. The latter seemingly at odds with the traditional practical aspect of a nurse’s role, yet added their own particular brand of gravitas to that embodied in the uniform as a whole. It was a look that was exemplified by the woman’s tightly-pinned honey-tinged spun-gold hair, pulled pristinely into a bun behind the crisp white perfection of her nurses’ cap; her hair was kept as disciplined as she would see her charges.

				“What do you think you are doing, girl? What’s all the noise about? Get back in that corner at once! You’ve already earned yourself a visit from the Senior Wardress’s cane as it is - for breaking position. Talking without permission is only going to make matters all the worse for you. If you continue you’ll leave me no option other than to award an additional punishment. Now, get back up and get back in that corner, at once!”

				Without thinking and having risen, Susan Stringer turned toward the indicated corner; then she paused and turned again to face the nurse;

				“That, girl, what are you doing to her? Please s,s,stop it, w,whatever it is. Surely she d,doesn’t d,d,deserve it.” To her chagrin, in the face of authority, her stammer was returning.

				“What we may - or may not - be doing to any other inmate is none of your business, girl. She is being punished, that is all you need know. But you are right, she doesn’t deserve it, she hasn’t done anything wrong; it’s your infraction she is being punished for.”

				“What?”

				“It’s just the way it is here, it is the way the system works...and the way you will in time learn. If a rule is broken, by any inmate and no matter how trivial, then all inmates present must be punished.

				The inmates themselves are all expected to take responsibility for ensuring the continued discipline of each other. If a girl should see the infraction of any rule - no matter how slight - and should fail to report it promptly, then she must share in the responsibility and thus expect to share the punishment of the miscreant; and so must her other comrades. Now perhaps you understand how it works; the quicker you get back in that corner, the quicker her punishment will end.”

				“B,b,but, I m,m,mean, w,wh,what are y,y,you d,d,d...”

				“Doing to her? Is that what you are trying to say, you stammering little fool? What is her punishment? Is that what you’re trying to say? Just listen to yourself and that ridiculous stuttering; you just can’t get the words out can you? Even if she could hear you I doubt she would understand a word you are saying.

				Well, for what it’s worth, her punishment is all around you, you can hear it for yourself. It is you, yourself punishing that girl; don’t you understand that yet, do I have to spell it out to you? We are doing nothing to her, not physically; no, it is what has been done to her in the past that you are hearing the consequences of now. She is just like you, quite alone and locked safely away in her cell. But unlike you, I can confidently predict that she is, at this moment, standing obediently facing the corner, despite the punishment you persist in inflicting on her. It’s all automatic you see - and she knows that. She wouldn’t dream of being the cause of the infliction of such torment on anyone else.”

				Could the woman really be referring to that simple chiming melody? “Y,you mm,m,mean th, th, the...”

				Clearly and quite deliberately showing her impatience with the girl’s rapidly resurging stammer the nurse cut her off mid sentence.

				“Yes, that little tune, annoying isn’t it? It’s far more than annoying to her though - and it will become so to you before long. You see, we are experts here. We can take anything, even the most innocuous of things, even the things you most love - and turn them into tools of the most diabolical punishment. I’d like you to think about that. Now, why don’t you get back in that corner before you cause that poor innocent girl any more suffering?”

				Susan had heard enough; she knew now that she had to get out of this mad house before they caused her permanent psychological harm - if they hadn’t done so already: “p,please l,let m,m,me out, p,p,p,please. I,I w,w,wa,want to g,g,go h,h,ho...”

				The woman simply slowly shook her head; a faint smile flickered around her lips, disrupting an attempted expression of mock-sorrow that had never really been intended to be fully convincing in the first place.

				“It would be more than my job’s worth and besides, even if I wanted to I couldn’t. I don’t have the keys, you see - only the Senior Wardress carries the keys. It’s all about security; we can’t have you all gallivanting around all over the place willy-nilly, now, can we? Now, for the very last time; get back in that corner!”

				Finally having broken down into a gentle sobbing and - in light of this new responsibility for another’s suffering - all resolve having fled her, Susan Stringer shuffled, hunched-shouldered and defeated, back to take up the decreed position.

				It wasn’t fair to punish one person for another’s errors and it wasn’t fair to impose such a responsibility on a person to behave in a certain way - not so much so as to avoid her own punishment but rather so as to avoid inflicting punishment on an innocent party.

				Nonetheless, psychologically speaking it was a marvellously efficacious technique for the imposition of the strictest discipline on a group of girls. Each girl was made instrumental in the oppression of the group as a whole. Even the strongest of wills would buckle once the realisation bit home that she was not only up against the pressure of the authority of the staff to conform but also under the constant scrutiny of her peers. The formation of alliances was thus circumvented; each girl was kept as isolated within the group as if she were in fact being held in solitary confinement. It would be a soul-crushing form of isolation for any lively, chatty and gregarious girl such as Susan Stringer was - or rather, had been.

				Behind her, the woman continued to prattle on, clearly unsatisfied to let it lie at the girl’s acquiescence to her order. The ice cream van chiming had ceased and between the woman’s words she could hear enough to know that the other girl was beginning to quieten down.

				“That’s a good girl! Now, I don’t want to hear another sound from you all night; you have already earned yourself enough in the way of punishment to come as it is. I think that it is only fair to tell you what to expect.

				Firstly: The Senior Wardress follows a policy of setting a minimum of six strokes of the cane for any infraction whatsoever. That’s a minimum, mind you - she never sets a maximum number. The caning simply continues until she is satisfied - and that means that she considers there to have been a sufficient falling of tears. ‘Crying like a baby’ is how she likes to describe the end point of one of her canings. So there is no point in you trying to act ‘tough’ and thinking that you can ‘take it’ - you can’t!

				Secondly: For talking without permission, let alone daring to talk back to a staff member, I will be the one to decide on your punishment. I think that in your case, particularly since you are already facing what I can ensure you will be a very hard caning indeed, the best course of action will be for me to decree that you continue to stand in that corner throughout the next sleep period. And before you even think about saying anything more I want you to think about this; just one more peep out of you and you’ll be finding yourself standing there all through the sleep period after that as well! Now, I shouldn’t have to remind you of your manners, should I? What do we say when we have just been given something?”

				Susan knew enough about this place to know that by being ‘given something’ the woman meant the imposition of her punishment. She felt ridiculous in doing so, but nevertheless she thanked the woman, only to again be rebuked in return; she had addressed the woman as nurse and not as miss, as she had been told she now must.

				“It is miss, you stupid, stupid girl, MISS!

				Right, there’s just one more thing before I go; since it seems you’re so easily disturbed by the activity and noise going on outside your cell we’ll have to see if we can’t do something to alleviate that problem for you. Isn’t that nice of me?” ...Silence...

				On the other side of the bars all remained silent. This was no insolent, rebellious, silence, she wouldn’t have dared. This was a dumb, browbeaten, red-faced, silence - a peculiar silence, hot with the burning shame grown of such helplessness that it had reduced a grown, albeit young, woman to the level of a speechless child.

				“Well, girl?...Speak up!”

				There came the sound of a hesitant, sobbing, intake of breath then:

				“Yes, miss, th, th, thank y,you, mi, miss”. The girl’s voice, soft and gentle, was now brimming full with tears yet to fall. Nevertheless there was a surprisingly calm serenity about it, a peculiarly feminine tone of surrender. The girl spoke now as might some child, her scolding over, relieved that all would now be forgiven; it was a nuance that had not gone unnoticed. From outside a pencil could be heard briefly scratching on paper before a faint rustling signified the slipping of the notepad back into the nurse’s hip pocket, the little silver chain reaching up to the clip on the woman’s uniform belt the only evidence of its existence.

				“That’s a good girl. You behave yourself, stay in that corner and there’ll be no more need for your little friend along the corridor to be punished - will there?”

				“N,no, -sob- miss, th,th,thank y,you m, miss”

				Susan stood, nose to the corner, listening intently; the nurse was still there, she could hear her moving about, but she could discern nothing of what she might be doing. From behind her there came a faint click. Behind her back, on the far side of that curtain of white bars, the nurse was pointing a slim black hand-held plastic device, not unlike a television remote control in appearance, towards the front of the cell. Smiling to herself and slipping the device back in her uniform dress’s hip pocket the woman turned on her heel and strode towards the far end security gate - she was long overdue now to look in on the workroom.

				True, the affair had held her up but she was pleased with how it had gone; it had taken the girl a while to acquiesce but she had in the end and that was the main thing. It would be interesting to see how she would respond to the first part of her punishment. Sleep deprivation was quite a common punishment inflicted on the girls in the unit; it was particularly apt to be handed out if the doctor reported non-cooperation from a girl in her therapy session. This new girl was going to have to get used to that and much more besides - and this was as good a time as any to have begun to get her acquainted with it.

				Behind her, as she walked away, satisfaction filling her every step with a new spring, she could hear the characteristic rushing, roaring, waterfall sound of the white-noise generator starting up and filling the girl’s cell with its all-blanketing electronic mush.

				The girl, for her part, standing defeated in the corner, groaned inwardly as yet another layer of isolation weighed down upon her. There was nothing to see but whiteness and now nothing to hear but whiteness. There was nothing to think about but the cane marks she had received - and those she would undoubtedly and unavoidably be receiving at some later time. How many strokes she would receive, how long she would have to wait to receive them - these things gnawed away at her soul from the inside out. And then there was the knowledge that she would be standing there, in that corner, for the whole of what, in that place, passed as night.

				She had already learnt enough about her newly-limited and controlled little world to know that breaking position, even in the slightest, wouldn’t be tolerated - lying or sitting on the bed, even leaning against the wall, would be out of the question.

				Time meandered back and forth like some the never-ending river of uncertainty, its course shifting chaotically between past, present and - portentously - the future. Eddies and whirlpools came and went, swirling congregations of dreams, fantasies, and recollections, yet total escape, even through the avenue of imagination, was impossible. The way was always blocked, the barriers seemingly as impermeable to thought as the security grilles were to her physical passage. Always, it seemed that the institution itself, or at least some aspect of its regime and routine, would come to drag her back into the blank-tedium of its own peculiar reality.

				For the time being she existed outside of the routine flow of institutionalised life going on around her; if ‘life’ was really an apt term. Yet the day-to-day procedural cues of the running of the place, although not intended for her, nevertheless intruded upon her and into her private little world. Nor could there be any ignoring those signals and cues; they grounded her there in that tiny cell by the emotional drives and motivations they engendered so helplessly in her. It was the legacy of the weeks or months - she knew not - that she had spent ‘waiting’ all securely locked up in that little white room they had put her in when she had first arrived.

				There were bells that rang out, seemingly permeating throughout the building; different bells at different times, bells of different pitches and cadences and each associated with a particular activity. Not that any of this gave any handle on the passage of time, in some ways quite the contrary. Routine, as defined within the institution, was perhaps a misnomer; there was a deliberate irregularity to it and in any case it was embedded within a timeframe that was constantly and consistently drifting in relation to that of the world outside.

				Notwithstanding all of this she was forcibly rejoined with the ‘routine’ at each cue; hunger gnawed at her at the sound of the ‘meal bell’ - her mouth would become dry, her throat parched with thirst. At the ‘toilet bell’ the threat of an uncontrolled bowel movement had to countered with clenched buttocks and clenched fists both; she couldn’t take her eyes off that, so close, so convenient, if humiliating, little bedpan lying almost at her feet.

				Somehow she won that particular battle, but only in acquiescing to the urge to urinate in her knickers. It had been for the second time since having been stood in that corner that the toilet bell had rung and the outpouring had added to the unpleasant mix of sweat, vaginal secretions and her earlier, now stale, urine emission already oozing thickly between the thin plastic of her knickers and her skin. It quickly renewed and intensified the irritation that had building between her legs. The itching and burning had now spread to encompass the whole vaginal area as well as in and around her anus. The reinvigorated throbbing-ache building around the three day old cane-cuts decorating her buttocks now became a reminder of how efficiently the closeness of fit of those knickers could act to wick the unsavoury mixture by capillary action across her flesh. From the leg cuffs at mid-thigh to close to her waist, her entire lower body was now bathed in that loathsome slime - and she could do no more about it than shudder at the thought of it.

				She felt both disgusted with her self and degraded. She had always been such a clean girl - feminine hygiene and cleanliness had always been of the greatest importance to her.

				She had been so proud of the healthily fresh-faced and well scrubbed look she could achieve, the way her pure milky complexion would set off her corn-blonde hair, her crowning glory as she thought of it as, with its shimmering dark-honeyed waves shifting in the sun-light where it swirled around her shoulders before falling thickly in loose spirals to her waist.

				The wave of self disgust rising up in her mind brought it home to her; it was all gone now, all of it, they had taken all of it from her. The tears fell heavily now, the sound of her sobbing muffled even to her own ears by the electronically generated mush that now filled her world with its own peculiar brand of emptiness.

				From time to time her eyes flickered up to that space high up in the corner, that forbidden little region of daylight high upon the wall. In truth providing little more detail than the blank wall before her, its diurnal variation of light and dark nevertheless served to break up the timeless symmetry around her and guide her perception of time’s flow along a definite direction - separating past from present from future. It was her saviour, her crutch - and an obsession fast becoming of pathological proportions. She gazed upon the light filtering through those thick glass bricks with almost ecclesiastical fervour - as might one in love and yet embroiled in such a demeaningly-desperate grovelling affair as to leave little room for self. It was such a little thing, really, offering such little relief - yet had they thought to cover it she would have instantly broken down completely.

				That her carers recognise the potential leverage of that act could hardly be doubted. Nor were they ignorant of her fixation; they were watching as always and ever vigilant. To as much as set eyes on that daylight square filled her with hope - even better if, as now, night had pasted its dark portrait across it - but in order to do so necessitated the tilting of her head; a giveaway ‘tell’ and one hardly missable. More often than not a disembodied warning would come near-instantaneously: “Keep your head still, girl! Face forward!” While the staff were free to act as they saw fit, within reason, the guiding hand of the psychotherapist was never far away; this was a fragile personality they were dealing with and some restraint was the order of the day.

				Those few glass blocks, so high up, were really no substitute for any real window and then again the window in her old room, the room in which she had previously been kept, had provided little more by way of any real detail of the world outside. The latter, as had those she had encountered in the corridors and in fact as with all the windows she had encountered in the unit up until now, had been of fine-grained frosted glass - or at least it had been thoroughly whitewashed, she could not be sure of which. That window, though, gradually, over weeks and months, had come to assume an absurdly disproportionate place in her life, a prominence beyond anything that can be brought to mind by those of us who have never experienced such sense-deadening isolation and desolation. This teeny array of glass blocks, of little more than ten centimetres on a side and so high up as to be barely noticeable from beyond the cell front’s bars now substituted eagerly for that fixation.

				Even, as it was, lying back from the wall’s surface and buried nearly one third of a meter behind a protective white-plastic mesh-work security grille, it somehow represented the reality beyond. However tenuous, it was a link to the outside-world, it kept her connected, grounded. It reassured her that somewhere out there she still had a life, an existence, a world to which she would one day be returned. Not that she had ever registered any change in the quality of that light, in her room, that might have given her a clue as to the time of day, change in the season or of the state of the weather - and yet still, somehow, it had allowed some part of her to remain free, to remain part of that world beyond.

				Sometimes it would be light out there when they put her to bed, other times it might be dark when they work her. Still other times the reverse might be true. They had been trying, were trying, to destroy her sense of the passage of time, this she knew; it was why the room was permanently kept illuminated, why the entire unit was perpetually kept in a lit state.

				That window had been her shield, her weapon, as those glass blocks were now; the truth behind their machinations lay thus revealed to her and she was intelligent enough to ensure their manipulations would not work on her. While that chink in their fortifications persisted they wouldn’t win; after all she could tell if it was night or day... couldn’t she?

				Should it seem surprising that such a potent clue be allowed, in the first place, to corrupt the perfection of isolation they had crafted around her, it must be pointed out that this was no oversight, this was by design; a loose thread of hope to be left dangling, that she might snatch at it, that it might, in turn, be snatched back, from her grasp - but not now, not yet. When the time was right, it would be...But only when the time was right.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Trials And Tribulations

				Obsidian Day, Sun-Bright Night: A Fictional Reality

				(Orgasm denial, latex & PVC bondage, medical restraint, toilet training, spanking, caning & strapping in a tight corselet, nylon slip & plastic knickers and rubber pants)

				Elsewhere, at that very moment, for a certain violet eyed girlishly svelte beauty such a time was imminent; for her the time was indeed very right.

				She had been torn down in her entirety, this girl; twisted and warped between the stupefying boredom, the bitterly chilling isolation and the personality-extinguishing disciplined uniformity of the institution in which she was being held into a pretty, yet grotesquely-shambling, cringing, nervously-racked remnant of wide-eyed obedient innocence. A doll of a girl, a marionette in a woman’s likeness, its strings tangible, tangled and tightly griped; she would dance in the hands of her carers, jerked about at a whim by experimental psychologists, Matron, nurses, anyone...

				In the secret deathly crypt-silence of the girl’s room the fluttering polyester of the woman’s uniform dress, its full skirt swinging about her calves, would have been plenty enough to alert its occupant to her entry. As it was she made sure of announcing her arrival - quite deliberately slamming the heavy thickset door behind her. The latter’s many layers of tough plastic-clad padding and airtight-sealing limited her reward to a deep, solidly-muffled thud; the sound as dry and final as all sounds were in that acoustically dead chamber, but nonetheless it was sufficient for her purpose.

				The violet-eyed girl remained kneeling at her bedside, fingers pressed together as if in prayer with her thumbs, held widely spread from her and fingers, just touching, barely brushing, the tip of her neatly upturned nose. Her head was sharply bowed, the curvature of her upper torso bringing her chin to rest against one of the translucent plastic buttons fastening her dress front; that second down from the collar button and at the point at which the well-fitted fabric first began its nestling-in, closely adhering to the narrow gully formed between her bosom’s out-swelling. Her wrists she kept tightly pressed together and in contact with the upper edge of the mattress while not actually quite resting on it; a softly-telling indentation of the latex was just perceivable, but was within allowable limits - the posture just screamed supplication, the very image of submission

				The bed itself was recognisably institutional in design, a basic hospital model with all the adaptations necessary for its role in secure-unit psychiatric nursing added at the point of manufacture.

				White-plastic covered padding enclosed all the fittings and fitments and wheels had been abandoned in favour of flange-plates securely bolted to the floor. Locked panels blocked access to the bed’s underside at the ends and sides lest a handy hidey-hole be made available for the secretion of contraband - here defined as absolutely anything not specifically issued and explicitly sanctioned by the hospital. No personal effects were allowed here, nor writing paper, magazines books or pens and the like. Not even toilet paper or wipes could be brought in, other than at those specific times allowed for the patient’s toilet - and even then only in sufficient quantity so as to deal with the situation to hand.

				Plastic-coated metal toggles lined the bed’s base along each side, these positioned just below the level of the mattress and designed to engage in metal eyes set into the bed cover, the latter formed of a particularly tough and resilient form of latex. This system in itself served as a form of low-level restraint for the patient but anchor points designed to accommodate a more conventional medical restraint system were provided although presently remained unused - the girl’s night attire itself served well enough to curb the temptation of wandering fingers - locking clips attached to the cuffs of her nightdress, the latex purposely thickened and reinforce at that point, were designed to engage with the ‘D’ rings that hung from the leg cuffs of the bloomer-style knickers she had to wear in bed, effectively securing her wrists to the outside of her thighs at the latter’s midpoint.

				Just how the sterile, medicated caressing-cleanliness of all that latex, PVC and polythene would come to dominate her life she could have had little concept in her previous, free, existence. In the world of freedom she had once enjoyed, had taken so for granted, the world she had danced through in the days before she had so stupidly allowed herself to be talked into this incarceration, such materials and fabrics had existed only as packaging to be torn away in excitement or perhaps as baby pants or medical gloves.

				It had all happened so quickly, or so it seemed. She had initially registered as a volunteer medical research subject; they were trialling a combination therapy that promised a single path to recovery from the entire gamut of psychological problems that she had somehow become inflicted by. Almost before she knew it they had had her signing a series of waivers; stepwise allowing the use of ‘negative enforcement’, ‘protective restraint’ and ‘behavioural correction and chastisement’. Then, after a concerted series of these ‘behavioural corrections and chastisements’ they had her sign a ‘voluntary committal’ application.

				That was what weighed on her the most - that change of status. She was now officially a psychiatric patient, albeit of her own volition, not sectioned under the mental health act as yet, but a psychiatric patient nonetheless - and held in a secure unit to boot! The defamation would surely haunt her for the rest of her life, it would curse her, blight her prospects. Computer meta-searches were the curse of the modern world; whatever the field - and her prospects were, or rather had been described as, highly promising. But now if a background search was carried out -and it surely would be - the result would likely dash all her hopes. Mental health issues were a social taboo, always had been, probably always would be to some extent no matter how enlightened society imagined it had become. In a very real sense she was now scarred, marked for life.

				But freedom is in itself a relative term; who has ever been truly free, who doesn’t bow to one master, or mistress, or another? After all, in a stable society there must be rules to govern and safeguard that stability; rules or laws, however vaguely-flexible they might be, set limits, by their very definition, on freedom.

				Thus society by its very nature dictates boundaries and behavioural conventions. It is by way of those very same entrenched and accepted conventions, more specifically the acquisition of conditioned social compliance, being the acceptance of obedience to authority and to such figures that are, by social convention, seen as embodying that authority, that this girl has been coerced, reigned in and enclosed. This socially-defined equation of roles, authority and dress-conventions, of rules, law-givers, enforcement, rulers and the ruled has been rebalanced here, its parts conspiring to curb her.

				Even in her own mind she could hardly have failed to consider just how free she had been in the months prior to her coming, or rather being brought, here. Even during the month after month she had spent previously, largely confined to her ‘aunt’s’ house and living with a woman who, while professing to be endeavouring to help her, seemed by her every move, as dispassionately viewed from outside of that cosy circle of ‘aunt’, housekeeper and psychiatrist, to have been determined to undermine, restrict and make dependent the girl.

				In truth, though, even then there was a sense in which it could be argued that she had been imprisoned. Agoraphobia had formed the chains, but it was her ‘aunt’ who had forged the links. But even had she the wit, would she ever have considered the coincidence of that debility’s emergence with her first having made the acquaintance of that woman she now called ‘aunt’? Would she have considered its parallel development within the flowering of that relationship and the concurrently mirrored development of her stammer too?

				How free had she ever truly been, then? Had her ‘freedom’ been largely illusionary, even then? The question must be asked; she asked it of herself then, and asks it of herself still. After all was said and done; had she not been delivered to the portal of this very institution, a young woman of seventeen summers - closer to eighteen in actuality - dressed head to foot and from skin outwards in the most anachronistic of school uniforms, whether it be judged by the suitability of its styling to her age or in its sociological and historical context. She had been brought here, a young woman old enough to marry and to have children of her own, dressed in a hideous and deliciously-humiliating concoction mostly of her ‘aunt’s’ own devising yet owing its inspiration to a late 1950s primary school; the latter private and exclusive and catering to the more privileged eight to eleven-year-olds of the time.

				And yet humiliation, too, even that level of humiliation, can be considered relative. At this stage of her life that pleated-skirted gymslip, a froth of nylon-lined fine cotton-serge and ribbon, would come as a veritable breath of fresh air, a triumph, a sartorially elegant triumph. It could never be of course, not here; she was in an institution, it had its own roles to be filled and played out - and it had its own uniforms to define, refine, accent and reinforce, them too. And so it had come to her; it was somehow preordained that her world should consist of sterile, cleansed whiteness and that she be clothed in plastic, rubber and nylon - humid, sweaty and forever slithering slickly over pale velvet-soft flesh.

				She remains kneeling because she has yet to be told to do otherwise, her vision obscured and restricted in both azimuth and elevation by a green and white striped nylon-sheened bonnet; the latter an escapee from a museum or film-set, its peak and side cheeks set well proud of her face and permanently overshadowing prettily-fine-boned features already blurred, smeared and depersonalised by being kept shorn of eyebrows and with lashes clipped short.

				She remains kneeling in prayer because that was the last command she heard, because that was what she did when sent to that particular numbered circle - one of several inscribed upon different areas of the floor - because that last tone, that last musical note, was ‘A’ above ‘middle C’, ‘concert A’, a pitch of four hundred and forty-two Hz exactly.

				Her white PVC knickers are slick with sweat now; urine saturates their thick absorbent pad, the latter lying secured by the straps provided internally at either end of the gusset panel. It has been many hours since last tolled the ‘toilet time’ bell, she has become quite well conditioned to its ringing now but by the same measure her recent catheterisation has put paid to even that proxy level of control.

				To her rear the creeping up and creasing of her dress’s skirt would have been sufficient to satisfy even the most demanding of voyeurs, the view most rewarding. Her tan stocking-seams are of course laser-straight; crooked seams would be rewarded by several swipes from Matron’s cane. The position, her posture, tautens the suspenders, squeezing flesh into reddened furrows at the front, rear, and lateral faces of pale thighs, young and resilient yet oft punished - a history of pain left to be read as a fading pink web-work of rattan-whipped chastisement. And all of this is lying beneath, yet not quite hidden by, the flesh-pink-tinged thin white PVC of her knickers’ legs. It must be said, though, that even when standing, other than with her arms held straight down by her sides, her dress would be hard-pressed to cover the latter’s broad leg cuffs.

				Of that dress a more accurate description would be that of an overall, albeit one styled in the form of a dress or frock. Button-through, long-sleeved and full-skirted it owed its origin to an early 1960s pattern, although in its present incarnation having a drastically abbreviated length as compared to the designer’s original intentions, the skirt falling to little more than mid-thigh on the girl.

				The dress featured a particularly severely-cut and tailored bodice, the latter panelled, closely figure-hugging and with darting and pin-tucking tailored so as to allow for the high-perched swelling of the girl’s breasts, the whole being realised in bottle-green and white striped nylon and tightly cinched at the waist by a belt of the same material, this featuring a double-buttoned fastening to the front. Two hip pockets added detail to the skirt yet existed merely as decoration, a breast pocket provided for similarly functionally-useless purposes, the latter merely serving as a focal point for the hospital name, crest and - embroidered in thick bold black characters - the girls ‘patient number’, 30C.

				How she hated that dress, the way it looked and the way it made her feel; it was ugly, dowdy, severe, humiliating - but most of all it was institutional. The fabric was chosen for the convenience of the institution rather than to accommodate the comfort of the wearer and the styling and cut were designed to be both demeaning and to suggest subservience.

				Initially dispassionate and cold against the skin, even unfriendly, the nylon fabric was nonetheless slickly-hot and sticky in its wearing. Not that the room was particularly warm, indeed the temperature, like everything else about it, was deliberately quite neutral and boringly affable, neither particularly hot nor cold, just unvaryingly, boringly comfortable. It was the fabric itself that proved so problematic; it just didn’t ‘breathe’; sweat accumulated, insinuating between the woven nylon fibres. Then there was the continuous rustling and crinkling of the material, it accompanied every movement and, although neither particularly noticeable nor bothersome against a more conventional backdrop, to one buried alive in such a tomb of the intellect it was an annoyance of such magnitude as to, at times, seem to threaten her very sanity.

				The problem she had with it really boiled down to the thickness and weight of the nylon fabric itself; practical and hard-wearing it might well have been but to wear over a long period of time it was just so, so uncomfortable. And she was expected to wear it day after day, just as it was, just as it had been taken off the previous day...and the one before that, and the one before that. She was allowed to sponge it down on the outside, indeed she had to, it had to look immaculate, but that was it; the dress quickly developed an aroma about it, musky, pungent. On the exterior it looked clean. But dressed in it, despite her regular showers, the routine intimate inspections and the hospital’s near-obsessively strict feminine hygiene regulations, she felt grubby, shabby - it smelt of stale perspiration and of body odour...she smelt of stale perspiration and body odour. But even her personal intimate cleanliness was at some jeopardy now.

				This was a punishment regime that she was now under - punishment training they called it. She no longer even had the shower to look forward to, she no longer left the room to be taken to the shower. Indeed, she no longer left the room for any reason whatsoever. Cleanliness and hygiene, especially intimate hygiene, was still an obsession with them but the procedures were now limited to those that could be carried out in situ, in her room; the regime was sponge-clean only, her more intimate regions being dealt with by douches and enemas.

				It was humiliating; she had to submit to being washed by a nurse, had to stand and hold apart her bottom cheeks when told, or lay back on the bed and let the nurse part and manipulate her labia, washing, cleaning, applying creams that stung and irritated, inserting suppositories that stole her bowel control, that sedated her, left her mind woolly, her thoughts jumbled. She was no longer allowed to do one thing for herself, not one single thing, she was not even allowed to touch her own body other than as ordered and then, as often as not, it would be as much for the purpose of humiliating her as for any real practical reason.

				From the very start of this regime it had been made clear to her; she could either submit to it in its entirety, stand docile and accepting, or she could remain dirty, itching, stinging, with rashes covering her buttocks and mound. Indeed for a while she did resist - but it was a half-hearted resistance, it crumbled soon enough.

				Underneath that much-hated dress, she was all held in and constricted, her waist drastically reduced, her breasts thrust upwards and outwards, scaffolded dramatically and unnaturally high, squeezed and distended into an almost conical profile.

				The corselet was like something from another age entirely, a bygone age. She had never worn such a thing and outside of this institution would never have dreamt of it. Such garments were the province of old women, not fashion-conscious girls in their late teens. It was of white satin nylon with firm, strongly-elasticated, Elastane crossover-panelling at the abdomen and possessing similar figure-controlling panelling at the sides, the latter, tightened with buckled side straps, enforced a drastic in-curving at that point, producing a consequential over-exaggeration of the female curvature.

				Had it stayed at that it might not have seemed so bad, as it was though, the whole thing was lined with a thin layer of rubber, a fine, soft latex. All attempts at rationalising the latter’s inclusion on the grounds of function, ‘wearability’ or perhaps, in some strange way, improved hygiene, seemed doomed to fail. The only rationale that seemed to fit, as bloody-minded as it seemed, was that it was to ensure the discomfiture of the wearer as much as anything else. In wearing, a thin layer of perspiration quickly built up on the underside where it would lie permanently as a slick film, encouraging the fabric to move in a continuously slithering lubricated-motion against the skin as she walked. It was a wet, tacky sensation of which she was continually aware but could do nothing to ameliorate.

				At times a suction would seem to build up, then any movement would cause the thing to suck and draw on her breasts; her nipples at least were spared this torment, the area around the areolae and teats being cut away - for ‘hygienic reasons’ she had been told. This feature in itself, though, brought its own peculiar brand of torture into play; any movement, however restrained, brought the nylon of her dress and the full nylon slip she wore beneath it dragging to and fro across the very tips of her soft pink buds, the latter, responding with firm turgidity, augmented their own sensitivity while serving to still further facilitate that fabric’s maddening frottage.

				She was a sensitive young woman, a sensuous and sexually-aware being that savoured her pleasure, both shared and solitary; now she ached in frustration and near permanently yearned for release. Yet even if she had the temerity to try, she knew she could achieve little through the combined thickness of her knickers and incontinence towel to ease that embarrassing urge.

				As if to make matters worse - and she could see no rationale in this either, beyond a further affront to her person - the open-bottomed style of corselet that they had previously been quite satisfied to force upon her had more recently been superseded. The panty-corselet she now wore featured a broad, close-fitting and Elastane-reinforced, gusset panel; the latter resulted in the retention of the PVC of her knickers - and the thick wodge of absorbent-towelling beneath - pressed tightly up and into her crotch.

				Urine and perspiration, both, were now carefully kept placed in intimate contact with her most sensitive flesh; she was developing an infection, she was sure of it; it itched ‘down there’, sometimes it burned and throbbed - but it was the itching that was slowly driving her to distraction. Yet she daren’t even attempt to touch herself now, daren’t attempt to alleviate that awful insufferable irritation; that was the measure of the hold they had over her.

				Then, besides the discomfort, there was the hopeless impractical inconvenience of the thing; the gusset did not unfasten. She had now to practically undress to the skin in order simply to use her bedpan. The little toilet that these ‘waiting rooms’ all contained in this case had had a lid fitted - and the latter was kept securely padlocked at all times. The bedpan was brought in at toilet time and only at toilet time - and it was always promptly removed upon the successful completion of her ablutions. Her dress had to be removed in its entirety and neatly folded - the corselet along with her knickers and incontinence towel were allowed to be deposited around her ankles, the odour, they knew, added a certain piquancy to their charge’s humiliation.

				She remained kneeling despite the torturous irritation, despite her misgivings and her hatred of herself that she could be - had been - so easily cowardly-subdued and browbeaten into submission. She remained kneeling despite the knowledge that her isolation had been penetrated - the urge to look and the instinct for curiosity that most would find irresistible was instead resisted, defied and reined in.

				Ultimately she remained kneeling because she was disciplined now - she was a good girl and desired with all her heart to remain a good girl; and a good girl was an obedient girl. That mantra ran through her head as easy as, no, easier then, breathing now. It interrupted her innermost thoughts, intruded into her daydreams and meditations; there were times now when it was difficult for her to think of much else. She remained kneeling because she was just that; they had made her an obedient girl, they had succeeded - but she knew they wouldn’t be satisfied to stop at that.

				...Ping! Without thinking she was up on her feet in an instant. A mere two strides later and she was facing the door with her shoulders pulled smartly back and her elbows position out to the sides, her fingertips gently brushing her shoulders, left to left and right to right. She stood thus stock-still, with ankles and knees pressed tightly together and with breasts humiliatingly offered up; the latter thrust aggressively and tightly out into the sweaty-nylon confounds of that, oh so ugly, dress.

				Now standing to her charge’s right hand side, her hands resting on the maturely-swelling curves of her hips, Matron smiled that satisfyingly benign smile she reserved for such demonstrations of disciplined obedience:

				“Good girl” she said softly, almost cooing into the girl’s ear. The tone was caring yet authoritative, cheerfully patronising, as if delighted at some twee pet poodle’s newly learned trick. Then without the slightest hint of a warning, the smile never for a moment fading from her lips, stepping smartly across to confront her charge and using fingers only - the acuteness of the shots more than making up for sheer force - she planted a sharp slap to the girl’s right cheek and then one to her left.

				The girl had closed her eyes, just fleetingly. Whether through fatigue, whether to escape her monotonous surroundings, whether an attempt to sidestep the hopelessly despairing humiliation of her situation, mattered not a chit to Matron - it was clearly a voluntary action on behalf of the girl and as such it was a behaviour that had to be corrected and swiftly.

				In the woman’s right hand the remote-control box waited. Plastic and as white as the walls of the room itself, numbers were inscribed in black on mosaic-tile buttons, 10 in all; some would cause a musical note to be produced, others would trigger the ‘toilet bell’ or the ‘sleep bell’ if depressed. Two in particular would have an affect most pertinent to Lavinia, as she was shortly to discover - and it was to be a revelation from which the girl might never fully recover...

				She had sidestepped in front of the girl so as to correct the latter’s ill-behaviour. Now she was able to peer into those eyes, watch the spreading despair of helpless realisation gently cloud-over the girl’s soul - even allow the girl to see her choose the number and press the button...

				Bong! The girl scrambled to occupy the numbered circle marked out in the centre of the room, dropping to her knees and flailing her arms out before her as if in prostate worship of some invisible deity, burying her nose in the white carpet, her rounded, tightly PVC-sheaved globes pressed obscenely high, thighs parted, into the air at her rear.

				Matron’s smile broadened further still: “Good girl”; the praise was an important enforcer. A little over one month of seventeen hours a day spent in training had achieved all of this. And now the girl would be remaining in this room for at least another month, she would see to it. Particularly as they now had her, essentially, for as long as they liked - or at least they soon would have, if all went to plan.

				But for now there was a different area of the girl’s psyche to be explored - and this was just the right time to probe it:

				“Kneel!” The girl knelt up smartly before settling back on her haunches and heels, as was allowable when in this position.

				“Look over at the window and pay attention...”

				The girl’s gaze was quickly targeted as directed; the window lay back, bathed in inky-blackness, clearly it was night time ‘out there’.

				“...Is it day or night, girl?

				“N,ni,night, t,time, m,ma, Matron.” The answer had been given in a pleasing softly-velvet near-whispered, lisping girlish, voice - simpering and pathetic in its way.

				“Yes, good girl. That’s right, it is night time now.”

				Matron moved across to stand to one side of the protective white security grille behind which lay back the presently darkened frosted glass of the room’s only window. She wanted the girl to see the remote-control in her hand, wanted her to fully appreciate the implications of her next action: A button was depressed... There came a flicker...And daylight flooded through the square white meshwork of the window’s safety grille in bluish, frost-diffused, scintillating shafts.

				“What time of day do you think it is now, girl? Is it still night-time out there, do you think?”

				...No answer, just a shocked-sharp intake of breath, the girl kneeling now in slack-jawed incomprehension.

				Another button was pressed and the window once again reclaimed its sombre night-time attitude, not with a sudden stepwise shift in tone this time but rather graduating through a continuum of shades of grey; day gently drifted into twilight and dusk before settling into the carbon-finality of velvet-black midnight.

				“...And now? How about now? What time is it now? Is it Night, or day? Come on girl, you’re supposed to be the clever one here, the one with all the answers, the one with the ‘promising’ future ahead of her. Is it night or is it day? It’s a simple enough question, surely.”

				Still silence, still incomprehension blearing those saucer-wide violet eyes - such beautiful eyes, once so full of life, so vivacious, now clouding, becoming glassy in numb despair and disbelief.

				Then the tears began to form and well up, the hands went up to cup the face in their slender fingers, the elbows and forearms hugging the body in comforting embrace, squeezing and crushing those swelling melon breasts... Then the rocking began; stereotyping, psychologists call it, something rarely seen other than in ill-treated zoo animals damaged by their impoverished incarceration - or in long-term mental patients, the uncared for, the incurable, those left locked up alone for month after month, year after year...

				Then the wailing began; beseeching, soul-wrenching banshee wailing, the death throes of a lost soul, a broken mind, a young woman pushed to her breaking point...then eased past it. She was not yet in a state of total mental breakdown, not quite. But such was the direction in which she was now headed - and none could take more delight in fulfilling the guise of loving guide along the way than this woman: Matron.

				For the immediate, there would be some respite - but for how long? How long would it be before that tormentress in nurse’s uniform, that inquisitor in rustling navy blue polyester, with that customary whiff of carbolic and disinfectant she always carried about her, would return, rattan or plastic switch in hand - or indeed, leather strap or tawse or perhaps even the fine-fronded martinet, this to be taken to the tender soles of her feet? By way of the lack of that certainty she would be forced to punish herself, psychologically - it was a deliciously subtle little mental torment and one expertly purpose-crafted to help her on her way down Matron’s chosen path for her. The one certainty was that at some point the woman would return and then she would be upended over her lap, skin-tight hospital-issue rubber knickers peeled back and the sweat-glistened drum-taut globes of her plump backside would be spanked with a latex-gloved hand or strapped with the heavy-leather tawse. Or perhaps, instead, she would be bent across the plastic mattress of her hospital bed, obliged to keep her arms folded tightly across the small of her back and her heels from the ground, with the promise ringing in her ears of a punishment repeated in its entirety should her posture falter in any way or should she tense her buttocks as her caning progressed from the upper slopes of her nether-cheeks, down the rear of her thighs to the sensitive flesh at the backs of her knees and then back again. And she would be in tears of course, well before the end, whether she be spanked across the woman’s knees or strapped or caned across her bed or the little school desk and chair combination she was obliged to work at - Matron always broke a girl to tears, it was just her way, it was good for discipline.

			

		

	
		
			
				Meredith’s Care: An Ecclesiastical Affair

				(Forced into a submissive role, dominated, spanked and caned in shame clothing, PVC and latex,. enema and diaper discipline, institutional punishment caning and spanking in leg callipers, leg braces and plaster cast bondage by dominant nurses in uniform)

				(The scene: A small, scrupulously clean, sterile little hospital ward - and a tale within a tale, set a little over one week previously)

				Meredith Hewson lay lost in her thoughts, quite literally petrified and frozen in place, the bondage of her nightmares seemingly mirrored by the immobility of this new reality. This was how it always started nowadays: the dreams, the nightmares, and then the awakening. Always it felt as if a new reality had been built around her while she slept, a false reality, an illusion, a reality in which her helplessness was almost indiscernible from - and as complete as - her nightmare world. Always, as if for the first time, she would glance down and along her prone body - and the shocking understanding of the nature of her hopelessness, the origin of her immobility, would bear down on her like some dead-weight concrete slab.

				Arms set in plaster casts, modern soft resin-based casts, could do nothing but disobey her, lying straight and at 30° to her sides. Legs, similarly encumbered, rested spread wide and angled down toward the bed’s lower corners, with knees bent at right angles and her ankles kept elevated in stirrups. Even her fingers were held, each individually wrapped in its own cast and her hand splayed out, fan-like and useless.

				Memories spilled and unfurled like discarded spooled celluloid; edited Dadaist highlights of confusion inter-cut with fantastical images of sojourns in some grotesquely abusive world, seemingly plucked from the mind of Poe and realised in the inflamed-red and bruised-blue pallet of chastised flesh.

				Meredith Hewson; known as ‘Mushroom’ to friends and acquaintances both, a tiny squeaky little thing - bouncy and bright as a gambolling lamb and with a smile like summer breeze, nature had surely destined her for more than this. Yet, a Shropshire lass, born and bred - and with a less than agreeable home-life to look back on - it was a somewhat hackneyed tail she had to tell. Of course it would be simplest to lay the blame on the faux glamour portrayed in all those television shows; it had drawn her in, spiralling with moth-like lethality. The trends and bright fashions of Camden Market, the bars and bistros of Covent Garden; these were aspirational beacons of irresistible brilliance and far too dazzling for one of her innocence to see the darkness lurking behind, far too beguiling.

				To many she had been the welcoming smile behind the horseshoe bar, pulling pints with child-like wide-eyed glee; those tiny hands as pale and as perfect as porcelain - like that of those pub hand-pumps with their country scene decoration, all hunting pinks and running foxes, that her fingers could never quite curl around.

				She had brightened the day of many a jaded pen-pusher - her short stature obliging her to stretch for the ale-pumps, the effort causing those pert breasts to be thrust forward, the flesh bouncing, the cleavage distinct to the most bleary drunken eye. Her pretty unworldly features would be moon-mist-lit by the shafts of diffused sunlight filtering through the curling fern-like motifs of the Victorian acid-etched glass - the traditional public house windows and glass partitions had been retained here, along with the worn, once-red, leather seating.

				She had been flirtatious, ever-smiling - then she was gone; a lover’s tiff, an ill-advised dalliance with her manager at that, forcing her to flight.

				Suddenly the London streets had not seemed quite so welcoming - not without money in her pocket, not without a place to call home; the accommodation had come with the job, you see...

				Her mind ran back to the very first time, her first awakening to this new world; it was a birth, or rather a rebirth, at least that was how it seemed now:

				“The crash, sweetheart, surely you remember the crash?” The nurse’s, concern had been palpable, her brow furrowing. Yet as insistent as the woman had been it had felt as if she were seeking to convince while, in some way, being unsure of her own sincerity.

				Try she might she had been unable to recall anything at the time; her immobility had almost seemed comforting in its familiarity, yet otherwise there was nothing, just nothing. She could remember nothing still, at least of her history as they would insistently outline it - nothing, that is, beyond the abuse, the beating and something about a social worker, a friend, a young woman who had sworn to extract her from that hell.

				Yes, the social worker; she had seemed so approachable, a woman who might care, who might believe her, who had seemed to care. The woman with the car, the woman who had promised to take her away, promised to save her from him. There was something else... what was it? A drink, a drink proffered from a flask, warm cocoa... that can’t have been it! What possible significance could that have?

				“You remember the crash, surely?” They would say.

				In truth, she couldn’t. There were fragments that were haunting her though, fragments of recollection - or what appeared to be recollection. In actuality it was just a jumble of shards, just as likely the constructs of her imagination as bearing any relation to reality - and feeling more like memories of what she had been told than of the actual event.

				Feeling as if deceiving herself she would nevertheless nod in the affirmative; to do otherwise, to question it, was to risk being left starkly alone, ignored. This she had experienced many, many times before - being left ignored, isolated and alone in the silence of her curtain-enshrouded bed. Her inability to recall appeared to really irk the staff - and as for her nightmares, her delusions as they referred to them - the merest mention was enough for the nurse or doctor or whoever was attending her to simply up and leave. Many were the times she had found herself missing her next meal or diaper change after that.

				And yet it was those dreams, those nightmares, that were the clearest representation of reality to her, her reality; certainly they seem more real to her than her present surroundings and the fuzzy pseudo-memories filling her head. There was a certain vivid and unmistakable clarity to their recollection, the clarity of truth and conviction.

				Deranged? Deluded? Well, such were the murmurings and whispered accusations that, on occasion would come to her from beyond the protection of the curtains surrounding her bed - times when they were certain she was asleep and beyond caring; “...such a shame, but quite deluded of course, poor girl”.

				Yet it was all so real, so detailed, so, so clear to her: first there would come the probing wiggle of an investigative forefinger, then the thickly-gelling lubricant, ice cold, the digit urging in an out, in an out, twisting and turning, embedded to the knuckle. Then would come the sensation of building warmth, blood-flow stimulated by the mild irritant mixed in with the gel. Finally that podgy finger would be withdrawn and the first taunting rubber-touch of the enema nozzle would announce its imminent violation of her.

				Every few weeks there would come the added discomfort of the first use of an increased diameter. In time she would become acclimatised, her sphincter gradually stretching to accommodate it. Then would come another increment, then another and another - each adding to the soapy humiliation of the laxative the piquancy of torment that came from the knowledge that any improvement in her comfiture came only at the cost to be surely levied her in the future by way of the legacy of her stretched and weakened muscles - and that it was all for the benefit of him, for his perverted pleasure.

				Every detail was present there. If only in the world of dreams, if only the manifestation of her delusion, then from whence came the design, the knowledge and experiences that could make manifest the physicality of the illusion with such convincing Technicolor realism. What could a girl of her sheltered background know of such things? How could, even in conjecture, she conjure the sensation of her gently rounded belly swollen with foully-cramping fluid, or her youthfully elastic skin stretched paper-thin. And what of the softly-urging latex-covered, podgy, farmer’s-wife fingers massaging, compressing, squeezing as if to exude the decorating icing for some filthily perverted demon-cake or, perhaps, in some exaggerated parody of milking the beasts she had once had the duty to?

				Then the was the voiding into the metal pail, the metallic ringing imparted to the initial fluidic-splattering fall of her wastes, the stink in the compact surroundings of the room - the tiny skylight could not be opened to improve the ventilation - and the cramping stomach muscles and twisting agonized bowels.

				Finally it was she herself she saw in her mind’s eye carrying the galvanised bucket through the house so that all and sundry might see - and she herself who would have to scrub it back to the pristine sheen of its manufacture in the yard outside in full view of the household.

				She remembered how he had absolutely despised the way she had been dressed when they’d found her. He’d said it was the way they were always dressed, her type; young tearaways, young runaways hanging around the city’s stations and bus shelters on cold winter nights.

				And it had been the coldest night of the coldest snap that most could remember when he had come across her. She had seemed easily the most desolate amongst the gathering huddle, easily the most destitute, desperate, bedraggled and forlorn.

				Then there were her looks; the pretty elfin face, the slight build, the short stature, the childish yet maturely-contoured and well-cushioned frame, small breasted yet with hips and buttocks promisingly fecund and swollen and rounded with chubby resilient youthfulness.

				The denim, though, he just hated; women in trousers just left him cold - let alone jeans. He couldn’t abide by anything that suggested other than sheer soft femininity - the slightest hint of boyishness in dress was an anathema to him. It was all to the more curiously contradictory and contrary therefore that the wretch she remembered bent and sobbing before him no longer possessed the wavy cascades of tawny light brown locks she once had to hide her tears behind but rather a short tousled pixie cut. The latter was styled around her ears and tightly tapered into the nape of her neck; the intent most clearly being to enhance that childish elfin look, the side parting, seemingly inadvertently, introducing an element of boyishness beyond anything that might be brought by even the most masculine cut jeans or dungarees.

				That hated denim and the rest of her outfit of that time had been easily dealt with. His housekeeper, Mrs Veronica Merryweather-Cortez, being possessed of a rather traditional, if old-fashioned, outlook herself pertaining to such matters - and not being exactly enamoured with modern attire and the like - had been of the opinion that the girl’s belongings might simply fail to resurface from the launderette, having become ‘lost in the wash’ as, unfortunately, things all too often were locally. As she’d put it; “one can always blame the gypsies...it’s usually them anyway”.

				A remarkable woman of an equally remarkable name, the old man’s housekeeper was a truly redoubtable woman. Herefordshire born and possessing a broadness of the hips and a buxom maturity of frame seemingly completely at odds with her claimed thirty eight years of life, her ruddy apple-cheeked complexion and coarse russet hair - kept, on the main, beneath a plain, ‘sensible’, headscarf - spoke of a country woman far more likely at home on some remote outlying farm as to be found domiciled within the gentile confines of a Surry village parsonage. Yet here she was and here she had been for many a long year, residing happily enough and steeped within parish culture - after all was said and done, the work she helped carry out, the charitable work, the Church’s work, offered something she would have been hard pressed to find under any other circumstances.

				Over the years she had come to know the buildings, the grounds and the church itself inside and out; she had explored it all. All the little nooks and crannies, all of those secret, dark little places that the public never see, she had seen them all. She knew her way around better than most, probably as well as she knew the old man himself, probably as well as she understood those peculiar peccadillos of his, perhaps even more so. And she understood his predilections ever so well; his yearnings were her raison d’etre after all, something they could both share on the deepest darkest levels yet neither would ever speak of.

				She knew exactly what was required, exactly what would please him...and exactly where to look for it. An ancient carved black oak chest dominated the vestry’s end wall, squatting all but forgotten, despite its substantial bulk, in the dusky shadows beneath the tiny Norman-arched stained-glass window. Strictly speaking an oak coffer, it featured quite beautiful carved and arcaded front panels, each having an intricate inlay detail of flowers picked out in a variety of different woods and rarely appreciated, being near permanently under a thin layer of dust and tinted by the patina of age. The iron banding running around the sides and over the curving hinged lid was pitted and blackened with age and as dark as the wood itself; to the front a typical hand-forged mediaeval tongue clasp was secured by a very modern and substantial padlock.

				It was from the latter, rarely visited, cache that Mrs M, as the old man was want to address her, was able to conjure up her singly peculiar solution to the problem of clothing the girl. It presumably had only ever been intended as a temporary stopgap; for with every will in the world even that woman, with her archaic views, could hardly have considered such dress appropriate for - or acceptable to - a modern girl of Meredith’s age and background. It had been extracted and selected from a pile of ecclesiastical vestments dating back to perhaps the 1950s or early 1960s, if not earlier - to more prestigious times for the little parish church, when congregations swelled to the rafters with uplifted voices and on occasion spilled out into the churchyard beyond and when it had even accommodated its own choir.

				The princess-line dress she selected, despite Meredith’s obviously small stature, had not appeared to the girl at the time to be the smallest there; she had felt certain she had seen at least two or three of a smaller size that had been glanced at and then rejected while the woman was rummaging. She had stood there shivering in the thin cotton nightdress they had given her, grateful to receive anything that would provide some warmth and - more importantly - cover her embarrassment; even some ugly church dress, just so long as it was to only be a temporary arrangement.

				And ugly it surely had been: featuring full length sleeves with overlong cuffs at the wrists, each fastening with three buttons in line, it was ‘easy fit’ in the extreme; indeed, it fairly drowned her small figure in its heavy black fabric. An embroidered metallic gold Latin Cross decorated the region roughly corresponding to her left breast and was one of the few features allowed to alleviate the jet-black severity of the thing - the others being an arc of short stiff white frills around the top of the mandarin collar, the matching sprays of frills around the cuffs that extended down to the upper parts of her hands when she was standing with arms to her sides and a large white button oddly sited to the rear of the collar. The latter’s function, enigmatic at the time, was to become clear enough at a later date and perhaps would have become clear more immediately had she noted the matching buttonhole at the dress’s hem, at the rear where it was picked out in white thread as if some proudly decorative feature of design.

				At the sides and from a point approximating her waist, heavy, absolute-black, thickly-draping folds hung, spread out and fell to the hem swinging barely clear of the floor, forming between each a series of vertical, wet-puddled and shadow-lined valleys, each somehow darker still.

				To the front, once clear of her bust’s perky overhang, the dress hung straight and true, pulled taut by lead weights sewn into the hem, with barely a hint of any contact with the form beneath, giving scant regard for style or flattery. Seemingly dozens of small, tediously and unnecessarily fiddly, black-satin covered buttons, in reality sixteen in all, fastened it from the slender curve of her throat to her neat little ankles; light shimmering off the skirt’s surface would ripple like moonlight off a night-time sea as she moved, those buttons giving the impression of so many small boats bobbing and weaving at anchor in the dark.

				The fabric, while as smooth as heavy black satin should be, concealed an inner lining of another material entirely, this having a texture approaching that of a rather coarse velvet, and therein hung the seed of another problem; not only was the whole loose-fitting ensemble ugly, heavy and hot to wear but the constant prickly-heat sensation of the inner lining quickly came to make its wearing intolerable. To her chagrin the material had seemed particularly coarse in the region running over her nipples and the latter’s hardening in response only served to further augment their constant teasing.

				She had winged and whined and bitterly complained; it had felt as if the constant grazing irritation, the prickling and the brushing back and forth, would serve to drive her quite insane, or so it had felt at the time, although she was later to encounter challengers to her sanity that would all but drive such concerns from her recall.

				Finally, her patience pushed to the limit, it was Mrs M who was to yet again save the day; it was simple, one of her own old cast-offs, a full-length slip in white nylon and as smooth as the girl’s own skin.

				Panelled and darted, with traditional built-up shoulders and a seemingly hopelessly narrow waist and a pronounced tapering beyond that curvature that allowed for the swell of the wearer’s hips, it terminated at knee-length with a delightfully narrow circular hem. The impression received was one of a garment designed sometime in the early 1960s and intended to be worn below the pencil-skirted fashions of the time. It clung to her hips and thighs like a second skin, the tight hem coming to rest tightly girdling her legs just above her knees.

				The effect, whether intentional or not she had no idea, was to restrict her once tomboyish stride to a somewhat sedate and femininely-gentile shuffling gait that could not but reinforce the image of docility they were clearly striving to achieve for her.

				Then there had been the question of underwear. The best that they had been able to offer in terms of ‘underpinnings’, as Mrs M-Cortez was apt to quaintly describe her more intimate of garments, was a pair of that woman’s own rather elderly cast-offs. These, much to Meredith’s chagrin turned out to be, a pair of overly-substantial white rayon Walker Reid directoire knickers, obviously far to large for her petite frame and in any case possessing a waist-band virtually devoid of any residual elasticity, the venerable garment clearly having been washed and re-washed into submission long before. As first proffered, the baggy garment had hung limply and sadly around the broadening of her hips, dangling lopsidedly on her iliac crest as if slipping from a coat hanger before, slowly but surely submitting to the inevitability of gravity, slithering uncertainly down, slalom-fashion, over the swell of her lower tummy and the curving slopes of her buttocks and thighs. Meredith had been left blushing profusely and obliged in the first instance to clutch at the top of the knickers, scrunching a full fistful of their fabric and gathering the excess material over her belly in a fashion apparently found quite comical by all present - save the girl herself.

				Thus it had been for that first week or so. Despite their earnest promises to retrieve Meredith’s own things - and of shopping trips if that should not prove possible - she had been obliged to shuffle awkwardly about the parsonage clutching at her undergarments with one hand or the other through the thick black folds of the heavy, near floor-length ecclesiastical dress.

				Then that remarkable woman had a brainwave, the sort of common sense defying shuffle of logic that only she could have been capable of. Her solution, simple; a girdle of buttonholes to be formed around the slip’s circumference and sited somewhat above the latter’s waistband. A matching ring of large white rubber buttons would be sewn around the periphery of the knickers’ waistband to balance the equation and being rubber would survive the kind of weekly boiling up Mrs M would subject them to in a vain attempt to make them look at least part-way hygienic. To most, a simpler and more obvious solution would simply have involved a trip to the nearest mall; but that wouldn’t have appealed to her old-fashioned yet misguided make-do-and-mend mentality - and besides she had other, shall we say...less conventional agenda, to take account of.

				The slip, or petticoat, itself had represented a further refinement of Meredith’s torment at the hands of the old bastard’s housekeeper. The woman had even brought her brother in on the act, although Meredith had no way of knowing for sure if he actually knew the function of what he was making. He was a cooper by trade - a barrel maker, and one of a dying breed of traditional country-village craftsmen - but presumably possessed the skills of locksmith, or had access to some other that did, as his work was as remarkable as it was sophisticated.

				Through a short exchange of communications Mrs M had procured from that source a narrow spring-steel hoop capable of being be sewn into the under-slip’s pencil-skirted hem and clearly intended to fulfil the function of a hobble. A second such, of somewhat broader dimensions, had been fabricated with the intention of being concealed within the fabric of the slip to form a closely cinching waistband and incorporated a cleverly concealed flat locking clasp at the rear, complete with a remarkably discreet keyhole - for which a suitable key had of course been provided. Once clicked into place, the latter catch efficiently removed from the wearer any temptation to divest herself of her under-slip’s restriction, while the loosely hanging and near shapeless church dress presented to the outside world an image of free and easy flowing movement.

				To Meredith it was more than just the tiresome fastening and unfastening of all those buttons - and there were eight in all - whenever nature called that she had found so vexing. Not that she was ever allowed to ‘go’ of her own volition; permission had to be obtained first and she had always to be supervised, of course, so if neither the old man nor his housekeeper were free, as was commonly the case... well, sometimes accidents will happen and nature will take its course.

				No, what really got to her, what really drove her to distraction was the positioning of those buttonholes.

				Had they been sited a little lower down, then things might not have been quite so unbearable. But as it was, the buttons had to be fastened before stepping into the slip, so attaching the knickers to the latter. The slip’s hoop waistband mechanism could then be pulled into position and locked around her waist before - Meredith having by this point wiggled her shoulders under the broad shoulder straps - Mrs M, habitually smiling at her handiwork, would purposefully draw the zipper up from its starting point just below the waistband to the little lockable clasp, that kept it safe from meddling fingers, high up between the girl’s shoulder blades. Closing the zipper did of course serve to cover the clever little flat clasp lock at the small of her back, but it was at the point of her drawing up the waistband in the first place that her torment would begin and the positioning of that buttoning arrangement became significant.

				The gusset of those elderly underpinnings would by that means be pulled snugly up into her crotch, rather too snugly for her comfort. Even more significant was the coarse white velvet double gusset that the housekeeper had retrospectively sewn in; it would prickle, stroke and tease with every step until, becoming sodden with her enforced lust, it merely lapped warmly at her intimacy like some imaginary lover’s tongue. Similar soft pads of velvet enwrapped her breasts and attentively sipped at her nipples and caressed her areole into puckered throbbing hard thimbles that could be made out by the observant even through the thick heavy fabric of her shapeless robe.

				Beneath that elegantly-gliding exterior of unconstrained floor-sweeping heavy black fabric, then, had lain a story of tight and unrelenting restriction to anything but the gentlest, daintiest tiny-stepped movement. The result was that to the casual observer she seemed to serenely glide along, the flowing lines of her garb simplified further by her habit of carry her arms at her sides, her black-and-white encircled hands and the long sleeves of the dress disappearing into the depths of its side pockets nearly as far as her elbows and with a somewhat pronounced rearward orientation that tended to give an impression of quite contemplation, almost as if she were strolling with her hands clasped behind her back.

				What could not be seen by the casual observer - and would undoubtedly have caused shock and consternation had it been - was that her hands were indeed clasped at the small of her back...but not by choice, or necessarily in contemplation either. Those soft pink palms and nimble digits were kept encased in white kid gloves, their fingers stiffened with inserts and sewn together. Steel manacles closely encircled each wrist and were attached by short lengths of chain to her under-slip’s reinforced steel waistband, or rather to two small ‘D’ rings that protruded through the fabric from it at the rear of the slip.

				It was a surreptitious, yet public, bondage - and it was one that that she had been held in for the majority of her waking hours and that had necessitated the attendance on her of the old man’s housekeeper for the slightest function, no matter how personal and intimate it may have been.

				Not that her circumstances had been eased at night at all. Sewn directly to the mattress of her little cot and additionally secured by webbing bands running around and across at several points, the sleeping bag she was obliged to use was hooded, narrow and more suited to an alpine or even arctic adventure then the attic of a church outbuilding.

				Internally, too, it bore little resemblance to that originally purchased from the town’s camping equipment supplier. The thick quilted sweaty nylon was partitioned off internally into two pockets intended to take the arms and two others, set apart at a fairly acute angle, had been similarly created to contain her legs. At the confluence of the latter two pockets a padded wedge had resulted by way of the alteration which had the unfortunate habit of tending to work its way tightly into her groin region where all night it would impinge on her person - and tempt the devil to her thoughts.

				The procedure had been the same every night, the hood would be pulled up over her head and the draw strings would be pulled tight, so leaving only her face uncovered. Then the side zip would be pulled up, the latter being secured in place by tiny padlock, despite the latter being rendered largely superfluous and redundant by the ingenious design of the girl’s sleeping arrangements. And that would be that - she would be left perfectly secure for the night in her comfortably padded, if somewhat humid, little bed-prison. It was a simple enough arrangement, like a quilted nylon sarcophagus, yet it was effective - she could be guaranteed to be found waiting there, hot moist and ready for the intrusion of his stinking fat old blue-veined manhood, first thing in the morning... After first he had done his duty of course - driven Beelzebub from her with a dozen or so swats of that trusty heavy-leather tawse of his...

				...”Wha...? Who?... Where am...? What’s happ...? “ Questions, so many questions - a startled, disorientated burst of half-queries, slurred by sleep and medication in almost equal measure.

				“...I said; we’ll have to see about getting you up and about today, I’m afraid. We can’t have you lying on your back all the time - now can we?”

				The voice was cheery, brisk and breezy. The woman, maturely-plump, her figure somewhat over-enthusiastically filling her white uniform, was bending over the girl’s head almost as if her intention was to kiss her forehead.

				Meredith, startled, was dragged from her reverie. Memories, dreams, nightmares, call them what you will; whatever they were, she had been lost in their thrall to the extent that she had not had even the slightest inkling of the nurse’s arrival, not even when the curtains around her bed had been drawn back - and that was a rare thing in itself.

				Now, for what was practically the first time, she could see beyond her immediate confines; her first real glimpse of the rest of the ward.

				A second woman, attired identically to the first but younger and of more slender build, stood at the foot of the bed; half turned away, she was craning over a clipboard, bent-necked and scribbling away furiously like some demented court stenographer as if to record every occurrence, every nuance and idiom of speech.

				Beyond that woman, directly ahead, a bed, the exact twin of her own, lay empty, the white plastic of its mattress catching the light where the coverings had been rolled back - presumably in preparation for the next occupant. Immediately to its left, white curtains were drawn around what she could only assume to be an occupied bed.

				Twisting her head to the left as far as her pillow would allow she could see there was another unoccupied bed separated from her own by little more than a couple of metres and then, around three meters beyond that, was the ward’s end wall. The latter was dominated at its centre by a large window. This, occupying fully one third of the width of the wall, had an appearance suggesting it was either steamed-up for some reason or otherwise misted over and lay back recessed into the wall behind a row of vertical steel bars that seemed themselves to be inset flush to the wall.

				To her right, some three meters distant, a barrage of thick glistening-white bars, running floor-to-ceiling, bisected the entire room and guarded the double swing doors that, lying two meters beyond them, constituted the ward’s only access. Not that this latter pair did not represent a formidable enough barrier in their own right; their porthole windows, each inscrutably gazing out from behind its own crisscrossed basketwork of curving cylindrical bars, were as reluctant as any other of the ward’s windows to give way to any more than a diffuse luminescent glow at most.

				Meredith blinked and then blinked again, as if in double-take, as if her first impression’s failing would yet be exposed; her mouth gaped and her eyes widened -the truth remained the same. Her consternation must have been writ large across that pretty elfin face; for, at that very moment, the second nurse, the one with a clipboard, chanced to look up:

				“They had to move you here when you wouldn’t calm down. They had no choice - you were far, far too disturbed to be kept on the intensive care ward any longer”.

				“But what is... I, I mean, where am...”

				“Shhh, hush child, there’s really nothing to worry about.”

				Sensing her young patient’s increasing confusion and impending panic the plump woman, the more experienced of the two nurses, had interjected; it was best in a case like this to be candid, to explain things quickly. She went on:

				“This is a secure psychiatric unit, a locked ward as it is sometimes called - nothing to worry about, really. You’ll be just fine here until you feel better. As soon as you show signs of recovery - that is, you can satisfy us that you recognise those fears and nightmares of yours as just that, your imagination - we’ll do everything we can to get you out of here and back onto a normal ward as quickly as possible. For now, though, I’m afraid this is going to be home for you, for the foreseeable future.”

				There was much more here then she could ever have seen, even the rare moments - and they had been precious few - that the curtains had been parted to any degree. For one thing there had never been more than a few degrees of viewing angle opened up between the flaps of that heavily-hanging and sound-deadening fabric. For another; such rifts, even when they had opened up, had been exceedingly fleeting; a nurse might come or go, perhaps a trolley might be pushed through, but that would be about it.

				And then there was that cushion, and the strap that went with it. The former was of white foam rubber, the softest imaginable - being U-shaped it wrapped around and cradled her head with a surprising, and initially disconcerting, firmness, covering her ears and all but rendering her completely devoid of hearing.

				The associated strap consisted of a broad band of PVC, padded out with a softly quilted lining, running across her forehead and covering it in its entirety other than that at its very centre whereat a circular cut-out of perhaps three centimetres in diameter lay. The latter’s functionality, if any, remained a mystery to her at this point; its existence being known to her only from the rare occasions she had been released from that bands grip so that she might be moved. That it was aligned so perfectly with the fine-bore nozzle that emerged at the very centre of the glittering child’s mobile that hung over the head of her bed - and every other on the ward - was completely lost on her; whether it would remain so would depend solely on the whim of others - any endowed with sufficient pity and wisdom might pray for the continuation of that innocence.

				The rational behind that particular form of immobilisation had been explained to her so many times, all too often in fact; it was a precaution against the possibility that her neck had been injured in the crash, although they continually assured her that she was fine. Additionally, on those occasions, as now, that she was released from its unrelenting clamping grip her neck seemed fine, if stiff from the prolonged inactivity. It must be said, though, that even when released her neck’s freedom of movement was somewhat limited by the latex-lined plastic neck-brace they kept her in - so she could never be that certain.

				Even now - her head having been freshly released from that cushion’s grasp - much lay beyond her field of vision. The wall-mounted colonic irrigation apparatus to the right of her bed head of course remained out of sight, its associated plastic pipe work left coiled on the shelf below. She had experienced that device’s attention many, many times, yet never once had she laid eyes on it. The patient sling and hoist, too, remained for the most part out of sight, having been pushed up against the wall immediately to the girl’s right; this, of course, would not ordinarily have been present, having been drafted in for the sole purpose of moving her.

				The wheelchair she had a fair, if oblique, view of now - the angle sparing her the details of its restraints for now. To any outside of this very singular establishment, not privy to its detailed machinations and agenda, such precautions, even in the most disturbed and demented of cases, might have appeared at the very least somewhat excessive, if not downright oppressive. This would have seemed particularly so considering the degree of hindrance already inflicted by the plaster casts encasing both the girl’s upper and lower arms and those encasing her above and below her knees. The hinged callipers fitted on her legs, presently locked out in the straight position, did at least allow for some degree of freedom in moving her around - these being positionable and lockable in a multitude of orientations, not all of which were ‘usual’ or necessarily comfortable for the patient.

				The gynaecological examination stirrups, presently residing at the bed’s far end, she knew only too well of course. These could be moved up along practically the entire length the bed, if necessary, by means of a simple adjustment of wheel, adorned with a convenient handle, mounted at the foot of the bed - a worm-drive, running along a slot mounted in the bed frame and duplicated at both sides, carried the supports back and forth as required.

				Those hideous callipers - or leg braces as the staff were more apt to term them - provided more then enough freedom of adjustment to allow for even the most open and exposed display of her person and the most intimate of examinations.

				On many such occasions her knees would be drawn back practically parallel with her ears, stretching the sinews of her crotch and forcing those once private coral lips to gape. This would particularly be the case on those occasions when was it was required that she be shaved ‘down there’; it gave unimpeded access of the razor to that region and around her anus too. Regular depilation was a must, it was hospital regulations.

				It was all about hygiene at the end of the day and it seemed that hardly a day would go by when she wouldn’t overhear one staff member or other commenting that she was not a particularly ‘clean’ girl ‘down there’, not particularly ‘fragrant’ and complaining about her ‘odour’. At such times her cheeks would burn crimson with shame at the mere thought. It was something she felt must be untrue - she had always prided herself on her cleanliness. But then again she could not fathom any reason for such remarks to be passed otherwise - even though to have allowed a patient to overhear such personal and downright insulting remarks patently smacked of unprofessional conduct. Whatever the truth of the matter, those unguarded, thoughtless remarks often served to amplify the trauma the girl suffered during those examinations out of all proportion.

				At other times - and always the level of her sedation would be increased beforehand - a small plastic box would be placed on the mattress in a suitable position, close to her most sensitive and intimate regions. Two arms emerging from either side of this device carried a small wheel on a little axle slung between them, this being not unlike cotton spool in appearance and festooned all around with the softest of hand-selected eiderdown and possessing, in addition, a row of slightly longer feathers running around its centre. The positioning and speed of this infernal device being virtually infinitely adjustable - spinning madly and maddeningly, thousands of gentle feather strokes would then kiss - then later, once soaked and lathered with her arousal - slaver, lick, and suck at her person, softly caressing around and across her sensitive inner lips and clitoris.

				A nurse, sitting by the girl’s bedside, would read from a script in lullaby tones, a teeny condenser-microphone pinned to her uniform relaying her voice to the speakers built into that U-shaped cushion pinning her patient’s head. Sometimes these words ran true and ever more so in more recent times. At other times - most others in those early days - her mind would rebel; the ideas coming being just too alien to her. Swamped with strangely perverted images and drowning in dreams she couldn’t possibly comprehend, she would strike out the safety of the shore - she would struggle against the sleepy tide of the sedation, fight to wake herself. She never could of course; the sedative they used was just too heavy.

				Nor could she hope to go against those ideas and suggestions upon waking. The sedative they used, when given in those higher doses, universally left the patient with fogged thoughts and near total short-term amnesia and how could she struggle against something she had no recollection of? That wonderful amnesiatic effect, albeit temporary, saw to it that there really was nothing to remember; there would just be those missing hours - and even those went unnoticed in the 24-hour-lit temporal distortion of that place euphemistically known as ‘the ward’.

				It could be addictive too, that sedative; it was not medically recognised as suitable for long-term use. They undoubtedly knew that - and yet they kept her on it continuously, day in, day out, albeit at a much lower dosage than might ordinarily have been prescribed. It kept her relaxed and her mind soothingly foggy - she was beginning to quite like that feeling, beginning to wonder how she could ever live without it. She would have grabbed at those little blue and gold capsules when they were brought to her, had she been able - she would have snatched at them now, given half the chance. It was a deeply humbling little addiction - and one that in truth was being encouraged by those softly whispered suggestions she knew nothing of.

				The patient sling having been worked under her, a button was pushed and the hoist sprang into life, albeit remarkably gently. There was an almost supernatural element to the smoothness of its operation that was suggestive of levitation rather than lifting. Pulleys of nylon and of PTFE, a Dacron rope standing-in where a chain might ordinarily once have been expected - these advances had ushered in with them a new standard in terms of quietness of operation which belied the work done. Little more than an electric hum emanated from the crane-like structure; and even that was apt to vanish below the swish of the nurses’ dresses - that soft polyester rasp she had become so accustomed to and was now somehow comforted by.

				The wing-nuts on the ratcheted mechanism at her knees, sited between the upper and lower sections of her leg-braces, had been loosened off before initiating the lift, allowing the adoption of a seated configuration as it progressed. On being satisfactory seated that adjustment would be reversed, locking the girl’s callipers in the new conformation, all safe and sound.

				The wheelchair’s seat gave way markedly under her weight despite her slightness, the white leatherette proving to have an unexpectedly spongy, resilient character. The clinical chill of the plastic came to her straight away, even through the rubber of those awful, sweaty hospital issue bloomers they kept her in - or at least it chilled those fleshy regions lay to either side of the thick incontinence towel that resided therein.

				This latter feature of her hospital-issue underwear was a particular bane, given the present realities of her existence. The towel was affixed internally by four straps designed and provided for that purpose - these being positioned two fore and two aft of the gusset region with the most distal of the rear pair being positioned just short of the waistband while the other sat just clear of the gusset area itself, an arrangement that was repeated to the front. The pad thus ran through the entirety of the crotch area from the rear to the front of the knickers and was kept constantly in the most intimate feminine contact with her flesh, where it tended to irritate, tantalise and tease in equal measure.

				Placed in the wheelchair, her useless hands now dangled over the ends of the armrests, plaster-enwrapped fingers splayed fan-like. It was true that the resin-based nature of the casts tended to make them softer and more resilient than had they been fabricated in the more traditional plaster, but they were still not flexible enough to do much to ameliorate, in any real sense, the totality of the girl’s immobilisation.

				Analogous to the mechanism surrounding and supporting her knees and that allowed angular adjustment to her leg braces - a plastic hinge arrangement linked the casts fitted around her upper and lower arms, this providing stability to her elbows. The similarity ran to the wing-nut and ratchet adjustment of each limb’s conformation and by this means the required right-angle bend at the elbow so as to allow for a seated posture had been introduced. Again this just involved a simple re-tightening of a wing-nut each side by finger and thumb in order to relock each limb in the required new attitude.

				Having secured an entire plethora of straps and bands around the limbs and torso of their patient - some of Velcro and some secured by buckles and all seemingly unnecessary, considering the circumstances - she was deemed ‘ready for transfer’.

				This ‘transfer’, when it finally came about, turned out to be somewhat disappointing; it was not quite the lengthy excursion that all those preparations, precautions and fuss might have suggested. Indeed, this sojourn consisted of little more than the length of the ward - a decidedly limited dimension - then the negotiation of a substantial, securely locked door and a fairly narrow passageway stretching all of ten metres or so, the latter requiring traversing in single file, one nurse leading the way, the other pushing the wheelchair and bringing up the rear. If she had harboured hopes of some glimpse beyond the confines of the hospital, then the frosted glass of the two windows that they had passed in the ward and then the windowless passage had dashed them in their entirety.

				In that way, their destination was, if anything, even more of a let-down; four bare white walls stared back at her as she was pushed across the threshold, unadorned in any way and notably uninterrupted by any window.

				They had set out in the opposite direction to the ward’s security-grille-guarded exit and she had guessed from the outset that they were not actually going to be leaving the unit as such - but she had expected something more, somehow, than this near empty box of a room. Being of perhaps four metres on a side, its only occupant stood bang slap in the centre; a padded examination couch or table of around waist height and having a most singularly sinister appearance glowed there as if spot-lit, its white plastic top dazzling to the eye.

				This latter furnishing, noticeably bolted to the floor, was arranged longitudinally within the space. Hinged at its centre, it had been left with the end closest to the party folded down in a manner not unlike a drop-leaf table, the extreme edge reaching down close to the floor and the whole having the form of a horizontal ‘L’.

				Releasing her from the imprisonment of her wheelchair, they stood her up against the contraption, her legs once again straitened, knee joints locked and with her calliper-encased legs pressed firmly up against the folded-down vertical section of the table. A short explanation followed, delivered in a hurried flurry and giving the impression of some fast approaching dead line. It flowed past her largely without comprehension; she felt muddled, foggy, as she so often did these days.

				It was something to do with their needing to have an X-ray of her back in a particular orientation and - as she was overdue for an anal exam - ‘killing two birds with one stone’.

				She was placed in a standing position, bent at the waist with arms stretched above her head, her elbow joints having been locked out now as had been her knees, the latter by way of the callipers. A broad Velcro-fastening band was then drawn tightly across the small of her back and another pulled across her shoulders and upper back, the latter being of some thirty centimetres in breadth and seeming superfluous considering the enforced rigidity of her extremities.

				Her chin rested in a raised U-section cushion, provided for that purpose. A cap of criss-crossed leather or plastic straps was fitted over the top and back of her head and firmly secured by way of buckles at its sides - this, stabilising her head, allowed the neck brace to be released at the rear and in turn allowed her head to be tilted back such that she would then face forward.

				Despite their apparent redundancy, leather straps were then fastidiously buckled at her wrists, elbows and again close to her shoulders, the fastenings struggling to accommodate the plaster casts at those points. Her legs were similarly restrained, drawn out into an embarrassingly exposed exaggerated inverted ‘V’ conformation by straps positioned around her ankles, knees and upper-thighs.

				There was something disturbingly familiar about it all; all that attention to detail, all that complexity of preparation and restraint while so obviously unnecessary. It was something she thought she recognised from somewhere, something she felt she had experienced before, in some other place, long, long ago. There was something ritualistic, even fetishistic about it all - the notion near instantly froze her blood, petrified her heart and near unhinged her mind.

				Finally, as if in answer to an unasked question, she felt fingers toying with the broad elastic waistband of her knickers. With a concerted smoothly sweeping action a pair of hands was dragging the tacky latex from her bottom - peeling the clinging fabric free of the latter’s fleshy overhang with a sound not unlike a young girl’s breath drawn softly through lips pursed with uncertainty - then away from, and down, her thighs, to end stretched wide between her knees.

				Meredith Hewson’s mortification was tangible; in her mind’s eye she could see clearly the heavily saturated towel at the crotch dragging down the gusset, revealing its loathsome and embarrassing contents to all. Why did it always have to be this way? Why couldn’t they clean her up first, at least change the towel if not the knickers? Would it be so difficult? Didn’t they care at all about her feelings?

				That these concerns remained internalised was probably just as well: Yes, they certainly did care. Indeed, her feelings were of paramount consideration and no, it would not have been difficult to have cleaned her up beforehand. Beyond these answers she would not have appreciated, liked, nor necessarily have understood the responses - it was best she be spared the fruits of her curiosity for the time being...

				Suddenly they were gone - just like that. She was alone, abandoned in silent vulnerable isolation; no words had been spoken in explanation, no light-hearted inter-colleague banter had been heard, the only clue to their departure being the softly-padded thud of the door closing behind them.

				She was alone - open and secured, helpless...and waiting.

				How long it had been she had no way of reckoning, yet her feeling was it hadn’t been very long; though what such a relative term might actually mean to one confined as she was, is debatable.

				Strangely, she hadn’t heard the door open, nor its muffled re-closing - yet somehow, for some reason, she sensed she was no longer alone. For a while she couldn’t be certain; there was something there, a slight muffled shuffling perhaps - then her very bowels twisted, mangled in fear, in utmost dread...

				It was the wheezing that came to her first - dry, like old parchment, like the rustle of drought-fallen leaves. Then the cough came; not quite a death rattle, although she had so often prayed it was. Decidedly masculine, it came in excited staccato bursts, the nervous asthmatic constriction of elderly bronchi.

				Then it came closer, that unseen, uncertain presence, the breathing, laboured and heavy; moist foetid breath lapped around her neck and hung there like rotting strands of seaweed, then dangled down her back, then sniffed and snuffled between and around her buttocks, bony fingers, the nails ridged with time, easing the globes apart.

				Her mind had become as frozen in terror as her body had been immobilised by more physical means, her last cogent thought being one of utter disbelieve. How could it be him, here, in this place, in this hospital? How could he have gotten to her even here? She knew it couldn’t be him of course, not really - how could it? It had to be some sort of hallucination, the sort they were always warning her of, that she always denied yet they insisted she suffered. Had they been right all along? Yes, that was it - it was just another of her delusions, it had to be, just had to...

				She waited, what else could she do; even that scream of hers wouldn’t come, it froze somewhere along her throat. That scream had always torn through the air before, rang deafeningly in her ears. But that had only been in her nightmares. That’s what they told her they were - and they would punish her if she ever said otherwise.

				They had so many ways of punishing her - and all for her own good: They could withhold her meals or not let her sleep. They might simply ignore her for days or even weeks on end - and that was by far the worst. No one speaking to her, not smiling, not even acknowledging her own smile; it was subtle but effective and in so very many ways. No, she could only wait - the scream wouldn’t come anymore, those punishments had been too effective. And what if it was all just another of her nightmares?

				But this was no nightmare, they were never in the here and now, never in this setting - yet how could she be certain? No, it had to be a nightmare, another derangement. That is what they said they were, derangements, figments of a sick mind - and she was not allowed to object, she was not allowed to question that fact. That was what was stifling her scream, slowly dismantling her reason thought by thought, belief by belief...

				Gnarled arthritis-clawed fingers kneaded and prodded the flesh around her most intimate regions as so often they had before, exploring, teasing.

				Then a hesitation - the pause she knew from experience would be the calm before the storm, an uncertain meandering countdown, time itself seemingly hanging pendulous in space and quivering before the coming tempest; a most agonising prospect for any woman. And then... AND THEN...

				The hiss filling her ears barely registered before the sharp firecracker-retort pierced the air, momentarily dulling her hearing. There was a brief moment filled with that odd contrary numbness that does sometimes precede the first lick of flame. Then came the first of the hornet-stings, angry, simultaneously spreading and evolving along a single red pencil-width line drawn neatly across the centre of both buttocks and wrapping around to their sides, where the whippy plastic cane’s almost supernatural deformation had allowed the stroke to extend.

				Now the scream came - now not even the discipline of the nurses, of this place, could hold it back.

				That hissing sigh came again and again and again: a top-register hiss, as softly-sighing as the lightest, finest gentle drizzle falling on still waters - and on the most breathlessly beautiful of summer evenings. So inoffensive in itself, a sound of little relevance to most - and, quite frankly, new to this girl - each such sigh nevertheless heralded a full-blooded spit of acid as if from the mouth of some foul blaspheming demon - acrid and incendiary enough to sear the flesh and mortify the soul both.

				She had once been all too familiar with the leather kiss of the strap and the fiery spitting-tongues of the tawse - whether in truth or in imagination. But this, this...This was unimaginable, indescribable and utterly unbearable. This was not like the heavy slap of leather - there was hardly any discernible impact at all in fact. No these were cuts, like untold thousands of razor slashes or myriad fine paper-cuts infused with bee venom. It stole away her breath, was destroying her reason.

				That scream grew now louder still, more and more shrill, more and more heart-rending: it became monumental, reverberated off the walls and around her mind. Then slowly, oh, so terribly slowly, it began to diminish, fading down to a horsed and broken whisper, then further still, until just sobs, shuddering and heartbroken, filled the silences still punctuated by that unrelenting hiss-crack, hiss-crack, hiss-crack rhythm.

				It had taken a final hacking fit of coughing to end it; moist, choking with phlegm - the congestive payback of his exertions.

				An unseen hand reached across her and a cane, as long and as thin, if not thinner, than her own little finger, was unceremoniously discarded mere tens of centimetres from her distraught features. Near perfectly white and with the unmistakable sheen of glass-fibre or of some durable plastic, only the fine longitudinal threadlike traces of red close to its tip, where its gentle taper brought its diameter to something less than a half centimetre, marred its finish. Testament to the splitting of skin, the marking of her flesh, those latter blemishes, she knew, she was intended to see - this was part of the nightmare, for her to be indelibly marked this way, to evermore bear the marks of her shame on her body.

				From behind the barely conscious girl came now a new sound, a soft boggy squelching, like fingertips plunged into thick mud - or a pot of cold medicated cream. She felt twisted yet soft fingers on her flesh, felt the burning cheeks of her bottom parted with a gentility at odds with the tortuous beating those hands had so recently delivered.

				A cold, gel-coated digit tarried for a while, playfully stroking around the sensitive puckered flesh of her anus - describing a deliciously-teasing and tormenting little pattern of ever-decreasing circles that left her feeling as helpless as rabbit in the headlights. Almost hypnotised, she felt the gentle yet insistent pressure and then the surrender of her muscles as her sphincter gave access - the latter stretched and weakened by the endless parade of treatments given her, the enemas, the irrigations, the suppositories, the anal dilator that was seemingly kept almost permanently in situ.

				Having been granted access that finger now withdrew in its near-frictionless goo of lubricant jelly, as if having proved a point there was no desire to linger. Then that urging pressure came again - and again access was granted. Then again and yet again the action was repeated - the cycle repeating in full, over and over. Those little teasing circles would be drawn softly around and around her little puckered rose bud, a little gentle pressure would be brought to bear, notably less each time - and she would be again penetrated there. A rhythm gradually built up, in and out, in and out, in and out.

				Then something far larger was offered up, was lodged there. It was shocking yet not unanticipated - she had experienced it so many times before. So often in the past it had dominated those dreams and nightmares of hers, those delusions - it had come to rule her psyche as much as it now dominated her physical person. The rhythm built again, the cyclic violation now punctuated by coughs and gasps and modulated by accelerating, heavily-laboured panting excitement...

				She was being fucked up the arse...There; she’d said it, admitted to it - if only through the private medium of her own internal dialogue. Crude, yes, but what other term could there be that might sum it up quite so succinctly. Fucked-up-the-arse: It was the perfect term for it, one that carried with it the full force of the traumatic damage, both physical and psychological - and particularly the latter - that this act, this rape, was inflicting on her.

				Faster and faster, in and out, in and out, the grunting louder and growing increasingly deep-throated, the coughing, the gasping, rising in frequency in concert with that of his thrusts...rising...RISING...

				There came one final gasp... She could feel his filthy slime trickling, warm within her bowels, filling her belly - or so it seemed to her dread-distorted, near-phobic perspective: He’d come... The old bastard had come in her, as he had so many times before. He’d come in her ass, contaminated her, made her as filthy as he was.

				This was the kind of filth and scum that soap wouldn’t wash away, this was sin - and sin had to be expunged, purged not rinsed away with the bathwater. She knew only too well how such absolution might be brought about - she didn’t have to be clairvoyant to know what was likely coming next.

				A few moments respite, the refractory period; time enough for remorse, then guilt, then the translocation of that guilt. A precious few moments, perhaps a minute, perhaps five then the repercussions would start: the swearing, the cursing and the accusations of wanton, blasphemous sin. Next would come the threats of chastisement - faux-biblical ranting, all fire and brimstone and the casting out of Satan and his minions...Yet no such outpouring came; instead there remained merely the wheezing and panting, albeit falling now in tempo.

				Her relief, such as it was, proved short lived: A vein-knotted hand snatched the cane from in front of her fear-filled traumatised eyes, whisking it past her nose and causing her to flinch in alarm.

				The caning had begun anew before she had even time enough to process the thought. That high-end swiping and swooping and swishing hiss, hisss, hissss of sterile atmosphere displaced and rended, again filled the room - the first renewal of her screams, entreaties and sobs wouldn’t be far behind. Freshly-lit lines of fire again branded sweet flesh, but now in opposition to the old and layered superimposed upon them in beauteous symmetrical precision, raising a fine diamond-grid of wheals. Here was agony artistically sculpted and as intense as if it was a physical entity in its own right. In his way he was an artist - a sculptor of the soul and saviour of the spirit - and this would be his masterpiece. Indeed it would be one of very many he was now given leave to create and recreate upon the same canvas ad infinitum in his search for perfection and absolution, by dint of this place she was held in.

				***

				All around her the room seemed to fold in on itself; the wall before her faded to the purple then swirled into darkness. The black velvet whirlpool closed mercifully in around her, claimed her as its own - what human mind could’ve taken such insult without withdrawing so?

				Time passed, how long can only be conjecture. Something was rousing her; there was a hand upon her shoulder, a soft hand, unmistakably a woman’s hand. A voice spoke in the soft singsong tones of an angel. Gentle, sweet and filled to the brim with concern, more importantly - and much to her relief - it was a feminine voice. The doctor’s voice had come to her as a mother’s might to her nightmare-ridden still slumbering infant:

				“Are you all right, sweetheart, is something the matter? Only, it looks like... have you been crying?”

				In response the girl could only blubber, her breath shuddering with emotion and her lips slobbering, drooling with saliva as might some asylum inmate.

				The doctor continued on as if totally unaware that the girl was even trying to say something in reply. In fact, if anything, her voice hardened to some degree, as if irked by the young woman’s incoherent mumbling:

				“I’m sure the nurse must have told you that I wasn’t going to be long - and I’ve only been away a few minutes. I’m well aware that it can be a little bit disconcerting at first, being immobilised like that, but we have to be absolutely certain that the patient is kept stationary while we’re taking the X-ray in a case like this one. Besides, it’s not as if you’ve been left here alone very long; there was absolutely no need for you to go and get yourself worked up so. I’m sure you know how these things work by now - the nurses have to leave the room while the machine is in operation - it’s a fact of life.” The fact that there was no actual recognisable X-ray equipment in evidence anywhere in the room didn’t seem to faze the woman one iota. In actuality, other than the bench itself and a circular array of spotlights approximating to the type of illumination source one might be confronted by in a dentist’s surgery, the room was bare.

				Again the girl could only incoherently slather and mumble and drool in response. Then slowly, ever so slowly, those lines, burning as if etched by acid into the flesh of her backside, began again to slice into her consciousness, clarifying and crystallising her thoughts:

				A nightmare, it had to have been nightmare, she was all safely and securely locked up in a hospital, a psychiatric hospital, confined in a secure ward - how could he have possibly got to her here? It had to have all been in her mind - didn’t it?

				But that aching in her belly, that torn-flesh-burning in her anus kept telling her otherwise. They screamed their objection - they knew of her abuse, they couldn’t be ignored - they hollered at her of her dumb denial, screamed at her.

				The shriek, when it came, penetrated the very fabric of the walls. It caused all present to bring their hands to their ears - the doctor, her two assisting nurses - all present except one. Only one there experienced that unearthly soul-tearing wail un-attenuated, its source, their patient...

				...”He’s been here again, he’s whipped me, fucked me up the arse, he...”

				The girl’s outburst had clearly taken the doctor by surprise, startling both she and her accompanying nurses. As one they the shot her a disapproving, disgusted look, their faces registering the same unvoiced distaste. The sharp slap she was awarded stole away Meredith’s breath mid-sentence, truncating what would surely otherwise have been a long drawn out and distraught tirade - yet the nurse’s palm had merely slapped playfully the girl’s left buttock, landing with little more impact than was sufficient to ripple the flesh.

				“Now, now! Language, sweetheart - language! We certainly don’t say the ‘F’ word here. Nor do we say ‘arse’. What do we say here when we mean to refer to our bottom?”

				There came a bitter sucking-in of breath through clenched teeth - then a hesitation of a duration close enough to endangering her of receiving another such swipe that the nurse had actually drawn back her hand to shoulder height in preperation.

				“B,BB, Botty, nurse; I meant my b,botty.” The girl fairly bristled at the childish terminology they demanded she use; the words seemingly sticking in her throat and causing her to splutter near incoherently.

				“That’s much better! Now, I’m sure that if there is anything at all amiss the doctor will be able to see it when she examines you in a moment.”

				Behind her she heard the unmistakable elastic-snap of examination gloves being pulled on and seconds later cold nitrile-covered fingers were slipping and sliding across the tender flesh of her bottom, feeling, testing, prodding and probing and gliding to and fro across each cheek in turn. She could feel the doctor’s slender fingertips running along, tracing and exploring the corrugated furrows and wheals she thought sure - that she knew - lay raised, swollen, throbbing and inflamed and crisscrossing the once blemish-free satin-soft white flesh. She could feel every nuance, every detail, of that throbbing red meshwork she knew must surely now decorate her backside - she gasped with pain whenever and wherever a finely manicured fingernail was drawn across the intersection between overlaying ruts and ridges or when a pinch of flesh was rolled, however gently, between finger and thumb.

				Then she gasped anew, more in shock than in pain; this was a new sensation, a ghastly sensation to one of her sensitivity - a gentle feminine digit explored first her intimacy, then probed the softly puckered entrance above. Behind her, the doctor’s gently-considerate tones could be heard as noncommittal “hmmms” and “aahhs”...

				The verdict, when it came, left her nonplussed, reeling - not least by the blatant way she was kept ‘out of the loop’, as if she were not capable of rational thought or discussion.

				“Well, can you see anything here that we should be concerned about?”

				“No. Not really, doctor. Although, there is this, here; some sort of deposit around her anus. Could it be some sort of anal discharge, perhaps? That would certainly explain her discomfort.”

				“Well, yes. Although I’d say that it’s more likely that she’s simply had a rather unfortunate ‘accident’, so to speak - perhaps something related to her having had an adverse reaction to the suppositories I prescribed last time. Either way; she does look a little sore there. It’s something we will have to keep an eye on; but other than that, there doesn’t seem to be anything else we need be overly concerned about occurring here.

				Other than for that discharge or whatever it is, would you concur with me, nurse, that there is nothing in evidence here that might support these allegations of abuse she continually insists on makings?”

				“Pretty much; certainly I can’t see any evidence to the contrary. She seems disturbed right enough but there is no physical evidence that I can see to corroborate her story”

				The doctor turned to the other nurse, so far watching in reserved, professionally detached silence: “And what about you, nurse?”

				“I think I’d concur, doctor; I really can’t see anything out of the ordinary here at all, at least not physically. But as for her mental state; well, I guess that’s a different issue entirely - some sort of psychotic episode perhaps?”

				“And the way she reacts to tactile stimulation - what would you say about that?”

				“Simply a psychosomatic response, I’d say. It is something that is obviously real enough to her - but it’s symptomatic of her psychological condition, no more than that”

				“Very well diagnosed, I’d say, nurse; that’s exactly how I read it: What we have here is a pseudo-physical manifestation of the patient’s delusionary condition. There is little more than that at work here - and in a way I’m quite relieved to be able to say that. To be honest with you, I would hate to have to think that such a sweet girl had actually undergone the sort of ordeals she has related to us in the past. Delusion, hallucination; call it what you will - it’s sad but that’s the truth of the matter...You know, it must be awful not to be able to trust one’s own senses.”

				Behind her Meredith Hewson could sense the two nurses rustling and bustling about. She felt her bonds slacken and then her chin gently lifted by lily-white and scented soft hand - the white-coated doctor, all kindness itself, while refastening the neck brace now took the opportunity to draw the distraught girl’s attention to the flashing red light high up on the wall before her.

				“Closed-circuit television; there’s always someone keeping an eye on you here, you silly thing. Don’t you think someone would have seen if there really had been anything untoward going on in here? Either I or one of my nurses would have been in here like a shot.”

				Helping the girl up into a standing position the doctor couldn’t resist landing a final playful slap on the plump ripe swelling of her patient’s right buttock cheek - a parting shot, leaving the flesh rippling in its wake. The girls yelp was met with a warm, if condescending, smile and a derisory: “silly pudding”.

				Gentle and playful that slap might have been but it had flared instantly into a blaze of pain - as if to confirm her delusion, if such it had truly been, to be in truth reality, no matter how improbable that might seem. Yet, in the absence of mirrors, her neck immobilised in that support and her hands rendered useless, the words still ringing in her ears would likely be the only rendition of truth she would have access to for quite some time to come. Besides, these were health professionals, after all; doctors, nurses. A lifetime of social conditioning would not be denied so easily: these were trustworthy people - surely it was her judgment that was questionable here, her judgment that was at fault.

				Yet, for it to have seemed so real - surely that was delusion indeed. Surely they had every right to keep her locked up in here; she was surely going out of her mind - she was going stark raving mad. And to have even imagined such disgusting acts in the first place; how could such vile filth be conjured by her own mind, such foul and perverted thoughts? What did that say about her?

				What if it was some sort of suppressed desire, something she had subconsciously yearned for? She had heard of such things; what if all those perverted desires were actually part of her - part of her true personality - what then? Surely she would then be judged insane by anyone - what right-minded person could think otherwise? They’d keep her locked up in here or, worse, on the psychiatric ward with all the other poor damaged souls - those poor fools rocking back and forth, gibbering, slobbering and drooling.

				In that moment the die was cast: she would say no more of the incident nor of that old rector or parson or whatever the old bastard had been. Nor would she ever again speak of the abuse she had suffered at his hands and that she seemed to recall so clearly - the months, or was it years, she’d been kept under his lock and key. She would say nothing more about any of it - she would deny it all. After all, she had no wish to find that she had merely exchanged one form of incarceration for another.

				His had been a jail from which there had at least always been some hope of escape. This captivity, she instinctively knew, would be different - this confinement would have legitimacy, would be all perfectly legal, above board and justified.

				Once they had someone locked up in one of these places - properly and legally ‘put away’ - the appropriate documentation signed and the legal niceties tidied...well, that would be that as far as her future life was concerned.

				There’d be no escape from this establishment. Had she not already seen the bars on the windows, mounted both inside and out? Had she not already shivered before the cold steel of the security grilles that guarded every passageway and corridor, no matter how minor, with their stolid implacable locks and their sturdy immovable iron slide-bolts - and all rendered in the same hygienic white as the walls, as if in disguise, as if to blend in seamlessly with the other, seemingly more legitimate, accoutrements of psychiatric bondage that lay all about her?

				Why, they would be able to keep here as long as they liked... And even if she wasn’t already insane - and she couldn’t be sure she wasn’t - she would eventually become so. They wouldn’t have to lift a finger, this place, this... clinic, would see to it.

				The wheelchair was trundled forward and the doctor, her smile never wavering, never failing to engender trust, gestured for the girl to be seated:

				“Come along, in you get. Be a good girl.”

				Stiffly, hesitantly, Meredith Hewson worked her way towards her waiting transport, her legs slow to respond and heavy in their callipers. The latter’s hinged knee joints, although not having been relocked, were nevertheless quite reluctant to bend without some effort. And it was an effort to which Meredith had grown unaccustomed - her muscle-tone had suffered through the ravages of immobilisation; at least such was her assumption.

				Before her the chair waited, its overly-thorough and extensive network of restraints rendering it, to her mind, more approximating something akin to a mobile prison than an object of rest and comfort, however utilitarian. Indeed, she was initially quite reluctant to take her seat, despite the unaccustomed effort of walking in leg-braces. Yet, despite her most vehement protests a few words of explanation from the doctor were enough to warn her off from any further thought of objection:

				“For the time being we’re going to be leaving your leg-support knee-joints unlocked - other then when you are in bed of course. You will have to take it slowly, but you’ll soon find you’ll be able to get around on foot, at least to a limited extent. But to and from the ward you must use the wheelchair; it is hospital policy and I’m afraid the restraints go with it - we can’t risk you falling out. Of course, should we encounter any problems, and I mean any problems, we will have no option other than to relock your leg callipers - after all, we can’t have you undoing all the good work we’ve done.

				On the other hand, if you’re good girl, take it easy, do as you’re told, then we can slacken off those elbow supports as well. But as I said, any problems and you will quickly find yourself back confined to bed; sometimes we have to be a little strict with patients, simply to protect them from themselves. For now though, it’s back in that chair, I’m afraid; then it’s off to bed with you - I think there has been upset enough for one day, don’t you, my girl?”

				Wincing, yet trying her hardest to disguise the sharp intake of breath, lest she be quizzed further as to the origin of her discomfort, the girl gingerly took her seat, an air of resignation and defeat coming over her as she did so.

				The implication of the doctor’s little speech had been clarity itself: if she wanted a change of scenery other than the inside of her hospital cubicle with its white-curtained surrounds and heavily-draped silence, however bland the alternative might be, she would have to be the absolute personification of compliance.

				Already all about her buckles were being fastened, straps tensioned and restraints tightened. That particular battle of wills was over - for now...

				An Interlude

				...Intermittently and nervously puffing at his pipe, he surveys the room through guilt-ridden, whisky-stained eyes and from behind wire rimmed half-moon spectacles perched halfway down his beak-like nose. Wheezing as if from haste or exertion and stifling a cough the old man shambles up to the massive room-spanning mahogany table. The attractive, bespectacled raven haired woman seated already at its centre shoots a faintly disapproving sideways glance at the new arrival as he takes his seat at her right hand. Here they sit side-by-side, uncomfortable yet familiar bedfellows, the man of faith and the woman of science - the latter, eschewing her more publicly familiar title for that earned through scholarship rather than inheritance and insisting on being addressed as doctor throughout. Here sit together, science, faith and finance; strange bed partners locked together in a singularly unholy mutual patronage.

				But there is something else lurking here too. It is something shared equally amongst the others seated along the flanks of the groaning banqueting table:

				There is the young man with the shock of golden-blonde hair seated immediately to the chairwoman’s left; good-looking, gifted and undoubtedly destined to one day become the foremost psychologist of his generation. Then there is the other old man seated to the woman’s extreme left, the Queen’s Counsel, rosy-cheeked, shuffling uncomfortably and with beads of sweat glistening on his forehead and bald pate.

				Together they share something unseen and formally un-stated, something they have all brought to the table and must all shoulder responsibility for. Lacking the physicality of the silver platters of sliced beef and terrines piled to over-toppling with an avalanche of Brussels sprouts and carrots and golden, sizzling, roasted potatoes, it is there nonetheless, waiting to be read in the glint of an eye, a twitch around the lips, an awkward shifting of weight perhaps.

				It is something that rapidly coalesces to become every bit as tangible as the rising steam and the delectable hues and aromas of the spread before them as the latest arrival, a plump woman of a no-nonsense bearing and unmistakably garbed in the navy-blue uniform dress of a hospital matron, ritualistically lays the crook-handled cane, she carries so reverently, lengthwise between the table settings - a smoothly-tapered, glossy white plastic promise of chastisement.

				At one singularly isolated place-setting the seat remains unoccupied, the full course already served and steaming upon the plate. Close behind the vacant high-backed ornately-carved dining chair and kneeling upright, stiff-backed, upon the floor, a young girl waits quivering, with her fingertips to her shoulders and her elbows smartly out to the sides.

				Though in her late teens, her true chronological age seems at odds with both her dress and bearing.

				That undoubted maturity of ripe feminine development, demonstrated to such acute effect - and seemingly exaggeratedly so - in the high-slung swelling of her bosom, the narrow tightly-sculptured in-curving at her waist and the broad flaring of her hips and buttocks, seemingly conflicts with the ugly but childish green and white striped button-through nylon dress that she wears. The latter’s hem, lifted by her posture, swings bewitchingly high, revealing broad, tight elasticated leg-cuffs of white short-legged bloomer-style knickers that catch and reflect the light in glistening puddles suggestive of PVC or some other soft plastic. The bonnet, covering her head and prettily framing her face, matches her dress both in its green striped patterning and in its fabric covering - the thick stubby glossy-black plaited pigtailed braids emerging ungainly from each side have their ends tied and neatened in broad ribbon bows of the same green striped rustling nylon fabric.

				The poor thing looks on, teary eyed: One eye, locked immovably on that waiting cane, elicits the anxiety wrinkling her brow and the shaking that suffuses her rubbery limbs. The other hovers between the documents she knows await her signature and the luscious steaming feast, eliciting in turns dark dreading consternation on the one hand and drooling Pavlovian salivation on the other. Of the later she knows she can’t have one without the other. As for the former, that viciously supple cane, she knows, now, there will be no choice whatever the outcome; she should have signed earlier, when they had first instructed her to.

				So her signature waits still in the pen, the food cools, threatening to go to waste upon the plate, the hunger gnaws at her and drool drips from the corners of her mouth as it might from some slavering hound - yet still she hesitates. It is only her fear of the caning to come that is holding her back now; she is resigned to everything else - it’s only a matter of time in any case. Yet still she hesitates; her will has been defeated, but it is that fear that keeps her there - and it will be costing her one extra stroke for each half minute she holds off. They have her kneeling there punishing herself now, albeit psychologically: the satisfaction of that knowledge shines in the faces of all those present around the table, those who even now are tucking in with gusto, their smiles broadening further with every succulent mouthful.

				If there are any misgivings circulating around the table as to form of the upcoming entertainment there is little evidence overtly displayed, either by way of facial expression or body language. Only the dark haired woman apparently chairing the meeting, the doctor, possesses even the slightest of qualms. She cannot help but glance from time to time to the old rector on her right; even within her distorted value system she finds his predictions somewhat odious.

				The thoughts run through her head in quick succession, the yin and yang balancing awkwardly in her inward quest for absolution - though what deity would absolve her is questionable. “The old bugger’s still breathless, red-faced with exertion; one day it’s going to kill him for sure”. Momentarily the hypocrisy of that thought near brings tears of hilarity to her eyes. “Look at him, sweating profusely, still desperately trying to stifle that betraying dust-dry asthmatic cough of his, acknowledging all around him with a nod here and a lust-filled grin there.

				A dirty old pervert this man might well be, but the doctor knows only too well to what extent his support is paramount to the continuation of her work - and in how many ways.

				Long revered for his charitable works, his had never been a conscience overly troubled by the diversion of a proportion of that charity to such other good works as he might see fit - such as were famously carried out by his present hosts. In return, as a major publicly-recognised patron to the good reverend’s church-run foundation, she could hardly do other than benefit from the warmth of the human aspect it provided her corporation’s identity.

				The more cynical might well cite the undoubted tax efficiency of such bestowals, but then again the old man’s work in providing shelter for young women in moral danger was of real enough benefit, and highly visible too. Then, of course there was the benefit to science to consider, that gained from those, who having passed through his hands, had been persuaded to volunteer for the various studies undertaken here. How could she begrudge him his occasional indulgence when so much of her endowment was, in fact, returned as payment in kind - and so many of their subjects were vouchsafed under the auspices of the church through him.

				Indeed, the reality was even more polarised than at first sight: many found they gained a certain kudos by way of their donations to that particular ecclesiastical cause - the incomings from that source far exceeded her corporation’s donations to it.

				Then, of course, there were those ‘privately funded’ cases, as he was oft fond of putting it - those more intractable cases. And here kneeling before them, soon to put pen to paper - and to feel the loving fire-tongued kiss of that patiently waiting cane for her reward - was just such a case, if unknowingly so. And a very lucrative case at that... It would not come all at once of course; there were papers to be signed at age eighteen, other documents to be signed at age twenty-one - but they had the facilities to provide for such long-term secure care here, longer if required; and besides there were other benefits to be reaped from having had a girl placed in their hands so completely, to having been given total carte blanche over her. There were so many benefits, delicious benefits - and accruing to all concerned - to be had from placing a girl such as this under long-term secure care...

				The meal has come to an end: both of the elder gentlemen have started fidgeting awkwardly in their seats, one breaking into an excited staccato burst of parchment-dry coughing. The girl is standing now, pen still in her shaking hand, tears raining down freely and threatening to smudge the nest of freshly scrawled signatures. The doctor licks her lips lasciviously and reaches for the cane... Susan Stringer merely cringes.

			

		

	
		
			
				A New Day: A New Beginning?

				(Girls, uniforms, bedpans, bloomers, spanking, electric shock treatment, stainless steel shackles, bondage, medical restraints, caning, spanking, strict nurses)

				The mask of white noise had at long last lifted; that had been the first sign. In her mind, and seemingly in her ears, its ghost lingered on, superimposing a strange inverse of itself on the remaining everyday sounds surrounding her - such as they were - and imbuing them with an oddly electronically-processed character. When at last somebody spoke the disembodied voice floated across to her to impinge more as an unfamiliar and nondescript sensation then as a medium of information and instruction.

				The last thing she could remember breaking through that hissing background tedium was the well recognised ‘wake-up’ bell; the term ‘morning’ was never used, ‘morning’ was relevant only in the world outside, a far distant world. She knew there must have been a second visit from the ‘toilet bell’, it always followed the wake-up bell at some point - at least it always had when she had been kept in her old room and she had no reason to believe it would be different here under this new regime - yet she appeared to have no recollection of it and she had heard nothing more.

				She had heard nothing of the swishing of nurse’s uniforms nor the rustle of nylon prison dresses as the other five inmates had been gathered together in the corridor outside awaiting entry to the workroom. She had heard nothing, even, of the earlier opening and closing of their cell-front gates as the other residents had first been released from their confinement or of the soft slithering sticky-hiss of latex nightdresses and bloomers as they had been shepherded off to the sluice and shower room with well filled bedpans carried in manacled hands.

				“I said turn around, girl! I shouldn’t have to repeat myself; you’re in enough trouble already without further compounding it through tardiness.”

				Slowly, wearily, Susan shuffled around on the spot. Through red eyes, bleary in equal measure from fatigue and tears, the blurred swathe of navy blue came first as relief from the unfocused, unfathomable, ocean in which she had for so long been drowning, then as the darkest depressive-gathering of the storm, as the image before her slowly resolved itself. The Senior Wardress was stood there, behind her, little more than an arm’s reach away, the woman’s left hand holding the bars that constituted the cell door back against the interior wall.

				Out in the corridor and visible through the bars of the left-hand side of the cell front, a nurse waited. The white apron, tied neatly about her tightly-belted waist and covering the light blue flaring triangle of her skirt, had about it a transparency suggestive of some thin plastic or rubber, it being sufficiently so as to allow the buttons of the woman’s dress to be clearly seen through it. Her uniform’s long sleeves were folded back to, perhaps, a hand’s-width above her elbows, at which point rather traditional looking, elasticated, white puff-ball cuffs covered and held the rolled fabric in place. Thin white rubber gloves covered her hands, having an appearance matching that of her apron; the whole aspect presented was one suggestive of a woman having tackled, or about to tackle, some potentially unsanitary or grimy chore.

				The Senior Wardress was attired, as before, in her immaculate closely-fitted navy blue dress with its narrow white, three-button, wrist cuffs; the bold juxtaposition of the latter’s old-fashioned stiffly-starched appearance with the high-tech plastic environment somehow seemed to amplify the woman’s air of authority. There was one slight change about her appearance from the ‘day’ previous - one small change, but an important one. The woman was now wearing a single white glove, this being on her right hand. Not the usual latex or plastic medical examination glove this, but rather an elegantly-tailored affair of some supple, soft material, suggestive of kid; it drew the girl’s gaze as irresistibly as might a magnet draw iron filings.

				In truth it was not so much the glove that grabbed her attention - although it had its part to play - so much as what was held in its grasp; a finely-finished and smoothly-tapering white wand, its wavering motion suggestive of the flexibility of a pony whip. A loop attached it to the woman’s wrist and with a seamlessly-careless flick of the latter she indicated, by way of the arc of its tip through the air, the path that Susan was to follow, clearly indicating that her charge should proceed out into the corridor - and with all haste. Simultaneously she stood aside, giving the girl free passage, clearly meaning to then take up the rear.

				For a split-second, no more, Susan hesitated, fear encumbering her responses. Then, a threatening glance from the woman being enough to spur her on, she edged past and out through the narrow gap in the bars, squealing as a flick of the woman’s wrist brought a sting across both calves; this first and, quite frankly, gentle, kiss from the woman’s cane intended just to hurry her along.

				“Come along girl, just follow the nurse.” There was a pause, as if the woman was waiting for something, then: “Well?”

				Something in the woman’s tone, an impatiently-implied threat, cut through, into Susan Stringer’s sleep-deprived addled brain; she had no wish to receive another sting across her calves or any appetite for a repeat of the face-slapping of the previous day - she had already learnt enough to wish to avoid that particular deterrent.

				“Yes mm, Miss... Owww!”

				Again a cane swipe had landed across the back of her calves - another smartly stinging little correction, but just that little bit harder than the first. She had realised her mistake almost in the moment that she had made it but the retribution had come too swiftly for her to even begin to correct her self.

				“S,sorry, m,m,m,ma,madem. I,I m,m,ment, yes, ma,ma,madem.” This time she made no mistake and she herself was surprised at just how contrite she sounded - genuinely apologetic and utterly filled with humility. There was not the slightest remnant of the sarcasm that might once have tinged such an imposition. Indeed, it was perfection itself - and her reward was as immediate as her punishment had been.

				“That’s a good girl” The voice was patronising but soft and gentle - that was the main thing; that it should be soft and gentle.

				Together they moved off along the corridor, the Senior Wardress, taking up the rear, having closed the cell door as they departed - a satisfyingly-solid double-clunk coming as the locks automatically slid back into place. Without having first fully carried out and completed the latter action it would’ve been impossible to unlock and pass the security grille blocking their path perhaps five or six meters ahead of them.

				Beyond the latter obstruction the corridor opened out into a broad, open, high-ceiling hall. The party having passed through the security grille, the nurse having fumbled for the correct key from the bunch hanging from her belt, Susan found herself in a rectangular area of perhaps five or six meters by eight meters. Behind her she heard the metallic clunk of the gate closing and locking.

				The Workhouse: First Impressions

				Directly ahead and set in the wall immediately opposite their entry point lay three unmarked white doors, each protected by a modern-looking key lock and an additional card-swipe slot. The centre door of the trio was notably wider than the other two and directly lined up with the security grille through which they had just entered; the other two doors were spaced equidistant between it and the end walls.

				She glanced quickly to the left and to the right, fearful that she might be punished; the blinkering design of her bonnet prohibited her from the panoramic overview most of us would take for granted.

				To the left and centred in the end wall in that direction lay another security grille of floor-to-ceiling bars, this blocking access to some sort of open space; of which she could make out little more than an open sea of unblemished whiteness.

				To her right, centred equidistant from the side walls and set at about half the distance to the end wall at that end, the floor rose up to form a platform of around half a metre wide by approximately one meter in length and rising perhaps half a meter above the surrounds. Centred upon this dais and taking up the majority of its top was a contrivance of an appearance suggestive of some medical function.

				This latter furnishing was of a vaulting horse-like construction and possessed a thick, white, padded and slightly concave top surface. Two pairs of padded armrest-like appendages were mounted approximately halfway up from its base and originated from each side, one pair from one end and the other pair from the opposite end - which one could take to be the rear. These latter protuberances extended out forwards from the front and similarly rearwards from the back of the thing.

				The rearmost mounted pair - her assumption being that there were two, although her viewpoint restricted her to the inspection of only the closer of the two - seemed to have at each of their extremities a stirrup-like construct, being not unlike that of a gynaecological examination couch in appearance, albeit one inverted in orientation. These appendages were clearly of a U-shaped cross-section and pairs of straps could be seen hanging from both their proximal and distal extremes.

				Even from where she was standing Susan could see that the padded top appeared to be delineated into three independent sections of differing heights - the rearmost at present standing somewhat proud of the other two - and that each section was also furnished with a broad white strap hanging from it and clearly intended to function as some kind of restraint. Associated with each of these sections was a white adjustment wheel of around ten centimetres in diameter and furnished with a small black handle. Similar adjustment points were associated with each of the appendages, or arm and leg rests as they appeared to be; a smaller version of such an adjustment handle being mounted above the origin of each, emerging from just below the device’s padded top.

				Her attention had been so overtaken by the sight of this strangely fascinating apparatus that only at the Senior Wardress’ terse admonishment to ‘face forward’ did she allow her focus to shift beyond, to where lay a third security grille, this being identical to the other two: the one through which they had initially entered and the one she had observed served to partition off other end of the room. This third steel-barred partition, though, differed markedly from the other two in one very notable respect - for the very first time she was able to glimpse her fellow residents. They sat there, behind those bars, in quietly, gently, bobbing, swaying motion; two groups of bottle-green clad figures hunched over - and evenly spaced along - either side of a long white table, its top dominated by what appeared to be piles of embroidered or lacework fabric.

				The far end of the table was dominated by a figure in navy blue and of an appearance, superficially at least, not unlike that of the Senior Wardress herself, except that, whereas the latter, customarily, was garbed in the dress typical of a hospital sister or matron, the former was dressed in a smartly tailored suit of skirt and jacket styled in a fine navy-blue serge. The high-collared starched shirt-blouse that she wore appeared whiter even than the walls around her - if such could at all been possible - set off, as it was, in juxtaposition to her neatly knotted, though rather masculine, navy blue tie and being trimmed with navy-blue piping around the edges of the collar and cuffs. Only the nature of the fabrics that went to make up her uniform appeared to share any commonality with the attire Susan had come to associate with the staff of this place. Throughout, the overall image exuded was one that was the epitome of officialdom, if typifying the sort of functional design consideration and design-by-committee policy common in such institutions and that always seem to conclude with the specification of polyester, polyester-cotton, nylon or some other combination of similar hardwearing fibres universally beloved of uniform and workwear manufacturers.

				The table or workbench itself ran lengthwise down the centre of the room, Susan’s view of it, through the bars, being end on therefore. Even in the scant few moments open to her she had seen enough to realise that a continuous bench seat ran the entire length of the table on both sides; this consisting of a cantilever shelf arrangement and forming a structure contiguous with the table itself.

				The uniformed woman overseer was seated at the far end in a particularly high, almost throne-like, chair, perhaps on a raised dais although Susan couldn’t be certain from her present viewpoint. Either way the impression received was of a haughty and almost regal presence; as if enthroned and holding court over serfs and subjects.

				The end position at the side of the table closest to where Susan stood gawping open-mouthed was vacant. She could see the padded seat top to be possessed of an undulating contour along its forward edge, gently rising up by as much as five centimetres before falling away again as it traversed across what she took to be the centre point of the seating position and forming a structure in so doing that was vaguely suggestive of the front of a saddle. The pinnacle of this raised interior edge formed the forward-most section of a rounded ridge that ran from front to back, narrowing and dropping away as it did so - having the profile of a cone bisected lengthwise and lying front to back across the seat - before making a final resurgence as a gently rounded vertical conical section, rising up to perhaps four or five centimetres just before the seat’s posterior edge.

				At the rear of the seat, dangling perhaps ten centimetres beneath it on lengths of sparkling stainless-steel chain, the riding analogy continued its theme: the surreal sight of a pair of stirrups met her eye; these mounted around half a meter apart. The inappropriateness of these fitments was tempered only by the medical accent lent by the use of padded white leather or soft plastic for the stirrup itself, the latter appearing to share a common ancestry with the familiar obstetric stirrup in terms of design. A pair of white straps hung there too, one associated with each stirrup and having a positional relationship with the latter suggestive of its functionality as an ankle restraint and having the comfortably padded appearance typifying a medical restraint system. Silvered buckles caught the light as reflected star-flashes as they gently swung as if being disturbed by an invisible hand - or perhaps by a passing draft; although, in truth, in such an aseptically-sealed environment, there could be none.

				If she had wondered at all as to their purpose of those stirrups and restraints then that mystery was short-lived indeed. It was that revelation that had rooted her there in the first place, staring mesmerised, until, her curiosity recognised, her indiscretion was admonished: Curiosity was not to be condoned here let alone encouraged; it was something to be stifled. But what could she do, how could they be so unreasonable as to expect her to be able to just shut it out?

				The girl seated at the next position up from the free seat, the girl craning so intently over her needle-work, had both feet in stirrups, each such fitting snugly about her shoe. A strap could be clearly seen originating from the point at which each stirrup was attached to its suspending chain and drawn tightly about each ankle, thereby ensuring the young lady’s continued secure comfort.

				She sat there, all nimble fingers and deftly-wielded needle, pins and thread, working away as if her life depended on it, her legs drawn back and her ankles and feet restrained beneath her seat and clear of the floor. Beads of perspiration, gathering unseen on her brow, only too willingly gave away their hiding place, sporadically breaking cover from the humid safety of her bonnet and rushing headlong down her cheeks or dripping off the very tip of her pretty up-turned nose to join the sparse little field of dark splattered patches covering the bosom-swelled bodice, so serving to alleviate the monotony of bottle green nylon that was the prison uniform. The latter, Susan observed silently and glumly to herself, was a retrograde step, in terms of its drabness and severity of styling, even as compared to the humiliating short-skirted ugly striped dress she was presently obliged to wear; she hoped beyond hope that it wasn’t truly the ‘prison uniform’ they had spoken of, that perhaps it was part and parcel of some sort of punishment devised solely for these particular girls and one from which, by dint of her intended good behaviour, she would be spared.

				In that moment she had seen enough to know for certain that she would do almost anything rather than be confined to that workroom, dressed like some skivvy or factory worker and forced to work at such a pace and intensity and under such stress as to end up continually perspiring to the extent that girl was. After all, it couldn’t have anything to do with the ambient temperature - the room was comfortably warm at most, the unit as a whole was comfortably warm and there was never any change in that; thermoneutral they called it.

				Her last memory of that dark sweat-shop visage was also the most traumatic; even now, even safely clear of it and having been confronted by the surreal fantasy-made-manifest that was the ‘shower room and toilet suite’, it filled her mind to the brim. It stayed with her as if an after-image seared into her and refusing to relinquish its grip on her consciousness. The memory stayed all further thought, bringing her to the point of reprimand after reprimand for ‘failing to pay attention’ and more than one sting of the Senior Wardress’s cane across her calves and the back of her thighs.

				It had come as she had started to turn away: That girl, that girl so intent on her work, having perhaps become aware of their presence, perhaps having heard something of Susan’s received reprimands, had straitened up from her work - or rather she had attempted to. A silvery length of something tautened, producing just the faintest metallic jingle-jangle as it did so and glinting with polished-sparkling star-points as closely-spaced stainless-steel links came into alignment and tautened. The girl’s head and neck had suddenly jerked to a whip-lashed halt mid movement, her torso barely erect and her head forced to crane further forward in compensation. A harsh buzzer had stabbed out its own reprimand in near simultaneous response - as if indignant at the extreme of the girl’s straightening posture - somehow provoking from her an audible sharp gasp as if afflicted by some sudden acute pain. The girl had diligently bent back to her task with quite commendable haste after that, her dedication evident in having not once taken her eyes from her work.

				The visible implication had been obvious, even to Susan, a thin, supple yet strong chain somehow linked the girl’s neck to the table top before her; the girl was quite literally chained to her work, by both her wrists and her neck!

				The audible implications, as embodied in that buzzer and in that girl’s sharp intake of breath, were less so recognised, if at all; what would Susan Stringer with her sheltered, convent education possibly know of the mechanics of micro switches or the electronics linking the tugging of that thin chain to the girl’s instantaneous chastisement, let alone guess as to the juddering jagged electrified urge to work that had accompanied it, pulsating from ankle to ankle across the girl’s lower torso - or, indeed, of the simultaneous and involuntary emptying of the girl’s bladder?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Standing In The Corner - Hands On Head (Watching All The Sheep Go By)

				(Caned in PVC knickers, corner standing discipline in prison uniform and hand cuffs, spanked over the navy-blue uniformed nurse’s knee in a judicial correctional facility)

				Sharply she was instructed to stand. Her feet were to remain together within that black-outlined ring and not so much as one centimetre were they to move outside of it. There were a few centimetres of grace available, potentially a degree of freedom sufficient so as to allow some shifting of weight from foot to foot and some modicum of shuffling, but little more. The perimeter line itself, being of some four centimetres in width, contributed to this range, but only in so much as to be considered a kind of ‘no-man’s-land’; an incursion here would be met with an irritatingly repetitive warning bleep but no further punitive measures. The outermost edge was to be considered an absolute and ultimate boundary, any transgression beyond that point and there would be consequences.

				Her every move was monitored here, tracked and recorded not only by the network of discreetly-concealed closed-circuit television cameras, the existence of which she had been informed of on her arrival, but also by more detailed and quantifiable means. Embedded within the fabric of the flooring, hiding unseen and unsuspected just below its surface layer, a fine matrix of pressure sensors was registering every shifting of her weight and shuffling of her feet, gathering data of sufficient resolution and sensitivity as to allow the position of each foot or shoe at any given moment to be recorded, right down to its outline and the contouring of its contact with the floor.

				The rationale behind the installation of such a system, within the context of a behavioural research establishment, had been clear enough at the time of its inception: Data collection, pure and simple - this being in the present context, the detailed recording of a subject’s behavioural responses to close incarceration.

				The redirection of this data collection and analysis system to the control of behaviour had come much later - and as a result of an experiment; the presently ongoing study in which Susan was now unwittingly a part.

				For her own part, Susan knew the physical repercussions would be delayed. She knew the tariff well enough; a third punitive caning would be added to her outstanding debt of chastisement. She had already earned a second session with the Senior Wardress’s whippy white switch by refusing the first. As for the others, though, her unknown and unseen comrades in incarceration; for them the punishment would be immediate. Their distant wailing despair, their sobbing and begging, she knew, would be as terrible a chastisement psychologically as would be the hardest cut of the cane or riding switch physically.

				It was so unfair to punish each and every one of them for her misdemeanour, but it was exactly what they would do. It wasn’t fair, it put so much pressure on her; it was as if she herself were making a conscious decision to punish them should she fail to conform. And it would work, their strategy, as they had known from the outset it would; she would stand there, nose to the corner, humiliated like a naughty child with just the falling of her tears to ease the monotony.

				As it was, she risked running up a rapidly mounting debt and it was a debt they promised she would repay in full, given time. And they had time aplenty; they had her here, quite legally, for three months. She had agreed to it herself after all, signed the forms herself in black and white and all duly witnessed - it was a countdown to freedom, to the day when she would be free of the place, it had been a mistake, her mistake, but she would finally be free of it. But time was on their side, it worked only for them, it was their friend, their ally, their weapon of choice all rolled into one. This was the magnitude of her mistake, a clock that could only be started once they had won and that could be, and would be, stopped - or even reset - should she again take the initiative, resist them in the slightest.

				This was her second ‘night’ to be spent standing in the corner, the second time in succession that she would hear the chiming of the sleep bell come and go, the blanket of white noise morph slowly to the gently rattling-drizzle of rain against window panes - so wonderfully soothing - and the slow rhythmic crunching-whoosh of the tide tumbling pebbles back and forth at the water’s edge.

				Then would come that lilting voice, far off in the distance, gently gliding in on the wings of a summer’s breeze. A siren’s call to a world of slumbering cloud-meadows, where good girls docilely dream obedient dreams of silly, lazy, stupid little girls in prison uniforms, all deserving of punishment. Where nurses’ dresses in hospital-blue and white and navy, tower authoritatively overhead, looming, dominating - and where correct behaviour is simply learnt on bended knee at the hem of a nurse’s skirt.

				It wasn’t fair, her eyes would close... she knew they would - how could they not? They would be so heavy, so, so very heavy. Her eyelids would be heavy because that soft lulling voice would tell her so, because they always were at bedtime, when the sleep-bell rang, because she had already been denied one sleep period already. She knew she would nod, jerk awake...then again nod. She would sway and her nose, her cheek, would contact the wall - and the rude electric jolt would again punish her.

				Then gradually, ever so gradually, the rain, the soft gentle surf, would again return to the electronic mush of its origin - and in time even that voice would fade, its massaging indoctrination complete for another night, her slumbering charges left just that little bit more accepting of their situation, a little more certain of the authority embodied in a nurse’s uniform, a little less certain of their own competence, judgment and capabilities and diminished in self-confidence.

				She knew the nature of that indoctrination now and she didn’t like it, she knew also the bitter truth that there would be nothing she could do about it. They would win, how could they not? In time the wake-up bell would come, then the toilet bell, the meal bell and the work bell. Then they would again come for her, take her back to that contraption of theirs - that medically legitimised punishment block - for such was the reality of the thing, with its straps and restraints.

				And it was the idea of that restraint aspect that most terrified her - and did so more even then the undoubted agony of the punishment itself.

				First of all, though, she would have to bend, grasping her ankles as before, for her two regular scheduled ‘morning’ strokes - even before being instructed to position herself over that block. And they would expect her to docilely lie in place while restraints were fastened, straps buckled and adjustments made.

				It had been at that point that she had refusal previously - and she might well do so again, but what then? Would there be the award of yet another punitive caning, to be carried out on yet another ‘morning’? Another debt owed, to be paid back...all in good time? Would she be marched straight back to her cell and yet again be stood in that corner, nose to the wall? And after yet another ‘night’ without sleep, what then? Well, then she would submit, it was inevitable - and they knew it; time was on their side.

				Of course they could have easily physically forced her down upon it, strapped her down. But that wasn’t how they worked in this place, she knew that only too well now - it was discipline that was of the greatest importance here, only that. She was expected to submit, to prostrate herself as ordered and when ordered: it was good for her, good for her discipline. It was all so hopeless, she felt hopeless, bitterly, despairingly hopeless. She was sobbing again: time was on their side, it always was, it always had been, it probably always would be...

				Puppets Playing With Puppets’ Strings

				In truth, time was not always entirely on the side of the staff; if she had been told of the background to the unit she might have understood, but would that understanding have been of any utility to the staff? If she had been told that she was, in actuality, now part of an experiment, that this was the experiment, that her whole experience to date had been, in fact, part of a much greater experiment, she might have understood. But in itself that knowledge would have invalidated the experiment; the test subject’s socially-conditioned obedience to perceived authority-figures was one of the variables being investigated. Had she been privy at that moment to the discussion taking place between the Senior Wardress and one of her nurses she would indeed have been granted understanding, but only at the cost of even greater psychological discomfiture:

				“... We need to speed this up, nurse; we’ve only got five workers at the moment and we have to have the full six. As much as I would prefer it, we just don’t have the time to spend weeks gradually wearing the girl down. We’ll see how she feels in the morning, see if she’s any more agreeable - if she isn’t, then we’ll simply put her back in the corner for a third night; but we’ll also withhold her meals and deny her access to either the toilet or her bedpan.

				I want her put straight into full diapers first thing in the morning... on second thoughts, if you wouldn’t mind accompanying me, it might advantageous to get her started down that path tonight - why wait? She is going to need a full diaper, locking bloomers - the latex ones would be best - and three suppositories, two with laxative and stool softener and one containing a mild muscle relaxant. And then that should be that.

				She can have drinks and have her diaper changed once a day but no meals, no sleep, no sitting down - and other than for her doctor’s visits I want her standing with her nose in that corner twenty four hours a day until she begs to be strapped down over the caning horse. We need to break her, and break her quickly, get the lazy cow bent sweating over that workbench - and get some work out of her.”

				More a monologue than a discussion, true, but one encapsulating the very essence of their condition: the staff, the unit, the experiment, and Susan’s place within it.

				A small, select, group of staff had been given complete control over the unit and its test subjects and allowed free rein to design, develop, implement, and enforce their own regime utilising any of the facilities at their disposal. The only proviso to their keeping their highly-paid positions was that the running of the unit be made not only self sustainable but profitable. It meant taking in work from outside, commercial work, it meant ensuring that work was carried out rapidly and efficiently so as to generate sufficient income, it implied keeping costs low, dealing quickly and efficiently with troublesome subject’s and ensuring their compliance in what would clearly have to be a somewhat pressurised working environment if the unit was to be commercially viable with only six inmates.

				Poor, poor Susan, always the last to appreciate the true measure of her own misfortune; she waited only that she might wait, only that she might have time enough to punish herself sufficiently as to be willing to submit herself to be punished by others in preference. She waited, not patiently for such might suggest some element of choice, of decision, but with the appearance of being patient nonetheless; it was part and parcel of discipline and they never stopped talking about discipline here. She waited as punishment, only that she might be punished in turn, only that she might be put to work, driven like a slave or workhorse in a prison sweatshop environment that most would consider a punishment in itself.

				Poor, poor Susan Stringer, swaying in her corner, eyes heavy with sleep, legs numb with fatigue. The bed, so close, fearsome with its bars and restraints, a cage within a cage within a cage - now so welcoming, so vacant, so hungry for occupancy, yet not yet part of her ‘carers’ design. She would not be required to submit to the restraint of the broad padded straps of that thin mattress for two or even three more ‘sleep periods’ yet.

				There was always some degree of defiance initially and a little sleep deprivation was by far and away the best way to deal with that. Had she much more than the mere dregs of defiance in her soul then surely it would be trickling into the sand, itself drying to dust. As it was, it was not defiance that kept her from submitting to their punishment. Rather it was fear of that very punishment itself, more precisely fear of the cane - and even then not so much as being strapped down for it. It was fear of that helplessness, of not being able to take it, not being able to stand the pain and yet having it inflicted nonetheless, perhaps her taut flesh spitting, the marks permanently branded to join those she was sure already had been.

				Poor, poor Susan, punished for defiance yet in truth having none to speak of, punished for fearing to submit to being punished, wanting to submit, needing to submit, needing for her will to be broken and yet that human spirit flickering within her despite their efforts to extinguish it, despite her own efforts to quench it - soon she would be longing to be broken.

				Dependency: A Short Digression

				Behind her came a clunk, then another, then another two, sharper and snapping in rapid-fire succession, metallic, loud enough as if to prove a point, as if to shout; ‘impassable’, ‘immovable’, ‘beyond this point you will never go lest I should allow’. Had she the temerity to peer over her shoulder might she have fainted at the sight? Might she have become petrified like some green and white candy-striped sugared fairground novelty? Then again, she might not have understood the implications of the objects obsessively and ritualistically arranged on the nurse’s tray, not initially: The little dish with suppositories laid out ready; the piled white terry-towelling; the neatly folded thick, tough, white-rubber bloomers, old-fashioned, long legged and surmounted at their broad watertight waistband by a matching white painted padlock of ominously substantial appearance.

				Short staccato jabs of speech ripped her from her semi-hallucinatory, delusionary and destructively self-analytical state: orders came, the bare minimum, efficient orders.

				A large white plastic bucket was unceremoniously dumped at her feet. It smelt, it was not clean, nor empty: Folds of plastic and latex rubber lay heaped and stained in a multihued amalgam of browns and yellows. Here and there red-streaked panty liners slipped and slithered from between layers of twisted knicker-fabric and thick twists of soggy white-yellow towelling lay curved around some half of the interior circumference, stickily decorated with thick matted globs of foul smelling faecal matter.

				“Knickers off, now!”

				Susan immediately burst into tears; the woman had shouted, really hollered and what for? She hadn’t done anything wrong, she had been standing exactly where they had put her, in exactly the way they had positioned her. There had been no need for it, she wasn’t going to disobey.

				Through her the sound of her own weeping she heard the order repeated and knew that she had already earned yet another punishment; hesitation wasn’t allowed, hesitation had just earned her another minimum six strokes of the cane. It would be added to her ever lengthening outstanding debt list; she now had three such punitive caning sessions hanging over her in addition to her routine, twice daily, allocation of two strokes across her bare bottom.

				“I said I want your knickers off now, right now, and in that bucket. If you need to go to the toilet, then from now on you’re going to have to learn to do it in your knickers, or rather in your diapers, I should say.”

				She had no idea how she was expected to be able to wiggle out of the sticky white plastic of her knickers with her hands securely fastened behind her back, but she knew that she would; they were clearly not going to release her hands so she would have to, she would just have to, that was all a was to it...

			

		

	
		
			
				Susan Lashes Out, Rattan Slashes In

				(Imprisoned in a nightmare medical fetish clinic world, where straight-jacket bondage, enema punishment, anal suppositories, obstetric internal exams, the speculum, mind control, orgasm denial and hypnosis are the norm, , she is placed in a clinical cell, under the strict discipline and domination of stern uniformed nurses and guards, the expected boarding school uniform gymslip swapped for a humiliating nylon prison uniform dress, corsellete, PVC knickers, handcuff restraints and diapers to undergo the humiliation of spanking, judicial caning or strapping from the domineering mistress, the wardress, wielding the cane, riding switch, tawse, martinet or dressage crop)

				Susan Stringer had taken more than enough; the mocking sniggering behind her had been the last straw. Coupled with that, she was pretty certain that the woman had neglected to properly ensure the entry gate had swung shut behind her; she hadn’t heard the telltale clunk of the lock’s resetting. Gripped by a sudden determination she spun around on the spot; sure enough, a little more than a meter and a half behind her smiling tormentor’s back an open, inwardly-angled segment of barred cell frontage beckoned her. It seemed to taunt her as much as, or more than, the approaching nurse’s condescending smile; it challenged her to try, just try, it queried her fortitude, laughed at her so-called courage, spat at the cowardice that had her cringing so.

				It didn’t matter that such freedom as she might hope to gain would consist of a mere twenty meters or so of feature-free passageway before she would meet the impasse of one of the security grilles that guarded each end. It didn’t matter that the best she could hope to achieve would be a glimpse into five other identical cells at, potentially, five other identically attired and even more thoroughly crushed souls and that in any case her freedom would be short lived.

				And there would be repercussions of course: There would be a further loss of ‘privileges’; there would be further punishments to endure. It defied all logic, but then again her capacity for logical thought had long since flown. She just didn’t care anymore - they had tripped up at last, that was the main thing. The gate had been left slightly ajar, ever so slightly true, but the electrification would have been shut off; that was one thing she could be certain of...and she wanted out!

				They had even been short-sighted enough to have left the wrist restraints off her so that they could add to her torment by having her stand with her fingertips to her shoulders; for that they would be punished, it was their turn. And this nurse, in particular, would pay.

				Considering the start point with finger tips at her shoulders and her elbows pressed smartly out to the sides she couldn’t help but telegraph the move; even considering the abruptness of her spin she was amazed to have made contact. Blows that she had intended as punches manifested in the event as slaps; left, right then left again, the open palm nevertheless impacting hard with the correspondingly-opposite side of the nurses face with each shot.

				Stunned and sent off balance the woman was easily toppled towards the bed as the girl roughly pushed past, the nurse ending breathlessly-slumped across it, her left cheek pressed hard against the wall, with neck awkwardly bent back and her weight taken on both arms, her palms sinking into the soft, yielding, rubber of the mattress. That the nurse appeared not to receive any ill effect from this latter contact served only to further support the girl’s hypothesis; the current was indeed shut off in the presence of staff members.

				Heart pounding in her ears Susan Stringer made her grab for freedom, quite literally. The fingers of her right hand curled around the outermost bar of the gate even as, seeking leverage, she reached for one of the bars of the stationary section of the cell front with her left. This was it! This was the moment! This was her closest approach to some modicum of freedom, some morsel of self-determination, since her arrival, since that fateful day that she had made the decision to become a volunteer - as if even that decision had truly been hers to make in the first place.

				Unbeknownst to the hapless girl the converse was the reality here. Yet even had she known the truth, that she was merely tightening her own bonds, she would in all probability have seen it through to the end in any case, such was her desperation. Her intention had been to swing back the gate and catapult herself out and away in one. The blinding, jagged lightning flash that now tore across her eyes, sending her muscle fibres into painfully contracting spasms, ensured that any catapulting to be done would be backwards across the cell floor.

				Dazed, she shook her head; she was sitting on the floor of her cell, legs spread and outstretched before her and with the white shoes of the now recovered nurse positioned to either side of her hips, the woman standing astride her and towering over her from behind. Ahead of her the open gate still taunted her; being still fractionally ajar, having remained unmoved despite her efforts.

				She could have so easily succumbed to defeat in that moment, many would have. But rather than defeat, frustration, mingled with anger, fuelled a sudden and unexpected restoration of strength. Springing to her feet and twirling around on her heel she lunged at the woman with renewed vigour, hatred misting her vision as if a veil of red silk had been thrown over her. With both hands she went for the nurse’s throat, fully meaning to throttle her.

				The woman neatly and simply parried the attack with an upward swing of her own arms between those of her would-be assailant. Catching the girl’s right wrist she applied a painful pressure-hold, simultaneously spinning the girl and bringing the girl’s arm up behind her back in an expertly applied hammerlock. Her right foot swept the girl’s legs from under her and her attacker went down heavily, the breath knocked from her; the move, smoothly followed through by a kick to the ribs, terminated in the woman kneeling by her fallen foe with her right knee on the small of her opponents back.

				Seemingly in the blink of an eye, two pairs of handcuffs were produced, one from each of the hip pockets of the woman’s uniform dress. The first, a solid all-in-one wrist restraint she slapped on to the girls wrists, locking the latter tightly behind her back. The second pair - differing from the first by being linked by a short length of jangling, stainless steel chain, perhaps of thirty centimetres in length but certainly no more - were slapped in place around each of the girl’s ankles in turn.

				All in all it had been as smoothly an executed tae kwon do sequence as would be worthy of any Hollywood action movie. That the woman could have ended the girl’s protestations at any point in the proceedings was beyond doubt - and obvious even to the girl herself. That she could easily have avoided any blow thrown by such an unskilled opponent was also undoubtedly true.

				Tears welled and duly fell; the woman had actually wanted her to strike her - and she had been stupid enough to have let herself be goaded her into it. To Susan it felt as if she was no longer really there, no longer taking part in the scene; it was as if she was a bystander somehow. Her own voice came to her distantly, as a wailing baby-cry lament shattering the silence. It was a lament for a wasted chance; she knew she wouldn’t get another. How real that opportunity had indeed been would be left to the girls conjecture. Deep down, though she knew the truth right enough she would refuse to acknowledge it consciously. It was all smoke and mirrors, illusory, it always had been - there had been no oversight, how could there be? They just didn’t make mistakes here, not here not in this institution, not ever.

				Where for a fleeting, almost infinitesimal, moment there had been hope there was now vacuum, not even despair, just vacuum. The nurse, for her part, when she finally spoke, seemed calm, collected, gentle and lilting in her intonation, yet certainly calculating, her words, as ever, carefully chosen.

				“Well, I’m sure they got all of that on CCTV. You didn’t think about that, did you? Attacking a nurse? Common assault that is, did you know that? Assaults on staff in the medical sector are getting all too prevalent these days, you know. The courts of late have been taking a hard-line over things like this, a very hard-line. And all captured on video too, you stupid, stupid girl.

				Have you any idea what you have just done? I don’t mean to me, I mean what you have just done to yourself? Why, a little judicious editing, a slight embellishment here and there and I would think a custodial sentence would be more or less fait accompli; I would be very surprised if you didn’t find yourself put away for a good number of years for this.

				Then again, perhaps it would be just as well for all concerned if you were to be sectioned under the mental health act. From what I’ve read in your notes you have displayed ample evidence of psychological instability already during your stay here - and now, with all this...well, I think the conclusion is forgone, don’t you? One look at the video playback of your behaviour just now should be enough to convince any psychiatrist worth his salt to put you away - permanently!”

				The implications embodied in the woman’s words bit down hard, cut deep into the girl’s numbly-frozen mind. There came a muffled scream from the still writhing figure on the floor... then the entreaties started... the pathetic begging:

				“No, n,no, p,please I, I’m ssorry, I,I’m so s,sorry, please, I, I, I’ll do anything, anything you w,want, please”

				The nurse’s voice retained its gently lilting calmness:

				“But we’ve all had enough of you, of your constant whining, your refusing to obey even the simplest of rules. For example; twice already you’ve refused to accept a punishment. That’s what has angered the senior wardress most; all the other girls accept their punishments, they expect to be punished if they’re disobedient or if they don’t meet their work quotas. Why do you think things should be any different for you? Why do you think you’re so different? Do you think you’re better than everyone else in some way - is that it? Do you think that you’re somehow superior? Is that what it is with you - daddy’s little princess are we? And now this; assaulting a staff member! I for one am sick of it and I’m sick of you and your haughty, stuck-up attitude.”

				Tears gushed and fell like rain at the mention of her being her father’s little princess - that was what he had always called her: “My little princess and the apple of my eye”. She had loved her dad...but he was gone now. The illness and his slow protracted suffering and wasting were still all too fresh in her mind.

				That last remark had clearly hit a soft spot, something that would be duly noted for future reference. A smile slowly spread across woman’s face as she continued: “Do you know what, sweetheart? I think I’d really love to see you go to court for this. I’d just love to see you brought up before a judge and then shoved inside a real prison for a few months. But I’ll be just as happy if it’s decided that you be committed to a secure psychiatric ward - happier in fact; you’ll end up spending far longer than a few months in there. Either way, I’m really going to enjoy watching what becomes of you now.”

				The girl’s desperately repeated entreaties were bordering on the hysterical now; retching, spluttering, hyperventilating, she clawed at her words, coughing out promises and admissions, surrendering her dignity further with each and every breath. Finally there came something of a breakthrough; some small part of the girl’s desperation had seemed to have gelled with the woman, had plucked some hidden chord of compassion from deep within her - she actually appeared as if she might be relenting.

				“Perhaps if you were willing to take the first of your punishments right now, and I mean right now, this instant; then - assuming the senior wardress is still willing to continue to deal with you - I might be willing to see what I can do to help. You have to understand though, it’s up to her in the end - and she has the last word; no one else can intervene.”

				“Yes, y,yes a,anything, p,p,please, I, I’ll do a,anything, anything...miss.” Just in time she had remembered to add the woman’s title; it had made her feel ridiculous saying it, like a naughty little schoolgirl of five rather than the young woman that in actuality she was, but she was glad that she had.

				“Yes, I daresay you will! Now, up you get, princess - you stupid, ridiculous little girl.”

				So saying the nurse placed her hands under the girl’s armpits, aiding the latter’s writhing attempts at rising from her prone position, handicapped as she now was with her hands securely retained behind the small of her back and her ankles hobbled.

				“Just as far as the knees will do, no point in you struggling all the way to your feet; I think we’ll have you on your knees for now. Far more appropriate under the circumstances, don’t you think?”

				Even with the nurse’s assistance it took no little effort for Susan to rise and bring her knees beneath her. Awkwardly she worked her way round to face the bars of the cell front. The nurse, having seized the opportunity to sidle past, swung open the gate to its fullest extent and - leaving the latter casually thrown back against the interior wall - stepped out into the passageway to await her shuffling charge.

				The ease with which the woman had accomplished the latter feat was not lost on the girl. There appeared to be no one else around and although it was true that there was constant CCTV monitoring and thus whoever might have been overseeing the proceedings could easily have turned off the current remotely, the impression she had received from her past observations indicated the likelihood that there was something more to it. She was given to suspect that something secreted about the nurse’s person, perhaps some device sewn into the fabric of her uniform, temporarily deactivated those of the cell’s security features that were immediately within the woman’s vicinity. The same was likely true of the other staff members.

				Crushed, her shoulders bowed beneath the weight of defeat and head hanging listlessly, the girl now shuffled reluctantly forward on her knees. Ahead of her waited that darkly-threatening maw she had once mistakenly taken for salvation’s gateway. She now saw it for what it was: a portal to ever darker despair, ever more soul-searing pain and personality-breaking humiliation. What else could there be out there, waiting for her under that starkly-unforgiving, all pervading illumination, than suffering? That was what this so-called experiment was all about, or so it seemed; did it really matter anyway? Whatever it was it she was now thoroughly trapped within it and now more deeply entangled than ever before. It seemed she was becoming more thoroughly ensnared with every passing moment, every action.

				With such thoughts of resignation dragging exhaustingly at her like heavy irons holding her back and emotion weighing her down, becoming an encumbrance almost of the equal of the physical hobbling she now endured, she shuffled out of her cell, thankful for the spongy softness of the flooring beneath her knees. Hope had been rendered a meaningless, abstract, affair; it was a word, a sound, nothing more than that. What was defiance worth without the vindication of hope? Defiance had now been banished from her lexicon in its entirety.

				Out in the corridor an extra dimension was awaiting to be appended to her shame; they were not quite as alone as she had thought they were. The imposing figure of the senior wardress loomed ahead. Standing hands-on-hips with her back to the bars of the corridor’s far end security grille and looking as immaculate as ever in her tailored navy-blue uniform dress; she was the epitome of the waspwaisted, high-breasted dominatrix.

				Cowering before that imposing woman and facing her, five girls stood in single file like the depersonalised dolls they were. Each identical in her green and white striped nylon dress, the institution’s idiosyncratic approximation of a prison uniform, they stood with head bowed and with fingertips on shoulders and elbows held smartly out to the sides.

				It was the woman’s cane that really caught the girl’s eye now. Long, thin, sharply tapered and undoubtedly endowed with serpentine flexibility, it hung by its wrist loop from the woman’s white elasticated webbing nurse’s belt; it rested against the flare of her skirt, its glossy white finish vividly juxtaposed against the darkly shadowed polyester fabric. How long would it be now before she felt its searing kiss across the sensitive, plumply-pliant flesh of her buttocks, cutting in, perhaps splitting the skin, perhaps scarring her flesh, perhaps marking her for life? Not long, she would have wagered; had any there cared much for her opinion.

				To her even greater chagrin and humiliation she watched through tear-drowned eyes as the senior wardress gestured to the girl at the head of that little queue to step back; as one, the line promptly shuffled rearward one space. She was, she now realised, to take the lead, to head up the group, on her knees before all their eyes. She was to be showcased in her final moment of defeat, put forth as if by way of a demonstration of the institutional efficiency of their system - as if any such demonstration was truly necessary. And yet in its way it was of great necessity, as much for its impact upon the girls as a group as on Susan Stringer as an individual; it was a standard technique to handle would-be dissent and backed up by sound psychological principles.

				A Tale of Tissues and Chessmen

				Half a pace behind, nurse Annabel Barclay, allowing full range to smug satisfaction, beamed across at her superior through vivaciously-flashing deep dark eyes. In that fleeting contact - brief though it was - enough was said, the whole tale shared and known between them: This was a different approach to be sure, but in its own right it had been as successful as that tissue chess-set gambit had been with that other girl, the last truly defiant case they’d had to handle. That one had created her own anvil, had forged the hammer with her own hands that they might craft the perfect vessel of malleable submission with it.

				Under such close surveillance, with so little scope for caching or disguising contraband, how that particular girl could ever have expected to escape detection was beyond the imagination of either woman. She had begun by collecting toilet paper, gradually purloining sheet after sheet after sheet and secreting them about her person. Those tourist-bamboozling sleight-of-hand skills of hers, honed through years spent living on the edge in the city grime, had been eminently transferable to the problem of surreptitiously slipping away tissues.

				One by one and day by day, individual sheets disappeared beneath one cuff or other of her dress - right from under the supervising gaze of her nurse. Of course her little plot had been doomed from the start, even from before its true nature had become clear; everything was carefully inventoried, even such an apparently insignificant thing as toilet tissue. Besides, her every move was being monitored by CCTV and from multiple angles; experts were following her behaviour, studying her reactions, examining and teasing apart every nuance of her motivation.

				Quite some jubilation had broken out in the experimental unit’s control room once the motivation behind her singularly curious kleptomania had become clear - but no more so than upon the observation of her first completed chess piece.

				In all truth, on that day the impetus behind the celebratory atmosphere had not been so much due to the girl’s fabrication per se, rather that she had invested so much in crafting the piece, that she had put so much effort into its detailing, honing her already considerable grasp of the art of origami as she had progressed. It was a measure of what its construction meant to her. The corollary had been of even more interest to the researchers: What might its loss mean to her?

				The girl had gone on to fabricate an entire chess set in this manner, stashing the pieces as she went in a tiny nook formed between the end of her bed platform and the end wall of her cell.

				The fitting or refitting of a blanking plate to fill in that gap had apparently been neglected at that point in time. Such blindness to detail, particularly where such detail had implications that might compromise security, was virtually unheard of in the institution and made this case all the more remarkable. Indeed, hers was the only cell in which there had ever occurred such a lack of diligence and secondly, that plate had been in situ right up until just prior to her occupation. A third consideration was how she had been able to slip the pieces in and out of their narrow home while avoiding an electric shock from either the end of the bed-platform or the rear wall; it suggested some failing of the electrification system had also occurred. From an outsider’s perspective it is tempting to speculate as to just how serendipitous all these apparent failings had truly been.

				Then there had been the staff’s strangely lackadaisical attitude in that girl’s case; she had rarely, if ever, been subjected to corner standing nor often had her wrists placed in restraint. Even on the rare occasions that they did cuff her it was always with her hands in front of her, never restrained behind her back. Whatever the reason, she had always seemed to somehow find ample time to play with her miniature chessmen, rerunning old games she had seen or read about, playing imaginary opponents.

				From childhood, from long before she had made her bid for the city lights, chess had been her life, her passion beyond passions. At that point in her life, alone in that cell, that passion had become manic obsession - it had developed a life all of its own. She became fixated on that chess set, the pieces gradually coming to dominate their creator. Indeed, the girl had gradually come to a point where she could think of little else, a point at which it had seemed to her that she could barely remember her life outside the bars, the walls, the restrictions, the discipline of the institution other than through those imaginary tournaments she immersed herself in. For near on three months they had observed her surreptitious gaming, watched her lovingly cradle her precious pieces, her precious chessmen...Then she had been ‘discovered’, ‘caught in the act’ as it were.

				Of course there had been repercussions; she had ruined the study, after all. She was duly informed that she would have to be re-entered into the experiment and that she would have to restart the three-month study period from scratch, despite being only a few days shy of the completion of her obligation to the clinic and its researchers. Furthermore, it goes without saying that her chess set had to be confiscated, although after due consideration it was decided that under the circumstances it would be best if the latter was to be destroyed outright; it brought a suitably punitive element into play.

				This latter task they had set the chess piece’s creator herself; under close supervision she had had to chew each piece in turn then spit the resultant pulp into her bedpan to mingle with her waste.

				The missing blanking plate had been quickly refitted of course and the privilege of bedpan usage taken from her; she had been put in diapers and had been kept that way ever since. From that day forth she had taken to bouts of uncontrollable weeping and to squatting on the cell floor with her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them, continuously rocking to and fro in soiled diapers and rubber pants; when not stood in the corner or slaving in the workroom that is.

				All in all it had finished her as a disruptive influence; a full three years on and she had yet to demonstrate any further sign of dissent. She was quiet, submissive, obedient and, above all, servile. In short, she had been tamed, domesticated, for want of a better word. In its way her long-term confinement in the workhouse was something of a mercy; after all, it was questionable whether after so long in institutionalised care she could ever function as a free living individual in society at large.

				Susan Takes the Lead (on Her Knees)

				Susan Stringer was as encumbered by the brevity of the chain linking her ankles as to be reduced to an arthritic, slow and awkward shuffle, despite being on her knees. Gradually she edged her way alongside the file of anxiously waiting young women, the nylon fabric of each of their dresses brushing softly yet coldly against her upper arm wherever the flare of the skirt brought its hem to encroach into her path. Each and every such contact, however fleeting, had the power to induce a fresh shiver of dread. Each pair of those ugly sweaty-plastic bottle-green Mary-Janes grazing past the side of her knee gave notice: She was one girl nearer to those bars. She was one girl nearer to the disciplinary embrace of that soft white couch, waiting for her, crouching beyond that unyielding plastic-coated steel barrage. She was one girl nearer to that couch’s ‘humane’ restraints and the versatility of its ‘infinitely adjustable posture settings’. Most of all, she was one girl closer to the soul-breaking slash of the senior wardress’ cane.

				How like nervously-cringing, broken fillies the were, they all were; once she would have sneered, now she only wondered exactly how long it would be before she too would be standing there like that, dressed like that. And yet she hoped that day wouldn’t be too long in coming now. Medical research, be damned: it was slave, labour, nothing more than that! It was exploitation masquerading as scientific endeavour, it was a culture of brutality and sadism hidden behind sham-experimental psycho-babble credentials...and yet still she wondered; how long would it be before they allowed her that, before they allowed her to slave away in that sweatshop of theirs?

				Despite the blinkering effect of their bonnets, with their heads bowed as they were she knew all eyes would follow as she passed by, even if only catching an oblique side and rear view of her shame.

				She could emphasise with their frustration; their senses screamed out for fulfilment, for some respite, however slight, from the tedium of the place. And there she was, a figure shuffling on her knees, a tantalising distraction, a confection out of reach yet so easily devoured with but a turn of a head or the twist of a neck -such a little thing and yet an action none would dare take. She knew now, she understood; it was a moment of revelation, quite literally life changing. She could actually feel the tension running through that line, building as she passed; those personalities lying buried, their curiosity curbed, their instincts held in check. She understood now, really understood; this was what they had meant by discipline, real discipline, all along. And this was to be her fate, too.

				This was imprisonment beyond the physical, beyond walls, bars and locks. It was inescapable, as inescapable as was the conclusion: she was part of it now, as much part of it as these five other poor crushed wretches. What was more, she would remain so for as long as it might amuse those in charge to keep her there - there was nothing she could do about it, she would have no say in the matter whatsoever.

				She would soon be secured and immobilised over that bench of theirs and caned and caned and caned, until she was broken. And then it would all be repeated; had she not now earned two subsequent punishments after all? In between there would be two strokes of the cane across her bare buttocks to be endured twice a day while standing and grasping her ankles, whatever her behaviour. That latter so-called ‘scheduled caning’ was set to be continued well into the ‘foreseeable future’, whatever that implied.

				Soon she would be as pliable as the rest, obediently bent over her needlework in their sweatshop, then quietly and uncomplainingly returning to her cell, day after day - as if such drudgery and confinement had ever been her life.

				Before her, the senior wardress raised her right hand, a clear indication that Susan, having at long last reached the head of the queue, should halt. She gestured to the nurse bringing up the rear, smilingly pointing down at Susan’s legs, to where the stretchy latex crotch of her baggy, bloomer-styled knickers hung down heavily between them, swinging as she moved:

				“I think we’ll have those down before we proceed any further, if you don’t mind nurse”.

				“Yes of course, madam.”

				“We might as well let some air get to her, for our benefit if not hers. It’ll give the smell time to dissipate; she looks to have done something quite unsavoury there in her knickers”.

				“Quite so, madam, I’ll deal with it at once” The nurse, nodding in agreement, was already squatting behind the kneeling girl and turning a small silver key that she had just that moment succeeded in wiggling into a keyhole, the latter discreetly mounted in a thickening of the rubber at the rear of the waistband of the girl’s knickers.

				There came a barely discernible sound, a faintly elastic-band twang, as the broad waistband released its grip, spring-like, freeing the previously tightly compressed flesh above her hips.

				A reddened imprint of some two centimetres width, encircling the narrowest point of her torso, was left as a reminder of that band’s enforcement of this new - to Susan anyway - cruel and peculiarly institutional form of discipline that they termed ‘toilet training’.

				It was a horrible mess, the smell atrocious; Susan couldn’t help but retch. The woman known as ‘the senior wardress’ raised her eyebrows in mock surprise:

				“Yes, quite disgusting isn’t it”

				It was a rhetorical question, surely? Surely... But, no; not content with one-way verbal humiliation the woman desired to ‘rub her nose in it’ as it were:

				“I said it’s quite disgusting isn’t it?” The woman’s eyes scanned up and down the line of girls as she spoke before again settling, with undisguised relish, on her kneeling victim, their lively sparkle contrasting starkly with the latter’s dully-despairing dead-fish matte. “It is quite, quite filthy. Quite foul, actually”, she insisted, the senior wardress pressing on with her verbal battering and clearly expecting some sort of response from the girl, despite the latter’s very obvious mortification. “Well, don’t you find it disgusting?” There could be no denying that it was, though Susan was loath to verbalise the revulsion she naturally felt in the form she knew by instinct was required of her and in front of others that, in other circumstances, she might have regarded as her peers.

				The diaper lay open to the air now and encircled by a pool of loosely fallen white latex folds, the rubber piling around each knee in a series of undulating terraces where the bloomers legs lay folded back and crumpled against the flooring. Susan, being closest to her own mess, was particularly affected by what lay there revealed; it was far, far more then the yellow tinged heavy-drenched mush of wetted terry-cloth, though that would have been bad enough. A spreading, thickly-twirled, pat lay sputtered there; the legacy of the soft, pulpy, part-liquid diet they had her on and of the efficacy of the stool-softening suppositories that had been prescribed her. Its offensive slurry-like consistency couldn’t fail but engender revulsion, even in those possessed of the strongest of stomachs.

				She had to answer finally, she always had to in the end:

				“Y,yes m,m,ma, madam”. It was not enough; clearly it had lacked that essential element of self-denigration they were after. The senior wardress glared down at her:

				“Yes madam? Yes madam? Yes what, you stupid girl? What are you trying to say, you stammering imbecile? “

				Deep down, she bristled at that last remark. It was unnecessarily cruel and, furthermore, downright damaging; that she did have a stammer was largely their doing, she felt sure now. Every such run-in seemed to leave her less able to elucidate confidently without fumbling her words, sputtering and stumbling like some...well, yes, imbecile. But that impediment had been one of the things they had said she would be receiving treatment for while she was here; it was part of the package linked to her volunteering for the ‘study’. It had been only a mild affliction in the first instance, having developed during her father’s illness and even then it had only made major inroads once he had passed away and she came under her aunt’s care.

				She wondered now whether the two of them, her aunt and her psychotherapist acquaintance, had known what they were about when they had persuaded her to volunteer for the project; surly they could have had no idea of the nature of the research undertaken here.

				As so often before, that dark seed called doubt began to germinate somewhere at the back of her mind; why hadn’t her aunt been in contact, especially since her committal had been so arbitrarily extended - surely that hadn’t been anticipated? Why hadn’t her doctor visited her? She had said she would; she was her aunt’s friend; she at least, could be trusted. What the hell was her stepmother up to while she was stuck in here, what was happening about her inheritance, the house, the family business? Her aunt was supposed to be sorting all of that out for her. Volunteering for the project was supposed to give her a break from all of that while others dealt with it on her behalf, not to mention providing her with substantial funds, certainly enough to support her at university and to pay for legal action, if such became necessary at some later stage. University!...There was a thought: What was happening about her university place? Were they keeping a place open for her? Did they have any idea what she was doing, had they even been told that she still intended to register for her course?

				She could feel the familiar pounding of her heart, the tightening, frightening, strangulating sensation about her throat and the beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead: she was entering an episode of panic. She knew what to do, it was instinctive now; she had to disconnect from that quizzical pathway, curtail those thoughts of considerations that were so obviously beyond her power to control, leave such decisions to others, accept their judgement, and accept it without question. Most of all, she was to focus on her surroundings, the reality of this world, this secure world, wait to be told what to do. That other world, that world outside those padded walls and steel bars...well, it had nothing to do with her.

				For now, though, she had been told what to do; she had to answer...and quickly: “Y,y,yes m,m,madam I,I,I m,me, mean y,yes it, it’s d, di, disgusting m,m,madam”

				“Right, well, now that we all agree, you can get in line and perhaps we can get on at last.”

				Now obliged to drag this extra hobble between her knees, the bulky, saturated terry-cloth diaper sliding across the floor on its raft of distending latex, Susan shuffled into position, kneeling with her nose mere centimetres from the bars of the security grille to the fore while five uniformed girls stood stiffly to her rear. With the latter, well tamed and with heads bowed, dressed in their green and white striped prison dresses and identical in every way, right down to their hairstyle, a tidier, more tightly disciplined, line it would be hard to imagine. All were silent save for the weeping girl kneeling at the head and all knew, only too well, how that soft, gentle snivelling would soon be displaced by earnest begging, all-out throat-shredding screams of mercy and for clemency and tears that would flow in floods and torrents until no more were left to come.

				That she had retained any kind of emphatic viewpoint in the shadow of such a prophetically grim vision and with her young heart made now so leaden with dread, while all too easy to dismiss as naiveté, surely stood as much as a commemoration of her strength of character, even if that fortitude was fast failing.

				But if she imagined she sensed some reciprocation in their gaze, in the eyes of those poor unfortunates, of which, in truth, she was now one, that she felt boring into the back of her head, she was much mistaken. In such belief lay true naïveté. They did not feel pity; how could one expect any, this side of sainthood, in their situation to pity another. They felt no sorrow in the toppling of this rebel, nor horror in seeing her on her knees, nor even in the certain knowledge of what was to befall her; it was an experience they all knew and remembered only too well.

				Nor would they have welcomed her empathy; not that there was hatred in their hearts but there was blame, they did blame her. They blamed her for her stubbornness, for the times they had been punished for her disobedience. But most of all they blamed her for bringing it on herself, for being so ridiculous as to have believed that there might be tolerated here disobedience in any form. In that kneeling girl’s inner strength they saw nothing other than stupidity; indiscipline was ridiculous, disobedience, beyond consideration. In one way or another they had all been freed of such misguided stupidity, every last one of them, and cleansed of every last drop.

				After all, had they not all witnessed the girl’s histrionics? Had they not all displayed similar recalcitrance when first they had been confronted by the punishment couch and had not that rebellious reluctance been crushed in every instance? It was understandable; no matter how often one had suffered the cane, no matter how many strokes one had received while traditionally bent across a school desk or standing and grasping one’s ankles, it did not, it could not, engender the fear realised by being strapped down, of being helplessly restrained throughout as long and as harsh a punishment as they might care to administer.

				It was all so ridiculous, quite pointless; the security was peerless and their control, absolute in its scope. They were quite expert in quenching a young woman’s spirit; from toilet privileges to sleep, food and even water, if necessary all could, and would, be withdrawn in turn until submission was ensured. Any transgression, any sense of non-compliance - and even obedience if reluctant and hesitant - on behalf of one girl ensured that all suffered as one. The possibility that they might shortly witness such rebellion filled them, one and all, with dread.

				The emotional conflagration of the girl’s previous refusal had come to them through the workroom’s bars, the scene accompanied by the repeated jabbing and jolting of electric charge through the silvery linkages retaining their ankles and through the work-bench’s seat, the latter’s up-swelling saddle-like profile ensuring a good electrical contact with its occupant’s conductive-plastic gusseted knickers. That girl had been to blame, for their suffering then - and was culpable for her own suffering now. They could only hope that her suffering would continue now upon that couch, through her willing bondage and throughout the caning to follow - the possibility of her refusal was not something to be contemplated.

				Moving Off - Moving On

				From her left and close to eye level, there came a series of flickering silvery lightning flashes as mirror-finished keys, brightly-strobing under the stark all-pervading lighting, were twirled about, swinging from a jailer’s ring of equally burnished perfection. Rattling and ringing discordantly like some satanic wind-chime in the woman’s hands, having now been released from the spring-clip on her belt, the latter drew the girl’s eyes as might the mesmerist’s pendulum, yet equally invited punishment should she turn to face it.

				In the section in which she had previously resided such things as keys and key rings would have been muffled, as a matter of procedure, by a thin protective coating of a plasticized lacquer; the preservation of mind-numbing silence was the priority there. Here the exact opposite was de rigueur: gates slammed and hammered shut with unmistakable finality, locks clunked and clicked with menacingly-mediaeval intent, their mechanisms crunching and grinding as if to deny the electronic smoothness of their true functioning - and, of course, keys jangled. There was a trade-off at play here, between the wearily wearing starvation of the senses and the stifling psychology of confinement.

				Before her, the security gate swung back and away to her right, its movement accompanied by a faint hiss, something she had not previously noticed but that was, perhaps, audible to her now because of her position. With the kneeling and shuffling figure of Susan Stringer to the fore, leading the way, the short green and white crocodile of girls was ushered through, shepherded from the rear by the same young nurse who, only minutes earlier, Susan had assorted and who, in her turn, had so decisively conquered the would-be rebel. The senior wardress, having been obliged to step aside in order both to unlock the gate and make clear the girls’ path, now turned so as to face the passing file side on, presenting something of a regal aspect as she inspected and appraised her handiwork.

				As for Susan, to be in such close proximity to this powerful woman was as if to have her nerves drawn inexorably through a shredder. And she was being forced to pass with the woman as close on her left as to have the front of the latter’s skirt actually stroke her cheek as she went, the girl involuntarily shivering as its soft polyester caress was interrupted by the smooth chill of one of the dress’s icily-transparent buttons. She passed close enough to make out the finely woven nylon-glossed texture of the woman’s stockings; dark-tan, seamed, ‘fully-fashioned’ and of a somewhat impractical ten denier, their vintage styling nonetheless perfectly befitted her uniform’s classical lines. She passed close enough to fancy that she glimpsed her own reflection in the dark-pooled patent-leather gloss of the court shoes the woman favoured, medium-heeled yet bestowing an imposing stature nonetheless. Was that scent on the air? Was that some residue of perfume, some trace of the woman’s life beyond these walls? There had been something there, just fleetingly, hanging on the air, she was sure - just fleetingly there had definitely been something, something flowery, and then it was gone. Imagination? She couldn’t be sure; she was numb with fear now, unable to think straight.

				Up ahead the punishment bench loomed large, its straps and fastenings and restraints hanging like the sticky fragments of some terrible web.

				Sinister slivers of pierced white leather and bands of padded soft plastic hung, each pared with others of their ilk and adorned with the heavy dewy silver globules that were the buckles and the fastenings...and all of it waiting patiently to ensnare, waiting so quietly, so, so patiently... it waited as it always had done, as if it had been waiting for her all her life, as if it had always been waiting for her, specifically for her.

				As bidden they snaked across the hall, the green and white file flowing along something of a flattened diagonal until encountering the nearside of the punishment couch, whereupon they passed along the length of its squat plinth towards the wall of vertical floor-to-ceiling white steel bars that cut across the width of the hall at that end. The latter served to set aside the intense industrially-claustrophobic environment of the ‘workroom’ from this, more airy, space.

				The latter’s official medicalized appellation, being the ‘Exercise and Physical Education Hall’, somehow was endowed with a certain legitimacy by the apparent retention of its aseptic medical heritage. Indeed, despite the somewhat farcical notion of the caning of softly-rounded fecund, ripe feminine buttocks as being a definition of exercise, it must be pointed out that, more often than not, the hall resounded to the drill mistress’s shrill voice, her whistle blasts and her clapping hands rather then the whistling-crack of the cane across taut flesh. However, it must also be said that the rustling of her desperately perspiring leotard-clad young ladies as they star jumped, knee-thrusted and jack-knifed to exhaustion at her command was not infrequently interrupted by the encouraging swish of rattan and the yelp of a lazy miscreant.

				Passing now across the foot of that dreaded couch the crocodile discarded its tragic pinkish-white head; the sad squat figure with head hanging low and heavy and dragging her soiled diaper between her knees was left behind, muttering and gently weeping, fervently wishing that the attendant humiliation might yet prove fatal - preferably imminently.

				The gentle, three-fingered taping, coming as it did upon her right shoulder, had been well enough anticipated: the woman’s follow-up gesturing, her impatiently flicked-open palm, thrice repeated, was rendered largely obsolescent, the performance more for effect than anything else. She turned a quarter-circle on the spot, carefully, stiffly, the manoeuvre terminating with her nose a few precious centimetres from the couch’s foot and finding herself eyeing along its strap-crossed length from a viewpoint close on parallel to its glossed-white plastic surface. The latter lay stretched out before her, a trick of perspective, her eye-level exaggerating and elongating its apparent length; being festooned with languidly-flopping restraints, in one strangely surreal moment it brought to her mind the dream-scene notion of a sun scorched highway, and of so many collapsed bridges - albeit ones comprising of soft nylon webbing.

				The disinfected and aseptic sterility of the couch’s PVC surface filled her nostrils, even in such close proximity to her own open diaper; she understood now it is cradling soft resilience, could feel the pain of those that had come before, that had suffered in its embrace.

				Mostly she could taste her own fear, her own dread. It was no longer limited to that reserved for the receipt of physical chastisement in itself but extended now to the horror of being restrained for that punishment, of being rendered helpless in her agony, of being held in bondage. It brought an unfamiliar metallic taste with it infecting her saliva, it brought a useless tremor to her limbs, it robbed her of her breath - it stole the very air from her lungs.

				On her right her five anonymous compatriots, having drawn up alongside the couch’s far edge and having been turned so as to face the upcoming spectacle, now stood near shoulder-to-shoulder; their dresses’ oddly-outmoded ‘lamb chop’ puffed sleeves partially compressing at the shoulders at their contact. Skirts hissed and shuffled and rustled together, nylon slithering against nylon. The cold, heavy-gauge, green and white striped fabric of their uniforms, overlapping and rolling together at the extreme of their skirts’ flare, added an almost musical contribution above and beyond the more usual gentle hiss of nylon slipping and sliding frictionlessly over tan-stockinged thighs.

				Unwilling witnesses, all, they would nevertheless be obliged to watch the desecration of this miscreants tight and pristinely-white globes. All would be forced to examine the furrowed corrugations developing in red and then blue, courtesy of the senior wardress’s cane, all would have to watch the splitting of that fine silk-like skin and the tanning of that so, so tender flesh - and with the sure and certain knowledge that the girl would never be the same again. All would be obliged to endure the girl’s screams and to relive their own pain through the unbidden reignited recollections that would surely come, and without recourse to covering their ears; despite the discipline that undoubtedly would have prevailed to keep their hands by their sides, each girl’s wrists were quite tightly cuffed behind her.

				No ‘medically humane’ restraints these, no pretence here - these were real judicial handcuffs as was only proper for a judicial punishment. These were single-piece high-security manacles formed in machined stainless steel from a single solid block; the hinged closure was the only moving part and their security and reliability were second to none. The wrist-holes had been formed at a ninety degree angle to each other such that the wearer’s wrists, when secured, where held crossed-over behind her, further limiting movement; the result was to instil an unsettling sense of extreme vulnerability into the detained subject.

				Nervously Susan glanced up. Before her, the brisk figure of the senior wardress was pacing up and down the length of the couch, tugging here, twisting there, checking the security of its bonds, testing the adjustability of its varied attachments. The channelled and contoured leg and arm rests, the lockable foot stirrups, the cushioned toroidal head support - all had to be inspected and pre-adjusted where necessary. The head support, in particular, seemed to command the woman’s attention to an inordinately disproportionate extent. It’s toroidal design was a modification more often seen adorning an aromatherapy table; here it allowed for subject to be secured facedown with her head restrained while leaving the face and, most importantly, the eyes unobstructed and framed within its doughnut shaped lumen.

				A tradition had evolved whereby the miscreant would initially be restrained prone and stretched out flat, with her arms together and drawn above the head and her legs stretched out straight to the rear. Only then would the necessary postural adjustments be made.

				The leg rests and restraints would be adjusted first; drawing apart and then, hinging at the knee joint, coming forward while bringing the subject’s knees up and alongside her torso and enforcing a posture not entirely unlike an extreme and tightened duplication of a jockey’s stance. Similarly, the arms would then be drawn back, bending at the elbows, morphing the unhappy miscreant into something of a crouching posture.

				The couch top or at least that region forward of the girl’s waist, would then be tilted quite sharply downwards. Being of a segmented construction this could be accomplished so as to induce an extreme arcing curvature along the subject’s back between her waist and shoulders, while simultaneously tilting the pelvis slightly downwards towards the rear, the latter adjustment ensuring a pleasant rounding of the buttocks and producing an aspect more pleasing to the eye then nature unaided might have provided for.

				Usually at this point one of the wardress’s nurse-assistants would further tweak the leg rests, drawing the girl’s knees still further forward thus augmenting and perfecting the enticing rounding and tautening of the buttocks and at the same time drawing apart the latter, often to the point where upon the coral rosebud of the subject’s anus would be placed most prominently on display, let alone the fig lying below.

				Finally there would come an upturning of the headrest, the latter action bending back the miscreants neck to its utmost extent and forcing her to face forward despite the downward tilt of her torso - all the better to catch the image, or rather images, presented her on the floor-standing flat-screen video display that would then be wheeled up before her. Usually a split-screen presentation would be on offer, the girls tear-streaked and pale pain-racked countenance to the left and the rearward view to the right, so that she might watch the cane wheals develop and her skin split. The latter shot would on occasion be pulled back so as to highlight to the miscreant the finer points of the technique being used to correct her; perhaps the expert wielding of the rattan or the precision of the tawse’s swing or even the splaying of the birch rods.

				There would be little to differentiate the upcoming scene from this habitual approach: The senior wardress having judged the time to be right to begin the last act - her charge’s nerves having been suitably thoroughly stretched, drawn and twisted - accordingly now brought her arms up beneath the girl’s armpits, harrying her charge to her feet while simultaneously gesturing with her head for the aid of her two nurses - the manoeuvre long perfected. Together they bundled the girl forwards until the couch’s rounded edge bit deep into the flesh of her soft yielding abdomen, her fate now securely in the hands of her deity - and those of the Senior Wardress; they were much the same here.

				A hand pressed smartly down between her shoulder blades, two more gripped her wrists, irresistibly drawing the same out ahead of her; still two more tightened around her ankles, simultaneously lifting her feet clear of the floor and stretching out her legs.

				A broad band - thickly padded and covering perhaps some fifteen centimetres of flesh - was pulled tight across the small of her back. Simultaneously she felt similar bands, although of less breadth, encircle each wrist and ankle; struggle was now pointless, quite without hope.

				A thickly-padded band of a breadth the equal of that crossing her lower back now tightened across her upper back - just shy of her shoulders - and was quickly joined in its task by straps running around the top of each thigh - just below that pert little bottom’s overhang - and still others running across the back of each knee and behind each elbow. Lastly a band of thick tough latex, spanning the majority of the back of her head, was tightened by way of a couple of nylon straps and buckles, pressing her forehead and lower jaw deep into the resilient padded doughnut surround of the head support.

				She was bound, fully bound - and a more stringent bondage one would be hard-pressed to imagine. Seemingly all about her were at work at once; ratcheted wheels were being twirled, locking wing-nuts tightened and adjustments tweaked. Slowly, irresistibly, her limbs were being dragged into position, her posture moulded so as to best suit her vindictive and implacable tormentor’s ends - to best facilitate the delicious kiss of the wardress’s cane.

				And all too soon that woman was drawing back her arm, the cane quivering and drooping slightly under its own weight; the extreme flexibility, inherent in its plastic fabrication, was now well evidenced in the natural curvature of that downward swoop. Then it was in motion, curving back through the air, a whiplash of a cane stroke, running around and across both buttocks, right across the resilient plumpness of their centre.

				On the video cruelly streaming before young Susan Stringer’s eyes, the girl’s mouth gaped wide, violating an intimacy of past dentistry, even as the scream came as a disproportionately acute assault on her hearing; this was a new type of pain, a newly-added form of pain but real pain nonetheless, and self explanatory in its nature. The tiny microphone they had hung beneath her chin, the headphones they had clamped so tightly to her head, these things were no longer a source of puzzlement; they were a source of chastisement. There was no mystique here, their function was now only all too clear - she would have to remain silent throughout or risk damaging her own hearing, perhaps permanently. In reality, though, no such risk existed - the level had been set just shy of that threshold. The psychological damage inflicted through the girl’s belief in her impending deafness was another matter entirely - that was something to be strived for.

				Nor could she expect to escape the imagery presented her, not any more than the line of witnessing girls might avoid the painful tableau they were being forced to view. Any attempt at closing the eyes, on behalf of any one of them, herself included, if observed - and it would be - would cause the same punishment to be visited upon all of them equally; along with a repeat of the chastisement for the miscreant herself. And they were being very closely scrutinised... very closely.

				Again and again and again, the cane slashed down across her buttocks, the angle always varying; straight across their middle, slanting upwards, slanting downwards, crisscrossing at various angles. The cuts came from first one side and then the other, the woman alternately switching from one side of the couch to the other and changing hands accordingly.

				The announced tariff had been six strokes, but that line had been crossed long ago - and, anyway, who was counting? The answer to that particular rhetorical question, of course, was that nobody was; a caning meant a caning here, exactly that - particularly when a caning was one such as this, a special caning, the type of caning given when a rebellious spirit needed curbing. It would end when it ended, it was simple as that. In turn that could usually be taken to mean, whenever the senior wardress’s arm - or arms in actuality, the woman being famously ambidextrous - tired or her interest waned. Mostly it would be the former of course.

				Then at last there came a pause in the proceedings. For a brief moment some vestigial shard of the girl’s shattered hopes caught a sliver of sunlight; perhaps here was an ending to it...Then even that glimmer dulled and faded; what if it was merely some subtle enhancement of the punishment, to further shred her nerves? It was a question that in the event was answered far sooner than she would have liked; the low whooshing sweeping whistle was picked up by the microphone and fed in its amplified form to her like everything else, the sharp crack terminating it coming to her through the headphones like a rifle’s report and accompanied by a sizzling white-hot lick of flame as if a long thin branding iron had been dragged across the back of both thighs.

				Her instinct was to screw up her eyes, to squeeze them shut as much against the physical pain as the psychological pain of seeing her once so beautiful and perfect bottom now finely crisscrossed with a tattooed patchwork of thin swollen reddish-purple wheals, some of them actually dotted with little blood-red beads where the skin had been split, and so damaged that her punisher had been obliged to work her way down the back of her thighs in order to inflict further suffering. Somehow she forced her eyes open, as she had managed throughout, adopting a strangely doll-like and unnatural wide eyed stare as a result. She also tried, desperately tried, to suppress the scream on her lips, as she had managed to on occasion. But those occasions on which she was spared that dreadful aural aspect of her punishment were becoming decidedly rarer; now that nerve shattering scream, her own scream, stabbed into her as if a stiletto blade were being plunged into her eardrums, threatening to elicit a new scream all of its own making in response.

				Then came something new; stepping back from her target, so as to place more distance between herself and that inviting peach, the woman took careful aim, very careful and considered aim. Some moments drifted past before, finally, she brought the implement scything-in, the finely tapered cane curling across and around the centre of a single cheek. She was expertly now bringing the cane’s tapered tip whipping into the sensitive flesh between those now throbbing and swollen globes, the rounded tip catching the girl’s tender pink rosebud dead centre. Again the pain of the punishment was emphasised and enhanced by the girl’s own scream returning to her amplified and tearing through her ears as a result.

				Then the wardress returned her attention to the back of the girl’s thighs, slowly working her way down to the young woman’s knees but alternating each such stroke with one that again brought the cane’s tip across the girl’s anus, continuing, throughout, her practice of alternating sides, left then right then left again. All the time she was watching the girl’s eyes on the video display, knowing that her assistants would be doing the same for the others; if any eyelid fell or a gaze was averted, even for an instant, then there would be a repeat performance earned, and not only for this one, but for all of them.

				And this one had another such session to look forward to in any case, whatever the outcome; it was harsh, practically inescapable, but it was that very inevitability, the hopelessness of the situation, which ultimately would be responsible for breaking her. She looked down to where the soiled diaper now swung in its latex hammock, hovering ready between the girl’s ankles where the latter protruded just proud of the couch’s end: that and the constant humiliation, she thought. She made a mental note to make more stringent still the girl’s ‘toilet training’ - such a sensitive soul, a better therapeutic candidate she could hardly have wished for.

				Pausing now and turning, she passed the cane across the girl’s back for one of the waiting nurses to hold, receiving from the second, almost in the same movement, a small white plastic tray in return.

				For one insanely ecstatic moment, to Susan it appeared that that the game was concluded; it was the cruellest of delusions...The warm up had concluded, the game was barely beginning. The respite was of course welcomed, but came with a price: behind the prone and helpless girl’s back her tormentor was now busying herself with a small screw-topped tube, squeezing out a lengthy pearl-grey snake of gel. A thickly oozing glob of lubricant remaining curled on her latex protected palm and held in reserve, she went to work, having first transferred a satisfyingly large dollop of the gel onto the index finger of her other hand.

				The intrusion, when it came, barely registered; Susan gasped at the contrasting sensation of the chill counterpointed against her fire-ant-kissed flesh but, initially at least, that was the full extent of her reaction. The woman’s finger was like slickly-oiled velvet, wriggling and insinuating and easing its way past the tightly puckered musculature of her anus. Then the motion changed: in and out, in and out, in and out, - an anal imitation of full intercourse, the woman’s thumb now replicating that act, at least in part, at the more conventional site below. At both sites the gel’s irritant properties were soon coming to the fore, causing the girl to squirm more and more urgently in her bonds as the ‘treatment’ progressed.

				Finally, as abruptly as it had begun, it ceased. Another short respite followed before Susan gasped anew; sharper, more urgently now. The three thick suppositories slipped in quite effortlessly, one after the other in quick succession; the laxative, the stool-softener and the muscle relaxant in turn. And, new to their formulation, it would be the exquisitely-intense irritant component that would be the hardest for her to bear; a synergistic enhancement, in trials its addition had transformed the medication’s efficacy, as a whole, out of all recognition.

				To Susan’s horror their motive was all too apparent, if numbly unbelievable: they were hoping for her to add to the contents of that loosely hanging diaper between her knees before her time was up!

				That they would undoubtedly succeed, that was the really terrible thing, the sheer hopeless inevitability of it all; after all, how was she to clamp down on that urging, that cramping ache already growing in the depth of her bowels, with that woman’s cane continuingly sizzling across her bottom? She was going to be made to humiliate herself beyond bearing...

				The time was up. Behind her the swish of the cane scything back and forth through the air signalled the coming storm; practice strokes, the woman switching hands with each impotent stroke, flexing her wrists and re-warming her sinews. Then she stopped and all fell silent. The woman stood quietly now, sliding her fingers up and down the unusual and peculiarly sensual smoothness of her favoured implement, reflecting: Rattan, plastic or glass-fibre - what did it matter? It was flexibility that really mattered, after all, suppleness; and this thing was far more supple than the finest traditional rattan cane she’d ever come upon, even if pickled in brine beforehand.

				Then, yet again switching hands, her choice made, she raised the cane with renewed purpose, way back behind her right shoulder and fairly quivering with pent-up tension. The thought ran through her mind, a mind long corrupted by the unbridled power handed her in this place, as had always been their intention: “just a few more strokes now, just to make the point. A few more strokes and she’ll be finished, broken for good”. For a moment she paused, holding her stance and watching the video screen as it mirrored her subject’s anticipatory nervous flinching, the facial ticks magnified and detailed in their rendering. Having allowed herself those scant few luxurious seconds spent savouring the delicious juxtaposition of her charge’s angst-animated features against her lithe body’s enforced docile acceptance; she slashed in the first stroke of this new phase. The final stroke? Decidedly not! The penultimate stroke? She would see...perhaps, if she got the result she was looking for - but more likely it would take five or six more.

				One more time a scream tore through the air, seemingly reverberating around the chamber despite the latter’s anechoic properties. It was ear-splitting - and no more so than to the young woman who’s once perfectly flawless buttocks now wore more than one permanent reminder of this correction...

				The shameful conclusion had been inescapable from the outset of course; nothing short of her total and utter degradation would have slaked that woman’s thirst sufficiently.

				A second brief intermission had been introduced into the proceedings wherein the five other young women had been led away to the workroom, the iron clang of the door shattering the sobbing tear-filled near-silence behind them - and ringing painfully in the restrained miscreant’s tortured ears. Once seated at their stations they had been readied for their day’s work, their wrist restraints replaced by the manacles that waited hanging and tethered by short lengths of light stainless-steel chain from the worktop - links of sufficient length so as to provide leeway enough for the needs of their work, yet sufficiently restrictive as to help cultivate the requisite atmosphere of control and incarceration.

				Brief the delay might have been, but sufficient it had been, nonetheless, for the medicinal qualities of those suppositories to make their effects known; three or four more cuts of the cane brought skilfully up and under her buttocks’ overhang and it was over - ended in the only way it could have.

				Jumbled thoughts ran through Susan’s head, some compassionate, some less so and all hopelessly illogical: The poor things; their day’s labour stretched out before them, as endless as it would be both arduous and monotonous. Yet those others had in effect been granted one boon at least; they had been spared the full revulsion of proximity, the analytical detail of the video-screen’s close-up. Their view of that singularly unsanitary grand finale had come from behind their confinement of steel bars - close enough for the majority, she would have wagered.

				Yet even in that final surrender there had been absolution, of a sort. There had been shame, such deep shame, unimaginably deep. There had been humiliation, and of a magnitude that had left no corner of her soul un-illuminated, no nook unexplored. There had been all these things, of course there had been, but then that mortification had been cut through by relief, lightened almost to the point of elation - it was over! Over!

				Now, back in her cell, she could distinctly recall her body shaking in ecstasy, insanely devout in its intensity, the darling embrace of a pseudo-religious near orgasmic state, her eyes fluttering closed in relief. Head shaking in numbly naive incomprehension questions formed, then fell silent upon her lips - talking was forbidden in the cells. Why, for God’s sake, had she let that happen? Why had she been so stupid? Why? Oh for God’s sake why...oh why, oh why?

				The tears burst through again, as they had sporadically ever since that caning, exploding between her fingers, her hands cupped to her face, her wrists for once left unrestrained... why was that? Was it so that she might more fully express her emotional collapse for their benefit, for their voyeuristic delight? Could it really be for their entertainment or perhaps that they might better assess and gloat over the trauma they had caused her? Or was it merely to grant her greater scope for potential disobedience, that they might punish her again and again; were those metal bindings merely to be replaced by the less tangible bonds of ever stricter discipline?

				What was she to do? What were any of them to do? What could they do - what could anybody do? And it was all her fault! She had no one else to blame for it but herself. She was alone again, alone and guilty, as guilty as sin itself. Alone and isolated in her circle of penance - and the world, her white-cell-corner world, was spinning, whirling and spinning insanely around her...

				It was worse now, far worse: she was huddled in sobbing dispair, arms wrapped around her knees, crying uncontrollably, inconsolably and staring at the thick black circle embossed upon the floor before her. Where by rights she knew her feet should be that inky perimeter enclosed nothing now but white empty space. Already the alarm had sounded; the warning pip-pip-pip had been and gone long ago.

				And now the nursery rhyme had begun, that gentle ice-cream-vendor-like glockenspiel chiming; the same few notes going round and round and round. Already she could make out the distant cries and entreaties of the other inmates coming through the soft blanket of white noise round her - she understood their distress, she could not yet understand its cause. But one thing she did know with absolute certainty; retribution, correction, would be following on close behind. Punishment was on its way, another punishment! Oh God no!... No more!... No more!

				She had to do something, anything; for a moment she tried to think, to concentrate, to consider. Then she sobbed some more, a shuddering lung-stretching sobbing, a soul-wracking staccato sobbing, shoulders shrugging in time - it was the one thing she knew she could do, the only thing - and she had to do something, anything...

			

		

	
		
			
				Admission Procedures

				(Medical fetish and internal exam; a speculum is used, a catheter fitted and a spanking and caning administered by the strict uniformed nurse and stern matron in her starched cuffs apron and uniform)

				They had passed through the centre door of the three on the far side of the area known, laughingly, as the ‘exercise hall’. To Susan’s relief, they had passed by the feared punishment couch, though she knew she was due a second visit; if not a third, having closed her eyes without permission at the conclusion of her caning. She knew her will had failed her at that point; she knew, also, that she would have to take that punishment again, from scratch - that was the rule and rules could not be broken.

				The point, as far as they were concerned, though, was more to do with the fact that she had taken that caning. More to the point, she had bent across that ‘prison whipping bench’ of theirs when ordered to do so without any physical force being required. Furthermore, she had allowed herself to be secured over it as if she was, in reality, some Victorian felon or delinquent resigned to her punishment, rather than in actuality being a ‘volunteer’ participant in a psychology experiment taking place in twenty-first century England. In their eyes it all went to demonstrate that a nice shift in her mindset had taken place since her arrival. And the fact their subject now accepted she would have to suffer a repeat of that punishment - in full, from the very first stroke - only backed up that conclusion.

				This was one of the aims of this phase of the study, but it was a study that Susan Stringer now realised had become perverted and warped by power and was totally out of control. It seemed as if the faceless designers who had created this warped little world had somehow become trapped within their own creation. To the sleep deprived, foggy little mind of Susan Stringer it seemed, for the moment, that she was trapped with them. She was in a state of total despair and near total mental collapse - it all just seemed so hopeless. She was clearly in the hands of maniacs - there was no one she could appeal or complain to and they whoever they were were, seemed, for some reason, determined to totally break her, both mentally and physically. But she was a battler - she was just as determined not to let them. Then again, she was also well aware that they had just won the first round.

				How long she had been kept standing in the corner of her cell, how long shad gone without sleep, she had no way of knowing. She knew only that in the end she had begged on her knees to be caned - and then begged to submit to sleeping in full medical restraints in the caged-bed in her cell.

				Other than for that caning - and the repeated aborted trips they had made to the punishment bench and back previous to it, when she would struggle and refuse, before finally she had submitted with the required docility - this was the first time out of the confines of her cell. Whether it was some as sort of reward or so that she might be exposed to some new punishment or torment, she still had no inkling at this point - they were giving little away, either by word, gesture or expression. But they had passed by that awful whipping couch thing and the ‘workroom’ as well - passing close enough to the latter’s bars to touch; Susan had learnt the folly of that, even if her hands hadn’t been cuffed behind her back. The girls bent over their needlework had seemed strangely unaware of their presence, but she understood that, now, that in truth they were all too cowed to as much as dare lift their eyes from their embroidery and stitching.

				That the latter transit had involved such a ridiculous digression from the more direct path, straight across the hall, spoke volumes: it was to make the message clear. There was a vacant seat there - and it would be herself, Susan Stringer, who would soon be filling it.

				The party having arrived at one of the doors that graced the far side of the hall, the woman known as the Senior Wardress, swiping an entry card through the card reader on the wall while simultaneously tapping in a multi-digit code on a keypad with remarkably swift dexterity, led them in. Now Susan Stringer stood open-mouthed: Before her stood a circle of white cubicles or, more accurately, perhaps, pods, arranged as if part of some Neolithic monument.

				There were six in all, each of longitudinally curved sides and possessed of the curvature of the imaginary circle around the circumference of which they were aligned, each equidistant from the next. The tough white plastic fabrication lent a semi-reflective sheen to each which, through its resemblance to the flooring and the majority of the wall area, the flow of the latter uninterrupted by any window or cupboard above waist height, gave the impression of each being part of an organic outgrowth of the very fabric of the room.

				The unrelieved, shadowless, monotony of the electroluminescent lighting system, the flooring itself emitting as much light as was originating from the walls and ceiling, conspired to add flesh to this latter impression, creating a distortion of perspective that rendered any judgment of distance and size unreliable at best. Suffice it to say that each such cubicle was of sufficient height as to allow a half metre or so head clearance for a standing adult and measured perhaps a metre and a half in length, this dimension being aligned along the circle’s circumference. The width of each cubicle was only of sufficient dimension so as to house the door and its supporting surrounds, entry being by way of the same, the portal facing along the circle’s perimeter with the door opening outwards.

				At the circle’s centre the ubiquitous nurses’ station drew the eye to the latter’s focal-point, being a circle within a circle and consisting of a circular white desk behind which awaited a swivel chair of equally white plastic, the latter itself encircled by the desktop, a hinged flap giving access when required.

				Externally, the most striking feature of the cubicles was apparent only upon transgressing that holy lek; the radially facing innermost wall of each was completely transparent as viewed externally, allowing anyone standing at the nurses’ station a totally unencumbered view of its entire interior.

				Internally this sidewall was indistinguishable from the other three, each side consisting entirely of a continuous mirrored surface. Otherwise each cubicle’s interior was devoid of anything of note, save, that is, for a circular arrangement of one millimetre diameter holes formed in the ceiling and its overdeveloped sibling moulded into the floor, the former and latter representing, respectively, what amounted to the shower-head and the drainage arrangements.

				Within each cubicle, with its two-way mirrored wall, the patient would have some impression of privacy, but as ever this was very much illusory. A clear enough view into each and every pod was available to the staff and as ever in this cloistered world there was to be close and strict supervision here; the critical eye and scolding word would never be far distant.

				Again, externally, the whole arrangement appeared as might a shrine to, or a metaphor for, the obsessive-compulsive culture within which it resided. Immediately to the rear of this shower-pod circle, the room’s back wall was mirrored for the first metre or so of its height, an oddity in itself in an institution wherein mirrors were rare in the extreme and in any case were never connected in any usual way with the pleasantries of vanity - indeed, this feature was not intended to be any exception to that rule. Even more noteworthy was the line of six evenly spaced bidets waiting patiently along the length of that wall; of a transparent plastic or Lucite construction they occupied a raised dais, running the entire length of the room, the flooring of which eschewed the usual white plastic linoleum of the prison unit or the more conventional institutional white ceramic tiling, that might have been expected, in favour of a surface formed of mirror tiles.

				Closer inspection would have revealed yet another oddity, an oddity within a nest of oddities; the bidets faced towards the rear wall and lay back from it by perhaps half a metre. In common with the shower cubicles the smooth curving contours of the bidets did not suffer the disruption of outline that might have been brought about by the inclusion of taps or controls of any sort, their operation being under the common control of a console situated at the nurses’ station.

				The rear view was for the benefit of the ever present supervising nurse of course. The transparent structure in collusion with the mirrored flooring provided more than enough detail to judge that correct procedures were being carried out and that, just as importantly, incorrect, immoral, fumbling-explorations were not.

				To glance up, even momentarily, would be to present a girl with a most unpleasant and unsettling image; that of herself seated naked on a transparent bidet, the fine teasing fans of spray playing upon her glistening femininity. She might, perhaps, catch sight of the mortifying vision of a nurse standing behind her with arms folded and eyes roving with appreciative yet authoritative appraisal. Perhaps she would hear herself instructed in detail as how to massage her labia, the nurse waiting and watching for compliance. Then there was the ever-present danger of catching sight of the girl seated next to her, of catching her eye in reflection. There was a strictly enforced ‘no talking’ policy in affect and making eye contact was considered in much the same vein as talking.

				It was just how the place was run. They were kept together as a group, they did everything together as a group, they had no privacy, not from the staff nor from each other and yet they were insular in the extreme.

				They were a group of young women, of a similar age group, if from broadly differing backgrounds, closely confined together yet each locked away in her own private world of introverted seclusion, her fetters invisible but as real and as strong as anything devised of steel or iron, and all living in closely supervised, near total, social isolation.

				The wall behind her, the wall containing the door through which she had entered flanked by her escort of Wardress and nurse, was similarly arranged, but here a row of low-slung toilets, of an equally transparent construction, took the place of bidets. These were arranged in two banks of three, one trio residing on each side of the door, with each bank mounted on a raised, mirror-topped, platform running as far as the end wall and orientated in a similar manner to the bidets lining the opposite side of the room so as to face the user towards the shame of her own reflection; a waist-height mirror running the entire length of the wall and broken only by the doorway through which they had entered was in situ to perform that function.

				To the extreme left, six very obvious and easily identifiable obstetric couches were arranged side-by-side in a line, evenly spaced and perpendicular to the end wall. Each had its stirrups facing the wall whereupon from the latter was extended, by way of an adjustable multi-angle supporting arm, a mirror large enough to be full-length but elevated and tilted forty five degrees to the vertical and by virtue of its slightly concave surface providing a clearly magnified view of the whole.

				The provision of such a carefully arranged and extravagant array of mirrors seemed strange in the extreme, particularly to one whose experience, up until now, indicated that the occurrence of a truly reflective surface anywhere within the unit was a rarity in itself, let alone a mirror, yet this place was a veritable palace of mirrors. But as with the mirrored surfaces around the bidets and the toilets, there seemed little to justify the undoubted expense of these huge precision-mounted panels of glass medically. Their angle and orientation suggested that the main recipient and beneficiary of the presented view was likely to be the patient herself, to whom the provision of such an exaggeratedly-clarified view of her private person was likely to be perceived as dubious at best, but more likely as downright overt humiliation. Therein lay the unspoken functionality, of course; it was shaming, merely that. Here a patient could be forced to confront herself on the basest of levels - and in a detail she’d much rather not.

				To her right, close to the opposite end wall and orientated perpendicular to it, two multi-purpose examination couches waited, each presently having its padded white PVC top covered with a loose plastic sheet and each possessing a support for a medical intravenous drip feed, rising up from its far left hand corner - the closest to her currently had some sort of drip bottle in situ.

				In the centre of that wall and roughly equidistant between the couches, a pair of plastic panels - each of around a meter in height and being approximately a meter and a half apart and extending out from the wall by around the same distance - formed side cheeks delineating a semi-enclosed cubicle or stall. Within the latter the flooring abruptly changed to one of white plastic ridged tiling, set down from the surrounding level by perhaps as much as four or five centimetres and having a gentle downward curve towards the centre of the space, whereat it sharply funnelled down, forming a circular hole of around fifteen centimetres in diameter. Either side of the latter, the flooring curved sharply upwards to form a pair of slightly-raised rectangular platforms each just large enough to support a foot, the whole giving the impression of some old fashioned European or Third World toilet.

				Built into the wall behind and immediately above this stall-like arrangement, a typical hospital sluice was identifiable by way of its curving front and handle; its twin was set into the wall to the right of the cubicle. To the immediate left of this space a similarly curved section of walling, supporting a long horizontal handle, gave notice of the presence of the laundry chute. To the near-right corner of this end of the room, a long floor mounted cupboard doubled as a worktop, it’s surface having piled upon it what appeared to be a number of large white fluffy bath-towels and a white tray whereupon lay what Susan only too well recognised as a variety of suppositories. To the immediate right of this cupboard and occupying the wall up as far as the first of the two examination-couches was situated a free-standing clothes-rail on casters, this painted in white or having a white plastic coating; Susan had no way of differentiating which.

				The distant end of this rail was filled by a line of gowns or capes in some transparent fabric, having the appearance of a softly flexible form of PVC or polythene. Next there came a hanging row of long-legged bloomers and then, at the end closest to her, a row of large, full-bodied and baggy, short-legged knickers, all apparently in the same material as the other garments and all possessed of the type of broad, rubber-lined elasticated waist and leg cuffs that she had come to know so well - and despise so much.

				She knew without looking what to expect from the latter, how internally there would likely be all manner of structures and straps designed to retain a variety of absorbent towels and pads, from the basic panty liner to the old-fashioned sanitary towel - of which the hospital employed several different thicknesses and absorbencies, right up to the thickest of incontinence pads, the latter practically an adult diaper. Had she been granted the opportunity for a closer inspection perhaps she wouldn’t have been quite so confident in her expectation - although dread is probably the more apt term here. The clues were all there in the styling, had she the wit to decipher them; there were no internal strap’s, no specific allowance made by the designers for the use of pads or liners.

				Then there was the strangely baggy and stretchy appearance of the gusset panel, the excess fabric hanging nearly a quarter of the way down the thighs in the longer-legged variety and having something of the form of a deflated balloon, the elasticity of the fabric allowing for an approach to mid-thigh at full stretch.

				Every which way she looked furnishings and equipment were laid out and aligned with an obsessively precise eye for detail, as if the symmetry of the room’s layout had to be maintained as a matter of extreme importance lest the potency of some arcane ritual be disrupted.

				As she looked about her, dismay built upon dismay. She had been left with little doubt that she was now incarcerated deeper than ever within the fabric of the hospital complex upon her initial introduction to the ‘prison unit’, snuggled as it was within nested layers of security grilles within security grilles.

				Now she realised that psychologically she had become embedded deeper within the regime itself, to a level beyond that explainable by coaxing coercion and socially-conditioned obedience to authority. It was clear that she was now to be subject to more physical means of restraint, beyond that which she had already encountered, the locked bar-fronted cell they had put her in, the electric shocks she had received merely from touching the walls or the bars or the bed, beyond even the wrist restraints that presently held her hands manacled so helplessly behind her back.

				The two older, authoritatively uniformed, women stood observing their charge’s reaction, hands on hips, the younger nurse involuntarily mimicking her elder superior and the Senior Wardress imposing as always, her cane swinging from its loop around her right wrist where her hand emerged from under the crooked elbow of her left arm. For once she was being allowed to look around without the constant admonishment to ‘face front’. Nothing had been said, neither explicitly or implicitly; she had merely glanced nervously a little to the left, a little to the right, at first confining her observations to her narrow bonnet-blinkered view then gradually, ever so gradually, turning her head a little more this way and that, sensing subconsciously the precious freedom she had been handed - and grateful for that small mercy no matter how brief it might turn out to be.

				They were happy for her to look around; they wanted her to take in as much as possible, they wanted for her to see the bigger picture, to gain an overview of her situation, to absorb fully the sterilising, motivation-bridling atmosphere of constraint, restraint and control they had so carefully crafted. Here, in this room, a young woman could be placed under the most stringent control, to the point at which even the most personal and private of her bodily functions could be placed beyond her influence.

				Sensing enough time had been allowed for the girl to digest the implications of her surroundings, the Senior Wardress broke the silence:

				“Yes, we take our inmate’s intestinal health very seriously here. This is where you will be coming for your daily shower, feminine hygiene instruction, routine medical inspections and the like. Now, pay attention. I am going to quickly run through a few procedural aspects you will need to know and abide by when you come to this room - and believe you me; I’m really not in the habit of repeating myself!”

				The woman went on, emphasising each salient point with a subconscious tap of her cane against her thigh: Susan Stringer could only listen in glum, embarrassed silence, subdued and chastened and with her cheeks crimson and her head respectfully bowed.

				“At the start of each waking period you will bring your bedpan with you here. You will line up silently, and I mean silently, behind the other girls that we have living here and wait to empty it in the sluice over on your right there - after its contents have been inspected and recorded of course. You will then step out of your soiled knickers and towel in that tiled area over there - in front of the sluice - and present your incontinence or sanitary towel, as appropriate, to the supervising nurse for inspection and recording before depositing it in the sluice when ordered.

				You will be expected to sponge-clean your own knickers before taking off your nightdress, neatly folding both it and your knickers - and I will be showing you exactly how I expect it to be done in a moment - and passing them over to the nurse. You will then be told to bend and grasp your ankles and the nurse will sponge away any loose faecal matter that might be adhering to your behind. Generally you will be administered a trio of suppositories at this point, before being sent to stand behind one of those lavatories over there, where you will wait along with the other girls for the toilet bell to sound while facing the wall with your hands on your head, fingers interlocked and your elbows pulled smartly back and out to the sides.

				Once you have completed your ablutions to the supervising nurse’s satisfaction and been given permission to stand, it will be straight off to one of the shower cubicles and then finally the bidet; you’ll be specificity instructed throughout both these latter operations. A nurse will dry you off and then you will dress in your prison uniform, it will be waiting for you piled on the work surface under a label bearing your patient number. You will change for bed when back in your cell after your day’s work and your uniform will be recollected, neatly folded in the prescribed manner, at that time.

				In your case, you will be returning to the hall outside, once in your nightclothes, for the second of your regular twice-daily canings; the first of which you will have received upon first having changed into your prison uniform here. Both of these prescribed routine punishments you will receive across your bare buttocks while bending and grasping your ankles, keeping your legs straight at all times; each will consist of two strokes. Any punitive, corrective punishment deemed necessary will be dealt with directly after the first of your two scheduled canings - and for this you will be secured over that apparatus outside in the hall, in exactly the same manner as you were for the caning I was forced to give you earlier.”

				Susan Stringer was shaking now, her mind quite, quite numb; what had been outlined was quite literally one long sequence of nonsensically humiliating actions and procedures. But that was part and parcel of this particular facility. This is what it had been designed for. It was true that, in percentage terms, this new facility represented a substantial investment of the charitable funds kindly donated by their patrons, but it was easily justifiable, considering its multifunctional utility. Besides, what would go on within these four walls once everything was fully on flow, as it were, would be sure to meet with the immediate approval of those with vested interests - and with the governors of a particular parochial charitable institution in particular. Centralisation saved costs and here those savings could be reflected in the care lavished on the details surrounding this and the other existing facilities.

				Here, in this room, it was possible to seat six girls side by side on transparent toilet pedestals - the entire populace of any one of the three enclosed residential experimental psychology units - and have them perform their ablutions, in sight of one another and with all round and closely detailed supervision, while lined up facing a mirrored wall.

				Here six girls could shower as a group and yet be kept isolated, while at the same time being left with no doubt that each would be under constant and careful scrutiny throughout.

				Furthermore each girl could be individually instructed throughout. She could be told explicitly what to wash, when and how, when she might or might not touch her more private and sensitive places, when she must run her palms over her stiffening nipples, press her index finger deep into her anus or run her fingers up and down her cleft - or that part she might still be able to reach if fitted with one of the new vaginal prophylactic devices - and when to stop, when to stand stock still with hands-on head or arms folded behind the small of her back. And any deviation could, and would, be instantly punished - a single light finger-touch on a panel button by the supervising nurse and that pleasant warm soapy spray could become an unbearable, icy needle-sharp torrent in a split second.

				In short, this room was dedicated to closely supervised cleanliness and hygiene, but more specifically, to an apparent obsessive focus on feminine hygiene and vaginal and anal health. In reality, it was as much about removing the last vestiges of privacy from a girl’s life while at the same time maintaining her in near total social isolation and keeping her inwardly-focused, as anything else.

				The facility had been designed to replace, in one central area, all the odd little single shower cubicles and the tiny cubby-hole exam rooms, which just barely accommodated an obstetrics table or dental chair, that had been pressed into use previously. It was not intended that it should replace the girl’s use of their bedpans - there was sound psychological reasoning behind the incorporation of that little tradition, just as there was behind the imposition of latex or PVC incontinence knickers or bloomers. But here there was room to lavish on all those little minutiae that can so encourage a girl to find shame in her own body, her own femininity. In addition, it allowed the provision of facilities that it would have been too expensive to have duplicated in all three units, while at the same time freeing up valuable space in each that could be put to better use. Put simply; the guiding principle had been to centralise all those tiresome, yet so necessary functions, in the form of a central hub situated between all three of the residential experimental subunits that, together, made up the private research section of the department of experimental psychology.

				This subterranean hall of a room had once been the central rotunda from which the separate secure-detainment wings had radiated out, in the days when the hospital had served its original purpose as an insane asylum, way back in the Victorian era. Situated as it was, it was easy to arrange for each unit to have access through its own dedicated corridor and security gateway - in reality a series of two or three such security grilles had to be passed through. In this manner it would be possible to process each experimental group in turn, while at the same time maintaining the girls ignorant of the other two groups and maintaining in their pretty little heads the belief that this was just yet another section of their own secure unit and that here they were no closer to freedom than they would be anywhere else - an unimpeachable truth in any case.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				What The Papers Say - The Word On The Street

				(Abduction, kidnapping, imprisonment, psychological bondage and enforced weight gain discipline by dietary control, backed by corporal punishment)

				The story had made all of the regional locals - headlining in most - and claimed many a column inch in many of the national papers; the news was sad, notable, but not earth shaking. The court’s finding was hardly unexpected under the circumstances. That a girl answering her description had been seen getting off that very train and at the station closest to that beach, being merely two stops on from her departure point, only served to add foundation to the hypothesis. Indeed, were the circumstances really so extraordinary? Where was the mystery, the intrigue, the case for inquiry? In truth there was none.

				The clothes found were definitely the girl’s own. The beach was notorious, the current treacherous, unforgiving and loath to relinquish possession of those that might venture too far out. The neatly folded lonely and prophetically-final little stack she had left behind on the sand had been photographed in situ, the image viewed by the court in due course; the pile sat in isolation just above the high water line, a single handwritten sheet of A4 fluttering in the breeze and pinned upon the summit by a single apple-sized smooth grey rock.

				The garments having been identified by hospital staff and the girl’s aunt, and traces of her DNA having been detected, there was little room to doubt their ownership - and further forensic evidence supported the suggested timeline.

				The letter, too, rang true; there was no doubt as to the authenticity of the hand, nor, according to the graphologist, as to the writer’s distress, desperation and intention.

				The doctor knew well of the court’s machinations of course; she had attended the hearing, having been called forth as an expert witness as to the girl’s likely mental state. She recalled clearly the expert testimony of the hand-writing expert, or at least his summing up of it:

				‘... and in conclusion I have little doubt that the writer is a young woman in a state of considerable psychological distress and desperation and that her determination to take her own life is both clear and genuine. In my opinion, this letter before me goes beyond a cry for help; it embodies within it a tortured soul and one anticipating an imminent release.’

				Of course the coroner queried the expert’s certainty as to the author’s identity but more as a matter of procedure than through any real doubt; after all, two other handwriting experts had previously concurred.

				In the end he had little course other than to accept that here, laid out before him, was clear evidence of a psychologically disturbed woman’s sad demise. Here were the last pleading, tragic words of a long-suffering, tortured and twisted soul - the last thoughts of Lavinia Vitesse.

				All of the psychological reports that the court received were consistent; two from psychologists working at the hospital and one from Dr Ecclestone herself in her role as the girl’s long-term therapist.

				The testimonies were heard from both the girl’s stepmother and a woman with whom the girl had boarded over the last six months prior to admitting herself to the clinic. The latter, a friend of the family and possessed of no little psychiatric nursing experience herself, was particularly erudite. Both painted a clear and instantly recognisable picture of a troubled and disturbed young woman on a downward spiral of deteriorating mental health.

				In the absence of any suggestion of, or motive for, foul play and taking into consideration the need for careful management of her late father’s estate - in particular the family’s rather complex business interests, that were to have come under the girls control in a matter of months - it was ordered that in the best interests of all concerned a verdict of misadventure be returned. The way had thus been left clear for the stepmother’s lawyers to lay the foundations of a claim to the estate on her behalf and - in the absence of any other blood relatives - gain full control over the family’s financial and business affairs with the minimum of complication and uncertainty. After all, many people’s jobs were at stake in a swathe of companies spread across the county if the upheaval that had afflicted the boardroom in recent times had gone on any longer. Any other verdict, any further uncertainty, and there would have been economic consequences across the county but particularly locally in this, the county town.

				In almost every conceivable way this verdict had been best for everyone, any other would have been irresponsible. Whether it had been as advantageous for Lavinia Vitesse herself was unlikely, but the consequences would lie unseen by the courts now in any case. As far as the day-to-day running of the research unit was concerned, the main point was that the hospital had been exonerated of any suggestion of neglect of duty or responsibility.

				Better, at least from Dr Ecclestone’s perspective, was the press’s unwitting collusion in their work; she could not have wished better armament than she had been arrayed with in those columns, headlines, photographs and editorials - all so obviously genuine. It would mean circumventing the basic restrictions of the protocol of course, to allow a girl reading matter. There were many considerations; care would have to be taken to ensure that anything likely to infer any particular date and time be edited out, but not so as to jeopardise the inherent authenticity in what was, after all, the genuine article - in both senses of the word. She would want nothing subtracted, nor be allowed to intrude, that might detract from the impact; she expected from it nothing less than a blow to the solar plexus, a winding-punch indeed, if not a knockout, a veritable coup de grace.

				She glanced up at her monitor, at the group of uniformed schoolgirls at their desks, an anachronistic confection of gymslips, ribbons and pigtails. One girl in particular caught her eye.

				It took an expert eye indeed to still perceive identity amidst such a perfection of uniformity, but those huge deep-violet eyes would always single that girl out for extra attention; they fairly begged one to administer the strap or the cane. The face was more rounded now of course, there were just the beginnings of a double chin to show for the dietician’s efforts, but it still seemed to cry out for a spanking - perhaps even more so, now that she had put on a little weight. That trim, tight little dancer’s bottom of hers would be more rounded now, more elastic, more resilient, all the more pleasurable to mark with few swift cuts of a nice thin whippy cane.

				For a moment she considered then, decision made, Anne Ecclestone began gathering up the newspaper pages she had chosen from within the little categorised heaps laid out across her desktop; the secretary could collate them later. She made a note that where possible they be left in context on the page they had come from; they would be all the more genuine, all the more convincing for it. She glanced back up at the flickering computer screen, wondering what hope or expectation that girl, or any of those girls, might still harbour; she was the psychologist, she knew what she was doing, but there her empathy failed her. She could never know how it felt, but would she want to? Would anybody want to? And yet it excited her to imagine what her charges were going through. In time these newspapers, these cuttings, would fade but how much sooner her patient’s hope now?

				Lavinia Vitesse was gone now; her life was not unlike those cuttings, ephemeral, fading from the public’s memory just as those photographs would fade in the sunlight. That name would fade in time on the public’s lips and eventually, given the proper tutelage, even in the mind of her patient; she would see to it that it would.

				Yet again the doctor let her eyes rove across the array of pasty-faced teenagers filling the screen; such a shame, such a pretty girl. She deserves to be so much more than just another mental patient, but, long term, what other prognosis can there be,?. What that girl really, truly, needs, the poor little thing, is access to much more by way of mental stimulation. She needs real learning not the unending hours of tedious rote-learnt nonsense she is presently submerged in; it was stifling her personality, suffocating her creative potential. A young woman of her age needs to exercise that brain of hers to a far, far greater extent. As with muscle tissue so it is with the brain; deprived of usage there is the tendency to atrophy, to become flaccid, lazy and - over time - reduced in function.

				She was toying with her thoughts now, playing a private little game of ‘maybes’ and ‘what ifs’, indulging herself in a twisted make-believe pretence: That poor girl, if only there was the funding available, then perhaps, psychologically speaking, she wouldn’t be deteriorating so rapidly. Perhaps then her brain wouldn’t be turning to mush.

				As if in ironic self-mockery, her full ruby-glossed lips had taken on a rueful pout; her true emotion lay locked away, expressed only in the heavily-rapid hammering of her heart. In truth her work was generously funded indeed but there were stipulations applied in certain, special, cases; stipulations seemingly designed to ensure the very outcome she was presently predicting for that one particular girl up there on the screen.

				Such thought processes as these, although seemingly contradictory, to the doctor represented a valuable form of self-therapy; after all, she had as many spectres peering over her shoulder as anyone else, more than most if truth be known. She played these mental games on a regular basis, whenever she felt the need to re-examine her motivations, whenever her personal gratification became sullied with the twinges of guilt; in this manner she had constructed, within her own mind, the most sacrosanct and private of confessionals wherein to discuss her sins.

				The truth was that she had that girl’s path mapped out from day one. She had put together a program, breathtaking in its elegance, to deal with her. It was to be a subtly choreographed curtailment of the girl’s freedom; she was to be taken through a series of finely-graduated steps, each more oppressive than the last, each imposition that little bit more constraining, that little bit more tiresome.

				It was a path she had delighted in guiding the girl down. All the while testing her, observing her, finding pleasure in the girl’s progression, taking satisfaction, on occasion physically, in curbing that young woman’s independent spirit - the more so when so subtly achieved as to have virtually entirely evaded her subject’s perception at the time.

				There could be no denying it; each freedom denied the girl, each constraint placed upon her behaviour, built upon that level of satisfaction, brought with it thrill upon thrill upon thrill, each electric in its intensity. This was pleasure beyond the appreciation of most, albeit most would condemn such as twisted at best, if not downright perverted. To the doctor, though, the acknowledgement of what she had done to that girl, what she was presently doing to her, brought only peace and comfort - in her own mind at least she could invoke all sorts of justifications to support her actions, no matter how unethical, how distasteful they might appear to the outside observer.

				Of course, she didn’t have to worry about any overseeing committee or outside interference - whatever went on here went on behind impenetrable, high walls and was safeguarded by the strictest security. Whether the power that freedom had brought had twisted her ideals or merely awakened some diabolical genie long slumbering in a remote, dark barren recess of her soul is conjecture - perhaps the corruption of her judgement had been inevitable, even deliberately engineered. Whatever the truth of the matter, she had convinced herself that somehow she represented the lesser of two evils, that she had the best interests of the girl at heart. After all, there were others out there whose sole interest in the girl’s future lay only in that they should not be encumbered by her, that she should be out of their way - and they didn’t care what it entailed to be free of her and the potential of her interfering in their schemes. What harm might they visit upon her to achieve their aims?

				She had met the woman who was the girl’s stepmother and legal guardian and knew many of the others involved in the girl’s background - she well recognized that these were ruthless people, people who would have few qualms in acting, if need be, to ensure the continuation of their comfortable lifestyle. She knew, also, that the stepmother, in particular, had had doubts when she had first put forth her peculiarly-unique alternative solution - the woman would have far preferred more certain... shall we say...more permanent measures, despite the obvious risks and potential repercussions.

				That woman had taken a hell of a lot of convincing; she had no knowledge of the power of suggestion and little confidence in ‘all that waffle about psychological methods’. And she had made it quite clear at the time that she had no interest in what she termed ‘psychobabble’. Her interest lay only in the outcome, only in the good doctor’s assurances that her own life would be swept clear of any unwanted ‘complications’. It had taken a detailed tour of the clinic’s security arrangements to finally sway her.

				It was in order to satisfy, reassure and placate that woman that such stringent methods were being bought to bear on this particular girl now; methods that were strictly speaking outside the scope of any of the experimental protocols presently in operation. She was more than happy to provide a disciplined, structured and secure environment for the girl, to provide feedback, written reports and videos if necessary - but even with her predilections, it was proving difficult to keep up with the girl’s stepmother’s demands. In order to placate the woman she found herself seemingly constantly reassessing the situation. She was forever tweaking the girl’s regime, constantly obliged to make ever more stringent her charge’s discipline and to devise ever tighter security and ever closer supervision arrangements for her - and still that woman wasn’t satisfied.

				Not that any of this lay outside the doctor’s own interest in the girl of course; it was not so much that there had been any major deviation from her planned course of action, so much as from time to time certain way-points had been reached somewhat ahead of schedule. She was of the opinion that a less hurried approach would have allowed the girl to have reached a greater level of acceptance of her circumstances and limitations at each point before progressing further. With an eye to the future she had planed for the girl and what she wanted to achieve with her, she favoured a more gradual approach, progressively bringing the young woman more and more under her control and that of the clinic, letting her dependency grow naturally and her aspirations to wither in their own time. The final destination would be the same but the effect on the girl would be more thorough, more complete - her eventual docility would be assured.

				The doctor had not been entirely the sole instigator behind it all, nor would she be the sole arbiter of the girl’s fate, but nevertheless the girl’s future did now effectively lie in her hands - at least for the foreseeable future. She would see to it that this particular young lady’s future would be devoid of influence or substance much beyond the confines of a suitably secure hospital ward or psychiatric institution, much as she was already quite thoroughly incarcerated in. It was a future towards which it was up to her to guide the girl, gently, ever so gently, so as, when the time came, her charge’s acceptance would be total and complete. She should be spared the anguish, pain and frustration of denial, of the belief that the curtailment of her freedom was somehow unjustifiable, unnecessary and avoidable. Instead the girl should be encouraged to see the locked-ward as home and hanker after little else - she should come to savour that sense of security, that sense of dependency and belonging. And she would, the good doctor would see to it - it was all in the girl’s best interests, after all.

				The cursor hovered over the logging off icon, for a moment she paused as if about to change her mind then stabbed decisively down on the mouse button with a finality that summed up the guilty post-pleasure emptiness she felt inside.

				She was still breathless, she was hot, sticky, her usually immaculate leather skirt lay now dishevelled, ruched still in brown folds across her upper thighs. Her left hand, stray silvery glutinous strings still dangling on and between her fingers, grasped and tugged at the twisted tangle of fabric hanging between her legs. Expensive ivory satin knickers incongruously hung there in sodden shame, ungainly twisted around fine-denier dark-tan pantyhose, the slickly saturated crotch of each seemingly reluctant to release the other from its sticky embrace as if parting lovers.

				Standing, kicking off her shoes and pulling off her under-things, stuffing the latter unceremoniously in her handbag, having giving up the struggle and having in any case snagged a fingernail in the leg of the pantyhose, she smoothed down her skirt, doing her best to iron out the horizontal rows of wrinkles and creases from the otherwise smooth leather. Her hair was plastered across her forehead and down the left side of her face, her cheeks still rosy with heat, her perspiration still trickling, viscous and sticky with salt. She was a mess and she knew it; she would have to take a shower and quickly. She glanced down at her watch, at the little diamond studs that indicated the hour positions; half past one, she was due to give a lecture at three, she would have to get moving.

				Slipping her now naked feet back into her brown high-heeled court shoes she made towards the door, conscious of her now bare legs and hair that, having resisted her most dexterous brush wielding, hung on still to its dishevelled freedom with grim determination. Half in, half out and momentarily half-turning, glancing back at her desk, a smile slowly spread across her face; she had been granted absolution, at that moment of release she had been granted absolution. How else could it have been so intense? A little pout came and went, she wanted more, to do it again, but knew that there wasn’t time. Her secretary would be back later, she could put her to work; she loved nothing better then looking down on that girl’s head bobbing about under the desk...except, perhaps, watching those girls in the schoolroom - and that one girl in particular, the girl with the deep-violet eyes. Reluctantly turning away, closing her office door behind her, Dr Ecclestone stepped out into corridor.

				Allegation, Abduction - and the Search for Mushroom

				How often one’s expectations have a habit of tripping over the unforeseen - even, at times, to stumble over the seemingly unrelated: Elsewhere, at that exact self-same moment a mind had been made up, a decision made, a dust-dry conscience had been reinvigorated - a conscience that once pricked would drive its owner on with the tenacity of a bulldog.

				He was a notorious and self-confessed lady-killer, even if not quite in the murderous sense. Yet here he was digging in very unfamiliar ground indeed, probing territory very much not to his liking. Guilt ridden, lonely, or just plain lovelorn and desperate - what difference did it make? Whatever the reason, he had searched for weeks, fruitlessly and without rest - always in his mind, the same question: “where is she? Where is my little mushroom?”

				He had thrown her out and for the most superficial of reasons - good ol’ green-skinned jealousy, as simple as that. She had been seen, trudging around looking for a room...then she had just disappeared - it was as if the world had stopped and she had just stepped off into space.

				He had thought she would have headed home, back to the fields and villages of her childhood. But what did he know of the trials and tribulations waiting for her there? No, he was to blame, he would have to make amends and he would have to find her - the police had shown little interest in what was to them yet another missing person among the countless dozens on their books.

				There was one small clue, however, albeit from some drug-addict lowlife of a drifter - a small mobile nondenominational aid group. What had he called them? God’s something or other, Jesus’ something? He claimed to have seen a girl answering to her description accepting a ‘handout’ from them. Presumably the guy had meant money; if there was one thing his quest had taught him it was that information costs, and hard currency was the only lever that would work on these streets - offers of food fell on ungrateful ears. Later that same evening the guy had apparently seen the same girl, or at least one bearing an extraordinary resemblance to her, walking with a female member of the group - a woman far more mature by comparison - and then nothing more had been seen of her, by him or by anyone else he knew.

				Others he had spoken to knew of the group; clearly some church-linked ‘outreach’ organisation targeting aid to the downtrodden city underbelly. Over and over the same jumble of nomenclature and slang came to him through drug and drink hazed minds and slurring lips: Some called them ‘God’s Salvation’, others the ‘Salvation Squad’ still others the ‘Jesus Squad’. Gradually a consensus had built up - ‘The Salvation of Jesus’.

				Finding the group had been simplicity in itself; they were listed in the Yellow Pages - getting a straight answer out of them had been another question entirely. It was not that they appeared deliberately evasive or to be hiding anything in particular, just that they tended to be somehow... diplomatic, obtuse.

				There always seemed to be one stipulation or another they could invoke to fend off his inquiries. Then finally came the admission, that the girl was indeed known to one of their members but that she had been seen going off with a woman having a description remarkably similar to that he had been given by his ‘down-and-out’ informant. Yet he was assured that this woman was no member of their group; rather the impression had apparently been received that the woman was in actuality some sort of relative - an aunt, it was thought - and that the two of them had seemed quite close.

				He had certainly never heard of any ‘aunt’, in fact he had no knowledge of anyone as close to her as was being described to him - certainly not in London anyway. And yet most he had spoken to in the group were adamant that this mystery woman was indeed her aunt - although one or two had said they thought she might have been some kind of social worker.

				Ironically, had it not been for that insistence he might well have written off the sighting has a red herring, a case of mistaken identity - as it was, he found himself picking up the phone.

				“Hello, which service do you require?”

				“Police, please...”

				His little mushroom? If only she could have heard him at that minute - would she have laughed, burst in to tears or perhaps something in-between?

				If only he could have seen her at that moment, stood in the corner of the doctor’s room with arms stiffly at her sides and her legs framed uselessly in callipers. Would he have run to her with concern and compassion burning in his heart, taken her in his arms meaning to whisk her away to safety? Or would the mere sight of the angrily-swollen, criss-cross basket-weave of red imprinted on her helplessly-bared and oh so vulnerable buttocks have been enough to inflame a very different passion?

				And if not, what of the more recent, horizontally overlaid, gridiron-branding of pinky-width flaming scarlet; would the sight of that have been enough to twist his best intentions? Expertly crafted from the very uppermost curving slopes of that tight, almost heart-shaped milky-skinned little bottom and extending to near-on halfway down the backs of those milk-cream thighs, where finally curtailed by the intervention of the girl’s leg-brace straps; right at this very moment in time these were so fresh as to be actually visibly throbbing. What with those still-developing wheals and the local involuntarily twitching of muscle fibres sending little patches of soft girl-flesh, alternatively tautening and relaxing, dancing bewitchingly across the surface of that peachy behind of hers - what with all of that in the background - if he had been asked at that moment whether he might perhaps prefer her kept there after all...what would have been his answer?

				What of the girl herself? What of young Meredith Hewson? A young woman so well shielded from reality, his reality, any reality, as to inhabit, for the most part, a shadowy self-built world of uncertainly-flitting phantasms and constructed of self-doubt and inconsistency - what care could she have that someone, somewhere, searched; even if that searcher was her ex-lover? As crushed as she felt at that instant, she would only have viewed it as false hope - for surely her situation was beyond hope.

				After all was said and done, she had thought herself safe, here in hospital. But they had let her down; he had still got to her, the old man, that old church-man from her nightmares, the priest or whatever he was. But they were not nightmares, were they? They never had been; they were memories pure and simple - as unlikely as that might seem - she was certain of it. Just as she was certain that he had come to her - just when she was at her most powerless to resist, strapped down, bent over from the waist waiting for her examination and X-ray and left so open and vulnerable with her legs spread wide and immobilised in those awful leg callipers they kept her in.

				Of course she hadn’t actually seen him, how could she have, strapped face down like that? But surely they could have seen the physical evidence in front of their own eyes. Not satisfied with anally raping her he had viciously taken a cane to her defenceless bottom prior to the act - just as he had always taken that heavy leather strap of his to her behind when she had been in the parsonage, to “beat the devil” from her before he would take her from behind. Besides, they had cameras just about everywhere; someone somewhere must have seen it all.

				Yet they denied that anything had been seen, denied the existence of the frenzied web of burning cane-lines she could feel blazing agonizingly across her backside, even denied that she had been left alone for much longer than a minute or so - a period ridiculously too brief for the events, of which she had complained, to have occurred in.

				It had all been in her head, just as all of that other stuff she seemed to remember had apparently been fabricated in her head - and surely the very existence of those security cameras only went to underline the truth of that statement. She had just been in a car crash, an accident, that was all - they said so, constantly. All of those other things had just been delusions and dreams, wicked dreams...dreams that she had no right to have had, that had to be eradicated, that she had to have therapy for...that she had to be punished for. It was all for her own good - they said so.

				Here was a personality folding in on itself - day by day, week by week and month by month. Psychologically, she was nowhere now that he would recognise - not that her physical surroundings would match more closely his common experience in any case. The ‘squeaky bouncy little thing’ of old was stood here now, a quiet, hunched and mouse-like little thing - quenched indeed.

				But was that really so surprising? After all, she had just been caned by her therapist, by a woman doctor, in front of two waiting nurses as witnesses - and simply for having just previously been caned by someone else; or so it seemed to her. She had just been caned for having been caned, just for daring to complain about having been caned, not to mention anally abused - or rather for sticking to her conviction, for refusing to admit that she was deluded, that she was, in fact, mentally ill.

				That boiling, frothing exuberance of old, of the old ‘mushroom’ lay still now, weighed-down beneath a thickly-carpeted oil of introspection and introversion. Yet still they would seek to keep her, still they would work on her. They had carte blanche over her. It was a dream come true for any possessed of her carer’s predilections - besides, her presence attracted substantial funding...and from an impeccable, if unexpected source.

				Tapping his foot impatiently, his shoulder beginning to ache from the effort of keeping the ‘phone pressed to his ear for what seems like an age, having been put on hold, he is momentarily and quite visibly startled at the strident voice at the other end - a woman’s voice, clipped, and professional...

				“Police, how can I help you?

				“Hello? I wish to report a possible abduction...”

			

		

	
		
			
				Susan: A Girl Broken At The Workbench

				(Prison uniform, girls in chains, plastic pants and diapers, forced labour behind bars, backed by a strict regime of discipline, and corporal punishment, including spanking and caning and electric shock treatment, brain washing and mind control)

				So this was it, her first day at the workbench. The idea laboured slowly through the clinging sleep-deprived mire of confused thoughts, seemingly weighing down on her physically somehow, the resignation crushing her.

				This was supposed to be an experiment in social psychology... she was supposed to be here of her own volition... she was supposed to be being paid for this ... come to that; it was supposed to have lasted ninety days, neatly filling that yawning lonely gap between her father’s funeral and her finally taking up her university placement. It was supposed to have been a lot of things it patently wasn’t.

				Most of all it was supposed to be of benefit to her psychologically. It certainly wasn’t supposed to harm her in any way - and it was most definitely harming her, there could be no doubt, not even in her befuddled mind. Her stammer had progressed to the point at which she was barely coherent; she stared down fixedly and continuously at her own feet, unable even momentarily to meet the gaze of the staff and nurses; she shook like a leaf, cringing like a beaten cur at the first harsh word spoken. Worst of all, her agoraphobia had grown to the point at which she increasingly found herself actually glad of the enclosing walls, the safety of the barred windows and the reassurance of all those steel security grilles through which she would daily pass and that were nested around her babushka-like.

				The chronic, near pathological, indecision that admittedly had begun to plague her well before her arrival at the unit - having first arisen during the time she had been living with Julia Soames, the woman she had come to call Aunt - had since developed apace. Not that there were particularly taxing demands made upon her in that way on a day-to-day basis here. Life here, in the institution, simply came down to conforming to rules, regulations and orders: Good behaviour was greeted by warm comforting words, rebellion and refusal were met by biting tongue-lashings, finger-stung cheeks or even a half-dozen slashing cuts of an expertly wielded cane delivered across the bare buttocks, the back of the thighs or the palms of the hands.

				As an exercise in social control it didn’t disappoint: Those original ninety days had long ago elapsed - quite how long that period had been exceeded by she had no way of knowing. Yet, she had again signed up, not just for another three months but for another six this time.

				She would meekly return to her tiny cell when ordered; they had her standing for hours on end with her nose pressed into the corner and hands-on head; they had her contritely bending twice per day with her bottom bared and grasping her ankles, waiting for that wickedly whippy cane to slash down - and all without the slightest hint of dissent or hesitation.

				In close-up the work table, itself, appeared far larger than it had from the other side of the bars, that floor-to-ceiling iron fence that separated the workroom from the rest of that section of the unit. A good two meters in width by very nearly four in length, its matt-white plastic top was perhaps three centimetres or more in-depth - its ungainly robustness relieved and disguised by the graceful down-curving of the edges and the gentle rounding of the corners. Any impression Susan might have first formed in her head suggesting some dredged-up memory of an innocent expanse of melamine kitchen work-surface, was quickly dispelled by the series of circular apertures punctuating the worktop at regular intervals - or more precisely, the sinister implication of what issued forth from each of these.

				Along each side of the worktable, where it formed an integral part of its structure, ran a narrow moulded plastic bench seat. A saddle-like undulation interrupted the yielding surface at regular intervals, whereupon to either side hung a white plastic stirrup and ankle cuff arrangement on a short length of stainless steel chain, suspended perhaps ten centimetres below the seat’s underside. This, then, identified a workstation, of which there were three such - arranged to each side of the workbench in a staggered format - and it was here that the eye was drawn to that sinister puncturing of the tabletop.

				Directly in front of each workstation and perhaps half a meter in from the table edge, the work surface was pierced by two circular apertures, each of around three centimetres in diameter and spaced around a meter apart. From each of these issued a length of silver-link steel chain, light weight, unobtrusive and only a little less delicate in appearance than the type of neck-chain that some of these young woman would once have worn as jewellery, but effectively unbreakable nonetheless. These silvery lengths in turn each terminated in a gracile circular-section stainless steel bangle of an appearance not unlike some fashionable wrist adornment if not for the lockable catch; the latter presently lying open as if in guilty confession of its true nature. Ideally suited to encircle the finely tapered elegant wrists of an equally gracile young girl, yet easily resilient enough to meet the most determinedly-mounted, spirited, tantrum-driven struggle, their function was clear enough: these were manacles as much as bracelets.

				Midway between the latter two apertures, a third opening of a similar diameter was set further in. Perhaps three quarters of a meter from the table edge, it formed the apex of a triangle with the other two - the similarity of the glittering links lying sprawled about it evoking the notion that here was a triangle of restraint. A white, broad double-buckled collar, a pseudo-medical confection, all softly-padded leather-look plastic and humanely-concerned design, terminated the chain and lay cynically waiting to dress the neck of the detainee.

				Sized to the grace the swan-necked feminine elegance of the young inmates - for such all now present certainly were, as even Susan Stringer’s sense of denial could no longer mask - superficially the collar’s appearance echoed those furnishing each girl’s ‘bed’.

				In detail, though, it differed markedly to that fastened on her each night and that served to constrain her to her caged-bed - itself a cage within a cage, set, as it was, within the cramped little bar-fronted cage-room the staff rather optimistically termed her ‘cell’. There had been adaptive changes made here, changes made apparent to the observant by the thin, white, plastic covered wires that threaded in and out of the silvered chain links and that led down through the opening and away beneath the tabletop.

				There were other clues suggesting a functional enhancement, not all immediately obvious, nor indeed necessarily visible. There was the curving horizontal bulge at the front of the collar for one thing; the throat microphone itself was hidden from view but the technically minded might well have inferred its presence... and guessed its function.

				Then there were the two silvered conductive-plastic pads; positioned on the collar’s interior side wall where they were clearly intended to make contact with either side of the wearer’s neck. Easily the least obvious of the restraint collar’s appended features, as far as the eye was concerned, once fitted their function could be relied upon to make their presence conspicuous to the wearer - along with their self-adhesive siblings, soon to be placed either side of the girl’s nipples, crotch and anus.

				It was a vexatious thing to the wearer, but it did ensure that a girl could concentrate fully on her work without fear of distraction - and in that way it benefited her, albeit indirectly, by ensuring she did not distract others with her mindless prattle, as she might otherwise have been tempted. After all, a girl’s concentration had to be absolute if she was to meet her work quota for the day... It was the only way to avoid several loving kisses from the seamstress’s heavy leather strap across her bare buttocks or half dozen or so stinging cuts from matron’s cane - whether it be the pliable brine-soaked thin rattan rod she often carried, with its near pencil-thin tip, or her favourite whip-like plastic switch it mattered not... each could quite exquisitely - and quite literally - flay the tender skin from her taut buttocks and the tender back of her thighs, tattooing parallel flaming red lines of suffering with fine-art draughtsmanship.

				In its way, then, the collar was a godsend: it could save a girl from all this, indeed save all of them. It removed temptation, it allowed a girl to concentrate, trained her to forget about gossip, conversation, those around her, focused her mind purely and simply on her work, internalising her whether she liked it or not - when temptation came knocking, as it surely would, then the softest of whispers, the gentlest of utterances would be met instantaneously by a physiologically harmless, but psychologically chastising, electric jolt.

				It was mild, yet startling in its suddenness; it made a girl jump, perhaps gasp, rather than the out-and-out screaming agony that a cut of the mistress’s cane would be capable of. But the latter took time to arrange - it would always entail some sort of a delay - whereas the former, quite literally a short sharp shock, could be delivered virtually contemporaneously with the action that had earned it. Under such circumstances the mind quickly and easily comes to associate the undesired behaviour with its repercussion and like Pavlov’s dogs the subject learns to curb her tongue, whether she likes it or not.

				Even the brightest of them, well educated girls such as Susan herself - and there were several - were not immune. They might have considered themselves deterministic, beyond Pavlov’s salivating dogs. They might, like Susan Stringer, have recognised the technique as so-called ‘fear conditioning’, might well have understood the way in which the repeated pairing of a neutral stimulus - here being the sound of the girl’s own voice and the action of speaking - with an aversive stimulus - in this case the electrically-induced startle response - would eventually result in the extinguishing of that behaviour, or at least in some sort of crippling of it.

				But comprehension can be a two-edged sword: to those so blessed there is given the added bitterness of futility. Susan Stringer’s understanding of it would not protect her, would not lessen the efficacy one iota, any more than an appreciation of the minutiae of a poison’s mode of action might automatically make one proof against its toxicity - a spoonful of cyanide is no less toxic to the enlightened as it is to the naive. After all, could she deny the gut-wrenching urging she felt at the sound of the toilet bell, the gnawing hunger, the uncontrollable salivation and drooling that came with the clanging of the mealtime bell, or the soul-expiring yawn and heavy-headed drowsiness that automatically afflicted her at the sleep bell’s ring? No? Then how could she expect this to be any less effective?

				Of course to cry out under such correction, even to gasp, risked a repeat of the same chastisement. In time even the most vociferous and recalcitrant learned to silently purse her lips - even under the heavy-leather tongue-lashing of the seamstress’s tawse or with that woman’s blister-forming leather paddle - multiply-pierced with one centimetre diameter holes for that purpose - kissing the tautly stretched skin of her bare buttocks.

				The work-quota was inhuman, impossible to satisfy without the devotion of one hundred percent of a girl’s concentration consistently applied throughout every single moment of the working day. When a girl had sufficiently progressed in skill so that her quota was achieved easily, her productivity target would be raised accordingly. Each and every one of them was thus kept pressed right to her limit, right up against her breaking point, day after relentless day.

				And Susan Stringer knew now that she would be no different; soon it would be her who’s squirming backside would be bent across that table, she who would be wailing under the seamstress’s cane or strap. How long would it then be then, how many strokes could she expect to endure, before she would be rearing up against the secure grip of those chains and manacles - and reaping the reward? She knew already to where that route led - how wriggling and struggling and tugging at the tightening of the silver-linked bonds, in desperation to escape the traditional sting of corporal punishment, could lead only to the teeth-clenching embrace of modern automated chastisement as electric shock begat cry, begat shock, in an endless feedback loop of pain that would leave her begging for the next hissing stroke of the cane to mark her tight, resilient ripe-peach bottom.

				And it would undoubtedly be frequent, all too frequent - and no matter how hard she tried to avoid correction. It had all been explained to her in such loving detail: If even one, single girl failed to meet her quota, then effectively the workroom group as a whole had also - it was a democracy of pain and punishment.

				Unjust as it was, exploitative as it undoubtedly was, this was her world now; the working day stretched ahead, long, tedious and arduous and would continue to do so for...How long?

				It was all far too clear to her now; she was to be chained to the bench and the seat both. She was to be used as slave labour in what was little more than a rag-trade sweatshop - albeit one buried deep behind the thick walls, iron gates and barred windows of a Victorian-built psychiatric institution and run under the guise of an exploratory experimental psychology initiative to investigate the effects, both mental and physical, that long-term incarceration and forced labour would have had on the inmates of the old Victorian workhouse system.

				Despair shuddered through her at the thought, bone jarring, cold and clammy - what was to become of her? How did she ever end up here? What had she ever done to deserve this - what could she ever have done that was so wrong?

				The answer to the first part - as to what was to become of her - was at this point open-ended, though of course she couldn’t know it. It was a consideration not entirely at the whim of those who surrounded her on a day to day basis, the nurses, wardresses, et al. Nor was it the province of those shadowy ‘researchers’ she had been told so much of but who’s very existence she had come to doubt of late - nor even of the doctor that oversaw the entire project. No, that power resided elsewhere, outside of the unit, outside, even, of the board of governors of the privately-run and funded sanatorium within which the research unit resided.

				The answer to the second part - as to how she had come to find herself confined in the unit and to have volunteered in the first place - was: through the power of suggestion. More specifically it had been through the machinations and coercion of a most manipulative and domineering woman and the collusion of her psychotherapist accomplice, a woman that the girl erroneously had come to trust above all others.

				As to the third part, the question of her wrongdoing and of her deservedness of punishment the answer was simple: nothing and none. She was entirely blameless, as were they all, and therein hung the most exquisite irony - she had been a blonde-haired, bubbling voluptuous perfection of flowering womanhood. Had she not been, had she been dumpy and plain, then the slow dismantling of that perfection would not have held such piquancy for those that had manipulated her, those who were ultimately responsible for her incarceration and were more than happy to pay for its continuance.

				Momentarily bathed in the flare-up of some small residual ember of defiance, she risked glancing along table. Great mounds of sumptuous fabrics served to delineate one workstation from the next. Everywhere butter-satins and coil silk brocade vied with diaphanous chiffon, tulle, organza and the lustrous subtly two-toned champagne-shimmer of dupion silk to capture the eye. Damask ribbons and luxurious laces struggled forlornly for prominence against hypnotically stunning Swarovski crystal beading and all manner of exquisite embellishments in what was for all intents a bridal-meringue heaven of cloudlike shimmering gossamer luxury.

				Seated and appropriately secured, she was passed a dress; it was an immense thing, a hopelessly over-opulent cathedral-length bridal gown and a veritable river of platinum draped-satin.

				“Hand-finished in England with love, care and attention” it said inside - even the label itself was picked out in gold thread and had clearly been hand embroidered. And so it would be - all that precious intricate detailing, the kind of eyesight-eroding handiwork that was guaranteed to draw gasps of awe, would have had care and attention aplenty lavished upon it come the bride’s special day. The comments and compliments will undoubtedly come thick and fast; there will be admiring glances and incredulous voices struggling against a backdrop of jubilation and laughter.

				“Can you just imagine the work that went into that?” someone will breathlessly enthuse. Another will excitedly gabble: “How could anyone sit working away for the number of hours that something like that must take to complete?”

				Here sat six young ladies who could answer the latter question easily enough: it took discipline, strict discipline, workhouse discipline. It took the kind of discipline that could only exist and thrive behind high walls and security fences - and then only when enforced by the threat of the cane, tawse, paddle and martinet.

				It took the kind of exploitative discipline that many had believed had disappeared with the Victorian workhouse system, eradicated by social reform, enlightened views and the more open social structure of the modern world. Yet it persisted here, under the guise of the enlightened application of the scientific method. Here work was carried out that was beyond economic mechanisation, work traditionally, if discreetly, confined to the sweatshops of the Third World. But how much more profitable when not only are labour costs practically zero to start with but certain workers actually attract income in their own right, through the sponsorship of their detention.

				The seamstress’s voice rang in Susan Stringer’s ears. “Get that stupid head of yours down and get back to work!” Crestfallen she turned to her needlework...and then she froze: There, in amongst the piles of shimmering nuptial exaltation - the snow-white satins and ivory silks - a label had flipped out from within a scalloped neck. A coat of arms; a swan, collared in gold and chained by the neck, the very epitome of beauty and grace in bondage, stood surmounted by a coronet picked out in gold thread.

				This had once been the symbol of quality in bespoke matrimonial wear - and one day would again. But more poignantly, this was a symbol she knew only too well of old. She had grown up bathed in its shadow; a marque that had grown in prominence even as she herself had reached skyward, precious inch by tottering inch. This was a marque seemingly symbolising her life - indeed it was her life, it was her family, the family business in fact, the company that had prospered so greatly under her late father and that should now rightly be under her control! Instead - in some way beyond her comprehension - either directly or indirectly she was under its control. She was under the control of what was effectively her own company, albeit presently held in trust and under the chairmanship of her stepmother... from now on she was going to be slaving away for her own company! And in chains!

				A tear formed, welling up from the beautiful corn flower blue depths of those heartbreaking - and heartbroken - eyes. It trickled, gathered momentum, fell splattering on to the perfect fabric in her hands, defiling some perfect young woman’s equally perfect wedding dress...Then came another, then another and yet another, gathering pace, each more brimming, each heavier with despair then the last...A continuum formed rivulets, tributaries matured to torrent and torrent became flood - there could be only one outcome.

				A jarring, nerve-jangled gasp quivered its way past her soft, full lips as the first audible snivel provoked the first of many, many accompanying jolts of high-voltage, low current electricity. Safe, yet far from harmless, at least psychologically speaking, the static discharge-like shocks would continue until such a point as she might regain control and resume sitting passively mute.

				Yet she wasn’t to get the chance - already the seamstress was on her feet and advancing toward her along the row of silently perspiring girls, each bent intently over her needlework as if nothing else in the world existed or mattered. The stern woman, walking slowly, purposefully and with her full mature hips swinging beneath her tight tailored serge skirt, unclipped the chestnut red-brown tawse from where it perpetually hung from her black leather belt beneath her jacket as she came, slapping the heavy thick leather, once in her hand, lightly yet threateningly against her thigh in time with the casual unhurried rhythm of her gait - she had all the time in the world to deal with this girl...

				But even that had been... how long ago? Weeks? Months? For the once inquisitive, imaginative young Susan Stringer time had now merged into one long drawn-out treacly strand of mindless repetition and equally mindless toil. If she could have seen herself she would have been shocked - not by how she appeared as an individual but rather how that very individuality now merged seamlessly into the institutionalised background of everything else. When lined up and with her wrists securely handcuffed behind her back, numbered and in green and white striped prison uniform dress, she was now totally indistinguishable from any of the other browbeaten subjects who waited with head bowed submissively at the security grille to be let into the workroom each period. This was an obedient girl, a girl who knew her place, a girl who simply worked when told, went to the toilet when told, returned to her cell when told, slept when told and did so without argument - and latterly, much without thinking, if truth be told.

				Punishment had certainly found a place in moulding her but more pleasant aspects, too, had had a part to play in instilling that obedience. There was a humming, buzzing, throb that seemed to carry throughout the entire body and structure of the bench she and her nameless colleagues would be sat upon while daily bent to their tasks - pleasant in its way, it was never quite enough. As the work drew her in, consumed her mind, her crotch would rub back and forth as if possessed of a mind of its own. Only from time to time would she become aware of her own actions - these were most often the times that the hot flush of arousal would light her cheeks. The seamstress, or sometimes a supervising nurse, would ‘tut’ to themselves, perhaps smile condescendingly - and the cruel fuel of humiliation would work its magic and further kindle her burning red-cheeked face.

				Her pale, sun-starved, face angelically framed within the anachronistic bottle-green striped bonnet of her uniform, the dried tear-traced streaks now lent a street-urchin girlish charm that was easily the equal of some truly pitiful denizen of the Victorian workhouse system. On her the prison uniform dress they kept her in no longer looked at odds with the era in which she actually existed. Rather it seemed the other way around; her mannerisms, customary bowed-head posture and submissive demeanour seemed to cause her, somehow, to look as if shifted in time. Looking at her now, it was as if one were peeking through some privileged peephole in time back to a simpler age. An era in which the social strata were well defined, an age wherein such a girl might well have found herself confined to the workhouse or some other such institution for some minor misdemeanour or other - perhaps even as a result of some trumped-up charge brought about merely for having slighted a well-placed, would-be suitor. In short: she looked now to belong to a different world entirely, a world wherein such a girl would have been docilely accepting of her station, would have naturally bowed to authority and would never have as much as dared even consider herself suitable for any role above scullery maid or at best lady’s maid - if pretty enough to appear decorative about the place in the home of some well-to-do society woman.

				Day after day, the bell signifying the end of the work period would ring and the uniformed girl would look up from her needlework, a strangely lopsided, weak smile now more often than not playing around her lips... It was the routine - it meant it was time to be led back to her cell - and she would be glad, she always was now... After all, she felt safe in her cell, now - there she would be safely under lock and key.

				There would be a short period of ‘free time’, when the other girls would be allowed to pace up and down within the narrow confines of their cells, but this she would spend with her hands on her head and her nose pointed into the corner - she accepted that now, she knew she deserved it.

				The sleep bell would ring and those others - now firmly secured in medical restraints on their mattresses and the key having been turned in the padlocks that secured the barred sides and tops of their narrow mental-asylum-styled cage-beds - would be allowed at last to sleep. Yet still she would remain, standing forlornly and alone in the corner of her cell, her nice safe cosy cell, with her hands on her head - and knowing full well that the slightest digression from her prescribed position could so easily provide her with the half-dozen or so prison-cane strokes that the day’s inhumanly hard work had, so far, excused her from.

				Finally they would come, the Senior Wardress and her nurse assistant. She would be allowed to use, albeit under close supervision, the little transparent plastic bedpan that presently stood taunting her between her plastic bottle-green shoes. Under detailed instruction she would be allowed to undress, the routine as painstaking on the part of the staff as it was irksome and tiresome to their charge. She was being disciplined to the point of awaiting specific instruction before unfastening each individual button of her awful, perspiration dampened, nylon prison uniform overal-dress.

				One by one the buttons would be unfastened when indicated, with her meekly responding with “yes miss” at each instruction and then a submissive “thank you miss, may I unfastened another?” after each was duly undone.

				And so the long-winded, tiresome process of undressing would be progress, button by button - slowed still further by her ever-worsening crippling stammer and their insistence that she repeat the entire formula whenever she stumble and stutter over a word as well as by her lead-heavy and near mindless weariness. Then, in the same manner, it would be time to tackle the complex fastenings pertaining to her underwear, those that she could manage unaided, anyway - although those were few. Always the sequence of instructions would differ slightly, although her responses were to remain the same. After all, it was not their intention that she should blindly follow a specified sequence per se so much as she should mindlessly follow instruction, to the letter - no matter what that instruction might entail or by whom it was issued.

				At long last she would be able to dress in the mid-thigh length hospital issue PVC nightdress with its matching voluminous knee-length incontinence bloomers and be placed in the full six-point medical restraint system that graced the bed platform in her cell. Lastly the folding cage system would be unclipped from its retaining catches up on the wall and swung down to be locked in place around and over her bed. The latter formed what amounted to a cage within the cage and was largely redundant - given the unassailable security of the cell itself and the fact that the inmate was thoroughly restrained with arms down by her sides and legs spread, strapped firmly to her mattress - but for the psychological impact it had on the girls forced to sleep within its security, the cage-bed was an invaluable device.

				She would be allowed to sleep then, but it would not be for long - even now she was still undergoing what was described as a ‘restricted sleep pattern’. It was the on-going price she still had to pay for having once dared to argue, for having once dared to resist and struggle against the system. It was designed to help break her down - and it was doing its job quite nicely.

				But first, before any of that, before she would even be as much as allowed to leave the immediate precincts of the workroom, she would have to bend for the cane. True, she had managed her work quota today, they all had in fact, but still she had the prescribed brace of cane-strokes to come.

				The doctor’s prescription had been simple but surprisingly detailed: Two strokes were to be laid across the subject’s bare buttocks while she was tightly bent at the waist and grasping her ankles with both hands. The subject was to keep her legs locked straight and her heels off the floor throughout, politely thank her chastiser, after each stroke, for being so kind as to have taken the time to correct her behaviour and to docilely bring her lips to the cane when proffered at the end of the punishment. Any digression from this sequence and formula, no matter how slight or trivial, was to result in the subject receiving both strokes anew from scratch. Three such failures were to result in the subject receiving a full six stroke disciplinary punishment, with the subject secured, spread-legged, over the trestle. This whole procedure was to be repeated twice per day - once upon waking and once before being allowed to retire - and was to continue until such a time as the doctor might decide to revoke it.

				The only revision made to that prescription, since its conception, was to tweak the timing of its execution such that it would always be carried out in front of her fellow inmates.

				This was the sixtieth day of that revised prescription, the one-hundred-and-twentieth time she been required to pull down her latex bloomers in front of the five other girls that went to make up the workhouse-regime trial group. Accordingly, coming up would be the one hundred and thirty ninth and the one hundred and fortieth cane-cuts of those she had routinely received since that date.

				Meanwhile, elsewhere, others had their own trials and tribulations to deal with - and not all necessarily restricted to the inmates. Indeed, unknown to Susan Stringer, at that very moment events were unfolding outside of her cruelly restricted little world the implications of which seemed to hint that the powers-that-be, those behind the scenes long fondly believing themselves free of the interference of university ethics committees, probing, busy-body social-workers and the like, might not be quite as immune to investigation as they had once thought.

			

		

	
		
			
				Police, Camera, Action

				(Posture discipline, forced PT and hair cutting, psychological conditioning, caning)

				Bong...bong...bong...

				Seemingly originating from everywhere at once, an electronically-generated chime softly sung out its entraining command. The tone, a mellow, resonant gong-like ‘C’, played one octave below middle C, was as rounded and as gentle as to politely usher aside the silence rather than shatter the peace. Yet, diffusing lazily through the sparse, white and uncertain cuboid space of the room, barely had its final throbbing tintinnabulation had time to fade before it was replaced by the harshly hissing, rasp and rustle of nylon.

				Spurred into conditioned action in response, like some life-sized marionette, the violet-eyed girl smartly rushed to stand within the thick black perimeter of a ring marked out on the floor. One of several such markers positioned around the room, this particular zone lay before the nigh-imperceptible outline of the door toward which she was now faced.

				Pausing only to smooth out the wrinkles and creases in the skirt of her green and white striped dress and grasping the slippery fabric at the hem between the thumb and forefinger of each hand, as if contemplating a curtsy, patient 30C assumed the requisite pose. With her arms - and hence dress - held stiffly out to her sides at some forty to forty-five degrees to her body and with one foot placed in front of the other, a simple submissive inclination of a pretty head clad in a beribboned humiliatingly-anachronistic bonnet, a partial bending of the knees - and the perfect image of still-frame genuflection was complete...All that was left now was the waiting.

				And so she would wait, as she had so many times before, countless times before. She would wait...and wait...and wait. She knew she would wait because they always made her wait, it was all part of the discipline you see - it was good for her. Already her plumply-feminine frame was quivering - partly in fear, partly through the sheer physical trial of maintaining that endurance-sapping pose. It hurt those now flaccid dancer’s muscles: Pointedly denied the long hours of exercise it had taken to hone and tone that frame, her physique had now taken on a much more softly-contoured feminine aspect - one that was both pleasing to the eye and that matched her now burgeoning buttocks, hips and bosom. It hurt like hell...but it hurt far less than the cane that would be repeatedly laid across her bare backside if she should capitulate to the ache in her limbs - and the shame that would burn within as, once again, she would be broken to tears.

				Officially referred to as temporary waiting accommodation, this blank-walled box of a room had been home to its sole lonely occupant for a little over two months now - the girl had neither ventured nor seen beyond its walls for all of that time. Yet she, herself, had been kept constantly under observation throughout, her every action filmed and recorded. Her most basic of bodily functions had been carefully measured and logged and every behavioural nuance and response had been scrutinised and analysed as if she were some caged lab rat. Yet in a sense that was exactly what she was, a lab rat; this was a scientific study after all and she was the subject, no more than that... that she was a caged lab rat was without doubt.

				Anything that might constitute a confounding variable - in other words anything that might likely interfere with, or have an influence on, an experimental outcome - had been stripped out of these rooms. Generally there would be a simple hospital bed, a small combination desk and chair, of a design seemingly more suitable for a schoolchild than for a grown woman, and a tiny, low, toilet pedestal. The latter in this case, however, had been taken out of service and presently sported a hinged lid or cover firmly fastened in place by way of a sturdy heart-shaped silver-metal padlock. This in its turn was mounted to the front and was of an appearance so obtrusive and excessively robust as could leave little doubt in the mind of even the dullest of inmates that the intention was for it to serve as much as a constantly reiterated statement of control as anything else.

				The protocol was simplicity itself and written in stone: no personal belongings whatsoever, not even items of clothing, could be brought into the unit as a whole, let alone rooms such as these. Nothing was to be brought in; not books, not magazines, not newspapers - absolutely nothing. The desk was for sitting at, nothing more; no writing implements or other such materials were allowed.

				Nor was there much scope for conversation; staff would come and go and might issue instructions, but no more than that. ‘Idle chatter’ was discouraged - besides, in this rather special case, the staff had been instructed not to speak to, or even acknowledge, the subject. This was a form of punishment not uncommonly meted out to recalcitrant or noncompliant subjects and was usually highly effective in its own right, more often than not negating the need for chastisement of a more physical form. Not that such efficacy would stay the cane-hand of the nurses charged with this girl’s care.

				Of course due consideration had been paid to the rather atypical circumstances surrounding this particular subject, reflecting the unprecedented likely longevity of her stay. The study’s designers were well aware of the sheer unadulterated boredom that quickly set in under such circumstances. The trick was in knowing how to keep the subject’s mind occupied while remaining within the goalposts of the experimental protocol - any activity, whether cerebral or physical, had to be under the complete and utter control of the experimentalists. In this specific case that solution had earned the girl’s temporary home the new nomenclature of the training room; that melodic cue and the girl’s response to it were part and parcel of that intervention.

				Long silent minutes drifted by, the girl holding the same pose, as if some fairytale princess caught and petrified at the very moment of her introduction to her fabled prince.

				All the while, in truth, in that drab green and white striped uniform her appearance was more reminiscent of a modern day Cinderella, pre fairy-godmother, then of some mythic flaxen-haired beauty.

				Slowly the thick heavy door lumbered opened, just the faintest of hisses announcing its imminent swinging. In immediate response that frozen curtsy was re-animated; its interrupted cycle coming to completion with the girl bobbed low and the hem of her dress held elevated to waist height and smartly out to her sides. Her head bowed in the requisite attitude of submission, she would hold that pose for a slow count of four.

				The figure of Matron, her customary semi-transparent plastic apron covering the front of her white uniform dress, filled the doorway, standing as ever, arms folded, her somewhat substantial figure blotting out most of the view of the corridor beyond. Not that her charge made any real effort to see past her these days - she knew only too well how little relief that unchangingly-bleak vista beyond had to offer. The view of the blank virgin-white wall opposite, her distant recall of the barrages of floor-to-ceiling, white-painted, steel bars that stood guard at either

				extreme of the short stretch of corridor outside; these things could only serve to further underline the sense of hopeless isolation that had become so indelibly imprinted on her over the weeks and months.

				It was best not to think about what lay beyond past the walls and doors and bars and so she tried not to - but in so doing she was only succeeding in isolating herself further, adding in her own layer of security. But this was her coping strategy, for what it was worth, she had no choice in it. Each day would see her diligently working away at further adding to the confinement of her little internal mental dungeon and locking herself a little more securely within her own mind.

				Day by day, step by step, all this time she had been gradually growing more and more withdrawn; she was loosing track, not so much of time, that sense had faded long ago, but of events, of her own actions. The freedom ‘out there’, beyond her institutional imprisonment, was too painful to contemplate; the scent of wild flowers, the butter-gold sun, the chatter of tiny children and barking of large dogs, the bitter-sweet bite of strong cider - these were sensations mourned too deeply, too intensely, to bear conjuring as memories. Yet neither could she bear any longer the blank stare of those soulless walls, nor the implacable commands of those tirelessly chiming bells and gongs that ruled her every action. She had nowhere to go, so she just folded in on herself.

				Short term it seemed to ease the pain - but was it at the expense of her mind? There were times she would withdraw so completely as to no longer be consciously aware of what she was doing. But then again, she didn’t have to know what she was doing, did she? She would be doing whatever she had been told to do, whatever those gongs and bells had told her to do. She didn’t have to decide any more, didn’t have to think what to do... so she just didn’t think at all...and then, all of a sudden, she would be safely tucked up in bed, the day having passed as if in the blink of an eye, as if in a dream or in a trance.

				It was this place, this room, this treatment that was doing it to her - it was destroying her, squeezing her personality from her like the juice from a grape crushed underfoot, breaking her will, fragmenting her mind.

				It was what they had always intended this place to accomplish for her, what they had wanted for her all along. And yet, even as these revelations rained down upon her, at some level she was recognising the fact that she was actually quite wrong in this apportioning of blame, that in actuality she was hiding the truth from the self. They weren’t doing this to her, nor was it the place itself, not as such; they had her doing it to herself.

				That was the horror of it; they had her hard at work, breaking herself down - and she was making a good job of it too. True, they had created the toolkit. But it was she who was presently wielding the mallet and chisel. All they had had to do was sit back, wait, watch and presumably enjoy the spectacle - she was well aware that hidden surveillance facilities were everywhere, both audio and visual, they didn’t hide the fact - their denial of her privacy was all part of the treatment.

				She blinked and reality, for what it was worth, returned; she felt a tear splatter heavily against her dress front, another wind its way down her cheek. A soft hand was lifting her chin and another was lovingly patting the sadness from her eyes, the tissue feeling as soft as cloud.

				“Come with me sweetheart; I’m here to help you” a gentle voice cooed, soothingly. The nurse’s pretty blue eyes smiled out from a face much robbed of profile by a wimple-like white headdress that left little else exposed. She spoke with the sort of patronising tone and simplistic, pacifying phrasing one would ordinarily reserve for addressing a very small and very frightened child. Yet it was not entirely inappropriate: here before her, red- eyed and cowed, was a small and very frightened child - albeit a child fast approaching the age of majority.

				“There are some very nice people here to visit you. They’ve come a very long way especially to see you and they’re so excited that they want to see you right away - isn’t that nice?.

				“Yes n,n,nurse.” She had been spoken to and It was a question. She knew to speak when spoken to and that questions had always to be answered - most politely. And so she answered - in simpering tones where once there might have been an outraged sneer if not full-blown tirade - despite not having fully grasped the implication. Smiling in response, the nurse continued with her oozing, rambling little pep-talk in that same childishly treacly vein:

				“Yes...and they’re very important people too...and they’re all here just to see you ...that’s right, little one, little old you - I’m sure you will want to look your best for you visitors, won’t you?”

				“Yes, p,p,please, n,n,nurse.”

				“There’s a good girl.”

				Strangely, Matron had now disappeared from sight, but her sharply enunciated cut-glass vowels could be heard addressing the nurse from some distant point. There was something amiss here, the girl could feel it - there was an unaccustomed edge to that string of commands, urgency...no, it was something more...there was clearly something wrong with her. Matron’s voice was coming in quick-fire staccato bursts, her words stumbling and tripping over one another and punctuated with mistimed breaths. She had never known Matron behave like this. To sense the woman’s control waning should have cheered her - but it didn’t. On the contrary; in actual fact it was scaring her to death.

				There was sense of fluster entering into those hurriedly barked commands...no... not fluster...it was more like...more like...panic, absolute blind panic. That was it, the woman was in a state of total panic - in fact they all were, she suddenly realised. All the staff, although trying their best to disguise it and one or two succeeding seemed as if on the verge of complete panic.

				Another two nurses had now arrived, practically at a run, their laboured breathing evidence of having covered some distance at haste - they were brusquely addressed, despite their obvious effort.

				“Quick, get her out of there. Get her changed, showered...and for heaven’s sake get those bloody ridiculous pigtails off of her” Matron was shouting from some way off, the strain now evident in the hoarseness growling up from her throat. “...and then I want her in a standard examination gown and up into the main building A.S.A.P. There’s a standard wheelchair outside the shower room - use that; I don’t want any form of restraint to be seen in use. I’ll hold them off as long as I can. We can still pull this off if we can get it together fast enough... if we don’t... well, that’ll be that! We’ll all be through - the whole fucking place will be through, finished...and us with it! Now, get a move on for fuck’s sake!”

				Running for the Door

				Suddenly Lavinia’s little world of stasis and unaltered routine had become a hive of swarming, buzzing confusion...She was being hurried along the corridor now, in a semi-run, a hard slap from the nurse’s tawse across the back of her thighs having spurred her into action. They left her private little stretch of corridor through one of its end security grilles; the access gate at its centre, having already been unlocked, was hanging open, swung back against the side wall. At a trot, a nurse leading her by the hand and another following up closely behind, they rounded the corner and passed along another passageway, in all other aspects identical to the first but seemingly stretching off tunnel-like into the distance. Cell-like doors passed identically and monotonously by, one after another on their left, punctuating the wall like padded drab white sentinel monoliths and each equipped with that telltale covered spy-hole.

				On their left, rectangular windows rushed past like so many carriage windows along some strange prison train. Each was as opaque as if white-washed and lay back behind its own protective plastic meshwork screen, the latter fitted flush to the wall. Each displayed that alternating pattern of light and dark-shaded vertical banding, typifying security vouchsafed behind thick externally-mounted steel bars, which had, from the outset, been the source of so much dismay for the girl - and the others like her that populated the place.

				They passed through a second, then a third, then a fourth security grille; each identical in every way to the last and negotiated without need for pause, having uncharacteristically been left unlocked and swung back. Their path was dizzying, the passageway turning first to the left and then to the right and then again to the right, as if to double back on itself, before, as if having a changed its mind mid-route, it once again rounded sharply to the left.

				A junction was reached, a hexagonal glossy-white sterilised space occupied by what appeared to be a nurse’s station or control desk of some sort, complete with a pair of computer terminals and a desk-phone. From here there branched off six corridors, arranged likes the spokes of a wheel.

				The way immediately ahead of them was blocked by one of those ubiquitous floor-to-ceiling arrays of bars that seemed to choke the place. A large signboard to its right caught her eye, some sort of bullet-pointed list - but it was meant for the staff not for her and she dutifully averted her eyes, suddenly overcome by the sort of clammy cold dread that most would associate with spiders or snakes or perhaps rats. Besides, there was no time to dawdle; already she was being hustled towards the passageway immediately to their left. Despite the fact that it appeared to virtually double back the way they had just come they took it anyway - it was the only clear path open to them in any case.

				All the other exits, from the little she could see past their locked gates, were short affairs, cul-de-sacs seemingly regularly punctuated on both sides by doors - these being set back from the walls and apparently arranged in a staggered fashion, one to the left and then one to the right, perhaps six in all in each case. One such had been abandoned with all the doors left swung outward, each thick, sturdy, white painted and - where viewed edge on - not unlike something that might secure a bank vault. The impression each passageway gave was unmistakably that of a penitentiary wing, albeit in miniature - she half-expected to see a prison officer emerge at any moment.

				The steel gate through which they now passed had been left lazily half-open, as if having been hurriedly unlocked as an afterthought to a rushed departure. Partially obstructing their path, it had to be swung back as they pressed through. Ahead the passageway appeared daunting; it looked just as endless and convoluted as the one they had just come from... and Lavinia was now feeling tired, very tired.

				The girl’s nylon uniform dress, long-sleeved, button-through and styled like some bizarre crossover between a 1960s ladies overall and a schoolgirl’s summer dress of the same period, was becoming sticky with sweat around her arms and armpits and around her neck where the regulation regarding the constant fastening of the top button insured the shirt-style collar was always kept neatly closed beneath her chin. The rest was kept protected for the time being by the full-length nylon slip she wore underneath and which was, in turn, spared by the elastane corselet she wore beneath that; but the perspiration was beginning to wick its way through even those layers of fabric.

				What was more, her thick heavy diaper was being compressed, squeezed and rung-out with each step, as if put through a mangle. Its loathsome contents were being rhythmically and systematically pumped past the rubber leg-cuffs of her knickers to ooze and trickle down the short expanse of wobbling flesh at the top of her thighs.

				The golden rivulets were disappearing relatively harmlessly into the myriad capillary channels of the fine weave of her stocking tops, as if soaking into blotting tissue - the lubrication was rendering the rasping hiss of the welts as they rubbed past each other softer, slicker and more fluid in tone.

				The darker, more viscous material, though, hung in unspeakable globs around the leg-cuff elastic; the stickier of it clung to her flesh, the less so was thrown off from time to time to decorate the inside of her skirt and slip or, worse, to spray as a fine splattering of oily dark rain, conspicuously staining the bottle green plastic of her shoes and the surrounding white flooring as she ran.

				But that was not the worst of it, not by long chalk: She was now quite breathless, struggling for air. Her lungs burning with exertion she was puffing and blowing like an old train and coughing like a rusty hinge. What was more her limbs were failing; her leg muscles were beyond exhaustion, the pain from each mingling together to become one vast swirling torturous sea of flame - her arms and shoulders too.

				But here was a girl who had always placed great importance on fitness, who had run marathons and half marathons, who had trained for hour upon hour in the dance studio, honing her flexibility, stretching and drawing out ligaments and tendons, toning muscle. What was more, the nurse to the fore was barely breathing heavy and the one bringing up the rear, the one that had initially arrived at her room so breathless, was actually recovering her composure as they went.

				For the first time in her life she actually felt fat; despite the support of her corselet her belly seemed to wobble as she moved, building up a rhythm all of its own. Her upper thighs and bottom too seemed to be weighing her down and had their own dancing rhythm for her to contend with. As for her breasts; despite their unnatural under-wired high elevation they felt heavy, pendulous. They swung first to one side then to the other, then back again, as if determined to pull her off balance, while the cups straining to constrain all that flesh, being open fronted, left both nipples and areolae free to receive the unrelenting caress of her smooth nylon under slip with every move.

				And yet she had never been one particularly endowed in that department. Dancers generally weren’t and such she had always aspired to - it was that or catwalk modelling, she could never quite make up her mind. But it was in dance where her real talent lay; her future lay in the ballet, that was what she had been told - and in classical dance over-endowment was definitely not an advantage.

				How had she allowed herself to get into this state, to be puffing and blowing like an old woman - and after no more than a couple of minutes of fast trotting? How had she gotten to the point where her body felt like constrained blancmange, her limbs so lardy?

				They must have known what was happening to her, they must have. There was that woman that used to visit her in her room, such a welcome break from the monotony - those visits had been a lifeline for her. Not that there had ever been any social aspect to them. Conversation, for what it was, consisted at most of a series of questions, most of which required simple yes or no answers and beyond which any attempted elaboration risked a stroke or two of Matrons cane.

				These were dietician’s visits; they had begun well after her removal from the ‘schoolroom’ following her second episode of so-called ‘wilful non-compliance with experimental protocol’. Only after she had been incarcerated in the so-called ‘training room’ for quite some time - just how long she had no way of knowing - did the assessment of her ‘nutritional status’ and of her various ‘anthropomorphic indices’ suddenly become of such a concern to them.

				How regular or irregular those visits had been there was no way of telling, but great care was clearly taken that the procedure and routine on those occasions never varied one iota, even down to the words exchanged.

				Life under a Dietician’s Care

				The woman always had an authoritative and somewhat haughty air about her and would walk in, pushing her trolley and accompanied by Matron, as if about to bestow some great favour, as if she expected Lavinia to quite literally prostrate herself at her feet in gratitude for her attention. She eschewed the type of uniform dress Lavinia was used to seeing Matron and her nurses wearing in favour of a fairly standard white doctor’s coat and even this would vary in length from visit to visit and on occasion would appear ill-fitting as if borrowed for the occasion. The only other concession she appeared to have been willing to make to the unit’s protocol was the adoption of the face-framing nun-like white headdress that all the staff wore; it denied the subject the distraction of all those different hair styles and colours and other such concerns that were best left behind in the world outside.

				Invariably at the start of the proceedings Lavinia would have to offer up her full bedpan for inspection. This being designed for the purpose was transparent and divided crosswise so as to provide two compartments, the one to the fore collecting the liquid waste and the one to the rear, the solid - a graduated scale moulded into the plastic and running up the face of the central divider provided the means to estimate volume and size as appropriate.

				The dietician would then run through a questionnaire, ticking boxes, pausing from time to time to ask that her subject estimate her stool size and texture, the quantity of urine passed, its colour, whether it was cloudy or clear and so on - and always in that irritatingly-affected 1930s public school accent of hers, with its subtle shading of fenland farm-girl that she could never quite disguise and that Lavinia could never quite pin down geographically.

				As a hangover from the procedure of the schoolroom this had been nothing new to her of course, although there it had been the dormitory mistress playing the inquisitor’s role. But nevertheless it was not something that would ever lessen in lip-biting humiliation through familiarity - it addressed and assaulted the most basic ingrained levels of self-respect and revulsion.

				In the schoolroom, odour was always the last category to be checked; the bedpan had to be brought up to the nose, first the front compartment then the rear. In her isolated ‘training room’ it had been relegated to the penultimate, although more stringently carried out in the hands of the dietician. Under her supervision it had no longer been acceptable to hover fleetingly above each compartment; the pan now had to be held right up to the face so that, with her head craned over it, her prettily-refined and slightly upturned nose was now obliged to penetrate well into each in turn.

				The nostrils had to be flaring just above the surface of the contents before that woman was satisfied. Nor could she hide from the sight and the shame behind closed eyes; this was watched for most carefully by both women and Matron’s cane would always waiting at the ready.

				Indeed, after about the third or fourth visit, the woman had wheeled in her trolley to reveal the addition of a dressing-table sized mirror fitted in a stainless steel frame and conspicuously covering the majority of one side. From that day onwards that part of the procedure had been carried out with the girl seated smartly upright on the side of her bed and obliged to face the vanity-defeating self-mocking criticism of that trolley-side mounted mimic.

				Then came that part that was just for her and her alone,; tagged on to the bottom of the list - and categorised as a quick test for diabetes along with the results of the urine flow glucose and ketone strip tests that would be performed later - was one word: taste.

				Still seated on the edge of her bed and required to face her own reflection at all times, she would be required to stick out her tongue; it had to be forced right out as hard as possible, extended to its utmost extent, to a painful extent, and held rigid.

				An eye dropper would be used; the dietician, having first donned a latex glove, would carefully place four or five drops of the golden-yellow fluid along the centre of the girl’s outstretched tongue. She would stand there, stopwatch in hand, counting off the seconds and watching for any deviation of the girls gaze away from that of her violet-eyed doppelganger, before ordering the girl to withdraw her tongue, taste and swallow. There then would be a short series of questions fired at her, the answers to which were always to be in the form of “yes miss” or “no miss”...Was it salty, sweet, bitter or perhaps tart? And so on and so on...

				This procedure would be repeated three times, each time the same taste assay would be run through and for each test a fresh sample would drawn up into dropper once the previous had been squirted into a tissue. Of course the woman could easily have extracted a sample from one of the bottles she would decant off for laboratory testing. But without exception, each time she would make a great show of drawing up a sample directly from the girl’s bedpan - it had the greater psychological impact. She would gently slosh around the latter’s contents on the pretext of obtaining a good average sample while in truth aiming to gain and hold the girl’s attention. If there was any residue of a suitably runny consistency present at the pan’s other end she would let the dropper hover there, perhaps even let her hand drop down until the implement’s tip would dangled dangerously close to the surface, all the time watching the girl’s eyes for her reaction.

				Always, on the second and third occasions, prior to the drops being placed on her tongue, Lavinia would first be required to tilt back her head while a couple of drops were applied to each nostril in turn. As in the second part of this extended procedure, the stopwatch would be consulted and by the time she was instructed to again face forward and put out her tongue the first inklings of a trickle would be beginning to form in the back of her throat.

				Although Lavinia could not possibly have recognised it at the time, she had not been the lone victim in all this that she might have seemed. Janice Silverman, herself, had been as much the victim. After all was said and done, the woman was head of dietetics in a prestigious private rest home, sanatorium and rehabilitation retreat catering for the very upper echelons of society. She was supposed to be someone who could be relied upon to act ethically and responsibly, as part of a caring profession.

				Yet with each visit to the unit those professional values and ideals, once held so dear and once so cherished, had been eroded further - she had been possessed by the spirit of the place as if the very fabric of the building had some sentient will of its own.

				True, Ms Silverman had always secretly harboured a certain attraction to young women whom she perceived as having a somewhat submissive bearing. It was also true that there had been occasions when she had found her thoughts running to fantasy and playfully dallying with elements that could be described as possessed of a gently-sadistic aspect. But these had been fantasies and no more than that; in her private life she had always been loving and caring, even if on occasion she could be somewhat overbearing, albeit in a motherly way. Yes, like most of us she had occasionally been host to certain...darker desires, shall we say - harmless phantasms locked in the world of imagination, where such things belong. And that was how they would have remained; had she not been introduced to this place... it had given her full rein...and power, absolute power. It had torn open her psyche, let out all those little, once harmless, desires and urges, allowed them to scatter unfettered, then nurtured them further.

				She would never have considered herself cruel by nature and yet all of this - this so-called ‘dietetic assessment’ - was of her doing, her development. And every time she looked into that girl’s eyes, those pretty violet eyes, every time she saw the dread hiding there, she would feel the cruelty growing in her heart and she would know... this was not yet far enough.

				If only Lavinia had known, when that dropper had last been dangled above that foulness, just how close that taunt was to reality, just how seriously her tormentor had been considering it, how the woman had thought through the pitfalls and dangers and had surmounted each one in turn. It was to have been the very next session; an earlier sample had been retained and would’ve been liquefied to the required viscosity and treated with an antibacterial and antiviral agent to remove the danger of infection - boiling would have removed the pungency, something to be avoided. A simple sleight of hand would have done the rest, swapping the bedpan sample for her previously prepared taster - the psychological impact would have been the same, as would that look of revulsion in the girl’s eyes as she submitted for the first time to her new treatment.

				And submit the girl would have, that was part of the irony of the situation - for as much as she had to endure in each one of these sessions, there was little greater threat that could have been be offered up to persuade her, should she have refused, than the threat of their cancellation. Undoubtedly, a few missed sessions would have seen her on her knees begging for an appointment with the dietician - such was the level of isolation they had her under, such was her state of mind.

				A Panic in the Salon

				It was the wheelchair that had snapped her out of it...or rather her collision with it; she had run smack into the back of the thing. The nurse ahead of her had swung out and around it at the last moment and - having somehow managed to select the correct key on the run - was already struggling to unlock the door beyond. Standing close-in to the side wall and orientated side-on to the door and having avoided going to the trouble of detaching the key ring from her belt in an attempt to save time, the woman was now straining and cursing while hurriedly she tried to bring key and lock together. The elasticated crepe nurse’s belt she wore, being loath to cooperate and its upper edge curling down in its determination, tugged frustratingly back through the glittering taut stainless-steel key chain, prompting exasperated gasps from both women and charging dearly in wasted time for the folly of this fumble-fingered strategy.

				All at once tumblers chattered, a foot and hand thumped in dull padded concert, as if in impatient retribution for the door’s reluctance, and an open palm, slapping sharply between Lavinia’s shoulder blades and near knocking the remaining breath from her aching lungs, propelled her forward.

				The scene that presented itself before her was startlingly strange in its familiarity, eliciting a gasp that owed its origin as much to incomprehension as it did to surprise. Spurred by shock and driven by instinct her hand momentarily went to her mouth, only to be lowered almost immediately to join its sibling in front of her skirt. A cold shiver of dread running down her spine at the realisation of what she had just done, albeit unbidden, she assumed the stance that all good obedient institution inmates took up when waiting to be told what to do next.

				Her shoes were pressed smartly side-by-side, her wrists were kept crossed in front of her dress and her hands presented with the palms facing outwards while simultaneously pressing back the nylon fabric against her thighs, her shoulders were rounded and her head bowed sheepishly as if in shame. Standing as quietly as could be managed, commensurate with regaining her breath, she looked every bit the perfect product of the institution’s regime, spirit all but crushed and personality drowning beneath endless months of relentless discipline.

				She had seen enough, though, to be near certain that it was the same room: The hairdressers basin, the barber’s chair-cum-obstetric exam couch with its leg-rests and stirrups hung with leather restraint straps, their buckles glinting in the light like Christmas tree baubles, the dental surgery lighting system, with its lenses and lamps, cantilever-mounted overhead - all were shockingly too familiar.

				To her left an alcove had, mounted across its width, a rail holding six transparent plastic hairdressing-salon capes. These too she had seen many, many times before; she could almost feel the thick polyurethane, soft yet heavy, sweatily adhering to her skin. She could recall too the white nylon zipper running up the back from the hem to the top of the exaggerated mandarin collar and how it would pull the latter closed around the neck - presumably originally so as to protect the clothes of the wearer, although they were always naked beneath it save for a broad, white, padded medical restraint belt worn around the waist to which their wrists would be immobilised.

				It was an appalling, drowning, tent-like affair designed to drape over the chair as well as its occupant, once seated. She recalled waiting in line with the other girls from the schoolroom for her turn in the chair, hideously aware of her nakedness underneath its voluminous draping calf-length folds of transparent plastic.

				A claustrophobically-enclosed, steaming, humid microclimate would quickly develop beneath that covering, causing beads of perspiration to run like glistening rivulets down skin rendered a glowing velvet pink by the warmth - little trickles that would work their way down her back to slip and insinuate irritatingly between her buttocks, others that would somehow adhere to and run over their broadly sweeping curves and that would bring a torturous reawakening to stinging freshly-laid cane-wheals.

				All the while she would be trying to avoid the sight of the widespread intimacy of whichever unfortunate happened to be receiving her ‘hygienic shave’ and vaginal douche at the time. Not that she ever could avoid that sight, of course, the chair faced outwards into the room and those waiting did so in single file facing it. There would be six girls and sooner or later each and every one of them would reach the front of the queue and have to watch the nurse sitting on her little stall down between the previous girl’s legs wielding the razor. Those once dealt with would be obliged to rejoin the queue - and so it would continue until, finally, the first girl to be treated would find she was obliged to face the wide-spread femininity of the last.

				Not one girl would ever leave that room dry-eyed and with her pride intact; even the most self-confident was left humbled and bowed by the experience. And it would be repeated time and time again, over and over, rubbing away at any reawakening of self-esteem and vanity as a washerwoman might work at a stubborn stain - refusing to fade completely yet bleached out a little more with each application.

				But it couldn’t possibly be the same room - could it? That room had been part of the self enclosed schoolroom complex. Whereas this room lay behind a side door off of what was obviously a central thoroughfare, that other room had been reached by way of a truncated passage leading straight off the dormitory and of no more than a couple of meters in length at most. They’d never once had to leave that zone for any purpose; that sort of arrangement was typical here, it was part of what made the place so secure for holding girls who, like herself, given the choice would almost certainly have decided to end their participation in the study - no matter how generous the fee that would have to be relinquished - once they discovered its true nature and how tough it was to be be.

				There appeared to be no other means of access other than the doorway through which they had just passed and in any case they had entered facing the chair just as they would have done had it been that other room - clearly any familiarity was merely an illusion born of that typically institutional obsession with standardisation in design and layout.

				But then her eyes picked up on the one defect despoiling the glossed white plastic perfection of the chair. She recognised it at once; a tear in the fabric at the side of one arm. It was a teeny thing, insignificant to most and clearly overlooked by the staff, but to any starved of the sight of anything save white plastic, white linoleum and green and white striped uniforms it was a monstrous carbuncle.

				She could clearly remember how she would surreptitiously run her fingertips over it, relishing the texture of the underside of the teeny hinged flap of plastic and the bubbly foam padding beneath, learning every undulation and contour of that fractal landscape, while always fearful that a nurse might see and that it would be repaired.

				One hung on to such insignificant things here, they were little lifelines; even a bluebottle, or an ant come to that, would have been viewed as a wondrously fascinating distraction - not that she had ever seen one here. In fact come to think about it, she had never seen even the teeniest insect.

				If further confirmation was needed it came now in the form of the narrow cylindrical shower booth standing in the far right corner. Its curved door, presently slid back and revealing the sparsely appointed plastic interior, when closed around the occupant would restrict the latter’s potential to avoid the icily spraying jets, trapping her arms close to her sides behind its tough transparent Lucite wall while denying nothing from the supervising nurse’s eye.

				There had been a dark mark at the base of that booth, just a few centimetres in length. Just such a streaked, curving scar now seemed to zoom into focus, pulling into horrific slow-motion close-up just as the rest of her surroundings seemed to recede in concert - momentarily she was forced to put out a hand to steady herself.

				A gyrating dissonance of past and present, of recall, logic and truth washed around her: she felt closer to madness in that moment than at any point. Yet while she felt close to insanity, all around her insanity reigned supreme. Headless chickens masquerading as nurses meandered and bumbled and collided in their haste. A breathless urgency seemed to have infected their every action with a gawkish, self-conscious ineffectualness.

				Somewhere scissors clattered noisily, falling from floundering fingers and rattling around a white enamel dish. Elsewhere, a nurse, robbed of her usual self-assured composure, fiddled irritatedly with the key to one of the flush-mounted wall cupboards, bemoaning all the while the clinic’s obsession with keeping even the most innocuous of supplies under lock and key. Its double fronted doors delineated from the wall itself by little more than their outline and the keyhole lying within the borders of one, ordinarily she would have relished the additional symbolic control it gave her over her patient. The cupboard unexpectedly springing open in response to the woman’s fumbling; three half-litre polythene bottles tumbled heavily in quick succession, each landing in turn with a dull thud on the white Formica work-surface below. Two others seemed to hover momentarily around and about the valiantly juggling nurse’s hands, before one was snatched from the air and the other sent spinning down obliquely to land weightily in the plastic hairdressers hand basin abutting the wall behind the chair. In the background, its three siblings, having each rolled slowly across the worktop as if drawn magnetically towards its edge, began their own tumbling descent, each thumping harmlessly onto the yielding surface of the impeccably white linoleum flooring.

				Had circumstances been different it would have been comedic - a farcical dance of neurosis; the performers sidestepping, pirouetting, weaving to and fro and in an out of each other’s path in terrifyingly chaotic orbits. As it was she was claustrophobically enclosed, disorientated, terrified and buried deep within the twisted, convoluted bowels of a privately owned secure psychiatric unit. She had been kept for months isolated, repeatedly subjected to the cutting slash of the cane across her bare buttocks until she cried like a newborn, denied the use of the toilet and placed in diapers, psychologically conditioned like one of Pavlov’s dogs until she salivated when the ‘meal-bell’ rang and would void her bowels into her knickers at the sound of the ‘toilet-bell’. And now this, this all pervading anxiety, this panic...It frightened her, confused her.

				She found herself yearning for the comforting order she had come to expect, had become so used to living under. She needed the discipline now, she had come to love the strictness of the regime in a way; she didn’t want to have to think any more, make decisions any more. She had come to find a strange freedom in imprisonment - but it was the duplicitous freedom of learnt passivity, the freedom of the brainwashed.

				“Come along; let’s get those things off you. Hurry girl...hurry.” Anxiety modulated the nurse’s voice, introducing a certain quavering edge were a velvety smooth confidence would ordinarily have exuded. Their part of the show was over; now it was their charge’s turn to perform...

				Hurriedly relieved of hospital incontinence knickers, stockings, nylon overall, thick sweat-heavy nylon slip and corselet in that order, she was pushed down into the discomforting white, spotless leatherette embrace of that chair. The rasping of Velcro restraints filled her ears, providing a counterpoint to effort-laden grunts, exasperated sighs, the soft crackling of the nurses’ thin white plastic aprons - worn to protect their uniforms - and the rustling of their full-skirted dresses. Left for a moment to her own devices, Lavinia’s mind begun to wander...

				She had possessed such pert little apple-round breasts, somehow so much more appropriate for a dancer - even if she had been somewhat sensitive about her lack of cleavage when still at school. But then, at that point in her life, she had yet to undergo the burgeoning and not inconsiderable development that had occurred since her arrival in this place....

				Why oh why had she had to think of that? Unconsciously her gaze had drifted down, engaging involuntarily with the glistening-pink and sweat-streaked waves of flesh quivering beneath the misty, near-transparent, soft plastic folds of the hairdresser’s cape now draped around her. The bountifully-ripened pendulous bosom, the outwardly-swollen convex-curved little belly, rippled rather than rolled with fat, full and fertile while still safe from any accusation of obesity - and below all of that, those curving fruitful hips and swelling seat-filling bottom. She felt nothing but contempt for that body, and, somehow, it for her. In a sense it wasn’t truly hers any more - and therein lay her greatest shame. It had been grown on her, nurtured like some market garden product - and somehow without her knowledge. It had been grown over the top of that lithe, apple-breasted, taut-muscled and slim-hipped dancer’s frame that she had toiled so long at the ballet bar to achieve; submerging it, suffocating it.

				Closing one’s eyes was never an option here; she knew to expect a slap to one cheek or the other if not both - never a hard brutal face slapping, just a sharp reprimanding reminder, but stinging none nonetheless. But looking up brought only the hideous overview reflected back from the wall mirror: The maturely-curvaceous, overabundance, to her eyes at least, of female flesh, all melon breasted, well-fleshed and dimpled-knee fecundity, sat awkwardly at odds beneath the rounded, double chinned doll’s head that surmounted it.

				Away from the corruption of the sun, she had developed an interestingly-pale porcelain complexion rather than the sickly pallor one might have expected - and even that was presently being reinvigorated by the judicial application of a subtle, beige powdered foundation, the nurse leaning away from time to time to appraise her handiwork. The deep violet eyes gazing back from the mirror had lost none of their strikingness - but there was a fishmonger’s-slab glassy flatness, where once a holographic dusting of blue diamonds had danced with childish enthusiasm. Where once there had been careless abandon there was now abandonment of care; the wide-eyed child-woman that had bewitched so many, denuded of brows and lashes, had been left with an empty and disproportionately expansive gaze - a headlight-tethered, fear-petrified rabbit inhabited those velvet pools, not the enthusiastic wonderment of childhood ambition.

				Another nurse came around to the front, blocking the girl’s damning self appraisal with the white plastic glare of her crinkling apron. Quickly the woman busied herself, applying a thick mascara-like substance around the girl’s eyes, following the natural contours of the brow-line and working piecemeal from the outside inwards, adding a little to the left eye then a little to the right and balancing out the symmetry as she went. Whatever it was, the substance was quickly drying to a fine, velvety hair-like texture on contact with the skin and gradually, with every application, where those brows had for so long been kept carefully depilated, new cosmetic replacement eyebrows began to sprout in their place.

				But, the girl quickly came to realise, these proxies were not intended to follow the finely-arching line she would herself have favoured; that pretty, girlish, yet sophisticatedly feminine, look that once would have been realised and expensively maintained through untold sessions with the beautician’s tweezers. Rather, the nurse’s work was hurried; the thick, bushy dark brow-line now developing was simply that suggested by her natural brow contouring and with no concession whatsoever given to the aesthetic result.

				The intention seemed to be merely to disguise the fact that her eyebrows had been shaved off, although she could presently hazard no guess as to why that should suddenly have become such a priority. The effect did at least look naturalistic, human, but it was anything but attractive: True, it was no longer the face of an expressionless mannequin staring back at her - but neither was it the glowing, fine-boned made-over beauty-mask that would once have smiled back from the cosmetic-counter mirror on the Clarins stand in Selfridges, late on a Saturday afternoon in London’s Oxford Street. But that had been in some far off, half forgotten, time when she had been allowed to wander free.

				That had been a freedom that, like many young women of her age, she had taken for granted rather than as a privilege - but only in as far as one might expect the right, in western society at least; a transgression of law notwithstanding. But where she differed from her peers, others of her age who undoubtedly at that very moment would have been lining the counters at the sales or waiting patiently in the nail bar or supping overpriced coffee, was in the loss of that freedom that they still enjoyed. Indeed, it was not so much that, as the way by which she had lost it; she had broken no laws, she had gone against no authority and yet she was not free to come and go as she pleased, she was not free to choose what to wear - she didn’t even have any say as to how to style her hair, not even in as far as its colour.

				How many girls of her age had been denied even a glimpse of the sun, the sky, the trees and the grass... for how long...six months, now? Nine months? Perhaps even a year? How many girls of her age had been forced to sit day after day in total silence staring at blank white walls and a misty white frosted window - and even that behind steel bars - while clothed in a sweaty, nylon green and white striped dress somewhat reminiscent of a cross between a strict boarding school summer dress and a prison uniform? How many, even if imprisoned, would have as part of their sentence the regular slashing application of a thin whippy cane across their bare buttocks; thin, red-hot curving licks of fire-ant spittle breaking the vestigial adult in her, again and again, to sobbing, bended-knee childhood?

				And even in that thought there was that element of limitation; it was inherent in the word, sentence. If not for her innocence, if there had been some crime to make amends for, there would be a sentence, a term to be served, an end to it - there would be some legal limitation applicable, a tariff, she would have some legal rights. As it was, three times she had thought she had made it through to the end - and three times she had been given further documentation to sign, effectively agreeing to begin again from scratch, from day one. There were disclaimers, release forms and more recently - and worryingly - that ‘voluntary admission form’ effectively changing her status to one of ‘elective psychiatric patient’, whatever that might mean.

				Of course, it would have been all too easy to point out to her that it had been her choice whether to sign or not. After all, every agreement she had signed had been liberally strewn with legalese assurances as to it being of her ‘own free will’ and without ‘coercion or outside influence’. But such criticism would have been unfairly levelled. After a night spent standing, strictly supervised, in the corner at the end of her bed, with her hands on her head and six freshly-laid incendiary tram lines throbbing beneath her skin-tight latex knickers, she could hardly be expected to have been thinking clearly. Indeed, with the subtly alluded promise of twelve more rattan strokes to come and another sleepless night spent corner standing; when the time had come, she had hardly been able to scribble her name fast enough.

				In truth, though, in some ways her freedom could be said to have been not so much been taken from her as lost to her. It was such a precious thing she had lost, yet she had lost it so carelessly, standing by and watching as free will was eroded - and barely missing it. In fact, freedom had begun to slip from her grasp the very first day she had met the woman she would one day come to call ‘aunt’.

				It had become eroded further the day she accepted that woman’s invitation to take up a room in her home; it had been long gone in its entirety by the time that overbearing, manipulative woman had begun to impose those curious dress restrictions of hers. It was a jarring revelation, but one that raised more questions than it answered. Not that she would have accepted the obvious conclusions, no matter how unassailable the logic; that she had, in some way, been set up, manipulated over that period in such a way that the path leading her to her present predicament had been the only one truly left open to her.

				The muffled clickety-clunk of a key turning in a lock somewhere to the rear snapped her out of it. Her eyes were drawn back to the mirror, dreading contact with her own. Pointedly focusing past her own reflection, fearing the trauma her reaction to the sight might bring, she glanced over her shoulder just in time to catch sight of the door behind easing ajar. From somewhere beyond the narrow opening a disembodied voice hissed urgently:

				“For gods sake get a move on, will you - they’re on their way... they’re heading this way right now! We need to get her upstairs ASAP and looking as normal as possible! Matron says to forget everything else, just get rid of those pigtails and get her into her own clothes, if they’ll still fit her.”

				There was a dull thud as the door again closed. Around and about her the chaotic fluster of hands, bodies and implements redoubled. Two hands reached forward from behind her head and - grasping one pigtail in each - pulled firmly out to the sides. A second nurse, wielding shears, stepped in from the side and - bobbing in an out and dancing to either side of the first so as to avoid that woman’s arms - sliced cleanly and efficiently through each braid in turn at a point close to where it had been tied off. The terminating stubs of plaited hair, with their broad nylon-glossed green and white striped ribbon bows still intact, were let fall to the floor, coming to rest with a surprisingly solid sound, having been rendered rigid by the saturation of super-glue that had kept their childish adornments safe from interfering fingers.

				The pair of hands that had held the plaits now began hastily, yet dexterously, un-braiding the remainder of each, working up from the now truncated ends towards the girls scalp, the nurse’s plastic apron crinkling and hissing back and forth across the buttoned front of her polyester uniform dress as she laboured.

				Moments later a device, rather reminiscent of a smallish kitchen mixing bowl, was unceremoniously dumped, upturned, on her head. Manufactured of some tough glossy plastic and as white as everything else in the room, it gave the impression of some bizarre catwalk creation, differing, as it did, from the kitchen utensil by being formed of a closely grouped circle of petal-like segments. An unbroken circular band ran around the circumference of its rim and overlapped itself to one side, whereat a key-like screw fitting could be manually turned to adjust the fit and placement on the subject’s head. This latter adjustment having been duly made, the strange plastic pudding-basin skullcap was rendered closely fitting, encircling her head just above the pretty little elfin points that God and nature had gifted her ears.

				All in all, the whole could have been likened to something that might once have been of utility to a milliner in the fitting of a new creation - though somehow it seemed unlikely that a new hat was in the offing here.

				The nurse stood to one side, leaning close enough for the girl to feel her breath on her cheek and steadying both herself and the girl’s head by way of one hand pressing down on the centre of the plastic bowl-hat contraption. The scissors emerged from her hip pocket attached to a length of glittering silver-linked chain - they caught the light in mirror-finish star-like flashes in the way that only surgical-quality stainless steel can, the intention now only too obvious. There being little need for the woman to unclip them from their clasp she quickly set to work, slicing along the hairline above the girl’s left eye and working across the forehead to above the right, leaning across the front and trailing the thin cold steel chain across the girl’s cheek and nose as she went and using the plastic ‘pudding bowl’ contraption as a guide. Then, roughly pushing the girl’s head over to the right, she returned her attention to the left-hand side, working along and over the left ear before, pressing the girl’s head forward until her chin rested on the thick rubbery polyurethane of the hairdresser’s cape, she worked her way around round the back.

				Sideling around to the girl’s right-hand side she now swapped hands. Manoeuvring the girl’s head hard over to the opposite side with her left hand she went to work with the scissors in her right, slicing along the hairline from above the girl’s right eye, over her right ear to meet up where she had left off at the rear. Little more than a minute had elapsed but in that time Lavinia’s near-shoulder-length growth, calculated to reach a nice institutional collar-length when in plaits - and itself only a meagre, teasing reminder of the magnificent thick waist-length mane she had once sported - had been reduced to a ridiculously short, monk-like remnant.

				To Lavinia, throughout, there was a certain numb sense of resignation - the real pain had dissipated long ago, having reached a zenith the day that they had first reduced that rare and wild waist length loveliness of hers to the tamed, mundane and child-like conformity demanded by the institution. But there was more to come...

				Somewhere a roughened humming buzz started up, sounding like a wool-muffled swarm of bees. A hand again pressed her head forward and her chin down against her sternum. A warm vibrating sensation, somehow comforting in its way, began stroking up the nape of her neck, lovingly caressing and conforming to the elegant inward curve before, halting with a bump against the plastic cap’s tight rim, dropping back - only to start upward again a moment later along a parallel route. Then, one at a time, the fleshy shells of her ears were folded back and down, surprisingly gently given the haste, allowing the progression of the clippers up and around and along the bowl’s guiding perimeter.

				Seconds later and it was all over. The butterfly thumbscrew having been slackened off - loosening the cap’s diabolical plastic grip on her head - the ‘bowl’ was popped off, revealing a ‘hairstyle’ that even in Lavinia’s numb state brought fresh tears to silently well up in her violet eyes. Velcro restraints were peeled away from around her wrists, elbows, waist, ankles, from over her breasts and chest and she was ushered out of the chair.

				Still draped in the heavy, ankle length polymer cape, sweat trickling down the backs of her knees and her curves embarrassingly and unflatteringly outlined in grey-tinted semi-transparency, she was ushered out through the door and briskly propelled along the corridor and into the waiting lift, a nurse walking either side, one taking up the rear and supervising her every move.

				A key was dragged out on a chain from the hip pocket of a nurse’s dress and inserted and turned in a lock. With a pneumatic sigh, white plastic-padded doors slid shut and a shuddering unaccustomed momentary loading of the knees told its story. For a few moments after that there was barely any perceptible sensation of movement at all, just a gentle vibration coming up through the floor and an occasional slight sideways movement. Then, to the accompaniment of a hissing and faintly metallic grinding, another passageway opened up before them.

				The contrast could hardly have more stark. Where previously there had been featureless, perspective-defying, white, where there had been spongy linoleum, yielding vinyl-padded walls and discreetly-inset indirect lighting, there was now richly patinaed reddish-brown wood panelling, thick ruby-red carpeting, hanging oils and watercolours and tastefully positioned spotlights and up-lighters. But there was something else too - for a split-second the girl was at a loss, then the impression resolve itself; fresh air! It was the nature-tainted taste of fresh air, real air, not the sterile purified air of the secure unit in which had been for so long kept.

				Nudged out from behind and almost reluctantly shuffling forward, unsure of the true nature of this new situation, she noted immediately to her left a door hanging open; beyond she could just make out a comfortable, reassuringly-girlish bedroom, simpering in soothing pinks, lemon-mousse yellow and meadow-flower blue. Only the dark solidarity of the steel bars, shadowed in grey against the sun-butter yellow of the frosted window, itself fringed by soft blue flounced curtains, dared entertain anything untoward. It was a young girl’s bedroom, pure and simple...If, that is, such were to be bound up in the protection of a hospital’s secure psychiatric wing and placed under lock and key. The thick door, wood panelled on the outside, softly padded steel on the inside, the sturdy tamperproof lock, the covered eye hole with its brass hinged plate; all these things had their own story to tell.

				Laid out on a light, frothy and frilled nylon duvet of quilted cornflower-blue was a selection of clothing that would have been instantly recognisable to any teenage girl living in any era since the late 1950s. There was a pair of well worn blue jeans, a selection of T-shirts, a black leather jacket and - on the floor, half-covered by the flounced edging of the divan - her old battered sneakers. Her own old trainers, the ones she had bought in that market so long ago and had worn so long that she had beaten them into submission, were just sitting there, waiting for her like a pair of faithful terriers!

				Unceremoniously she was shoved through the door and thrust towards the bed - her escort retreating, to be only moments later replaced by a solitary nurse. Unlike the anachronistic all-white uniform Lavinia had become accustomed to seeing in the unit, this latter woman was wearing the everyday uniform of the hospital proper; a tightly belted, trim-waisted knee-length long-sleeved dress, in a light-blue viscose mixture with its contrasting white buttoned cuffs and mandarin collar trimmed with light blue piping.

				A matching light-blue tippet covered her shoulders and was decorated by the hospital badge embroidered in dark blue, maroon and gold thread, as was the breast pocket of the dress below - although the latter was presently covered by the bib of her starched white apron.

				Her spun-gold hair was pulled back into a no-nonsense bun, firmly pinned and topped off by a curving high-fronted nurse’s cap. The latter, edged with a light-blue piping so as to match the dress and decorated with three, light-blue, one centimetre wide lines running around the top at the front, seemed to add to her stature, underlining an authoritative appearance that began with her high-heeled court shoes and built upwards from there. An elastic petersham ribbon belt worn atop her apron completed the image, its ornately formed ball-clasp, in the form of silver filigree butterfly wings, catching the light and the girl’s eye both and fairly hypnotising the girl, holding her swaying silently in its thrall.

				Lavinia was still standing flummoxed, awkwardly shifting her weight and aware of her nakedness under the heavy folds of the hairdresser’s cape, when the nurse reached for the zipper beneath her chin and began smoothly drawing it down. Snapping out of her trance - for such it was, even if her senses were too dulled to recognise it - she made as if to move the woman’s hand aside. Having sensed a change in the air she was eager to capitalise on that to reclaim some small modicum of self-reliance, at least in as far as taking over the task of disrobing for her self.

				The nurse reacted with long-suffering patience, softly tut-tutting to herself and gently but firmly taking the girl by the wrists and guiding her arms back down to her sides. When her charge again reached up to the fastening, she simply spoke - her voice soft yet authoritative and tinged with a pitying, almost apologetic, tone - yet let the girl continue.

				“Now, now... you know how fiddly you find these things. Why, just look at you, all fingers-and-thumbs... fingers like sausages, you have... fingers like sausages. Now, come here and let me help you with that.”

				Unaccountably the zipper tab slipped from Lavinia’s grasp. She persisted...and it happened again - and yet again. Moments later and with a sense of childish frustration mounting in her to the point where she was beginning to feel that there was a real danger of her stamping her foot in tantrum, she found herself left with little option other than to acquiesce to the nurse’s wish to aid her.

				Divested of the plastic cape - and under the instruction of the nurse - she began struggling with dressing in articles of clothing which, while clearly her own and having presumably been sent from her home, seemed somehow to belong to some past existence - and to be a least two sizes too small to boot.

				Her hopes of regaining some sort of self-reliance were quickly dashed when she reached for the zip fastener on her jeans and again when it came to lacing up her trainers. At both these points in the proceedings the nurse again voiced her concern that Lavinia was finding it all rather ‘fiddly’, repeating the rather unkind comments made earlier as to how Lavinia was a little ‘awkward’ and possessed ‘fingers like sausages’. And on both occasions the girl did indeed find herself, as if fulfilling an inescapable prophecy, inflicted with a spastic clumsiness of such an extent that she could do little but stand passively and be dressed as if she were a child - and her, a young woman in her late teens.

				True, there had still been some fight left in her even then: she had persevered with her laces to the point at which she had very nearly become hysterical. A sharp slap across the face soon had her sitting patiently and resignedly on the edge of the bed while the nurse, kneeling, fastened her training shoes for her. She was put in her place then; she might well be about to go home, or at least that’s how it appeared, but for the time being she was still very much under the authority of the hospital and of its the nurses.

				The nurse, satisfied that all was now in order, left, locking the door behind her, having first instructed the girl in some detail as to how she was to wait quietly sitting on the side of the bed and having impressed upon her the importance of sitting smartly upright with her hands crossed demurely in her lap and with palms uppermost.

				And so Lavinia Vitesse was left sitting, alone and with no little temerity in this strangely surreal wonderland bedroom, squeezed uncomfortably into her familiar, yet oddly unfamiliar, home-clothing that no longer seem to fit and as far way from reality and from home as ever she had been - the bars on the window were a constant reminder that normality was a privilege that they could still keep from her if they so chose.

				Out there somewhere she had financial interests, family responsibilities, belongings, a home... and a guardian fuelled by avarice, a woman only too willing to take it all from her if she did not mount a struggle. But that was how she had been persuaded to join this project in the first place - for the financial reward that would allow her to mount a legal challenge for her inheritance, not to mention pave her way through university or dance classes or whatever. But here she now sat helpless, while outside who knows what that woman would be getting up to, how she might be spending her way through the family coffers, what she might be doing with the family home. While she remained in here she could do nothing, while she remained in here she didn’t even have an identity beyond a dehumanising patient identifier, a mere number.

				The door at half-opened; near silently save for the faint rasping of wood and metal on carpet pile and the plaintive squeak of a neglected hinge. From the subdued and shadowy passageway beyond, the all-too-familiar stern features of Matron duly appeared. Notably the somewhat dated, calf-length white polyester dress and latex bib-apron she customarily wore in the unit had now been exchanged for the more conventional navy-blue uniform of the traditional ward sister or hospital matron. The woman, having only partially stepped through the gap as if reluctant to become fully part of this odd fairytale world, stood now half-in and half-out the room and practically side on, steadying herself and holding the door ajar and with one hand, while with the other she wagged a single finger, addressing the startled girl as if in accusation. She hovered there just long enough to issue one singularly enigmatic warning - then was gone, as suddenly as she had appeared, leaving the door to slam shut and lock automatically behind her.

				“You are to say no more than you have been told to - no more than that... I’m warning you! Keep that mouth shut!” She’d hissed between her teeth in parting.

				Quite who it was she shouldn’t speak to, she had no idea. As to what she shouldn’t speak of; without doubt it was the unethical ill-treatment she had received at their hands in the unit.

				For while a contemplative quiet descended - from somewhere outside she could hear the unaccustomed sound of the crunching of wheels on gravel and the low throaty grumble of a vehicle’s engine. More distantly there was the more familiar, granular sound of the sea washing back and forth across a shingle beach. The latter had been an ever-present feature in the unit - its soft rhythmic sighing was so strangely constant, too constant, too regular somehow, unnaturally regular - as unvarying as the metronome her therapist would leave running on her desk, as regular as her own breathing that would seem to involuntarily synchronise with it. Compelling, lulling - she could almost hear the cooing voice of the therapist, the mantra repeated in sessions beyond number and recited over the insistent, never varying, tick-pause-tock, tick-pause-tock, tick-pause-tock, the little bejewelled pendulum cycling through all the colours of the rainbow then back again, over and over and over and over...

				A stabbing electric crackling snapped her back out of it... Her eyelids had floated flutteringly shut and she had been drifting with fluffy white clouds of pleasure, images of pretty white-uniformed nurses popping in and out of her mind and the thought coming and going and running unbidden through her head over and over again about how ‘nurse’s uniforms equalled authority’ and how natural that order of things was. Nurses, doctors, Matron herself; these were people who knew best, figures of unassailable authority to be obeyed implicitly and without question, all for her own good, all for her own benefit, no one else’s.

				The burst of noise that had startled her had seemed to issue from somewhere beyond the door, from somewhere out in the corridor. It came again, louder this time and accompanied by a bleep; a hissing burst of electronic static and a tinny telephonic voice, the speech distorted granular and disjointed. A few seconds more passed and then once again there came a pip-pip-pip tone and a burst of noise, but now it was accompanied by louder and more full-bodied voice, female, professional and controlled; a voice trained to convey information accurately, concisely and clearly:

				“...confirmed, control, we’re there now. We’ve just arrived outside; awaiting the key holder’s arrival before proceeding further”

				There came the rattling of a key in a lock and the door burst open... Violet eyes, saucer-wide and startled, stared back in disbelief. Framed in the now wide-open doorway was again the imposing figure of Matron, but now flanked by two other women - and very much now relegated to playing second fiddle. To either side of her, hanging back perhaps two paces to the rear, stood two statuesque female figures in high heeled courts and dressed in the impeccably-pressed navy-blue serge skirt, starched white cotton blouse and navy and white checked cravat typifying a British woman police officer.

				“...and this is the last room on this level. As I believe I told you earlier; this is the only room occupied at present. You can see for yourself the lengths the clinic has gone to for the patient’s comfort - we have nothing to hide here, I can assure you. I’m absolutely certain this can’t possibly be the girl you are looking for, officer, but please... be my guest: By all means question her if you so wish. I should point out though, you do have to take into account the child’s mental state - she has been diagnosed as a compulsive fantasist and therefore is given to manufacture the most elaborate tissues of fiction.

				Unfortunately, as in most such cases, there is a tendency for the patient to be quite clever in the way that her fabrications are structured. Patients presenting with this condition are often highly intelligent and very plausible and it takes quit some experience to be able to reliably disentangle the reality from the fantasy at times - definitely not a trivial matter, believe me.”

				Lavinia felt herself bristle at the use of that term ‘child’ - she was a full-grown young woman of marriageable age, after all. Then there was the rest of the stuff Matron had just said - the woman was undermining her from the start, making her out to be some kind of psychiatric case. But she wasn’t, she was a volunteer in a clinical research study. Sure they had her effectively registered now as a ‘voluntarily admitted patient’, but that was just a question of nomenclature, a ‘bureaucratic convenience’ someone had once described it as.

				In that moment she wanted to throw herself at them, to shout out: “I am Lavinia Vitesse, It has to be me you’re looking for; somebody somewhere must be missing me, surely somebody must have reported me missing by now. They’re keeping me locked up here against my will”. The words ran through her mind, were practised on her tongue. The action, though, was stillborn: In the presence of Matron the sheer force of that woman’s will held her in place, back upright, head submissively tilted down and hands demurely crossed, palms uppermost in her lap.

				As it was, the onus of taking action was to be shouldered by the police officers themselves. Clearly unwilling to be fobbed off at face value or perhaps already in possession of information or evidence that they had yet to divulge, they squeezed roughly past the older woman to confront the girl directly, without further ado.

				From a broad, black patent-leather belt tightly cinching the waist of each, a radio crackled, beeped and occasionally buzzed angrily. To the rear a set of handcuffs conspicuously swung to and thro across amply cushioned blue-serge-sheaved buttocks, making for an intimidating statement indeed. Here were two women that undoubtedly meant business - and they would not take no for an answer, not even from Matron.

				The tallest of the two women police officers, a willowy brunette, turned back toward Matron, addressing the woman in a tone that Lavinia would never dare use nor, up until now, even imagine any one else using with her either.

				“Well, I think we should leave the assessment of her mental state up to the experts - don’t you?”

				The other, a blonde blessed with the never-ending legs of a catwalk model, meanwhile turned towards Lavinia and taking her by one arm began to guide the girl up on to her feet. She spoke sharply, her voice carrying a surprisingly authoritative edge, considering the kindness of her actions, leaving the girl a little nonplussed but also in little doubt that this was not yet the time to speak up - nor was it the moment to do anything more or less than obey.

				“Come along, dear, up we get. You’re coming along with us - there are some people that want to meet you, ask you a few questions. It’s nothing at all for you to worry about, dear. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you found yourself back home by this time tomorrow, if all goes well for you.”

				For the first time Matron’s calm exterior was showing signs of strain; she pushed forward, a look of worried concern folding lines across her forehead.

				“You can’t just take her out of here like that - you obviously just don’t understand! Why do you think she is kept on a secure wing? She is a repeat absconder, carrying the risk of harming herself and maybe others too.”

				The brown haired officer looked puzzled: “But our understanding from the paperwork you presented us with earlier - and also from what you yourself told us outside - is that she is registered as a voluntarily admitted patient. Surely then, she could just walk out of here at any given time of her own free will - how could that in any way, shape or form be considered absconding?”

				“What you fail to understand, officer, is that our responsibility is first and foremost to our patient. There are clauses written into the agreement she signed when she first came here that allow us to take certain...contingencies, into account - if they should threaten the patient’s safety or, indeed, the safety of others.”

				“Well, under the circumstances I do have the authority to handcuff her - at least until such a time that we understand in sufficient detail what is going on here. I take it that would be a sufficiently stringent security measure, given that she is going to be escorted by two police officers and your good self?”

				A nod of confirmation and an exchange of confident smiles and moments later Lavinia Vitesse found herself shuffling along a carpeted corridor, teetering on the brink of salvation, yet with the cold steel of regulation police handcuffs firmly securing her wrists behind her back and another pair clamped around her ankles for good measure, restricting her to a frustratingly mincing little ballerina toddle. Truly an innocent abroad - if this was some form of rescue, then why was she afflicted with such a foreboding sense that somehow, in some way, she was being led further than ever from freedom?

				Wide Open Spaces and the Professors Three

				Lavinia was guided through a side door, a police officer to either side. On the other side of that heavily panelled oaken door lay the real world, the outside world. The scents and sounds of a world so long denied her waited there, impatiently poised to greet her.

				A rich heavily-laden swirling mixture sprang at her as the door swung back - almost immediately her starved senses were being virtually pummelled into a vertiginous collapse. The scents of roses, mown grass, hollyhocks and jasmine, mingled intoxicatingly with ambient notes of old leather book bindings, carpeting and pipe tobacco in an ever-shifting aromatic landscape. Heavy, wine-red velvet drapes hung floor-to-ceiling to the rear of the darkly panelled room, struggling uselessly to hold back the exuberant summer sun - mischievous stray golden strands of daylight flickered across the green flocked wallpaper to either side wherever finger-folds of fabric allowed ingress to the summer breeze. In the far distance there were sounds, all sorts of sounds; birds sang, treetops rustled and somewhere a lawnmower buzzed and droned, the sound coming and going and sailing on the rising wind.

				To most these would have been mundane things, commonplace sensations; to Lavinia, freshly released from the enforced silence of the acoustically-dampened surrounds of the unit, these were cause for wonderment and wide-eyed glee, for jubilation and child-like excitement... But also cause for nausea, the nausea of the sorrowful child, who, given ad libitum access to the confectionary jar, has come to appreciate too late the wisdom of the old adage ‘everything in moderation’.

				For a brief moment she could scarcely contain herself: She wanted to know everything there was to be known, she wanted to throw herself at those drapes, drag back the thickly lined curtains and throw open the windows beyond - she wanted to greet the summer with open arms, embrace the trees, the bushes, the leaves, the open spaces... the open spaces... all that open sky, stretching on and on... open, empty and vertiginous... fearful, spinning, gyrating nauseating... the crowds, scuttling spider-like, loathsomely spider-like... and there would be pavements and people and towns and crowds and large swirling open spaces...

				Even as her knees buckled she felt the two women’s arms coming up beneath her shoulders, taking her weight and guiding her down on to an ornately carved upright red-leather-upholstered chair. High-backed and with barley-sugar twist legs it stood central to the room and before an imposing and near room-spanning desk of a similar design and constructed in a rich mahogany.

				Seated, she now found herself facing three high-backed armchairs waiting vacant on the far side of the grand table in front of her. These latter, being in richly-tooled dark green leather and each being surmounted by a crest picked out in gold leaf, to her mind presented an almost throne-like aspect. It was something, she quickly found, that was as unnerving, in its way, as what lay beyond that curtain. She felt glad of the presence of the two policewomen who had now taken up position to either side, immediately to her rear. Outside the serenading and the mowing and the rustling continued; doubtless too, the sun still smiled.

				Eventually three elderly and rather tweedy gentlemen emerged from a side door. All brown leather elbow patches, diagonally-banded ties and combed-over hair, each carried with him a near-identical black leather wallet-styled folder. Two had theirs tucked high up beneath their arms but one held his in his left hand and swung it in rhythm with his stride; the light caught gold-tooled lettering and an embossed device of the appearance of a coat of arms as he walked.

				It all looks very official, Lavinia thought; these were clearly people that mattered, people that got things done - now something would happen, heads would roll for the way she had been treated...surely.

				A waft of pipe-smoke preceded them to their seats and nodding in acknowledgement to the two police officers, they took their places, seemingly oblivious to the presence of the nervously fidgeting girl, although seated right before them. Folder-wallets were duly unzipped without ceremony or comment and for a time they amused themselves, shuffling through notes, forms and papers, one of them, having momentarily glanced up at the girl at some point, opining to his colleagues something about her “ample hips” and about her “bottom barely fitting on the seat”.

				“Says here, she is a dancer, ballet apparently, or rather she has ambitions in that direction; quite a promising talent apparently.”

				“Can’t say she looks that much like a dancer, not to my mind anyway; not that I’m an expert you understand. Nevertheless, it has to said, the young filly’s not exactly emaciated is she? I would imagine she will have put on a bit of weight while she’s been here...but even so.

				“All that good nourishing hospital food I suppose. Still, a few good square meals won’t have done her any harm, not at all. These girls today - they starve themselves, especially models, dancers and the like, all skin and bone; they look positively skeletal, some of ‘em - most unattractive. It’s good to see one with a bit of meat on her, if you ask me. Although...I have to admit she’s probably a little too plump to be taken seriously as a dancer.”

				“Perhaps a belly dancer? You know - the days of the harem and the old sultans and all that...they liked them big back then”

				Somehow, at that jape, professional decorum began to give way to hilarity. All three men’s faces, beaming with amusement, looked fit to dissolve at the drop of a hat into childish fits of giggles, despite their creaking antiquity. And then it happened: one, desperately stifling his laughter behind his arm and wiping tears from his eyes with his jacket sleeve as he did so, gave way to a full-bodied guffaw. The effect was as infectious as it was instantaneous: a gentle feminine chortling could even be heard coming from the two police women, despite the natural empathy one might have expected them to have with their young charge’s plight.

				Feeling the tears come to her eyes Lavinia rocked forward, head cradled in her hands. Two firm hands immediately pulled her back into her seat by her shoulders. Incredibly, the police officer to her right, eschewing the sympathy that any in such a predicament would surely have expected to receive instead issued a terse order; Lavinia was to “pull herself together”, she was to “sit up straight” and keep her arms on the arm rests.

				Re-gathering their thoughts, an air of professionalism having once again resettled on the proceedings, each of the three elderly gentlemen now took time-out in turn to introduce himself to the patient. Each, it appeared, was a professor of psychiatry and had been drafted in from one university hospital or another at the request of the police to form an ad hoc independent, impartial investigative committee.

				The bony-fingered man presently puffing away on his pipe and occupying the centre seat, being the senior figure present, was to be the chair and would be asking most of the questions on behalf of his two esteemed colleagues. Tapping out his pipe into a silver receptacle and adjusting his half-moon spectacles he now leant forward, regarding the girl with a grave and almost accusing aspect as he began:

				“This panel has been convened to investigate certain allegations that have come to light as regards the abuse of patients under psychiatric care in a number of privately owned and run institutions, of which this is but one such under scrutiny. In addition, I have also been authorised to inform you that, in this particular case, the police are also investigating a number of missing person cases that have been loosely linked, in one way or another, to the immediate vicinity of this hospital.”

				Lavinia felt the hackles rise at the mention of ‘patients under psychiatric care’. It had been bad enough that they had poked fun at her. That as a result she had broken down in tears as readily as she had, was even worse - it laid bare her weakness, her fragility, something she had always hated in herself. Now something else worried her: Would it also have been seen by them as evidence of mental instability?

				There had been no apology forthcoming, they had just continued on as if nothing had happened. But now, even worse, something else was going wrong; they were clearly labouring under the misconception that she was a psychiatric patient. But she wasn’t, she wasn’t! She had come here voluntarily to take part in a clinical trial, albeit under the auspices of a private clinic’s psychiatric wing. She was a volunteer subject in a scientific study, not a volunteer psychiatric patient. She had to continually remind herself of that, it was important: She had definitely not come to this place with the intention of becoming a self-admitted psychiatric patient.

				Certainly more than once they had persuaded her to renew her term of residence. Certainly there had been papers to sign - and of these there had been that document pertaining to a change of status, as they called it, and yes, it did in theory have the effect of registering her as a voluntarily admitted patient. But they had assured her it was just a legal nicety, a formality - it was just a way of sidestepping certain limiting provisions that were presently stifling medical research. The thing was just a bit of paper, that’s all it was; it would be cross-referenced and linked with the other documentation pertaining to her status as a medical research volunteer - all record of it was to be destroyed upon her eventual release. At least that had been the agreement as she remembered it.

				But there it was, that phrase again; upon her eventual release. Deep down she knew it was all parcelled-up in that phrase, the way they had her thinking about it, the way she just accepted it, just accepted that one day she would be released - that one word seemed in itself to virtually imply they had a God-given right to hold her otherwise. She would be released when it suited them to release her and not until - that’s what it implied. It implied she was not free to leave of her own free will, any more than she had been free to refuse to sign that ‘change of status’ document. She had just received six stripes from Matron’s cane across her bare bottom when they had passed the pen into her shaking hand: another six would have been awaiting her had her signature not scrawled out across the page.

				The professor cleared his throat, the sound jolting the girl back to present, and continued:

				“Primarily our purpose here today is to assess your suitability and reliability should you be called upon as a witness and also to ascertain something of your experience of this establishment. First of all, before we start I feel I must apologise on behalf of the panel for what occurred earlier; please be assured that no one here intended to be hurtful to you in any way. I’m afraid my learned colleague here does rather enjoy something of a reputation as regards his rather inapt sense of humour, but I can assure you; from this moment on all proceedings will be carried out with the highest degree of professionalism - you have my word on that.

				Now, to get the ball rolling, I would be grateful if you could let us have your full name please.”

				For a moment Lavinia hesitated, a number and a letter were forming on her lips. She felt her tongue rolling around the initial letter of the name, its tip repeatedly touching the roof of her mouth, curling. Then she felt its tip touch the back of her teeth and her lips part; despite her best intentions and for the second time that day. “30 C” came blurting out.

				“30C? What do you mean by that? Is that your room number here or your apartment or house number perhaps?

				“No...sir; it, it, its mm,my, my p,p,p....”

				“Well, never mind that for now. For the moment all we want to know is whether or not you can state your full name.

				Now, take your time and just try again...nice and slowly. Try not to gabble and stumble over your words...and if you do feel yourself beginning to stammer, just pause, take a deep breath and then start over again, there’s a good girl. We all know that you suffer from certain, how shall we say...problems. We all understand - really we do. By way, I’m quite happy for you to address me as sir rather than professor if you prefer; less formal don’t you think?” The inference behind that last remark was obvious and again Lavinia felt herself bristle with indignation.

				“La...Lav...Lav...Lavin...” She felt her cheeks burning; it sounded as if she was trying to trill her way through a song. “La...La...Lavin...ia, A,A,Anne, V,V, Vitt...esss...sir.” She had half-staggered, half-trilled her way through it, her voice timid and small and contrasting notably with the strong intonation with which she had previously rendered her patient number.

				Pens scribbled and scratched, papers were again shuffled through and notes consulted and corrected.

				“So, you’re saying that your name is Lavinia Anne Vitesse, is that correct?”

				“Yes, s,s.sir”

				“Are you sure, girl?” It was the mirthful gentleman that had so upset her earlier adding his penny’s worth - and there was something irritatingly chiding about his tone.

				For a moment Lavinia felt like screaming, then bursting into tears, then screaming again, her fists clenched and teeth grinding and gnashing: What did they mean, was she sure? How could she not be sure about her own name for heaven’s sake; it was such a stupid question. Once, so long ago it seemed now as if part of a different lifetime, she would have told him so in no uncertain terms. Not that she had been a hellcat or anything but...well, it had just never been in her nature to suffer fools gladly.

				“Yes, s.s,sir” came the eventual reply - timid and submissive despite her anger and emotional turmoil. Nervously, she glanced up. Briefly her eyes met the intense steely-grey gaze of the panel’s chairman, tarrying just long enough to register the latter’s oddly aghast and taken-aback expression before , just as quickly, she averted her gaze to again regard her shoes.

				Those branded trainers, that she had struggled with such difficulty to lace, seemed strange to her after the bottle-green plastic Mary Janes of the institution’s uniform - they seemed out of place and she felt out of place in them. Just as her burgeoning figure felt out of place squeezed into the blue denim jeans that Matron had told her had been sent in from home.

				She had recognised them of course, they were unmistakably hers, yet they couldn’t accommodate her waistline, couldn’t even come close to it. Ever resourceful; Matron’s solution involved a length of ribbon, produced from her hip pocket, which, when looped between two belt loops and fastened with a large bow at the front, bravely strained to keep closed the waistband, albeit sadly failing to fulfil that task by some four centimetres and leaving the zipper gaping. Lavinia knew the tiny, pink, frill-fronted panties they had somehow persuaded to reluctantly accommodate her chubby bottom were peaking through that gap; the professor, his colleagues...they could hardly miss them - the sheen of the tightly stretched nylon glistened, caught the light, actively seemed to fish for the attention of the eye.

				Her breasts, too, felt out of place. Pendulous and heavy behind the taut fabric of the ill-fitting T-shirt and missing their customarily reassuring, if somewhat artificially over-elevated, support, they felt somehow foreign, to her. Their mass was something she neither recognised nor remembered.

				And then there was the matter of her rather pronounced curving belly, the role of flesh oozing around and above the denim’s waistband. All that excess flesh felt alien to one that had always been as lithe as she had kept herself; she was unprepared for it, had been unaware of it. It had crept up on her; the corselet they had kept her in, that all the girls had to wear as part of the institution uniform, had served to disguise the weight gain - that and the sparsity of mirrors. Now devoid of the comforting firm support of her foundation wear it felt as if she were dragging around with her some sort of parasite that had somehow attached itself to her without her knowledge and now hung heavily around about her, tiring her, dragging her down.

				Her figure, her body, felt out of control... she felt out of control, uncomfortable in these surroundings, uncomfortable in these unfamiliar clothes, uncomfortable in this unfamiliar body and, yes, uncomfortable with the prospect of freedom. The plastic Mary Janes, the uncaring cold nylon touch of the green and white striped prison-uniform-like dress, the reassuring clinching of a corselet fitted so closely as to render her breathless in response to anything other than the gentlest of exertions - the realisation that she was actually missing the familiarity of her uniform triggered a cold wave of dread to run through her. What the hell had they done to her?

				“Wha...?” She had been dragged back to reality, her train of thought derailed before it could damage her composure further. The panel’s chair had resumed his address... but now more as something of a tirade; there was an edge of irritation, almost anger, in his tone.

				“Now, once and for all, I have to make it patently clear: If we are to be of any help to you at all, you must be absolutely honest with us - absolutely honest. There is no point in any fabrication; you’ll only be caught out in the end. It is vitally important that you are completely truthful...and I mean completely. I can put it no more simply than that - you must tell the truth. Have I made myself clear?

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Good! Now, I must ask you one more time: Are you certain that you are Lavinia Anne Vitesse; do you honestly believe that to be your name?”

				This was madness; they were treating her as if she was insane, as if she didn’t know her own name. All at once she was angry, near to tears and, yes, scared, really scared, terrified.

				“Yes, s,s,s,sir” She had wanted to shout it, to spit it out with venom - in the event her voice could barely lift itself above a whisper.

				The professor looked down at his notes then, lifting his head, gestured for one of the two waiting policewomen to come across to him. For several minutes the two of them pored over a thick wad of documentation together. A photograph was produced and what looked like a page from a newspaper, the policewoman nodding as if in solemn agreement before returning to her partner and with the latter’s aid retrieving something from her partner’s shoulder bag. Lavinia heard the rustling close behind her head yet, frustratingly could see nothing.

				Returning to the table the officer laid out something before the professor who, nodding his approval, indicated that it should be shown to Lavinia.

				“You see, either you are not being absolutely honest with us or, alternatively, you genuinely believe you are being truthful - in which case we will have no option other than to...how shall I put it...reappraise the situation.

				You see; you cannot possibly be Lavinia Vitesse. Why do I say that? Well, I’m not sure how to put this but...well, it’s because, sadly, Lavinia Vitesse is no longer with us. The evidence is right there in your own hands, young lady. Lavinia Vitesse died - she committed suicide on a beach; one not that far from here as it happens. We have records here of her suicide note, witness statements and - more importantly - the court’s decision. In your hands, there, you have facsimile copies of several newspaper pages covering the story and taken from several well-known, reliable broadsheets. What else can I say; if you can’t believe your own eyes, what can you believe?”

				There was a letup then, a short respite but a sufficient adjournment as to allow her to fully digest the evidence in her hands - and digest it she did. It was all there; the account of her own death, her suicide, the photograph of the pitied young woman - lithe, attractive, so full of life and so, so unlike herself. It was time spent whimpering incoherently, staring aghast and uncomprehending at the newspaper cuttings lying in her lap. It was time that all too soon came to a close - the screwed-up cuttings were prised from her white-knuckled grasp, a sharp slap to each cheek brought her mind back to attention and the interrogation began anew.

				She was questioned at length and probed for more and more detailed answers. Again and again she would burst into tears and bring her hands up to her face in despair. Again and again she would begin rocking backward and forward listlessly; on occasion attempting to suck on her thumb, yet having it sharply brushed away from her mouth and her cheek slapped in retribution. Again and again she had to be sternly told to sit up straight, to keep her back straight and to keep her arms firmly in place upon the arm rests while looking straight ahead.

				Finally she snapped; she could take no more. She began to blurt out everything about her treatment and then about the schoolroom. And once started there was no stopping her, not whispered threats from the nurse at her side, not face slaps, not even the thought of Matron, her warnings and her waiting cane - nothing would stop her.

				It was as if a dam had burst. There was to be no turning back of the flood waters now - the truth would be out for all to hear and she would have to worry no more about Matron and her cane. Why, they will probably arrest the sadistic bitch after this, she thought. Somehow her tirade - once embarked upon - begun to clear her fogbound thoughts. For the first time since entering this room she felt as if she knew what she was doing. A clear path of action had opened up before her and she fully intended to pursue it to its conclusion...she had little choice now in any case - the die had been cast.

				Even her customary stammer had left her - cruelly, quite deliberately induced - ordinarily it crippled her once eloquent speech, robbed her of her self confidence; now it had seemingly evaporated, its shackles having fallen away somehow. Gaining in confidence by the second now she glanced up for reassurance, her gaze fully meeting that of the panel members for the first time and...and...she fell silent...she stuttered once, then twice, then in an uncontrolled staccato machinegun burst. Then the incoherent blubbering whining, thumb-sucking and rocking resumed - and this time she was allowed the latter comfort.

				The earnest, pleading gaze of those pretty deep-violet eyes had merely been met with quizzically-raised eyebrows, looks of incredulity and doubtful, almost laughing, derision. For a moment, other than for the girl’s beaten, continuous, softly-sobbing whine, there was near-complete silence - then one of the men loosened his tie, another cleared his throat.

				“So you say they have this...place? Some sort of secret hidden complex where you have been kept locked away. Some sort of schoolroom, several girls like yourself - and of a similar age, going by your account - kept dressed in school uniform and made subject to strict discipline and corporal punishment? Half a dozen teenage girls caned and strapped across their bare behinds for the slightest transgression?”

				“But...why? What would be the point exactly?” The other old professor now piped up, his voice quavery, his jacket, blackboard chalk dusted. “And where is this place you describe? You told us earlier that they had kept you in a basement. Yet...this room you have just been describing...you say it had some sort of glass ceiling and it had windows, apparently illuminated by daylight, or at least partially so? You also say you could often hear the rain falling - virtually every day from what I gather. The trouble with that is... well, how should I put it... you mustn’t think that I’m accusing you of lying, not as such, but you must be mistaken in some manner. You see, it has hardly rained at all over the last couple of months or so - in fact there has been something of a drought on; hosepipe bans, restrictions on washing cars, that sort of thing. Besides, just think about it for a moment; what sort of basement would have much to show by way of windows, let alone a glass ceiling? From my experience, basements and cellars and the like are generally below ground, my dear - there is little point in having windows and a glass ceiling if you are underground.”

				“Besides, we have all been shown around the basement area; it’s where the kitchen, laundry and storage cupboards are, no more than that” the taller of the three men, the one to Lavinia’s right, now chipped in. “And these other girls, what were their names, who were they?”

				“I,I,I d,don’t know, s,sir. We all had numbers, sir, j,just n,n,numbers, we were j,just n,numbers. We don’t...I mean, we didn’t have n,n,nnames, sir.”

				“Well, what did they look like then; try to describe them at least, surely you can do that for us.”

				“Th, they, I m,mean we, all looked the s,same, sir. We had to w,wear these, these awful, awful uniforms, it was so, so humiliating, you don’t understand, sir, ugly g,green s,sstriped n,nnylon d,d,dresses with Victorian b,bonnets. They kept us l,looking like st,stu, like st,stu,stupid, like little ch,ch,children, sir. Th,th,they p,put us in d,d,diapers, wouldn’t let us use the, the, t,t,toilet, made us use b,bbedpans while they watched us.”

				“Stuff and nonsense, surely” the taller gentleman huffed “the girl is quite clearly hopelessly deluded”.

				“I’m not so sure - it could well be some sort of distorted view of a real incident; something so traumatic that her subconscious has had to dress it up into some sort of nightmarish fantasy in order to try to make sense of it.” The ‘chairman’, seemingly a little less willing to take things at face value than his two esteemed colleagues was keen to probe deeper. Now regarding the timid girl before him over the top of his spectacles with a quizzical glint in his eye, he went on:

				“Now then, dear; what about their hair colour, the colour of their eyes - what can you tells us about things like that?”

				“We, we, we w,weren’t allowed t,to m,m,mmake eye c,contact, sir. There were p,p,punishments, sir, su, such awful, awful t,tterrible p,p,punishments...please, pleeese, p,p,lease take m,me away from here, p,please, I’m bb,bbegging you, sir, I’ll do anything, sir, anything you w,w,want, anything. Please, sir. I’ll be good, sir, I’ll be a good girl, really I will”

				“She’s just gibbering, now; it’s all nonsense, surely. The silly little fool is just wasting our time.” The surlier of the two policewomen had chipped in now. She was beginning to feel a little uneasy and her irritation showed in her voice. It didn’t stop her reiterating her stern reprimand of earlier; once again ordering the girl to sit up straight and to keep her arms in position on those rests. Rather than becoming more sympathetic as time wore on, her attitude if anything seemed to be hardening further - whether through some sort of protective mechanism has to remain conjecture, but she had definitely now acquired a keener edge to her clipped tones.

				“... And keep looking straight ahead, girl, and sit up straight. It’s very rude to keep covering your face when you’re being spoken to. These are very important people and they have come a very long way to speak to you. I’m not at all certain you appreciate the seriousness of this investigation - and your situation. We really must have the truth, the absolute truth, not some nonsense cooked up in that silly little head of yours”.

				“Now, now; it really is all right, you know. I’m sure she’s trying her best - aren’t you my dear?”

				“Yes, sir. Bu, bu, but, y,you m,must be,b,believe me sir, you have t,to, sir, you j,jjust have t,to, sir.”

				“Fine, fine. Now, just a couple more questions and we’ll be all done and dusted. What about their hair?

				We know you said they made you keep it styled in pigtails, but what about the colours, the other girl’s hair colours; were there blondes, brunettes, redheads?”

				“Everyone looked the same, sir, everyone’s hair was black, everybody’s was black, only ever bl,black...I,I...” She was sobbing uncontrollably now, blubbering, spluttering through a deluge of tears...I use t,t,to, t,to have, s,s,such be,be,bbeautiful hair, it was so b,b,beautiful, so, so b,bbeautiful...”

				The taller man interjected, his voice, like the female police officer’s, somehow strangely devoid of sympathy:

				“I have a question, if don’t mind: So, there you were, in this schoolroom you talk of; there are school desks, chairs, a teacher - and you are all dressed in some sort of childish school uniform. Tell me, were there lessons - well of course there were - but what did they teach you, what sort of thing? You must have been taught something, surely, if you were in some sort of school.

				“You don’t understand sir. It was all n,nonsense, all j,just n,n,nonsense; they made us learn n,nnonsense, ru,ru,rubbish, m,m,mindless gi, gi,gibberish, over and over and over. Lists of n,nnumbers, endless m,m,m,multiplication tables that m,made n,n, no sense, over and over and over again. Just over and over and over...”

				Again a hand pressed down on her shoulder, again seemingly over-firm and restraining rather than comforting, but able to quell her growing agitation nonetheless; particularly when backed up, as now, by an authoritative command to “quieten down”.

				Both men scribbled down a few brief notes before turning their attention to a series of loose-leaf folders. Lavinia, dumbfounded by the sudden shift of attention away from her self, could do nothing more than sit and listen open-mouthed to the deliberation that followed. The psychological minutiae of her ‘case’ being banded back and forth across her was so fogged with scientific terminology as to have been meaningless even to the clearheaded young woman that had been set on this twisted path so long ago, let alone the poor fragile young thing that sat quivering before them now, lost in a forest of carefully cultivated and nurtured neuroses. Arguments arose and were duly satisfied, opinions crossed and re-crossed in a thrust and parry of intellect beyond her questioning - hospital records were consulted, written statements gone over and ethics committees’ conclusions analysed. Both policewomen in turn raised queries and had questions to ask of the various forms of documentation presented, earnestly writing up their contemporaneous notes as they went.

				Eventually there came a pause in the proceedings, all three learned men whispering quietly to each other for several minutes.

				Then fell the bombshell...

				The chairman, consulting his notes as he went, had a statement to make:

				“After due consideration, we are in agreement: Sadly, we have to report that, in our opinion, it is highly unlikely that this young woman would make a reliable witness. Furthermore, we believe that - in her present highly volatile and unstable psychological condition - to move her from this institution would be detrimental in the extreme to her mental health.

				Indeed, we believe that at present, the patient represents a risk both to her own and others’ safety and would therefore recommend her continued confinement in this institution for the foreseeable future, essentially indefinitely - this situation to be reviewed on a six monthly basis.”

				“What?...No!.. No! No! No! Please, p,p,p, please n,n,no. You, you...you d,d,don’t know what you’re doing! It’s a ,m,mmistake... it has to be a m,m,m, mistake - I don’t understand. What’s going on? Please, please what’s g,g,g, going on? Please I, I, I don’t understand? I’m not a p,ppatient, n,,n not a real patient. I c,c,came here as a volunteer here, a t,t,ttest su, su, subject, n,n, not a real patient, but th,th, they... they wouldn’t let me g,go home, they m,m,made me sign up a,a,again, and again and again. My stepmother...it’s all her fault, I’m sure it is. My stepmother... the, the, the b,bitch, she’s taking everything from me, stealing it all, and I’m stuck in here, I can’t do anything about it...they won’t let me speak to anybody, no one at all... It, it’s all a m,,m,mistake, please I don’t know what’s going on...What is going on? I, I, I... Oh please, pleassss... “

				For a moment the professor seemed as if wrong footed by the outburst, perhaps in some way moved - having extracted a white linen handkerchief from his suit pocket he was dabbing at the corner of one eye as if to mop a tear. Yet, in close-up those eyes betrayed more a hint of hilarity than empathy. If emotionally equivocal, his next words would soon tip the balance...and elicit a shattered scream from the girl.

				“Fine... well, if that doesn’t suit you young lady, then we’ll just have to make some allowances for you. How about we make that review period every twelve months - would that suit you better? Yes, I believe we will do just that. I’m going to record the recommendation that your case be reviewed every twelve months... the first review period to start after an initial twenty-four month interval to allow for you to...how shall we put it... readjust, yes, readjust, a very apt term I think, under the circumstances.”

				It was the combination of outrage and panic, in equal measure, which provided the strength, the startling abruptness of the move proving more than enough to temporarily overcome the combined strength and weight advantage of the two women restraining her by her shoulders in her seat. Wriggling free of their grip she thrust up and out from the chair, almost throwing herself across the room in the process. Knowing full well that Matron was likely waiting beyond the door immediately to her rear - that through which she had entered - she headed straight for the side door through which the three learned professors had arrived. In a scant two seconds she had squeezed passed the end of the tribunal table and was out through the heavy oak door beyond, hearing the satisfyingly solid thump of it closing securely behind her...Then she stopped dead in her tracks, frozen mid-stride...It couldn’t be! She knew it couldn’t be...all her senses told her - it couldn’t possibly be so...and yet...and yet...

			

		

	
		
			
				Drip, Drip, Drip... Washing Her Out

				(Brainwashing uniformed girls in hospital or clinical bondage, restrained in leg-callipers and wheelchairs, caned, spanked, trained to obedience under strict discipline, corporal punishment and leather tawse)

				In the seclusion of the so-called exclusion ward, Meredith Hewson stirred. The tiny single-patient accommodation room was situated behind a heavily padded and bolted steel door leading directly off of the four-bed bed locked ward that up until quite recently had served as her home. Comprising the standard rail-sided, wheeled hospital bed, an intravenous drip stand holding her nutrient and saline drip bottles and a plastic bedside chair, there was little space for much else and even the plastic-covered frosted windows that brightened the main ward were notable by their absence here.

				Although she had the companionship of a nurse throughout her waking periods - nurses coming and going in shifts throughout the ‘day’ and taking it in turns to occupy the little plastic chair and read or knit their time away - it had been made patently clear from the outset that they were there merely to fulfil a supervisory role rather than in any concern for the patient’s need for social contact. Indeed, Meredith soon found she was to be studiously ignored; the nurses wouldn’t speak to her and she wasn’t to speak to them. Of course, should she is much as close her eyes during those periods designated as her ‘waking hours’ it certainly wouldn’t be missed; a sharp tingling slap from the nurse’s fingers to either cheek would soon have her wide awake and her eyes stretched wide open.

				Gone was the perpetual twenty-four-hour-a-day eye-straining dazzle of the main ward. For that she should have been grateful - and under different circumstances she might well have been. But gone too were all those little background sounds that one comes to associate with hospitals; the rustle of the nurse’s uniforms, the snap of latex examination gloves being pulled into place, the swish of nylon-stockinged legs, the crinkling of plastic aprons, water trickling into hand basins and that subtly metallic rattling-hiss that comes as the curtains are drawn around a bed. To most these would have been trivial things, but after a few months confined to that one small ward - and more often than not confined to her bed, or at best the wheelchair that was always to be found lurking in its shadow - these small things had come to assume something of the status of a lifeline of sorts.

				It was a situation that could only have been exacerbated by the fact that, other than on rare occasions, the curtains around her bed had routinely been kept closed, even when she was allowed to sit up in her chair. Having the curtains drawn back was a privilege to be earned and - like being allowed to sit up in her chair - was contingent on good behaviour.

				By good behaviour, though, they meant her agreeing with everything she was continually being told regarding what they described as her ‘delusions’ - how what she felt sure deep down where true memories of abuse at the hands of that filthy old clergyman and his housekeeper, were in fact just that; deluded fantasies brewed up by a sick mind.

				Not that there was much to see when those curtains were pulled back, on those occasions when, weakened and feeling worn down, she might have acquiesced to some degree. There were two other patients - both of around her own age, she judged - and occasionally she would glimpse one or other being taken by wheelchair, as per the regulations apparently, to the examination room or perhaps to the interview room for one-to-one therapy with the resident psychologist. This latter was an assumption of course and based on these two rooms being the only respite from the monotony of the immediate surroundings of the locked ward that she herself had experienced since her arrival.

				She had noted, on separate occasions, that both these girls, like herself, were in leg-callipers and wore neck-braces - something of a surprising coincidence considering that she knew herself to be on a psychiatric ward as opposed to the orthopaedic wing from which she had apparently been moved and of which she had little or no recollection to speak of. Both were always dressed in the same soft, mid-thigh length, rear-fastening little white latex nightdress that she herself was kept in, with its flared circular skirt, matching PVC knee-length bloomers that peeked embarrassingly from beneath and the dehumanising large black number, by which they were always referred, boldly printed over the left breast.

				Where these two girls differed from her the most was in their speech, or rather the lack of it. Neither girl seemed to have the ability to communicate with anything approaching intelligibility, slavering and drooling, slurring and stuttering in response to the nurses; the only circumstance under which a patient was allowed to talk on the ward. Whether this incoherence was due to their mental state or the result of some physical injury or abnormality she couldn’t be certain, but it was notable that both girls’ teeth were graced by the ugliest, most incongruous orthodontic braces that Meredith had ever seen and saliva near continuously trickled down the chin of each. At some level she couldn’t help but wonder whether their defective speech patterns weren’t as much to do with those ungainly orthodontic devices themselves as to whatever condition they had been prescribed for. Quite from where she had gained that latter impression she hadn’t any inkling at all - but it was a thought that often haunted her with its sinister overtones.

				Something had awoken her with a start, leaving her heart pounding as if pursued, with the foetid breath of one of those loathsome nightmare creatures that forever haunted her sleep close on her shoulder. Her eyes had shot wide open with shock... or had they? Could she be sure? Fully conscious now, she experimentally closed...and then opened her eyes - it made no difference, absolutely none.

				Closed or open the darkness enveloping her was total; it was like drowning in thick treacly ink, the blackest, densest ink she could imagine. It had neither end nor beginning, a dimensionless void that could just as easily have been kilometres deep as ending within centimetres of her eyes as a blindfold might.

				This was the secret darkness of the totally blind - it was as unyielding to the probing of her senses as to seem to take on the appearance of something tangible, something of texture. There was a velvety quality to it that, while in reality merely the manifestation of the stimulus-independent sporadic misfiring of a few rogue retinal cells, nevertheless reinforced the impression of having a bandaging of thick black velvet criss-crossing her eyes.

				But there the illusion ended - there was no fine tracery-work of light that might creep along the ridges of the nose or sneak under creases in the fabric that would served to delineate the limits of a blindfold. Nor was there the tell-tale sensation of contact at any point on her face - other than the comfortable but insistent pressure spread evenly across the breadth of her forehead. There was a certain reassuring familiarity to the latter sensation, its origin she knew well enough - the broad, softly-padded restraint-band that kept her head immobilised and deeply sunken within the soft latex cradling of her pillows. In that instant she knew she was safe; she was all safe and sound and restrained in her hospital bed - and the thought instantly calmed her.

				She knew where she was: in the little side room off of the main ward - the quiet room or exclusion ward as they variously called it. She knew the reason for the impenetrably-dense darkness: there were no windows here and in here, she had been told, the light would always be off while she was sleeping - it was why she had been placed here, to get more rest and better quality rest at that. The therapist had said that she hoped a little isolation would make Meredith more appreciative of her therapy sessions, somewhat less cranky and more open to new ideas and that perhaps then she would feel herself more able to cooperate to a greater degree with her therapy.

				Meredith understood the rationale behind the imposition of medical restraints of course; they were a real pain, sure, but it was an annoyance she had become accustomed to and knew to be necessary in order to protect her neck and back should she unduly shift around in her sleep. Besides; the broad, padded leather bands around her ankles and wrists, knees and elbows, abdomen and upper chest were one hell of a lot more comfortable than the hot, itchy plaster casts within which she had found herself encased when first she had come round after that horrific car crash - not that she had regained one iota of recollection of the latter.

				What was that?...there it was again...and again, just for an instant. There was something out there amidst the pinprick-spangled infinite black folds - one pin-star amongst them came and went, waxed and waned and blinked brighter than the rest. It seemed to have grown larger too, now that it had caught her notice. It alone amongst the faint, shifting, constellations was of a constant hue. It alone seemed pinned in the imaginary night sky, slowly winking like a tiny amber eye, rhythmically winking, sliding smoothly open...then gliding gently closed, brightening then dimming and synchronized near plumb-on perfectly with each sleepily shallow-sighing breath she took - in...out...in...out...on...off...on...off.

				For while she lay opening and closing her eyes, trying to discern the real from the imaginary. For a while she unconsciously synchronized her blink rate until the random darkness again closed in.

				Then, gradually the opposite phase came to dominate, and a constantly-lit tiny golden-amber disc seemed to hover above her, glowing like a minute sun and...growing, yes...ever so slowly, the change almost indiscernible, but it was quite definitely growing!...or coming closer...or both.

				In the pitch black of the room, denied any of the normal background cues, she couldn’t hope to judge its size and, conversely, without any estimation of size its distance was indeterminable, but there was now no doubt - It was real! Somewhere, out there in the room some sort of tiny lamp was slowly blinking on and off...or rather fading up and down - it was not the sharp transition of a thrown switch.

				The realisation snapped her out of her trance-like state. For the first time she could make out some three-dimensional detail; it was no longer a dimensionless pinhole pierced through a blanket of black velvet, it was a tiny glittering sphere. It held her gaze, fascinated her, it calmed her and claimed her, drawing her further and further in with each slow cyclical change - from bright firefly-gold, to grey-yellow dusk, to dense night sky and back again.

				Something had awakened her, startled her. Something had left her with panicked breath and pounding heart. Yet now she drifted drowsily, her breathing regular, her heart slow and lazy, on the soft yielding margin of sleep. There was something strangely reassuring about that friendly little firefly globe and its gentle unvarying cadence, its compelling metronome precision. It lulled her, whispered for her to let her eyes fall closed, yet demanded her full attention for fear that each reassuring glimmer might be its last, refusing to release her from its thrall.

				Now it had grown larger still, revealing finer detail in concert with its expansion and seemingly now containing myriads of minute metallic, almost holographic, stars all twinkling and tumbling. And there was something else now, too - the golden-amber sphere was a sphere no longer. As she had watched, totally mesmerised through countless generations of light-dark cycles, her little fire-fly friend had seemingly slowly morphed. Elongating, stretching, inexorably drawing out into a heavy, gravid tear-drop glob, it had now taken on a character far more suggestive of some organic thing than the indicator lamp she had momentarily considered it to be... A glitter-strewn tail now seemed to string out vertically behind it as if it were some viscous, earthward-bound slow-motion comet, growing thinner and thinner with the waxing and waning of the light and gradually giving credence to the alternative impression of a glow-worm, twirling suspended by a gossamer elastic thread.

				Then, as she watched, that spittle-like thread seemed suddenly to diminish, simultaneously changing in hue from gold through silver to faint grey - the rotund little gob at its end, retracting its tail and momentarily reclaiming its globular character, blinked back into darkness with the finality of a flame snuffed out and was gone,..

				For some unknowingly short time, perhaps a second, perhaps less - but seemingly stretching out forever - she was left again alone in her cocoon of dark isolation. Neurotically-aimless butterflies took flight shredding calm in their wake and pollinating anxiety - something was about to happen, something was coming.

				She couldn’t tell from whence the anticipation had arisen; it was as if a million alarm bells were sounding all at once throughout her subconscious, as if every fibre of her being was tensing for some coming onslaught, every neuron twitching and reaching out for sensation yet cringing back in terror of the unknown.

				In that brief moment she was like some nightmare-trapped child, pursued by shadow-lurking demons, terrified should they overtake, yet unable to shake off her own shadow and circling in perpetually-futile panic. Something was coming; she feared it yet somehow knew that on the far side lay the calm she craved, that only this unknown something held the key to her release her from this subtle self-crafted torture.

				When it came, it did so all at once, like some coordinated, massed attack on her senses...yet persisted for scantly a fraction of a second...

				There was a short sharp piercing electronic bleep, the muscles at her groin jolted into rigour, straining in response to a mild but stinging electric shock and something icy-cold and fluidic splattered heavily onto the very centre of her forehead - having passed straight through the three-centimetre diameter circular cut-out at the centre of the broad webbing headband restraint. The latter evoked a sensation that under other circumstances she would have likened to having received a sharp admonishing tap from a dead-flesh fingertip - one having all the consistency and substance of wet gelatine.

				Her heart once again racing and pounding in her ears, she strained uselessly in her bonds, twisting this way and that. The unyielding authority of the medical restraints seemed, ironically, to calm her - had there been any slack the effect might well have been to the contrary. As it was, this reminder, that she lay secured to a hospital bed in a tiny locked room, itself an offshoot of a secure psychiatric ward, rather than inducing the claustrophobic helpless panic that one might have expected it to, instead felt oddly reassuring to her.

				Surprisingly quickly the fear started to subside. She began the process of convincing herself that she had awoken from a dream...there was the same all-enveloping darkness around her, the same familiar calming silence. But...but...Yes, there it was again...a tiny pin-prick of light, golden starlight coming and going, waxing and waning, slowly, rhythmically, twinkling on the very edge of awareness...fascinating, holding the attention, growing with each slow-drawing moment, happy to hang there for eternity before, having matured and grown gravid with icy viscous fluid, it would again follow the earthward-gravitating raindrop-path of its previously shed forefathers and of its uncountable progeny to come...

				...”Uhhh!...Wha...Wha?” The light had snapped on without warning - dazzlingly bright after the depth of the darkness that had gone before and the achingly short blue-black ink of slumber. At exactly what point sleep had been allowed to claim her she couldn’t possibly know, but from her lead-weighted eyelids and stagnant, muddled, fog-bound brain she knew that piteously little time could have passed since. However long her slumber, it had clearly been hopelessly insufficient for any significant regeneration of her cognitive processes; she felt drunk with tiredness, listless, ready to do almost anything to be allowed some peace, just a little longer to dream... just a little longer.

				Dreams? Nightmares, surely? Always it was the same; the sleep-period bell would sound, mellow, resonant and mournful, the lights would fade down and somewhere in the distance, belying the usual totality of silence, rain would be gently falling and surf softly and rhythmically lapping at a shingle beach. For a while peace would reign and she would float in blissful dreamless sleep; that was when the nightmare would begin - drip by drip by drip. It had to be a nightmare, what else could it be? Yet it was one she couldn’t ever wake from, or if she did she awoke anew to the same torment - drip, drip, drip... sleepless night after sleepless night after sleepless night. Certainly, if she wasn’t being kept awake, if it wasn’t real, then whatever rest she was getting wasn’t doing her any good; she was permanently left feeling jetlagged and desperate for sleep, absolutely desperate.

				Changed, cleaned up and placed in her wheelchair she longed to catch up through the day, to doze nodding in her seat, to be allowed to return to the mothering, soft latex embrace of her hospital bed, to slumber on its protective rubber mattress cover and be placed back in those humane restraints...Yes, even the restraints; after so long hospitalised in plaster casts she craved their restriction and the reassurance of childhood helplessness that came with the discipline of the nursery - and the plastic pants and thick, comforting diapers that went with it. But of course it was never to be; there were assessments to be undertaken, medication to be doled out, mealtimes, toilet times, exercise periods - the hospital routine was written in stone and not to be denied.

				She would be returned to her bed all in good time - their good time - and placed back in full restraint, including the broad forehead strap with that strategically-placed third-eye aperture at its centre. But it would not be to sleep, not during her waking hours. She would be obliged to lie there with eyes open, flat on her back and gazing mindlessly up at the ceiling or staring up at the sagging ‘U’ bend of the IV drip-feed line running across immediately above her head, whereat two lengths of tubing came together through a ‘Y’ connector to join a third section that extended the run over to the cannula in her wrist on the opposite side. It was at the centre of that deeply-sagging section, just above her forehead, were the drip would begin to form, the liquid dribbling down along the underside of the tubing from one of the joints, the golden, viscous, heavy oily fluid gathering, coalescing growing and stretching - waiting there for an eternity to fall.

				If she closed her eyes she wouldn’t know when it was coming - and besides she risked receiving a stinging slap from the nurse for dozing. If she kept her eyes open she could not take them away from the golden, sparkling torment growing and dangling above her - she couldn’t know when it would fall, she would try and anticipate it, then beg it to fall, silently in her mind praying for it just to fall and get it over with. Then it would fall and there would be relief... then behind it, the next would be coalescing and growing and in her mind she would be saying ‘please fall, little droplet... please, please fall... please, please...’ And so the day would pass.

				The two IV drip bags would, in time, empty out and promptly in their turn be replaced - but somehow, despite that attention to detail and their undoubted diligence, none of the nurses ever seemed to notice the failing seal at that leaky joint. Indeed the staff seemed oblivious to the torment it was causing her, yet if it was by way of mere accident then it brought into question the purpose of that circular cut-out in the head restraint.

				She had pointed out the problem when it had first begun occurring - the therapist had been promptly called and she had been dragged out of bed, made to bend across its foot and awarded six strokes of the woman’s cane for speaking out of turn.

				First thing, though, was always the visit to the therapist; the sharply spoken psychiatrist or psychologist - the distinction was way beyond her. Bespectacled, raven hair falling and curling loosely about her shoulders and habitually dressed in tight knee-length black leather skirt and tailored white silk blouse, the woman seemed out of place in a hospital environment and more at home in a ‘men’s magazine’, playing the role of some fantasy dominatrix. It was an image that the black high-heeled court shoes and dark tan seamed stockings that she favoured - particularly when teamed with the black silk or leather ties she sometimes wore - did nothing to dispel. Not that her nature always matched the severity of her garb; her approach, attitude and nature seemed flexible, to say the least. To many she could be softly spoken, empathic, supportive, a shoulder to cry on, even motherly. To Meredith Hewson, though, for the time being she would only ever be shrill, cold and domineering.

				Young Meredith was not co-operative, you see, not yet sufficiently compliant with her methods. But that would not always be the case of course. There would be change aplenty - and when that day arrived it would be met with soft words, a reassuring embrace and warm wet lips planted on a pretty forehead to replace the expected kiss of leather on chubby, insolent, late-teen buttocks.

				Meredith could hear the nurse’s dress rustling - felt a soft wing of polyester skirt-fold brush her cheek and then the less personal, smooth plastic chill, of the woman’s apron. A petite, soft latex-gloved hand momentarily rested itself on her inner thigh, just shy of the broad leg elastic of those thick rubber bloomers they now insisted she wear at night - another palm felt and patted knowledgeably around the area of its crotch, as if weighing the sagging latex bulge in an effort to judge its contents.

				From close by, a soft, girlish voice, called out, presumably to some other staff member waiting outside. It was a voice playful rather than merely cheerful and seemingly on the verge of giggling, as if struggling to deal with a sight that was clearly the source of some hilarity to her - it was a characteristic seemingly calculated to bring a glow of shame to the cheeks of any patient presented in the manner that the young woman lying now before her was.

				“She has passed water during the night, but there are still no signs of a bowel movement - not a significant one at any rate.”

				Meredith felt herself bristle with indignation; despite her mental exhaustion she was still holding out, but for how much longer. It was a battle of wills. It was one of many such presently being fought on as many fronts at once, but this was a struggle that somehow seemed more important than the rest - and the least likely to be rewarded with victory.

				Then it was straight into the wheelchair - and with full transport restraint enforced, despite the fact that the trip would consist of little more than a short sojourn along the truncated length of the secure psychiatric ward; itself a compacted space-efficient marvel of interior design.

				It was always this way, day after day - the process of tightening the restraints, in terms of the time it swallowed up, far outweighed that required for the journey itself. Indeed, the reality was that the padlocked-security of the ward rendered obsolete the superficial additional security of all those straps, belts and cuffs in any case. Nevertheless, rules were rules and procedure was everything - nary was a buckle left overlooked or unfastened.

				No more than a score of metres at most would be traversed before she would once more be presented before the psychotherapist’s desk, suitably restrained and chastened. Hypnotherapy was the order of the day, something that despite the constant reassurances of the staff the girl was still somewhat loath to undergo.

				The technique involved a cylindrical device comprising a mirrored section flanked by several multi-hued segments - each having a single word superimposed upon it - viewed through a narrow slit such that each division would be seen in turn and in isolation before the subject would once again regard her own image in the mirrored segment.

				To begin with, perhaps for around ten or fifteen minutes or so, the internal cylinder would rotate slowly, the subject being required to read and repeat verbally the series of words spaced around it and given time to digest the indoctrination carried within the received message. Upon each rotation of the internal drum the subject would be encouraged to study herself for a few moments in the mirror while mulling over the series of statements she had just read through. Then gradually, ever so gradually, the rotation of the drum would be sped up, faster and faster, until finally the resulting flickering image would become simultaneously both deeply hypnotic and subliminal.

				It was as compelling as it was effective. Combined with a suitably well-chosen set of suggestions, a nice comfortable level of sedation - and, yes, with the more reluctant patient, perhaps a little sleep deprivation beforehand - and after a few such sessions the subject would be left hopelessly entrained to the device and no more able to exercise her freedom of will, as regards accepting or rejecting the therapy, than she might go without taking a breath.

				Meredith Hewson, though, was a tough cookie - she would have none of it. At least such had been the case, up until today. But today would be different; today for the very first time she genuinely felt that she just could not take any more. Today it was taking a really major effort of will just in order to keep her eyes open, let alone to go against the authority of a skilled and experienced psychotherapist.

				The truth of the situation was that if she wanted to go back on to the main ward she could do so - it was all up to her. All young Meredith had to do, after all, was to co-operate with her treatment and to ask her doctor ‘nicely. But it was the manner in which she would be required to phrase that request wherein lay the stumbling block, as far as she was concerned - it implied her giving up on her fondly-held belief system to a far greater degree than she was willing to. If she felt ready to acquiesce - and at some level she did - then that acceptance still required some catalyst, something to start the ball rolling.

				Coldly studying her shattered and sleep deprived patient through horn-rimmed glasses, the girl’s therapist projected her most sympathetically-friendly smile. Dr Ann Ecclestone was nothing if not perceptive - and today was the day, today was the day she needed only give her patient the gentlest of shoves to nudge her in the right direction.

				“So, my dear... I get the distinctest feeling that you would prefer it if you were to be returned to the main ward - would I be correct in that assumption?”

				“Yes Miss” It always felt incongruous to the girl to have to speak in such a childish manner, but it was the form of address the doctor insisted on and she felt little compunction nowadays to go against her authority. That part of her, that rebellious spark, had been left outside in the free world, beyond the bounds of the hospital and its system of discipline.

				“Well, then, it’s very simple; I’m sure you know what you have to do. You only have to ask, if you don’t like it where you are at present. Just ask me properly and I’ll see what can be done - I am here to help you, after all. I’m supposed to be your friend, someone you can trust and confide in and at the end of the day, my staff and I only want what’s best for you - you know that, don’t you?”

				“Yes miss”

				“Well, then...”

				“Please, miss please can I go back on the ward”

				“Which ward would that be? What sort of ward is it? I want you to try to be more specific in your speech - it is important that you face facts here, if I am going to be able to help you. You do want me to help you, don’t you?”

				“Yes, miss...but, bbbut...”

				“Well...”

				“It, its, a,a... psychiatric ward, miss”

				“Well, yes it is. But it is a very special type of psychiatric ward - what kind of psychiatric ward is it?”

				“Its a,a,a secure psychiatric ward, miss”

				“So, what you’re really requesting is to be transferred on to a secure psychiatric ward - is that correct?”

				“Yes, miss...bbbut...”

				“And what type of patient do you think needs to be housed on a secure psychiatric ward?”

				“Psychiatric patients, miss?”

				“Is that what your friends would call them, do you think? How might your friends, your old school chums for example, describe them - how would they be likely to describe people that are required to be kept in straitjackets and locked behind bars? Be honest with me now, if you want to go back on the ward; because I can keep you in the exclusion room for just as long as I want - and don’t you dare forget that. Weeks, months... it doesn’t matter to me one iota how long you spend in there.”

				“Me,me, mental patients, mmmmiss... They’d call them mental patients.” Tears were welling up now, her voice breaking with emotion.

				“That’s right; they’d most probably call them mental patients. So what you are asking in actual fact is to be transferred on to the secure ward with all the other mental patients - is that about the measure of it, would you say?”

				“Yes Miss, I, I, I suppose so.”

				“Then say so for heaven’s sake! Come on, out with it. Say it as it is - without pussyfooting around - and I promise, I will do what I can to help you.”

				“Please miss, please m,m,may I g,g,go back on the psychiatric ward with all the other patients?”

				“No! Not good enough! Let’s try again - what sort of ward, what sort of patients?”

				Meredith was sobbing openly now, shaking and on the brink of a precipice toward which she was being irresistibly manoeuvred and which she felt could only lead her spiralling down into a state of complete and utter mental breakdown should she topple. But backing-off was no option either - she had to get herself let out of that room whatever the cost.

				“A...mental ward? Mental patients?”

				“That’s much better. Now, let’s try again to put it all together...I’ll start you off: Please may I...”

				“Pl,pl,please may I go back on the...me,me, mental ward, miss...with all the other mental patients.”

				“You know, that is so much better - we’ll have no more monkeying around with all that politically-correct rubbish here. Now...if the ward you want so dearly to return to is a mental ward and all the patients housed there are mental patients; why do you think we should consider housing you there? Surely the hospital wouldn’t want to squander precious resources to keep you on a locked mental ward with a group of drooling mental patients if you didn’t truly belong there - isn’t that the truth?”

				“Yes miss.”

				“Then you must be a mental patient. Do you think of yourself as a mental patient, do you think you need to be kept on a locked ward for the mentally ill?”

				“I, I, suppose so, miss”

				“You suppose so? Don’t you know?

				“Yes miss...I mean, no miss...I,I,I...”

				“Then you must say so - nice and clearly so that we can all hear. Come on; I am a...”

				“I, I, I am a,a,a... mental patient, miss”

				“Yes, you are. At long last, a breakthrough! As I have said so many times before; the first step in my having the ability to help you is in your own recognition of your need for help. You yourself have to come to terms with the realisation that you are indeed mentally ill, before we can do anything about starting to get you well again. So...congratulations, sweetheart, you have just taken that first step. Now, let’s hear it all again; one more time from the top. What are you and where do you think you belong? Just think for a moment, I’m sure you know the answer by now”

				“I, I, I am a, a me, mental patient, a., a, an, and I belong on a, a mm,mental ward, miss.”

				“Good girl! Do you know what - by the time I’m finished with you here I think it will seem incomprehensible to you that you could ever have thought of yourself as being anything other than a psychiatric case...

				Over an hour has sped by and the doctor has kept to her word - Meredith Hewson has indeed been transferred back to her original bed on the main ward. But then, so has that defective drip-feed apparatus - already the first of an infinity of oily, ice-cold, sparkling golden droplets is poised on the underside of the sagging Teflon tubing... drip, drip, drip.

				Soon she will lie drip-dripping her mind away to the accompanying click of the nurse’s knitting needles. But tomorrow is a brand new day; perhaps he will come to pleasure himself with her bottom, then whip her out of her senses with his heavy leather strap. Perhaps instead she will be bent across the psychotherapist’s desk for six strokes of the rattan cane or folded across the woman’s leather-skirted lap for the loving attention of her tawse. Then again, perhaps the day will be merely dripped away. Drip, drip, drip... Whatever the day brings she knows one thing for sure: it will be spent securely locked behind bars and safely out of contact with the outside world. Drip, drip, drip, drip, drip, drip...

			

		

	
		
			
				An Escape To... Nowhere?

				(Straightjacket caning: A dominated young woman, hypnotized, spanked, caned in uniform by a strict matron wielding a supple cane, leather tawse and riding switch or crop across her PVC or latex rubber regulation school bloomers or pants)

				Young Lavinia Vitesse had expected rich thick carpeting, wooden panelling, oils and watercolours decorating the walls, vases of flowers on ledges and in niches. As it was she stood now just a hair’s breadth from fainting on spongy white vinyl flooring and bathed in an all too familiar shadowless, white light.

				Spinning about on her heel, intending to run back the way she had just come, she was confronted by a locked white door, as featureless as any she had seen in the unit and devoid of anything even approximating to a handle. To one side and seen now for the first time, a small white plastic chair was waiting, laden with a pile of neatly pressed and folded garments, topped by the green and white striped dress of the unit’s all too familiar ‘patient’ uniform. The sheen of the nylon fabric was unmistakable, as was the way the light glinted off the glassy buttons of its bodice - its skirt being currently folded underneath out of sight. Surmounting the whole mound was that most hated Victorian-style bonnet - designed to blinker and humiliated the wearer both - while beneath the chair the bottle green patent-plastic Mary Janes huddled side by side.

				She was still staring slack-jawed when that commanding voice that she knew so well cut into her from behind - a voice that would broach no refusal.

				“Come along 30C, what do you think you’re doing standing there out of uniform? Get those ridiculous things off immediately and get your uniform on, you stupid, stupid girl - and you needn’t bother pulling up your knickers; you can leave them hanging around your knees.”

				Numbly she begun to dress: The sequence was always the same, always had to be the same, ritualised to the point of fetishistic detail. The open-bottomed corselet came first, then the stockings would be attached to the suspenders - and those seams had to be dead straight. Then came the shoes, then the bonnet, this fastening by way of a broad green and white striped ribbon that would be tied beneath the chin in an oversized bow. Then it would be time to step into the full-length white nylon slip, before finally slipping on that horrid, dowdy uniform dress. The regulations dictated that the latter had to be buttoned from the collar button down to the skirt hem and its belt buttoned at the waist before finally the cuffs could be fastened at the wrists. Then - and only then - would come the knickers; white PVC short-legged bloomer-style hospital incontinence knickers, their thick absorbent pad held in place by internal straps fore and aft of the gusset.

				Her mind frozen in disbelief and shock she nonetheless had taken note to leave those plastic knickers stretched between her knees when the time came. This was no measure of clarity of thought, rather of the complete opposite - an automatic surrender to authority, blind obedience, the sort of obedience one might well observe in any well-trained pet or well-schooled dressage horse.

				“I’ll be more than happy to do the buttons up for you if you’re all fingers and thumbs again.”

				It was that key-phrase again: the frustrating clumsiness that had infected so much of her endeavour of late arose anew, refreshed and reborn and seemingly more debilitating than ever before.

				Physically the girl’s fingers looked as slender and as nimble as ever they had, yet to the girl herself they suddenly felt fat, cumbersome and endowed with all the dexterity of a drunken ape. With digits seemingly now like flabby sausages she fumbled uselessly with the corselet’s shoulder straps and wrestled with the back zip - she finally gave up at the suspenders; it was all just too much. In tears, she had little choice but to surrender to the humiliation of being dressed as might a child.

				The corselet always presented a particularly galling challenge, yet without its abdomen-clinching support she would not have been able to squeeze into the figure-hugging full-length white nylon slip - and her plump hips could not have been contained within the hobbling confines of its skirt. As for the dress that followed; it would have undoubtedly proved impossible to fasten at her waist and despite the clever cut, the pintuck seams and the darting, its fitted bodice would have struggled to contain her burgeoning bust.

				As it was, she had been previously fitted out when in the unit with a heavier weight corselet then was generally issued. Full-hipped, with sturdy abdomen and side panels and an adjustable inner belt to support stomach muscles slackened through enforced inactivity, it was an ugly thing - its designer had missed out on little opportunity to humiliate the wearer, if such had been his or her intention. Nevertheless, tension adjusters, of a strap-and-buckle design, had to be tightened at either side in order to draw in the corselet’s reinforced elastane abdomen panel before the dress’s double-buttoned belt could be fastened correctly at her waist.

				And all the time her learned tormentor’s muttered comments of earlier rang disparagingly and depressingly in her ears: she was “tubby” a “pudding”; she was “flabby” and a “lump” - she was anything but how she had once been described; “swan-necked”, a “gazelle of dance” and the “embodiment of grace”. Those days were long gone; she was overweight, clumsy, awkwardly slow and stiff of movement.

				Even her expensive education was fast fading; all that learning was suffocating beneath layer upon useless layer of learned and relearned tables and lists of nonsense - it felt to her as if her mind was becoming as flabby in reasoning and recall as her body felt physically, her intellect as useless and lazy as those sausage fingers that so often now stumbled around the buttons and zip fasteners of the awful green and white striped uniform they insisted on her wearing.

				Then the voice, that voice, came again:

				“Right! Bend, grasp your ankles. Push that bottom out, please. That’s better, girl, much better. I hope you realise why you have to be punished: firstly; you were clearly told not to speak about your treatment here.

				Secondly; you have been rude and have been speaking out of turn, despite having not been spoken to first. Thirdly; I do believe I have just witnessed you trying to abscond. I think six strokes for each of these offences would be fair enough - I make that, eighteen strokes in all.

				I can see that you’re somewhat upset at the moment so I think what we will do is...we’ll let you have six strokes now...then you can pull those knickers up and we’ll get you off to the schoolroom. You can have the other twelve once we have you properly dressed in your new school uniform.

				Did I tell you we have introduced a nice new uniform especially for the schoolroom? No? Well, that’s something for you to look forward to - now, isn’t that exciting? Though, I don’t suppose you will much appreciate it. It’s all terribly strict, a real school uniform, a proper school uniform, just like in the old days”.

				Still numb with shock, nevertheless Lavinia involuntarily shuddered at the news: this was typical of the place, to make such a point of dressing her in her old prison-style uniform, every button in place, knowing full well she was to be put in an entirely different uniform when she reached her destination - even if that only lay some tens of minutes hence. It was always about rules and regulations here, it was always about discipline. It was a type of madness...and it was driving her mad. Perhaps it already had; she had virtually been told as much only a brief few minutes earlier. She had to get away...She had tried to get away...only to find herself back where she’d started from, locked up behind bars.

				“We have just appointed a new mistress, a woman with some very interesting ideas about how the schoolroom group should be run - she has really tightened up on discipline while you’ve been away.

				You’ll be surprised at the changes she’s made; it’s all far, far stricter than you might remember. She wants the place run something along the lines of a Victorian reform school - do you know what that means, girl?”

				In reply there came just a snivelling whining; the sound more reminiscent of a beaten cur then of a young woman in her late teens. Tears drained steadily from already swollen red eyes as Matron, taking a deep breath, slowly and deliberately drew back her right arm, simultaneously raising it above her head. Moments later the cane cut viciously through the still, sterile air, whistling all the way...

				Crrraaack!!

				“Aaaaghh!, ple, ple, p-p-pleeasse”

				“I asked you a question; I said ‘do you know what that means?’...Well, do you?... I SAID, ‘DO YOU?’ ANSWER ME WHEN I SPEAK, GIRL!”

				Ssssiss - Crrraaack!! “Aaaagh - aaaaghh - aaaaaarrrrgh!” A second slicing cut; this delivered filled with the most spiteful venom and more vicious by far than the first, causing the girl to spring up and grasp her burning buttocks, instinct having finally out-battled discipline - at least for this round. The girl’s cry, harrowing to most, cut no ice with Matron; to this martinet in nurse’s uniform the wails and shuddering sobs were music to her ears.

				“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU ARE DOING? GET BACK DOWN AT ONCE; GET THOSE HANDS BACK WHERE THEY BELONG - RIGHT AROUND YOUR ANKLES! GET THOSE KNEES STRAIGHT; LOCK THEM OUT...RIGHT NOW!! NOW, I’LL ASK YOU ONCE MORE... WILL YOU ANSWER ME, YOU STUPID GIRL?!!”

				The woman was actually bellowing now, bawling at the girl, her demeanour more and more taking on the character of the parade-ground sergeant major rather than the medical professional that in actuality she was. She was coldly driving home her authority like a nail, deep into the girl’s heart; such a gentle heart, but one it was her intention to break...permanently. In response the browbeaten girl reluctantly readopted the position, standing with her legs locked straight and bending acutely at the waist much like a hairpin, the soft milky flesh of her somewhat over-plump, peach-like behind stretched drum-tight and exaggerating the thin, glistening flame-red streak, whereat the skin had partially split leaving a trickling souvenir of that last stroke.

				Swwisssss - Craaack! The slashing delivery landed plumb in synchrony with the stern woman’s measured enunciation of that last word: ‘girl’. Somehow Lavinia retained position, although her knees did momentarily buckle, it must be said.

				“Aaaaagh! Aaaaaaaagh!...Ye, y-y-yesss, I-I m,m,mean, n-n-no...M-M-Matron”

				“NO WHAT?! WHAT DID I ASK YOU?! ARE YOU GOING TO PAY ATTENTION OR DO I HAVE TO WHIP SOME MANNERS INTO THAT OBSCENELY OBESE ARSE OF YOURS?!!

				Shhhissssss - Craaaaack!!! Again the cut had been timed to coincide with her last word.

				“Aaaaaaaagh!!!!! So-so-sorry m,m,Matron, I-I-I mean n-n-no Ma-Ma-Matron, I-I-I m,mean n-n-no I-I-I d-don’t know wer-wer-wha-what it m,m,m,means, a, a...”

				Shiiisssss - Sscraaack! The stroke robbed her of breath, the pain flashing through her white-hot and molten like an electric discharge, sending her muscles into rigor and bringing an instant halt to her near-incoherent babbling. She dropped sideways onto the floor, sobbing uncontrollably and automatically curling into the foetal position, reaching back to her stricken red-raw bottom with one hand, rubbing furiously, while with the other she brought her thumb up to her mouth, planting it firmly between her lips and sucking away like an un-weaned infant.

				It took near on ten minutes for the girl to regain a state resembling anything like composure, and another few for her to resume the position - it was time well spent as far as Matron was concerned. True, it would have been simplicity itself to have called for a couple of her staff - a couple of nurses - and to have had the girl taken into practically any of the nearby rooms and strapped down across a hospital bed or an examination couch. But she far preferred coercion of the will to physical restraint wherever practicable - having the girl resume and hold the position brought a psychological aspect into play that would be missing under physical bondage and that could only serve to underline her domination of the girl.

				Now she again stood over her charge, bending and flexing the cane threateningly between her hands, yet now speaking quite softly, adopting an almost forgiving tone; it was a tactic designed to disorientate, another tried-and-trusted little ploy she habitually used to increase the psychological impact of a punishment.

				“Since you clearly have no idea of the implications of the changes that have been made to the ‘schoolroom’ block - and obviously you have no idea what a Victorian reform school was all about, historically speaking - I suppose I’ll just have to explain one or two things. But first of all: How many strokes of the cane did I say you were to receive?”

				“P,P,Please M-M-M-Matron, si-si-six M,M-M-Matron”

				“And how many strokes have you received thus far?”

				“P,Please M-Matron, fi-fi-five M-M-M,Matron I-I-I th-thi...” Ssssissss - Sscraaack! Yet another stroke slashed in, the girl’s shrill screaming reaction piercing the air. “Aaaargh, n-n-no m,m,more, pl-pl-pleasssss”

				“HOW MANY STROKES, YOU STUPID GIRL”

				“Pl-ple-please M-Matron, I-I-I d,don’t n,n,n-know. S,s,six?”

				Shhhssswisss - Crrrraack!

				“I’ll give you a clue; did you thank me just then? Have you thanked me properly for any of them? Have you called out the number?”

				“P,P,Please M-M-M-Matron, n-n-no M,Matron, I-I-I-I’m sorry M-Matron”

				“Good girl; that’s right! So they don’t count do they?”

				“P-Please M-M-Matron, n-no M,Matron”

				“So, how many strokes have you received thus far?”

				“P,P,Please M,M,M-Matron, n,none, M,M,Matron”

				“Zero, that’s how many you have received so far. How many have you had?”

				“P,Please M-Matron, zz,zz,zero, M,M,Matron” the girl was sobbing brokenly now, her limbs shaking like jelly with the effort of holding that humiliating tightly bent position.

				“So, how many strokes of my cane do you still have to come?”

				“P,Please M-Matron, s,s,six M,M,M-Matron.”

				“Then we had better get started - and I suggest that this time you remember to count each stroke out loud and to thank me nicely for each, if you don’t want the whole thing to be restarted from scratch. And in-between I’ll tell you something of what you can expect from your new school mistress.”

				Shhhssss - Crracck!

				“AAAAGGGHH!! W,w, one, th-thank you mmmmMatron.”

				“That’s better, little one. Well now, where to start? There is the uniform of course - I think I have already mentioned that - you can’t have a strict reform school without a suitably strict school uniform. All very smart it is, very fetching - if you like that sort of thing. There is a nice striped blouse, all crisply starched and with a lovely high stiff collar; a bit on the tight side apparently...Doesn’t sound too comfortable, that; particularly as the new school mistress insists that collar is kept tightly buttoned at all times. But I’m sure she knows what she’s doing - she’s the expert after all and she says that there’s nothing like a little discomfort to keep a girl’s mind focussed on her lessons: and I’m sure she’s right. Then there is a proper school tie, kept tightly knotted of course. Oh...and the sweetest little gymslip to go over it all, especially designed to keep you all feeling all nice and childish inside - just like the sweet obedient little schoolgirl I’m sure you are going to become.”

				Sssswwiiiissh - Sscraaack!!

				“Aaaaaagh!!!, t,t-two, (sob) th-th-thank, y-yyou mmmmMatron”

				Lavinia’s knees had so nearly buckled that time, she would have to be careful if she was to avoid having Matron start afresh...and she had already received eight full cuts now...how could she be expected to take any more? Yet she knew she would be made to take more, one way or the other - they had plenty of other little punishments here, mental punishments; they could punish the mind, make a girl literally beg to be caned.

				This was something she knew only too well from bitter experience. The memory of that tiny room with its padded walls at the back of the classroom, little more than a large cupboard really, was indelibly imprinted in her mind: the padded walls closing in on her, the straitjacket and ankle-cuffs, the thick rubber bloomers covering a diaper seemingly permanently swollen with waste. Every so often a nurse would come in, clean her up and powder her like a baby. Her buttock cheeks would be roughly spread and pulled tightly apart and three good old-fashioned glycerine-based suppositories pushed up into her, nose-to-tail in sequence; a stool softener, a laxative and a local muscle relaxant, the latter seemingly rendered obsolete by the doughnut-shaped rubber anal sphincter dilator she had been fitted with. Finally she would be spoon fed some sort of tasteless and near textureless paste before again being abandoned to her warm, quilted womb-like prison and the tight, loving unrelenting embrace of her straitjacket.

				The routine had always been the same, over and over and over. Whether it had been once a day, twice a day, three times a day - she had no idea. There was no day, there was no night, just a constant unvarying illumination - just as there was anywhere else in the unit; only in that room there were no windows. She knew only that when the nurse came, it went away; for that oh so short time, there would be relief from the nagging sound of that incessantly repeating nursery rhyme going around and around... it was the only time she ever had respite from those same fourteen notes sounding over and over and over and she had lived for that window of silence and the quiet rustle of the nurse’s uniform.

				But it had been one of her most cherished recollections of her childhood, that little tune; she had always remembered it with fondness and they had stolen that from her. Now she hated it... not just hated it, she couldn’t bear it, couldn’t even bear to think about it; she was terrified of hearing it - she would do anything, sign anything, bend for the cane, even beg to be caned rather than ever hear it again... it left her feeling sick to the stomach. This was what they could do to you here, one of the little experiments they were trying out, a hypothesis to be tested; to take something most loved and to pervert it, to twist it into the most feared of punishments.

				Yes, love could become dread; she had seen it, or rather heard it, in action in exactly those terms. She had been taken to the doctor’s office and having been reluctant to undergo her prescribed therapy had been made to stand in the corner with her nose to the wall while the woman dealt with the next case. That she had been deliberately allowed to overhear what then transpired was without doubt - it had certainly left her profoundly affected if that had been the intention.

				Behind her, unseen, a young woman had been led in and been seated before the doctor’s desk; she had heard her being ordered to place her fingertips on her shoulders with her elbows out to the sides and to sit up straight, as was the standard procedure when being interviewed by the doctor or by either of her two research co-workers running this particular project. Then the young woman had apparently been shown something that clearly had deeply upset her in some manner; she had begun sobbing virtually straight away. The doctor could be heard repeatedly telling her to ‘look at the photograph’ and asking her: “what do you feel when you look at him, do you want him, physically? Do you think you love him? Do you really think he still loves you, after all this time?”

				The patient had immediately gone off into an absolute paroxysm of stammered, shuddering entreaties, begging the psychologist to put it away, answering in the negative every question before finally breaking down and dissolving into floods of tears. As if in response the doctor had then begun dictating what amounted to a letter breaking off an engagement, but written in the most cold and disparaging terms imaginable. From time to time she had heard the woman being quite sharply berated, presumably having been somewhat hesitant, reluctant in the face of such hate-filled sentiment as she was being forced to convey. This had been simply dealt with; all it had taken was for the doctor to demand that she again study the picture set before her to have her writing again.

				Then her signature had been demanded and the proceedings had drawn to a close. The young woman had been led from the room, sobbing her heart out, no longer part of anyone’s intended future. Everything she had been, everything she was to have become, her love, life and dreams, all had been left behind her, lying on the doctor’s table in a simple business-like buff-brown envelope. It was later to transpire that all that fuss had merely been over a photograph of the young patient’s fiancée...But therein lay the sheer horror of it; that a girl could be put in such dread of her own fiancée’s image that she would be willing do literally anything rather than gaze upon it.

				...Sssshwiiish Crrrack!!!... “Arrrrgh!...” A sheet of blinding light flashed across her sight, like the discharge of an old-fashioned pressman’s flashbulb. An electric bolt of pain had been sent tearing through her churning thoughts from yet another slash of Matron’s cane, that singularly-vicious plastic rattan facsimile of hers. She was grinding her teeth, biting down as hard as to risk injury to the enamel - she felt sure they were cracking; were they even going to take her smile from her? Somewhere in the distance, hidden behind the protection of screwed up, crush-lidded eyes Matron’s voice was barking out a tirade of commands:

				“How dare you! Pay attention when I’m talking to you.... What you think you’re doing? Relax that fat arse of yours right this minute, young lady - and get those eyes open. You do not clench your bottom cheeks when you’re under the cane... I won’t stand for it and I know the new schoolroom mistress won’t - she’ll start afresh from the very beginning if you ever do that - do you understand me?”

				Patient 30C whimpered; for the moment she could manage little else. But she knew she had to concentrate, answer the woman - and she had to count the stroke out loud...but which stroke - what number was it, where had they got up to?

				And what was it Matron had just said? Relax her bottom, open her eyes...but the pain, so much pain...such insanely-burning agony...and she had to be quick, very quick - another second and that stroke wouldn’t count. Worse; she might start again from scratch.

				From somewhere she found the strength, whether from God she couldn’t tell, but she doubted it; He’d forsaken her thus far - why should he intervene now?.

				“So-so-sorry, mmmMatron, I mmm,mean Ye-yes m,m,mMatron...Th-thr-three mmmMatron, th-thank you ma-ma-Matron.”

				For one infinitesimal, heart-stopping moment there was silence and Lavinia Vitesse was left alone again with her thoughts: Had she been in time? Would it count? What if it didn’t?.... Then came an insane urge to laugh out loud - Matron was speaking again, her voice lowered and almost consolatory; she had been in time! Lavinia’s head was spinning now; she couldn’t take any more, these people were quite insane, she had to get away from the place. But how? Every which way she might turn she knew she would find blocked by iron security grilles and thick locked doors; and as far as she could tell there were probably several layers of such security measures between her and the outside world. Besides, she was quite hopelessly disorientated; the place seemed designed to ensure it, with its myriad identical and meandering passageways.

				It felt as if they were quite deliberately trying to send her out of her mind - and it felt as if they were succeeding. But they couldn’t just keep here against her will, could they? How could they, how could it ever be legal for them to do so? Then it hit her: that must have been why the police had come, that was what all the panic had been about; they were being investigated! The police had come to take her home, but then in some way there must have been some sort of mix-up, she must have been confused with somebody else...yes, that had to be it! The police had come to take her home because someone, somewhere, had seen all that stuff that had been in the newspapers that they had shown her, realised the mistake and reported her missing. Aunt Julia, probably, she thought.

				Yes, that was it; there must have been some sort of muddle somewhere, but surely it wouldn’t take long to sort out - and then the police would be coming to get her. And then these people would be getting what for, oh yes; once Aunt Julia heard about what was going on here she’d give them hell all right.

				But then the doubt started creeping back in: where were the police? Why hadn’t they followed her when she’d run out? How could that side door have led back here? It was the way those doctors, the three professors, had entered...but that would imply that they would have had to have known about this place all along...and that would mean...Oh God!

				“I said: I don’t know what you were trying to achieve by running out like that, back there. Even if you had somehow found your way out, those police officers would have brought you straight back. Why? I’ll tell you...

				One: They were not here looking for you in the first place. To them you were just some poor, pitiful, mental patient - they were never going to be taking any notice of anything you might have to say; who would under those circumstances?

				Two: Unlike you, it seems, they were paying attention to what the professors had to say; particularly at the end. You know - the part about your case?

				Three: I’m afraid that the one thing that you did achieve, in doing what you did, was to confirm to all concerned the validity of their diagnosis...Oh - and to add the first black mark against your name on your patient record, of course.

				But don’t you worry your pretty little empty head too much about that, sweetheart; once you are in the new schoolmistress’s hands and safely ensconced in the schoolroom again I don’t doubt that you will quickly earn yourself plenty more black marks against your name. Why, I dare say you will have built up quite a portfolio by the time the panel reconvenes to review your case.”

				Shsssssss - ssscraack!!!

				“Arghhhh! Ffffour, th-th-tha-thank y,you Matron.”

				It was as if the woman could read her mind! Poor, poor Lavinia; what had just been revealed to her had come as a shock to her system more devastating even than the sheer mind-searing pain that had immediately followed.

				Questions swirled around her mind like the draining last dregs of waste water: How could the women know anything of what had been said, when she hadn’t actually been there? How could she know that she’d made a break for it? How could Matron have been here, waiting for her, when the last she’d seen of her was when she had been left behind, waiting in the carpeted hallway outside that interview room or whatever it was? How could it be possible for her to have been one moment in the main hospital just metres from the outside world - smelling freshly-cut grass, hearing birdsong, even glimpsing the sun - and then, mere moments later - and having passed through but a single door - be back where she started? How could that be possible, when it had required an elevator and more twists and turns than she could count to take her there in the first place?

				Again Matron’s strident voice cut through the melee in her mind, the woman’s conversational tone belying the punitive nature of the situation and yet, by that calculated dissonance, sadistically stretching further the girl’s raw, shredded nerves:

				“Let me tell you a little more of the new schoolroom mistress and just what an incredibly resourceful woman she is. For instance; you have her to thank for every stroke of the cane that you have ever received here: Originally the thinking was that the use of corporal punishment was unnecessary, but as I think you have most painfully discovered; things do change and no more so than under the auspices of the schoolroom project. It was she that convinced the powers-that-be of the relevance of introducing physical chastisement into the regime.

				She has made so many changes to the schoolroom that you’re hardly going to recognise the place - at least not in so much as the regime is concerned. For a start she has extended the lifetime of the study; all the girls presently resident are what we term our ‘long-term’ charges. I personally think that it makes sense; it’s far more realistic. After all, a girl wouldn’t be expected to attend a real boarding school for just a matter of twelve weeks or so, now would she?

				This in turn has allowed her to circumvent certain restrictions that would have been necessary otherwise: For example she has had the security beefed up, not that the unit was ever anything less than one hundred percent secure, as I’m sure you know. There are now medical restraints fitted to every bed in the dormitory, just to keep you nicely safe and sound at night.

				She has introduced a regimen of corporal punishment for all infractions - however slight - and a system of rules and restrictions that even I consider petty and that virtually ensure each girl receives each day at least a few cuts of the cane or a half-dozen swats from that delicious, heavy-leather, strap she carries around with her; and it really blisters a girl’s bottom, does that one.

				She has engineered rules around every single aspect of a girl’s life; believe me, you’re going to be completely under her control from the time your eyes open until the time you’re allowed back to your bed. The slightest mistake, even fastening or unfastening the buttons of your blouse in the wrong order, will earn you a few strokes of the cane or the strap or both - and another derogatory comment added against your name in your patient record, of course.”

				SsiZsss - Sscraaackk!!!

				“AAAARGH!...Aaagh, aaaagh...” The very top of the back of her thighs, that one, taking her breath away, forcing her fingers to uncurl away from her ankles her knees to buckle and her back to straighten like an uncoiling spring.

				“Aaaagh, f,f-f-f-fi...aaagh...f,f,fi-fiv...aaagh, n,no, no...aaagh...f,f,five...th-th-th...aaaaagh...th-thank y,you...m,m,ma...aaagh, n,no...aaaagh th-thank you m,m, Matron.”

				“Oh, dear, oh dear, oh dear! What a disgrace, you are. Just look at you, sobbing like a baby - who would think you were nearly nineteen years of age? I think you’d better get back down - AT ONCE! Get those knees straitened, quickly...if you don’t want me to begin again from scratch. That’s it.. I want to see your head pulled right down to you knees, your forehead touching... Do it now...and I might just give you a second chance.”

				Somehow, stiffly the girl pulled herself back into the required standing hairpin position, her bottom - and now the back of her thighs - burning like a red-hot brasier. She had counted out that stroke as the fifth, but in truth there had been eleven strokes received, taking in to account those that had been disallowed for one reason or another or had been simply awarded for punitive purposes at the start of the punishment - she didn’t want any more...couldn’t take any more...it just wasn’t humanly possible.

				“That’s it, there’s a good girl! Now, where was I? Oh yes, the new mistress; what else to tell you? Ah, yes...the tattoo, I haven’t told you about the tattoo, have I? Well that’s another nice new refinement she has brought in.

				Just after you were taken out of the unit we began the custom of placing a tattoo over the right buttock cheek of all the schoolroom girls. It simply states the name of the hospital, says that the girl is from the psychiatric wing and gives her patient number. We use a stencilling technique to guide the tattooing gun and to allow for standardisation - it’s all quite quick and easy to do.

				Obviously it was intended to be discrete, but what with one thing and another, various changes made to the design and to the information to be included...well, I have to say that it does tend to result in covering the majority of the buttock area. Unfortunate, I know, but then again it does seem to have a most salutary effect on the girls, especially those more...how shall we say...recalcitrant ones. The fight really does go out of a girl once she has had that done; it really does seem to change her attitude to living under strict discipline.

				But I’m afraid in that vein I have to relate more bad news to you. You see the new mistress was quite taken with the hospital badge when she first saw it. You know, the one the nurses wear on their uniforms; those working in the mainstream part of the hospital anyway. You must have come across one or two of them when you first arrived - although I guess that was quite some time ago now.” Matron couldn’t help but stifle a little giggle at that point - but then continued, eyeing the shaking wreck of a girl quivering in abject fear before her...she’d make her wait a little longer yet, she thought, drag it out a bit.

				“Anyway, she liked it so much so that she has incorporated some of its features into her design for a school badge. You might recall the shield central to the design - well, she has adapted that to incorporate a pair of crossed school canes. Arching over it she has placed a crest and the words; St Mary’s Hospital, Psychiatric Wing and below it, the girl’s patient number - in your case it will read; Patient 30S, of course...the ‘S’ standing for Schoolroom.

				She is apparently so enamoured with her design that she has used it absolutely everywhere; embroidered at the centre of the bib of the gymslips, on the left leg of the school bloomers that she has introduced, embroidered on the breast pocket of the blouse - just about everywhere.

				I digress; what I think is going to matter most to you is the fact that she now insists on having that blouse pocket badge duplicated on the skin beneath it. Don’t worry, the tattoo doesn’t take very long; it is not coloured, as is its embroidered counterpart, it’s just reproduced through a stencil in a nice thick black ink and is just about the right size to be accommodated on the average girl’s breast. It tends to occupy the majority of the upper part of the left breast and if they get it right, your patient number will fit neatly under and around the nipple.

				Don’t worry: the nurse that will give you your tattoo is very skilled and her work really does look excellent - but I don’t imagine you will want to show it off too often. I’m afraid that you’re going to have to accept that your bikini days are over - unless you want everyone to know you have been kept in a secure psychiatric unit, that is... And I don’t know if you’ve ever considered modelling as a career choice, but if so I don’t suppose that avenue will be open to you any more. It’s just the price you’re going to have to pay for benefiting from all her years of experience in controlling and training...

				Szzzsss-sccraaack!!!

				... intractable young ladies such as yourself...”

				Throughout Matron had been leaving short pauses in her diatribe, initially just prior to each stroke as she drew back her arm and adjusted her stance. Latterly those nerve-snapping pauses had been coming more often, perhaps two or three times before the shot would in actuality be delivered, the interruption to her flow being quite deliberately calculated to break up the pattern once the girl had learnt it, adding in an element of randomness to the punishment. The rationale bore no little relation to the reasoning that lay behind a policy of strict supervision that - being applicable both to the subject’s positioning and the minutiae of the subject’s recitation of the required formula - was near-guaranteed to result in a number of disallowed strokes, if not a complete restart; and more often than not, both.

				This time, though, not even a false warning had been given, not even a hint - not even a subtly-sharpened intake of breath that the girl might have detected.

				Cruelly, and out of sight of the girl, the woman had been drawing back her arm slowly throughout her lecturing, letting the tension build in her arm like an over-wound clock spring until, muscles quivering, the whip-cracking, arcing, slashing shot had been unleashed mid-sentence and with nary a discernible break in her speech.

				Malevolently the thin pliant wand, privately referred to as her ‘little spirit breaker’, had whipped-in diagonally across both the girl’s griddle-patterned flambéed bottom cheeks, bisecting practically every inflamed purple-ridged line, bar those now pulsating across the backs of both thighs.

				As throughout her long, drawn out, lecturing protocol - the false alarms, those strokes disallowed and the near randomly-timed cuts of her cane - the intention had been to break the young woman’s resolve. It hadn’t worked: leg muscles locked and teeth gritted with determination and with every iota of concentration being ironically lavished on maintaining the required relaxed tone in her buttocks, she had been buoyed by the sure and certain knowledge that, whenever it came, however vicious it might be, it would be the very last stroke - and she will have survived.

				“Aaaaaghh!!!...Aaaaaggghh!!!...AAAAaaaaaagh!!!!”

				The scream had been ear-splitting yet, stoically, Lavinia Vitesse had stood her ground, had held her position despite the fact that, over the last few centimetres of that curving tattooed, corrugated line of rouge, the skin had been split. All she had to do now was regain control of her breath, keep herself together, recite the formula, no matter how humiliating it felt to do so, no matter how much it ate away at her soul.

				“Ssi-si-si-six...th-th-thank...y,y,yu-you, M-M-Matron”

				The smile had begun spreading across the older woman’s face from the very first of that sibilant stuttering - she had won!

				“No, no, no. That won’t do at all, will it? You should know better than to think that I would have allowed that last stroke, considering your behaviour after it - I would have thought that you would come to appreciate my standards by now, girl. Now, what should it have been?

				Lavinia actually felt her heart die at that moment - a cold syrup, that might as well have been mixed at the embalmer’s hand, oozed through her veins and her muscle fibres turned to gelatine. Her thoughts and determination now tumbled like a house of cards, ready to be trampled into dank earth. Somehow she spoke, yet it was not her own voice she heard - it was some far off, foreign timid whisper.

				She already knew the awful truth of her fate now, she didn’t need to listen, didn’t need to know what to say - it was just going through the motions anyway.

				“I-I-I’m so-sorry...M-M-Matron...f,f,fi-five...Ma-Ma-Ma-Matron?” The upward inflection told its own story - it was practically a rhetorical question; deep down, she already knew the answer.

				Ssssshhh-shwaaack!...Ssssshhhii-swwwaaack!!...Shhshsssssss-scrraaack!!!

				“How many? How many strokes have you received so far?.... Can’t you hear me? I said: HOW MANY STROKES HAVE YOU RECEIVED SO FAR, GIRL? CAN’T YOU COUNT, GIRL? ARE YOU THAT STUPID!”

				Three sadistically vicious strokes landed in a staccato pistol-crack chorus as if to punctuate and underline her rant, strafing down the tender back of the girl’s thighs and each feeling like a line drawn in acid.

				The last had landed plumb centre across the sensitive skin at the backs of her knees, instantly buckling them - just as her resolve had buckled and been broken. She tumbled forwards, yet never hit the floor. Strong arms moved in, around and under both shoulders to support her, stemming her collapse and guiding her instead backwards and bottom first down into a waiting wheelchair - the two nurses stepping back from either side as if to admire some finely-crafted handiwork.

				As from whence the nurses had come and at what point they had arrived she had absolutely no idea - no more idea than she had about where that wheelchair had so suddenly and miraculously materialised from. All that Lavinia Vitesse knew was that somewhere in the far distance, behind her own whining and whimpering, she could hear a tiny pleading voice, so much like her voice, yet not like her voice:

				“Pl-pl-pleas, Ma-matron, I’m s,s,so so-so-ssorry, M-Matron...Z,z,zero, mmm,m,Matron...ze-zero”

				Over her shoulder she heard one of the nurses giggle girlishly. Somehow the woman’s levity towards her situation really bit home; it was an agony that seemed to compete on even ground with the burning cane stripes and the swollen and split flesh of her behind. Then Matron again spoke, her voice regaining the soft syrupy tone required of such moments - it was all good psychology:

				“There’s a good girl. I know you really are trying your hardest to please me, but I am afraid this just will not do. I guess all we can do is give you a fresh start once you have been delivered to the schoolroom. I told you earlier, did I not, that you would be receiving the other twelve strokes I awarded you upon your arrival in any case. But under the circumstances we will just have to give you the full eighteen in one hit, so to speak. And I’m afraid that - taking in to account your performance just now - it looks as if there will be little option but to have you to strapped down over the classroom whipping stool for it - it is all for your own good, after all; I’m sure you understand.

				Of course it is unavoidable that it will have to be in front of the other five girls housed there - but at least it will get it over with, once and for all. Or at least until the next time you infringe the rules - and there have been so many new regulations set down to govern behaviour in the schoolroom recently, so many petty little rules and restrictions. Let’s just say that I wouldn’t set my heart on having too much hope of avoiding such punishment in the future, if I were you.

				You might manage to comply with all those little restrictions for a while, but it will crush your personality to do so. Of course, infringe any, no matter how slight the degree, and the cane and the strap will break you - and on each such occasion I shall personally see to it that the panel receives yet another bad report as to your deteriorating ‘mental state’. So you see; you can let this place break you, or you can resist and find your detention lengthening with every rebellion...at the end of the day, it’s all entirely up to you”

				Time for a Second Opinion? Or a Second Strapping?

				The bespectacled woman, as was her habit, closed the heavy oak door behind her and slipped off her white doctor’s coat in a single movement, draping the latter over the high-backed chair to her right as she entered. The closest in a line of three such positioned against the wall between the door and the start of those room- enwrapping bookshelves that seemed to groan under the weight of generations of gathered knowledge and study, she could just detect the comforting note of well used antique-leather upholstery as she passed - it mingled juxtaposed with the more contemporarily-fragrant leather of her skirt.

				Crossing the floor she sidled passed the end of her desk, going straight to main window. Overlooking the Italianesque gardens, the extensive pine-ringed grounds, the high perimeter wall and finally the moors beyond, the view was gold-infused and quite breathtaking at this time of day - and particularly at this time of year. Nevertheless, brushing aside the stubbornly-invasive tendrils of ivy, she pulled closed the outer shutters with little hesitation and even less reluctance - there were more wondrous vistas on offer elsewhere this particular day, events unfolding fairly drenched in anticipatory sweat.

				Tension mounting, beads of perspiration breaking out on her brow, she smoothed down her skirt with both hands, before sinking deeply into the plush upholstery of her desk chair, thankful for having eschewed her customary close-fitted styling for a skirt which, while still of leather, was more amenable to comfort even if, being full-skirted and of mid-calf hem, it was somewhat on the heavy side.

				The triply-nested series of usernames and passwords to be negotiated before the first image window would open on the screen before her, might well have seemed over-cumbersome to the uninitiated - to put it mildly. The long winded ‘buffer-filling’ procedure, the associated ‘progress bar’ painfully and reluctantly edging across the screen, was certainly not for the impatient but was very much a necessity - being simply the cost of the enhanced security that the doubly-encrypted video feed brought with it.

				Yes, yes! The game was indeed afoot and apparently progressing well. Hands trembling with outrageous excitement she tapped in the instructions to change viewing angle - she was thirty-eight years old going on sixteen, a middle-aged woman with the overwrought fluttering heart of a virgin schoolgirl after her first kiss.

				It hadn’t been the first time she had encountered police inquiries; there wouldn’t be any repercussions - she had her sources and forewarned was forearmed. But this upcoming investigation threatened to be more stringent. Someone somewhere, someone with some influence, had been casting aspersions, voicing suspicions. This...’Meredith’ girl - she was becoming problematic, it was going to become too risky to continue housing her on the ward; she would have to be moved elsewhere, at least temporarily. The same would have to go for young Susan Springer, just err on the side of caution.

				But as for the young lady presently holding her attention, up there on her screen; well, for her the game would continue - nobody would ever come looking for that one.

				Thanks in variable measure to the vagaries of tide and current, a gullible yet influential tabloid press, the weight of expert testimony and of institutional reputation, that girl, no longer existed. It was a simple legal fact, vouchsafed by judicial proceedings - she was a non-person, dispossessed by law and rendered destitute.

				That girl owned nothing, possessed nothing - not even her future could she any longer imagine, dream about, and call her own... and as for the tableau presently unfolding around her? Well, therein lay the sweetest irony - in the inspiration for its design - the sort of hue-and-cry that would, in the real world, never have been raised on her behalf...the impending police investigation itself.

				Outside in the summer sun the balmy breeze rippling across the lake bobbed the lily pads huddled around its margins, their white and yellow flowers nodding in agreement. Dragonflies, seemingly the size of small sparrows, flitting back and forth would hover on occasion, briefly touching down upon the water, bending and flexing the surface tension yet not piercing it, bringing forth the impression of some plastic membrane rather than the common wetness of human experience. Theirs was a world experienced on a different scale entirely. Yet even on the human scale there are those not too far distant to whom this might seem an unsettling and uncomfortably threatening place, should they ever be given leave to visit.

				This is a world, after all, stranded at the mercy of environmental vagaries, fragrances and sounds coming and going. It is a world of transient experiences, forever shifting with wind, temperature and with time. It is this very uncertainty that is the best yardstick of this world’s remoteness from that presently inhabited by the sixteen or so hapless young women who, in one way or another, have volunteered to take part in one of the various ‘scientific’ studies being undertaken here.

				Geographically the distance can be expressed in mere meters, give or take a few walls doors and security grilles; sociologically the chasm is as wide as those walls and steel bars are impassable. Here, in this alternative sterilised world, nothing is random, nothing has been left to chance, nothing is unexpected - ever! This is a controlled environment - and the emphasis is very much on that word: ‘controlled’. This is an environment purpose-built for scientific study, a world deliberately left devoid of all the petty distractions and vagaries of everyday life.

				Here a girl sits. Once rebellious and jealous of her independence she waits now, quite passively, in her wheelchair, her raven crowning glory supplanted by a rude artifice of braided nylon pigtails - such is her demoralisation that even this humiliation is preferable to the hideousness of her true reflection. Here there is no day, nor is there night- light never dims, temperature never fluctuates, the routine never falters. Here diurnal circles have been unlocked from the clockwork movement of the sun and the moon. Here time is delineated by bells and chimes and by orders - and there are always orders. Here the only variance allowed is in the glow issuing from those duplicitous flat panels shimmering behind their protective meshwork grilles and deceptively glorying in the title of ‘windows’. Here all is whatever they say it is, all is whenever they say it is. In this world, the world of the asylum, their word is absolute and irrefutable law - more than that; it is the world.

			

		

	
		
			
				Arrivals & Departures: Gymslips, Teeth & Leg Braces

				(Spanking humiliation, discipline, hypnosis and mind control in school uniform, PVC pants and nappies under the domination of a strict governess)

				Miss Julia Soames drifted out from the white classic Jaguar, the sun glinting obliquely across her golden freckled shoulder, silvery-glossed with sun-block and appearing gilded so as to put nature to shame. Behind her the leather upholstery, once snowy now patina-stained cream, was reluctant to give up the imprint of its occupant, taking its time to resume its form - middle-aged rather than old and worn.

				Corn-gold tendrils tumbled and trembled at her back as she moved, serpentine yet improbably parallel in their curvature, the individual soft curls somehow shoaling together. Her sundress rippled and flowed in the growing breeze, it’s back held up like the corners of a web, the fine cotton fabric converging as shoulder straps little broader than the average shoe lace - a sweet concoction of greenish turquoise, of cool teal and passionate pinks; and all black-framed in twisted geometric shapes and abstractly patterned with inverted lollipops and Passchendaele poppies. High-waisted, a teal band wrapped around and tied behind in a loose knot that, drooping and crossing over above her bottom, hung into the curving departure of her cheeks, the free ends dangling invitingly, floating across pear-swelled buttocks that veritably prayed to be whipped or caned; as if she’d ever allow such insult - inflict it, certainly. To Julia Soames, nothing, but nothing, could be compared to the thrill of inflicting a good, long, hard caning across a pair of succulent, plump adolescent buttocks.

				Something wafted along with her, preceding her, drifting on the breeze, it seemed somehow fresher, even, then the newly-mown grass, not quite floral; it was as much due her makeup as her perfume; fragrant rich red lipstick, foundation, eye shadow and liner, all most subtly and expertly applied - a dusting of talcum where needed. It defined her somehow.

				Pausing, she turned to scan the horizon, taking note of the threatening signs; the distant greying of the sky, the rolling bass-drum rumble, more distant still. Above, the high white Valkyries streaking across the sky testified to the rising wind, the loosely packed feathery streaks beginning to haze the sun - a change was coming and she had not dressed for it.

				Then, turning back to face the foot of the high marble steps that swept up from either side of the curving half-moon drive, she looked up at the final flight and at the young girl standing there so unsteadily at the top, her legs stiffened in callipers, her shoulders enwrapped by a nurse’s supportive arm.

				The thought softly rang through her mind like a far-distant carillon’s peal carrying on the wind; young Meredith Hewson, as if there could be another? In return the echo rang back hollow: Such vulnerability was seldom encountered, such young women were vanishingly rare in this day and age - they had to be protected, locked away for their own good.

				But if that was indeed her, then they were clearly going to have to bring her down in the lift and out to the car via the side entrance in a wheelchair or something. For a moment it worried at her, implications that had remained unconsidered, the ramifications of having to accommodate a wheelchair and all of the paraphernalia that went with it. Then, clasping her hands almost playfully behind her back and with high heels crunching unstably on the gravel, she headed for the left-hand flight, an arbitrary choice, her gait feminine yet endowed this particular day with an unfamiliarly jaunty spring to her step.

				Climbing now and - having negotiated the first flight - turning to begin her ascent of the second, she looked up again at the young girl and her caring nurse, rewarded with more detail now.

				The girl’s attire argued against that initial identification: yes the petite stature fitted the bill, but, denim skirt, T-shirt decorated with some dire heavy metal band’s logo in oranges, reds and yellows, huge gold hoop earrings and black leather jacket? It would be shatteringly disappointing if indeed it was her; she would be surprised if that young tart wasn’t chewing gum -slovenly that’s what it was, an outrage. This was not at all what she had been led to expect, not by a long chalk. Silently she prayed that this was not her, not Meredith - and certainly not how her Susan would be turned out, not her Susan, not like this, not after all the work she had put it in preparing the girl beforehand, before even bringing her here.

				They had told her Susan’s case was unique; a subject being released into outside care mid-procedure, being removed from an experiment so as to be reintroduced at a later date, was unheard of. For her part Ms Julia Soames, in her capacity as the girl’s legal guardian, this being through the girl’s own volition in seeking to distance herself from her stepmother’s sphere of influence, had had to agree to all sorts of provisions. The girl herself had been obliged to practically sign her life away, by way of a whole wad of disclaimers and consent forms, few of which she had any real understanding of, their being, in the main, a veritable tissue of complex and interwoven legalese.

				They was apparently no precedent, nor was there any contingency in place for this - and yet they wanted to keep the girl firmly rooted in the establishment even if physically she was to be outside their walls. It was considered essential that she knew, understood and accepted that she would remain under their jurisdiction and control until such a time as they might deem to release her: that moment would only arise upon her having completed the study she had signed up to - and to their complete satisfaction. In their way, despite statements to the contrary, these stipulations - and the institution’s ability to so completely impose them upon her - were as much a part of the experiment is anything that had been done to her within their portals. The girl belonged to them for the duration of the study she had signed up for - and they wanted her continually reminded of that fact.

				Of course Julia knew about the uniform they had kept the girl in, the uniform they kept all the girls in here, the experimental subjects; she been sent the pictures. But they’d said that they’d had to devise something from scratch to deal with the situation, something more in keeping with the domestic environment and the world at large, outside these walls. Entering now the portico of the hospital’s main entrance and confronted by that waiting pair, all she could do was hope fervently that this was not what they’d settled for.

				She needn’t have worried: the girl waiting, hidden still beyond the ivy-shadowed smoked glass doors, had indeed been suitably attired; her hanging head, downcast eyes and burning, near incandescent, ember-red cheeks were testament enough to that. The body language was crystal clear - timid, withdrawn, retiring and mouse-like, shoulders hunched and hands clasped coyly and defensively before her - a shrinking violet and infinitely prettier for all that, at least in her carer’s eyes.

				Yes, suitable indeed, most suitable. Of course, whether the world at large would judge it so - the ‘girl’ so disparagingly described being in actuality a young woman well into her late teens - remained to be seen. To those into whose care she had been delivered, by some strangely-fateful machination beyond her understanding, there was no such uncertainty; undoubtedly those cheeks would be glowing brighter still before long...far brighter.

				How quickly it had turned around, this storm-ridden day; not so long ago the sun had been glorious. Now smoke-grey clouds raced each other across the sky; running low along the wind and sailing on the tumultuous Atlantic-sodden south-westerly, they threatened the worst and to the worried eyes of the two girls seemed to come as a portent. Cumulus and cumulonimbus churned and charged recklessly overhead, crashing, overlapping then merging and amalgamating in stop-frame animation strobe-lit by the still distant sheet lightning. Expanding with fractal inevitability they bruised the sky with alarmingly rolling waves of blue-black, curling and streaking the horizon to the ground like a running watercolour-wash of dismal foggy-greys and sickly-dark ill-meant yellows. That distant torrent now replaced the open panorama that might otherwise have greeted them in favour of its own, claustrophobically monotonous, landscape.

				The high-lying moorland was vouchsafed behind the weather’s cloak, even from the top of the entry steps where two teenage girls now waited, each eying warily the menacing horizon of their new found freedom. Although one could have been said to be garbed conventionally enough, the other was dressed from head to foot in a hopelessly anachronistic take on the strictest of strict school uniforms one could imagine - and surely only the cruellest would impose on one so relatively mature. Almost Victorian in certain aspects of styling, almost a parody in others, the tailoring seemed to draw into question the whole relevance of that term ‘freedom’, speaking as it did of the harshness of the regime that had inspired such quiet docility in its wearer...and the strictness she could expect from her future regimen.

				Once at ground level of course, the moor’s great seas of bracken, gorse and heather, its granite tors, its wide-open vistas, lay safely out of sight beyond the security of the hospital ground’s high-walled boundary in any case.

				The mature firs bracketing the gardens, currently bending, flexing and creaking to a seemingly dangerous extent, now limited the threatening expanse of the sky’s vault. Here and there a hot shimmering shaft of gold transiently broke through, spotlighting a tree, perhaps a clump of trees, a hedgerow, a wall, sometimes a building or one of the faux -classical statues that inhabited the baroque gardens - then was gone, shut off as suddenly as it had speared down. To the two girls, these two young women so long shut away, each blazing stab of sunlight seemed miraculous, surely the work of God, as if a door to heaven itself had been let open, just ever so briefly, then just as abruptly slammed shut - just as might a cell door or a steel security grille. The latter notion, being particularly poignant to one of the pair and having been reinforced by a couple of coincidental crashes of thunder quickly reduced the girl to floods of tears.

				A pair of nurses, hurriedly ascending the steps from the gardens below, came towards them, where they waited on the gravel drive. Near identical in their smartly-tailored blue uniform dresses, white caps and bibbed-aprons, they glanced at the crying girl as they passed, their faces registering a strange mix of disdain and barely disguised amusement. Close on the latter’s heels and clearly also pre-empting the coming rain, happy to trade her customary lunchtime garden walk for the warmth and shelter of her office, a young woman now approached the group. Despite the mature image portrayed by her sharp business-dress, an obviously ‘designer-label’ ensemble of navy blue skirt, matching jacket and high heels, the stiletto-click of the latter announcing her approach, she was of probably not much more than three or four years the two girl’s senior, but a world away in terms of poise confidence and responsibility. By way of sharp contrast with the two nurses that had gone before, her subtly made-up face wore an unmistakably genuine expression of pity and concern.

				“Is everything all right...with her I mean?” The woman’s voice was soft, reiterating the emotion written on her pretty, high-boned features. For a split-second the woman’s vivaciously sparkling eyes had met those of the girl, dull, cow-like and tear-reddened. Then her gaze had swept past, engaging the older woman walking behind, the girl having quickly averted hers and begun staring fixedly down at her shoes. “As pretty as a spring calendar scene”, Susan found herself thinking, for no particular reason.

				It was telling that the woman pointedly spoke past the girls, addressing neither and conversing with their escort as if neither were in fact present. It was galling to both girls of course, but less so to the uniformed girl, the weeping girl, to whom such treatment was now customary. The other girl, the one dressed, as Susan would have given anything to have been herself, in denim skirt, T-shirt and leather jacket, was visibly shaken; though it was notable, much to their escort’s satisfaction, that she too quickly curbed her emotion, finding herself colouring-up and looking down at her shoes shamefacedly despite herself.

				Julia’s voice fell, as if to prevent her charge’s overhearing, yet not so much as to actually do so.

				“Never mind her; she’s just a little disturbed, I’m afraid. Take no notice of her.”

				The woman smiled an understanding smile, subtly nodding: “Such a shame; and such a pretty girl too.”

				For a few moments the two women’s eyes met; there was a strange air between them, a familiarity that neither girl seemed to pick up on. Both had missed that sparkle, the wrinkling around the eyes, the silent delightful correspondence passing between them: there was an unspoken understanding there, perhaps mutual respect... perhaps even connivance.

				Susan’s mind had began to wander off this plane of reality entirely by this point, retreating from the threatening and long unaccustomed open expanse of these new surroundings she now found herself in. Even the bitter, pathetic embarrassment at her appearance had become blunted now by that other, colder, phobic dread. For her, release from the confining cradle of bare walls and steel cell bars no longer offered the relief and comfort that most would find; for Susan Stringer, the open air itself now constituted the worst kind of punishment.

				In leaving here, she would be exchanging one form of confinement for another, steel shackles and the leather and canvas restraints of the asylum for rules, impositions and the strictest discipline her ‘aunt’ could devise for her. Yet she was quite ready now to literally throw herself into the waiting car.

				As for that other, the girl with the elfin looks and slight build, the one more suitably attired for a young woman of their stage of life, yet nonetheless sharing that selfsame dull and listless look in her eyes - she stood, wide-eyed, slack of jaw and with mouth gaping with incomprehension. She was shaking like a leaf herself now, her lips moving and quivering and some attempted exclamation, still-born, coming stuttering forth in a meaningless stream, punctuated with drool and spit. “Urgh, err, ughh, ughh, a, a, a, I, me,me,mean...” Dumb-struck, she appeared near-apoplectic with shock, as if confronted by some apparition of the long-decayed dead; indeed, perhaps she had been, at least in her mind. Not that she would speak of it, even on her wit’s eventual return, lest yet again she be accused of falling victim to delusion. There had been so many such delusions sent to plague her, so many twisted false memories conjured from her imagination and subconscious; it was God’s punishment for her sinfulness. She would keep quiet, say nothing; they might think her mad - that was her greatest fear.

				And yet,.. That woman; the kindly look in her eyes, her soft empathic voice, even the honeysuckle sweetness of her fragrance, ever so slightly sickly... No! It was an insane notion, madness; to even consider it was insane. It was yet another untruth whispered by those voices in her head - angels, demons...whatever. Had they not gone out of their way to teach her here to ignore those lies, to listen to those around her, those that cared for her, loved her? And yet that woman... Insanity, yes, she had to fight it, struggle against it... That woman, the social worker, she’d died in the very same road traffic accident that had so nearly claimed her life, that had landed her in hospital in the first place, that had confined her to the leg-callipers she wore still.

				But hadn’t that woman abused her too, as much as the old bastard she had been fleeing from? Hadn’t she forced her to do all those unspeakable things in the name of love, telling her it was for love, for the love of her? No! No! She wasn’t to think such things; she mustn’t think such things... Lies, they were all lies, distortions, those thoughts; they weren’t hers, they were not her thoughts, not really. That woman had been a saint, her saviour... Now she was gone, dead...she had loved her and now she was dead... and it was her fault, all her fault!

				Meredith Hewson had begun to gently weep, as so often she had in the past. A comforting arm was draped around her shoulders, gently directing her towards the car’s open door and the aged-leather comfort of the rear seats.

				For now she was hidden from the truth, truth was pain. But just what was the truth? How might it be recognized? Would she know it, could she know it, when it arrived? For now she could only weep in the back seat as those wing nuts at her knees were re-tightened, the leg-braces locked into a right angle bend, and the seatbelt was strapped across her lap, to be followed by the restraint-straps of the safety harness.

				Sinking down into the rear passenger seat on the other side Susan Stringer’s mind was occupied by other things. Safely cocooned now in the Jaguar’s leather-padded and walnut-surround interior, the matter of her appearance again resumed its priority in her thoughts. Behind the relative safety of the windscreen, her prettily-fluttering eyes, averted so as to avoid the terrifying clammy-dread openness of the world outside, could not help but fall upon the sheen of fine-woven bottle-green polyester.

				This awful, hideously childish uniform; at nearly nineteen years of age was this really how she was to be dressed from now on, wherever she went? Was this really how she was to be seen, and in public too? It was a rhetorical question; the full school uniform they had devised was to be worn at all times, for the rest of the summer, anyway - at all times, they’d said, whether inside or out.

				The rain had begun to fall in earnest now. One or two short-lived shafts of sunlight still found a fissure to exploit in the boiling dark cloud-mass but were becoming vanishingly rare now; flash-bulb lightening sheets and forks painted transient floods of silver where yellow-gold had been just minutes earlier. The chrome wire wheels of the MK2 Jag threw back sparks of that light, rain flying off the spokes hanging frozen in the air like mercury droplets; caught in snap-shot flashes and rendered stationary it took the crunching of gravel beneath wide tyres to betray the illusion.

				Three flights up, having sheltered long enough to finish off her lunchtime cigarette, leaning casually, her back against one of the portico’s four columns, Alison Stringer turned away. Approaching the double swing doors of the retreat’s main entrance the enigmatic smile playing around her lips greeted her, reflected in the dark smoked-glass surface:

				Incredibly, the girl had shown no sign of recognition. But was it so incredible, really, after all no less than eleven years now separated them - even then that previous encounter had been brief, just in passing, the two of them, being just children at the time, with their separate families. But another barrier separated them, separated their two families, that of finance and of fortune. Not that they had been completely removed, the two cousins; throughout her entire childhood, for as long as she could remember, all she had ever heard was how well the other was doing, how well at school, how well at sport. But where in her childhood had been the riding lessons, the expensive private tutor, the exclusive schooling, the pampering and the whim-pandering? She had been born on the wrong side of the family and fed off of a less adventurous spoon. No legacy had been promised her, no allowance sat in a trust fund, yet what means she had inherited were compensatory; that sharp wit and fine intelligence.

				Before long, she had no doubt, when all the careful planning, born of serendipity so many months previously, would come to fruition, all those other things, those things she felt cheated of, would be hers. The vagaries of fate and coincidence had until recently been the missing ingredients - how quickly fortunes can turn! How privileged that upbringing had been - and how appreciative was the girl of it? It had all been handed to her on a plate, it had come to her as an accident of birth, simply that. Well now another accident, that of blind coincidence, had re-associated them - but that element of privilege had shifted - and just how it had shifted!

				Now passing across the foyer, her high heels clicking and clattering on the marble floor with its inlaid corporate logo mosaic styled in the form of a mediaeval coat-of-arms, she had to concentrate hard to stop the smile spreading, to stifle the excited blush she could feel coming to her cheeks.

				In her mind’s eye she could still see young Susan standing cowed, withdrawn and blushing by Julia’s car; that uniform...it had surprised even her. It was so deliciously strait-laced, in that unmistakably very English way, in a way that only the strictest and most exclusive of 1950s or early 1960s private boarding-school uniforms might have approached - and yet, to the appreciative eye, more than a whiff of deviance infused its lines and the cut of the fabric. It was obvious that uniform had been especially designed and made for the girl, bespoke - little or nothing of the ensemble would have been available off-the-peg. But it was in the details that the genius really lay, all in those wonderfully deviant little details; it was the work of a perverted mind, but clearly one gifted with an unrivalled insight as regards the sensibilities and concerns of young women of Susan’s age. The girl had been veritably squirming in it, yet was obviously quite resigned.

				In some ways it had shocked her see a girl once so vivacious now so subdued, crushed like a rose in a labourer’s hardened mitt; her time at the clinic and her stay with Julia had clearly had a profound affect on her. Still, she had to admit to herself; cousin or not, it had gladdened her heart to see her so.

				Now approaching the curving reception desk that stood at the foot of the ornate staircase - centrally positioned between the latter’s left and right flights - and exchanging nods of recognition with the two nurses seated there - she felt that smile, flickering suppressed for so long around the corners of her mouth, blossom at last, unbidden and unbridled. A new thought had struck her:

				Talk about being in the right place at the right time! Her little friend in the wheelchair, legs in callipers and arms in plaster - she could hardly hold the same animosity toward her, after all she’d been the start of it all. Without that silly little trollop - and the work of the good reverend of course - she would never have known this place even existed, or, more accurately, the world hidden, quite literally buried, beneath its surface. The establishment itself was of course rather well-known, even to her, as a retreat for the rich and famous, a comfortable and discrete space in which to undergo ‘rehab’ or to ‘rest’ and ‘recover’.

				No, there could never be quite the same animosity there; there was no reason for resentment, quite the contrary. Through her - and the reverend’s connection with the place - she had landed what, to a woman of her predilections, had to be, without any fear of overwrought hyperbole, the dream job to end all dream jobs.

				And yet... seeing her like that, restrained within that wheelchair in that way - and her having been once such a bouncy, hyperactively sparkling little thing, the life and soul of the party - there was a piquancy there, a sweet tasting satisfaction, and so much so that it felt as if it could actually be licked from her lips.

				The girl had come running to her, begging for help, wanting to be taken away, wanting to bring in the police. Had it been the mysterious work of the reverend’s deity or random chance and pure good fortune - or, indeed, part of the reverend’s complex machinations? In truth, the risk involved, if the latter, rendered that likelihood infinitesimally small - it would have destroyed all the reverend’s lifetime of good works had she run to any other’s arms. Surely all the work he did in helping the homeless, the hopeless runaways, the young women in ‘moral danger’ on the city streets, was more than enough to offset this one fall from grace.

				But she had been such an ungrateful little trollop; she had offered the girl a way out, a comfortable home and still she kept up her insistence on wanting to go to the police. She had offered the little tart her arms, her embrace and her love, only ever asking in return a modicum of reciprocation and that she should work around the home to help pay her way, just undertaking a few simple menial tasks. How long had it been before she’d again been screaming allegations of abuse and exploitation and threatening to bring the authorities down on all and sundry?

				Yes, an ungrateful trollop indeed - she could have left her there, in his misguided hands, but had she ever run again, had she ever run to anyone else’s arms, it would have meant ruin for the reverend and destruction for the reputation of the church-run foundation he had worked so hard to build up over the years.

				Then again if it hadn’t been for that good man’s contacts the girl would not have ended up here; nor would she be about to proceed, as she was, to an even more trying situation. As for herself; if not for the old man opening doors for her she would still have been stuck fast in her old position, futilely banging her head against the glass ceiling of social work. Yes, she had so much to thank young Meredith Hewson for...

				In a Gymslip and Driving off through Driving Rain

				A drowsy and unnaturally stilted silence reigned within the warm, leather-scented interior of the Jag - save that is for the soft strings wafting from the stereo, the gravel-crunching vibration feeling its way up through the ageing chassis and the rhythmic swish-swash of the windscreen wipers, sloshing to and thro. Most conspicuous by its absence was the chatty banter one might expect from a cargo comprising a spectacularly-intelligent woman in her mid-thirties or thereabouts and two young women in their late teens.

				If the latter came across as somewhat awkwardly restrained in their behaviour and polite silence then perhaps, ironically, that was quite a natural consequence, considering their circumstances:

				One was constrained by leg callipers and further inhibited by the more recently prescribed addition of teeth braces that had, whether by intention or accident, endowed this once incessant chatterbox with a repressed girlish lisp - the magnitude of which rendered all but the most carefully enunciated speech nearly unintelligible.

				The other was constrained in a more subtle manner, having been placed in the strictest sense of school uniform one could imagine; a mode of dress so completely at odds with her true age and status as to keep the intense rouge of embarrassment near permanently painting her cheeks.

				A stiffly-starched high-collared blouse in green and white stripe crinkled with every move beneath a heavy, fully-lined tight-waisted gymslip and was augmented by a grey school tie with diagonal gold and green stripe, tightly knotted around her throat. The full and sharply knife-pleated skirt of the gymslip, although potentially of a modest knee length, refused to allow its hem to drop much below mid-thigh even when standing; the fault of the multilayered stiffened petticoat she wore beneath. Having ridden up still higher in becoming seated, the garment could hardly begin to hide the ugly, baggy bottle-green short-legged bloomers they had made her put on underneath, with their broad, tightly constricting, elastic leg cuffs. Although styled traditionally enough, if somewhat anachronistically, the unusual inclusion of a rubberised inner lining could hardly improve their comfort for long-term wear. Already the girl felt hot and sticky ‘down there’ and the feathery fringe of fine tongue-like latex within the ‘vaginal prophylactic device’ they had fitted her with in the clinic, was beginning its own infernal work - that familiar intimate aching would all too soon be accompanied by an equally embarrassing fidgeting, for which she knew she would be admonished.

				If that was not enough, beneath all of that she had a more concrete restraint to contend with - this furnished by a plain but functional corset. The latter, laced almost to her last breath, supported ugly thick, hot, lyle stockings hung from less-than-aesthetically-considered broad suspenders, each sporting a metal clip seemingly purposefully designed to embed itself into the flesh when sat upon - and apparently positioned so as to make that event inevitable.

				Added to that discomfiture was the constriction of the shoes that had been provided with the outfit. Created in the style of a Victorian child’s lace-up ankle boots, and realised in glossy black patent leather, these seemed at least two sizes too small for her. They held the foot in an uncomfortably curved confirmation with a vice-like grip that reduced walking to a dainty, almost hobbling, step and that was already causing cramping of her insteps.

				In the face of so much discomfiture it was probably something of a mercy, then, that both girls had been somewhat over-sedated - to the point of woolly-headed compliance.

				Only when finally clear of the main gate did one of the Jaguar’s two subdued passengers venture to speak out:

				“P,please...Aunt Julia, m,m,my st-st-step m,m,mother - w,w,what is ha-hapening ab-ab-about her. Y,you s,s,said y,y,ou wou-would he-he-help...y,you s,said...”

				Rather than the concern she had expected, the venom running through her ‘aunt’s reply shook Susan Stringer to the core, stopped her dead, mid-sentence - as did the condescending way the woman addressed her:

				“Hush. No more talking, child. I told you it would take money - a lot of money. That’s why I originally suggested that you enrol here. But you’ve earned nothing so far, nothing at all. - do you realise that?

				I can’t say that I’m surprised; after all, they are hardly going to want to pay you if you have been of no use to them, are they. As I understand it, they are far from satisfied with you - in fact, apparently you have given them nothing but trouble throughout your stay. If you won’t - or simply can’t - comply with their experimental protocols, then they have every right to withhold payment, in my book. As it is I have had to drop everything, cancel a particularly promising lucrative appointment, to come and look after you and your new friend here. This is no joke - I’ve had to quite literally move heaven and earth to get you a second chance, but I’ve managed it. Believe you me, I going to damn well make sure that you go back - and for as long as it takes”

				The startled girl could hardly believe what she was hearing - she had only just got out. She had thought Aunt Julia had come to rescue her from this madhouse. She certainly had no intention of going back - they couldn’t make her go back...surely. What right would they have? What right did they have to have kept her locked up in that place for so long - so much longer than the original agreement had called for - in the first place?

				“Bu-bu-but, aunty, I-I-I ca-can’t I-I-I don’t wa-wa...”

				“I said to hush, you silly girl. There are a few changes you are going to have to get used to. For starters we’ll have no talking unless I give permission... Do you understand?”

				For a couple of seconds the girl hesitated, as if weighing up the situation - and for her part Ms Julia Soames wondered if, despite her experience, she hadn’t gone too far too soon... Then a small voice whispered submissively from the backseat the words she most wanted to hear... And she was relieved: She was every bit as in control of the situation - and of the girl - as she had hoped... and expected.

				“Ye-ye-yes, aunty, so-sory, aunty.”

				Buoyed, the woman went on: this was just the right time to press home the advantage - to lay out her plans for the two of them, for their future:

				“You need the money, without that you won’t be able to mount any sort of viable legal challenge - and if it means putting off your University placement once more, then so be it. Indeed, I think for the foreseeable future you can forget all about going on to university. If you don’t go through with this, to the end, then there will be nothing that I, or anyone else for that matter, can do to stop your stepmother from selling your legacy out from beneath your feet - and already she has sold off the house and diverted your allowance from your trust fund.

				I don’t know if you appreciate how difficult this has been, both on my part and for the people running the unit. Getting a second bite of the cherry is highly irregular, unprecedented in fact - and after all the expense and trouble you must have put them through, frankly I’m surprised you’re getting the chance.

				They have even had to devise a special uniform, just for you, just for this one occasion - it is to keep it you minded, as much as anything else, that although outside their walls, you’re still very much under the authority of the unit. And I’ve had to give a whole shed-load of assurances that the spirit of their protocol will be kept up throughout the summer months, until such a time as you go back there.

				That means of course, no magazines or newspapers, no access to radio or television, adherence to a strict disciplinary regime and all the rest - and, I’m afraid, that uniform is to be worn every second of every day until your return. And even then, when you do return, you’re going to be expected to start from scratch, from right at the beginning, day one.

				Luckily, in the meantime, I’ve come up with just the right situation for you, for the two of you, in fact - and make no mistake about it - you are, both of you, going back.”

				Glancing at her passengers in the rear-view mirror to judge the effect, she gradually raised the level of the stereo, her voice softening and taking on the sing-song lilt she knew would, by now, be so familiar to her two charges:

				“Now, I’m going to count to three and your eyelids are going to become heavy, so, so, heavy...oh, so heavy...as heavy as lead...slowly closing...so tired, so ,so tired. ...One... Two...Three...Off you go to sleep now, dears...Softly off to sleep my little ones...deep sleep...deep, deep sleep...”

				Behind the driver, that tiny seed of insurrection - so briefly germinated - first withered and then died as two pairs of tired eyes, suddenly leaden with fatigue, fluttered lightly closed and two heavy heads, in unison, gently nodded wearily forward.

			

		

	
		
			
				Endgame: A Trip Constrained In School Uniform & A Time-Twisted Tutelage

				(“Humiliation is a strictly disciplined pleated-skirt gymslip, rubber-lined gabardine mackintosh, starched school blouse, tie and latex-lined school knickers. To be spanked or caned over the knee of a strict Victorian governess or nurse or to suffer spanking or caning with a bamboo or rattan cane, in plastic pants or in straightjacket restraint bondage in an asylum with head shaved and wrists bound”)

				Beyond the main gates the narrow, branch-roofed lanes stealthily skirted around the more treacherous parts of the moors. Cutting along densely forested hollows long sculpted by moorland run off and tracing out contours, boundaries and land-owner’s rights, the route painfully meandered and writhed as if agonising over direction at every turn. Where sunlight had previously flickered hypnotically through the green broad-leafed canopy a nocturnal gloom had now settled in and rain bucketed, bringing leaves and showers of twigs with it.

				In due course, minor country roads, village-lined and quaint-bridged, had been reached - then trickled through until opening into more major thoroughfares, themselves mere tributaries of the arterial motorway system and the very backbone of Britain. Then had come the safe monotony of the motorway itself; the inevitable speed restrictions, the coned-off sections and the frustration of the equally inevitable tailback. And through it all nary a sigh nor groan of discomfort nor disturbance of any sort had disturbed the two deep-slumbering girls, both propped up in the back seat and securely strapped into what amounted to a pair of scaled-up, adult-sized toddler safety harnesses; an arrangement of broad shoulder straps and waist belts fabricated in the usual tough webbing car seatbelt material and designed specifically with the safety of the ‘learning impaired’ young adult in mind - should any awkward questions be asked - having tamper proof fastenings and discreetly locked attachment points. In its turn dawn had risen, the lifeless grey morning light adding its own dispiriting company to the gentle snuffling and sleepy shallow breathing of her pretty young passengers - there would be another three exhausting hours of non-stop motorway driving before, with a sigh of relief, Julia Soames would sight the turn off.

				Only now, as they were approaching the house, did either girl stir. In the back, Susan Stringer, her eye lids fluttering like petals in the breeze, the draft from the now wound down driver’s window quickly chilling the car’s interior, was twisting and turning her neck and rocking her head, squinting in the morning rays and trying to throw off the ache of a night spent seated - only to be reminded once more of the discomfiture of the tightly-buttoned and stiffly-starched high collar of the school uniform blouse she was now required to wear.

				The tightly-belted nipped, waspish waist-band of the gymslip and the uncompromising over-warm confinement of the heavyweight white nylon full-length under-slip, form fitting and sheath-like, were making their presence felt in no uncertain terms. Her tightly constrained waist was sore and damp beneath her ribs, the long sleeves of her green and white striped blouse clung to her arms, the fabric no longer crisp but sodden from the infiltration of moisture from her skin, and perspiration tickled and trickled irritatingly down the centre of her back - an affect at least partly due to her keenness to retain her cape, despite the warmth of the car’s heater in the yielding clinginess of the rear passenger seat’s venerable leather upholstery.

				The latter garment was an anachronistic thing not unlike the sort of thing that would have been worn by the district nurses of old and fastened with a ribbon bow at the neck, just below the knot of her school tie and in such a way that the stiffened collar of her school blouse would lie above it. Of a light-grey gabardine and waterproofed by way of a rubberised interlining layer, that lay behind the lining proper and added greatly to its weight and warmth, the cape was of a length that brought its hem to just below her knee when walking. Although left open at the front she could nevertheless gather it about herself, rather than expose to the world the embarrassing matching, old-fashioned childhood garment she had on beneath it. It was a vanity that now, in her present uncomfortable and sticky state, she had come to regret.

				The folds of nylon-lined rubber-backed fabric lay open now, in any case, to either side of her frontage, the tailored bib-like bodice of her gymslip protruding through, pressed outward by the very maturity that the juvenile garment seemed at first sight to be designed to deny. Momentarily, despite her discomfiture, she had made as if to defensively pull those folds around her, but her wrists were constrained and crossed meekly in her lap - each encircled by a broad band of the same grey webbing fabric as the safety harness’s lap belt, of which the arrangement formed part.

				She looked down at herself, as much as the stiffened blouse collar would allow: How odd it was that she should be quite so distressed about the outfit - yes it was embarrassing, there were so many odd little features about it that seemed to serve no other purpose other than to enhance the wearer’s sense of humiliation - but the way she felt about it, her distress, seemed so out of proportion. She dreaded being seen in it, really dreaded it; seeing it all laid out there in the doctor’s office for the first time had left her experiencing a similar emotion to that she would customarily feel if a spider was to scurry across the bathroom floor in front of her or she was to brush past a web occupied by one of those loathsome fat orange spiders that would invade the bushes and flowerbeds of Aunt Julia’s garden as autumn approached. She thanked God that she had never actually had one of those disgusting creatures get on her and yet somehow she knew that if it had ever come about, the way she would have felt about it would have not been dissimilar to the way she felt about being dressed in that uniform. It was like some sort of deep-seated phobia. That was it - she had become phobic about it; or rather about being seen dressed in it. It was something that had intensified with every button she had done up - and with it had come a deep sense of shame, inexplicable in its intensity.

				She had felt clammy, cold, sick to the stomach, her cheeks burning like hot coals. But the alternative had been to disobey the doctor, something that filled her with a similar inexplicable dread, an unimaginable dread - and there, resting on the table in front of her, had been the doctor’s crook-handled bamboo cane; an unveiled threat and a statement rolled into one and pointedly left in plain sight of all present.

				And all this had been in front of her aunt - the doctor had actually asked her if she would prefer a few strokes of the cane across her bare behind; right there, in front of her aunt! Then there was that other bombshell; the doctor had told her that she could either go with Aunt Julia, there and then - although she was going to have to return in the autumn to start the whole thing afresh - or her aunt was going to be going on a cruise with her hated stepmother and she would have to wait out the rest of the summer confined in the clinic, cooped up in one of their ‘holding rooms’. And none of that time would count towards her fulfilling her contract; they were still going to insist that she successfully serve out a full three-months as a clinical study ‘volunteer’ before she would be allowed to leave. It would still be autumn before a place became available back on the workhouse-regimen study that she had just come from - and in the meantime she would be placed in what amounted to solitary confinement, other than for her regular visits to the doctor’s office.

				Psychological appraisal, behaviour modification therapy, speech therapy and all the rest - all that would continue; and she felt sure that it was part and parcel, in some way, of the way she now felt about things; about that school uniform for instance, her almost total inability to disobey the doctor and the nurses, the way she now felt almost grateful for the slightest words of praise, despite the way they treated her, even the way she went meekly along with the speech therapy sessions, despite the underlying suspicion that it was in some way more cause than cure. What was more, she would remain under the strict disciplinary regime of the hospital throughout, be subject to corporal punishment as necessary and be kept in that ugly green-striped prison uniform dress. The latter she found almost as shaming as the prospect of the school uniform she was being proffered - just being made to appear in front of her aunt in it had brought tears to her eyes and made her break down in the utter humiliation of it; that was an awful thing for them to have done.

				Yawning, the urge to stretch stifled by the constraint of the safety harness’s broad webbing straps and her strictly-corseted torso, Susan Stringer glanced to her right, remembering for the first time the oddly vacant-looking girl who had been led out to join them at the hospital. Aunt Julia clearly knew the girl, whoever she was - she had certainly shown no sign of surprise at any rate. For a time, a heavy drugged weariness having again begun to swim over her, she blearily watched the shallow, rhythmic rising and falling of her more conventionally attired companion’s bosom. Obviously left braless beneath the thin tented fabric of her tee shirt, there was no such restrictive discomfort for her - if one was to discount the poor girl’s leg callipers and neck brace that is. Idly, she wondered what was wrong with her, what had happened - an accident, perhaps? Whatever; at least she was dressed normally; she did at least look her age, whatever her circumstances - about eighteen, she estimated.

				The other girl being clearly lost in the land of nod and snoring contentedly, her attention returned to her own circumstances: Ahead a gravel driveway curved steeply to the right, lined on both sides by dwarf confers that alternated with black-painted, mock-antique (or at least so she assumed) carriage lamps mounted atop barley-sugar twist cast-iron posts. The latter could just as easily have formed part of Jack the Ripper’s old Whitechapel, had they been lit by gas - as it was, electric bulbs replaced gas mantles and glowed still, despite the arrival of the dawn.

				Wherever they were, they were not on any public road, so they had arrived somewhere - but where? It certainly wasn’t Aunt Julia’s farmhouse-style country cottage, neither was it her own home. For that at least she was grateful - her stepmother was the last person she would want to encounter, dressed as she was. She would have to face off against that woman at some stage, but not now and not dressed as some sort of strictly-disciplined, bygone-age, reform-school girl -particularly not while half a dozen purple, swollen and deeply corrugated cane wheals still throbbed in time with her heart across her bottom.

				That last thought brought her mind back to her more immediate discomfort. Seized with frustration and irritation she begun to furtively shift her weight from one full buttock cheek to the other, then back again, all the time keeping one eye on the driver’s rear-view mirror, lest she be castigated for fidgeting. In that respect, in keeping her mindful of the institution’s discipline and that she remained under the institution’s authority and would have to conform to their restrictions and dictates, the uniform was already serving its purpose well. Psychologically, it kept her linked to the hospital as if by an invisible chain by which she might be tugged back at any moment. Despite having been temporarily released into her aunt’s custody she was anything but a free woman - a whole raft of restrictions and provisos had come with her release and now bore down upon every aspect of her movements and activities.

				She was not to be allowed contact with any of her old friends. Not that there were any that she hadn’t lost contact with over the period that she had lived with her aunt, let alone during the time she had spent in the hospital - Aunt Julia had seen to that in her own inimitably subtle way. In fact the guidelines had been worded in such a way as to pretty much stymie any social contact, outside of her aunt, the psychotherapist she would be regularly visiting and their immediate circle.

				But there had been more: Newspapers, magazines and periodicals, television and radio and anything else that might “over-excite, disturb or concern her unnecessarily” were to be kept from her; she was not to have access to the telephone nor to computers nor have possession of writing materials nor any device or object through which she might harm herself or that might result in her becoming unduly stressed. She was at all times to be under the direct supervision of either her aunt or someone of authority appointed by her aunt and with prior approval by the hospital and she was not to leave her aunt’s house, or wherever else she might be staying, unaccompanied. ‘Appropriate measures’ were to be in place to ensure her compliance to this latter rule.

				Susan already knew something of what ‘appropriate measures’ might imply - she had lost the privilege of being able to come and go as she pleased only two months into her stay with her aunt, when she had been moved, on some pretext or other, lock-stock-and-bedspread, into the box-room on the top floor. Having been long used for the storage of various valuables, it had a sturdy, lockable door and bars on the window and - being double glazed - was as quite as the grave to boot. If left to the dictates of the hospital, she didn’t doubt that by now that cosy room would house little more than a bed - and probably a hospital bed at that - would have had the carpet replaced by spongy white linoleum, the walls whitewashed, and probably the window too, for that matter.

				But Aunt Julia would never cooperate to that extent, in fact Susan couldn’t understand why she would co-operate at all - she would probably just play along with it sufficiently so as to ensure that the institution would have to pay out the fee; and it was a pretty penny, after all was said and done. But then, Aunt Julia had changed, somehow, hadn’t she? Ok, she had always been a trifle overbearing, even stern, but never in the manner in that she came across now, never domineering. And of course it been Aunt Julia, together with her psychotherapist friend, that had been so instrumental in persuading her to join the study in the first place - both of whom having, in common, a connection with the hospital and some sort of vested interest in the study itself, or so it now appeared. She felt sure that neither of them could possibly have any inkling of what went on in the place - clearly, the wool had been well and truly pulled over their eyes. And yet... there’d be no attempt to hide the doctor’s cane nor play down the attitude of the staff towards her - and she had been paraded in front of her aunt, straight from the ‘prison’ workroom, swathed in her own personal haze of intermingling carbolic soap and sour perspiration and still dressed in her sweaty, nylon, green-striped prison work-dress, its embroidered breast-pocket badge proclaiming her as an inmate of “St Mary’s Hospital, psychiatric wing” and boldly emblazoned with the two digits and single letter by which she had been pointedly referred to throughout the proceedings.

				Aunt Julia had barely batted an eyelid, even though Susan knew well that her eyes would have been swollen and puffy and her face streaked with drying tears. If anything it had been the matching green and white striped Victorian-style bonnet that had seemed to draw her aunt’s eye and she had felt deeply wounded when, just for a moment, it appeared as if her aunt was actually stifling a giggle. That too had been emblazoned with her patient number embroidered in large bold black characters - yet the fact that she was uniformed and numbered and addressed by that number never seem to faze her aunt. Even the fact that the glossy, waist-length, blond hair that Aunt Julia had always taken such delight in brushing over and over practically every evening was now a thing of the past, replaced by short stubby black pigtails and tied with oversized green and white ribbon bows, had failed to engender comment or even the slightest betrayal of surprise.

				Only a matter of minutes before, she had been punished and, of course, as was their way, she had not been permitted to wipe her face - that was never allowed; after a caning it was always ‘“ eyes down...straight back to work”. It had been one of those situations that was so typical of the place; she had not personally been at fault but another girl had fallen behind with her stitch-work and of course that had the follow-on effect of delaying the completion of the entire wedding gown.

				They had been told that it was a short-notice commission for a very important patron and with a rigid deadline. As such, they had all been put to work on different aspects of the one dress. But there had been a weak link in the chain - and it is at the weakest link that a chain breaks. None of them could possibly meet their work quota for that day and so all had to be chastised.

				Somehow, though, there was always some rationale through which all had to pay for one another’s mistakes - it had the effect of fermenting resentment between them and even though they were allowed no form of social interaction as it was, it caused each girl to in effect deepen her own well of isolation. Susan, for what it was worth, although “well down the line” and “coming along quite nicely” according to the reports of the nurses and staff, still held on to a little spark of compassion - she couldn’t quite bring herself to hate the reason for her tears. The poor girl had been struggling with a particularly intricate piece of lacework, repeatedly blinking and squinting.

				It must have been obvious to all concerned that the work was straining her eyes, possibly even damaging her sight. It hadn’t been the first time that particular girl had been the cause of their punishment and it had been noticeable that her failing, with the attendant screwing up of her face and pained squinting, had gradually become more frequent overtime - to Susan and to just about anyone else of any intelligence it was quite patent that the young lady’s eyesight was deteriorating. Yet, despite being the least able of them all in that respect - and not possessing the most nimble of fingers - she always seemed to be allocated the most intricate of tasks. Fine bead work, minutely embroidered flowers and the most delicate of lace, all these and more were laid at her hands and the most inconsequential of faults and she would be made to pick apart her work and begin again.

				Unbeknownst to the girls, there had indeed been a marked deterioration in that young woman’s distance vision. It was something that had been well-documented in eye test after eye test and the evidence languished in a buff folder on a desk somewhere. And there had been opportunity enough for many, many tests - she was one of those subjects that they quietly labelled as ‘long-term’, having progressed in stages through very many signed waivers, then through appraisals ending with more impressive signatures; there was money and favours involved in her incarceration, but more importantly, there was personal satisfaction. In short, it suited someone, somewhere, to have her there - indefinitely and kept under those particular circumstances to boot - someone who found little in life more satisfying than leafing through buff folders, medical reports, psychological evaluations and the results of eye exams and to whom the type of work she was allocated held a very special interest.

				Yes, they had all been punished several times on account of that particular girl - even had they been allowed to intermingle and chat, she would undoubtedly have found herself ostracised. Yet had she been allowed to retain her glasses, then she might have still had a fighting chance. As it was, spectacles, as they were quaintly described in the staff handbook, were not part of the patient uniform.

				Spectacles could be harmful or could be used to cause harm to others; as such, the powers that be had had no other course of action open to them other than to ban their wearing by secure-wing patients - even if, nominally at least, they might be volunteer experimental psychology test candidates.

				But that recollection in itself opened up another can of worms; the dresses she had been made to work on in that little sweatshop of theirs, under the guise of experimental psychology - the bridal veils, wedding gowns and bridesmaids dresses - all had carried the label of her family company, the little exclusive business that her late father had built from scratch and that she was to have taken control of at age eighteen. It had been Aunt Julia’s persuasion that had first convinced her to consider the prerogative of accepting the earlier - and more traditional - definition of her ‘coming of age’, as specified in her father’s will, as referring to her twenty-first birthday.

				She had been ensconced in the institution a considerable number of months by the time that the paperwork had come through. Whether it had been actually on her eighteenth birthday or after it - and if so, how long after - she had no idea. She knew only that by then she had changed her mind, having become concerned about the amount of control it would hand her stepmother over the company and the family finances - but also by then she had been in their hands long enough to be ready to sign practically anything if only they would release her from the project and simply let her go.

				As it was they were not satisfied with that, it was not the option on the table - the only choice they had given her revolved around whether or not she wanted the stigma of having been a psychiatric patient hanging over her head and whether or not she wanted the University, that at that time she was supposed to be moving on to later in the year, to know that she had been held in a secure psychiatric unit; the part about her being a volunteer clinical research subject would of course have been left out. In order to avoid the latter she had been obliged to sign herself in as a self-admitted voluntary patient and in order to be allowed to do that she had first to sign to accept the age of twenty-one as the age she would receive her inheritance, being obliged to write something along the lines of how she felt she was too immature at present to take on the responsibility.

				Then had come a few strokes of the doctor’s cane to encourage her before again she had been obliged to put pen to paper, this time to deal with the little matter of enduring power of attorney and to pass over control of all her financial dealings to her aunt - for what little they amounted to, consisting only of some small savings and the rather modest monthly allowance paid to her by her father’s estate. A couple of witness signatures provided by the doctor and a well-respected professor of psychology and the whole thing had been done and dusted; her stepmother had been handed complete control of the company and the rest of the family assets - at least up until her twenty-first birthday - and she had become a voluntarily admitted psychiatric patient.

				If her stepmother was farming-out work to the place on behalf of the family company it seemed too much of a coincidence for her not to know about what went on - and more importantly from Susan’s standpoint, that her stepdaughter had been residing there.

				Susan could only guess at the pleasure it must have given that hateful woman to know that her stepdaughter had been bent over a workbench, quite literally slaving on her behalf. But if her stepmother had found out she had been staying there and somehow had been able to involve herself with the hospital and with their research work, then that information could only have come from her ‘aunt’.

				Yet, somehow Susan still clung on to the belief that Aunt Julia was on her side and that she would only have sided with the woman in order to eventually help mount a proper legal challenge - as she had always promised - once they had the funds she would earn by taking part in the project. Even if Aunt Julia really did intend to kowtow to all their stipulations, she knew she would rather stay with her then remain another minute in the institution.

				But Aunt Julia had changed, there was no doubt about that; Susan knew that she would be strict with her, she had said so - and she knew what that meant. After all Aunt Julia had been the first person to have ever curbed her physically - she had caned her for the first time some months before she had applied for a place on the research project and it was a method that her aunt had used when she deemed it necessary from that point on, right up to the day she was admitted. But that had all been for her own good, her aunt had had little choice - she had caught her doing something that nice girls just didn’t do; and not once but many, many times. Her therapist had been informed and had condoned the method, opining that the behaviour was becoming ‘obsessive’ and that while she would suggest a form of aversion therapy, something they had begun to work on in the institution, perhaps in the domestic environment the older more traditional methods might be tried first.

				It had been several months before they had first introduced her to corporal punishment in the unit, though. But there had been method in their restrained approach - they had wanted to mould her way of thinking first. By the time she had received her first institutional caning at the hands of a nurse, the mere sight of a nurse’s uniform had come to represent unassailable authority - that such a figure should have the right to reduce her to tears for some infraction or other had become an unquestionable truth.

				They had tamed her, crushed her - what would have happen had she been left in their hands even longer, what would happen to her if she really did go back? She felt sure they had damaged her psychologically already - if she went back and they had their way, she might never recover her nerve, her gumption. But she would be going back - Aunt Julia had been quite adamant on that point. Susan would definitely be returning in the autumn. And, like it or not, until that time she could expect to wear nothing else except the absurd school uniform she was presently dressed in - other than for bed, of course, but she doubted if, even then, she would be free of their stipulations.

				And she could forget university life for foreseeable future; she had been told that much. After three postponements they could no longer hold a place open for her. Aunt Julia had told her straight; she had only herself to blame - she should have tried harder to fit in and comply with the demands of the unit’s experimental protocols from the start. Meanwhile she was to consider herself still very much under the authority of the hospital.

				Indeed, Aunt Julia had gone on to warn that now that she was officially registered as a self-admitted psychiatric patient, rather than the clinical research volunteer she had been initially, she could be pulled in at any point, quite legally, and kept for a seventy-two hour evaluation. From there it would be only a very short hop to finding herself compulsorily admitted - and that was what would be on the cards if she was to step outside any of the hospital’s stipulations regarding her behaviour or appearance while outside of the institution. Susan was pretty sure it was all a bluff, it certainly didn’t sound likely to be legal and she felt sure her aunt would soon relent somewhat once they reached her cottage... But what if it wasn’t; she’d heard all sorts of stories regarding the use of the mental health act to put people away...what if they did have the power, what then?...

				Even with the morning breeze blowing in her face Susan Stringer had almost began to doze off again, the monotonous driveway seemingly meandering forever and her mind wandering through an equally confused maze of questions and recollections - but her aching limbs and overall discomfiture wouldn’t quite let her go. The detail had been slowly resolving itself in parallel with her growing wakefulness, but only now did it come into full focus - the metal suspender clips, digging into her flesh, itched and burned furiously where her weight bore down and her thighs, fuller now from her long months of confinement and inactivity, pressed outward insistently through the short gap left open between the stocking tops and her buttocks. The short, tight elastic of the suspenders themselves - and there were eight in all, four each side, running down the front and rear and inner and outer thigh - pinched and furrowed the soft skin of her upper thighs. But it was the clips fastening those dreadfully itchy bottle-green lyle stockings that were by far the major source of irritation; she could feel that the skin around them was deeply inflamed. Even though her weight buried those to her rear deep into her flesh, the suspender clips finding the soft crease between her buttocks and legs, it was the two on either inner thigh that were becoming the most troublesome. Her hose, being of opera-length, reached to the very top of the thigh, just below the buttock - the inflamed region of her inner thighs was therefore disconcertingly close to her more intimate regions and indeed the inflammation seemed to be spreading from either side, bridging across and encompassing that area; an effect amplified within the humid micro-climate of her rubber-lined school knickers.

				This was a sensation she had experienced a couple of times before, albeit presently magnified a thousand fold, and infinitely more embarrassing. The first time had been long ago, the day she had made the mistake of buying cheap earrings from a market stool - somewhere in London it had been, though she couldn’t quite recall where. She could recall the cause, though - nickel. They must be nickel, she thought, oh my God - the itching! Yet her aunt knew of her allergy to the metal - and Aunt Julia had been consulted about the design of what the hospital had termed her ‘temporary-release uniform’; that much she had overheard. Oh God! Why? How could they have made such a mistake? Indeed, was it a mistake? But it had to be, surely they couldn’t be so cruel - and Aunt Julia certainly wouldn’t be so cruel... would she?

				But her stiff limbs and aching muscles were only a part of it.

				Even the occasional throbbing of the cane lines of the previous day and the numb burning of those fresher wheals, presently developing around those oh so tight suspender straps with their irritating metal clips that seemed to dig themselves deeper into her flesh with every bounce of the car’s suspension, did not tell the whole story.

				Beneath it all there was the vice-like grip of the corsellete to contend with. While supporting those suspenders that were slowly driving her to distraction and forming the very foundation of that waspish profile - without which the tightly encircling waistband of the gymslip could not possibly have accommodated her - the unrelenting control of its complexity of straps, zips, buckles and hook-and-eye fastenings challenged her for every breath. Added to that was the further discomfiture of the garment’s under-belt - the latter, adjusted by four buckles on either side, was an accessory which, in its original historical context, was intended to reinforce the sagging muscles of post-pregnancy or the obese abdomen. Neither of these contingencies had any relevance to her whatsoever, of course. But the under-belt was to be included as part of her ‘stays’, as the staff had quaintly referred to her foundation-wear back at the hospital, nonetheless - it was about discipline as much as functionality, that much she understood.

				Then there were the corselet’s rigidly under-wired bra cups to take account of. While not physically that uncomfortable, psychologically she found their effect the most disturbing of all. Their somewhat over-elevated support created a jutting bullet-breasted profile rarely seen since the late 1940s or early 1950s and of such an ironically aggressive thrust as to have required the specific tailoring of both the blouse and the gymslip’s open-sided bib-like bodice in order to accommodate her bust with any semblance of girlish modesty. And therein lay the very crux of the irony, the little seed from which, in expert hands, can be crystallised the most exquisitely soul-destroying and agonising humiliation. A rare, delicately crafted, shame that, given time, eats away at self-confidence, etches away vanity and can turn a vivacious, lively, blossoming young woman into a crushed child-like shrinking-violet wallflower - the sort of girl that waits at table with downcast eyes or kneels quietly on her heels at her mistresses side, her hands resting submissively, palms open and uppermost, in her frothy satin pinafored lap.

				In the first place there was that ironic juxtaposition of the aggressively overly-mature sexuality - sketched out by her curvaceous, artificially enhanced profile - and the dependent, supplicating and submissively downcast nature demanded of her; all ‘seen and not heard’.

				Then there was that aspect of innocent modesty, best exemplified by the sun-burst puddle of bottle-green knife-pleats encircling her on the tan leather upholstery and the coy peeking of old fashioned flannel school knickers. The latter - of a starkly-contrasting light-grey and anachronistically styled in the form of high-waisted, short-legged bloomers - were decorated at the leg-cuffs by threaded glossy bottle green ribbon that tied in bows to either side and that irresistibly drew the eye whenever the girl was seated and her skirt would ride up. Not that those ugly, broad leg-cuffs required any augmentation by tied ribbons for their security; they dimpled the flesh at mid-thigh as it was, their taut elastic and ridged rubberised underside clinging to the fabric of the thick stockings below as if striving to merge with them in their zeal to form a good airtight seal.

				But then again - and in direct contrast, to the mundane, if old-fashioned, appearance of those childish underpinnings - one has to take into account the closeness of their fit to the more intimate aspects of her person. An embarrassingly revealing dimpling was notable around the crotch and - at the rear - her rounded, maturely-fecund backside looked to have been cleaved and sheaved so closely as to have been spray-painted in grey. The deeply-vanishing inwardly-sweeping back-seam was all but lost in the cleft between her buttock cheeks and pressed tightly against her rosebud in a perpetual sweaty kiss. Even that traditional outward appearance of innocent, passion-killing, flannel and kite-panelled double gusset hid a very untraditional rubberised lining that now slipped and slid with the slick oozed build-up of a night’s perspiration - and worse. And much to young Susan Stringer’s chagrin, none of this had been a matter of chance.

				Manufactured of a very finely woven yet heavyweight flannel - only later lined with a thin layer of latex - the knickers possessed very little by way of stretch or give and that extreme snugness of fit was more due to their careful tailoring and cut then their actually being of a tight fit per se. There had been so many careful and often embarrassingly intimate measurements taken back at the hospital that it had seemed to have gone on for weeks. Her buttocks would be parted; the latex gloved hands of a nurse holding the cheeks wide apart, while the depth of the cleft was measured at various points. Even the protrusion of her labia had been carefully gauged and a tape measure, pulled tight up between her legs, had been pressed into service to measure the distance between her anus and vagina - each detail duly noted on a clipboard. Then she had been fitted, as one might be fitted for a bespoke dress or suit, not once but three times before they had been satisfied with the result. Marks had been made with chalk and pins inserted while she stood, naked from the waist up save for a transparent plastic brassiere - this provided especially for the occasion - and with her hands on her head like some castigated child.

				Not that she had been able to directly view much the proceedings. She had been obliged, throughout, to stand with her chin held high and looking straight ahead, her arms aching with the effort of keeping her elbows sufficiently stiffly out to the sides while her fingers - barely brushing at the very tips - were kept just clear of her head and not actually resting upon it. It was a discipline so taxing that more than once in the proceedings she’d obliged the nurse to encourage her by way of a sound slap from the flat of her open hand across one side of her face or the other.

				Her received impression was that these bloomer-style horrors had actually started out life as a pair of genuine, vintage school knickers which had somehow been obtained and which subsequently required these painstakingly alterations in order to meet the clinic’s exacting specifications. Indeed they still retained the traditional double back panel at the rear, but this was now bisected by an inwardly-sweeping back seam. The undergarment also still retained what appeared to be the original manufacturer’s label on the inside of the waistband - albeit now accompanied by an additional tab embroidered with the usual St Mary’s Hospital, secure psychiatric wing, identification and her patient number - as if in some way, perhaps psychologically, this was of some importance in the scheme of things; it was certainly unlikely to have been an overlooked detail.

				Over all of that there was the full-length white nylon slip, currently ruched up around her hips beneath the gymslip’s knife-pleated skirt, the thick starched green and white striped form-fitting blouse and then the heavyweight polyester gabardine of the gymslip itself.

				A dense bottle-green in colour, the smooth finish of the gymslip’s gabardine fabric gave the childish garment a modicum of sheen when viewed under certain lighting conditions - a characteristic, it seemed to Susan, that was most in evidence around the smoothly-sculpted tailored, pin-tucked lines of the bodice’s bib-like yoke, whereupon it tended to draw the eye to the mature out-swelling that, dressed as she now was, she was already beginning to wish she no longer possessed. Considered essential by the designers to ensure a pleasing ‘fall’, the garment sported a contrasting, light-grey satin-finish heavyweight lining, that on occasion could be glimpsed beneath a shoulder strap or catching the light from an upturned skirt pleat and that gave the garment a surprisingly weighty feel. Indeed, the gymslip’s closely fitted, tailored lines and over-warm construction served to add still more to the stifling sense of juvenile constraint and repression that the uniform had seemed to induce in the late-teenage girl from the very first moment she had first been put in it.

				Then finally, there was the unrequited warmth of the light-grey cape - itself lined in bottle-green and trimmed with bottle-green and grey, diagonally striped, ribbon braiding so as to match the detail picked out on the gymslip and as with the latter, sporting her patient number in a large block of gold-threaded embroidery along with the words; St Mary’s Hospital, Reformatory School. Her vanity had insisted she retain the thing, even within the confines of the car, notwithstanding that humiliating identification - not that she could remove it now, restrained as she was by the harness. That she had been allowed her wish owed more to the anticipation of her self-inflicted discomfort than to any consideration for her emotional well being her ‘aunt’ might have had.

				Everything about the uniform seemed designed for maximum inconvenience and discomfort. Even those horrid knickers hadn’t been deemed satisfactory in their original incarnation, despite all their troublesome alterations. They now fastened to her corsellete by way of broad rubber buttons sewn evenly spaced around the latter’s narrowest point, just above the hips, and locating into button holes formed in the deep rubber-lined waistband of the bloomers. The arrangement insured the unrelenting continuation of that snug fit throughout the day - and, of course, the irksome ordeal of having to fastened and refasten all six buttons in the course of her lavatory.

				Then there was that ridiculously irksome and awkward method they had chosen by which to fasten the gymslip’s yoke. Two or three buttons running in a line across at the top of each shoulder would have been the traditional method, or sometimes the buttons would be mounted a short distance down the front of the shoulder straps or even at the point where the bib of the yoke met the shoulder straps at each side, so as to facilitate the younger child’s independence in dressing herself. No one, in that long gone age when such garments were commonplace -although even then, in its present configuration, likely confined to the junior miss - would have dreamed of designing something that fastened a good one third of the way down the back of each of its shoulder straps.

				But that was exactly how the thing had been designed; fastening by a row of three tiresomely fiddly buttons, positioned just out of reach of her fingertips, whichever way she went about reaching around herself, and that required she be assisted in both dressing and undressing.

				Similarly the striped school blouse, although sporting a traditional, high, stiffly-starched collar - traditional that is had she been some Edwardian or late Victorian boarding-school girl - and looking resplendent with the diagonally striped school tie tightly-knotted at the neck, departed from tradition in being fastened up the back by a myriad fiddly white plastic buttons.

				First Impressions and a strict Victorian Governess

				Ahead, viewed through the now road-grubby windscreen, rich red tulips vied for attention with a few struggling, limping daffodils and were interspersed here and there with dead and dying, shrivelled narcissi. Spring had arrived late this year and elsewhere the colours of early summer were mingling with vernal blooms long past retirement. Not that Susan, nor her unknown and still slumbering companion, would have known anything about that.

				The clues were all there - and Susan couldn’t help but struggle with them - but had she the temerity to inquire she knew to expect a slap to the cheek or even a few strokes of the cane later in the day. The discipline that had started in the clinic was to be continued in Aunt Julia’s custody, she had no doubt about that. Had she not already been told, in no uncertain terms, that she was to speak only when spoken to? Not that she would she have been told the day, let alone the date, in any case - it was all part of the treatment, designed to foster in her a greater level of dependency on her carers, a childish docility and blind obedience to authority. It was a subtle thing, but one of very many subtle things - and sometimes it was the subtle things that were hardest to strive against.

				She was gradually being turned into a psychological wreck; she could recognise it, yet could do nothing about it. Being told she was to wear some kind of special identifying uniform outside of the hospital walls had seemed like a joke - once out of their grasp and back with her aunt she thought she could say goodbye to all that, fight back, regain a modicum of self-confidence and a little independence. Now she knew better. She had been almost overcome with relief when the driveway had finally negotiated the last tight turn and opened up onto the broad gravel-surrounded, ovoid flower bed that fronted the house - but now, with that latter thought still resonating in her mind, the sight greeting her caused an audible gasp to flee her lips and her jaw to despondently drop.

				Up ahead, in the driver’s seat, her aunt, or rather the woman she had come to accept as her aunt, grumbled inwardly at the lack of power steering as she brought the Jaguar sweeping around the floral island, the smoothness of the execution belying her road-weary exhaustion. In the back, biting her lip nervously in fear of retribution - she had been told twice, already, to remain looking straight ahead - Susan Stringer couldn’t help but glance up from the side window.

				The house was unfamiliar, certainly nothing to do with either her aunt or her family. A large grey-stone-built house, it was an architectural delight of the mid-18th-century, possessing an elegance of line that, had circumstances been different, she would have considered quite enchanting.

				Of two stories and having semi-circular dormer windows lining the frontage of the roof, thus providing a third, the building was adorned everywhere with pendulous violet bunches of wisteria, the plant clambering across the length and breadth of its yellow-grey block-stone walls. The flowers hung like blue-purple froth from the gnarled, writhing ancient-looking woody stems that, arising from either side of the façade, fanned out exploring around windows and probing under sills, twisting around down pipes before meeting and intertwining like lovers and garlanding the door with their blooms.

				It was an imposing frontage for sure, yet not so as to justify what had seemed like miles of winding private drive and acres upon acres of open meadow land. The received impression was that here was some kind of outhouse set in the grounds of some fairly major manor house that, if such was indeed the case, lay some fair distance off, as she had seen nothing to indicate the existence of any other structure on their approach other than for a much broader, straight driveway that just seemed to dissolve into the mist and trees in the distance.

				If anything was noteworthy it was that to one side, on the upper floor, all the windows seemed to be shuttered and huddled back, inset, behind cages comprising thick black iron bars that curved out and back from the stonework, above and below and across from either side. All else seemed perfectly normal but this one single incongruous feature, once noted, seemed to Susan to instantly destroy the peace of the place. It disrupted the symmetry of the façade like some brutish scar, and in so doing was disturbing in of itself - even if that malevolent air proved unfounded. But this was not the origin of her shock in any case. No, the latter had come in the form of the four figures that had come out to greet them.

				Five curving stone steps, painted here and there by lichen in dusty blues and mottled roughened yellows, rose up from the gravel at the very centre of the frontage, the house being arranged with near perfect symmetry to ether side. The door had already been thrown back by the time they had pulled up and waiting on the half-moon stone apron of the uppermost step stood a tall dark haired, dark-eyed woman. Fair skinned and with notably refined features, her thick, long hair was pinned back severely and arranged into a high bun - her scrubbed fresh-faced, cosmetic-free complexion, although austere, if anything enhanced her high cheek-boned beauty and lent her an aura of command that was echoed and magnified further by her costume. Dressed from head to foot almost entirely in black, as if in mourning, she looked to have come straight from the latter part of the 19th-century or from the pages of some Gothic novel.

				Although, from Susan’s judgment, probably not much more than thirty to thirty-five years of age, she was dressed as if to suite a much older woman - and a Victorian woman at that. A long black heavy silk dress swelled out full-skirted from her hips - exaggerating their broadness - and fell in long folds to its hem at near floor-length, whereat a pair of highly polished, Victorian, black button-fastening boots peeked out. From just beneath her chin, from where a broad white circular lace collar spread out, the bodice tightly buttoned over a substantially-mature bosom before sweeping acutely in to a waist that was tightly encircled by a broad, black belt - this having a large filigree silver clasp similar to the nurses’ belts of old - and that displayed an extreme of curvature that was only achievable by the strictest tight-laced whale-bone corsetry.

				Exaggeratedly puffed shoulders tapered down to sleeves that terminated with close-fitting deep cuffs edged in lace to match the collar - these each fastening by way of a row of three in-line buttons that in their turn were each covered in the same black fabric as the dress, as were those on her bodice. Somehow the detail seemed to emphasise still further the aura of austere severity surrounding her.

				Moments later and she was joined by another, this being a notably younger, woman - perhaps in her mid-twenties but, by Susan’s judgement, possibly of not many more years herself. She was dressed in the instantly recognizable uniform of a nurse, as might have been encountered in any British hospital of the 1960s, but with elements of styling so as to suit the era of the other woman’s costume - an ankle length pale-blue linen dress, high necked and having a high starched collar had been teamed with a voluminous smartly starched pinafore-apron, yet retained the three-quarter sleeves and elasticated arm-cuffs common in the 1960s. Ice-blue eyed and flaxen haired and very much of a Nordic stamp, she was coiffured much as the first woman, her hair being styled in a severe tightly-pinned bun, but hers was smartly surmounted by a high-fronted starched white nurses cap to match the apron - the very image of the strict children’s nursery-nurse or nanny of old, writ large.

				Then, the first woman - the one in the Victorian black dress with its spreading tiered skirts - having raised her right hand as if in signal, two others emerged from the shadows, each taking her by the hand then curtsying low before standing with lowered eyes and bowed heads. Two girls, with short, side-parted, boyishly-short hair and dressed as Victorian schoolgirls, or rather, in a style suggesting a Victorian take on her own ridiculously juvenile garb, stood there - certainly one of the strangest sights Susan had ever seen; including her time in the institution. Under different circumstances she would undoubtedly have been stifling a giggle - as it was she was only too aware of the effect her own appearance would likely have had on others of her own age.

				Stammering and Stuttering

				Glancing back in the rear-view mirror, Julia Soames found herself smiling condescendingly at her adopted niece’s frightened, open-mouthed gawping. She was slipping, she would have to take greater care, become more guarded or she risked compromising the end result:

				“You are going to be staying here for a time, just until I get one or two things straightened out on your behalf. I’m sure you and you new friend there will get along just fine here without me - and I’ll be back before you know it.”

				“But, b, but, but...where a, a are we, where, where is this, aunty? How long a,a,and...and...who are th these, these p,people? A,a,a,and...who are th...they, why are they d,d...dressed like that?”

				Julia Soames had been caught off balance by the improvement in her ‘niece’s’ fluency of speech now that she was outside the walls of the institution. The pauses and repeated words showed that the girl was still following the speech therapist’s instructions that she had been given in the institution. Which in turn showed that she was nevertheless still very self-conscious of her speech - something that those suggestions had been designed to ensure.

				She knew Susan would have been taught to pause and to concentrate on the word she was trying to get out if she thought she was about to stammer - and to press her tongue up to the roof of her mouth while doing so, as a reminder. She would have been taught to always repeat a word, if she should stumble over it, until she could get it out correctly. Furthermore she would have been advised that, unless she felt absolutely one hundred percent certain she was not going to stammer, it was always better to avoid that particular word or phrase entirely - or even not to say anything at all, if it could at all be avoided. And of course that would have been backed up with the dire warning that it would only worsen her stammer if she failed to follow these instructions to the letter and that the more she allowed herself to stumble the more she risked her stammer becoming permanent.

				Of course she had expected some improvement: Susan associated her impairment with her father’s lingering demise, but more so with her time at her Julia’s own cottage and then the four walls of the institution. Association, like suggestion, could be a powerful thing - now removed from those environments she was freed of those associations. But much in the way that phobias have been shown to propagate and gain strength from one another under certain circumstances, so one problematic situation can quite easily become associated with another - so deepening the problem. With such a vulnerable case as was her niece’s it was a delicate situation.

				It was the magnitude of the recovery that had taken her by surprise. Given a few moments to regain her composure though and it could be easily dealt with - this was the perfect opportunity and it had to be grasped with both hands. At this point, after such a breakthrough, the girl’s self-confidence, what there was of it, would be growing in stature by the second and with every word she got out successfully - the human spirit could be remarkably resilient. The right comment or phrase at this moment in time could do more good than untold months of speech therapy - but, by the same token, the ill-considered word could do worse then unravel all those months of hard work. On what might appear to be the verge of recovery, such a setback could cruelly crush the sufferer’s spirit completely - she had to tread carefully, think quickly, if she was to fully exploit the situation.

				“Now, now... why don’t you slow down, sweetheart? All those questions, all running into each other! How is anybody ever going to understand you if you insist on babbling on so? Now take your time and let’s start again. Think about what you’re trying to say before you say it and remember what your therapist said - practice each syllable in your head first and if you think you’re going to stumble then stop, start again and if necessary try to choose a different word that you think you’ll be able to get out without stammering. Now then, what did you want to ask me... come along, hurry it up just a little, there are people waiting - one doesn’t want to appear rude.

				“P,p,pp...I,I,I me, mean...w,w,w, wwhere, wwwhe...where, wwwhere a,a,a,aaar, are, are, are....whe...wwwhere iiiii,is th ,th, th,th....I,I,I m,m,...

				“Look, I’ve got to get out...hurry along for heaven’s sake, try again. Just try and get one word out, at least.”

				“I,I,I, m,m,m,...oh....,p,p,please I,I,I c,c,ca ca can’t..I jjj,ju ,just”......’sob’.

				Flustered tears had begun literally gushing down the girl’s flushed face - her instinct was to bring her hands up and bury her head in shame, the wrist restraints on the lap belt of the safety harness had other ideas. She was fighting for breath, now - something not helped by the constriction of her corselet and her other ‘underpinnings’ - and buried deep within a growing anxiety attack.

				As for Ms Julia Soames: a conflicting frisson of emotions were surging around inside her - sympathy vied against guilty excitement - and she couldn’t help the latter’s betraying quaver colouring her empathic tone:

				“You, can’t? ...you can’t get it out, is that what you’re trying to say? Well, look, just calm down a little, try to take deep breaths. Remember what Dr Ecclestone said to do in theses situations - don’t try to talk, it’ll only make things worse. You’re just too upset at the moment and you won’t be able to get any words out at all in that state - which will only make you still more upset if you try. It’s a vicious circle and one that we have to break - that’s why we have our little ‘no-talking’ rule. When I, or any one else kind enough to help you, gives you permission then you’ll find it much easier - that is because we are better placed to judge when you’re calm enough not to let your tongue run away with you, than you are.”

				Turning off the engine, without a further word or acknowledgement to her securely restrained passengers, the other girl now drowsily greeting the morning sun, Julia Soames, stiff from the hours spent on the road, tentatively stepped out into the bracing Northumberland morning air. Many, many miles from their homes, her cottage, where Susan had spent so much of her time, the hospital or anything else much of note, even a vague inkling of the geographic location was beyond either girl. And she had gone to no little trouble to ensure that remained the case.

				Not that either girl had had much idea of their point of departure, either. True, Susan had been told that the hospital resided somewhere in the West Country when she had first applied as a clinical trial candidate. But they had travelled by night and then - as now - she had ensured her ‘niece’ had taken just a couple of capsules or so on top of her regular sedative prescription before they had set out. She had slept soundly throughout the entire journey and once ensconced within the security of Dr Anne Ecclestone’s experimental psychology unit she would have known nothing more of the sights and sounds of the outside world, other than through their manipulations of night and day and any cues they might have decided to feed her.

				As for the other girl, Meredith Hewson; well, as far as she was concerned, she had just woken up in hospital in plaster casts and leg-braces - she had never known much more than that, other than she had been moved at some point to a secure psychiatric ward in order to treat her ‘delusions’. And what a good job they had done too - the poor thing hardly knew reality from fantasy any more, was as docile as a doe-eyed fawn and would have signed her own committal papers at the drop of a hat.

				Still, she could be taken much further yet - they both could - there was always a little spark of defiance that remained, those last embers were best lovingly deprived of sustenance rather than stamped upon.

				There was more satisfaction to be from that approach - the way of artistry and subtlety - and the effect would be that much more permanent as a result.

				She had dedicated much time, trouble and effort and it had taken much detailed, careful planning to get these two this stage. If the two of them had any idea where they were, just how isolated this place was, they would be amazed. But she could be certain that they were ignorant of the geography and the woman into whose care they were about to pass would go to great pains to ensure they remained so. That sense of disorientation, she knew, would leave the two of them easier to handle and more susceptible to the woman’s unique form of treatment.

				A highly qualified psychotherapist in her own right, despite in her present incarnation being on paper at least employed as a children’s governess, her skills were exceptional. She could bring to heel even the most defiant, rebellious teenager without having laid hands on her - she had personally seen her bring a grown woman to tears by words alone and turn her back-chatting, argumentative, sharp tongued teenage sister - precociously erudite and eloquent - into a blushing, flustered stammering tearful rag doll of a child. Only then had she introduced them to her cane and strap.

				Five months under her tutelage and subject to her special brand of discipline was going to work wonders for them, she felt sure. Yes, she’d set up a meeting for her little blushing Susan with her stepmother and her stepmother’s tame solicitor. But then it would be straight back to the clinic with her. Even if she wouldn’t sign the necessary papers, there was no hurry - there was a little over two years to run yet before she reached the revised age of majority she had agreed to. In the meantime, she would be surprised if she didn’t spend eighteen months of that behind bars in the workhouse unit, ironically sweating away at further lining her stepmother’s pockets. Yes, a delicious irony indeed - she couldn’t help but lick her lips at the prospect, a familiar excitement was beginning to rise in her that she could only hope she would not betray by flushing.

				Bathed and glorying in the first warm rays of the morning sun - only now peering over the hedgerow extending out from the far side of the house - Ms Julia Soames, pressing both hands into the small of her back, pulled back her shoulders, stretching out cramped muscles and stiffened joints and shaking off the tiresome rigour of driver fatigue. Taking in a long deep breath, the ex-psychiatric nurse smiled to herself with tired satisfaction. The mingled scent of the north-east coast was refreshing to the senses; the combined notes of late-blossoming apple and cherry, the subtlety of magnolia and the headier perfume of jasmine floated on an easterly breeze flavoured with the salty-sandy tang of the distant North Sea dunes and the frothing grey tumult that lay beyond their protection. Characteristically for the area, she noted, the wind was already gathering in strength, rising with the rising of the sun - soon that clement breeze would be something less pleasant. But then, she reflected, it was the very proximity of that exposed coastline and the harsh climate that came with it which had helped maintain the isolation of the place over so many years, while so much of Britain had succumbed to the developer and to the horrors of urbanisation. It was this stark isolation that had been part and parcel of Lady Marchment’s decision to make her home here in the first place: she was a woman who placed a very high value on privacy.

				Stretching out each leg in turn, Julia made toward the waiting group, a triumphal spring entering into her step - at last she had the two of them where she wanted them; out of harm’s way and beyond any possibility of their causing interference to her plans. For the remainder of the summer she would be free of their responsibility and yet, at the same time, through this arrangement, the direct cooperation of Lady Marchment and the remarkable abilities of the soberly dressed woman she was now approaching and her nursing assistant colleague, she would have the wonderful satisfaction of retaining complete control, albeit by proxy, of every nuance of their behaviour - down to the tiniest detail.

				She had added stipulations of her own to those required by the hospital - and they had spent many intimate moments, the widow Springer and herself, devising those stipulations and restrictions. Writhing and near sobbing with pleasure, rolling over and over, whispering breathlessly, endlessly, of their love for each other and of their plans for the future and those already in place for the woman’s delectable young stepdaughter, their intermingled torrid sopping fantasies and unfettered imaginations would soar entwined, spiralling out of control through ever more restrictive and demeaning disciplinary regimes, inventing and reinventing impositions, punishments, methods of control and every way imaginable of curbing their girl. Throughout it all, on the near wall-width plasma screen overlooking their bed, the hapless young Susan Springer would flicker - a most charming backdrop to their passion.

				She might, perhaps have been pictured bent across a trestle, the prison cane slashing down under the hand of the wardress or Matron, the girl’s defiance subsiding as much as their ardour would grow, stroke upon stroke. At other times she would be pictured, sitting hopelessly on her bunk sobbing and with her head in hands, an impassive array of thick, white-painted steel bars as the backdrop and the numb, blank windowless white walls as only witnesses - other than the prying eyes of the cameras of course.

				Mounted high up, out of reach and each camera was identified by a slowly blinking red lamp, so that the subject might be continuously reminded of their all-seeing, ever-present gaze. Quite besides the crushing oppression of 24 hour surveillance, the slowly flashing red lights themselves became like a subtle form of torture after a time in the absence of any other distraction; blinking on-off, on-off, like some optical water torture, one or other would catch the corner of the girl’s eye whichever way she turned.

				Becoming mindful of that effect, in response to the girl having shown some reluctance to continue with the experiment, the supervising psychologist had arranged for a similar LED lamp to be fitted at eye height in the corner of Susan’s cell, embedded flush with the wall surface and protected beneath a tough, transparent plastic film. Those clips they had watched wherein young Susan would be pictured in her green striped prison uniform dress standing with her nose pressed close into the corner, hands on head or fingertips on shoulders with elbows stiffly out to the sides, had taken on a new dimension once that modification had been made - they had played over and over those scenes in which the girl would have her face slapped or be made to bend for the cane or strap for having dared close her eyes.

				Then there would be those quite exquisite shots of the freshly-broken Susan, trudging off with the rest of them to the workroom, her hands, as those of her comrades, cuffed tightly behind her back and her head bowed in submission. Or it might have been one of those delicious close-ups of the girl bent obediently over her needlework, beads of perspiration forming on her brow, the strain wrinkling that pretty face of hers, hands struggling for dexterity in chained fetters and a matching chain glinting from the collar at her neck; the perfect image of the modern galley-slave, the wheals of a well-deserved caning still throbbing across her backside, the pain and despair there to be read in her eyes.

				At still other times their lovemaking would be stoked by the backdrop of a schoolroom - an entirely different set of girls and these dressed from head to foot in the strictest and most juvenile school uniform imaginable. Each would be pictured sitting bolt upright at her desk with eyes wide and paralysed with fear as, in tight black leather skirt, fitted white satin blouse and black leather tie, a woman, of an appearance sharing more in common with some men’s magazine fantasy dominatrix than a school marm, would stroll up and down between their ranks, flexing her cane near full circle as she went.

				Both of them would wonder out loud what it must be like to be kept under such discipline; to be forbidden to speak without explicit permission - and even then, only ever to members of staff and never, ever to each other - to have to learn nonsense over and over, to have to sit stiffly to attention for the best part of seventeen hours a day, to be caned for the slightest failing or infraction and to be obliged to endure the same tedious routine, classroom-dormitory-classroom, day after day, seven days a week and for months or even years on end. The thought had horrified them both. And yet it had thrilled them too - to be kept locked away while innocent of any misdeed, to be depersonalised, numbered and uniformed and to know that it was purely in order to satisfy someone’s sense of curiosity as to what effect it might or might not have on the mind, while all the time undergoing continuous psychological appraisal of the damage undoubtedly being wreaked on self confidence and initiative, merely so that it might be ascertained at what point that impairment would become permanent.

				What must it be like to have joined for a few months - perhaps it had even seemed likely to be ‘fun’ at the time - and to still be resident years later? Perhaps struggle to be released, only to find yourself brought up before a panel of psychiatrists and to find yourself legally committed and taken straight back to the classroom or prison cell? Perhaps then caned, long and hard, for having had the temerity to have objected in the first place?

				That latter thought still running through her mind as she climbed the steps to the house, Julia Soames shivered inwardly - a shudder somewhere between chill, guilt and thrill. Having greeted the matriarch and her loyal nursing assistant - kissing the former affectionately, perhaps overly so, on both cheeks and nodding acknowledgement to the other - she followed them both inside. Smiling to herself, she noted the way in which the women’s two charges, having been ushered by gesture alone over the threshold before them, each automatically placed her hands meekly on her head as she walked - and notably with her fingertips just touching. Interlocked fingers would never do; it was far too slovenly.

				She had met these two once before, when they had first been brought up from London. Originally hailing from Cheltenham, Gloucestershire and having once attended the famous ladies college there, they had come up to the big city expecting excitement and bright lights and Lord knows what - gold paving slabs, probably. What they’d got was robbery and harassment, sexual propositions and a few nights sleeping rough in doorways and subways - being to proud to admit defeat. Despite - and belying - the gentile image so often portrayed of their birth place, not to mention their parentage and their privileged upbringing, these two had been a couple of typical gum-chewing leather-jacketed mall-rats when last she’d laid eyes on them - a pair of real tearaways; although much of that was affected bluster and in truth, once away from home they had both found themselves hopelessly out of their depth.

				Looking now at the curbed, submissive, little mouse-like things they had since become, it was difficult to believe they could possibly be the same two young women who had been brought here all that time ago. In their highly polished little button-fastening Victorian children’s ankle-boots - seemingly at least two sizes too small - and teetering along with daintily-disciplined mincing ultra-feminine steps, each foot landing deftly in front and in line with the other at each step, it was clear neither would so much as think of offering any form of back-chat now.

				She had never seen two young women so totally tamed and dominated as these two - it would be fair to say that their old personalities had been all but eradicated. She knew something of this remarkable woman’s approach - after all, the two girls’ total immersion in this little faux-Victorian world that had been constructed around them was obvious enough. And she had previously been shown around the little nursery-style dormitory, marvelling at those soft, fluffy little beds and the childhood mobile of dangling holographic-print stars that hung from the headboard of each on a curving arm and that floated drowsily above the pillows - essentially silver-gold, thousands of little facets of laser-light colour would radiate kaleidoscopically in all directions at the slightest provocation of the summer breeze and the gentlest kiss of the leaked sunlight filtering through the shutters.

				She had seen, too, the two strobe lamps, styled like tiny spot lamps, which focused on the mobile from either side of each headboard and the discrete speaker grilles lying back within the soft quilted leather to either side of the pilows. Those two girls had undoubtedly spent many, many delightful hours happily stargazing - the drawn heavy black velvet drapes having turned day to night - while their governess or her nursing assistant, seated by their bedsides, murmured sweet words of empty-headed compliance or the tape player was set to run and run.

				These two sisters, both above the UK age of consent - one barely, the other of marriageable age - had been seen as a kind of demonstration project, a proof of concept, so to speak. It had been a project set up by Lady Marchment herself - after all, they were her own sweet nieces...and theoretically the owners of all of this, or at least, were due to ‘come into’ ownership before too long.

				As for her two charges, patiently waiting outside in the car - they would be just fine where they were, for the time being. It was not as if they were likely to wander off, even if they weren’t totally helpless, locked in their safety harnesses.

				One was hindered by her leg callipers, the ratcheted knee-joints currently locked into the seated position and both had become quite deeply afflicted by agoraphobia under the subtle guidance of Dr Ecclestone, working under the auspices of her research programme into the origins and propagation of phobias.

				She had left them instruction that they were not to dare chat - they were simply to wait quietly and without fuss. She doubted Susan would be likely to feel like instigating conversation in any case - but the other might. But what of it - might it not be a good thing? After all, they would not be saying much of anything for the rest of summer, save, perhaps, for ‘yes Mistress Alison’ or ‘no Mistress Alison’ or to answer with ‘at once Mistress Alison’ if instructed as to some imposition or other. It would serve nicely to remind them both, once they were safely ensconced in their new home, of the little freedom they once had and to what extent they were now under control - and would remain so for the foreseeable future. Hold out a little hope...and then snatch it away - that was the way forward when training teenage girls like these.

				Meanwhile there’d be time for a nice little chat, perhaps to have something of a little guided tour, see what changes had been made in her over-long absence. Then it would be time to pop out, bring the girls in and introduce the two of them to their brand new governess and their new nursery nurse...

			

		

	
		
			
				Glossary

				Bloomers - Used as above in some cases here. Wide, loose under-trousers gathered at the knee and formerly worn by women and girls as an athletic costume. Girls’ underpants of similar design. Named after Amelia Jenks Bloomer (1818-1894), feminist reformer (USA)

				Brasier (Brazier) - A metal receptacle holding burning coals for heating, often outdoors

				Brussels sprouts - The small, cabbage-like heads of Brassica oleracea gemmifera, cooked and eaten as a vegetable.

				Corselet - Sometimes spelt, corsellete. An old fashioned woman’s lightweight foundation garment comprising a brassiere and girdle combined in a single garment, sometimes incorporating suspenders.

				Diaper - Nappy

				Gymslip - A sleeveless tunic once worn by English school girls as part of their uniform. The USA Jumper definition is probably the best guide to what is meant here, though: A one-piece, sleeveless dress, or a skirt with straps and a complete or partial bodice, perhaps bib-like, usually worn over a blouse by women and children.

				Jumper - See gymslip

				Lyle - As in lyle stockings; thick old-fashioned cotton stockings, once worn by schoolgirls.

				Knickers - (Here used fairly interchangeably with pants panty or panties or even, on occasion, bloomers) women’s underwear. British, informal. Women’s or girls’ short-legged underpants.

				Napkin - An abbreviation for sanitary napkin, a pad of absorbent material, as cotton worn by women during menstruation to absorb the uterine flow

				Pad - Panty liner, a more modern slim-line or low profile version of the old fashioned Sanitary napkin or towel.

				Pants (Rather than trousers) - An abbreviation for panties, i.e. women’s underwear.

				Parsonage - The official residence, sometimes known as a rectory, traditionally provided by the church or parish for a member of the clergy.

				Ribbon - A scalloped edge Rayon, ribbon often used in the manufacture of the belt forming part of a nurse’s uniform in days gone by and particularly in Britain.

				Skivvy - A female servant, particularly one charged with undertaking more menial tasks.

				Slip - A petticoat: can hang from the waist, skirt-like (half-length), or be long-line (full-length) with shoulder straps.

				Speculum - A speculum is a device designed to gently open up the vagina or anus for examination.

				Tampon - A plug of absorbent material, typically inserted into the vagina during menstruation to absorb blood or secretions.

				Tap or Taps - A Faucet or Faucets (USA)

				Tor - A rocky peak or hill (usually a granite outcrop in the case of the moors of Devon and Cornwall such as Dartmoor or Exmoor).

				Towel - An absorbent cloth or paper for wiping and drying something wet here used as an abbreviation for sanitary towel, British : sanitary napkin.

				Wimple - A nun’s headdress

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

				Welcome to this, the third in the ‘Institutionalised’ series, an ongoing adult saga exploring the domination, stringent discipline, corporal and psychological punishment and exploitation of certain vulnerable young ladies in both institutional and domestic settings. It is strongly recommended that prospective readers first read the previous two books in this series - namely Institutionalised volumes 1 and 2 (by the same author) - although a brief synopsis is provided below; along with a little ‘scene setting’ for those whose memories need refreshing and/or appetites whetting.

			

		

	
		
			
				The Story So Far

				Sharing similar personal circumstances if separated by time - though not to such a great extent as to prevent some degree of overlap of their fates - two teenage girls, Susan Stringer and Lavinia Vitesse, have been persuaded to join a residential behavioural psychology study being run in a clinical unit discreetly buried away deep within the bowels of a private psychiatric hospital.

				A third young lady, Meredith Hewson, has regained consciousness in a hospital bed, by all accounts following a road traffic accident. Harbouring apparent recollections of sexual and physical abuse at the hands of a church official in some sort of charity run ecclesiastical home for ‘wayward young women’ she too has also somehow been persuaded to join a sub-section of the same study.

				What ties together the life paths of these three - other than their passage through the above mentioned institution - is that each has spent some length of time living with a woman going by the name of Julia Soames: one being the woman’s actual niece, one whose stepmother is a close acquaintance and one given room and board under the auspices of the woman’s position as an ‘outreach social worker’.

				At the conclusion of Institutionalised volume two we saw two of the above young ladies being hurriedly moved from the institution, apparently in response to a pending police investigation triggered by the ex-boyfriend of the car crash victim into her disappearance.

				Continuing on from Institutionalised volume two, here we track the progress of one of our characters - one Lavinia Vitesse, a lovely, lively young thing with hair of glossy Whitby jet, the deepest violet eyes and pretensions to acting, catwalk modelling and harbouring a passion for ‘dance’. Having remained in the institution and having been ‘rescued’ by two female police officers, she has been examined by a trio of eminent psychiatrists.

				On the surface of it, all might have gone well had she not immediately begun making allegations regarding the department of experimental behavioural psychology - the very existence of which is vehemently denied by the hospital management - the department’s use of corporal punishment and the other discipline methodologies in place, such as the enforced wearing of prison uniform in one section and archaic school uniform in another. When she then goes on to claim that the document she has previously signed consigning her to the institution as a voluntarily admitted psychiatric patient rather than a volunteer clinical study subject was under duress, under the threat of a caning, and that her continued incarceration is part of a conspiracy involving her guardian and a renown psychiatrist her fate is sealed.

				Condemned as a ‘delusional psychotic’ and ‘sectioned’ under the mental health act - a process involving her compulsory admittance to the hospital as a mental patient - she panics and makes a dash for a door at the rear of the room she is in, believing it to be the one the panel of psychiatrists had entered by and thus expecting it to lead out in to the main part of the hospital. Instead she unaccountably finds herself back in the department of experimental behavioural psychology from whence she had been taken and confronted by ‘Matron’, a stern faced woman dressed in the navy blue uniform dress and starched white apron favoured by the British hospital matrons of old and who habitually wears a strap or cane hanging from a loop on her belt... As the story opens she has been told in no uncertain terms that she is to be returned to the discipline of the ‘Schoolroom’; a section of the non-existent department of experimental behavioural psychology configured as something approximating to an extremely strict past-times English boarding school for girls.

				As the story unfolds we also get transported back to the events preceding those of Institutionalised volume one. We learn more of how the bright, outgoing Lavinia came to be so dominated and browbeaten by her aunt, Julia Soames, that not only did she become subject to that overbearing woman’s petty rules, regimented routines and regulations but also subject to corporal punishment - and placed in her aunt’s idiosyncratic take on school uniform, to boot, despite being of marriageable age. We learn a little more of the beginnings of the ‘institution within an institution’ that is the department of experimental or investigative behavioural psychology and of the origin of young Meredith Hewson’s various deficits alluded to at the culmination of volume two, both psychological and apparently - though not necessarily so - physical.

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				St Mary’s Hospital Reform School - the motto: Through obedience comes learning, through discipline comes obedience. It was humiliating enough that it should be proudly emblazoned on the front of the gymslip, let alone that it should be repeated on the breast pocket of the stiff, starched, high-collared blouse, the little open-fronted waist-length cape that fastened so tightly about her throat and that she was obliged to wear on occasion over the top - and just about every other item of clothing to boot.

				As a statement of intent, that fine red and gold thread embroidery spoke volumes. The pair of crossed crook-handled canes, as a heraldic device, was of particularly questionable appropriateness. It practically openly stated to the world that here was a young lady kept subject to the kind of physical chastisement that most would have assumed long consigned to the pages of history or - given her comely, pert-breasted profile - the fevered slavering imaginings of pot-bellied middle-aged men. But then again, was not the uniform, in itself, a thing of the past; an anachronistic throwback to long-obsolete values and the Victorian mentality of seen-but-not-heard, quiet-as-a-mouse submissive femininity.

				Bad enough, then, that she was way past school age and by rights should have been half-way through her first university year - indeed more than that, well into her third trimester by now in fact. Worse still that the institution in question and in which she was presently ensconced should be little more than the outcome of the gleam in the eyes of a misguided, if not downright twisted, psychologist and a woman whose wealth, power and political and financial connections rendered unassailable certain aspirations most would think best left to languish in the realm of fantasy.

				Even worse - if indeed there could be a worse aspect to this unholy incarceration - was the knowledge that she need never have been in such a situation in the first place; she was her own woman now, she could make decisions for herself. Yet she had somehow let herself be talked into this - it had even seemed an attractive idea at one point. She could so easily have been taking a sabbatical and off backpacking somewhere, as, she knew, were several of her old school chums. Or at least that had been the situation when last she’d heard. But it had been so long since she had heard anything at all of the world outside of these cloistered, institutional surroundings, let alone of her once friends.

				How long had it been since last she had slipped out of the unfashionable blazer, blouse, polyester skirt and opaque black tights that her high school had laughingly termed its ‘uniform’? Why laughingly? Simply because the place had been so lackadaisical over such matters that it had hardly constituted any kind of uniform at all. Indeed, the powers that be had only fussed over whether or not the colour was correct and then really only in so far as the skirt was concerned - long, short, pleated or not, tailored and close fitting or relaxed and full, it had apparently mattered not one iota so long as it was the right colour. The more senior girls, of which she had been one of the oldest, officially could - and so universally did - discard the blouse in favour of the informality of a sweatshirt. The leeway allowed the latter as regards what constituted an acceptable hue was remarkably broad. As for the tights; any sober shade was deemed acceptable. With a little judicious accessorising, playing around with the skirt length, cut and style and so on - without too much pushing of the boundaries, a fashion-savvy girl could quite easily bring to the whole affair a thoroughly modern feel, something at least approaching the sophistication of adulthood.

				Even the requirement for a blazer had been dropped for all but the most formal of occasions soon after she had started and abandoned altogether by the time she left - excepting for that last day. And even then it had been largely at the insistence of that woman, that manipulative harlot who had somehow wormed her way into her father’s affections - as far as the school authorities were concerned it was merely a suggestion, intended to foster a sense of occasion.

				She had been told over and over, time and time again that it would have been what her father would have wanted, if he could have been there, if he hadn’t gone, if that car had not careered into his path. So many ‘ifs’ - yet he would be there she had been assured, he would be there, at her graduation, and so she had a duty - somehow even more onerous a duty than had he any real physicality. For one reason or another she had bought into that; though in hindsight it seemed absurd.

				Also seemingly absurd had been the notion of her wearing that ridiculous blazer, when she had known for sure beforehand that vanishingly few of her peers were going to be doing likewise; though that some had turned up so bedecked had come as a relief. As had the knowledge that it would be the very last occasion, for any of it; the sweat shirt, the skirt, the dull opaque tights, all would be gone forever - or so she’d thought at the time.

				A seat had been reserved for her father - and pointedly left unoccupied, despite the number of the congregation, less fortunate in not possessing influence, forced to stand throughout. The harlot had sat to one side and the creature’s best friend to the other, as if bracketing her life - all that she had been, all she would become; or would be allowed to become. She was a stately woman in any case and as was her habit, she had been dressed in the extreme of fashion, presenting a personal appearance and projecting a manner calculated to excite respect and deference from all who might be privileged enough to set eyes upon her.

				Back then there had been distrust lurking at the back of her mind, a certain sense of disquiet. It was only later - much, much later - that her hatred for that woman had truly crystallised. But then, somehow, that woman’s self-appointed, hypocritically-concerned guardianship over her became officially ratified. She had grasped at the time that this change of status had come about in some nefarious way through a convolution of legalese woven around certain phrases contained in a well-intentioned, if less well-advised and even less precisely-written, stipulation of her late father’s. The detail however, had been - and remained still - incomprehensible, and probably always would.

				How she had grown to detest that woman since that fateful day; her cloying, suffocating saccharin smile, the way she seemed somehow to sap her will. Indeed there were some days when she felt that the hatred she still felt for her guardian was the only thing keeping her going - not that there was any choice here, in this place, but to keep going. Slacking certainly wasn’t an option.

				Uncomfortably perched on the narrow bench seat of a modern copy of a cramped Victorian-styled school desk, its plastic tackiness adding to her discomfiture, a furtive glance up and to her right and those dulled eyes would meet with the equally soulless gaze of the window, one of three identical lining the wall. But she daren’t - and besides, there was no relief to be had from monotony there, only whitewashed or frosted glass cowering behind a guard of similarly whitewashed steel bars. To the front, no more than a couple of meters or so away, hung the reason why she daren’t.

				A single glimpse of the supple rattan, its heavier bamboo cane sibling and its leather-strap cousin and her eyes fluttered quickly back to her schoolwork; already she was falling behind with the dictation. Tears welling in those pretty deep violet eyes, the realisation was finally dawning on her that no matter how hard she tried there always seemed to be some sort of obstruction to her terminating her tenure, some excuse, restriction of protocol, regulation or reason they could cite to justify extending her residence.

				Discipline prevailed in this establishment, rigid, repressive, personality stifling control that threaded its way through every aspect of an inmate’s existence and insinuated itself between every fibre of a girl’s consciousness. Here a small cohort of girls in their late teens - and some, perhaps, older - sat erect and attentive in polyester and rayon school uniforms underpinned by longline open-bottomed rubberised girdles, full-bodied and long-legged interlock cotton knickers, thick woollen stockings and ungainly bottle-green plastic T-bar shoes, fastened with white nylon buckles.

				Girls that under other circumstances one might suspect prone to petulant sarcasm at the drop of a hat, or a smile from the wrong man - one who may have had the temerity to have aged, be balding or have become fat, say - now responded contritely when addressed and curtsied prettily with knife-pleated hems between finger and thumbs.

				Here several teenage girls one might once have categorised as fractious, sulky and belligerent - almost certainly viewed as rebellious in some manner - waited in compliant silence in cramped Victorian desks. Here hair was firmly plaited, scraped back from pale carbolic-scrubbed faces with nary a single curl left untamed to relieve the severity but tucked away beneath Victorian-style bonnets tied with bottle-green ribbons to match their prim uniforms and fastened in strictly prescribed bows beneath their chins. Here lessons commenced with fingertips on shoulders and elbows out to the sides, heads held attentively erect above high, stiff and stiflingly tight school-blouse collars and backs ramrod straight - and today was no exception.

				Half their number were saddled with the additional encumberment of a plastic card hung around the neck on a thin, silvery chain-link lanyard spelling out the label ‘STUTTERER’ in glossy raised gold capitals. Not, ironically this violet eyed specimen, despite having developed a most debilitating nervous stammer even before beginning her tenure in this place. They were berated for the tiniest slip, while she would simply be told to take her time, to avoid long words and those she knew she couldn’t’ pronounce. Her stammer would be met with a condescending smile and the patient, resigned advice to try again avoiding this word or that or to find a shorter, simpler term - it was an insidious process she worried was making her worse not better. The others would simply be ignored, while any of that subgroup marked out by one of those placards balanced across the bustline of her gymslip would receive a stroke or two of the cane, strap or tawse across an outstretched palm for something as innocuous as a repeated word or simple stumble.

				But this was not even a school, not a proper school. It was a sham, merely something set up as a ‘behavioural psychology investigation’ in the bowels of a privately run psychiatric hospital and sanatorium. Not that the place was ever referred to as such - it was a ‘retreat’ where one might undergo ‘rehab’; if one could afford it. Nor were any of these cowed ‘schoolgirls’ actually of school age, at least not the stage suggested by their appearance. All would have ordinarily been starting at university or just entering the job market.

				Here sat a group of volunteers who had harboured hopes of making more in a three months tenancy than in lord knows how long in any other manner. Except that once in place, no one seemed to leave - three months became six, became a year... even longer. But then this small group had been hand-picked to become ‘long-term’ from the start, their backgrounds investigated, their circumstances probed and cover stories put in place should anyone ‘come knocking’. Most had been runaways, grateful for a bed for the night let alone a respite from a winter that seemed to go on for ever.

				Yes, most were runaways that would never be missed, even if they were never seen on the streets again - most, but not all! Certainly not Lavinia Vitesse, her of the once waist-length jet locks and stunningly bright deep-violet eyes - her residence had been bought and paid for from day one. Not that this was intended to be the be-all and end-all of her existence, quite the opposite. This was merely a stepping stone on a carefully laid out path that somebody out there had had put in place for her.

				A sombre yet imposing figure walked the floor between the two rows of cramped Victorian desks, up and down, up and down, the creaking of a tight leather skirt, the swish of expensive nylons and the tap, tap of high heels the only sound to break the oppressive wall of silence.

				The teacher was standing over her now, craning over her work - a formidable woman; tall and imposing with corseted wasp waist, thrusting bustline under her silk shirt, huge dark eyes and jet-black hair swept up in a neat no-nonsense bun. She would see now, she would see she hadn’t kept up, couldn’t keep up - her attention had only strayed for a moment, but that’s all it took. It was inhuman, she’d tried to catch up, really tried, but the recorded dictation just went on and on regardless, monotonously, relentlessly droning on and on and on. Her beautifully made-up face bereft of humour, this teacher - and there were three - was particularly intolerant, and of even the smallest lapse in concentration. She carried a wickedly pliant riding switch in her gloved hand and didn’t hesitate to use it, whether it be for a slip in dictation or an incorrect answer, or the tiniest infraction of uniform regulations come to that.

				“Hands out please, palms uppermost, left on top of right - you know the way, girl.”

				The silent air whistled and was split with her scream. Not once or twice but three times - and repeated on each palm! She was learning the hard way that freedom could be as tenuous as a spidery signature scrawled on a crumpled document - and the longer they kept her there the more likely it would be that she would docilely sign on the dotted line the next time they told her to, just as she had the last time... and the time before that... and the time before that.

				But then, they didn’t need her to sign anything, not any more - at least not to keep her here. It had all been dealt with, once and for all. It was all official now, unimpeachably legitimised at the sweep of a pen and overseen by three of the keenest minds in psychiatric practice, at least in so far as her incarceration went. Yet there were certain other things in life a young woman’s signature might be required for, other than to ensure her continuing detention - and there were certain parties out there that would be most anxious to obtain hers, in time. There were also others, somewhat closer geographically, that would be only too willing to apply the necessary pressure to overcome any reluctance on her part when that time came.

				‘The Unit’ ‘The department of Experimental Behavioural Psychology’ Whatever they called the place, it was merely a euphemism for what was in reality a prison, a privately-run gaol for which one need not have committed any crime - at least not one that would be recognised as such by society at large - one needed only to have volunteered.

			

		

	
		
			
				Wheelchair Bound & Endlessly Trundling

				The pretty and pleasantly plump, teenage girl sat, passively and listlessly in her wheelchair, her striking deep-violet eyes glistening with silently-welling tears. Trundling down near-never-ending featureless white corridors, past countless blank doors and through nameless security grilles, with each passing second she was being taken ever deeper into the enclosed, insular little world that was the St Mary’s Hospital and Private Retreat experimental psychology unit.

				This was a hidden place, a private world discreetly embedded deep within the bowels of the hospital’s secure psychiatric wing in a section officially disused, not shown on any plan or record and that was accessible only by way of one particular elevator and the twisting of a key in a discreet slot hidden away at the bottom of a control panel. Here, though superficially clad and revamped in modern materials, the Hospital’s stolid Victorian foundations retained enough of their identity to betray the original incarnation of very edifice as an asylum for the incurable, the dangerous or those just unfortunate enough to have fallen foul of the psychiatric practice of the day. This was a place designed in less enlightened times by the naive - and oft misguided - forefathers of modern psychology, primarily with imprisonment in mind.

				This was not a place one could easily leave, even in this day and age, once incarcerated, unless specifically allowed to do so. Indeed, some part of this world had been rehabilitated to actually function as a prison and Victorian workhouse, albeit on a small scale, authentic in every respect right down to the tiny cells, almost inhumanly strict discipline and deliberately drab, restrictive and uncomfortable prison uniforms. But this was not where this girl was destined, although where she would be held was as secure as any prison and every bit as restrictive, perhaps even more so in some respects.

				It was not the constant browbeating of the staff that had made her presently so accepting, although that undoubtedly had its part to play. Nor was it the gently-addictive sedative that had been prescribed her from day one, from even before the time of her arrival here in fact, and that permanently lurked in the background softly muffling her thoughts. Neither had it directly to do with the protracted and quite vicious caning she had just received across her bared, plump rear.

				No, her docility had more to do with the fact that she was in a state of dumbfounded shock, having apparently been rescued by two female police officers, taken to be interviewed by a panel of psychiatrists and then - having taken the opportunity to make a bid for freedom by rushing out through the door through which the learned professors had entered mere moments before - finding herself not in the main body of the hospital building as she would have expected but rather back here, back within the secure imprisonment of the experimental psychology unit. And Matron’s parting words, those mocking singsong tones of hers, still reverberated around her mind:

				“You’re going back-to-school, sweetheart, back-to-school...”

				But for the moment, there was something else, another trial to be endured - its inevitability had been set clear enough in the words of the nurse presently charged with transporting her:

				“It’ll be off to the salon first, I’d imagine. That’s hardly the regulation hairstyle you have there, my dear - it looks more like somebody’s stuck a pudding bowl on your head.”

				The teenager was already familiar enough with the ‘salon’ - it was a blindingly brightly lit stark white room of glass-sided shower cubicles, transparent toilet pedestals set before mirrored walls, barber chairs cum examination couches and hand-basins. It was where they went to have their hair ‘restyled’; it was also where they went to have their ‘hygienic’ intimate shave, internal examinations, enemas, colonic irrigations, vaginal douches and all those trying little procedures the hospital authorities clearly thought so crucial to their physical health - their patient’s mental health was another matter entirely, that was something they seemed almost delighted to see deteriorate.

				That was procedural, that was the workaday routine of the hospital - deep down she understood, this visit would be different. After all, her hair had now been rendered far too short to be put up in the regulation ‘style’ - those ridiculous stubby little collar-length pigtails that she hated so much.

				She had been shown the wigs they kept here on that first occasion, when she had been reluctant to sit still while her luxuriant waist-length mane had been braided and then reduced to the required length - she had cried then, she would cry now. They were awful things, probably deliberately so, with little effort expended to mimic realism. Fairly obviously of some artificial fibre, the thing she had been shown was a glistening jet-black, centre-parted parody of a woman’s crowning glory, with horrid plaited stubby pigtails permanently fixed in oversized bows of broad, shiny green and white striped nylon so as to match the prison uniform style dress she had been placed in, that all the trial volunteers had apparently been obliged to wear back then.

				There it was once again, that word, volunteer - what a misnomer that was. She had never volunteered for this, any of this - and certainly not to have the constant threat of corporal punishment hanging over her. It was not worth any amount of money, not even the rather generous remuneration that had attracted her participation in the first place, that and her buckling under the persuasive pressure of her ‘aunt’ and her psychotherapist friend.

				But then they had moved the goal posts; she was still a volunteer, it was just that now, on paper at least, she was a voluntarily admitted psychiatric patient rather than a volunteer experimental clinical psychology trial subject. It still had that term ‘volunteer’ in the descriptor; it was just that the implications were somewhat different.

				Now they had moved those goal posts yet again. Given what had just happened, she worried as to whether even that apparent aspect of free will was still present in the terms of her detention. Her incarceration seemed to have been legitimised at the stroke of a pen, at the very moment she looked to be about to be released. Had she not overheard mutterings about her being detained under the “Mental Health Act 1983”, one of the professors reiterating terms under which any individual suffering “severe mental impairment” or “psychopathic disorder” could be admitted to a “suitable” hospital or institution against their will?

				But she suffered no such condition, she felt sure. And besides; six months was the maximum period they could hold her for - wasn’t it? She could recall coming across mention of this Act in a newspaper story she had once read, regarding a popstar her mother had been fond of back in the nineteen eighties and who had “gone a little weird” - and he had only been held six months. But then again, she had heard herself branded as a “danger to herself and others”, had heard a panel member suggest dispensing with the usual seventy-two hour hold and six month review and invoking certain “emergency powers” instead.

				Whatever the truth or legitimacy of her status, the fact was they now spoke of her as a ‘case’... and one that would be next reviewed in twenty-four months. No, that wasn’t it; they said her case was to be reviewed every twelve months. Yes, but then the professor chairing the committee had added something about there first being an initial ‘adjustment’ period of twenty-four months, to allow her time to ‘settle down’ - that was where that figure of twenty four months had come from.

				For a split second she almost fell for it, almost felt gratitude. Then it had hit home; a shuddering breath shook her shoulders and tears fell anew... ...What the hell was happening to her? She was thinking about twelve months almost as if it was acceptable that they should keep her locked up for that long...but it wasn’t twelve months, was it? It wasn’t even twenty-four months; that was when they would start the review period, that was when the would begin the task of monitoring her, gathering and collating the reports that would assessed at the twelve month review... Was that what it meant?... But, that would be thirty-six months in all - three whole years!... Oh my God, Oh my God, Oh my God... They’d said ‘to be reviewed every twelve months... every twelve months... it had been left open ended, their recommendation! And she could be kept here - she had just been compulsorily admitted. Now no one would pay any attention to anything she said and no one ‘out there’ even new she was still alive, let alone would speak up for her - had she not seen the evidence with her own eyes, in newsprint?

				That was the moment she had begun to really panic, shaking, struggling in earnest, tugging hysterically, if in vain, against the Velcro bands and leather straps that held her safely restrained within her transport. She was still wildly twitching and jerking, for that was all the freedom the specially adapted wheel chair allowed, when they pulled up at their destination.

				She was dribbling, coughing and blinded by tears. It took a sharp slap of a nurse’s fingers across both tear-streaked cheeks - left, right then back again - to bring her crashing back from the imagined terrors of the future to the more immediate trials of the here and now.

				Released from her mobile bondage and ushered into the equally stringent restraint of a waiting barber’s chair she knew exactly what was coming next. They would shave her bald... and she would be kept bald from now on. Worse, well almost worse - if anything could be worse for a teenage girl then to be shorn of her much-cherished locks - she would be made to wear one of those dreadful humiliating wigs, day in, day out.

				The preparation of anticipation proved to offer a limited buffer at best once the warm buzz of the clippers began to climb the nape of her neck and the first clippings began to settle like black snow on the semitransparent PVC cape they had draped around her. That buffer gave way completely upon the first appearance at her forehead of the broad furrow left by that first swipe; the cry that rent the air then was as if a pig had been beaten around its hindquarters - a crazed, desperate squealing, something less than human yet possessed of more anguish than any mere animalistic wail might convey.

				The slap had been delivered to her left cheek; it was a timely retribution, yet despite the additional physical discomfort it caused her, ironically it silenced her also, as was the intent - she was not to cry out. Nor were her eyes to wander from the mirror set before her. A second, repeated, slap to her face brought that point home clearly enough - and the barked command that accompanied it:

				“When will you ever learn? Look straight ahead you stupid girl. And keep those eyes open...and I mean wide open - unless of course you want me to call Matron. Do you actually want to feel another half-dozen strokes of her cane across that fat backside of yours?”

				“Pl-please, d,don’t n-n-nurse. I,II-I’m sssorry, n,n,nurse, I-I’ll be a gg,g-good g’g’ggg-girl, n,nurse” The stammer was as crippling and frustrating as it was shaming - and she had once been such an eloquent speaker. In fact she had for a while served as the chair of her high-school’s debating society. Now, though, she was quite loath to as much as open her mouth, even under those rare circumstances that the unit’s regulations permitted talking. But loath to speak or not, it was not permitted to ignore a member of staff when addressed - and like everything else here, there was a protocol to be observed, a tightly prescribed formula that had to be followed.

				She was obliged to sit staring into that mirror, watching as each humming swipe of the clippers opened up another three-centimetre-wide tract of scalp, bringing with it a shower of soot-black hair to settle like a dark blizzard over her PVC covered lap. Again and again ploughed furrows of pink opened up like ugly rutted and deforested desert tracks across her head, each one next the last.

				Increasingly sparsely covered, the ‘swan’ was beginning to resemble more a gawky baby pigeon, the sort of offspring only a mother could love. In her eyes - and those of most others with any sense of the aesthetic - she was being rendered increasingly ugly, simply that; and becoming uglier still with every successive swipe of those clippers.

				It was an observation not helped by her hollow eyes, reddened and swollen still and the aftermath of the viciously spirit-crushing caning she had so recently received. The legacy of the latter correction burned across the full width of her buttocks and the rear of her thighs as if she had been seated in a puddle of acid rather than the yielding leatherette of a well padded barber’s chair. Nor was that impression discouraged by her pallor. The girl’s face, having been for so long removed from the warming rays of the sun, had lost most, if not all, of the healthily glowing porcelain clarity that had once so notably and pettily graced it. Where once there had been an attractive, intriguing, paleness to her features, there was now a sicklier, almost ghostly cast. In all truth, Lavinia Vitesse possessed now the consumptive complexion one might expect of someone having been kept locked away for some considerable time - in short; the complexion of a prisoner.

				Then, with the angry buzz of the electric clippers now mercifully curtailed, came the lathering; the soap, with its supported load of stubble, being swept with slow deliberate strokes of the razor from front to back, the nurse flicking the mess with some disdain from the cut-throat’s blade onto the girl’s PVC-covered lap at the culmination of each sweep.

				Then came a second lathering: Lavinia could only sit numbly watching as, helplessly, she was shorn of the remains of that once so beauteous mane, deprived of that one thing she had been so proud of all her life, her crowning glory. As twisted and tortured, psychologically, as one suffering the torment of the rack or some godforsaken penitent writhing under the inquisition’s lash, she was being forced to witness the vestiges of those wondrous, once breathtaking raven waves, reduced first to stubble, then shaved to a glossed-pink satin smoothness - the last remnants of hair and lather being washed off the razor at every stroke in a bid to achieve as close a shave as possible.

				Two more slaps landed, first one to her left cheek, then one to her right. Yet again she forced her eyes back to the mirror, to that pink bald shining pate - it was the psychological aspect to the punishment, an aspect that all punishments in the unit had to accommodate. This was something she really should have learnt by now: mirrors were rarely encountered in the unit and where they were it had very little to do with vanity - quite the opposite in fact.

				Now she would welcome the horrid little black wig when they offered it, with its awful, artificial nylon sheen and its ungainly pair of outward-curving, collar-length braided pigtails, each tied in a ridiculously-oversized green and white striped nylon bow. They’d have her beg for it - and of course she would.

				The Device

				Seemingly seconds later and Matron was back. A nurse to each side of her and each taking her by an elbow, Lavinia found herself manoeuvred to the far side of the room and moments later secured in an obstetric examination chair with legs spread. For a moment Matron stood with hands on hips, observing the girl’s embarrassed squirming with disdain - then finally she spoke, softly, carefully, as if each syllable held some secret power over her helpless charge:

				“The new schoolroom dormitory mistress is somewhat concerned about your masturbatory habits.

				We’ll have to do something about that - it shouldn’t be a problem. It’s nothing to worry about, just a short procedure...quite painless I assure you.”

				It had only required a local anaesthetic. The device had been designed to be anchored by a series of surgical platinum wire sutures while being held in position by way of a pair of expanders, the latter something of a misnomer since the tool’s sole function here was in keeping the prophylactic device compressed until the retaining sutures were in place. Matron had carried out the work personally, qualified as she was on two levels; as the prophylactic’s principle designer and by dint of her surgical gynaecological prophylaxis experience.

				In overall profile the device itself conformed much to the expected shape of the female genitalia. Constructed of pink rubber and reinforced internally with surgical-grade spring-steel, the thing basically consisted of three concentric rings, each supported one within the another. The two outermost rings were spaced around one centimetre apart and were roughly ovoid in shape, the central ring was somewhat smaller and of circular cross-section.

				The outer ovoid ring was intended to act, once fitted, to part the outer-labia much in the way the standard vaginal grommet did. As with the latter, inset and evenly spaced around the periphery were small platinum-lined eyelets: they had glittered like so many stars under the surgery lights as Matron, delicately cradling it between her hands as if a newborn, had proudly held the thing up before the terrified girl’s face - these were to ultimately take the platinum-wire sutures that would anchor it in place. Where this new device differed, however, was that, positioned centrally and running front to back, from apex to apex, it was bisected by a narrow bar, the latter having a parabolic upward-curving profile - this had been Matron’s own innovation and one that she at least considered to be the fruit of sheer genius.

				Concentrically mounted and supported at the very centre of this bar was the second ovoid ring, the supporting bar opening up to contain it at this point. Being of a slightly smaller diameter the intention was that this ring should, upon fitting, penetrate and hold dilated a girl’s inner labia; the latter having to be manually teased and distended through the narrow void formed between the inner and outer rings at that time.

				In its turn this latter ring, carried at its centre the circular ring; this being of a far deeper section as compared to the two ovoid outer rings formed what should more properly be described as a sleeve.

				When in situ this tubular sleeve was designed to project some two centimetres upward, thus penetrating and invading, albeit to the slightest degree, the wearer’s person, while externally it would project some three centimetres downwards. On the outside of the wearer’s body then, this tubular device would terminate proud of the longitudinal supporting bar and yet, because of the latter’s upward curving profile, it would finish up, once in place, flush with her outer labia. The final centimetre or so of this outward projecting section was both internally and externally threaded so as to allow for the later addition and retention of a variety of prophylactic accessories. Indeed, the sole purpose of this sleeve was to act as a supporting guide for such accessories.

				In the absence of any such addition, its modest internal penetration had been calculated, taking into account the achievable labial dilation, to ensure a degree of clearance be maintained between the said sleeve and the vaginal walls.

				From an aesthetic point of view the result was likely to be unfortunate; It had been considered likely that during the fitting process the inner labia would have to be manually manipulated through the guiding voids between the ovoid rings and taken with the expected outer labia dilation it was likely that the former lips would culminate distended beyond the natural confines of the latter.

				To Matron’s viewpoint; that even the neatest and sweetest fig would likely be thus rendered quite hideous in the gynaecological detail of its exposure was merely a regrettable consequence of a measure designed to be of benefit to both the health and moral welfare of her charges. The hospital had rigorous standards of feminine hygiene and prophylactic care and it was her duty to ensure the upkeep of those standards. Besides, the privately-lewd behaviour she had observed, or imagined she had, in some of the young women placed in her care had to be curtailed for their own good - such behaviour could be injurious to health.

				Sometimes discipline, even if enforced with the cane, tawse, birch rod or martinet, was not enough in itself. Sometimes there was no option other than to remove the object of temptation, lock it away from slender exploring fingers. Then there were the haughty, vain attitudes that some of them when they first arrived; a little loss of self-respect never did that type any harm.

				It had not been a hurried process, nor could it be; not that Matron would unnecessarily prolong a procedure no matter how sensorially savoury. The greater complexity of this device as compared to the standard vaginal grommet demanded, in turn, a far more elaborate arrangement of sutures. In addition the integral catheter support could only be utilised during the fitting procedure, a restriction that forced a decision be made as to whether the girl was to be catheterised; retrospective catheterisation would entail the removal and refitting of the entire prophylactic device and was to be avoided if at all possible.

				There had been a brief exchange of views between the two doctors present; as with any procedure a consensus of medical opinion had to be reached, anything less would have been unethical and more importantly illegal. The affirmative decision had been a foregone conclusion, the discussion largely academic; in the absence of catheterisation some obstruction to urine flow was an inevitable consequence of the device’s comprehensive design. The choice of catheter had been an easy one, based on the constraints of the device’s catheter support and the requirement to remain in situ for up to six months at a time, the latter being the longest time period between inspections, for which the entire device would by necessity have to be removed and the procedure repeated.

				The catheter had been duly fitted, the girl experiencing only the merest of sensations and certainly no discomfort although, momentarily, she had had a faint perception of needing to pee. That the latter sensation would resurface in the fullness of time; that it was to be her constant companion despite the continuous draining of her bladder, was beyond doubt. Matron’s expert hand had manoeuvred the tubing up through the girl’s urethra as far as her bladder, leaving it in contact in such a way that it would continue to apply a gentle unrelenting pressure on that organ.

				The short length left protruding externally broadened at its extremity whereupon it was designed specifically to couple with an extension integral to the prophylactic device, or grommet as they referred to it. The latter extension emerged from the device, once fitted, to drain into the girl’s knickers in the form of a six centimetre length of pink ribbed rubber tubing of around 1½ centimetres external diameter and with all the appearance of a diminutive, shrivelled, piglet’s tail of a penis. This visualisation was encouraged somewhat by the protrusion’s thickened terminus whereupon the utility was provided of seamless and leak proof docking to the hanging bladder-reservoir of what, institutionally, were referred to as ‘ sample collection knickers’ but are more colloquially known as ‘piss pants’.

				Generally a girl’s catheter would simply drain into her knickers to be dealt with by her incontinence towel, initially that would be the case with this girl, but the problems matron had encountered with urine sample collection had led her to pursue other, alternative, avenues. One of these had led to her trialling of the aforementioned ‘ sample collection knickers’ and her more recent decision, with the doctor’s approval, to eventually introduce them as standard in the schoolroom.

				The word ‘eventually’ was apt in this situation, summarising Matron’s long procrastination in this matter. To many people, the sight of a girl bedecked of ‘sample collection knickers’ would be the absolute epitome of humiliation - and so it was for Matron, for whom humiliation was a quality seen in a most positive light.

				However, to matron the pendulous yellow shadowed appendage disrupted the aesthetics of the female form, the flow of the girl’s curves, and the waddling gait it dictated and inspired she found unsightly. Yet the utility was beyond question, the psychological impact would be profound. On the other hand, no matter how efficient the absorbency there was a certain lewdness associated with the concept of a catheter’s unrelenting draining into a girl’s knickers.

				There was a piquancy of a similar magnitude to the enforced passive anal leakage associated with the anal grommet when fitted. The subject had imposed on her in that way so many dependencies - she was made dependent on her incontinence pants, dependent on the absorbency of her towel; most of all there was that deliciously humiliating and childlike dependency on her nurse she would experience once the inevitable soiling occurred.

				The girls wore incontinence knickers, they all did - was it not only right, therefore, that they should in actuality be incontinent? But beyond that, and most importantly, was it not right that they should feel incontinent, that they should be constantly reminded of that fact?

				For this girl, from now on her ‘examination pants’ would indeed live up to their name. Her vagina was going to gape through the transparent crotch window, the outer lips distended, darkly shadowed beyond the confines of the gusset, the inner labia squeezed smearing and smudging up against the steamy-moist polythene gusset panel.

				As for the girl, herself; she would soon learn to appreciate the futility of guilty fumbling. True those sensitive lips would protrude, would ache for attention unbearably, but that all important release button, the clitoris, might as well have been excised. The protective rubber clitoris hood, with its internal stiff coiled-wire reinforcement, would always separate her fingers from her release.

				And yet fingers of another sort were to be granted access, would not be denied in fact; internally, a fine soft latex fringe would tantalise and brush gently with the slightest of movements.

				In the coming months, even years, Matron and the section psychiatrist would decide, Lavinia would learn to rock back and forth like the imbecile she was one day destined to become. Deliciously subtle sensations, sometimes even wonderful, heavenly sensations, would pursue her toward a quest without end, towards an all consuming and never ending obsession with unobtainable perfection. Forever in the foot-hills, the highest slopes might just be attainable if the girl were to apply the utmost concentration but always the final ascent would be just too steep, the summit forever out of reach, but only just, tantalisingly just the wrong side of normality.

				As for 30C, this treatment was going to do her the world of good. Dress her in her ‘examination pants’ with this dilating grommet in place like some permanent speculum; why, it was going to work wonders for her, no doubt about it. Pride was, after all, a sin and sin must be punished, it must be exorcised and expunged.

				Externally the health-professional exuded detached efficiency, her expression, passive, inscrutable; simmering below, Matron, the woman, was breathless, floating in an untouchable, dreamlike reality. Here was a reality lying beyond mere rules, ethics and imposed limitations - a reality that owed its substance, the possibility, truth and probability to the carte-blanch freedom so uniquely afforded by this oh so very special institution.

				Now trundling the hapless young thing strapped helplessly in her wheelchair onward towards the locked, steel-gated security of the unit they called the ‘schoolroom’, or more precisely the dormitory appended to it, the woman could feel the beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead. She’d have the girl across her knees while seated on the bedside; knickers down and then a good hard strapping across her bare behind with the Scottish tawse she carried. Then it would be off to bed with the girl, nice and early and ready for the new ‘school’ day in the morning.

				The girl was going to have much to get used to. Much had changed in her absence and the plans that had now been put in place for the girl’s future were far reaching and now led to a place the girl could have no concept of. Suffice it to say that her residency in the ‘schoolroom’ might well be a brief one, but if the section psychiatrist and the girl’s guardian had their way, it might well prove the least of her troubles; and by far the preferable fate. Certainly preferable to being lovingly guided into a world of mental illness and derangement, terminating in indefinite confinement or at best being placed ‘in service’ - perhaps under the control of the girl’s own guardian... Placed as a servant in her own home; how galling for her!

			

		

	
		
			
				Lavinia Goes Back To School (Again)

				This was it, her first day back in that ‘classroom’ of theirs since being officially committed under the mental heath act. It was all official now and yet they had her back in this place - a madhouse indeed!

				She was to copy out a multiplication table; it was totally spurious and being purely of the research workers’ devising, bore scant resemblance to any truth or logic. The detailed make up of each such table she would subsequently be obliged to learn would be just as random - being computer-generated. In this way with each imposition or learning task having virtually guaranteed mutual exclusivity from any previous work, there was nothing that might constitute a pattern that could be discerned and that might allow the more astute girl to benefit from her previous impositions by easing the take up and recall of the new.

				Rote learning and recital were the key principles in force here. Though those faceless individuals in charge of the place, on setting up the regime, would have known only too well that such ritualistic learning by memorizing was not the optimal learning method, since it focuses only on the transfer of information and misses the purpose of learning, it mattered not. Learning was not of primary concern here in any case. The true raison d’être, as with everything else this small, select unhappy band of young women were exposed to - be it the cruel social seclusion of the no talking rule, the personality-submerging restriction of the stifling and humiliatingly juvenile school uniform or the seemingly ever more petty and never-ending lists of rules and regulations which had to be adhered to and repeated verbatim at the drop of a hat - was discipline, pure and simple.

				And that requirement for discipline was served well by the need to keep up, to concentrate; not only on recording the dictation, but doing so without recourse to correction - and while maintaining a near perfect copper-plate hand. It denied even the brightest among them sufficient pause as to press into employment any learning and recall strategies she might have picked up through her past academic endeavours. Indeed, there was insufficient mental freedom allowed them as to consider anything else; it kept them grounded within their physical surrounds, the escape of daydreams, of imagination, of wonder, was barred them at every turn.

				To young Lavinia Vitesse none of this was entirely new, of course. But even so, there had been changes-a-plenty in her absence, far reaching changes, refinements going far beyond the outward appearance of the girls themselves - though the new uniform was a drastic enough departure in itself, and not one Lavinia welcomed.

				For one thing, in addition to the new school mistress, a new dormitory mistress had been installed, the previous woman having been transferred to another experiment. Not that Lavinia Vitesse was to know anything about that, it had nothing to do with her - she was just another test-subject.

				This new woman had brought with her an entire legacy and an approach almost entirely built on the quite unreasonable bitterness she still felt having been dismissed some time previously from a fairly high-flying post in which she had been entrusted with the management and control of the entire secure wing of a psychiatric hospital. That this had only been following a whole series of allegations of serious staff misconduct, involving the long-term psychological and physical abuse of patients, seemed to have escaped her. That she had been lucky to escape legal redress, a lengthy investigation having implicated her in “fostering or allowing to develop” what had become a “deeply entrenched institutional culture of inappropriate treatment” had done little to ameliorate the resentment she now carried with her.

				Someone, then, had ‘blown the whistle’; someone had betrayed her trust. There would be no whistleblowers here; no namby-pamby care workers to throw in their penny’s worth, no investigative committee to poke, pry and probe. Indeed her unique style of management was something not only condoned but to be actively encouraged. Someone had to pay for the humiliation that still stung her and the scent of corruption that tainted the air around her - and what better salve could there be than the humiliation of others.

				These girls she could equate quite happily with the mental patients she once had charge of. How they were treated once in the schoolroom per se each day, what they did in there, the school uniforms they wore; none of this was her doing and none of it was of interest to her. Once back in the dormitory however they became her girls once more: she was a psychiatric nursing expert and they were in her care.

				As far as she was concerned, once in her hands they were mental patients, pure and simple, that was all there was to it - was it not only right and proper that their regimen should reflect that fact? They were to be treated like mental patients and would be expected to behave like mental patients. They were to be allowed to do nothing for themselves, neither dress nor undress, nor feed themselves, nor even wipe their own bottoms.

				The three meals they received in the dormitory each day- breakfast, dinner and supper - were to be spoon fed to them by the nurses; each girl being obliged to sit up stiffly in her bed, dressed in her hospital-issue latex nightdress and plastic knickers and with her hands on her head, fingers tightly interlocked, both throughout the meal itself and while waiting. And with two nurses available to deal with six girls there would always be some element of waiting - but then, it all added to the atmosphere of control and discipline she wanted to foster.

				It went without saying they would have to be dressed appropriately. It was to be straight out of those school uniforms - that she would never have approved of in the first place, had it been up to her, they smacked far too much of normality - and into those night dresses and knickers she had specified, with their locking zippers, tamperproof waistbands and the wonderful adaptability of the flexible system of restraints they incorporated - these she deemed far more appropriate for good, well controlled mental patients.

				Not that she had neglected other, more conventional, means of restraint - six thick strong canvas and leather-strapped straitjackets, the traditional mainstay of any self-respecting mental hospital, were to be always close at hand should any of her patients show even the slightest hint of rebellion. As would be a heavy, yet supple, length of bamboo - not to mention a goodly selection of thick leather punishment straps of various lengths. Once caned in a straitjacket, the tight crotch strap conveniently and invitingly parting the full, heavy fleshy globes of her buttocks, a patient was never quite the same person again.

				From Lavinia’s point of view; back in the dormitory, initially the outward, physical, signs of change had been minimal - being largely confined to the sets of ‘humane’ restraints that now graced the rubber-covered mattresses of the institutional hospital-style beds with which the room was furnished. Now that she was ensconced in the schoolroom, however, and crammed into that little Victorian-styled, all-in-one, desk-and-chair combination, the implications of the new mistress’s innovations had begun to sink in.

				Here the new regime became tangible; right before her eyes it was exemplified in the form of the sturdy thick-limbed stool taking pride of place in front of the teacher’s desk and sharing the latter’s raised dais. Affixed to the floor by four, firmly bolted flange plates, the silvery steel of its square-section legs lay hidden within softly-pliable, white plastic, sleeves of the same geometry; lest they should become the source of inadvertent injury.

				As with all fixtures and furnishings, safety had to be paramount. It was a particularly pointed hypocrisy in this case, given the obvious utility of the thing. The whole was topped by a thickly padded saddle-like seat; the latter, being possessed of a deeply curving profile, was rendered markedly unsuitable for any usual purpose, yet bearing, as it did, a strikingly reciprocal relationship to the average female abdomen, its functionality seemed glaring. Broad restraining straps, as white as the snow-like walls and fitments, hung from all four legs at a point just below its top; others waited at floor level on the right-hand side, while two more, mounted some quarter of the way up the thing’s left legs were clearly intended for a miscreants wrists, the latter being furnished with dangling cuffs so as to allow for some flexibility of fixture.

				A far broader strap hung from each side of the seat itself, that from the side nearest the teacher furnished with a thick white buckle of particularly robust appearance, and, as if to confirm the intent, if confirmation should have been required, a lengthy and substantial brown leather strap of perhaps seven centimetres in breadth lay casually discarded diagonally across its top. At the latter implement’s extremities it spilled and flopped heavily over opposed corners of the punishment-stool’s top - for how else should one term such a fixture - and whereas the warm-brown leather drew the eye, being the only object within the room not of perfect white, and intentionally so, the flesh-blistering pattern of one centimetre diameter piercings, each lovingly and painstakingly punched through, could do little other than chill the onlooker to the marrow.

				Having been seated at the most forward desk of one of the two columns of three such, there being six desks in all, that stool stood immediately before her and to her right, forming the apex of an imaginary equilateral triangle, the latter’s baseline being that drawn between the centre points of the two front desks.

				The thing would dominate her field of vision should she glance up from her work, if she should have the temerity to do so. And beyond the overt threat of that stool, the elevated figure of the ‘teacher’ loomed over them all; the woman’s mere presence heavy-hanging, depressing and steeped in an oppressive aura that seemed able to darken the very air itself, despite the shadowless perma-lit surroundings.

				The fixture was positioned side-on to the class and from that perspective the thickly padded top seemed to arch over in addition to sloping downwards, as it did, from right to left by some thirty-five degrees to the horizontal. In practice, this latter feature proved to be of just sufficient area as to accommodate the mid-torso region of a typically-built young woman of their age group, from the in-curving of the waist, just above the hips, to just below the shoulders and was possessed of a gently curving lateral cross-section, the latter clearly intended to stabilise, when put to use, the writhing form strapped down upon it.

				Once the attached broad leather strap had been fastened across the small of the miscreant’s back, her head and shoulders would be left free to hang down over the front edge - an ironically decreed degree of freedom in that, in actuality, it served to add to the subject’s sense of helplessness. Similarly, to the rear, the hips were free to swivel - at least up until that point in the proceedings when the ankle and knee cuffs would be fitted and their tethers correctly tensioned.

				Both these sets of fetters were hung from nylon-covered flexible steel cables - thin but strong. Those intended for the knees originated from the underside of the anterior lip of the stool’s top - the left-hand side as viewed by the class - at the point at which the front legs rose to meet it. Conversely, the restraints meant for the ankles originated from below the stool’s top at its posterior - this being directly beneath the point at which the girl’s hips would be pressed firmly into the leather once she was correctly restrained.

				Once the padded medical restraints were fastened and locked off around the relevant body parts, the supporting cables could then be wound in by a pair of ratcheted pulleys built into the device’s underside and cranked by hand, the teacher or nursing assistant turning a pair of handles mounted on the far side of the top until the requisite tension was achieved. In this manner the miscreant’s knees would first be tightly drawn in, until tightly tucked up under and close to the point from which the girl’s shoulders hung. The ankle shackles would then be similarly drawn in until a position was reached roughly two thirds of the way up the stool’s rear legs - at which stage, if everything had been correctly adjusted, the soles of the girl’s feet would be presented to the rear and slightly inclined to the observer’s viewpoint.

				In a similar manner, wrist restraints, hanging from tethers originating from a point beneath of the rear of the stool’s top, when attached to the miscreant’s wrists and correctly tensioned, would stretch the subject’s arms back along either side of the padded top. A laterally protruding curved lip or channel, extending along each side of the top, provided additional support and ensured that the miscreant’s hands would be correctly presented - outstretched to the rear with palms uppermost - along with the soles of her feet for the sweet kiss of the martinet, should the mistress require it.

				Overall, a girl so restrained resembled nothing more than so much trussed poultry - semi dressed, decorated and fit for any butcher’s shop window display.

				A less dignified arrangement would be difficult to imagine; anything could be done to a girl in this position - and practically anything would be. Wherever it be the semi-legitimized insertion of suppositories, the application of a vaginal douche, colonic irrigation or enema - a reminder that this private little world was in fact embedded within a medical facility - or the decidedly dubious, far from legitimate procedure of fiendishly and expertly enforced sexual arousal, no stone was left unturned when it came to the humiliation of the subject. After all, this was all in the name of ‘disciplinary reformation’ - a term which in reality meant no less than the complete and utter subjugation of a girl’s will.

				This was something Lavinia has already come to appreciate, having been presented to the new schoolroom mistress in the privacy of the woman’s own ‘office’ - in fact a compact and intimate little side room leading off of the side of the classroom, bereft of furniture save a single wingback armchair-recliner. The latter was a huge thing, clothed not in the customary soft white leatherette but rather in the unmistakable luxury of real hide, its pungent aroma mingling with an unaccustomed musky note that hinted of intimacy and that hung around it like some damning aura of perversion.

				Other than the chair itself, there had seemed little initially that might be remarked upon. True the room was small - little more than a cubicle in actuality. True, it lacked even the customary frosted-glass window, as might be expected elsewhere cringing behind its protective crisscrossed grid of tough nylon or plastic. No, what had really singled out this room, in Lavinia’s mind - something that had only become apparent once the door had closed behind them and that to most would have been no cause for comment in any case -was the provision of both handle and lock on the inside of the door. Even the therapist’s room and the doctor’s office could only be opened from the outside - presumably at a signal from the therapist or doctor; although how this was given the girl had ever been able to fathom exactly.

				As for the chair itself; it resided in one corner - orientated at forty-five degrees and position far enough out from the walls as to allow for it to be fully reclined as required, it dominated the room. If the winged back and buttoned leather upholstery gave it command over the space, then it was the sinister attachments and the strange contouring of the seat that had dominated the girl’s thoughts, from the very moment she had set eyes on it. Commanded to kneel before it she had been reluctant, hesitant...no, more than hesitant - it would have been fair to say that she had been frozen in place - such had been its sinister aspect.

				The girl of course had expected a stroke or two of the cane across the backs of her legs, or to be ordered to raise her skirt and drop her knickers, for such defiance. But no such command had come. If she had but thought about it, she would have realised; the space was far too constrained to wield a cane with any real intent in any case. She might, instead, have been treated to that woman’s tried and trusted palm, slapping to and fro across her face, stinging in turn first one apple-dimpled cheek then the other. But no, not in that room - that was not how it was done in that room.

				It was a quiet room, a peaceful room, a discreet and private space in which a woman of a certain disposition might at times expect to take sultry pleasure from one or other of her charges should she so desire... And that woman would so desire, often. Her appetite was insatiable - and tempted more by the exquisite piquancy of having the power of coercion over a bevy of ‘straight’ girls.

				Bringing an already enamoured girl to her knees - a young woman in whom her particular predilection was reflected - was all well and good and exciting enough in its own way. Lovingly breaking a ‘straight’ girl to her will, gradually wearing down her resistance, crushing her spirit, taking her time... Ah!, that was something to be savoured. It was the procedure itself, the means to the end, the route taken, that was most important to her - how often it seemed to outshine the culminating ecstasy. Not that it had to end there - her inventive mind could structure a girl’s life to heap degradation upon degradation, each step chipping a little more from a girl’s sense of pride and self-respect until finally nothing would be left. And the more abhorrent a girl found a particular act she was forced to perform, the greater the pleasure she would take from it.

				It was an intimate little room and one possessing a mood all of its own - one all too easily rudely shattered to countenance the brute force and violence of the cane or the strap. It was a place in which a girl learned to bow to forces other than the mere physical, where her will would be gently moulded rather than shattered and her predilections and preferences, given time, reshaped accordingly. The instrument of correction here was inevitably the dossier left lying casually open on the seat or on the floor beside it, the girl’s patient identifier prominent in twenty point bold black at the top of each page.

				It was an effective and subtle tool. Indeed Lavinia’s initial reluctance had been dealt with in that manner - and she had always been particularly squeamish over such matters; she had always considered the act she was to perform, even in imagination, abhorrent in the extreme, a perversion. Without a word the woman had simply picked up the document, her long black leather skirt swishing and creaking as she moved about the room, and, with ballpoint in hand, began scribbling a few brief notes - observations that could so easily append far more than a brief extension to a girl’s residence. Then, carelessly tossing the buff folder onto the seat, she had pointed again to the area of the floor just in front of the chair.

				“I’d get down on your knees right away if I were you. I’ve just recorded a couple of observations in your patient record that I wouldn’t be surprised will delay your case review by... I don’t know... six months or so, perhaps? It would only take a couple more reports along the lines of those I have just made, along with a suitably worded recommendation from your therapist, for you to find that your review date has been cancelled entirely and that you are facing a least a further year, if not two years, before the board next considers your case.

				Do I have to spell it out to you girl? As it is you’re going to be in my hands for the next two and a half to three years -do you want to make that closer to five years? Because if you do, that’s fine by me; I’ll just have a quick word with the doctor, make a couple recommendations and it’ll all be sorted out. I’ll have it back in here tomorrow - and the day after that and the day after that if necessary; and each time you refuse to do as you’re told I’ll have no option other than to record another couple of negative observations.

				You keep trying my patience and I’ll make damn well sure that when you do come before the committee you fail their appraisal dismally. And don’t think I can’t - there are many things we can do to you over the next couple years or so to ensure that, by that time, you will have arrived at, shall we say... an appropriate mindset.”

				And so, defeated, she had knelt... The cleft-like indentation that she had noted at the front of the seat had been the first to give away its secret - it was simply where the chin rest fitted. A cap-like basket-mesh of leather strap-work had free ends that once located in buckles mounted at seat level on the front of the oversized scrolled-leather armrests worked in concert with the latter’s deep dimple to stabilise the head. A set of leather cuffs were positioned on either side of the chair, affixed to its outer surface at around the point at which the rolled armrests tucked under to form the sides and located towards the rear - a similar pair were located at the midpoint, halfway along each side. These, she had quickly come to realise, were intended to securely enwrap the wrists and elbows, respectively, of the kneeler, obliging a suitably supplicating - not to mention humiliating - hugging posture be adopted.

				As for the brace of three centimetre wide straps snaking languidly out on the carpet from their anchor points at the front corners of the chair’s base; they had been next to be pressed into service. She had an initially overlooked their sinister white leather presence, her eyes fooled by the snowy thick-piled carpeted background - but then again, perhaps she had preferred not to see. The effect of the knee-restraint straps - for such was their function - on her posture, on the other hand, was something she had not been able to ignore. Once pulled through their buckles and tightened they had drawn the girl’s knees - widely, almost painfully, spread - close in to the front of the chair base, stretching the sinews of her crotch like guitar strings and forcing her down on her haunches, giving her torso a pleasing upward slant and causing her head to be slightly tilted back as if an eagerness to please.

				All that had remained then was for her new mistress to lift her skirt, swing a leg over the kneeling girl’s back and then let herself slip forward down on the seat, draping the folds of her voluminous skirt back over her spread knees, and over Lavinia’s horrified features, before reclining back, her arms resting comfortably on the yielding rolled leather of the armrests, to await her pleasure.

				Beneath that stifling heavy black leather tent the overpowering musk of the woman’s scent had first overwhelmed her senses, then a warm, velvet wetness engulfed her nose and lips - and she had been filled with revulsion such as she had never experienced before. She had known immediately what was required of her but initially could not bring herself to acquiesce to the woman’s wishes, notwithstanding the weight of duress resting on her. But then, muffled behind the weighty folds of fabric and half hidden behind the creaking of leather and the rasp of the woman’s nylon stockings she had heard the woman’s unmistakably public school accent.

				“Now, now... let me think. How should I describe your psychological state today - disturbed, delusional perhaps? Maybe, even psychotic?”

				She had felt something brush her back and then settled gently on the top of her head and knew instinctively it was her dossier.

				How reluctantly her tongue had slipped out then, how distastefully it had sought out the warm salt of sweat and slippery secretions of arousal. Nevertheless it had been extended and it had been put to work, snaking in an out and round and round - and all under the most detailed and demanding instruction. She had hated herself for it at the time and it disgusted her still, just as she now disgusted herself - she knew she would be put to use again and again from now on, in similar and even more degrading ways. And she would submit, that was the worst of it, she knew she always would submit...

				Her head jolted up instinctively at the sound of the ‘teacher’s voice and she adopted the requisite attentive posture; bolt upright and stiff backed. Not that there was much danger of failing to conform to the latter requirement, the rigid backboard fitted within her corselette saw to that - just as the stiffened, high, collar of the school blouse she had been put in had kept her chin from coming to rest on the bib-like bodice of her gymslip. She had been ‘nodding’, she knew - she was so tired she could barely keep her eyes open. Everything kept fading away and coming back, yet she knew she would have to concentrate to her fullest extent if she was to avoid a ‘good hard caning’. She knew it would be the same for the other five girls that made up the ‘class’ but that was of little consolation under the circumstances. It just wasn’t fair - they just weren’t being allowed to get enough rest.

				This was the new dormitory mistress’s doing - ‘structured sleep patterning research’ she called it. It involved their being gotten out of bed several times during the sleep period to provide urine and stool samples and once per ‘night’ to complete a psychological evaluation, a nurse sitting with each girl in turn and carefully circling with pencil the relevant option in response to the girl’s responses. During the latter procedure, those waiting or already dealt with were obliged to stand rigidly by their beds with their hands on their heads, other than on those occasions when, for one reason or another - usually some quite minor misdemeanour committed by one of their number - they had been placed in straitjackets of course.

				Then there were all the other little rituals and procedures the woman had introduce to fill in their time outside of the class room. The only way to implement this new regimen was to cut back on the length of their sleep periods. Whatever the rationale, the result was a chronic deprivation of sleep. And this was something of apparent fascination to the research team running the study - in particular they seemed interested, in combination with the ‘teaching’ methods, in the effects on the long term memories their subjects. Indeed, many of those psychological evaluation questions seemed to involve their recalling knowledge, in one form or another, from their past education - and Lavinia, for one, was finding more and more often that she was having difficulty grasping ideas and recalling facts from subject areas she had once though herself most competent in.

				It was as if all those tables and gibberish she was being forced to learn and relearn were somehow clogging up her mind. She would be asked a question, perhaps whether or not she knew the French for cheese - and she had passed a higher qualification in spoken French - and try as she might she couldn’t quite get it. It would be on the tip of her tongue but then a multiplication table, or some other gibberish she had been obliged to chant parrot-fashion over and over all day, would intrude into her thoughts and just block it out.

				This seemed to please the researchers - she would fail, perhaps even shed a tear of frustration, and the nurse would simply smile reassuringly, perhaps place an arm around her shoulder, and say that it was good and that it didn’t matter, that she wasn’t to worry about it and that they were pleased with her progress...But tired or not the ‘teacher’ was talking and she had to pay attention:

				“Ok, girls, fingertips on shoulders, elbows smartly out to the sides. Not like that, 16S, you stupid girl! That’s better, elbows right back, nice and tight. Now, class, I’m glad to report that every one of you finally managed to get through your multiplication tables successfully in the last session. There were one or two stumbles and corrections, to be sure, but generally I’m satisfied that you finally have them drummed into those thick heads of yours.”

				Six pairs of wide eyes stared fixedly ahead, locked on to the white board or more accurately, the long, thin, tapering cane that hung along side it; near-on one and one half metres of whippy white-plastic perfection, capable, under expert wielding, of a finely resolved and graduated chastisement, from the faintest, stingily-pink, lines, through raised and purpling wheals of throbbing agony to the actual splitting of velvet peach pink flesh, drawn drum-tight through hairpin-bent, ankle-grasping and straight-legged stance. The latter was to be feared the most, the final eight to ten centimetres, would be skilfully landed, the taper increasing markedly and aggressively over that distance, down to a mere two or three millimetres in diameter at its extremity. The immediate physical pain might well be lessened in comparison by the adoption of this technique, but the psychological pain would grow exponentially with each cut - as the understanding would dawn that such a flawlessly satin-white curvaceous expanse of flesh as would render breathless even the most unaffected of bystanders was being systematically and quite deliberately marred.

				It was the horror one might feel if forced to witness the irreparable defacing of an exquisite, irreplaceable artwork, but to the individual girl it was a horror brought closer to home, internalised and personalised. It was no less than the murder of self esteem, the destruction of dreams, aspirations and of prospects; her buttocks permanently marked, her body, to some, perhaps her best if not only asset, defiled, blemished, disfigured, her worth lessened, at least in her own eyes and such was the intent after all was said and done.

				There was little reaction expressed in those eyes, little more than a nervous tick around the corners of a mouth or across a pale cheek, certainly none would risk a smile, even had she some sufficient lightness of heart, nevertheless the relief was somehow palpable: There would be no such punishment for the moment. Each and every young woman present was grateful for the effort of her nameless and unknowable compatriots; the failing of any one of them would have been cause enough for the punishment of them all. Such was the system here, such had been the result of the previous four tests; every last one of them could still feel the cost throbbing across their sweating, rubber-encased buttocks.

				The woman standing at the head of the class, seemingly having barely paused long enough to draw breath, continued on in the same vein, warming to her subject with mock-enthusiasm;

				“Today we are going to start work on learning a new set of tables.

				I understand the limitations with what I have to work with here; I realise that none of you are too bright, I accept that all of you have psychological impairments of one form or another, or you wouldn’t have been sent here in the first place, and I realise that one or two of you are particularly slow learners...but I do not intend to put up with any more of the sort of nonsense we have just had over learning this last set.”

				As she spoke she had begun to pace up and down, threading her way between the rows of desks, pausing on occasion to stroke the slender nape of a girl’s neck, gently tuck her fingers under a stiffly starched blouse collar or under a gymslip’s taut shoulder-strap, pausing to trace its lie over the striped, puff-shouldered blouse, briefly trickling pianist-nimble fingertips down behind the front of the bib-like bodice and over thimble-stiffening nipples, the latter perkily-presented and thrusting hopefully from within their sheaving of sheer, fine-weave cotton.

				“I have seen little children perform better than you at learning their ‘times tables’. Look at yourselves, you’re supposed to be grown women, all you have to do is learn a few multiplication tables but you are either too lazy, too stupid or both. We’ve had to dress you like children, treat you like children, just to get you to behave yourselves; you look ridiculous sitting there in those gymslips, blouses and ties, even children of ten would feel ridiculous in those outfits. And how many ten-year-olds do you think we would have to be put in diapers and rubber pants? Hmmm?

				Do you know what? I, for one, think you should look ridiculous...because you quite plainly are ridiculous. Well, I can tell you this: from this day forth you will be lazy no longer. From today I am going to drastically shorten the time allowed for you to achieve the learning outcomes required of you for each task set. This time there are going to be just four sessions before I set the first test...and I’ll expect each and every one of you to know all of your new tables from one to twelve verbatim by that time. Make no mistake, I mean all of you - one mistake from any one of you and you are all going to be out here over my desk, one at a time, with your nasty smelly little knickers down, your diapers piled around your ankles and your big fat buttocks bouncing and dancing under my cane.”

				“Right, girls...listen, copy...begin.”

				The woman’s poise was of the most elegantly-authoritative confidence; assertive in the extreme. She was a walking anachronism; an aura of authority surrounded her as if a bubble of some substance, some remnant of an earlier era, having somehow intruded into our own, had engulfed her, bringing forth with it the very essence of that past time. Outdated attitudes, Victorian values and social moirés, long since forgotten, had been reinvigorated in that room by the power of will alone. Personified by her - and made manifest in her - these were mere abstractions yet somehow were made tangible, as much by her dress, her attitude and the authority in her voice as by the riding switch she habitually carried.

				She strolled up and down slowly between the two columns of low-slung school desks, each a white-plastic facsimile of a Victorian schoolroom design with seat and top combined.

				Her stockings swished and whispered softly beneath her closely-fitted knee-length black leather skirt, her white satin mandarin-collared blouse slithered seductively beneath her calf-length white doctor’s coat, the latter worn open, the blouse’s pearl buttons catching the light on their spherical surfaces, lying nestling between the woman’s aggressively thrusting breasts. Her right-hand was en-gloved in soft white kid, a white leather loop attaching a finely tapering white switch to her wrist ran between her fingers and she toyed with the cane seemingly absent-mindedly as she walked.

				From speakers hidden and secreted around the room the electronically synthesised sound of a school bell rang out and with that the pre-recorded lesson commenced. In response her charges bent to their task, craning over carefully copperplate-recorded transcriptions of the robotically delivered dictation, each forced to learn and relearn endless, mindless, useless nonsense simply to test whether or not in time, she would become unable to recall that which she had previously learnt elsewhere. This was not education - or anything like it - this was discipline for the sake of itself, but, moreover, this was the cruel and deliberate unravelling of years of education and social development.

				“Two times three equals five... three times three equals six... four times three equals seven... five times three equals nine...” The voice was authoritatively-feminine, cold, emotionless and virtually monotonal - insistent and without letup and going on, and on, and on...

				There would be seventeen hours of this, before bedtime, the girls using their bedpans at their desks at the allotted ‘toilet times’ and quietly filing out to take their meals at the circular table in the dormitory ward twice during the day. Different ‘teachers’ would take the class in shifts throughout the day, each of a similar stamp and each dressing virtually identically. There would be some small relief from the monotony of the regime; it was one welcomed, even yearned for, without exception - despite the deleterious effects that deep down they all suspected it had. At some point or other throughout the day, individually each and every one of them would be taken to the doctor’s room for an hour’s intensive interview. Psychological testing and appraisal or behaviour modification therapy; whatever the specifics, each would return sharing the same glassy-eyed detachment, requiring more than one rebuke from the teacher or even a stroke or two of the cane before satisfactory regaining her concentration on her work.

				These few digressions and distractions notwithstanding, the day would progress without change or interruption, as had the previous and as would those subsequently to follow, stretching off without end seemingly indefinitely into the future, each identically structured and largely indiscernible from any other. Even through the swirling fog of distress, even through the befuddled mire of thought patterns retrained, manipulated, sculpted and restricted by the unrelenting and unforgiving discipline of the place, even to a personality picked apart strand by strand and trapped within a mind progressively enfeebled by sensory impoverishment and isolation, there could be no further pretence.

				To Lavinia Vitesse it was now all too clear: this treatment would continue until those faceless individuals who had sanction it, and to whom there was presumably some sort of nefarious satisfaction to be had in the imposition of a regime of such strict discipline and punishment on a group of attractive young ladies, lost interest in their game. But by then they would undoubtedly have quite thoroughly broken her will.

				It might go on for years for all she knew. She would be left as hopelessly child-like as most of the others around her were already; she would be just one of six imbeciles, each left with little more ability to get by in society at large than a newborn babe. The tears came welling up - her hands flew instinctively to her face but only for an instant, only for as long as it took for instinct, brutally oppressed by discipline, to be overcome and denied. In fact her pen had barely left the paper; that was not the problem - it was the tears themselves that were the problem.

				Already the first few splashes were causing the ink to run, smudging her work. Her weeping redoubled - smudged work was untidy work...and untidy work meant six strokes of the cane...and already it had been noted, already the teacher’s cut-glass tones were berating her, already the woman was approaching, swishing her cane through the air with each stride...So soon...Her first schoolroom caning was coming; so soon, so soon - and in front of all those other poor cows.

				She’d held some vague notion of holding out, of keeping some flicker of hope alive in her self by inspiring some sort of spirit of rebellion in one or two of the others. But what chance would she have of that once they had witnessed her howling under the cane and every bit as bitterly and broken-heartedly as they did themselves.

				That chance was only ever an illusion in the first place. A girl such as Lavinia, despite the length of time she had already been detained, was still considered a ‘new’ girl. She would never have been placed into such a situation unless all those around her had already been satisfactory tamed - it ensured her social isolation, encouraged conformity. Nonetheless, a salutatory lesson was called for - and would soon be learnt...

				The girl from the desk to the right of her own was called out to the front with her - a tiny, timid sweet thing of perhaps eighteen or nineteen summers with huge soft blue eyes set in an elfin face and undoubtedly once the apple of her father’s eye, but now known simply as subject 12 S and kept near permanently teetering on the verge of tears.

				Subject 12 S, not patient 12 S: this was yet another change this new woman had wrought since having been placed in charge here. Elsewhere and ever since her admission Lavinia and the other luckless individuals like her she had come across had been spoken of as patient so-and-so.

				Perhaps the term ‘individual’ was itself somewhat of a misnomer here, in any case; a situation wherein the greatest care had been taken to exorcise all vestiges of individuality - where uniform, hairstyle, even hair colour, had been regimented to the point at which even the most flamboyant of personalities had been reduced to little more than a two-dimensional Xerox copy of an ideal.

				It was an ideal formed around an impossibly perfect image of docile Victorian childhood, synthesised from a thousand fantasies, born of a deeply repressed sexuality and congealed within an inventive mind twisted to devious cruelty by frustration - but it was an ideal to which these six young women, all of marriageable age, had been forced to conform.

				It was a mould crafted by a woman whose repressed lustful desires for her own sex could only be denied in displacing the physical hunger that drove her by the need to punish those that most tempted her taste buds. But more than this; the more she could possess psychologically those she found most attractive, the less need she felt to possess them physically - the more rigid the disciplinary control she could place a girl under, the stricter the regime she could devise for her, the greater the easing of her conscience. This insatiable appetite for the female form of hers could quite happily be displaced, in this way, by an equally zealous approach to the imposition of strict discipline - her ultimate satisfaction depended on their total subjugation to her will, it was as simple as that.

				To Lavinia, that change in nomenclature was important; somehow the term ‘patient’ still retained some quality about it indicative of referring to a human being, a person, even if the rest had been reduced to the status of a number and a single letter, even if there might be sinister overtones attached. But subject... a subject was just an object. They were trying to strip bare her soul - she was subject 30 S, this other one was subject 12 S... did that mean anything? Did that numerical difference infer anything of importance? What if that numerical value was somehow indicative of how long a girl had been resident here? Certainly the resigned air and cow-eyed vacant gaze of her neighbour did nothing to dispel the notion.

				And yet, she, herself, had no idea of how long she had been there - other than it was far longer than the three months they had promised her initially. Far, far longer - longer, even than the six-month extension she had subsequently signed up for. They could do that; the agreement had been written in that way, open-ended with a minimum six-month term. It was all perfectly legal - especially when backed up by that ‘change-of-status’ document they later had her sign, the point at which she had officially become a ‘voluntarily admitted’ mental patient. But then again, there was nothing voluntary about it now, was there? She now knew exactly what those doctors, professors, psychiatrists - or what ever they were - had been talking about: she had been ‘sectioned’ under the mental health act. As far as the world at large was concerned she was now just another mental patient, confined in a secure psychiatric hospital as she should be.

				In actuality it was worse even than that. Outside of these four walls, this strange pseudo-Victorian boarding-school-cum-prison, she was dead, as simple as that. Lavinia Vitesse had committed suicide on a lonely beach somewhere - or at least someone had gone to great lengths to make it appear so. And she didn’t have to lavish too much on conjecture to imagine who - or why... her guardian, that stuck-up, self-styled ‘Lady Madison Daisy Bartlett’. With her out of the way that woman, would have her dirty paws on it all. Why, she’d probably have bought herself a genuine title by now, she thought; one can do that sort of thing nowadays.

				So there hung the questions, strung out across her thoughts like shame-stained laundry that one tries one’s best to ignore yet still must deal with in one way or another: If she was subject 30S and had been kept there...Lord knows how long...then how long had subject 12S been kept there? Was there a subject 01S somewhere - and if so, how long had she been incarcerated? And... if her apparent suicide had been deliberately set up, if there hadn’t been some sort of mistake or confusion...then that would imply that the hospital, or some faction within its management, would have to have been in on it in one way or another. After all, a hospital spokesperson and other witnesses had sworn in court that she had left the grounds that day.

				But what of Aunt Julia, would she have had to have been in on it as well? And what about Aunt Julia’s psychotherapist friend, what was her involvement in all of this? And what of the ‘panel’, those professors who had questioned, examined and condemned her so readily - were they part of it too? Was it all just some great conspiracy to keep her locked up and out of the way, somehow organised and paid for by her guardian, Ms Madison Bartlett?

				She dismissed the thought almost as quickly as it had come to her: it was ridiculous, there were all those other girls for a start - there were five others in this section alone. Then there were the staff: in addition to Matron there were the nurses - and she knew that there were at least three or four involved - then there was the dormitory mistress and at least two women acting as school mistresses, not to mention the psychologist whose psychotherapy sessions she had to attend each day. It was ridiculous to think all of this could just have been put in place just for her benefit. Surely they couldn’t all be in on it... could they?

				“Arrrrghh!!!” it was her own voice, her own scream crashing and jarring in her ears - it had begun. A blinding, searing flash of pain slashing through her thoughts, flashing across her eyes - it was the first... the first of so many - so, so many, to come. She knew she had to count that stroke out loud, she knew she was supposed to express her gratitude that the woman should care to take the trouble to correct her behaviour so... but she couldn’t, nothing would come out. For the moment she could do nothing more than submerge herself deeper in the real horror, that truly sickening vein of cold terror that ran below the surface of the physical reality, undermining determination, fortitude and the rest and eroding even the intention of compliance. That level of submission, though lessening by far her punishment, required of her at least a modicum of active participation. As it was, all she could do was lie passively, awaiting the next stroke - and the next and the next after that... and, by her very passivity she had just earned herself an additional stroke, or rather the previous had counted for nothing.

				She had watched the procedure play itself out three times by the time it had come round to her turn - it had been arranged that way to stretch her nerves. First there would be the pierced, broad expanse of the heavy leather strap, slapping down across her naked buttocks time and time again, drawing out a skewed interleaving basket weave pattern of red and blue interspersed by an arrayed matrix of domed blisters wherever the leather strap had been drilled out - these persisting only for as long as it took for subsequently overlaid impacts to split, burst and flatten the skin in cruelly concerted agony.

				Then the martinet would be offered up to the naked rearward facing soles of her feet and the fine tapering strands of leather would be swung in from their leather-plaited handle, swishing through the air like a dozen or so miniature individual bull whips, each individual thong burning like ranks of red-hot needles of untold thousands in number. Once satisfied that the miscreant would rather not put feet to floor for many a long day, the upturned palms of the hands would each in turn receive the martinet’s stimulating caress - each whiplash stroke received there being well enough to bring most girls to tears in isolation.

				But for her, this was to be merely a preparatory punishment, the hors d’œuvre before the banquet so to speak. Finally, for her, there would come the main course - the caning proper would commence, all eighteen strokes of it. But that was be a minimum - that would be dependent on her tallying in each stroke correctly and displaying sufficient gratitude for each. In short, there would be no maximum other than by the discretion of the woman that now stood over her smiling, strap in hand. A cold-eyed, frigid and embittered sadistic lesbian; chronically frustrated and so repressed sexually as to be virtually incapable of release outside of this one avenue. What mercy would she be likely to show her?

				And this would not be the whippy, tapered plastic switch carried by Matron and her nurses, as vicious as that implement could be wielded in the right hands. No, far from it; this woman evinced the use of bamboo, but not any ordinary length of bamboo. From somewhere she had procured a genuine Victorian prison cane, a real antique that she kept pickled in brine to ensure both suppleness and resilience - it was meant to break a girl to her will, not the other way around after all. It was a brutal thing that undoubtedly in its time it had tamed many a hardened criminal - and for that it was most suited. Now it found utility in chastising the far more delicate flesh of the young ladies of the schoolroom - something even the most zealous Victorian disciplinarian would have of fought shy of.

				“Aaaarrrrgh!!!” Again that heavy-leather strap had cracked down. Still the words would not form. Still she could not call out the number, despite the knowledge that her failure to do so would only prolong her punishment - and that woman’s gratification. She could only scream, jerk in her bonds, then lie flaccid like a wet cloth, drenched in tears and sweat and sobbing like a toddler who has just watched her favourite teddy shredded by dogs.

				The despair was seemingly bottomless now - each fine, fraying strand of hope instantly countered by yet another objecting revelation... until, finally there were no more; the well was dry. That panel, the review board, those doctors - they must all have been duped somehow; surely they would be on her side...But... even if they were genuine, her case wasn’t scheduled for review for another two years - and that, as she now understood it, was only when they would start gathering evidence, observing her progress. And what evidence would they be analysing, taking into account, even then - what would be its source? Her ‘progress’ record - a document written up by Matron, the therapist... and by the very person currently wielding the heavy-leather strap across her behind? Would they be taking the word of a woman who, she had been told, had been struck off as a psychiatrist following allegations of sexual and psychological abuse of teenage girls left in the care and who had subsequently served a custodial sentence following similar allegations elsewhere? What chance did she have?

				If left up to these women, her case wouldn’t even get as far as her being interviewed by the review board next time. She might not even get to see the doctors; if her record, the reports they received, were poor enough then they might simply issue an extension of her observation period, sight unseen, for all she knew.

				It hit her then - and it hit her hard. It was likely she would indeed have a poor record when the time came - Matron would see to it, she was sure - the woman had practically said so out loud to her face. Any infraction, any infringement of the rules, however slight, if deserving of corporal punishment would be recorded in her case record, worded in a form interpretable as some mental health issue or other and thereby resulting in yet another condemning black mark against her as regards her likely release. They could keep her here years!... years and years and years! She might never get out - not if it is up to them!

				CraaaccCK!!!! “AAAAAARRRRRGGGGGHH!!!” Her voice was breaking now in mid-scream. Tears and spittle sprayed while yellow urine steamed and trickled stingingly to drip upon the pristine white linoleum of the schoolroom floor - that was surely a sign of an underlying mental health problem, not to mention deserving of some suitable extra-curricular treatment later.

				From over the girl’s shoulder, a softly-shuddering feminine sigh told of the true nature of her predicament now...

				How long ago had all that been; how much time had passed? She couldn’t tell... weeks... months... a year perhaps? Sweet Lavinia was waiting yet again, red-faced and visibly shaking, bent tightly across her little school desk. The lock at the waistband having been released, she could feel her latex-lined school bloomers being slowly peeled away from her sweat-tacky flesh. She could hear that all too familiar sequence of sounds: the first like sucking sticky Sellotape being peeled from a birthday-party balloon; the second, like rain-soggy autumn leaves, being the rustling of the thin, rubber, knicker-liner; the third, the even softer sighing of the acetate knickers themselves. Then the cool air washing around her buttocks announced their nearing readiness...

				She would scream from the first cut, she knew she would...she just knew...that woman would ensure that she would. Switch in hand, an arm swept back, hesitating in readiness, tension building in taut muscles as the plump fleshy target was squared up...In that brief moment teacher and pupil both were united in understanding; this was to be as much a lesson for the other girls, for the class as a whole, as for the miscreant presently quivering so prettily over that desk. The girl had done nothing wrong, not in reality, not in the real world - but she would be punished nonetheless and punished severely. It would be punishment despite innocence, perhaps because of that innocence if truth be told. It would be punishment without rhyme or reason, punishment meted out on a whim - but it was that very sense of unfairness that made it so effective, that broke the spirit.

				Tension released, its aim assured, the arm swung down, the switch arcing back through the air, whistling, singing... The slender cane, while fashioned in the image of a length of finely-tapered rattan, was of a glass-smooth plastic and as pliant as the most supple plaited-leather riding whip - and the woman wielding it knew exactly how best to exploit that characteristic.

				Bringing her arm arcing down from behind the back of her head and describing an imaginary circle that ran past her hips and then out and up, she brought the switch slashing up from beneath the girl’s tightly stretched bottom, a sharp forward flexion of the wrist at the last moment encouraging an acceleration of the pencil-thin tip.

				The sound of the strike on the resilient drum-tight flesh lacked the full-bodied ccrrrack of the leather tawse or strap, nor did it fully possess that pistol-crack quality associated with a conventional school cane - it lacked in the lower registers. Rather it was more like the hissing crack of an electrical discharge, a sudden release of building tension, its energy released all at once as a searing white-hot agonising flashover.

				All at once, the thin plastic length moulded itself to its target, curving up and around the soft overhang of the young woman’s over-plump buttocks and insinuating itself deep into the tender fold of flesh whereat the girl’s bottom cheeks met the tops of her thighs. Simultaneously, a jagged, molten, fissure ripped through the consciousness of young Lavinia Vitesse spewing flaring embers of eviscerated hopes and mangled dreams. Where there had once been a determined affected stoicism, a mind screamed in wrenching paroxysm.

				Back arching, head thrown back to the point of threatening to break her own neck, mouth gaping wide and eyes wild like a cornered beast - or the truly insane - patient 30C earned herself another stroke. That mind-tearing agony had found its physical release in the shredding of her vocal cords; a terrible soul-wilting scream had displaced the words of gratitude and the tallying of the stroke...

				No, there could be no other option: the girl would just have to have that stroke again...

				As for the girl in question, this moment had been long in the making and deep in the planning. Where it was to ultimately lead she could have no concept, yet once revealed it would be all too soon. Where her present circumstance stemmed from, though, now lay well behind her: It was a passage that could be traced back to a meeting convened on a rainy night so, so long ago, certainly earlier than anything the girl presently wailing and sobbing brokenly under the discipline of that implacable mistress’s pliant cane could ever have guessed at.

			

		

	
		
			
				Governance, Church & Clergy

				Some good two years or so earlier...

				Madison Daisy Bartlett stood at the drawing-room window, hand on hip, gazing out thoughtfully across the paddock to the eroded red brick of the boundary wall some four hundred and fifty metres distant. Turning back to her two visitors, those fine sculpted porcelain features that purely by aesthetic appeal alone had brought her so much reward over the years now betrayed no little degree of impatience.

				That fine-boned face, set off by a swirling pile of lustrous spun-gold hair, pinned high as if some eighteenth century duchess, was matched by an equally well-hewn intellect. It had been that latter gift - even more so than her physical perfection - that had been responsible for the greater part of her success, Ms Bartlett having carved a path via a highly successful and internationally recognised modelling career into fashion design and branding, and latterly into media entrepreneurship. Yet alongside that selfsame intellectual ability there was a certain dissonance. Where many lesser mortals might have found satisfaction and contentment, to the predatorily ambitious Ms Bartlett there were always higher branches to be reached for, sweeter fruit to be clutched at. Her machinations were complex, manipulative, sophisticated and oft duplicitous and yet, through strategic planning worthy of a chess grandmaster, were rarely met with failure.

				The events leading up to this present situation had been no exception to this rule and she had achieved most of that she had set out to. But it was in that term ‘most’ that the root of the frustration that now, as she began to address her companion, infused her speech with such uncharacteristic terseness. She had control over all three publications in the company’s portfolio - one considered a fashion industry ‘bible; she had undisputed ownership of the Dordogne farmhouse and of the Georgian townhouse in Bath; she had control over the old man’s seat of power, the country house and the estate, but it was not enough. She even had legal guardianship of the old man’s stepdaughter and heiress - yet it was in the latter’s guise that the stumbling block through which her plans had been stymied was made manifest. She felt thwarted - and that made her dangerous.

				If truth be told her frustration was such, by this stage, that she could be considered somewhat irrational. Some might even have argued that she was rapidly becoming in danger of developing the mindset of a murderess - yet how wrong they would have been, how far from the mark. For one thing she was far too intelligent for that; she well understood that to remove the obstacle by such means, in this day and age of sophisticated forensics, was to risk almost certain detection. Besides, such a solution would not have been enough for her - she wanted more, much more, she wanted control. Above all she wanted control, total control, control of everything...and that, she had determined, would, in one way or another, include the girl.

				Behind her, gradually warming through, the open fire crackling in the grate having worked its magic, her visitors were busily divesting themselves of their outerwear. Turning, Madison Bartlett first regarded her female caller, appraising the woman through honeyed almond eyes that seemed alive with the reflected dancing flames of the log fire. She was gladdened to see the pale-blue polyester dress, its contrasting elasticated crepe navy-blue belt fastened with a smart filigree silver ball-clasp buckle, emerging from beneath the woman’s navy gabardine cape.

				The thought struck her, a half-remembered quote and the origin uncertain: “...even a plain-faced nurse in uniform has an advantage over a handsome unprofessional woman”. This woman, now standing before her, chin held high, her dark auburn hair pinned back into a business-like no-nonsense bun over piecing eyes, as dark as polished Whitby jet, was doubly-gifted then. She was every bit as handsome in face, figure and bearing as she was imposing - even intimidating - in that uniform.

				Her male visitor, an elderly stout ruddy-face man, was unbuttoning his heavy winter overcoat, revealing the white dog-collar and ecclesiastical dress that immediately identified him as a member of the clergy. He draped his coat over the back of one of the chairs by the fire when prompted and took his hostesses hand in greeting. The uniformed woman followed suit, hanging her sodden nurse’s cape over the back of the other.

				Under other circumstances Madison Bartlett would have had her housekeeper or the young domestic she had recently taken on greet her guests and take their things at the door. But she had been told previously, well before this visit, that discretion was everything and the fewer eyes that were opened, the better. Consequently she had given the housekeeper the day off and arranged for the domestic girl to be occupied in a remote part of the house, out of harm’s way and more importantly, out of earshot. She was not going to allow anything that might jeopardise a meeting of minds that, she had been led to believe, could result in her introduction to a secluded little hedonistic world, the existence of which she could hardly have guessed at - even in her wildest imaginings - and that might, she had been intriguingly if vaguely informed, well turn out to be the solution to all her difficulties

				The elderly pastor took a deep breath - rattling and asthmatic - and stifling a cough, he began: “The Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist is the charitable and more public face - the outreach arm if you will - of an enclosed order and run largely under the generous patronage of Lady Marchment. Of course you will already have made her acquaintance; else we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

				“Yes, of course. Please go on - Father Althrop?”

				“Thank you Ms Bartlett: It’s Reverend Althrop by the way; Right Reverend to be more precise - but no matter. Well, now... how to put it... Our church runs a program, under the auspices of this little community of ours, which has proved itself time and again to be of great utility in dealing with many a recalcitrant, wayward young lady.

				Through simple observation and long experience, spanning many years, from before the turn of the century as a matter of fact - by which I mean to infer the latter years of the Victorians, with their firm moral foundation - we have evolved, based on those fine values, a means by which to deal with those young adults who might otherwise be tempted from the Lord’s teachings’. Whether it be through disrupting the community, poor personal behaviour - for example the drunkenness and drug abuse that is seemingly and increasingly so prevalent among the young of today - or simply a lack of respect for authority and for her elders, those failings can be dealt with; and in no uncertain terms, I might add. Do you follow, Ms Bartlett?”

				“Yes, of course; though I cannot help but question whether you might have to some degree misconstrued the situation, Reverend Althrop. In reality the situation we are discussing here is nothing like as grievous as you suggest. Don’t get me wrong; I am a woman of the world, like any other, I haven’t lived my life in total isolation you know, despite the remoteness of this place. I keep my eyes open, and I can tell you; I am no innocent. Indeed, I have seen things in recent years that have fairly made my toenails curl - if you get my meaning, Reverend. Yes, of course I recognise exactly the type of girl to which you refer - young trollops, all - chewing gum, skimpy skirts and plastered makeup.” Madison Bartlett smiled condescendingly, sweeping a slender arm around her in a broad arc, indicating the plush surroundings as she went on: “But the girl we are discussing here is no product of tower-block estate culture.

				Just glance about you; this was the seat of her upbringing; it can be described as nothing if not privileged. She has never known any kind of deprivation, she has wanted for nothing. As much as it pains me to say, so; I can assure you that our lovely young thing is nothing like you describe - it is just that she is a little... how shall we say?...headstrong, I suppose. Legally she is under my guardianship and for the time being I hold the purse strings, but only for the time being - and she knows it. She is a young lady in line to eventually take control over a quite a substantial inheritance, an insolent young thing full of herself and her dreams and petulant in temperament.” Ms Bartlett laughed awkwardly, shrugging her shapely tanned shoulders almost coquettishly. “In days gone by I guess one in my position and in a house like this would have employed a governess.”

				“But isn’t that just a relative matter of subjective interpretation, Mrs Bartlett? A matter of degree, if you will? Have you not made it quite clear yourself, that she suffers certain...failings, in respect of what you desire - a lack of deference to your wishes, a certain petulance when she does submit? Acceptable behaviour, for sure - acceptable to some perhaps...” The old man suddenly coughed, a congested, phlegmy bark that brought his fist to his mouth, apologising before continuing. “...And yet - and I am at something of a loss as to how to best put this to you - I get the distinct impression that she is, in a certain way, far from being the young lady that you would like to see. Acceptable behaviour is one thing, yet I feel that you find it just marginally so...perhaps frustratingly so, if I may be so bold.? Would that be a fair assessment? But, on the other hand, if you were to place her firmly in our hands, give us cart blanch over her, that behaviour could be perfected. Under our care I can promise you would see fostered and flowering from within her an altogether more submissive, sweetly docile and - dare I say it - dependent disposition, one far more conducive to achieving what ultimately I believe to be your true desire, if you were to be honest with yourself. Given sufficient time I can assure you that you would find her to be most tractable and quite pliant to your will.” He paused, waiting for some token of agreement, then having received a nod of comprehension from his increasingly fascinated listener he went on, expanding on his theme with near evangelical zeal.

				“Did you not opine recently to one of our ‘outreach team’ - another close acquaintance of yours I am given to understand - something along the lines of how young people today are growing up before their time, missing out on much of the simplicities of childhood? Well, along with Dr Anne Ecclestone, our medical director and semi-resident psychologist - whom you have yet to meet - our Ms Soames, is key within the Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist organisation through her vocation as social-worker bringing her in contact with many... worthy... yes, worthy cases. In so many ways - ways you are yet to fully appreciate, Ms Bartlett - you are fortunate indeed in sharing such an intimate relationship with her; if not for that I can assure you that you would have known nothing of the work our group. I am not at liberty to disclose as yet exactly what her role entails and what that role would imply for your charge, but I can tell you that few know better just how, for those cloistered within our institution, the situation you so eloquently outlined is soon enough rectified; the clock, as it were, can be - and is, I might add - so easily reset.”

				For a moment Madison Bartlett pondered, a deliberately non-committal smile playing around her full lips, then her other guest, the smartly uniformed woman, cleared her throat, interjecting on her thoughts.

				“Ms Bartlett, if you don’t mind me asking; have you ever considered the possibility of your one day gaining enduring power of attorney over your charge and her dealings’, with all that implies? I also understand, from our mutual acquaintance, that your sister may well find herself placed in a similar situation to your good self in the not too distant future”. The woman reached out, proffering a bunch of photographs, each its own plastic pocket as if recently retrieved from a portfolio or archive. “Perhaps an example: the ‘finished article’, so to speak - our Pauline. That one was something of a tearaway - once.”

				Of Wayward Girls and Immoral Women

				In the first photograph she had been handed, this ‘Pauline’ of theirs - she felt sure it was not the girl’s true name - appeared somewhat younger than the seventeen years that she had been assured that the girl in fact was. A dark-haired girl, her long chestnut mane had been tightly braided each side before being coiled and then pinned up so as to form a plaited whirl on either side of her head, each fastidiously tied off in the centre by a large bow formed from a length of gloriously shiny broad pink and blue candy-striped satin ribbon. The effect managed to be somehow both severe and childish at the same time and was obviously not a style the girl would likely have chosen by choice off her own back. No, somebody had lavished time and imagination in devising that style for the girl and undoubtedly an element of humiliation had been at the forefront of his or her mind.

				It made for a very disciplined look, an impression that was underlined by the high Eton-style blouse collar that buttoned tightly beneath the girl’s chin and that seemed as if designed to cause her to carry her head tilted ever so slightly to the rear. The latter collar was tightened still further around her neck by a neatly knotted school tie that was in a soft pastel blue, diagonally striped by bars of baby pink so as to match the ribbons in her hair. The potential masculine severity of the blouse itself was softened by its pink and white vertical candy striping and by the overwhelming femininity of the - perhaps somewhat overstated - puffball shoulders, which along with the outdated styling of the collar, tended to give the impression of the garment owing more to the Victorian era than the present.

				The fabric itself tended to add further to that impression of strangely-restrained childish femininity; the blouse had a definite sheen of satin about it, catching the light with a gloss to rival that of her hair ribbons, and yet at the same time gave the impression of smart crisp stiffness, as if starched in the traditional manner. Some sort of horrid man-made fibre was Madison guess; functional but hardly likely to be comfortable if worn for any extended period. Then again it was also Madison’s guess that some degree of physical discomfort was the intention, to counterbalance the psychological discomfort the uniform was undoubtedly intended to create in the young girl.

				No, clearly comfort didn’t come into this equation at all - it was only a head and shoulders shot but already she had seen enough to realise that every detail had been worked out with one aim in mind; the imposition of a regime of the strictest discipline. The result could be seen in the girl’s pretty sea-green eyes, washed clear of defiance almost as if brainwashed, and by the embarrassment painted on her cheeks as vividly as applied blusher. The girl possessed the sort of pretty, yet childish, oval face which, as devoid of makeup and well-scrubbed with carbolic as it was, appeared ageless.

				The next photograph was a full length shot. The girl’s uniform was well-fitting, neat and pressed, her collar starched and her tie tightly and correctly knotted and placed. Madison’s practiced eye was instantly drawn to the creases at the elbow of the girl’s pink and white candy-striped cotton blouse. As sharp as if the blouse had been new-on that very day, the crisp delineation of those wrinkles was matched, as if in deliberate opposition, by the featureless smoothness of the fairy-pink perfection that constituted the juvenile-styled school pinafore the girl had on over it, with its panelled flared skirt and square-topped, yet narrow-waisted, yoke.

				The fabric making up the latter - at least as identified by Madison Bartlett’s fairly-expert eye - was almost guaranteed to crease at the drop of a hat, yet it was as perfect as if freshly ironed. Taken together with what she had been told regarding the chronology of this shot, those two features - the steam iron-fresh smoothness of the dress and the hardly-worn crispness of the blouse - spoke of a young spirit curbed and wayward behaviour constrained. Together it all implied one thing: Here was a young lady well-bowed under the heavy yoke of the strictest of discipline - Madison found herself having to take care so as not to give away her shortness of breath, having been quite overcome merely at the thought.

				As the intriguing multi-way conversation played out further, it slowly emerged that this girl had originally been taken along by her stepmother to a well renowned psychiatrist, the woman citing various instances of the girl’s ‘intractable, refractory and incorrigible behaviour’ in obtaining the appointment. Reading between the lines, this seemed more accurately to translate to the girl simply having been a pain in the neck - not to mention standing between the stepmother and complete control of the household, a situation Ms Madison Bartlett could relate to only too well. Apparently, in interview the stepmother had made vague references intimating that she believed her stepdaughter’s ill behaviour was the outcome of her association with another girl of a similar age living close by. As a result of this ‘evidence’ her stepdaughter had been diagnosed as ‘displaying homosexual tendencies’.

				To Madison Bartlett it beggared belief that the strength of one woman’s word alone should have been enough to result in such a diagnosis, let alone the word of one having such an obvious vested interest in the situation. But that was the truth of the matter, for it was clear, from what she was being told, that the girl had displayed very little by way of pathological symptoms in interview other than a certain degree of agitation and even that seemed likely to have been due to the girl’s irritation over having allowed herself to have been persuaded, or coerced or whatever, to attend in the first place. What seemed even more incredible was that in this day and age - whatever the strength of the allegation - a young woman’s sexual orientation should be considered indicative of a pathological condition, let alone one deemed amenable to treatment.

				A hundred years ago or so, under certain circumstances a diagnosis might have been formed indicating something then quaintly termed ‘feeble mindedness’. But this, more often than not, had been a trumped-up, catch-all definition of mental illness. Ill informed and naive at best, at its worst it was a lever applied by the more disreputable practitioner more concerned with personal financial gain than the validity of his conclusions. It was not unknown for an intractable wife or disgruntled lover, seeking redress through the courts, to find herself instead remanded to the asylum through that route - so much cheaper than a divorce settlement, far preferable than a damaged reputation or even criminal charges. A simple diagnosis of ‘derangement’ and not only would the testimony of a lowly maid or serving girl be dismissed out of hand but the girl could well have found herself incarcerated beyond further contact with any who might lend an ear to her complaint - merely for having had the temerity to have levelled the allegation in the first place.

				What It amounted to was a route to incarceration, brushed clear of any judicial formality or written documentation necessary, beyond that of a doctor’s declaration. The thought struck Madison: surely a similar situation could not possibly arise within the modern day health system, with all its safeguards, peer-monitoring and so on - could it? The possibility was unthinkable, the implications unspeakable. It was horrifying and yet... somehow... intriguing - she couldn’t deny that.

				Whether or not the girl herself had been informed of the diagnosis remained unclear as the story unfolded, but suffice it to say that the doctor’s suggestion that the girl be distanced from her present situation for her own benefit had been accepted as the right one. Madison couldn’t help but wonder how the stepmother had reacted when the subject had arisen of the possibility of the girl benefiting from a period in residential care. She decided that the woman must have been hard-pressed to disguise her enthusiasm. Silently, keeping her thoughts to herself, she wondered as to whether the woman had feigned misgivings, had she endeavoured to appear concerned? Somehow, given the hypocritical glee with which the account was being related, she doubted it. She knew well enough how, historically, the institutions of the Catholic Church - such as the Magdalene homes - happily incarcerated wayward girls; taming refractory girls with demonic efficiency while remaining comfortably unaccountable to public scrutiny in any way whatsoever. But, in this day and age - and with mutual links to the research department of a well known private psychiatric hospital? Well, it beggared belief - but if true....

				Madison Daisy Bartlett reclined in her chair, the plush upholstery creaking softly as it shifted, stretched and moulded itself to her contours - she had been daydreaming. A fabric swatch book lay open on her lap. Another, filled with various heavyweight manmade satins in suitably subdued dowdy hues lay discarded at her feet, next to the patent stilettos she had kicked off when she had flopped down. The third, the silk-satin book, she hadn’t even opened and its black leatherette cover presently served as a mat beneath her sherry glass on the side table by the fire.

				The sample presently uppermost on her lap, a hardwearing heavy-duty polyester blend in a dense lilac weave pencil-striped with white, was marked with an oval gold sticker on one corner stating in an antique-looking printed script: “eminently suitable for inclusion in workwear dresses where practicality is key, such as housekeeping and servant’s uniforms for those day-to-day menial tasks”. She ran the stiff, slightly plasticy material between her fingers and thumb thoughtfully and her mind again ran back to that meeting, all that time ago.

				Even back then she had felt the sweat break out in her palms at the mere thought of the possibilities. Now, as far as her sweet young legal ward was concerned, through the intermediary involvement of the girl’s aunt that imagined conjecture had been made concrete - not directly through the auspices of ‘The Children of Christ Scientist’ but through the ‘research’ project they supported; and benefited from, it must be said. Lavinia’s ‘aunt’ - the thought made her smile - Ms Julia Soames, had been there from the very start of the project, her influence present at so many levels, though she doubted even her actions were entirely free of influence.

				There was Julia’s friend and, later, colleague, Dr Anne Ecclestone, the psychotherapist, for instance, not to mention a minor host of other well-connected individuals - a small but influential network of mutually motivated individuals, all with their own personal, if mutually beneficial, agenda. But Madison, through her connections knew them all - even the woman at the top of that elite little pile, the figurehead that had to some extent instigated the whole affair. That woman’s company owned the hospital itself, so that part had been easy enough, she imagined. The church-run home had already existed of course; an overlooked and unreformed legacy of The Church’s darker exploitative past that dated back to the times of the Magdalene Laundries and the Sisters of Mercy in Ireland.

				True all had not proceeded at exactly breakneck speed as far as her young ward had been concerned, but the wait and the trouble had all been well worthwhile in the end. In the fullness of time young Lavinia Vitesse had fallen into her Aunt Julia’s hands - and the progress that would one day lead her into the clutches of the institution had begun. The rest was already history and the latest details lay in the dossier that waited by the fireside next to her tipple - the latest psychiatric report from the hospital, laid aside so that the anticipation might ferment a sweeter wine.

			

		

	
		
			
				Antiquities, Quackery, Authority And Tradition

				A lengthy period has now passed since that meeting of minds in Madison Daisy Bartlett’s home; a time of mutual strife, frustration and anger between the girl and her guardian. All those bitter disputes over all and sundry that had hung in the background have long been resolved, overshadowed by Lavinia Vitesse’s move to her aunt’s home.

				In truth it has been a decision not entirely of Lavinia’s own making - though if pressed she would undoubtedly have cited her own free will. Rather it has been as much the result of subtle coercion at the hands of her strong willed, overbearing aunt than anything else and a measure of that woman’s influence and control. It was a change in circumstance prompted by promises of support and of a place of respite and recuperation, just as has been her subsequent recent enrolment as a volunteer subject in a residential behavioural psychology study running within a private psychiatric hospital that both her aunt and her aunt’s psychotherapist friend have links to.

				Now her aunt, the formidably resourceful and dictatorial Ms Julia Soames, has another temporary charge to look after...

				Turning the key in the lock of the door that served to section off this separate self-contained section of her home, Julia Soames began briskly climbing the last three flights of creaking stairs, her wide full skirt brushing past balustrades of white-painted ash and walls of bleak white plaster finished with whitewash, the court shoes she favoured patting near soundlessly on the spongy white lino underfoot. The dado rail running along the narrow hallway and stairs and that she used from time to time to steady herself was the only sign of continuity with the rest of the house, albeit here painted a clinical white in contrast to the muted tones of elsewhere.

				Today she was dressed in what might have almost been taken as an updated take on the style of the Victorian nanny. Her severely-cut navy-blue dress with its high neck, long fitted sleeves and swinging broad flared skirt was covered by a stiff white pinafore of starched cambric and fastened up the front with white pearl buttons, being trimmed in stiffened white lace at both collar and cuffs. A matching velvet choker drew the eye to her slender, almost aristocratic, silk encased neck, as much as the ornately embroidered white nurses’ cap drew attention to her rich deep-brunette bun, and the plain but serviceable antique tortoiseshell comb that held it tightly in place.

				Even with her sheer black nylon stockings and shapely legs hidden away beneath a calf length skirt, here was a vision of mature, stately beauty. Her large, firm high bustline and impressively trim waist were a tribute to an eye for detail and an understanding of the importance of ‘image’ that extended to the expensive, if old-fashioned, heavily boned corsetry she had recently invested in. With her full sensual lips tastefully picked out in deep ruby lipstick and just sufficient blusher to subtly enhance her high and somewhat aristocratic cheekbones, the image produced was one of a strikingly handsome, attractive yet authoritative woman - a woman unused to any form of disobedience.

				Turning another of the keys that hung on the chatelaine at her waist she quietly opened the furthermost door across the broad landing from the top of the stair, entering softly. The attic room she had installed her niece in was deathly quite, the sense of isolation, tangible. The newly installed steel framed window sat behind thick metal bars. The triple glazing made for a suitable restful atmosphere and as the dormer encasement was mounted relatively high in the sloping ceiling, giving outlook to little more than a treetop or two and the open sky, it hardly mattered that the glass was so densely frosted. The admitted light had a strange splintering ethereal quality about it, even on the sunniest of days and gave the impression that the world outside was permanently shrouded in mist or fog.

				But this was ‘nap-time’ for the teenage occupant and the heavy, dark velvet black-out curtains having been drawn across ensured a suitably nocturnal light level, approaching near total darkness despite it being mid-afternoon. Beside the bed, the speaker box rustled and hissed, oozing out the soothing, sleep-inducing sounds of raindrops falling in summer puddles, the sound coming in continuously repeating waves to which the gentle rising and falling of the sleeping girl’s breathing seemed perfectly synchronised.

				Looking down at the slumbering girl in the soft yellowish half-light coming from the landing outside she smiled to herself, absentmindedly smoothing down her skirt and apron with both hands as if about to undergo some sort of inspection: Laying there like that the tawny haired young thing reminded her of her own niece, Lavinia. How long had it been since young Lavinia had passed through her hands? Lavinia had been the first of the three teenagers she had now been personally involved with outside of the institution itself.

				Her mind ran back to her time with Lavinia. There was no doubt in her mind that Lavinia’s guardian had done the right thing in having her remove the girl from that school of hers at the stage she had, even if it had been prior to Lavinia having had the chance to sit for her final exams. It had been a shame, but that was just the way it was. Of course Lavinia, for her part, had not been of the same opinion, taking the stance that such a disruption to her life and the likely impact on her prospects went wholly against the spirit of the conditions woven into her legacy and, indeed, the decisions of the court that had upheld those conditions. She recalled how that particular upheaval had only settled down once she had explained to the tempestuous young thing that she was actually on her side, that if she held her temper, appeared to meekly acquiesce, at least temporarily, to her guardian’s wishes, then, before long, once she came of age, she would be in a much stronger position to challenge the legality of that woman’s actions through the courts.

				She remembered how she had explained to Lavinia at the time how if she were to make her move prematurely, especially if she were to start making accusations that, in the absence of hard evidence, might appear improbable or, worse still, irrational, then she would be in danger of playing straight into her guardian’s hands.

				The poor young thing’s guardian was a clever woman; and that was putting it mildly. The moves she had made - and particularly the convoluted way she gone about them - were designed to invite incredulity, especially as interpreted and reported through the mouth of a young woman of such socially sheltered naiveté as Lavinia had been.

				As it stood, any allegation could be rebuffed with the supporting testimony of an appropriate professional. And an accusation of irrationality - as she had repeatedly warned Lavinia - was one to be particularly wary of; once made it would taint any further allegation, no matter how concrete the supporting evidence. Furthermore it could herald counter allegations of paranoia and pathological fantasist tendencies that had the potential, if upheld, to do far more than undermine the girl’s credibility as a complainant.

				Indeed, a diagnosis of mental incompetence might be constructed from such an argument and if upheld would do far more than lose Lavinia the case; it could potentially result in her being deprived of her freedom. Unless, of course, she had someone willing to fight her corner for her, someone willing to offer support, guidance and a place of respite until such a time as the storm blew over and she might be strong enough to once again retake the helm. And Julia Soames had taken it on herself to be that person, the one to step forward, to step into the breach and metaphorically wrap a supportive arm around Lavinia’s sweet shoulders. It had been she, Julia Soames, who had pointed out the hidden pitfalls, she who had offered up the explanations, who had come to the young sweet thing with reassurances that all was not lost, not even academically.

				As she had explained to Lavinia when things had come to a head with her guardian and she had moved to take the girl under her wing: If Lavinia wished to progress - perhaps go on to university as most of her friends had, perhaps resume her dance classes and go for that scholarship that had been on the table - then with her help, she still could. But there had been provisos she had set out even then: Lavinia would have to be prepared to help herself, and that meant learning to accept the better judgement of others. She had explained to Lavinia, there and then, that one thing she would have to accept was that her schooling would henceforth continue outside of the mainstream education system, with its lackadaisical standards. She had told the girl outright that her education would from that point on follow a more traditional path, one more to her own sensibilities.

				Though of course she had said nothing to Lavinia about it, the latter path had been one more in line with Lavinia’s guardian’s vision for her ward’s future also. Julia Soames’ task had been to initiate the unravelling of all the nonsense, attitudes and aspirations Lavinia had picked up in that school of hers - and few better had the knowledge and skill to begin to unpick the stitches.

				The latter was why Julia Soames had been chosen to take on her present role; the care of this girl, Meredith Hewson, another one who had the potential to level damaging allegations against certain parties. Not so long ago this girl had been lying safely in a hospital bed, her limbs immobilised in plaster. But even at that point it had been obvious that she would have to be moved on at some stage. The girl having been unable to return home and living in fear of pursuit by a shadowy figure she had by that time been half-persuaded might well be a figment of her own imagination, it hadn’t taken much to encourage her to allow herself to be brought under her saviour’s wing upon her ‘recovery’.

				Slipping back out Julia Soames wandered in to one of the adjoining rooms to wait for the alarm to ring, waking her charge. She had little desire to wake Meredith early, upholding the clockwork-like nature of the girl’s routine was important in developing the emotional dependency that gave her such a hold over the girl.

				The waist-high obstetric examination table upon which she seated herself in the adjoining room possessed a padded leather top presently covered in a childishly decorated plastic fabric featuring powder-pink and baby-blue cartoon bunnies, comic baby elephants and cuddly-looking pastel teddy bears. At the head an antiquated wheeled medical drip stand loomed, bearing four extending metal hooks on chromed steel branches from which various transparent bags and bottles hung like sinister plastic fruit, two snaking coils of clear plastic tubing trailing down like tendrils. A bag bloated with viscous, pearly bluish-white soap solution vied for attention with the silvery hue of another, emptied collapsed and winkled, and stood out in sickly contrast against the ghastly greenish-yellow fluid-filled bottle hanging closest to the rear. It was the latter, she knew, that particularly filled her teenage charge with revulsion when she had her draped across her lap: There was something charming about the manner the girl always took such care to keep her eyes turned away, so shamed that the mere sight had become a punishment in itself.

				To the foot of the couch a square-topped stainless steel and chrome-framed tower cabinet arrangement mounted on casters had been drawn up to within convenient reach of the seated blue-uniformed woman. Standing perhaps a half-metre taller than the exam couch, perhaps slightly less, the hygienic beige check-pattern Formica top of this movable cupboard was festooned with jars of Vaseline and massage oil and the like, obsessively aligned behind a light-blue cylindrical plastic container - the tip of a moisturised sterile paper wipe protruding from its centre, ready and waiting. Towards the front a box of soft tissues of a well known brand nestled alongside, a kidney-shaped, white-enamelled tray in which rested a rectal thermometer and a scattering of a half dozen or so pink safety-pins, the latter not unlike like those that might once have been used to secure a baby’s terrycloth nappy.

				Lower down were housed numerous shallow white-fronted pull-out drawers; some as shallow as an instrument tray - accurately reflecting their function, as it turned out, at least had the furnishing been encountered in its more usual habitat. Other drawers mounted closer to floor level were of a much deeper profile, suggesting a less-specialised utility. Two were stuffed with unopened cellophane packs just as they had been when the cabinet had been delivered, each marked with a peeling age-yellowed paper label. Sealed packs of adolescent-sized terry nappies jostled side by side with others containing suitably accommodating sized sets of hygienic pants made of a greyish institutional weight rubber. Small, neat, semicircular chromed-steel handles curved outwards from the whitish steel frontage of each drawer and pull-out tray and were surmounted by a chrome-framed label-holder. A few of the latter still held their cardboard identifiers and although these were not written on, across the top of each could just be discerned the name of a well-known but now long-gone London psychiatric hospital, spelled out in a faded outdated typeface.

				The latter establishment had been shut down, or rather, ‘phased out’ in stages, in the more enlightened, if misguided, period encompassing the late 1970s to early 1980s - an era in which the buzz-phrase, ‘care-in-the-community’, had become the in vogue term whispered in psychiatric and governmental circles. Despite the obvious and rapidly-surfacing shortcomings, no subsequent government had deemed the situation sufficiently vote-catching to be worthwhile wrestling with. In the fullness of time this once-great edifice eventually went the same way as countless large historic houses and even some churches in the great housing bubble of the 1980s; converted as luxury housing and marketed at the new elite ‘young professional’ class.

				That so much in the way of this renown institution’s fixtures, fittings and equipment had been available through the specialist auction market - and for so long - had been an eye opener to Julia Soames; not least because there was so much that seemed to date back to the mid 1960s or even as far back as the late 1950s. To her mind it was little wonder that the political will had not been there to save the place - virtually each and every sale she had attended had provided some interesting piece of through-back clinical furnishing, evident of just how little investment there had been over the years. Clearly there had been cutbacks that had bitten deep way before the era of so-called ‘community care’.

				She sometimes wondered how many attending those auction house sale rooms and witnessing a tight-knit knot of obviously well-heeled designer-clad women bidding for what was obviously outmoded medical equipment could have hazarded a guess, even in their wildest imaginings, as to the use it might one day be put to. Who would have imagined, back then, that any of it might be one day rehabilitated and returned to service to fulfil its original function?

				Perhaps one or two items, if refurbished, might have made for a welcomed donation to an impoverished overseas institution and they may well have been viewed as well-meaning, if misguided philanthropists. The purchases they made of certain of the smaller and more unusual items might well have marked the group out as dealers in antiques and curios - after all, a thriving collector’s market did indeed exist, even back then. But what would have been made of their bidding, as a group, for a lot that included several iron-railed and padlock-secured cage beds?

				Discovered in a disused basement storage area where the beds had festered collapsed down into bolt-together sections and unused since as long ago as the 1930s if not earlier, their use was banned or at least frowned upon throughout much of the world. As with certain other, now outlawed, psychiatric restraint devices that had come to light - and that they had gone on to bid for - these items had scrap value but little else. Eyebrows might well have been raised had they not passed on such bids through a trusted intermediary - after all this little huddle of well-to-do middle-aged women hardly had the appearance of scrap metal dealers.

				Julia Soames’ own, more recent, personal purchase of a pair of 1950s drop-sided hospital beds, each complete with its own humane restraint system, her present patron’s purchase of four of the same, and much of the furnishings presently surrounding her teenaged charge and herself, had been made discreetly through the same intermediary.

				Tough canvas straitjackets, nylon or cotton patient examination gowns, bed-curtains made from washable plastic sheeting, leather straps and even nurses’ uniforms had come up for sale, but such items, especially as a bulk purchase, could be bid for quite openly under the pretext of recycling textiles. One of their number - a woman closely involved in the drapery industry - would make such purchases through her company and indeed, much of what had been purchased in that manner actually had gone the way one would have assumed. Even though the quantity of each individual item required to furnish their intentions had been relatively limited, the sheer breadth of the acquisitions made in that way had usefully served to disguise the specificity of their interests.

				How many looking on would have grasped to what extent one institution’s investment-deprived ‘legacy’ might be viewed as a windfall in terms of the setting up of another, entirely different, form of institution? But that was precisely how Ms Julia Soames and her compatriots had viewed their prospective purchases. After all their small group had been acting together in their collective capacity as patron, fund manager, governor and founder of the behavioural-research project that would one day come to be known simply as ‘The Unit. As far as this group of women were concerned, the antiquated clinical artefacts they had purchased represented far more than the stuff of museum displays. Indeed, these carefully-considered acquisitions embodied everything they intended to recreate within their project.

				The clyster apparatus, that now graced the wall at the far end of the couch, she had come by through the same route. Replete with a variety of nozzles, tubing types and refillable tanks it approximated in function, if not in appearance, a modern colonic irrigation machine, its versatility very much belying its antiquity. Aesthetically, though, it told a different story and was very much a product of its time. The machine’s ornately realized brass fitments, valves and gauges, its etched brass-plate instructions and its maker’s name proudly sign-written in the style of an opened scroll, the flowing gold script slanting earthward corner to corner across its enamelled white frontage, owed much to its Victorian, enema-delivering, forebears, of which it was a direct descendant.

				Nonetheless the apparatus was surprisingly advanced for its time - it had been the absolute state-of-the-art when first built and represented a very early and historically-important example of an electrically-powered device in use in a clinical setting. Every bit as efficacious in the present as it had been when first constructed, its complexity went well beyond anything one would expect to come across outside of a specialised clinic, let alone in an attic room at the back of a gentile farmhouse-style cottage in Surrey.

				Several such pieces of equipment originating from the same source had been sent to sale. There could be little doubt that in their time these quite complex devices would have been hugely expensive to purchase, even if available off-the-peg, as it were. Yet, their appearance suggested a bespoke design - certainly those involved in the sale had never seen the like before - and for the hospital to have had this equipment constructed to order; well, the cost must have been extortionate. Taking into account the utilitarian function and the apparent lack of relevance to mental health issues, to the uninitiated it begged the question as to why a specialized psychiatric hospital in that far off and less-enlightened era should have invested so heavily in such apparatus.

				This was a question that Julia Soames herself could answer easily - indeed, few were in a position to do so quite as authoritatively: As so often when, in hindsight, one examines the case for something apparently extravagant beyond all reason, the answer lay as much with the sensibilities of the age, with what had simply become fashionable, as with anything else.

				The medical literature from that era that she had examined had been fairly brimming with articles and letters - frequently penned by men quite eminent in their field - extolling the virtues of various ‘bodily hygiene’ cleansing regimens. It was an era Julia Soames could readily identify with, when a governess with an established reputation as a strict disciplinarian would have been seen by some as a valuable commodity, not as someone of questionable motives. It was a time when nurses wore proper blue and white striped uniform dresses, starched aprons and caps, and black cotton stockings and rank was denoted by different Petersham ribbon belts. An age when a woman as worthy as Ms Soames might well have been quite legitimately employed by some reformatory or other and responsible for overseeing a ‘focused programme of re-education and character improvement for the young’.

				At the time that particular piece of equipment had be constructed medical experts had had no compunction in claiming efficacy for such therapies, for dealing with everything from ‘hysteria’ - a catch-all term if ever there was one - to ‘mental derangement’ to ‘compulsive self-abuse’ and ‘wantonness’. It was notable - if not downright startling to the modern eyes - just how often such missives sat quite comfortably, side by side on the page, with others, claiming equally authoritative credentials, advocating the imposition of long-line, tightly-laced and heavily-boned corsetry, skin-tight elbow-length kid gloves, stiffened backboards and even neck corsets in combating such pernicious conditions as ‘over-exuberance of spirit’ and ‘boisterousness’ in teenage girls. Such ‘therapeutic schedules’ - those issuing from either school of thought - were on occasion accompanied by outline recommendations, intended to ensure the patient’s compliance to the particular advocated regimen, that appeared to border on the fetishistic and that did not shy away from the subject of corporal punishment.

				One letter, Julia Soames remembered, had particularly caught her imagination. Gazing down hot-eyed as if already the greyish-pink plastic-clad half moon plumpness of her teenaged charge’s bottom lay across her lap, she could see the yellowing, frayed-edged page in her mind’s eye. It was as if the journal were presently lying spread open before her. She could still see each and every word laid bare in that characteristic antique late-Victorian type. She could almost hear the idiosyncratic language used, as if the writer were actually present in the room beside her and speaking aloud: It would be a confident dark brown timbre, she imagined, one voicing thoughts that were simultaneously euphemistic yet explicit, earnest, astutely-concerned, sophisticatedly-perceptive and yet somehow naïvely unaware of the hypocrisy embodied in every phrase.

				“Sir, I had long intended to bring to your notice just how the system of keeping girls in short frocks as long as possible is an excellent one. There is no particular hurry needful in the dressing of girls as women and I’m sure that the mere fact of wearing a short frock and with having her hair kept unsophisticatedly coiffured is enough to keep the silly thoughts and inclinations of many girls of sixteen or so in check. There is something about the delicate combination of the dress of a young girl of thirteen or fourteen with the rather slender yet womanly figure and confined waist of a young lady of perhaps seventeen or eighteen - a woman in her own right - or even one approaching her early twenties that makes for a rare and rather lovely picture. I would argue that one can have no hesitation in punishing a girl dressed in this manner by means of the rod or whip, while I would suggest that one would hesitate in caning a young lady if her true age was clear and her appearance appropriately adult.

				Two girls of my acquaintance are much marked upon on account of their short frocks and young appearance. Should it be desired to retain some extra element of modestly, then silk knickerbockers of a suitable colour may be worn reaching almost to the knee but the frock should be kept short enough to allow the trimming of the drawers to peep out. The latter perhaps might be decorated around the cuffs with ribbon bows so as to soften the severity of the costume while retaining the necessary formality so important in instilling good discipline. Despite the childish brevity of the skirt, there is no reason why a girl’s neck and arms should be left to the ravages of the sun and the frock should therefore be high in the neck, long in the sleeves and may be quite constricting in both, thus discouraging any unladylike extravagance of movement and instead encouraging passivity and a sweet, submissive demeanour.

				Although of nearly seventeen summers their stepmother is very careful of their looks in spite of their schoolroom dress. They are fair, each possessing a splendid mass of light brown hair falling over their shoulders and are generally dressed in blue, their skirts reaching two or three inches above their knees, displaying legs encased in black stockings. Their figures are invariably enclosed in regular rather closely-laced corsets which as many people used to say gives the promise of very slim tightly laced figures. Their hands and complexions are always carefully protected from injury from the sun or air”.

				Of course the correspondent’s evaluation of what might qualify as ‘short’ in this context would have been very different to the modern day view and Julia Soames both appreciated and adjusted for that fact, subconsciously transposing the salient terms on the fly so as to suit her own viewpoint. That particular gentleman’s vision of hemlines swinging tantalizingly above ‘well-formed calves’ and ‘neat ankles’ - let alone hovering around knee-length - other than if part of a child’s costume, would have been deemed scandalous in an age when the exposure of a feminine ankle would have been considered provocative. But in the context of his missive, wherein a precocious young lady, however physically mature, was to be subject to such dress restriction as constituting part of a disciplinary regimen, then such exposure was apparently to be vindicated, despite any effect it might have on the observer.

				The reprinted letter, among others extolling a similar theme, had passed around their formative little group at or around the time of the founding of the research unit; though from whom this addition to their research dossier had originated was somewhat cloudy. What she did know was that it had been taken from a journal entitled the ‘Family Doctor’ dated circa 1898 and having read it she had barely looked back. There was another she recalled from the same source. Albeit paraphrased:

				SIR,- I can quite endorse the opinion of several of your correspondents advocating corset discipline in the management of refractory young ladies. A lady friend of mine was advised to clap the two somewhat boisterous girls in her charge in very long, heavily-boned stays, with stiff, broad busks, which, of course, quite prevented stooping, besides being very uncomfortable. They were laced very tightly when they next appeared, and I never saw girls so much improved, for they were now well-behaved young ladies. Their figures were slim¬-waisted, and the lacing was so effective that, standing or sitting, they were obliged to keep erect. Their hands were encased in long, well-fitting kid gloves, which they were not allowed to remove, and they looked very pretty and graceful, being laced so tightly that ungainly movements were impossible. There can be no doubt that this means of restraint is very beneficial, as it enforces patience and submission. When there is any need for punishment it is easily done by tightening the culprit’s laces so as to entail an extra degree of discomfort as discipline, as well as improving her figure and carriage. These girls never know now what it is to be without con¬stant pressure and restraint, for at night their already slender waists on being released from their day corsets are immediately enclosed in others having flexible busks and laced in an inch smaller than before. Their hands are kept constantly gloved both day and night in very tight kid, and fastened by bracelets to prevent them being removed, and are becoming beautifully white in consequence.

				Yes, they understood the psychology of control back then, even if not formally described as such. There was that ever-present degree of physical constraint of course, then couple that with a regimen of petty rules and restrictions, administer corporal punishment for even the most minor indiscretions and infringements, encourage and reinforce a girl’s emotional dependency on you - and you have her; for life. But then again few grasped the role of psychology when it came to the imposition of a régime of strict discipline over a recalcitrant teenager like Dr Anne Ecclestone - and talking of whom, she had yet to organise getting the girl to the good doctor’s office in the morning...

				There was always so much to be done, not least of which was to persuade the girl to accept wearing the leg braces that Anne had suggested. The trouble was the girl’s mind told her one thing while they were trying their level best to convince her of something else entirely. But she knew there were interested parties that would not be satisfied until they had the girl confined to a wheelchair, a prisoner of her own mind. They also wanted the girl eventually to be persuaded to volunteer for that residential behavioural psychology study they had running at the clinic, the self-same project Lavinia had joined, or some sub-section of it. Well, it would certainly serve to keep the girl out of harm’s way, just as it had Lavinia.

				The girl had certainly become more amenable to discipline since she had been under her care and was no stranger to the persuasion of the cane or the strap across her bare behind, but what Julia Soames most wanted now was for the girl to accept having to wear those leg callipers of her own volition. The power of suggestion was all well and good but what was needed was a ‘convincer’, some physical symptom to underline the wisdom of her carers. Now, if the girl happened to experience a little temporary muscle weakness from time to time...

			

		

	
		
			
				Interrogations And Investigations

				The time is again the present; the place is a warren of ostensibly disused passageways and officially abandoned rooms - the disused legacy of a historic Victorian asylum tucked away deep within a private psychiatric institute. After yet another day bristling under strict schoolroom discipline in the cause of ‘scientific curiosity and behavioural psychological research’ a certain young lady has been summoned to an interview room - on the surface of it for ‘one-to-one counselling’, a regular part of the daily regimen of the behavioural research unit. But there is something else in the air, something a little more sinister - as if being confined in a private psychiatric institution, largely through slight of hand, was not sinister enough...

				“Please take a seat, young lady”. The white-coated woman looked up from the open file set out before her and smiled pleasantly, indicating with a sweep of her hand the high-backed chair set opposite her. “Make yourself comfortable and then we can get on.” The woman’s patient-friendly manner seemed affected and at odds with her steely blue eyes and severe tightly pined-back hair. Her pleasantries rang all the more hollow given the yellow-gold length of wickedly supple rattan lying across the front of her desk. The curved handle school cane looked to have been as haphazardly discarded as one might toss aside a pencil and was apparently regarded equally as casually by all present, as if the presence, within the confines of a psychiatric hospital, of an implement historically more often than not associated with corporal punishment, was the epitome of normality.

				Such complacency should not have been the case within that or any other context of course, outside that of fantasy, let alone be the viewpoint within a behavioural research unit - a world populated by scientific investigators and their volunteer experimental subjects. Such an environment one would expect to be strictly governed by ethics committees and the like, to have legislative safeguards in place, to be monitored, peer-reviewed and reported upon by outside agencies. That was not the case here; the cane, the strap, the tawse - even the martinet - were the every-day means of governance here. Besides, young Lavinia Vitesse was no longer, strictly speaking, a denizen of the research department, not officially - the voluntary aspect of her residence lay now in the past.

				The desk behind which the woman was seated was surprisingly utilitarian given her status. A plain white steel-framed affair, Formica-topped with a nest of pull-out draws to either side and a ‘modesty board’ running beneath, it was functional but little more than that. Indeed it looked to be a basic office model circa 1965 - the kind of thing that would have been familiar to any administration clerk or receptionist working in a clinical setting around that time had it not been for the circular flanges skirting the foot of each leg. The latter served as anchor points - a feature common to all potentially movable furnishings in the place - and five broad-headed hexagonal bolts, painted white so as to merge with the flooring, were evenly spaced around each, securing the desk firmly to the floor. The dial telephone, intercom and paper tray, all in white plastic, would have been quite at home in that era. The woman’s laptop computer on the other hand would have risked looking incongruous, but occupied a pullout section set purposely below the sight-line of the interviewee in any case.

				Here, then, sat the section psychiatrist; this relaxed and quite surprisingly attractive early middle-aged woman presently settling back into the plush embrace of her white leather semi-recliner, comfortably sinking into its folds and swivelling back and forth whilst absentmindedly twiddling with her glasses. Behind her, backing onto the rear wall, two shoulder-height filing cabinets stood flanking her to either side as if a pair of white-glossed robotic sentries, each vertical column of curved chromed drawer handles sparkling under the harsh artificial lighting like ceremonial decoration. In between the latter, the space was filled by a pair of heavy white drapes of some typically functional and institutional man-made fabric.

				Hanging from ceiling, to floor, the curtains served to suggest the position of the interview room’s window, but somehow failed to convince. Lavinia suspected that if she was to make a bolt for it by that route, she would be as likely to be confronted by a bare concreted wall as by glass - it would be typical of the kind of mind games they excelled in here. Besides, if it really was a window she knew from experience that it would be protected behind a rugged nylon grille and allow little more detail to be seen through its whitewashed and frosted surface than the distorted outline of thick, presumably iron, bars, mounted externally and running vertically from top to bottom - not enough detail to relieve the monotony of the place, yet just sufficient to induce despair.

				Desperately seeking invisibility - yet all too keenly aware of her conspicuousness in her ugly, anachronistic and childish school uniform set in counterpoint before the sophistication of the fashionably-attired woman psychiatrist and the two smartly-uniformed and attractive young nurses escorting her, two women perhaps not that much older than herself - Lavinia could almost feel herself shrinking physically, as if subconsciously willing herself to insignificance. Nevertheless she could not quite avoid catching the woman’s eye and Lavinia felt herself blush. The woman seated before her was a vision of austere serenity, her lively and intelligent deep-blue eyes regarding her young patient with an ambiguous mixture of understated sympathy and something dangerously bordering on thinly disguised amusement. Her eyes sparkled almost hypnotically in the light from her desk lamp, instantly attracting and locking onto Lavinia’s gaze as if daring her young patient to look away, whilst simultaneously they equally forbade it.

				In marked contrast to the older woman’s rather luxurious seating arrangements, the design of the chair proffered Lavinia looked to be anything but welcoming. Of a similar design to those of the class room and notably straight-backed - the back rising beyond the head-height of the sitter - this hard wooden chair, she knew from bitter experience to be every bit as hard and uncomfortable as it looked. Its seat subtly rose in the centre - placing undue pressure on the buttocks and the sensitive flesh between - and was quite short, resulting in a tendency for the front edge to dig into the backs of the thighs. Ten minutes or so sitting there and the discomfort would start to become intolerable - especially when one was forbidden to fidget or adopt any posture other than to sit smartly bolt-upright. But these question-and-answer sessions could go on and on - and she knew only too well just for how long. This ‘analysis and counselling’ session could easily last an hour, perhaps several - it was impossible to tell for sure, but it was not unknown for the doctor to take a break mid-session and leave, only to return suitably refreshed. The patient of course had no such access to respite - one had no option but to sit and wait.

				The file spread out in front of the doctor held everything they knew about her and her background, that much she knew. The section presently lying open contained over one hundred questions. Listed alongside each was the answer or answers she had given during the last two sessions. Many of these questions were framed in such a way as to pose what was essentially the same query and probe the same area from several different angles while worded in such a way as to disguise that fact from the subject. Whether the phraseology employed was purposely confusing, designed to trip her up, Lavinia herself could have no way of knowing for sure; she knew only that all too often it felt as if words were being placed in her mouth. An answer given to a particular question might be queried with respect to the response given to the self-same question on a previous occasion or to the response she had made to a second, related question, and the discrepancy discussed in excruciating detail, the inference typically pointing at her reluctance to be truthful in her replies.

				The trouble was that in attempting to reconcile these apparent inconsistencies it was all too easy to find she had been cornered and manoeuvred into agreeing with some statement or other that, while seemingly noncommittal in its original context, when extrapolated to some response she might have made previously to a related query, became decidedly self-incriminating. Given that so much of the interminably lengthy, repetitive and embarrassingly-invasive questionnaire was concerned with issues impinging on mental health and given the implications of her ‘doing badly’, she knew she had to be careful. Yet try as she might and as guarded as she tried to make her replies, to be continually self-consistent under such circumstances required a superhuman feat of memory. She was only too well aware that a substantial folio of ‘evidence’ was already building a case against her - it lay open on the woman’s desk in front of her eyes.

				Lavinia knew what to expect: The doctor’s probing would begin, as it always did, harking back to the time she had spent staying with her Aunt, the weeks and months between running away from her guardian and her coming - or rather, being brought - to this godforsaken ‘clinic’. Today was a little different though. Today the teenage girl’s deceitfully affable opponent seemed more self assured than ever, a knowing smile playing around her full ruby-red lips. Seated at her desk, her silk stocking clad legs stretched out in the foot well beneath, the smiling psychiatrist was leaning back in her chair. On her lap she had open a brown A4 sized leather bound volume. Pressing her slender tactile fingers together she brought the tips up to her lips appraisingly, the long polished nails catching the light from her desk and her white doctor’s coat falling open as she did so, providing the crestfallen girl a good view both of the journal and of the obsessively neat, handwritten entries it contained.

				From the doctor’s point of view her wide-eyed young patient’s ashen face, gazing back at her from the far side of her desk, was an absolute picture; part confused disbelief, part horror, part flustered embarrassment. Self-indulgently the attractive psychiatrist allowed a hint of the satisfaction welling up inside her to reveal itself in the broadening of her smile. Dropping her hands back down to the journal laying in her lap the self-assured woman flipped over a couple of the pages, nodding to her self as the crisp leafs rustled in the heavily-hanging oppressive silence. Then, again forming a steeple from her fingertips and bringing them up to her lips pensively, she simply waited, resting in contemplative silence and giving time for the full impact of the implications of what was resting on her lap to sink into her young patient’s mind. It was the waiting and the silence that would break the girl down now. She didn’t have to do or say anything; she only had to wait and the girl would speak. Eventually all she needed to know would come flooding out like water from a burst dam - and accompanied by the usual floods of tears, as judged by the wateriness she could already see developing in the depths of those oh so pretty eyes the girl had. The thought suddenly struck her: if the girl had not been so damned heart-wrenchingly alluring would she have been able to have gone along with what she was doing to her? She looked across at the figure obediently seated stiff-backed and with hands on head opposite her - the tears welling up in those deep violet eyes and the cupid-bow mouth slightly agape, the lips trembling prettily - surprised at how readily such misgivings could shrug themselves off.

				As always she had expended considerable time and effort on her appearance that morning. Her cosmetics, in particular, were applied expertly and in a sophisticated manner - it was all part of it, the full effect. Similarly the tabletop mirror she had on her desk - and that stood at the far corner as if casually pushed aside to give way to her work, was always angled towards the patient in such a way that she would catch sight of her own reflection, at least from the waist up, whenever facing her inquisitor. The contrast between the sophisticatedly attired, psychiatrist with her well manicured nails, expensively coiffured hair and professionally applied makeup and the young woman’s own appearance in that mirror with her short tightly plaited stubby pigtails, shaved eyebrows and ridiculously stiff-collared, old-fashioned school uniform worked its own special brand of magic, weaving its way deep into the girl’s subconscious throughout the interview.

				Mulling it over as she waited for the first wavering words to come from the girl’s lips, for a fleeting instant the attractive woman’s smile broadened - then, just as quickly, it faded: It had taken an effort to reassert control, but she feared giving to much away at this stage. It had suddenly occurred to her just to what extent that uniform influenced not only the behaviour of the girl herself, but also that of all those around her or who came in contact with her, in so much as how they regarded, addressed and treated her. If not for the feminine maturity of her development and silhouette one could have been forgiven for taking the girl, from a distance, as perhaps around twelve or fourteen years old. In the absence of anything from which to derive a sense of scale, only at a second or even third glance might her true age of around eighteen or nineteen have been divined. It was interesting to observe how, with a young adult kept dressed as a child - as indeed this girl was - the tendency was to treat her in just the way one might indeed treat a child if meeting her for the first time, even if told her true age in fact. Indeed, the doctor, herself, despite her exterior veneer of professionalism, invariably found herself referring to the young women she had under her care as ‘girls’ rather than the young women most in modern society at large would have consider them to be, at least in terms of their years. None more so than this girl that was presently quavering before her.

				Although long legged and naturally willowy - even if displaying a tendency to plumpness of late - somehow the girl’s looks still suited well the way they had her dressed. Only at a second or even third glance would one be likely to accurately divine the girl’s true age. Most would be more likely to take her, at first glance, to be a particularly gawkily-precocious thirteen year old - or perhaps fourteen at most - certainly nothing like approaching the age of majority. Not that such adult concerns and responsibilities need trouble the girl now, not now that she was all set to be staying for the next three years whatever happened. What would happen at that point, though, might well hinge around something she uncovered today, or tomorrow or the day after that.

				She felt sure her young patient understood the consequences. The girl would be guarded, she would try to conceal certain details about her past life and any private thought processes she might consider damning, but then again; she couldn’t possibly know for sure what was - and what wasn’t - relevant. How could she? She wasn’t a psychiatrist, she was merely the patient. But she was in the hands of someone who was a psychiatrist and psychologist - and a very good one to boot. She would grind out the truth from the girl, bit by bit if necessary - but she would get the truth, or at least that part of the ‘truth’ that best suited her aims. Ultimately it was her report that would hold greatest sway when it came time for the girl’s case to come under review and it was true that she could just as easily fabricate sufficient evidence to ensure the poor thing stayed safely in her hands without even the trouble of the girl being summoned before the examining review panel. How much better, though, it would be if the evidence that would further ensnare her patient was to come from the girl’s own mouth. After all, the girl was already well aware that she had only herself to blame for her present period of incarceration. Not that she had any compunction about reminding the girl of that fact yet again - in fact she fully intended to at some point during today’s session.

				The ironic truth was that in attempting to whistle-blow on her treatment as a voluntarily-admitted patient, the girl had succeeded only in branding herself as ‘delusional’ by way of the apparent absurdity of her allegations - and in getting herself compulsorily admitted under the mental health act. Hardly surprising, really: Who would take seriously tales of a behavioural research unit wherein young women were kept in prison cells and made to work in a sweatshop or - even more absurdly, surely - kept in an environment approximating to the strictest of convent boarding schools, subject to corporal punishment and dressed in the most restrictive, juvenile, anachronistic and humiliating school uniform one could imagine?

				As for young Lavinia; already she was squirming, though not yet due to the discomfort of that hard-seated, straight-backed chair - reluctant to take her seat, she was still standing childishly before the imperious woman’s desk, sheepishly shifting her weight from foot to foot and willing the vinyl flooring underfoot to open up and swallow her whole. At that moment she was engaged in an internal struggle to keep her hands down smartly by her sides - as was required of her - desperately trying to keep her thumbs aligned with the side seams of her gymslip’s skirt whilst stubbornly fighting a sudden strange and overwhelming urge to suck her thumb. No, her present discomfiture was not physical, it was all psychological. It was all bound up in the nature of the diary that the woman seated opposite her was now thoughtfully leafing through. She had recognized it well enough, just as soon as she had set eyes on it; it was the journal that Aunt Julia and her psychotherapist friend had insisted she keep. Therein were laid out her deepest reflections, her darkest fears and worries and much else besides - her adversary had her hands on a plenteous supply of ammunition there! But how? How could that woman ever have laid hands on it? Unless...Unless - the thought was unimaginable...Aunt Julia had given it to her!

				Settling herself, sinking even further back into her comfortable reclining chair as if in a conscious attempt to emphasize by juxtaposition the upright posture-defining rigidity of the chair set out for her patient, the doctor sighed impatiently. Her knee-length, hip-hugging leather skirt creaked as she shifted her weight and the fine-denier nylon of her stockings hissed and rasped softly as she crossed her ankles beneath the desk, having surreptitiously kicked off her court shoes out of sight of her nervous patient.

				The sound sent a cold shiver down Lavinia’s spine, bringing forth as it did, memories of the unsettling sensation of her bare belly pressing heavily down upon the tight black leather-covered expanse of the woman’s lap and of the chilling warmth propagating up from the woman’s mature thighs beneath, percolating first through stocking tops and then the nylon of her slip. The emotion was understandable; after all she had already been upended over the implacable woman’s lap on enough occasions for it almost to be considered habitual. It seemed to Lavinia that she could already catch the heady mixed scent of expensive, well tanned calf hide and the woman doctor’s doubtlessly expensive and exclusive perfume - an exotic musky fragrance that she could not put a name to. It seemed, too, as if she could already feel the surprisingly intense sting of the doctor’s open palm on her bared behind, alternating, one cheek and then the other, over and over and over while all the time berating her with exquisite, insightful and astutely-penetrating comments until she felt as if she would die of the shame of it.

				“Now then, patient 30C, isn’t it? Right, remember to lift the hem of your skirt before you sit down, we don’t want you creasing your gymslip... and what happened to your curtsy by the way?”

				“S,s, sorry, miss... I mean doctor”

				“That’s ok, I’m here to help you - I’m just reminding you for your own good. I don’t lay down the rules they have in the ‘schoolroom’ but while you are under their auspices it is important that their form of discipline continues unbroken. It is what the study is all about; the psychological effects of living under a long term regime of strict discipline. Now, you know I wouldn’t punish you for the sake of it but while you are here the responsibility of keeping up the regimen falls on my shoulders. Remember I have told you before that just because you are physically outside the unit it does not mean you are not still as much under their control. So... Shall we try again? It should be second nature to you by now, just imagine you have just walked up to your school desk; nice and low, head bowed, skirt hem held daintily between your middle fingers and you thumbs... that’s it... and skirt right out to your sides... right out, I should be able to see the whole of the front of your knickers. Good, now sit carefully, lifting your skirt out of the way... that’s it, back straight, hands on head and fingers interlocked. Yes; that’s far better.” The doctor smiled approvingly, pausing for thought before continuing:

				“I have something of a surprise for you today, but we can talk about that in a moment. Let’s just say there is a fair chance you might not be returning to the schoolroom after this session - but we’ll see how it goes.”

				Lavinia felt her heart leap in her chest - were they going to release her, were they really going to be letting her go after all? She could hardly contain herself, even risking speaking out of turn, albeit without thinking about it.

				“Miss?...” Her voice sounded timid even to her; Lavinia shifted awkwardly in her seat suddenly worried at what she had done.

				“Now, you know we don’t speak until spoken to, don’t we.” The psychiatrist’s voice remained soft allaying the girl’s fear, while yet reinforcing her authority over her at the same time.

				“Yes, miss... I’m...”

				“Doctor” the psychiatrist interjected firmly, still smiling.

				“Yes... doctor... sorry doctor”

				“Ok... so as always we start with the question I must always ask: Do you know why you’re here, 30C?”

				“Psychological evalu...”

				“No, no, no! We always answer in complete sentences and statements; it always has to be the same... I am here because...” The doctor waved a hand impatiently through the air to represent a continuation of a statement.

				“I,I,I...”

				“Come on, come on... do try not to stammer so. I have told you how to deal with it if you think you are going to stammer”

				“I,I I am here for psych...o...logical ev, ev eval...u...ation, doctor”

				“Good, good! I’m glad to see you breaking down words that you know you are going to stumble over into smaller more manageable chunks, just as I have been showing you - well done, much better!.

				“Now, tell me; how do you think you are getting on?”

				“I,I think th,th, that I...”

				“Actually, hold it there a moment - I think it may be better if I were to get the ball rolling while we get on with our session.” The doctor glanced over at the nurse who had escorted Lavinia in and who was still waiting to one side of the door, smiling contentedly at the teenager’s shrinking discomfort in the hands of the unit’s psychiatrist. “Nurse; I wonder if you would be so kind as to fetch Matron for me. She should be in the dormitory ward about now, supervising the meal break, so perhaps you could take over for her”

				“Yes, of course, at once, doctor”

				“I take it that you have you supervised the girl’s meal breaks before, nurse?”

				“Oh yes, doctor.” Unseen by the young ‘patient’ now squirming uncomfortably on the hard wooden chair, the pretty young nurse was beaming and nodding with undisguised enthusiasm; she clearly relished the prospect of having the small schoolroom group, all only a little younger than herself, under her thumb once again. The psychiatrist nodded gravely, her face betraying little of the delight she was feeling inside as a result of her latest brainwave.

				Released for an instant from the doctor’s untiringly appraising gaze, meanwhile, Lavinia was fidgeting in her seat. On the hard wood of the little straight-backed chair the elastic suspenders supporting the lisle stockings she was wearing, stretched to their utmost, were sinking into the fleshy globes of her bottom, the large metal clips already making their presence felt at the rear of her thighs where they were busy forming deep-cut impressions of their outline in her skin while the elasticised rubber-lined leg-holes of the bottle-green ‘school-issue’ knickers seemed to be gripping more tightly than ever around the tops of her thighs.

				“Stop fidgeting there’s a good girl... back straight please, chin up... and I think we’ll have those fingers more tightly interlocked on top of you head if you please, young lady. Now...where did we get to?”

				The questioning started in earnest then, the doctor scribbling on a rough pad while an increasingly distraught Lavinia was gradually and expertly brought to tears. Finally the order came to rise and she was dismissed to stand in the corner of the room facing the wall like a naughty child while the doctor wrote up the session in Lavinia’s patient notes.

				In the fullness of time a knock came, a dull metallic rapping of the knuckles on the bunker-like iron door of the interview room, firm, confident. Near simultaneously the door handle squeaked under the torque of a robust wrist and a hinge momentarily groaned in protest. The doctor looked up from the open questionnaire she had been perusing and the dossier laid out in front of her in which, up to that moment, she had been busily scribbling away, laying out her latest analysis of her patient’s responses. “Ah, Matron, please come in and take a seat. Forgive my interrupting your schedule; I appreciate how busy you are but this won’t take more than a couple of minutes.” With a wave of her hand she gestured toward a leather-upholstered easy chair set angled to one side of her desk, motioning her visitor to sit. There came the familiar rustle of Matron’s polyester frock as, out of view of the teenage girl, whose nose was still firmly pressed into the corner, the plump woman smoothed her uniform skirt over her ample haunches and flattened down her apron.

				Nodding toward the young woman standing with her back to them in the corner of the room the doctor drew a breath, intending to begin - then, observing her patient more closely, she changed the direction of her address. The latter’s arms were now beginning to noticeably quiver from the effort of keeping her elbows out and shoulders back while simultaneously keeping her hands on her head with her fingertips just barely brushing - it was a very taxing posture, deliberately so. “Keep those elbows out, girl. You let them droop as much as one inch and there will be trouble, I can tell you. I’ll have Matron here take her cane to you - and I can promise you that by the time she has finished you’ll think your backside is actually alight.” The reply, when it came - one was always required - was barely a whimper, barely audible: “Yes. yes, ok. ok”.

				“You address me as doctor...DOCTOR. I thought I’d made it clear enough. Now it’s time to talk about that matter I mentioned earlier... No! Keep you nose pressed in to that corner; you only need listen for now. Right! For the foreseeable future you are going to be staying right here, with me as my patient. I don’t care how you thought of yourself before you came here, what you considered yourself to be or where you thought your life might have been going; all that has changed now. If I have to spell it out to you, it is this: The situation now is simply that you have become a psychiatric patient, just like any other, and I am your doctor.

				From this point on you are going to see only me, speak to only me, and you shall hear only my voice. I am the person who will decide when you sleep and when you eat - or should I say if you sleep and if you eat. Should I decide that I want you to go hungry... then you will go hungry. In fact, in every way you can think of - and some that I expect you cannot, as yet, grasp - I am going to be in control of your life, every single aspect of it. I am going to be your mistress, your governess, but first and foremost your doctor. Is that clear?”

				“Yes doctor.”

				“And what are you?” The domineering woman had fairly spat out the words, her accusing stare causing the young quivering girl to cringe..

				“Your patient, doctor”

				“What sort of patient are you; what are you categorised as now? I’ll not stand for any form of denial. You should know that much about me by now at least.”

				“I’m a psy, a psy...a...a psychiat....”

				The words seemed to stick in Lavinia’s craw, it went against just about everything she believed in, or rather had once believed in, it was just too humiliating to address herself so.

				“Perhaps mental patient would be easier to say? Well, girl...let’s hear you try it,”

				“I,I...I...can’t...I just can’t....I’m not mental, I’m not, I’m not!! I’m NOT!!!”

				She was biting her lower lip, stamping her feet childishly in turn - left, right, left - her hands balled into white-knuckled fists, her face crimson and the pretty features anger-twisted into gargoyle-like contortions.

				One thought ran through the implacable psychotherapist’s mind: “Good, good - the girl is making the perfect start. I couldn’t have asked for more - she’ll soon be well on her way to becoming quite the docile mental patient she should be.”

				“Well, Matron, as you may have surmised from that little exchange, it has occurred to me that forever shifting this stupidly-stubborn girl to and from the schoolroom each day is just too disruptive. What I am proposing to do is remove her from the distractions of the usual day-to-day hubbub of the unit and keep her here with me until such a time as she can be persuaded to cooperate more fully with the diagnostic process. As you know there is a small anteroom abutting this office and while I am well aware that it is little more than a large walk-in cupboard, I measured it out recently and it turns out that there is just sufficient floor area to fit in a standard hospital bed. A couple of nights ago I had one wheeled down from the psychiatric ward, all kitted out with the latest in humane restraint systems. I also managed to have squeezed in one of those old style school desks, the same type as we provide in the schoolroom with the seat combined in one unit. This consultation room and the accommodation I have arranged for her in the anteroom are going to be the limit of her universe from now on, or at least until I have gained all the information I require for the report I’ll have to make to the panel as regards her mental health.. Saying that; given that she is not going to be mixing with the other ‘schoolroom section’ inmates, for the time being, I think the whole school uniform thing becomes somewhat superfluous. The thought has struck me that a simple pair of pyjamas would be a perfectly adequate solution; backed up on occasion by the addition of a straitjacket should she step out of line of course.”

				As Matron nodded in agreement, the psychiatrist leant forward, reaching down and sliding open one of the deeper desk drawers, one close to floor level on her desk’s left-hand side. “I had these sent down for her - what you think?” The pyjama jacket the woman was holding up was a baggy, shapeless flannelette thing in an institutional broad green and white stripe. It had the hospital emblem embroidered on the breast pocket along with the words ‘St Mary’s Hospital, psychiatric wing’ in a dense black curling script and seemed to audibly crinkle at the touch. Ugly bottle-green rubber buttons served fastened it down the front and starting high at the neck where it’s one concession to femininity was the round broad Peter Pan style collar. The matching green white striped trousers that she then unceremoniously dumped on her desk appeared to be just as unflattering as the jacket. The waistband looked to be too large for the intended recipient and, fastening at the front by a single green rubber button, was notably devoid of elastic. Nor was there any cord or drawstring present that might have been of use to afford a better fit.

				Matron, stretching out a hand, was now running the fabric of the pyjama bottoms back and forth between her finger and thumb, smiling appreciatively as she felt the rubberised waterproof inner layer that lined the trousers from the waistband to around the mid-thigh point. Her smile broadened still further as she eyed the stiff crinkly transparent plastic pants and the heaped folds of white terry-towelling which had now been added to the pile. “Not exactly what one might call flattering, doctor, but perfectly adequate in the context of a psychiatric hospital, I’d say.” The thought struck her, even as she was speaking, that the doctor’s thin, pliant cane would lose none of its sting applied over the drum-tight seat of those thin plastic pants.

				“That’s exactly as I see it, Matron. I think it is perfectly apt. I also think that keeping her in pyjamas, all day everyday, will have the added benefit of helping her to adopt the correct mindset and better adjust to the idea of being kept as a patient here rather than the volunteer guinea pig, free to come and go as she chooses, that I think she still imagines herself to be.”

				From the corner of the room a snuffling sound could be heard, than a sniff, then a mumbled voice muttering something along the lines of “please, I’m not a mental patient, I’m not, I’m not...”. Then the half-hearted protestation tailed off and was replaced instead by the sound of gentle weeping as the young girl heard what she thought might be the doctor picking up her cane behind her. What she had heard was merely the sound of the doctor pushing back the now empty drawer with her foot; both protagonists, pointedly ignoring her, were continuing with their conversation as if the subject of their discourse was invisible to them. Momentarily relieved yet driven to distraction by not knowing what was going on behind her, she risked turning her head slightly, attempting to peer round and out from of the corner of her eye. The result was an immediate rebuke. Clearing her throat threateningly, the psychiatrist’s voice rang out, her educated and authoritative tone instantly turning the girl’s blood to ice: “Remain facing the corner please, as you have been told to. I shan’t warn you again - the next time I shall have you over here and bent across my desk”.

				Lavinia could feel her legs turning to jelly, her shoulders burning from the effort of maintaining the torturous posture and her mind rebelling at this frustration of her natural curiosity, a spark of which still glimmered within her despite the unrelenting discipline of the place that seemed designed to crush every last remnant of initiative. Despite all of this, she pressed her nose firmly back into the corner and redoubled her efforts to pull back her shoulders and keep her fingers straight and flat on the top of her head. A bead of sweat ran down into her eye and she blinked to try to relieve the salty sting. Another trickle of sweat had run down the ridge of her nose and formed a droplet at its tip that hung precariously and created in its wake an insistent itch that she dared not scratch, not even by rubbing her nose against the wall lest it be misinterpreted as her turning her head and invite retribution.

				The heavy serge gymslip she had on had clearly originally been intended as outdoor wear, incorporating as it did a waterproof rubberised layer between the bottle-green serge fabric and the nylon satin inner lining. The garment was hopelessly over-warm in the centrally heated confines of the institution as a whole, let alone in the rather stuffy interview room or ‘consultation room’ as it was more usually referred to. Taking take into account the full-length nylon slip she had on underneath - a plain, old-fashioned affair having ‘built-up’ shoulders and a tight-fitting, hobbling pencil skirt - and the long-line, open-bottomed corsellete that she had on beneath that - an equally old-fashioned thing utilising a rubberised fabric - and it was hardly surprising that she was sweltering. It was true that the gymslip featured an open-sided bodice, which one might think would aid comfort, even if it did serve to embarrass the girl - it being one of those features she perceived as providing the uniform with an even more childish appearance than it already had by its very nature. Any amelioration, though, was more than made up for by the discomfiture of the school blouse.

				The latter, was a tailored and close-fitting green and white striped confection of rather stiff nylon. The long-sleeved blouse buttoned tightly at both the cuffs and at the neck whereat it possessed a stiff, high, Eton-style collar that in turn was further constricted by a tightly-knotted school tie. It was little wonder, then, that little rivulets of perspiration were trickling down her back on either side of her spine. Having nowhere else to go, the tormenting little droplets coalesced and pooled in the hollow at the small of her back before winding their way down the cleft between her buttocks in stops and starts, tickling irritatingly all the way. The salt from her sweat stung and re-inflamed the parallel red ridges of the wheals crisscrossing the bottom cheeks - a result of the caning she had received earlier at the hands of the good doctor - causing them to throb agonisingly in time with her racing pulse.

				In fact, from the waist down she was absolutely saturated - the school knickers they made her wear were practically airtight, let alone waterproof. Bottle-green and in the style of childish, short-legged bloomers, although of traditional interlock cotton, the girl’s most intimate garment incorporated a soft rubber lining, had broad rubber-lined elasticated leg cuffs and a high waist. The waistband was ringed with buttonholes that, in wearing, fastened onto rubber buttons sewn around the waist of the corsellete, ensuring an unrelentingly snug fit. Just below the leg cuffs, there was a short expanse of bared flesh - just room enough it seemed, to allow the nickel metal clasps of the corselette’s broad, taut elastic suspenders to properly dig in to the skin - before the dark welts of the opera-length black, itchy, lisle stockings would be encountered. Once clear of the sunburst of razor sharp serge knife pleats - a little below mid-thigh - and the tight hem of the slip, a little higher up, her long willowy legs were in the clear and a little cooler.

				Then, lower down, one came across the shoes - and a different kind of torment: Styled like Victorian ankle boots and seemingly several sizes too small, these were a recently introduced replacement for the traditional faux patent leather plastic ‘Mary-Janes’ the girls in the schoolroom unit had been made to wear. Bottle-green to match the gymslip, they constrained the foot, cramping the toes and enforcing a daintily-curved instep that, together with the tight-skirted slip, ensured a restrained, small-stepped, genteel and ladylike gait.

				Behind her back, Lavinia could hear her immediate future being mapped out in considerable detail - far more detail than seemed necessary, if not for her benefit. What she was learning was filling her with growing dismay; the idea of being effectively confined in the doctor’s office itself, in a situation under which she could be summoned before the doctor’s desk at any given moment of the day - or night, for all she knew - to undergo test after test and grilling after grilling, sounded intolerable. But worse was to come. The doctor was coming to the end of her explanation, the bombshell - the first of several it would turn out - was about to fall:

				“... So the reason I asked you here today, Matron is actually two-fold. The first task is to liaise with the dormitory mistress to ensure that a bed is kept vacant for her and a place in the schoolroom, I may be returning the patient to the school regime in the fullness of time, but how long that will be I can’t yet say; it is as much up the patient herself and how cooperative - or not - she decides to be. At the moment, taking into account her present attitude, I can envisage having her here over a timescale of months rather than weeks.

				The second reason is that I intend to start her down this new path today. I have the room ready for her, so I can’t see any reason to send her back to the dormitory - I want to get her into seclusion as quickly as possible. I plan for her to spend most of her time alone in isolation and I want to start getting her used to the idea of seeing and hearing no one other than me, her doctor. it’s the best way I can think of to encourage her to develop a good strong dependency on me, initially, and on her carers in general in time - and in that processes, learn to view herself as a psychiatric patient. The day she gives up on living in denial of that fact will be the day that she can finally begin to settle down to life in an institution - in the end she’ll be much happier for it”

				“And so, I am given to understand, will be certain other parties, doctor”

				Matron’s interjection was greeted by the psychiatrist with a tinkling little laugh, uncharacteristically girlish.

				“Quite so, quite so - well, we’re just going to have to see what we can do with her to oblige. As a jumping-off point, so to speak, I intend to start the patient off with a GOOD HARD CANING ACROSS HER BARE BOTTOM.” The doctor had quite deliberately raised her voice, looking across at the waiting girl as she did so, before continuing in a more normal vein. “From a psychological standpoint, one should seek to delineate a change in regime as starkly as possible for maximum impact. Of course her changing into those pyjamas for the first time is part of that, but what better way to underline in her mind this impending re-birth than a caning, the like of which she will never forget. The severity I have in mind is not something that I would expect any young woman to tolerate and keep in place for by sheer discipline alone - thus your presence, to restrain her wrists or help get her into a straitjacket if she should struggle and it become necessary.”

				Lavinia’s mind was now reeling - paradoxically had it not been for the sheer enormity of what she had just heard she would have been panicking, clawing at the door to run. Had the forgoing discussion not taken place between two such authoritative professionals and within the context of a prestigious institution, she might at least have considered some form of protest legitimate. As it was she was merely numb, stunned and rendered unable to react - So much so that when the command came to turn around and present herself before the doctor’s desk she did so without complaint.

				“Right; I assume you have overheard our little chat, so it should come as no surprise that I want you out of that school uniform.”

				Indicating the pile of folded of stripy green and white flannelette heaped on her desk the doctor continued;

				“I don’t know why you should look so dismayed; I would have thought that you would have welcomed the change. I mean to say; why would you want to go around looking like some little school child? I quite agree the pyjamas are going to make you look more like a hospital patient, but at least you are going to be dressed like an adult. Besides; whether you like it or not that’s exactly what you are now - a patient - it says so right here in your notes, in black-and-white. Officially you are a mental patient and that is the whole point of this, why we are going to have to work together, you and I, on helping you come to accept that fact.”

				Still keeping both eyes sharply focused on her blushing and perspiring young patient the woman leaned forward, retrieving a buff cardboard file from the top drawer of her desk and slapping it down meaningfully on the Formica top. Lavinia could feel her cheeks glowing even hotter as involuntarily she took in the bold block capitals that spelt out the name of the hospital surmounted by the all-too-familiar gold and red crest, the duplicate of which was embroidered on the breast pocket of her tightly-buttoned bum-freezer jacket, the juvanilising gymslip she had on beneath it, the breast pocket of the form-fitting candy-striped nylon blouse and even the school tie, where it occupied a diamond-shaped shield or lozenge embroidered so as to appear exactly midway between the blouse collar and the top of the gymslip’s yoke or bib when correctly knotted.

				That crest or coat of arms - and the humiliating descriptor that went with it - was all over her person, even the knickers, corsellete and under-slip were marked with it in one way or another. It felt as if burnt into her mind - she seemed to see it everywhere she went and to her it represented one thing and one thing only: Control. And it was control with a capital ‘C’: it marked all that it might be printed or painted or embroidered on as hospital property, it indicated that everything she wore, everything she touched or that touched her was under the ownership, authority and control of the institution. It told the world, or that very small part of it that she was now limited to, that she herself was effectively the property of the hospital - or a least that was how it made her feel - and very much under the institution’s authority.

				There could be no arguing about that latter point; every part of her life, every moment - from the time she first blearily opened her eyes to the time she was at last allowed to close them, both mentally and physically exhausted - was ritualised and regulated to the rhythm of various tolling bells and sharply-snapped commands. It was not so much having the badge and the name of the hospital adorning her attire as those other words that mirrored those printed on the front cover of the folder that the doctor had had laid out on her desk when she had first been brought in: Secure Psychiatric Wing. Leafing through the folder the doctor again addressed her prone patient:

				“This is your official patient file, the one that will be seen by your case review panel. But I have to say I can see no vague, wishy-washy nonsense written here about any voluntary medical trial participation or self-admitted voluntary patient status or any thing else that might imply you ever had a choice in the matter. In fact I would say that, based on what is written here, there has never been anything voluntary about it. This document I’m looking at on this page, here is the order sectioning you - or committing you, if you prefer - under the mental health act into full-time residential psychiatric care. By the looks of what is written here you can forget all this stuff about three or six month’s residency or whatever. This order appears to be open-ended; with the only proviso being that your case be reviewed after two years. Oh! Silly me, my mistake; it says that psychiatric evaluation is to begin after two years. Then reports are to be forwarded to the panel of doctors that will be considering your case with that period of evaluation, in itself, expected to cover twelve months of observations. It looks to me that last statement implies that in actuality it will be three years before your case will come up for reviewal, not two - you must have really ticked someone off on that panel.” The doctor laughed gently.

				“Matron; I wonder if you would kindly hand me your cane?”

				“Yes of course, doctor” The buxom and potentially portly woman, her waist only maintained by the constriction of the old fashioned boned ‘stays’ she wore, reached down, unhitching the wickedly pliant switch from its clip at her side. She carried, the implement habitually hung from her elastic clasp-belt as if it were as much part of her uniform as the dark blue rustling polyester dress or the starched white cambric bib-apron she wore over it.

				“Thank you, Matron; I know I have my own cane here, but I think this level of recalcitrance requires something that will leave a more... lasting impression - and on her body as much as her mind. My old bamboo cane is one thing, but that glass-fibre switch of yours is more like a whip than a cane. Nothing quite marks a young girl’s bottom like it - I think she can say goodbye to her bikini days. Mind you; I don’t suppose she would be too keen to expose that tattoo in any case - not that she is likely to as much as see a beach again for many a year, at least not if I have anything to do with it.”

				Lavinia felt herself blanch: The ‘tattoo’ in question consisted of her so-called ‘patient designation number’ - the digits 3 and 0 - together with the name of the hospital and the words ‘secure psychiatric wing’. It was reproduced right across her backside in an ugly thick, black block print style, the digits taking up practically the entire curvature of one plump bottom cheek. Whether it was permanent or not was not questionable in her mind: She hadn’t quite believed it at the time, but then again she had been told it was enough times, it didn’t seem to wash off - she could glimpse it in the shower - and she had certainly felt the buzzing sting of the tattoo pen right enough!

				To make matters worse, the woman’s idiosyncratically girlish laugh seemed to underline that last point - the point about her not seeing a beach for many a year - in Lavinia’s mind, bringing forth a secondary wave of panic. Not only did this woman have her entirely in her power, she was clearly determined to keep it that way. She could keep her there, locked-up behind bars, for years and all she needed was sufficient ‘evidence’. One admission could only lead to another and another - and that was all that would be needed to keep her imprisoned. But she had done nothing wrong, legally - not ever. But therein lay the irony - had she been a prison inmate, then there would be a definite sentence, something definitive and with an end to it. In this place time was elastic and her incarceration could be stretched and stretched and stretched.

				Lavinia knew she somehow had to remain quiet. It was a battle of wills, but now eyeing the flexible switch being passed to the tall, slim woman doctor - the latter having pulled on a black leather glove, a fitting counterpoint to her figure-tight leather skirt - she knew it was a battle she was destined to lose. This caning, she knew, would be designed to break her - and if it didn’t then the next or the one after that, or the one after that, would. Then there were those other possibilities; she could be deprived of food or kept day after day without sleep. Then there was that other punishment, one she had already been broken by to some extent - being locked away restrained in a straitjacket and made to listen to a few bars of a nursery rhyme going on and on and round and round. She’d seen a girl who had been subjected to that more than once - the poor thing had been driven nearly out of her mind.

				“Right come here, bend over my desk and let’s get those ugly old school knickers down for the last time”

				Dismayed Lavinia obeyed.

				“There’s a good girl - I’m sure we are going to get along swimmingly.” The tone was patronizing in the extreme. Satisfied she returned her attention to the stern, uniformed woman sitting back relaxed at the corner of her desk, smiling pleasantly as if nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. “Sorry about this interruption to your day, Matron,”

				“Not at all, doctor”

				“If you’d be kind enough to take her hands - I’m sure she is not going to have the fortitude to get through this otherwise”

				“Certainly, doctor.”

				The tall, statuesque psychiatrist raised her hand, stretching her arm hard back behind her shoulder, her body twisting at the waist and the thin glass fibre switch in her hand, flexing under its own weight and appearing almost whip-like, glistening under the frosty fluorescent lighting. It slashed down with a demonic whistling, the girl’s scream splitting the air.

				“One - thank you, doctor” the poor thing somehow whispered... The cane whistled through the air and the second pencil-thin stripe wrapped itself around her hips and across her buttocks - and she screamed... As the pain seared her mind, a lightening flash seeming to pass between her eyes, she already knew she wouldn’t make it to the end, the words just wouldn’t - or couldn’t - form on her lips. She knew her fate: She’d be made to take this beating, right to the end. Then she’d be told that as she had failed to display the requisite level of compliance - meaning that she had failed to count one or more strokes of her correction and thank the doctor accordingly - the ‘therapy’ would have to be repeated. The cane again whistled demonically and she heard her voice cracking as she screamed out ‘three’, though the effort was pointless.

				“No, I think you’ll find that was two, dear - you seemed to forget to count the second; and so have I.” The doctor had already made her decision: She’d send the girl back with matron to the schoolroom, and then have her returned later in the day. She’d have something rather special arranged by then - something that would have a far greater, far more permanent psychological impact on her. Drawing back her arm the doctor took careful aim - this one was going to really get the tears flowing. The cane whistled, rending the air once more, the young girl’s bottom twitched spasmodically, the muscles tensing in anticipation...

			

		

	
		
			
				Curbing The Rebellious Teenager

				The pain was searing, unbearable, the doctor’s cane branding her behind again and again and - her mind had to run, to hide even if her physicality was trapped... And where her mind chose to retreat to was the past - the present could not be tolerated and all the future had to offer was the next whistling slash of that pliant switch and beyond that... What? An eternity under the doctor’s personal ‘supervision and care’ spent dressed in institutional pyjamas day and night and locked away from even the limited sphere that the department of experimental behavioural psychology represented? Now, in her mind at least, she was back with Aunt Julia being led by the hand like a child despite being practically a grown woman - at least insofar as she had once thought of herself.

				It was the height of summer and they were off to see a close friend of her Aunt’s, a psychotherapist. This particular woman ran her own private psychiatric practice in a relatively quiet backwater situated just off Cavendish Square; close enough to London’s famed Harley Street to share in the latter’s prestige, yet far enough removed from the general hubbub as to retain an element of discretion.

				Over the years Dr Anne Ecclestone had become quietly acclaimed throughout London’s pet community of self-indulgent and self-destructive nouveau-celebrity drug-culture obsessives, with their self-inflicted neuroses and their pseudo-concerned managers. More importantly she was known as a model of discretion, a stalwart that could be relied upon to remain unimpeachable in the teeth of the most viciously howling media storm.

				Tucked away in a corner plot, the building within which her suit of consulting rooms resided was as unremarkable as anything her publicity-shy clientele could have hoped for, simply a recessed wing at one end of an anonymous-looking snaking residential mansion block. Typical of so many others that lined the streets thereabouts in their undulating terraced ranks, it formed part of a multi-storey cliff face of red brick, cream stone window ledges and decorative cornicing built sometime between the Victorian era and the First World War to provide apartments for the burgeoning middle classes.

				Beneath the small portico of the entrance with its two flanking fluted pillars, a recessed brass plate recorded the woman’s title as doctor, told of her as residing on the third floor but gave little else away to the casually curious. The non-descript etched metal plaque was set into the cream stonework below a porcelain-mounted brass bell push, just one of five of similar ilk that were arranged vertically up the left-hand side of the door surround. The single brown panelled timber door was plain other than for a brass knocker at head height and a matching brass letter box lower down and was modest in comparison with the double glass-paned doors of the entrance further down along the terrace where a concierge desk had to be negotiated to gain entry. An additional rear mews entrance, appended to the premises, gave even greater ambiguity to arrivals and departures and provided for the perfect alternative address to give any over-inquisitive taxi driver or the like. As a destination it was as little known publicly as was the fact that there was a second aspect to her professional life, that of experimentalist and research worker.

				Away from her private practice she had for many years been involved in the running of a long-term experimental psychology research project under the auspices of a commercially financed and privately run clinic based in a private hospital situated in the West Country. Primarily her role these days was largely confined to overseeing, directing and analysing the results of the project remotely, commuting to and from rarely but as and when necessary.

				While this interest in experimental psychology was a facet of her life and work that generally she kept apart from the more conventional day-to-day world of her surgery, with its fastidious, privileged and potentially litigious visitors, in young Lavinia’s case it was a facet that very much had a role to play. From the outset the good doctor had thought the best approach to the girl’s treatment and care, given the unusual requirements of the case, would be one combining certain aspects of both approaches. Indeed, she had made it a condition before even considering taking on the case that she be given total carte blanche over Lavinia and that an understanding be arrived at with the girl’s guardian that she would consider sweet Lavinia as much guinea pig as patient while in her care.

				Over time the good doctor had built up a rapport with Lavinia: Her words had come to take on a gravitas and her arguments a persuasiveness beyond anything poor Lavinia could have hoped to have countered even had her mind been crystal clear. But the poor bemused girl’s mind had been anything but crystal clear by that point - there were always those lovely little green and gold capsules she’d had to take first thing in the morning. A ‘gentle sedative’, doctor Ecclestone had said. First two a day, then four a day, in two divided doses of two capsules each. Then two more had been added to the daily prescription, these to be taken with the comforting mug of warm milk her aunt always prepared for her to take up to bed.

				The medication had done the trick all right; they had taken away the anxiety, the panic attacks, replacing them with a warm glow of well-being. At six capsules per day that chirpy, sharp-witted and argumentative side of Lavinia that had still somehow managed to persist despite her various debilities - whether real or imaginary - had faded out, bleached like a photo print left too long in the sun. Some vague sketchy outline of her personality had remained, but the colour had gone from her by this point and what had been left behind was a mere sepia ghost.

				The lift door had been tugged aside by Aunt Julia, an old-fashioned trelliswork thing of bronze coloured metal that had squeaked reluctantly. She remembered how the hall carpet had somehow always seemed near knee-deep, like walking through a field of gooey marshmallow.

				The inner door was of a rich red-wood and was flanked by a brass plate set into the wall, a smaller sibling of that, set alongside four other of a similar ilk, which graced the exterior. As outside, it was Aunt Julia that pressed the buzzer. For a few seconds there was an embarrassed, awkward silence between them. The rich reddish-brown deep-piled carpeting of the passageway and the heavy drapes flanking the far-end window - a tall, near floor to ceiling arched expanse that would have equally looked at home in a small chapel - together served to deaden the acoustics to an almost disturbing extent. Lavinia could hear her own breathing, undeniably slightly laboured despite having taken the elevator, she could feel that familiar pounding in her ears also; she couldn’t help but reflect on the thought that Aunt Julia had been right yet again, as Aunt Julia always was in these things.

				In due course the door was swung back, in the manner it always was - briskly and efficiently - and they were greeted in the manner they always were - courteously and with all due deference. At least Aunt Julia was; Lavinia herself was, as ever, studiously ignored, as if invisible - like a phantom at her own funeral, it felt to her on occasion, or a small inconsequential child. Which she would have preferred at that moment, shuffling awkwardly and looking down at her feet, the latter squeezed into a pair of hopelessly undersized Mary-Janes, would have been hard to gauge, but the latter suited best the way she felt - and the way she was attired; which almost amounted to the same thing.

				Standing before them was an imposing woman in nurses’ uniform, a woman Lavinia knew to be the doctor’s receptionist. Holding back the door with one hand and beckoning them to enter with the other, a broad smile washed across the woman’s attractive and well made up features. Her eyes met those of Julia Soames yet purposely looked through her charge and Lavinia felt herself bristle at the slight - yet not perhaps as much as the last time or the time before that. Despite herself, she realized, she was becoming more accepting - that thought irked her more than ever and she shuffled it to the back of her mind, feeling her cheeks colour and warm considerably as she did so.

				“Good Morning Ms Soames - or rather, Good afternoon I suppose I should say to be accurate. I take it you are well?”

				“Fine, it’s a lovely day out there, which always helps - and you?”

				“Well, it’s been a busy morning, the doctor has had a very full diary these last few days - but I’m bearing up, you know, Ms Soames.”

				“Good, good”.

				“And how has our young lady here been? She’s looking a little tired, if you don’t mind me saying so - I saw her yawning just then and it seemed to me as if she can hardly keep her eyes open”.

				Walking close in front of the two older women - having been ushered in with an arm gently yet firmly wrapped around her shoulders as if a shawl - eighteen year old Lavinia Vitesse involuntarily yawned as if in unconscious, reflex agreement. She was given no opening to reply - not that the query had been addressed to her in any case - Aunt Julia answered on her behalf, as so often she seemed to these days. For once the girl felt more thankful than indignant - her mind felt fogged with fatigue, her thoughts woolly and her tongue, clumsy and feeling somehow overlarge, seemed to loll awkwardly in her mouth.

				“She’s had so many bad nights recently; it’s the heat you see, she just hasn’t been able to get to sleep properly.”

				The nurse-receptionist came around in front of the teenager, taking her by the chin and causing her to gaze into her eyes - a sympathetic smile swept across her face as she spoke:

				“Poor thing, you look so, so tired, sweetheart - let’s get you sat down and then you can rest those weary legs of yours.” Then, looking up at the troubled girl’s ‘aunt she continued: “Why, those legs of hers look quite rubbery; it almost looks as if they are about to give way under her. I’m surprised you got her up here at all; she looks all-in. You didn’t climb all those stairs again this time, did you?”

				Julia Soames gave a little laugh, a self-satisfied, happy, sunny little laugh: “Silly question; Of course not”. Shrugging her shoulders in mock resignation, she went on, nodding towards her, obviously embarrassed, young charge as she did so:

				“Young Lavinia here wanted to, of course - she doesn’t know when she’s beat, that one. You’d have thought she’d learned her lesson last time; but no. Don’t get me wrong, I know how much her one day becoming a dancer means to her, I understand her concerns over her physical fitness and the implications that has for her ambitions, but as I keep trying to tell her; psychosomatic her problems might be, but the effects are as real as any physical disability. The doctor has told her that for the time being she must go easy on herself, that she cannot possibly expect to be able to do all the things she once could until we can get to grips with the underlying psychological causes. Attempting to do so - and constantly failing, as she must - can only succeed in exacerbating those mental problems. It’s a vicious cycle that has to be broken if we are to help her and she is to help herself - and that can only be achieved if she’ll allow herself to be cared for. Anyway, at least she listened to sense today, eventually, and so we came up in the elevator. But even so, just look at her - as you yourself, said; she’s utterly exhausted!”

				Yet again Lavinia bristled; the two women were taking about her as if she was some sort of invalid. Her cheeks burned hotter still; despite her best efforts at adult composure she knew the tell-tale crimson, spreading across her face from her already glowing apple-dimpled cheeks, told a different story. With utmost chagrin, at some level the realization hit her that, whether she liked it or not, she could not help reinforcing the juvenile aspect her ‘aunt’ had so carefully crafted for her and that those around her could hardly do other than treat her accordingly as a result - the two facets continuously built on each other, seemingly forever driving her in the direction Aunt Julia desired.

				Together and as one the trio entered the quiet sanctuary of the waiting-room. To the left waited a line of five semi-reclining dark-brown leather-upholstered chairs; another three abutted the right-hand wall, making eight in all. The well-loved winkled vintage leather looked soft, comfortable, vacant and inviting but that was as maybe; these weren’t intended for Lavinia and she was ushered past. That now all too familiar indignant bristling returned with a vengeance at this calculated slight, causing those already rosy cheeks of hers to again flare embarrassingly.

				She hated that she blushed so readily nowadays, certain that there were those around her that derived great pleasure from the easily-read knowledge that she was affected so. She felt sure it had not always been the case; this was just yet another example of one of those tiresome little afflictions that seemed initially to have set in at around the time she had first come under the influence of that woman she now customarily addressed as ‘Aunt’. A little thing to be sure, but one of several that seemed to have grown in severity over the months, to the point of coming close to rendering her near-crippled socially despite of - or even perhaps because of - her ‘aunt’s’ care. Indeed there had been times of late when she had begun to suspect that her problems had somehow or other been encouraged to mature under that woman’s quite deliberate tutelage. But then surely such thoughts were merely manifestations of her perturbed mental state - that was what the doctor repeatedly told her, virtually each and every session she had with her. And the doctor wouldn’t lie - doctors just didn’t and that was all there was to it. She knew to keep those suspicions to herself - as with any complaint or sense of injustice she might harbour regarding her ‘aunt’s’ increasingly strict and ever more tiresome disciplinary regime that the woman felt fit to impose, those thoughts would go unvoiced lest she should find herself committed to some institution or other somewhere. It was no idle threat, nor an invention of her imagination, she felt sure; after all, had she not overheard that very possibility discussed on more than one occasion.

				Halfway across the room, crossing the floor towards the reception desk, they skirted around a low, bamboo-framed, coffee table sporting near-pristine copies of Vogue, Esquire, Dazed and Confused and Vanity Fair - all latest editions - haphazardly scattered across its smoked-glass top; a shelf mounted lower down was stacked with older editions and several years of National Geographic.

				The last of the doctor’s morning appointments had long since departed and the friendly looking, comfortably-wrinkled seating waited unoccupied and the waiting room deserted. Of the only other two appointments she had scheduled for that day, or clients as she was want to refer to those that could afford her not insignificant fees - never patients, only one or two very special cases were ever referred to as patients - the first was not due to arrive until late afternoon. A good clear three hours had thus been left open, dedicated to this present patient - for this girl very much was one of those special cases, a very special case. Indeed, potentially a most lucrative case.

				The previous night had indeed been a trial. Oppressive and humid it had been a night such as the British Isles all too often experiences in late July and Lavinia had slept little. Now even the mercifully short walk from Aunt Julia’s parked limousine had seemed fatiguing in the extreme.

				Seeing that the girl was trembling, the receptionist-cum-nurse gently guided her elbow over to the coat-stand that stood in the far right-hand corner. Lavinia glanced up and involuntarily shuddered. The curled scroll-like crooks of hand-bent steam-softened Beachwood waited ominously naked and seemed to mock her dread. Lower down the spoked ring of girdling wood that formed the integral or anorak stood similarly vacant, rendered temporarily obsolete in this, one of the driest summers there had been for over three decades.

				Such a commonplace, ordinary furnishing, yet it seemed to the girl as if it were towering over her like some sinister totem, symbolising the moment she dreaded most of all about this day’s outing, the instant that she had dreaded from the point of her dressing for her appointment - or more accurately, from the point of her being dressed. It was Aunt Julia who made all such decisions such as that involved in dressing nowadays. Each morning it was Julia Soames who would lay out the outfit for the coming day and who would supervise, scrutinise, neaten, fasten, and tighten as necessary to meet her personal and highly idiosyncratic take on what she deemed suitable for a late-teenage girl living under her care. More often than not it was that idiosyncratic side of the woman’s taste that seemed to dominate - and this morning had been no exception to that rule. The result, eccentrically and diametrically opposite of the girl’s own choice - had she had been given leave - was what had led this day, albeit indirectly, to her present overheated, perspiring discomfort and to the dilemma at hand.

				From behind her back all the signs spoke of her aunt’s imminent departure. The softly sighing flittering breeze of the latter’s gossamer-light summer dress - a strappy, floral figure-flattering sugary girlish number, as was the trend of late - and the fading scrunch of her fashionable pumps on the deep woollen pile were soon joined by the brassy rattle of a handle turning and the momentarily reluctant creaking of a rising hinge. From somewhere out in the plush-carpeted corridor beyond came her aunt’s strident voice and the girl cringed inside; it was the voice Aunt Julia used whenever putting the girl in her place, each vowel carefully enunciated and telling of an expensive and exclusive education well beyond the station she chose to occupy.

				“I’ll be off around the shops now, Lavinia. You make sure you do exactly as you’re told, young Lady. I don’t want to hear any more reports of you giving the doctor any trouble when I get back. If I do you know what to expect, don’t you?” Standing with one hand on her hip and the upper tightly grasping her white leather clutch bag the woman paused for affect.

				“I said; you know what to expect, don’t you?” The emphasis was placed very much on the question and clearly demanded an answer.

				“Yes...aunty ” came the eventual, reluctant and timid reply, the embarrassment raising a flaming burning in cheeks already rendered pink by layered encumbering clothing hopelessly unsuited to the present heat wave.

				“I’m sure she’ll be just fine with us, Ms Soames - she knows to be a good girl when she’s here. Don’t you, sweetie? ”

				“Yes...miss” the demeaning adjunct of politeness brought even greater fire to Lavinia’s cheeks and she felt unaccountably close to tears.

				“The doctor will be ready to see her in a few minutes in any case and I know the child will do exactly as she is told - Dr Ecclestone won’t stand for any nonsense, I can tell you.”

				From out of the corridor came a faintly doubting sniff: “Well I’ll be off then. I’ll be back at five thirty to pick her up. If she gives you any of the trouble she did last time, you just let me know. She knows my remedy right enough - I’ll give that fat rump of hers another nice warming, just as I did this morning.”

				With that Julia Soames was gone, closing the door behind her. Ahead heralded the tempting plate glass windows of a sun-scorched Oxford Street and she hurried towards the gold-mirrored doors of the elevator. As always, time was limited; true she was only a few minutes walk from St Christopher’s Place but she wanted to fit in at least a couple of stores before her scheduled meeting with a certain Ms Madison Daisy Bartlett and a well-deserved pot of good English tea - she quite fancied a nice drop of Earl Gray.

				Left behind, in the manufactured calm of a Harley Street waiting room the woman’s young charge could only impotently grind her teeth in irritated frustration. Long slender fingers were already insinuating themselves under the collar of her gabardine cape and insolently worming their way down the tender nape of her neck, tenderly tracing their way around the unforgiving stiffened collar of the school uniform blouse her aunt had dressed her in, as if testing the yielding softness of her flesh.

				With her other hand the nurse-receptionist was reaching down the girl’s front, appreciatively brushing across gentle privately-swelling curves constrained to little more than a mere suggestion of juvenile development by Lavinia’s wickedly constraining underwear and wrangling with the buttons fastening the latter’s gabardine rain cape.

				The heavy tent-like garment, though vaguely triangular, draped shapelessly from the girl’s shoulders to just barely above her knees. On a cold, dank day its utility would have been obvious, but on such a sweltering day as this its all-enveloping fully-enclosing, buttoned front, high chin-raising collar and notable lack of arm holes lent the thing all the usefulness of a sauna in a rainforest.

				From somewhere behind the reception desk the woman produced a moulded grey plastic chair of the type one might ordinarily expect to find gracing a secondary school classroom. Carrying it around to the front she positioned it facing the desk with its back to the seated waiting area and bade the girl to take a seat.

				The blinds of the waiting-room windows had been drawn down against the afternoon sun. The triple glazing took care of the rumbling din of London’s Cavendish Square, with its surging sea of black taxis, white delivery vans and screaming dispatch motorcycles in every other hue imaginable. The air-conditioning did the rest; the peace was tangible, the cool air, lulling. Had she been left unaccompanied and to her own devices - and had she been unencumbered by what she euphemistically thought of as her ‘troubles’ - she might well have got up, sauntered over to the wall behind her and dared to ease aside the beige fabric covering the closer of the four windows to peer out.

				At least that was what she chose to believe but the reality was different. For one thing she was not alone, was she; she was under the constant steely supervision of the woman presently occupying the substantial walnut and ebony desk immediately before her - a woman now leaning back and regarding her appraisingly with just sufficient hint of disdain as to be found intimidating. Nervously, young Lavinia’s eyes fluttered back down to where her hands lay passively in her lap, velvety-pink palms uppermost and just barely crumpling the sharply-pressed bottle-green knife-pleats of a skirt which, she reflected thankfully, was content to lie draped over her knees when seated. She instantly admonished herself for reacting in such a timid manner, but there seemed nothing she could do; it was instinctive to demure so. Had it always been so? She was always under supervision in one form or another these days, it seemed - but would it matter if she wasn’t? What if that woman was to get right up and walk out, she wondered - right this minute?

				But deep down she already knew the answer; she would like to have got up, peered behind those blinds at the broad-leafed London Plane trees standing like sentinels scattered around the square some five stories below, perhaps even dared pick up a magazine to read, but she daren’t. She had been told to sit, to face the receptionist’s desk, to remain there facing to the front - and she would stay put, she knew she would, as much as she might hate herself for it, for submitting with such humiliating obedience.

				Partly it was through that clammy dread of the dizzying wide open skies and of the crushing, suffocating scurrying West-End crowds that so often these days weighed her down, caused her heart to pound, her palms to sweat and her head to throb nauseously. Partly though it was that she felt unaccountably curbed in the presence of the doctor’s receptionist-nurse - she always did, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on why it should be the case. It had something to do with the receptionist’s uniform, of that she felt sure - something to do with the manner in which it seemed to legitimise the woman’s somewhat overly-authoritative attitude to her.

				The sky-blue button-through uniform dress the woman wore was that typical of a British hospital nurse of a certain era. It differed in being as smartly tailored and fitted as a business suit might have been, its bodice thrusting and aggressive and its skirt moulding the woman’s notably full buttocks and curvaceous hips before tapering down to a hemline at a modest knee-length, closely following the line of her thighs all the way. The long sleeves terminated in relatively deep - for the day - stiffly-starched and pristinely-white cuffs that were edged with sky-blue piping and fastened with two in-line buttons, the button holes being picked out in blue thread so as to match the dress as a whole. The high-buttoning collar echoed this styling and tended to bring with it an air of aloofness that seemed out of place considering the woman’s, presumably, relatively minor role in the practice.

				The woman’s Nordic, old-gold-spun hair, smartly French plaited and barely meeting her dress collar at the rear, was topped off with the classic white high-fronted nurses cap in some fabric that seemed a modern take on cambric and that was edged all around with a piping that reflected the blue of the dress. The slight sheen on the nurse’s cap and its contrasting trim, echoing the faintly glossy character of the woman’s dress as it did, suggested that this same fabric, likely some woven polyester or nylon mixture, had been used throughout.

				This level of detailing carried on throughout the ensemble, little things that set it apart from the day-to-day run-of-the-mill nursing uniforms one encounters in the national health service and that Lavinia was more familiar with; the contrasting white piping that picked out the detail of the breast pocket and those at the hips, the gold and red-threaded embroidery that decorated the breast pocket with a crest - that meant nothing to Lavinia - and the name of the clinic, the intricate filigree design decorating the ball-clasp of her elastic webbing nurses belt that caught the light in glittering cascades of silver stars as she moved about the room.

				These were all details that collectively seemed subconsciously to change the woman’s status, as far as Lavinia was concerned - together they gave her more the appearance of a no-nonsense demanding ward sister or an imperious hospital matron from a bygone age - an age when standards were high, manners were everything, capitulation was the rule and one in Lavinia’s position simply did not argue with her betters, with doctors and health professionals and others who knew, better than she, what was best for her.

				It was always the same: For whatever reason, from the point she walked into that waiting room to the moment she was ushered into the doctor’s office she seemed somehow never able to take her eyes off the blue-uniformed woman, as she flittered about the waiting room doing this and that like some shining blue butterfly - not for one instant. This was as it always was, as it always had been, at least in as far she could remember. Yet, at the same time, she never seemed able to meet the woman’s gaze either - the nurse’s eyes were a deep never-ending bottomless blue, an ocean of authoritative tranquillity that seemed to reflect exactly the blue of her uniform and that seemed, with but the briefest of glances, to be able to instantly drain every iota of Lavinia’s will.

				A door to the girl’s left, at the far end of the waiting-room, swung back and a tall dark-haired bespectacled woman leant out, her piercing blue eyes, bright and intelligent, surveying the room from behind tortoise shell framed lenses as likely chosen to foster a certain impression than to correct any actual deficiency of sight. Supporting herself against the door jamb with one hand she signalled to her receptionist with the other, her voice jaunty and as light as a summer breeze.

				“I’ll be ready to see the patient in a jiffy. If you would be so kind as to send her in to me in a couple of minutes, please nurse... And don’t let her give you any of her nonsense.” The woman’s tone, while not exactly unkind, indeed softly feminine, seemed to morph as she spoke, acquiring an unmistakably commanding edge and an aspect of almost motherly sternness. She delivered the last part as if referring to a fractious child rather than the young woman in her late teens presently seated before the reception desk. Albeit the young woman in question was dressed head to foot in school uniform, the contrived flat-chested look conspiring to make her appear far younger than her calendar age.

				The latter young woman was now contentedly gazing thoughtless and glassy-eyed at the glass dome-covered clock that squatted at the front of the receptionist’s desk, watching as the rotating Swarovski Crystal pendulum twisted first to the left, then to the right then back again, hanging on its suspension spring; clockwise, anti-clockwise, clockwise, anti-clockwise. The motion was insistent, unvarying, compelling, hopelessly compelling - she had been trained to find it so, patiently, slowly over the many months she had been ‘in therapy’. She did not focus on any one in particular of the four crystal globes that were set like points on a compass around its rotating dense metal stage, but rather gazed through it, past it, at the woman seated at the opposite side of the desk - or more strictly speaking at her uniform, as she had been taught - letting the never-ending parade of glittering spheres pass to and fro across her field of vision.

				In her mind, as if in her ears, she seemed to hear her therapist’s voice, soft treacly yet authoritative, as she had through all those countless previous sessions she had attended spread over the many weeks and months she had been coming here: “Your nurse knows best, my poor sleepy darling, your nurse knows best what is best for you...”.

				Doctor Anne Ecclestone was a woman not exactly unprepossessing in her appearance. Tall, graceful, with generous lips and with her rich auburn hair hanging in glossy swirling waves around her shoulders she looked far younger than her years - seemingly being of perhaps thirty years of age, thirty-five at most. Her white doctor’s coat flapped loose as she began to turn away; swinging open as she twirled, it fleetingly gave a glimpse of what lay below - a surprisingly stylish above-the-knee fitted pinstriped grey skirt teamed with a crisply-tailored open-necked white blouse in fine Egyptian cotton. The lab coat she habitually wore unfastened in this manner, it was more for effect than for practicality in any case; it fostered that air of ‘professionalism’ that her ‘clients’ expected.

				Disappearing back into her office, pointedly leaving the door ajar, the soft whispering of fine-denier nylon served to draw attention to shapely calves tautened by stiletto heels and further refined by the shaded contrasting of what were unmistakably - to the cognoscenti at least - fully-fashioned stockings in a dark tan; the clues were all there, the darker wedge of the Cuban heel peeking over the back of her medium-heeled black leather courts, the fine dark pencil-line of the hand-sewn seam vertically bisecting each calf.

				Walking across to the bay window that looked out across the corner of Harley Street and Cavendish Square in the direction of the Wigmore Hall the strikingly featured psychoanalyst drew across the thick heavy lined-velvet ‘blackout’ drapes, effectively isolating the intimacy of her office from the distractions of the day outside. Turning around she checked that the deeply-yielding soft leather reclining armchair, in which her patient would soon comfortably and gratefully sink, had been placed in preparation alongside her desk so as to face the television set that stood back close to the wall to the right of the door. Merging seamlessly with the décor, the television’s burnished-walnut cabinet belied the digital modernity housed within. The screen was presently dark but a disc had already been inserted in the DVD player residing below it and housed in the same case and the latter now waited patiently, requiring only the signal to play from the remote-control she had in her lab coat pocket.

				On one corner of her inlaid walnut desktop, that nearest the recliner, the doctor had already positioned what to all intents and purposes was a standard musician’s metronome. A, wood-cased, clockwork antique left to her by her grandfather, a classical pianist, the only modifications she had made for her purposes was to fasten to its pendulum a Swarovski Crystal, to better catch the light, and to discreetly mount, at the rear of its cabinet, a tiny microphone. The latter was intended to pick up the sound of the device’s clicks and - through a simple application of electronics - control the little xenon desk lamp that she had set up to illuminate it.

				Now moving round from behind the back of her desk and crossing its front she went to the built-in double fronted cupboard to the left of her spacious office. Selecting a key from the bunch in her lab coat pocket and slipping into the inset keyhole at the centre, she swung back both doors. In the right-hand corner, discreetly propped behind a pile of leather-bound psychology journals, a length of bamboo, not much thicker than her pinky-finger, waited. Removing the latter and closing and locking the cupboard doors behind her, she flexed the one and a half metre long switch between her hands, testing its suppleness, pleased that it could be bent close to three-quarters of a full circle.

				Having experimentally slashed the bamboo two or three times through the air, thrilling at the swooping low whistling that it created, she placed the length meaningfully across the desk, where she knew it would be within the eye line of her young patient throughout the session: The implications and repercussions of wasting the doctor’s time through any lack of cooperation would remain unspoken, yet the threat of that whippy switch would be sitting there in the background, in the girl’s subconscious and running through her imagination.

				Reaching down she pressed the pushbutton on the xenon desk lamp. The tightly focused bluish- white beam issuing from its small silvered reflector lit up the top part of the metronome like day, reflecting back from the crystal-faceted pendulum as if it were a tiny multihued sun. Starting up the metronome she watched as its pendulum set off on its precise and yet somehow languid, lazy repetitive course, back and forth, to and fro, tock... tock... tock. Each easy transit was accompanied by this rich resonant ‘tock’ and a burst of synchronised flashes from the lamp - the latter set to a multiple of the metronome’s tempo such that the little crystalline pendulum rapidly flickered as it passed through every hue of the rainbow and back again, each individual colour seemingly momentarily frozen in space and time. Satisfied that all was running smoothly the doctor turned away; this setup she would now leave be so that it would already be running when her young patient was led in and seated.

				Returning to the rear of her desk, she moved to the blackboard that she had set up on an easel stand in the dimly lit left-hand corner of her office alongside the black velvet drapes that blotted out the window. Between this particular ‘special’ patient’s visits both stand and blackboard tended to live in the wall cupboard under lock and key. It still held the mantra of lines that she had had the girl chalk upon it in her last session.

				Smiling to herself, she reached for the blackboard rubber, plucking it from its resting place below the writing surface, where it lay nestled alongside sticks of chalk of varying lengths on a narrow furrowed dark-wood ledge. The latter, dusted in a fine white chalky snow that half-filled grooves designed to keep chalks from rolling, formed part of the blackboard’s supporting framework.

				Briskly the doctor wiped clean the blackboard’s slate surface - working alternately from left to right, then right to left in a series of sweeping arcs, each terminating lower down the board than the previous - all the while watching the girl’s previous painstakingly white-chalked words vanishing before her eyes. Having reached the bottom she rotated the board end over end on its horizontal spigot before, in a similar fashion, she attended to the other side. For a moment she paused, reading under her breath the neatly-chalked hand, before drawing the wood-backed felt pad through the words - the lines ‘I know I need care, I know I need looking after’ and ‘I have problems, I should be a grateful patient’ faded to a dusty matte-black , making way for those she would dictate this session.

				Half turning to the white marble mantle to her left, a convenient elbow-height when standing, she removed the lid from the chocolate assortment box already waiting there. Placing the box inside its own lid and replacing it on the shelf, she carefully peeled back the soft tissue covering the top layer, revealing a four by six array of some of the most luscious temptations ever devised. It was a veritable boxed homage to the chocolatier’s art, each one hand crafted and as pleasing to the eye as it was intended to be for the palate - and as expensive as it looked. But this was not a treasure chest to be plundered ad libitum; each meltingly wondrous morsel had to be earned, chalk in hand, at the board.

				That familiar smile returned to the doctor’s cupid-bow lips; a wan smile, half pitying, half contemptuous. Most young women would quite happily give their life for such treats as were so temptingly laid out on display here - after all, here was something both physically and emotionally rewarding in almost equal measure. She knew her pretty young patient was no different - and these were very much her favorites, going back many, many years, when as a child, she would on occasion be allowed to pick one or two from her mother’s box as a treat on a Sunday, after church, or on very special occasions. But the interesting, if not unique, concept she had introduced here was in associating these little treats with something her charmingly-lithe young guinea pig now desired to an even greater extent - the barbiturate sedatives she had prescribed and that she had been surreptitiously ramping up the dose of these past months.

				This was a fascinating experiment, one she dare not even contemplate under any other circumstance. She dealt with her conscience by convincing herself that she was gaining unprecedented insight into the psychology and etiology of eating disorders, dependency and even certain body dimorphism issues. Besides, once the girl could be convinced to submit to full-time care it might be possible to wean her off the sedative - though she doubted that it would be quite so easy to wean her off those chocolates. She had made a good job of it; she had the girl as psychologically addicted to that confectionery as she was physically addicted to the barbiturates. Indeed, backed up by the power of suggestion, she had interlinked the two with each other and with the girl’s attendance at these therapy sessions, creating an interwoven dependency to the extent that the girl now felt as compelled to undergo her therapy as she did to take her medication. The whole she had entwined in the girl’s mind with her relationship with the woman she now quite happily called ‘Aunt Julia’.

				The thought ran through her mind: ‘What an excellent job the latter, Ms Julia Soames, had made, with the collusion of the girl’s guardian, in interceding in the girl’s life’. She glanced back over her shoulder at the cane lying near-diagonally across her desk. The tapering length of ridged yellow-brown bamboo had a leather wrist loop at the thickest end - she would hang it from one of the side-members supporting the blackboard when they reached the relevant stage in the session.

				The constant implied threat inherent in the bamboo’s presence provided a nice counterpoint to the more pleasurable aspects of that part of the treatment. As much as she had been working to foster and enhance her patient’s desire for the chocolate confectionery, the cane she had been associating in the girl’s mind with all that she feared most, with everything and anything dreaded that she had been able to dredge from the girl’s subconscious. In truth the girl had yet to feel the stinging kiss of the cane, but by the time it first slashed across her bottom she would, from the very first stroke, howl in dread as much as in pain - and the latter would be magnified by her own mind into the most soul-searing agony imaginable. Indeed, by the time she was finished with the girl she intended that young Lavinia would be ready and willing to do anything to avoid the cane, absolutely anything.

				Returning once again to the door she swung it further back, just in time to admit a very drowsy glassy-eyed teenager, led with an arm around her shoulders by the practice nurse and looking far younger than her years in the pleated-skirted gymslip and school tie ensemble Ms Julia Soames had dressed her in. The austerity of that bottle-green uniform lent a touch of pathos to the girl’s pretty, childish, violet-eyed comeliness and added certain piquancy to the memory of that attitude of defiance the girl had once fought so long and hard to retain. But that had been when she had had something tangible to fight against, at loggerheads with her guardian as she had been. That was not how the redoubtable Ms Soames worked - not by confrontation. She wheedled her way in, imposing her will insidiously and eating away at a subject’s self-confidence from within, sewing seeds of doubt, fanning pre-existing insecurities and building dependency as a lever to control. A little of that defiance still smoldered just sufficiently somewhere in the background, enough to still make the case... interesting.

				“Lavinia Vitesse...Silly little girl.” The doctor’s tone was exactly the proper

				‘bedside’ pitch she intended, low and sugary, the words “silly little girl”, one of several such post-hypnotic trigger phrases she had developed with her patient over the months designed to initiate, prepare and deepen the trance state even before sitting the girl before the primary object she used; namely the metronome already ticking away on here desk.

				“Come with me”. Her voice seductive cloying and treacle-sweet, she beckoned gently toward the desk, indicating the soft padded recliner positioned before it, smiling in pleasure at the sight of the leaflet delicately clutched in the girl’s gloved hand. She reflected on how few schools, even private schools, insisted on such lady-like accouterments as gloves nowadays. Yet white cotton gloves, buttoned neatly at the wrists, were the perfect complement when white knee or ankle socks were worn and a nice focus for the further restrictive imposition of discipline - so easily marked unless utmost care be taken, so easy to inspect so that appropriate punitive measures be applied. It all went to keep the girl’s mind focused on that feeling of being under control, of no longer being her own person.

				“Yes miss.” The nurse gave Lavinia a sharp open-palmed swat on her bottom, propelling her forward into the doctor’s office where she meekly followed the imperious woman quietly across the room, almost floating as if in a dream.

				“Sit down please.”

				“Yes miss.”

				“Did my nurse give you this?” She indicated the sheet fluttering between Lavinia’s cotton-gloved fingers.

				“Yes miss.”

				“Have you read through it as you were told to?”

				“Yes miss”

				“Place it on my desk please. Lavinia”

				“Yes miss”, so saying Lavinia leaned forward, gently placing the typewritten sheet on the doctor’s desk.

				Glancing down the doctor clucked her tongue, lightly but disapprovingly. “I’m sure my nurse would have lent you a pen if you’d needed one.” Still speaking the doctor strolled to the end of the room, came back, then stood beside her, placing a ballpoint pointedly on the desk before her patient and pleased to see that the latter’s gaze was now transfixed, her eyes locked immovably to the rocking metronome pendulum. “You will write to this clinic volunteering for this experimental psychology program of theirs immediately after this session comes to a close. I assure you; right at this moment, it is by far the best thing for you. You do know that, don’t you?”

				“Yes miss.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Under A Folded Leather Belt

				The cane welts still burned freshly under Lavinia’s stickily hot school knickers, as if a long thin red-hot poker had been slowly and sadistically drawn across her bottom again and again. Drawn ruler-straight and evenly spaced from the very top of her buttocks to the depths of the tender overhang where the incurving flesh met the back of the thighs, the narrow swollen-sided furrows even extended around to the sides of her hips where the demonically pliable switch had curved around on impact.

				The present had come to meet her all too soon, as disturbing as that vision of the past had been. In that throbbing private world of agony induced under the section psychiatrist’s cane she had been taken back to the so-called schoolroom and made to sit bolt upright on the hard wooden bench seat of one of the cramped Victorian style desks through an eternity of written impositions and drawn-out dictations.

				Now she was back once more in the section psychiatrist’s office, a young uniformed nurse either side, Matron standing close behind and the doctor facing her, leaning back seated behind her desk with her hands clasped behind her head and dressed in her usual leather skirt and white satin blouse ensemble.

				Smiling pleasantly the strikingly attractive psychiatrist held out the leather belt that had been coiled on her desktop as if it were a birthday gift, offering the broad worn reddish-brown strap to the frightened girl with it extended out between her hands, its dark bronze buckle rattling discordantly.

				“Feel it” she instructed. I said; FEEL IT! - run your fingers along it, feel how thick the leather is, how supple it is; imagine how it is going to feel doubled over and slashed down again and again across your bare bottom. Imagine how you are going to feel bent across my desk in front of Matron here, that fat behind of yours wobbling back and forth like a jelly - and you begging and sobbing and howling like a whipped puppy dog.”

				The doctor could see the consternation becoming etched across the pretty girl’s features even as she spoke, the weight of hopeless oppression bearing down more heavily on the girl’s graceful shoulders and causing her head to hang dejectedly almost as if she had already suffered her flogging. She could read the body language - and through it, her patent’s thoughts - as if voiced by the girl herself:

				“That’s right! Imagine being beaten with this like a naughty child in front of witnesses - whipped. Makes all the difference, doesn’t it?” It was intended a rhetorical question. “Just imagine how you are going to feel when you’re out on the psychiatric ward and it is your guardian and her solicitor witnessing your punishment, or perhaps your Aunt Julia - don’t go imagining there is going to be any ‘whistle-blowing’ there, incidentally. Ms Julia Soames is well aware of some of our more...shall we say...’unorthodox practices’ - but this is cutting-edge psychiatry we engage in here; we get results and she, like us, only wants what is best for you. And what is best for you, considering the likelihood - in my estimation - of your becoming a long-term resident here, is for you to be trained to fully accept your situation here as a mental patient, to be fully and properly institutionalised so as to forget your hopes, aspirations, memories and concerns of the world beyond these walls. By the time I am finished with you it will seem well-nigh impossible that you could ever have fended for yourself out there - but you will be all the more content for it, trust me sweetheart.”

				Hesitantly the shaking girl put out her right hand and slid it up and down the cold smooth leather surface.

				“Does that feel nice?”

				The girl nodded dumbly, not knowing what else she could do. Only then did her eyes fell on the gold-embossed crest and monogram - her late father’s monogram, her family’s heraldic crest and motto. She gasped, she recognized this belt now - how could this be, how could this have possibly come about? She knew the history; it had been her great-grandfather’s belt, a miner’s belt, worn day after day and infused with a lifetime of sweat, toiling on the Nottinghamshire coalface. Such had been her ancestor’s lot; back then, the men toiled in the colliery the women coughed their way to an early grave on cotton dust in the mill or stagnated at home, fingers bleeding and eye-sight fading from the unending hours spent bent over the lace doilies.

				All that had changed with her grandfather: Adventurer, explorer, inventor and entrepreneur - he had travelled the world as a merchant seaman, later settling and prospected for gold in Australia. Whether or not that was the basis of his initial fortune was always somewhat ambiguous in family tradition, nevertheless it was sufficient that he returned to Britain with enough financial reserves and backing to put into action a combination of product ideas derived from some dark crevice of his inventive imagination and a business plan that was as simple and profitable as it was groundbreaking and...well...brilliant.

				One generation later and the family fortunes had been reversed; and to such an extent that they were now so well accepted in society as to be considered ‘old money’ her father having inherited the peerage awarded to her grandfather and the latter’s modest nouveau-riche origins having been well and truly forgotten in the mists of time - something encouraged by her fathers judicial editing of the truth in the autobiography that he completed shortly before his unfortunate demise. Lavinia had been a late arrival, her father being already well into his sixties at the time of her birth, but she remembered his belt - it had been handed down, father to son, the monogram and crest added by her father in his youth, just it had graced the company letter-heads and the publication information on the inside covers of the many glossy periodicals that had fallen under the control of the family’s publication empire over the years. It had often occurred to her that her great-grandfather must have been a surprisingly stout man for a coalminer of the time. Her father had never actually worn the belt; it would have encircled his trim waist at least twice. Instead it had been kept in a glass display case in her father’s study as a sort of private reminder of the past if he should ever be tempted to arrogance, a sort of short cut connection to the family’s modest roots. Keeping up a grandiose facade was another thing entirely - the title, the wealth and all the trappings that went with it were essential for the publishing group’s financial confidence and continued commercial success.

				Was she now really to be beaten with that very belt, something that somehow embodied everything she had felt made her family seem so secure, both politically and financially? What twist of fate could have led to this - what betrayal, what treachery? As if reading her mind, the doctor spoke, seemingly delighted to be able to enlighten her:

				“I see you recognize the belt. I expect you wonder how I came by it... Hmm?”

				Lavinia went to speak, but her tongue betrayed her; it felt like a golf ball, swelling between her jaws - gagged by her own tongue; the irony was painful. The doctor went on, speaking almost gleefully now:

				“I just thought it might be a good idea, from a psychological standpoint, for you to have some memento of your father here with you - a little home security to help you deal with things, to help you settle down; I’m sure you get the idea. Your Guardian, Ms Bartlett, was kind enough to send this along - so let’s hear no more nonsense about her working against you; clearly she has your welfare at heart.” As she spoke she let the sinuous, supple leather flow sensuously back and forth between her hands, her breathing growing noticeably heavy, her voice - though still tinged with a smug triumphant note - thickening, its character coloured by an odd huskiness. “Right, then, let’s be having you! You know the drill by now, I’m sure - skirt up, knickers down.”

				Blushing prettily the shorn-headed girl, resplendent with the new boyish side-parted look they now favoured for the girls kept in the schoolroom section, reached down to the brief hem of her gymslip, reluctantly holding the thick serge skirt out at her sides and level with the garments overly-restrictive waistband. The archaic looking bottle school uniform green gym knickers came into sight. The fully elasticated waist was reinforced by a hidden spring-steel band sown within the fabric and that fastened by way of an inset lock at the rear. The soft, thickly woven bottle green nylon fabric gave the exterior a conventional enough appearance. Inside, too, the white nylon gusset panel, starkly contrasted against the dark green material, was the only feature of note. The styling was hopelessly institutional and anachronistic, the high waist reached up to her navel, the elastic latex-lined leg cuffs firmly and unrelentingly gripped her flesh at a point just below mid thigh, adding to her physical discomfort - her psychological discomfort was taken care of by the fact that the razor-sharp knife-pleats of her skirt failed to quite cover the cuffs, frilled with green latex.

				Matron stepped forward, flourishing a small silver key on a length of chain that hung from her webbing nurse’s belt. Deftly she inserted the key in the neatly mounted keyhole in the rear of the waistband of the girl’s humiliating school bloomers. These were ‘toilet training bloomers’ used to enforce the institution’s concept of controlled ‘toilet times’. The garment was flexible in its styling in that it could be cut for an uncomfortably close, snug fit or made voluminous enough to accommodate a range of different pads or towels or even a thick wad of terry towelling should the need arise. This latter point was not lost on the young doctor - already she had taken into account the possible effects on her young patient’s self esteem. The school-type bloomers would be out of the question, of course. The look she had in mind for her charge was to be all ‘institutionalised mental patient. Baggy pyjamas or open-backed examination gowns, thick rubber pants and heavy canvas straitjackets - that was going to be the ‘look’ for this girl from now on.

				But first there would be a good hard beating of the young trollop’s bare bottom - good and hard - just to make sure she would willingly change into her new garb with a suitable degree of docility.

				“Your hair sweet Lavinia, your hair my darling girl; we really will have to put it up in ribbons, you know. Sweet little ribbons for a sweet little girl.” It was her aunt’s voice, Aunt Julia’s voice, calming yet controlling, softly ringing around her skull as if she were really there, in the room with them. But this was the here and now, not some faded memory of her aunt’s peculiar brand of discipline - this dark and dismal institution.

				The doctor held the heavy but supple well-oiled black leather belt, doubled over in her hand, the long broad loop hovering menacingly above her left shoulder, her torso twisted at the waist, her muscles tensing in anticipation of the scorpion-stinging strike she intended to deliver. The girl, for her part, knew she would have to concentrate hard if she was to avoid her punishment doubled, perhaps to be caused to suffer the strap or cane landing across her palms or even the soles of her feet in addition to the belt about to be applied to her defenceless buttocks. She would be carefully invigilated throughout the ordeal; she had to remain up on her toes, her arms tightly folded behind the small of her back with her hands grasping her forearm, fingertips touching elbows. It was a posture almost worthy of a circus contortionist and tested to the full the flexibility she had worked for so long and hard, chasing her ambition to be a ballerina. Much of that flexibility had fled her now, fading through enforced inactivity alongside the gradual slackening of her once tight musculature, her expanding waistline and ballooning buttocks, breasts, thighs and hips.

				The removal of her wrist restraints at such a time was an extraordinarily cruel irony. The onus of restraint was thus now left up to her own will power. They could easily fasten her down across the doctors desk, but it was necessary to restrain herself; it was cruel in the extreme but it was ‘good for discipline’ and discipline was ‘key to controlling the more disruptive or disturbed psychiatric patient’. The ‘disruptive, disturbed’ patient in question was of course young Lavinia - no opportunity was left unexploited to belittle her and remind her of her status as a mental patient. She was in due course to be shipped off to a standard secure psychiatric ward where she was to be surrounded by other disturbed young women, other ‘long term’ patients with little hope of rehabilitation - this was just one small stepping-stone along that path, one of many such steps.

				The belt swung down, landing squarely across the centre of her buttocks with a resounding ‘crrraaack’, the young woman psychiatrist wielding it grunting with the effort like a Wimbledon centre-court star. The pain seared through the girl’s mind as the broad band of leather bit deep into the resilient pink flesh sending ripples of fat spreading out above and below, the girl’s well-rounded chubby bottom cheeks wobbling like blancmange. The doctor had put all her strength into that swing - this was not a beating she intended the girl to get through unscathed, either physically or mentally.

				In her mind Lavinia was transported back to her Aunt’s house: she had hated the whole of the archaic uniform that her aunt had bought her from the skin outwards. The compulsory vest; a nasty woollen thing that was overly-warm and that made her itch. The crisp green and white striped regulation blouse in a hot sticky nylon / polyester mix that crinkled and rustled with every movement, the stiff collar tightly button beneath her chin and further neatened by a tightly knotted diagonally-striped school tie.

				Most of all she hated the old fashioned square necked gymslip and having to wear knee socks - bottle green ones at that - it was a ridiculous fashion for a girl of her age; a young woman, really, in fact nearly old enough to get married. “Lavinia, go fetch your blazer and put it on. I don’t care if it is hot out I want you to look smart for your doctor - and I want to see all those buttons properly done up. Now get your gabardine on; do come along, child, you know you have an appointment with your therapist today - we’re running late as it is.” No perhaps that wasn’t the worst of it - perhaps it was the gabardine that was the worst part. The bottle-green blazer was piped with gold and green diagonal-striped satin ribbon - a feature that somehow lent it an even more infantile appearance than it might otherwise have had - and was tailored for a close fit to her figure. It was a typically uniform style of thing - typical, that is, for a private girl’s boarding school sometime in the 1950s. It was small wonder she had hated wearing it. But refusal was disobedience and for disobedience Aunt Julia would give her three strokes across the palm of each hand with her tawse. A second occasion and it would be the tawse across her bottom, just as now.

				The regulation gabardine raincoat was a whole different affair entirely. This she would have been allowed to leave off - had she so desired - but despite its childish gawkiness, despite how inappropriate to the prevailing conditions, that mackintosh would be worn more often than not. The alternative was a cape that looked to be more appropriate for a past-times district nurse and that had been embellished with a hand-woven school badge and trimmed with diagonally-striped satin ribbon piping to match the gymslip, providing it with an even more institutional appearance than the raincoat. Both garments simply cried out to the world that here was a young woman dressed in some sort of uniform and clearly under strict disciplinary control - it was just that the raincoat did so a little less shrilly, perhaps shouted rather than screamed. The other alternative was no alternative at all - to walk out dressed - and seen to be dressed - like some archaic child.

				But then again: what alternative did the gabardine actually represent? If she was to be allowed to wear it at all - and she had always to ask permission - it had to be worn strictly in line with her Aunt’s stipulations. First and foremost amongst the latter was that it had to be ‘properly done up’ - it was one of Aunt Julia’s strictest rules. In turn that inferred all buttons had to be kept fastened - from the hem at mid calf all the way up to just below the chin. It meant the belt had to be pulled in “good and tight” and the hood worn up at all times, whatever the weather.

				That latter stipulation had been the bane of her life given a hot sunny day - what could be more guaranteed to draw attention than a teenage girl, scarlet-faced and obviously sweltering, dressed in a childish raincoat with the hood up? On the other hand; would she really have preferred those amused passers-by to have viewed her luxurious raven locks, her crowning glory having been tightly braided into two childish waist-length plaits? Would she have wanted the public at large - perhaps including even girls of her own age - to see how each thick braid had been tied-off with a bow formed of a generous length of broad, glossy, satin-nylon ribbon in a fetching red and gold diagonally-striped bottle-green before being coiled and pinned up at the side of her head?

				But it was the gabardine itself that was the real trial - and the irony was that the punishment for inappropriate wearing, for failure to keep it correctly buttoned up and belted, was to have to take the hateful thing off! Even when summer came into its full blazing fury - when even Aunt Julia had to admit that the heavy, fully-lined serge gymslip was no longer appropriate - Lavinia had little scope to modify her outer attire.

				In time, with the lengthening of the days, the gymslip had been duly replaced with what her aunt had described as a ‘summer dress’. But despite Aunt Julia’s warning that “full school uniform would still be the order of the day” - the imposition was in fulfilment of the girl’s psychotherapist’s suggestion, after all - Lavinia had been totally unprepared for what had arrived, parcelled, from her aunt’s dressmaker. More properly described as a ‘frock’ in days gone by, it was an ugly, button-through creation manufactured in fairly thick, crisp, woven bottle-green nylon. With its calf-length skirt, rather severe tailoring, fitted bodice and notably tapered waist, this new dress had more in common with the type of nylon overall that would have been worn by factory girls or shop assistants in the 1960s than any regulation school summer dress Lavinia had ever seen.

				Where the school uniform aspect had been resurrected was all in the detail. The long sleeves were terminated in tight white stiffened cuffs, perhaps three, perhaps four, centimetres deep, fastening by way of two large in-line glassy plastic buttons and trimmed with a piping of red, green and gold diagonal striped nylon ribbon cord. The collar - white and similarly trimmed with ribbon piping so as to match the cuffs - echoed the infantile styling, being high-buttoning and of a girlish ‘Peter-Pan’ design. The hip patch pockets gracing the front of the flaring, A-line skirt - both merely stylistic elements having no actual functionality, it should be noted - were trimmed in the school colours in a similar way to the collar and cuffs; as was the single breast pocket along its upper edge. The latter was predictably beautifully embroidered with the customary school crest or coat of arms; a heraldic device favoured by her aunt and presumably of that stern woman’s own invention - though, of that last point Lavinia herself was never quite sure...And let’s face it: Aunt Julia would have been the last person to have enlightened her, had she had the temerity to have enquired.

				The imagery of the traditional crook-handled school master’s (or mistress’s) canes crossed over an open school text book and the words ‘obedience comes through discipline’ - or something of similar meaning - through the obvious implication it announced to the world made her blood run cold. As for ‘St Mary’s Hospital school Reformatory for Recalcitrant Girls’ - well, she understood the word ‘recalcitrant’ well enough, though she would have thought of herself ever as particularly rebellious. But as for what a reformatory was - let alone a ‘Hospital school’ - these were not terms that were familiar to her at the time, She well understood the term ‘reformatory’ meant now, though - she had effectively been put through the mill of something based on the original Victorian model. What was more she had, stupidly, volunteered for it...then allowed herself to be coerced into volunteering again and again - each time signing herself up for a longer period, each time leading herself deeper into a world of incarceration and control.

				Ah! That mackintosh, though, that ghastly regulation school mackintosh, a relic from the past if ever there was one - surely that had been the worst aspect of her uncompromising Aunt’s regime. After all, she had worn it by choice - in a way. In a manner of speaking, in choosing to wear her raincoat she was in effect choosing to punish herself. After all was said and done, had she been want to demure, to rebel against the way in which it was to be worn - perhaps on the hottest of hot days, when gently broiling beneath the heavy gabardine in a sweat-laden pool of nylon, polyester, Elastane, poplin and latex - she could choose to take it off. But in so doing she could - and would - have essentially been punishing herself, in an entirely different - yet equally efficient - way.

				The thing had an outer layer of thick bottle-green gabardine and was traditionally lined in an equally dense bottle-green, red and gold tartan. However, it was what was sandwiched between theses two gabardine layers that was the true source of her torment - a thin layer of rubber that rustled like autumn leaves with the slightest movement and that, while undoubtedly functional - in that it ensured the waterproofing of the garment - tended to ensure the rapid discomfiture of the wearer, given a humid London summer’s afternoon. Coupled with the nylon, early 1960s style, school uniform summer dress, the thick, paper-crisp full-length white nylon slip her aunt had always insisted she wore beneath it and the tight, bust-reducing, latex-lined ‘foundation garment’ that customarily formed the basis of whatever outfit her aunt might choose to put her in and the result was stifling. It was little wonder, then, that those privy to young Lavinia’s situation could only marvel at the determination that lay beneath the girl’s wearing of that tightly belted and buttoned rubberised regulation school mackintosh day after sweltering summer’s day.

				To make matters worse, thanks largely to that waterproofing intermediate layer, the raincoat had tended to give off a strong and unmistakeable aroma of rubber, something she had been all too aware of in public - especially when in confined or crowded spaces - and that never failed to bring a self-conscious blush to her cheeks. In truth, though, this embarrassing response had probably been as much connected to her growing furtive awareness at that time of the disconcerting effects of the constant intimate caress of the old-fashioned interlock cotton school knickers Aunt Julia had always insisted she wear - or rather the layer of soft latex that lined their inner surface other than, that is, for the white nylon gusset panel. This latter was encircled by a crown of fine latex filaments - some bristle-like, some longer and thread like -emanating from the seam surrounding the opening in the rubber lining that, in turn, was there, she had been told, for hygienic reasons, to allow the crotch to ‘breath’ - though this design intention seemed somewhat at odds with the provision of a near-on impermeable moisture-trapping fabric forming the gusset.

				To Lavinia the internal seams, generally, appeared to have been badly finished: In addition to the soft fringe of latex fibres arising from the raised seam around the gusset - many of which had been left so long that several crisscrossed each other across the gusset panel itself - a small ring of shorter, brush-like filaments had been formed at the very front of the crotch panel at the point at which the snug front seam split sides to pass around the gusset opening. Similarly at the rear, the back seam - an alarmingly snug-fitting raised tubular ridge of rubber, perhaps the thickness of a pencil, having an uncanny knack of insinuating itself deep into the crease between her buttock cheeks - rose and thickened into a thimble-like latex projection or prominence right at the point where it adjoined the apex of the rear of the gusset panel and was absolutely festooned with short bristly filaments.

				This latter rubbery little nubbin she had found particularly annoying: Virtually perfectly aligned with her anus in wear, it had the disconcerting tendency for its tip to wiggle its way within the confines of her sphincter as she walked, it’s little forest of waving latex filaments tickling around the circle of tender flesh and the sensitive perineum area between there and the opening of her vagina - itself under its own tantalising assault from all those tickling, torturing little wisps of latex surrounding the crotch panel. And as for that little annular beard of hair-like latex bristles to the front of the crotch - after several hours of wearing those knickers, merely rocking forward in the school desk her aunt would insist she sit at to work, pressing down on the gently raised hump at the front of the seat, was very nearly enough to bring her to culmination... Very, very nearly, but never quite... There had been days when she would have sworn it was driving her insane - ironic really, considering her present situation.

				Considering that all her night attire shared a similar lining of latex, that her bed had a rubber mattress cover, that her duvet was in a latex cover as were her pillows, it was little wonder - given the hours of pleasure that she had found at the private wanderings of her own inquisitive fingers within what should had come to view as the safety of her little rubber cocoon - that she had begun to associate that aroma with intimate satisfaction. Somehow, despite her undoubted high level of native intelligence, it had never occurred to her just how, throughout those days, she had, in a way, been busily working away at conditioning herself to associate her sexuality with a scent that in due course she had begun to associate with humiliation and later with being under the control and discipline of a female authority figure.

				Crrrraaaack!!!!, Crrrraaaaack!!!!!, Craaaaaack! Blazing agony: That had been three in machine-gun-rapid succession - right across the centre line of her naked buttocks, right at the point where they were at their fleshiest. She burst into unrestrained crying, sobbing like a baby.

				To the doctor’s mind nothing could have been more appropriate than a thrashing with that particular belt to start the girl off along this new path that had been planned out for her life - the psychological impact was going to be devastating. The aerodynamic characteristics were very different from the slender cane she customarily wielded; that much was obvious to her ear. For one thing as it hurtled through the air, the curving, flattened loop of leather produced a sound lacking the upwardly-swooping whooping tones and hissing higher harmonics typical of a supple length of rattan or bamboo whipping in to a young woman’s buttocks. On the other hand, when it landed, it did so with a full-blooded ‘splat’ of an impact loaded with lower tones, the sound somehow more satisfying than the searing higher register whip-crack of rattan. Indeed the impact caused the girl’s entire body to jerk forwards, lifting her further up onto her toes, her feet practically leaving the linoleum.

				She had initially stood to the girl’s right side for the first strike, her intention being to allow the maximum area of leather to land across the girl’s bottom from her backhanded swing. She had followed through, much in the style of a golfer, her hand and arm finishing up over her opposite, right, shoulder. Sidestepping over to the girl’s left - and practically without pause - she now brought the heavy doubled-over belt slashing back from the other side, now employing a forehand stroke, twisting at the hip as might a golf pro teeing off in her effort to impart as much energy as possible. The thick wide belt curved around the entire broad spread of the girl’s buttocks, landing squarely on top of the already reddening broad dimpled angry wheal left by the woman’s first whipped-in strike. She intended this to be a ruthless full-blooded beating - this was not a spanking, it was not a caning, this was a beating, a true flogging in the old sense of the word, just as a girl such as this might have expected to have received at the hands of some wardress or orderly in the days when this place had actually been a Victorian asylum. Changing sides yet again she readied herself to slash in the third shot - she had yet to decide how many she would land; it would be however many the girl could take and then a few strokes that she couldn’t but nevertheless would be made to. She paused; the next kiss of leather on those succulent well-rounded bottom cheeks would have to be postponed.

				The girl’s knees had buckled virtually instantly the second crack of leather had exploded across her soft chubby bottom; her scream, hoarse yet shrill, sounded as if torn from shredding vocal chords. She dropped her knees alongside the doctor’s desk as if her soul were collapsing along with her pain-defeated muscles and resolve, her hands involuntarily massaging her swollen bottom.

				The usually stern psychiatrist’s beautifully made-up features creased into a smile of triumph that she made no effort to hide from either Matron or her patient. Her cheeks were notably flushed and her breathing more laboured than might have been justified by her exertions. One hand - that which still clutched the folded belt - rested on the desktop, with the other she smoothed down the wrinkled black leather of her tight hip-hugging skirt. For a moment she was satisfied simply to peruse the scene, to take in the oppressive atmosphere she herself had created. Then, as if struggling for composure, the doctor drew a deep breath:

				“What a shame - what do you think matron?”

				The woman was standing adjusting the cuffs of her crisp long-sleeved blue uniform dress as if suddenly finding the room overly warm, she folded her arms across the front then, changing her mind, ran her hands down, smoothing out her starched white bib-apron and adjusting the silver filigree clasp fastening her nurse’s belt:

				“I have to say that I expected something a little more in terms of defiance from this one, a little more fortitude, doctor. I mean, look at her - she’s crying like a baby. If you ask me, doctor, I’d say you have the right idea; I think the quicker you get her into those pyjamas, plastic pants - and, yes - nappies, the better. It will help her see herself in a different light. It will be better for her in the long run, help her to stop beating herself against a system she can hope to defeat - and the quicker she does that the quicker she will settle down and come to accept her life as a patient here.”

				“I couldn’t have put it better myself, Matron; those are my thoughts exactly.” Looking down at her now sobbing patient, the doctor continued: “Personally - and from a purely professional point of view - I see very little difference between a patient having been caught attempting to avoid or refusing her treatment and one having been caught trying to run away or even assaulting a member of staff. To my mind I think what we’re witnessing here is blatant defiance, as simple as that. In my book defiance is disruptive behaviour and disruptive behaviour has to be recorded in her notes - refusing treatment is another sign of irrational behaviour and any form of irrational behaviour will be of interest to her case review panel when the time comes. The question is: how should this episode be recorded in her notes? I mean, I’m fairly sure that I saw her spit at me as she threw herself on the floor - and that could be construed as assault on a member of staff. I wouldn’t want to condemn her to life in detention here, just for this one misdemeanour, but let’s face it the way her profile has been stacking up of late, that is pretty much exactly what one more report of her abusing a member of staff would amount to. Particularly when one takes into consideration her likely state of mind by the time she is brought before the tribunal if I am forced to keep here in seclusion, locked away in that room alone year-on-year. On the other hand, if she were to co-operate with her treatment, help me prepare her for life as a patient then perhaps in time she could be moved up on to a conventional psychiatric ward where she would be with other patients and where, one day, there might be a chance of rehabilitation.”

				“I quite agree, doctor; in fact I think if I were her I would be scrambling to get back onto my feet and back into position over your desk.”

				“Well, I think I’m a fair woman, Matron - don’t you? I might just be willing to give her another chance - just one, mind you - if she were to get up right this minute and get herself back over my desk. But she’d have to understand that the punishment would have to be restarted from scratch...well what do you have to say for yourself, sweetheart? Would you like another chance?”

				“Arrghh...arrrgh, aarrgh...y,y,yes...pl,pl,please, doctor.”

				“No, no - that’s not at all how you should be asking. You should be pleading on bended knees, begging - being like a nice little well-tamed mental patient. Now, I’m a patient woman - I’ll be happy to teach you how; but you must ask nicely first. Would you like me to teach you how to ask properly - or would you rather we forget the whole thing and I’ll draft out report to the case review panel here and now?”

				“Please don’t do that - please, please don’t do that, doctor. I’ll be good, doctor I promise doctor. Please teach me, doctor and I’ll do my best, honestly I will.”

				“Good girl! Well, you must kneel up on your haunches, place your hands together with fingertips just touching your lips as if praying... that’s it, that wasn’t so difficult was it? Now tell me; does it make you feel ashamed, kneeling there in that manner - do you find it humiliating? Does it make you feel small and insignificant and completely under the power of your doctor? Think about it - do you actually feel like a mental patient? What if you were not in that school uniform, what if you were already in these pyjamas and these plastic pants here - how do you think you would feel then? “

				For poor Lavinia this was all becoming too much, all far too much!

				“Come along, I don’t have the patience of Jesus, you know. I take it you would like to get out of here one day? Who knows? It may be possible in time to rehabilitate you - if you are not here too long, that is. So, up you get - I’ll give you one last chance.” The doctor’s voice had changed, taking on a relenting, coaxing tone. It was near impossible to believe there had been so much anger carried in her speech only seconds previously - though in truth it had been more an anger born of disappointment, the inference being that the girl had let both her self down and the doctor who was struggling so hard to help her. The effect on Lavinia was to bolster her natural instinct to survive with a subtle sense of the need to please the domineering woman standing over her, presently slapping the leather belt, still folded in her hand, against her thigh. Rising slowly and stiffly to her feet the red faced, still weeping, teenage girl was a picture of contrite submission. Little more than thirty minutes had elapsed since the doctor had announced this new regime of hers and already Lavinia was coming under her spell. Gaining her feet and with shoulders notably hunched the girl took a deep, sobbing breath. Reluctantly and awkwardly and hobbled by the baggy regulation school bloomers draped around her ankles, she stepped toward the doctor’s desk, meaning to slump back across its soulless cold Formica top. A gentle arm wrapping around her shoulders stopped her in her tracks. It was Matron:

				“When we start again here, we start again from scratch; you should know that by now. I would never dream of presenting a girl to the doctor, here, incorrectly dressed - just as I myself never punish in anger - and right now you look a dishevelled mess. You will pull your knickers back up, refasten the waistband, smooth down your gymslip and straighten your tie - and then...” Automatically Lavinia had bent as if to retrieve her bloomers, but was stopped mid-movement by a sharp rebuke from the doctor:

				“Not here, in the middle of the room, flashing your shaved nakedness like a trollop - go and get dressed in the corner facing the wall and then wait quietly, standing smartly with your nose to the wall, your hands on your head, shoulders back and elbows out to the side.

				When I summon you I expect Matron will want inspect your uniform first and any faults or uniform infringements and I’m sure you’ll find yourself facing correction from her... And then we will have you back over this desk, here - and I have to tell you that in addition to a repeat of the six with the belt, that I originally intended you to have, you now face three strokes of the cane.”

				Nodding her agreement, Matron chimed in, completing her list of stipulations where she had left off:

				“... and don’t forget your blazer. Put your blazer back on. And I will want to see it buttoned right up; every button...and straighten your pigtails and fluff out the ribbons - remember you’re still a schoolgirl at the moment, still under school discipline.”

				The doctor thought for a moment before adding something of her own:

				“Once you are in these pyjamas, it will be another matter. They may look a little more adult - and perhaps that cheers you; and why shouldn’t it? But in their own way they are just as much part of a uniform as your gymslip, my white doctor’s coat or Matron’s uniform dress. It just happens to be a mode of dress that identifies the wearer as a mental patient, that’s all.

				Homeward Bound

				Lavinia was still sobbing bitterly as she was led barefoot into her new home, her hand clutching at the loose waistband of the thick flannelette pyjamas. It had, she had been told just moments before, been converted from a strongroom that had survived from the building’s immediate post-war usage as a government repository for sensitive documents. Behind her there came a nerve-jarring clang and the rattling chink-chink-chink of a bunch of keys as the gate slammed shut, its vertical steel bars each padded out in soft vinyl for safety.

				The outer door was next, the sturdy thick steel only robbed of the appearance of a strongroom door - which indeed it had once been - by the thick studded cushioning affixed to its inner surface which squeezed in-between the bars of the inner barrier as it thudded shut. Suddenly she was more helpless than ever, utterly cut-off, even from the unit psychiatrist’s office let alone the world at large.

				Dismayed beyond belief, she looked around the chamber. It was a space just barely long enough to accommodate the simple steel-framed hospital bed that lay along the length of one wall and just wide enough to contain, in addition, a school desk and bench-seat combination that was situated at the far end and that faced the bare white wall. The latter left perhaps little more than half a meter to spare between it and the end of the bed and was affixed to the floor by large covered bolts, as was the bed itself as would later emerge.

				High up in the far end wall - directly above the desk - a small window was set high up just below the white glow of the ceiling and was covered by white painted bars. Lights were inset deep, tucked out of sight around the tops of the walls and lit the space indirectly by illuminating the ceiling and all was deathly quiet other than for an extremely faint low-pitched murmuring which she wondered if perhaps it might be the sounds of conversation somehow filtering in from the doctor’s office. The latter thought cheered her, making her feel somehow less isolated...

				Then the noise began - a soft rushing sound much like a waterfall yet lacking the latter’s musicality - and the monotony of her isolation was complete...

				She flopped down on the rubbery mattress of the hospital bed, feeling strangely pleased that the metal railed side had been left folded down - the rails themselves embedded in thick tuff snow-white polyurethane foam for ‘patient safety’. Lying back on the tacky-feeling PVC mattress cover she stared up at the infinitely white and uniformly lit ceiling, then at the blank greyish-white space of the window nestling back behind its protective guard of plastic-coated iron or steel. Momentarily she had almost convinced herself she’d seen a movement there, but shook off the thought - quite literally, blinking her eyes and rolling her head on the plastic-covered pillow that, she noted, had been firmly affixed to the bed’s backrest by straps replete with tamperproof nylon buckles.

				Idly she began to wonder why she had been let down so - fearing the answer. She wondered why her aunt had not questioned her continuing absence, why Aunt Julia had not visited - though she knew that in the experimental unit no visitors could be allowed; it would have made nonsense of the whole thing. She had been told that often enough. But had Aunt Julia been doing anything at all since she had been away about the problems she had been having with her guardian; Aunt Julia had been the only support she had had.

				There was nowhere here to go but travel the past or to plumb conjecture; there would be no letup from the tedium... The mind could do little else but wander here... That was the point... Even Lavinia understood that much...

				She’d glimpsed something out of the corner of her eye and she felt her heart miss a beat: She shifted her weight, turning her head quickly, the whispering of the soft plastic mattress cover and the crinkling of the plastic pants she had on beneath her pyjama trousers soothed over by the caress of white noise. Something had moved, up in that window; she was certain... Yes there it was again - something fluttering, a flittering fluttering shadow... It was a real window - and there was something out there! It was all she’d need to keep her sane... But what had become of Aunt Julia?

			

		

	
		
			
				Under The Redoubtable Ms Soames’s Celebrated Suppository Discipline

				The answer to that question was that Aunt Julia had been busy - busy indeed! Had Lavinia Vitesse been able to peer in on her aunt at her home some months after having joined the hospital’s research project she would have been astounded at the changes that had been wrought in her absence. She would also have been dismayed that her place in her Aunt’s care had been so swiftly taken by another. Had she been able to have seen that individual and had she been able to have been present outside the hospital on the day she had been committed, she might have recognized the pretty petite teenager in her aunt’s care as one of two girls who had been spirited away from the research unit even as she had been facing the psychiatric appraisal panel that had put her away. But this is a point in time way before that day, way before the girl in question would herself be persuaded to join the study.

				The sanatorium-style examination table would have seemed hopelessly incongruous in a domestic setting, had it not been for the spartan furnishing and institutional-looking décor of this ‘roped-off’ segment of the formidable Ms Julia Soames’ home. This was after all something of a self-contained home-within-a-home; a private realm which, in so being, found little reason to excuse, nor explain, the apparent incongruity of its existence to the world at large. The plush and comfortingly-familiar carpeting that flowed throughout the rest of the cottage-style accommodation, covering much of the original flagstone ground floor and timbered upper floor with a swirling patterning of muted reds and tasteful browns, came to an abrupt halt at a nondescript door, hidden away at the rearmost section of the eastern side of the double fronted premises and very much in keeping with the farmhouse character of the place.

				Once past the sturdy blackened-oak door with its iron-ring twist-handle, nowadays habitually kept securely locked, the domestic woollen pile flooring immediately and disconcertingly gave way to spongy, clinically-white, cushioned linoleum which, upon climbing a short flight, a secondary staircase leading up into a rear extension, then spread out across a skylight-lit landing before flowing seamlessly into four small, yet sufficiently functional, rooms, each nestling behind its very own and equally securely-locked door. The same oaken boundary similarly delineated twee floral-papered walls - hung all higgledy-piggledy with watercolour seascapes and leaf-less winter-forest views, oil still-life renderings in gold varnished frames and horse-brasses - and the gnarled ancient oak ceiling beams one might expect of a Home Counties thatched cottage, from the smooth, scrupulously clean white vinyl wall coverings, glossy, plastic-like white paint and that false ceiling of white plastic panels.

				The atmosphere too changed, just as abruptly as the decoration, on that first stair-tread, becoming all together more institutional; indeed the scent of jasmine, hollyhocks, roses, freshly-mowed grass wood and old leather that seemed to characterize the rest of the house became drowned in a sea of soapy carbolic, pine-needle and bleach-like disinfectant, plastic and a faint, barely resolved mishmash of odours, all far more reminiscent of a hospital than the domestic environment.

				The accommodation comprised a toilet, little more than a cubicle sufficient to house the pedestal and a bidet, a shower room that also contained what appeared to be a massage table but one that strangely had been furnished with a system of broad Velcro-fastening padded-nylon straps, and the girl’s bedroom. This latter was a strangely frothy and flouncy concoction of girlish femininity seemingly completely at odds with the institutional flavour of the rest of this part of the house, other than for the bed. The latter was a standard hospital metal-framed model, but one which - being well camouflaged by the soft pink-flounced counterpane - discreetly kept hidden the padded leather cuffs and strong webbing straps of a humane restraint system as might well have graced an asylum.

				Then, of course, there was this room, this warm, yet paradoxically clinically cold, sterile space within which a deliciously curvaceous teenage girl presently waited bottom-up across the lap of a middle-aged woman dressed in the navy-blue dress and white apron of a hospital matron circa 1965 and seated on a plastic-topped examination couch of a similar vintage. On the sidewall immediately adjacent to the exam table and mounted high up at around head height, a white plastic pigeon-hole cabinet housed a matrix of transparent-fronted pull-out draws. Each was filled to brimming with a continuous, concertina-folded, strip of white perforated cardboard whose transparent polythene-blister surface carried a parallel array of waxy tallow-hued soapy bullets, bringing to mind the image of some tear-off, medicinal ammunition belt.

				Ranging across the cabinet, from left to right, the arrangement was by way of function, whereas from top to bottom, in any particular category, the organization was one of increasing physical dimensions, in both length and girth. Stool softeners jostled uneasily alongside draws holding suppositories designed to circumvent and treat diarrhoea and whose careless over-prescription could so easily induce the painfully bloating constipation and clay-like stools that the other was designed to defeat. Similarly, suppositories having muscle relaxant properties lay in misty slide-out trays mounted shoulder to shoulder with those holding astringent suppositories formulated to tackle incontinence and the action of which relied heavily on the induced constriction of anal sphincter muscles and the consequent involuntary clenching of the patient’s buttocks.

				Then there were those suppositories laced with other medicinally-beneficial substances. Not least of this category were those designed to discreetly introduce a mildly-calming tranquilizer or, if it was desired that a more addictive form of dependency be created, a more powerful and longer lasting sedative - as had been the approach she had used with her niece, Lavinia. These latter sedative suppositories came in a wide range of doses, yet shared the same moderately sized and otherwise quite innocent looking bullet-shaped form, resulting in the subject having no idea as to the desired therapeutic effect - or, indeed, that any particular effect was to be expected from their insertion at all.

				But there were effects none-the-less, starting with a barely discernable calming effect that could be incremented in a series of graduated steps right up to the point of rendering the patient as docile as a lamb and lost and wandering in an absent minded fog. And then there were the much larger nap-inducing doses that could make most of the day disappear as surely as if the clock, of its own accord, had simply jumped ahead several hours. Finally there were those dosage schemes that, if the subject were not yet accustomed to them, would result in a long night of deep dreamless sleep and a hopelessly muddled head for the entirety of the following day. This was a stratagem the woman, from her past psychiatric-nursing experience, had found most efficacious in situations wherein a patient initially mistrusted her medication or was resistant to the whole idea of needing any form of medication in the first place. A few weeks of coaxing - backed up by this somewhat surreptitious method of incremental introduction - and the patient, as if through nothing more than the power of persuasion alone, would readily accept administration of her medication in the conventional oral form without descent or argument.

				In between these different categories of medication, again running from left to right across the cabinet, the concentration of active ingredient varied; from that having only the mildest effect at one extreme, that barely noticeable, to an effect bordering on debilitation at the other. For any given clinical categorization and efficacy level, if one was to run one’s finger down that column from top to bottom one would encounter the profile of the suppository gradually morphing from bullet-like, to something more conical, before finally approaching the downright phallic, as both length and girth increased.

				In much the same way a notch, running around the circumference at the broadest extremity, deepened and became more pronounced with the increase in dimensions while, concurrently, the tapering and rounded, forward end, gradually took on a notably more bulbous appearance. Both these latter features were intended to function to lock the suppository in place while it dissolved deep in the patient’s rectum. Additionally, while each suppository was designed to be malleable enough to ooze slowly into place with the gentle unhurried coaxing pressure of a nurse’s latex-sheaved digit, paradoxically any rapid, violent compression - such as that resulting from an attempted expulsion - caused the suppository to respond by instantaneously changing its physical properties, momentarily becoming essentially incompressible. The patient’s own, often involuntary, efforts, were thus harnessed to ensure full retention.

				The pretty elfin featured late-teenage girl could feel the cold ribbed semi-rigid nylon-tipped nozzle, the dragging length of snaking tubing connected to it following close behind, insinuating itself and inching its way up inside her bottom, violating her as surely as if it were something of flesh and blood. It brought to mind how it had been in his hands; that old pervert in his ecclesiastical regalia. It was humiliatingly like once again being impaled on his ‘thing’, bent across that trestle bench beneath the banner extolling the ‘mission’ of ‘The Children of Christ, Scientist’ and the stained glass image of the Madonna and Child that peered out disdainfully from behind the thick iron prison bars covering the window.

				Yet this was somehow a worse violation than even that had been, in its way; there was no expression of desire, no sense of ‘worth’, just the liberally applied coating of cold thick slimy gel lubricant that made her shudder. Icy trickles of excess, oozing from her overstretched rosebud, ran tantalizingly slowly down between her widely-parted globes in thin gloopy silver-grey strings like slather dripping from the cold tongue of some long-dead thing, the disconcerting mess drawn rather than impeded beneath the thin layer of polythene that sheaved her buttocks as if spray painted.

				In humiliated anticipation the girl felt the muscles around her gently-rounded belly tightening, her anus tightening around the black nozzle that protruded obscenely from between her swollen plastic sheaved buttocks like a rigid plastic penis, the transparent plastic tubing emerging from its centre made silvery with strings of passing bubbles. This was a procedure that had once been preceded by a few swishing strokes of the cane thrumming through the air, the harsh crackling snap of a searing flame-tongued tawse or the ruthless crack of a supple leather belt - the latter would generally be doubled over and would brand the girl’s naked buttocks with its outline, the broad swollen stripes being punctuated longitudinally by a raised blister-like pattern where its holes fell. Now she unconsciously raised her swelling peach-like bottom, as if offering it up willingly to the ingress of the wide-bore rubbery enema nozzle that was once more raping her backside; as it had the evening before... and the morning before that... and as it would continue to do, twice per day, for the foreseeable future.

				She had been fiercely independent, this one, this Meredith Hewson, more so even than her own niece, Lavinia, had been, Learning to curb and bridle herself had come slowly and painfully to her, but it had come nonetheless. An acceptable level of obedience had been achieved - now it would have to be perfected, honed and refined. This constant and repeated submission to the soapy urging of the enema was very much part of that refinement.

				The girl had been quick tempered and prone to brusque outbursts; but the tight leash of discipline she now had the girl under was doing wonders in beating down and subduing that former volatility. She had taken her time with the girl; the luxuries and indulgences she had been used to had not been removed all at once but rather gradually and insidiously replaced by the privations she knew the girl detested. At each step it seemed as if deep down inside some part of the girl’s personality and character were being peeled away, discarded along with her increasingly limited freedom.

				It had been with a rising sense of satisfaction and no little anticipation that the uniformed woman had watched her charge prepare, struggling to squeeze her somewhat overly mature curves into the tight bottom-hugging white plastic ‘enema knickers’ she always insisted the girl wear for these treatments. She had smiled to herself knowingly as the girl had flinched, oh so prettily. Partly that faint grimace had come about through the final snap of the elasticated waistband, once the girl had succeeded in kneading and moulding her ample bottom into the intimately detailed glossy PVC covering. Partly the girl’s discomfort stemmed from the action of the tight leg elastic biting into the yielding flesh around those milky thighs of hers, but m--ore importantly as far as Julia Soames was concerned, a major part of her young charge’s unease came from the sense of humiliation that the garment seemed almost purposely designed to engender.

				The glossy gossamer-thin plastic of the seemingly sprayed-on knickers trapped light in little puddles that served to emphasize the shadowed cleft whereat the back-seam dipped sharply down and inward, practically disappearing from view, and where the cleverly contrived construction while moulding the buttocks into an eye-pleasing heart shape, simultaneously drew the swelling cheeks widely and lewdly apart.

				The eye was naturally drawn to range over the perfect mirror-sheen surface of white plastic coated globes, bringing the suggestion to mind of two over-inflated balloons sat side by side, and down on, along the tightly-lined plastic valley to where the slippery fabric again pressed outwards, puckering and pulling into a glossed and detailed outline of intimate lips already moistening in the unrelenting humidity of their covering. Somehow this thin yet tough polythene sheaving managed to reveal even more intimate detail than if the girl had actually been naked - something the shy young thing was only too keenly aware of and that brought colour to her cheeks even before undergoing a procedure that was, after all, designed to humiliatingly deny her control of the most basic of her bodily functions.

				At the centre of the back-seam of these purpose-designed knickers the plastic thickened and turned inwards for a couple of centimetres, thus forming a semi-rigid sleeve that connected with the outside world by way of an elastic-circled sphincter of plastic fabric mirroring the puckered pink flesh beneath into which the sleeve was designed to worm its way. This feature was customarily aided in its purpose by having previously been liberally coated with a medical lubricant and once in place it was simplicity itself to introduce the big black ribbed phallus of the enema nozzle into the girl’s backside or to slip any number of suppositories into place, as required.

				In the latter case she preferred to have the girl lie across her lap, the girl’s calves straining to keep her bare toes in contact with the floor, her pretty head hanging down and beribboned plaited pigtails draping onto the lino. Typically she would insert three of the slick rubbery bullets in quick succession - the last, having by far the greater diameter of the set, would invariably have the girl squirming across her knees, her buttocks involuntarily clenching. The twisting and turning of the girl’s pelvis would crumple the polyester skirt of her nurse’s dress, riding it up on her nylon-stockinged thighs, the strained stretching polythene of the girl’s ‘enema knickers’ and the softly-crumpling latex folds of the genuine hospital-issue incontinence gown she now insisted the girl wear would charmingly squeak like a child’s soft toy or would rustle like rain-soaked autumn leaves against the disposable plastic bib-apron she wore on such occasions to protect her uniform.

				Such sounds came like music to the woman’s ears; a sighing, whispering symphony written in the notation of strict discipline. And if percussion be needed, then there could always be added a rhythmic accompaniment of supple leather on tightly stretched resilient young flesh. She would coax and cajole: “You know we have to do this for your own good - I know what is best for you. Now, you just be a good girl; come on, just relax those bottom cheeks and let auntie slide your suppositories up into that big chubby backside of yours”.

				At times she might run her hands appreciatively over the swelling contours of the closely-sheaved hemispheres, perhaps insinuate a finger through the elastic plastic sphincter. At other times she might trace the hot back-seam valley down to where the yielding thin polythene cupped gently inward and upward, running her fingers tantalizingly around the intimate hollow, insistently circling with the pad of her thumb and pressing upward with her index finger, pirouetting around the stiffening nubbin and threatening violation. All the time the girl would be obliged to keep her arms folded behind the small of her back and her buttocks relaxed - and any hint of objection, any tensing up, and woe betide her. That supple leather tawse was always close at hand, coiled expectantly in the hip pocket of her uniform dress, and the girl’s skin-tight thin polythene knickers offered very little protection. Besides, there were always the backs of the girl’s thighs available as a target for correction - and those long, coltish teenage legs of hers seemed to simply demand the attention of the strap, cane or riding switch.

				A few fiery licks from the supple tongue of auntie Julia’s tawse across the girl’s plump teenage backside could always be relied upon to subdue the girl’s struggles and leave her lying passively across her apron-protected lap - at least until the point that her knowing, manipulative, fingers had her slithering in wantonly serpentine fashion, the girl’s hips rocking rhythmically in frustration at the unrequited arousal.

				And if the girl’s hands should be tempted to stray from their required position, cupping the elbows and holding her arms smartly folded behind the small of her back? Whether it be to fend off the rhythmically flailing leather strap from her bottom or thighs, or whether it be to assuage the flame spreading throughout her swollen hemispherical buttocks, her fingers involuntarily kneading and rubbing the raised and rutted reminders of the strap or tawse through the plastic of her knickers - well, the girl knew the consequences well enough by now. The enema couch could just as easily double as a punishment bench and Julia Soames kept a rubber covered bolster pillow, tucked away against the wall on the floor beneath it, for just such a purpose.

				A thick, round, pliant yet firm, foam-filled sausage, this latter adaptation was just long enough to span the width of the couch. Stainless-steel rings - one mounted at the centre of each end of the cushion - were designed to mate with buckled straps that hung suspended from the couch’s sides, locking it in position when in use. The thing could be pressed into service in moments and the girl could find herself thrown face-down, her abdomen across that pillow and her wrists and ankles quickly and efficiently entwined in the Velcro-fastening cuffs that were mounted at the couch’s corners, her arms drawn out tightly above her head.

				Once she had a girl so immobilized, Ms Soames could afford to take her time. A broad leather belt would be fastened across the small of the girl’s back and two others would be individually fastened around the top of each thigh and the buckles of all three fastenings pulled wickedly tight until - aided by the bolster pillow beneath supporting the girl’s abdomen - the girl’s buttocks would be stretched to an almost flesh-splitting tautness.

				The girl’s bottom cheeks always appeared positively mountainous when presented in that manner despite her petite build. The thin translucent vinyl covering provided by her knickers would be strained to the limit in constraining the twin puppy-fatted mounds, the fabric pulling and insinuating itself into every crevice, mapping out in embarrassingly revealed detail every intimate contour. The sight never failed to make Julia Soames lick her lips - and never failed to make her glad that the hospital the girl had been in had set about tackling those ridiculous fad-diet notions of hers.

				Those latter notions were often tied in with a teenage girl’s equally ridiculous and unrealistic expectations in any case. These were aspirations so often encouraged in almost equal measure by pandering and pampering at home and by a hopelessly liberal schooling that extolled the virtues of ‘free thought’ - whatever that meant - and that led, as so often the case in the modern world, to a girl being encouraged to ‘grow up’ before her time. It was shocking, quite outrageous; they treated the girls like young adults in those ‘places’ - she hesitated to call them schools. They encouraged girls to take just about every and any decision for themselves, to take on responsibilities for their own actions that they simply were not equipped to and to expect freedoms that they had no right to.

				Why, many of today’s educational establishments didn’t even have a uniform. And those that did - and this girl’s had apparently been amongst them - well, one could hardly call it a uniform at all. They might, as with the establishment that this girl had attended, define a particular colour for certain items of clothing. They might specify that a skirt be worn - and that was rare these days - or trousers be worn in preference denim jeans - and they might well mean that latter stipulation to apply to girls! But that was not what a uniform was supposed to be about, not a real uniform. Pandering to ‘individual expressionism’ and ‘the developing personality’ - that was not what a uniform should be about at all; not a proper school uniform such as that which now formed such an important part of this young lady’s life.

				She would often be quite stringent with the minutiae of the adjustments, taking her time, slackening and re-tightening straps and buckles until she was satisfied that she had the girl’s pelvis tilted at just the right angle. The delay stretched - and more often than not, broke - the girl’s nerve, reducing her to childish floods of tears well before her actual physical chastisement commenced. That psychological aspect to the punishment was crucial, of course, in developing in the girl the mindset that she was seeking to, and in ensuring the permanency of the effect it was having on the girl. But there was more to it than just that. It was having access to that overhang of the buttocks that was important here - the soft underside of the buttocks and that so tender ripple of flesh, that intriguing little finger-crease where the buttocks met the rear of the thighs. She always worked towards having the girl’s buttocks tilted and raised in such a manner that she could easily bring the thin whip-lash length of springy rattan up and under that fleshy overhang or whip it in hard, burying it deep within that tender corrugated fold running across the junction at the very tops of the girl’s thighs.

				Cane-stroke by soul-searing cane-stroke Julia Soames would work her way down across the girl’s twitching buttocks, all the while laying down a mat of closely-spaced and near perfectly parallel thin red stripes of fire. Starting from the point at which the well-fleshed orbs first spilled out and expanded outward and upward from the constraint of the broad leather restraint-belt encircling the girl’s surprisingly slender waist - as broad, if not broader, as a weightlifter’s lumber belt - she would work the cane expertly up and over the swelling hillocks then down their underside. At that prized and well presented site around the fleshy overhang she would tarry a moment, overlaying three, perhaps four, strokes in rapid succession one upon the other - the only site where she would do so and the only point where she would break her strict one-stroke-per-second tempo - before working down the backs of the girl’s thighs as far as the backs of the knees.

				At that point the cane would be laid aside; the backs of the knees deserved a specialist approach. The finely plaited leather fronds of the martinet or ‘child’s whip’ - a term the woman found most apt and a term she was fond of using within earshot of her charge - were more suited here. On occasion even the soles of the feet might constitute a lawful target for her attentions, in a milder, domestic, variation of what was once called the bastinado - the martinet applied with the girl kneeling on the bed with her hands on her head and obliged to stare at her own reflection in the wall mirror mounted behind the bedside throughout.

				But by far and wide the way she preferred to have the girl presented was as she was now following her enema and expulsion, draped over her lap, the girl’s weight taken on her gently out-curving and pleasantly upholstered belly. She could feel the warmth of the girl’s body on her thighs even through the layers of her uniform, the heat radiating through the protective disposable plastic apron, the starched cambric apron that always formed part of her uniform beneath that, and the polyester nurse’s dress, nylon slip and the broad welts of the fully-fashioned, opera-length stockings she favoured. The girl’s upper torso was tilted sharply downward to her left hand side and she kept her left hand pressed firmly to the nape of the girl’s neck, holding her charge in place, steadying her.

				With her right hand she reached across to the chrome-framed side table, to the wide-necked, blue-grey glass tub waiting there. The latter’s screw top had already been removed in preparation and lay discarded alongside it. With her middle and index fingers she scooped a generous dollop of the pearl-hued goop up into her latex-gloved palm and - rubbing her fingers and thumb together as her hand withdrew - she distributed the thick petroleum gel around and between her digits. Centred over Ms Soames’s lap, the girl’s chubby bottom was offered up, the twin cheeks pressing skyward invitingly and lewdly drawn apart by the hairpin posture and the stricture of their polythene covering, the girl’s pleasantly rounded buttocks involuntarily convulsing as if having a mind of their own.

				In moments the woman’s long, slender, latex-sheaved index finger was worming and pirouetting its way through the circular elastic-surrounded polythene iris centred in the back-seam of the girl’s knickers. Already the probing digit had found its way through and in to the short plastic sleeve beneath, a feature designed to just barely penetrate the wearer’s anus, keeping it conveniently dilated. The gentle fingertip was touching naked flesh now, private flesh; sensing the warmth it flexed, wriggled, danced, then twisted a little more - somewhat more than was strictly necessary to ensure sufficient lubrication. In response the girl’s buttocks squeezed together as best they were able; but that was only to be expected, despite the way she now had the girl trained.

				In time she withdrew her finger, but only so that her thumb could take its place, ostensibly easing in to position the first of the soapy suppository bullets. Her wrist twisting and turning, her long middle digit now pioneered its own downward path, as if absentmindedly guiding itself along the warm polythene gully forming the gusset of the girl’s knickers, its tip tentatively curling up to meet the stiffening nubbin at the front, the latter becoming quite prominent now through its slick man-made covering.

				Julia Soames knew she now had the girl just where she wanted her, at least for now. More importantly she knew that she need fear no outside interference. Indeed, as implausible - not to mention ironic - as it might seem, she had the blessing of a respected, if somewhat obscure, parochial charitable organization ostensibly set up for the prevention of exploitation of vulnerable and wayward females. She also enjoyed the support of the psychotherapist that had been placed in charge of the girl’s ‘case’.

				This Hewson girl had witnessed a little more than she should have of the workings of the church’s home for the wayward. This was especially the case considering she had since turned out not to have been quite so disenfranchised from mainstream society as it had first appeared when they had picked her up off the streets. Indeed, there was something of a hue and cry developing around her, some ex-suitor asking questions and poking around, stirring up the mud. She needed to be spirited away, dealt with in such a way that should, God forbid, it become necessary to allow her to resurface the girl herself would question the validity of her recollections, let alone her testimony be taken seriously by others. Preferably she would in time be rendered even more impotent than that, neutralised by legitimate incarceration within a suitable institution; such as that funded by the charity itself.

				And there was an even darker aspect lurking in the wings, if that might be possible. There were others with vested interests and entirely different agenda; power brokers puling strings. There were certain characters of ‘old money’ to whom the harrowing sight of a young woman kept permanently off-balance, encouraged to question herself as to her own competence and ability to care for herself - introverted and becoming increasingly more so - was indeed disturbing, but in an entirely unwarranted manner.

				Furthermore, Julia Soames knew that, given the choice between the girl’s acceptance of her authority over her - the right she had to impose corporal punishment, to put the girl in her own personal vision of what constituted school uniform and all the other restrictions she might chose to impose - or expulsion from her home, the girl would willingly submit to the authority of her cane in preference. In so doing, the girl would inevitably eventually submit to whatever fresh constraint or rule she might deem to impose, or novel indignity she might devise. And Julia Soames was nothing if not inventive - already she had several schemes in the pipeline, not least of which was to eventually manoeuvre the girl into a place in which she could be kept under even more stringent, more long-term control.

				Not that such compliant surrender had been as easily achieved as might be surmised - it had required no little amount of patience, not to mention perseverance. Indeed, it had had to wait until such a time as her hold over the girl had grown to such an extent that it had become possible to introduce the girl to corporal punishment. And that, by necessity, had had to be a most tentative introduction - it was not something she could have risked hurrying along. To have done so would have risked losing the girl at the first hurdle.

				Much the same consideration could have been said to have been applied to the thorny subject of the hospital incontinence gown she had, more recently, purchased for her young charge. It hadn’t helped that the packaging it had arrived in had incorporated just that term as part of the labelling, in big bold lettering to boot! Yes, it was true she could have hidden the wrapping away - it was not that it hadn’t occurred to her - but the unusual fabric and equally unusual, unaccustomed styling would have invited comment in any case.

				She had known to expect quizzical inquiry and that sooner or later she would have to broach the girl’s reluctance when it eventually came to trying it on; a quite natural reluctance brought about through fear of ridicule. Besides, she considered the psychological consequences of the full knowledge of the nature of the garment, coupled with the girl’s eventual, enforced acceptance of it - with that label, ‘incontinent’, forever echoing in her mind - easily outweighed the extra complication that knowledge introduced.

				That Julia Soames had decided to follow that particular path was an indication of the confidence she had in her hold over the girl even then. She had foreseen the struggle to come but had been confident she had the strength to win through. She knew that in the mind of her petulant, sullen charge, just as in the eyes of the public at large if they could see beyond the picturesque facade of the thatched-roofed cottage, the very nature of the garment screamed ‘invalid’ every bit as coherently as would the wearing of leg braces or the occupancy of a wheelchair. In collusion with the charity’s psychiatrist it had been discussed of late as to whether even that might be a direction to take the girl in, particularly if indeed it proved possible to place her back with the behavioural research project they had running at the hospital. After all, there were all sorts of psychosomatic conditions that might call for such mobility aids... The power of suggestion could be remarkably efficacious in the treatment of hysterical paralysis and the like, but as for the opposite... Negative therapy? ...Hmmm!

				This, then, was definitely the mindset she wished to encourage in this young lady. But she was only too aware that had she introduced the latex nightgown, plastic knickers - or indeed even the latex mattress, duvet covers and the matching pillow-slips that had been her earliest innovations - too soon in their relationship, she would have been met with derisive laughter at best. At worst she might well have been faced with a frightened, perhaps vindictive, runaway spreading damaging rumours and allegations and setting gossiping tongues wagging around the village.

				As it turned out, having predictably demurred at first, when confronted by the cane, the girl had nonetheless relented when pressed and bent to grasp her ankles when ordered. In actuality it had taken three separate such sessions with the supple rattan kissing that plumply-delectable backside of hers to fully tame her and resign her to wearing that hated incontinent-dress for her treatments.

				Now the latex nightgown was donned for bed without comment or hesitation - albeit it with her cheeks burning hotly, like coal-embers smouldering in the grate. Similarly, the enema pants were now obediently drawn up when ordered - how she loved to watch the girl wiggling and struggling prettily into their hot and sticky snugness. And of course the bed pan was now squatted over without delay... even under close supervision.

				It had been the same when she had introduced the first vestiges of dress restriction, then restricted the girl’s choice further, before finally introducing the idea of her wearing a full school uniform. Even the pyjamas she now had the girl routinely wear for bed each night, with their polythene inner layer, originally had been met with derision sneering and refusal. Now the girl not only slipped into her night things when instructed - without comment let alone struggle - but when roused in the morning would slip into her latex-lined school knickers as if they had always been a normal part of her attire. Yet she never lost that charming blush that bloomed across her cheeks s as she did so.

				The pyjamas were very much part of the routine, the school uniform was very much part of the routine and now the girl’s medication would be part of the routine. Under her guidance the girl’s entire life was becoming part of a routine, disciplined, controlled, and regimented. Each aspect was constantly and consistently enforced once accepted. Consistency; that was the key to dealing with a teenage girl - one had to be consistent. One had to be firm, keep up the pressure, tug the rug out from under her figuratively speaking - and once off balance one should never, ever again let her regain her footing.

				The progress she had made with the girl since she had taken her into her care, as remarkable as it might seem, she saw as just so many preliminary steps. Nevertheless she felt satisfied that deep inside the girl’s mind, that label - that of ‘invalid’ - would already be taking root in her mind, growing and haunting her thoughts... And it would continue to so - after all, it could only be for the best if she could make the girl more accepting of the care she needed... And the discipline that had by necessity to come hand-in-hand with that care.

				When she had received her, in her guise of ‘outreach social worker’, the girl had already all but come to accept the story of the car smash she had been in - after all she had awoken swathed in plaster immobilised on a hospital ward, so why wouldn’t she? The rest - the abuse she insisted she had suffered beforehand - she was now very nearly convinced of as being a symptom of delusion. But she harboured allegations she could levy against the Children of Christ, Scientist and their quaintly named charity home, the ‘Seminary for Wayward Girls and Young Ladies of Delinquent Morality’. Someone out there had stirred up the waters - the girl had become too hot to handle and had had to be moved. She had to be controlled, thoroughly undermined just in case. She had to be made to become dependent on those whose hands she was now in, so thoroughly dependent that in time the little fool would come to believe anything she was told.

				She had to be kept on the move and if she could be manipulated into volunteering for one of the hospital’s residential behavioural psychology trials the charity helped fund then so much the better - if investigated her incarceration would then be under her own free will, if she even knew what her own free will was any more by that time. Later the waters could be muddied a little more and eventually the authorities would lose sight of her completely. Eventually they would probable take her back under the charity home’s authority, place her in one of the work rooms the nuns ran there where she could earn her keep labouring over her sewing at a work bench for years to come...

				The thought made Julia Soames shiver and her mind again turned to that notion of leg braces she and the doctor had had. Negative therapy and suggestion - it was something they were playing with in the behavioural psychology lab as a sub class of the ‘schoolroom experiment’ wherein they had recreated the strictest girls’ boarding school environment the mind could conceive of. It was a rerun of a nineteen thirties experiment investigating the origins of speech deficits by their deliberate induction - how appropriate!

				Reminiscing The Past & Planning The Future

				Having dealt with her present charge Julia Soames unlocked the second, now unoccupied bedroom, a tiny space little more than a box room. Her mind filled with fond recollections of its previous occupant she perched herself on the edge of the childishly flounced, lace-endowed bed, unconsciously running her palms over the satin-soft flamingo-pink eiderdown, tracing the outlines of the hand-wrought quilting with long and delicately tapered fingers.

				From time to time she shifted her weight, looking this way and that, turning her head and twisting about her artificially trim waspish waist, each movement causing a wave to slowly ripple along the draped edge of the heavy bedcover, the alternating frothing pink and white layers of Broderie Anglaise brushing the floor and whispering against the carpet. At each point, her eyes, alighting on this or that, would bring reminiscences to life and a faint smile would momentarily flicker about her lips, brightening and softening a face that while attractive nevertheless had a tendency towards a stern aspect.

				If anything could have been said to look out of place in that palace of fantasy-childhood it was Julia Soames herself. All but submerged in a frothy pink amalgam of all things frivolously feminine - all winsome-rabbits, gleesome-geese, ballerina-mice and cupid-bow lipped dolls - her appearance could not have been more starkly contrasted. Her dark hair, coiled and pinned up in a tight bun topped by a rigidly-starched white broderie anglaise lace-trimmed nurse’s cap would have seemed incongruous enough, let alone when teamed, as it was at present, with her smartly tailored hospital sister’s uniform, black fully-fashion nylons and well polished black court shoes - the latter she had casually kicked off on entering allowing herself the simple pleasure of brushing her stockinged feet to and fro through the soft, thick-pile pale pink carpet.

				The long-sleeved navy-blue polyester dress, with its stiff white buttoned cuffs and matching high buttoning collar she had decided to have made to measure for her around three and a half months or so into her little project. It had been something of an extravagant indulgence - being a perfectionist of almost obsessive proportions it had taken very many fitting sessions to satisfy her, patiently standing with pin-tacked seams, her dressmaker fussing with pins, needles and thread, taking-in here, letting-out there. But it had been worth it, if nothing else for the effect it had had on her charge when the girl had first seen her in it.

				Previously she had worn the old uniform that she had retained from the days when she had indeed genuinely been a ward sister. It had been a well-known psychiatric hospital, with a prestigious reputation and the discipline and the smart uniforms that went with that in those days. Having left to start a family - a misguided venture if ever there had been one, preordained from the outset to go awry given her latent proclivities - she never quite could bring herself to throw it out. It was as if that uniform had become part of her somehow, as if she was incomplete without it - but mainly, if she was to have been honest with herself, it was that deep down inside she recognized that she was going to miss the authority that it had given her over others. She had just had to hang on to it; it was as if through some clairvoyant instinct she had known, even then, just how important that dress, cap and apron would one day be in bringing forth her true self, for finally releasing the persona that for so long she had kept bottled up inside.

				Though not an outrageous beauty, Ms Julia Soames nevertheless possessed a certain unnameable magnetism that turned heads and drew unguarded admiring glances from both sexes. Dressed as she presently was - as if from a bygone era, in the dark-blue uniform of a nursing sister or matron - the effect was arresting. Though given a dour air, the eye was drawn to her stiff white cuffs buttoned at the wrists, white collar fastened high at the neck and the apron that wrapped itself around her mature, curvaceous hips and that stretched across a notably buxom bust. Her eyes were as blue as her uniform dress and her complexion, belying the signs of late-middle age, retained the healthy natural glow, carbolic-soaped, well-scrubbed and dew-fresh cleanliness that seemed to bloom only on trained nurses of a certain period.

				Dominant lesbian...she hated the label but could hardly question the truth. And if that old uniform had released the genie, then this handmade, personalised take on it had fuelled its hunger. The close-fitting princess-seamed button-through bodice, tapering sharply, as it did, down to an exceedingly narrow waistband, the latter girdled by the traditional Petersham ribbon nurses’ belt, made the most of her waspish figure, itself a tribute to the corsetiere’s art. The flat fronted, panelled skirt seemed moulded to the upper curvature of her broad hips before, softened by a group of flaring pleats at either side it flared out, following the classic A-line to hem just below her knees. In this she exuded authority; in this she really felt the part and she knew the respect she demanded would be offered up unequivocally by her present charge just as it had been by Lavinia.

				Ordinarily the starched white cotton pinafore apron, tied at the waist and with shoulder straps crossing at the back completed the picture, at other times there would be the polyester/viscose model with the pale blue vertical pinstripe running through it. At still other times, special times, it would be a semi-transparent disposable plastic pinafore or perhaps the protection of calf-length thick white latex would be called for - and the girl always knew what that meant, the tears would well up automatically at the sight of that.

				Other than in the case of the rubber and plastic - they were merely practical and protective - she would always wear her belt over the apron; it made for a better line and, besides, the girl had been trained by this time to fixate on the glinting polished ornate silver butterfly clasp fastening. It was the second stage of a series of post-hypnotic triggers that had been developed within the girl by her therapist to aid with trance induction during her treatment sessions; the first was merely the sight of a woman in nurse’s uniform. From thereon in it was a simple matter to guide the girl’s gaze to her fob watch or to the metronome on her bedside table as required; Lavinia had been habituated to both, the sight of either would act as a trigger.

				But this had only ever been Lavinia’s room - such an outlay it had been, such effort, for the one single inhabitant. “If only there might be time to introduce young Susan to this room”, she muttered softly to herself.

				With her left hand she lifted the thin, tapered rattan cane from its customary home, lying across the top of the little school desk that stood at the foot of the bed, running her fingers nimbly and somewhat suggestively up and down its length as she rested it across her lap.

				Leaning forward she reached across to the chest of drawers that stood to the right of the wardrobe and directly opposite the bedside. Pulling out the second drawer down, she gazed wistfully at the shimmering finely rippled fabric piled neatly to its left-hand side, as black as the midnight sky yet appearing almost frosted where caught by the light, conjuring images of misty autumn dew-draped threads and moonlit gossamer webs. Three garments lay piled one above the other, each as light as breath, satin smooth and slippery to the touch. The uppermost she whisked off the pile with a flick of her wrist, the leotard becoming a writhing heap in her lap as it came to rest. Lovingly she ran the fabric between thumb and forefinger, sampling the texture, glorying in its slick sensuality, pulling and stretching and testing and all the while wondrous of its elasticity, its ability to mould and sheave a girl’s body so closely, so intimately, as to somehow render more naked the femininity it covered.

				Breathless, she looked down at the soft folds in her lap. She could almost feel the warmth of the girl’s flesh beneath the thin sheer fabric as she let it slither between her fingers, the dampening of perspiration lubricating and softening the material still further and causing it to cling ever closer to those curves. In her mind’s eye she could see the slippery gusset puckering revealingly, the back-seam slipping and sliding and angled ever steeper, vanishing ever more completely from sight into the hot sticky declivity of the girl’s rear until the rounded globes of her dancing buttocks appeared to each have been individually cling-wrapped in glossed black perfection.

				In so many ways it exemplified the traditional school physical education leotard of old, as had been her intention. It embodied all those boarding-school principals of modesty, health and fitness; jet black, unadorned and demurely cut with its rounded neckline and long sleeves it would not have seemed out of place in a 1950s school gymnastics display. Where it differed was merely in the incorporation of modern fibre types. The slick elastic gloss of tight-weave Lycra - the origin of the garment’s rather special characteristics - rendered baggy by comparison the most embarrassingly snug-fitting poly-cotton creations of that era.

				Yet this had been little more than an accident of manufacture; unimpressed by modern styling and unable to acquire suitably sized originals she had submitted her own design to a small-batch manufacturer, requesting samples and specifying a certain elasticity and thickness of fabric. The garment that now lay in her hands had been their solution - little thicker than opaque pantyhose, the fabric used was of the thickness that she had intended it to be in wearing; the manufacturers had apparently either misunderstood or failed to take into account how it would become all the more sheer once drawn out over the curves of the wearer’s body.

				At one stage she had considered sending it back. But then she had tried it on the girl and she was sold. Wherever ripe, swelling, feminine curves demanded most of the fabric’s stretch to accommodate, it did so as if deliberately contrary to the wearer’s sensibilities.

				Then there was the rear zip fastener; this she had specified in her drawings as originating around the waist area and running up the centre of the back to then click into place at a ‘keeper’ at the back of the neck; the latter being an awkward and intricate little arrangement, once secured requiring a second pair of hands to release. As supplied, the nylon zipper originated from the rear of the kite-shaped gusset and ran up between the buttocks before making its way up the back as originally specified.

				Once again there had been some internal debate as to whether she should return the thing with a letter of complaint. But then she had watched the girl tugging at the zipper tag, the way in which it dragged the fabric in between her buttock cheeks as it went, the fastener pressing up tight against her anus, the way that at the front the slippery fabric was coaxed into an appealing, longitudinal puckering valley - and again she was sold on the idea; it resonated with her sexuality.

				In her mind’s eye she revisited the moment that she had first instructed the girl to twirl before her, the first breathtaking sight of those glistening Lycra coated cheeks looking like obsidian-carved half-moons and covered with such perfection as to deny that here was anything other than skin - if skin were man-made, marble smooth and blemish free. It hadn’t been the blatant exposure that she knew that girl would presently be experiencing in the clinic, but it was all the more aesthetically pleasing for all that.

				She had seen the clinic’s own design, with its high cut legs and the coverage at the rear reduced to little more than the width of the back-seam itself, sufficient to cover the anus but little more. She could understand the rationale, the added humiliation of reddened cane marks made visible, perhaps a heightened sense of defencelessness - but did that warrant the denial of the aesthetic delight to be had from the sight of a covered but well-moulded and well-separated pair of buttocks glistening as if polished and sculpted to perfection?

				Besides, what might a few finely woven fibres do by way of ameliorating the bite of the cane or the sting of the riding crop that wouldn’t be offset by the improved presentation of the backside to its well-deserved chastisement? Then there was the gusset, but there again her taste veered on the side of the subtle; she well preferred the hint of invagination, of moistened slick fabric sucked and puckered inward, to the out-and-out blatant exposure of the transparent polythene gusset panels of the clinic’s take on the design. She disliked, too, the spherical bulge in the rear seam whereat their design incorporated a teeny latex sphere - a little more than one centimetre in diameter; it was sewn into the rolled-over fabric of the back-seam so as to coincide almost exactly with a girl’s anal sphincter. She knew of its purpose of course, to arouse and excite without hope of release, but found it vulgar: a similar effect could be brought about by far subtler means.

				She reached across to the end of the bed where one of the gymslips she had insisted Lavinia wear when the girl had been living here with her lay across the counterpane in a transparent polythene dress bag - it wouldn’t be long before she would have her current guest in one of these. The cloth was of some fairly primitive man-made fibre mixture and, being of an extremely fine herringbone weave, was nearly entirely devoid of ‘nap’. Even when extricated from its polythene wrapping the garment was surprisingly weighty - a fact that could be put down both to density and thickness of the fabric, but also to the fact that it was fully lined.

				In fact it was that heavy, slithery and near frictionless, satin-finished nylon lining, the detailing a sign of quality bespoke tailoring, that lent such a perfect ‘fall’ to the gymslip. Indeed it rendered the full-length thick white nylon under-slip that accompanied it in the same bag largely superfluous. Yet despite the latter’s apparent redundancy she had determined from the outset that it should become part of Lavinia’s everyday attire - just as it would for this Meredith Hewson girl, she had sleeping in the other room.

				Above the waist the slip had formed an extra, smooth layer under the girl’s blouse, between it and her liberty bodice beneath, whereat it was of benefit, both by way of producing a nice clean line and by helping reduce still further any vestigial outward sign of the breasts. Below the waist, the petticoat’s restrictively close-fitting knee-length pencil skirt had worked wonders to curb any over-exuberance, encouraging, instead, a certain feminine daintiness of step that was simultaneously both pleasing to the eye and conducive to the atmosphere of discipline it had been her intention to foster.

				Psychologically the introduction of this outfit had been a pivotal point in her relationship with her niece - she had understood that much even then. Once the girl had accepted having to wear that restrictive and juvenile uniform, once she had bowed that much to her authority, then the eventual introduction of corporal punishment, that she had always intended, had been simplified - it could even have been said to have been inevitable, given sufficient patience. Take a girl dressed like that, a pretty, if pout-inclined, girl in her late teens and possessed of the kind of demeanour she had intended to foster - what other way could there be for others to respond to her than with the adoption of a dominant stance? Nothing could be more natural. It was corrupting, it was meant to be corrupting, just as handing carte blanche over the disciplining of Lavinia to those that now had charge of her in that clinic had been meant to corrupt. It was all part of the grand experiment that was the unit.

				As for Lavinia; they had in effect given her with the choice of either having her breasts - as relatively modest as their development had been then - distended and thrust unnaturally out in front of her and be fitted with an obscenely short little pleated skirt or accept the humiliation of having her adult cleavage reduced to flat-chested prepubescent nothingness by the tightly clasping grip of an especially adapted liberty bodice and to be fitted into gymslip, more suited to a ten-year-old than to a flowering young woman of a good seventeen summers or so. The prospect of the constant exposure of those ugly school bloomers she had given the girl had been the clincher. And of course the ‘outdoor’ version of the gymslip did have a perfectly modest skirt, even if the ‘at-home’ style she had been obliged to wear about the house had left more than a modicum of Lavinia’s knickers’ leg-cuff elastics exposed beneath its pleated hem.

				As for the issue of ridicule; well, it had been explained to Lavinia that in many ways the amount of that she was going to be exposed to was going to be up to her. As had been explained the very first time she had suffered the ill-disguised mirth of a group of girls of her own age; it was the disparity between her chronological age and that suggested by her mode of dress that was the potential source of humour in the situation. If she persevered with putting on a veneer of adult airs and graces, then all she would be achieving would be to provoke still louder laughter, and even less subtle half-whispered comments. On the other hand if she was to accept and adopt a persona more suitably matched to her appearance, then most would accept her simply as the somewhat precociously overdeveloped young girl that her appearance suggested and leave it at that.

				And so it had been; from that day on most paid her scant attention, other than perhaps the occasional comment on her prodigious growth for her age. And even that had been generally directed at her ‘aunt’ or other accompanying adult rather than to the girl herself.

				What would have been taken at best as embarrassingly precocious development had been dealt with by the adoption of the liberty bodice as the mainstay of the girl’s ‘underpinnings’. A sleeveless garment similar in cut to a vest but having elements in common with corsetry, it was shorter in the body than a vest, was constructed of a stiffened, close-fitting elasticated fleecy fabric and fastened up the front with rubber buttons. Further buttons, mounted fore and aft around the hem at hip height, acted as anchor points on which could be hung its detachable matching broad elastic suspenders - should the wearing of stockings be required.

				This was something that would typically have been worn by younger girls from the 1940s right through to the 1960s - and beyond in certain cases. In those latter historically rare cases the garment’s retention had invariably extended into the late teens or beyond and had been imposed more as a measure of exerting and retaining disciplinary control than for any other practical reason. In the days when such wear was the norm, however, a time would come when every developing young miss would have stopped wearing liberty bodices and moved up to wearing a bra. For young Lavinia this progression had been turned on its head - and by the girl’s own choice too, or so it would have seemed to her at the time.

				Now pondering retrospectively, Julia Soames doubted that she would ever have come up with this particular solution alone. It would not have been the first thing to pop into her mind; but then again neither would have the concept of putting a young woman of such an age in a tailored gymslip, blazer and baggy drawers - not to mention habitually dressing in her old nursing uniform and putting the girl across her knee. She had used to pull down those baggy drawers of Lavinia’s and administer a damn good hard hand-spanking until the girl would be left without breath to complain.

				It had all just developed along the same serendipitous line, beginning from the day that she had first taken control of her niece and then stumbled across that old wardrobe with its collection of strange, antiquated, school things. It had been her friend of old, Anne Ecclestone, doctor of psychiatry and the girl’s psychotherapist, who had provided, in passing, the details of a seamstress acquaintance of hers described as being “well placed to carry out any necessary alterations”.

				The latter needlewoman turned out to be an elderly blue-rinsed lady, steeped in bespoke tailoring and the proprietor of a traditional Home Counties school outfitter. Julia remembered how the shop had been all glass-fronted oaken cubby holes with pull-down fronts, barley twist cornered counters with slide-out trays and jointed wooden manikins, devoid of facial features and sporting the sort of school-wear styles that despite being relatively modern were likely to stay right where they were. In short it had been the last of the few, along with the village wool shop; a traditional institutional enterprise now kept afloat only by two small, semi-local private schools that still listed it as their recommended school uniform supplier. Recommended, but no longer specified; it was an important distinction, the death knell.

				It was in the dust-laden rear stockroom of that venerable emporium that she had blundered into the pile of boxes that was to prove so pivotal, having ventured there - accompanied by the good doctor and with the permission of the proprietor - more in an exploration of the architectural riches of carved and moulded wood fitments and fixtures the place abounded in.

				To be perfectly accurate, it had been Dr Anne Ecclestone that had actually blundered into the pile of unmarked plain grey packaging; while stepping back to admire a high stained-glass skylight. Low, flat, slab-like and not unlike oversized shirt boxes, the dusty heap had been teetering on the corner of an old glass-topped, glass-fronted display counter. The latter’s slide-out wooden shelves had been filled with all sorts of open-bottomed satin-panelled panty girdles, long-line corselettes with conical bra cups and high-waisted, mid-thigh-length knickers that had the unmistakable pearlescent sheen of white acetate, the ice-smooth fabric gathered and puckering around flesh-gripping elasticated waist and leg apertures. The heap of boxes had tottered, rocked and then slid to the floor with a series of muffled thumps and a cloud of disturbed dust that had had them both coughing. Her friend had managed to get her gloved fingers to the corner of one, the lid sliding off in her hand and the contents flopping down on the counter’s glass top, coming to rest on a rustling nest of tissue paper packaging topped by the upturned box.

				This, Julia Soames’ first sight of a liberty bodice, had been an uninspiring thing. Perfectly preserved, it had been white, fleecy-lined, child-sized and singly ordinary in every way - the standard design of its time in fact. As it was to transpire, though, through further investigation, this example proved not to have been representative of the stock as a whole but rather had turned out to be one of only three such everyday, mundane examples to be found amidst the contents of the pyramid of ten haphazardly spilt cartons.

				Indeed, the very first box Julia had eased the lid from - handed her up from the polished floor by her seemingly nonplussed psychotherapist friend - had contained something that, while clearly of the same vintage, was obviously very much out of the ordinary, even given the date of its manufacture. With the benefit of hindsight Julia now considered her find fortunate indeed. Not least because on so many of the examples she had come across since - whether at antique fairs, in vintage clothes shops or through charity outlets and the like - the rubber buttons had perished, one or all of the suspenders had gone missing and the fabric had become flaccid and incapable of providing the restriction that so famously belied the name. But not only that: even when the condition could be said to be acceptable, the sizing of the genuine article would invariably be insufficient to accommodate a modern teenager’s frame. Additionally, not one specimen she had come across since - now that she kept her eye open - irrespective of the condition, resembled in the least bit in detail any one of the seven rather exceptional liberty bodices they had stumbled across that afternoon in the rear that shop.

				Superficially four were differentiated from the all-over-white of what Julia now took to be the ‘standard’ by the incorporation of alternate half-inch wide vertical stripes of woven-in bottle-green - another three were similarly so decorated, but incorporated stripes of a rich royal or navy blue. Each came equipped with six detachable broad white elasticated suspenders - in the standard manner - from which dangled large, ugly and uncomfortable-looking grey metal stocking clips. But whereas traditionally the buttons attaching the suspenders and those fastening up the front would have been of white rubber, whilst still obviously formed of some rubber compound, the buttons on these singular undergarments were contrast coloured so as to co-ordinate with the vertical stripes and the trim that ran around the neck and arm holes.

				Two of the bottle-green striped bodices incorporated the additional feature of a deep profile elastic rubber band on the inside. This broad belt ran from just above the navel to the upper chest, emerged from the fleece on either side and had to be fastened up the front with a series of hook and eye clasps before the bodice itself could then be fastened over the top by way of its rubber buttons in the usual manner. The latter restrictive feature did a fine job of ‘smearing out’ the breasts, whether or not its original design function had been to reduce the bust, and was augmented by a discreet strap and buckle arrangement mounted on the outer surface of the garment, at the sides under the armpits, that could be tensioned so as to further reduce the bust line.

				Even in the absence of this arrangement, the whole had seemed more elaborate than was strictly necessary. Each liberty bodice was boxed with three packaged pairs of stockings to match - in either green or blue as appropriate - one pair of heavyweight lisle, one pair of a coarse woollen manufacture and one pair in a fairly heavy fully-fashioned rear-seamed nylon. At one end of each box - and easily overlooked, being delicately packaged in fine tissue paper - were two pairs of socks, individually wrapped; again of the appropriate coordinating colour, one pair being plain knee-socks, the other a teeny affair and little more than anklets, the latter strangely decorated with a ribbon bow at the rear. But it hadn’t been so much that bizarre accessorizing that had drawn Julia Soames’ eye and stirred the imagination - as odd as she had thought it at the time. All seven seemed of a smallish adult size.

				She recalled the day they had returned with young Lavinia in tow - the poor girl; Julia couldn’t help a little giggle at the memory. The tight school blouse they first tried on her had provided a near perfect showcase for a figure that, above a ridiculously narrow tight-laced waistline, ballooned ludicrously outward with an explosion of bosom despite Lavinia’s modest development. The striped fabric, apparently stretched to almost bursting point, had surged up and down and had rippled like waves in a storm as the girl had battled to draw in sufficient air against the constriction of the rubber open-bottomed girdle they had put her in before hand. The cleverly darted seaming had outlined each breast as if individually wrapped, the buttoning receding deep within the cleavage, and the vivid dark-blue vertical stripe, distorting, morphing and twisting around the contouring of the bust, had drawn the eye pleasingly to the thrusting under-wired elevation produced by the open-fronted bullet bra beneath. This had been one extreme, the other - the solution they had already settled upon - revolved around a completely different approach. The function of this little farce had been merely intended to render their charge more malleable when it came to being guided in the direction they wanted.

				The shopkeeper, though, had been a woman who clearly believed that school uniforms should be strict and uncompromising, no matter from what direction the two women decided to approach the problem of dressing their charge. Looking the mortified girl up and down and tapping a finger against her pursed lips Julia remembered she had opined: “A good school uniform should be designed to instil obedience and humility. It should demonstrate smart, modest, well-trained femininity, with all due deference to authority and orderliness - don’t you think?”

				Julia remembered how Dr Anne Ecclestone had drawn in her cheeks appreciatively before answering: “Yes, quite.”

				The woman shopkeeper had sighed gently before continuing, patently wallowing in nostalgia, a wistful smile on her lined grey-skinned face: “But I am thinking that in this day and age your concern will be as much over combating vanity as anything - we must have humility if we are to instil good old-fashioned values of discipline; am I correct?”

				Julia Soames had somehow found herself interjecting, yet without meaning to. “Oh very much so - they grow up far too quickly nowadays. While she is in my care, as far as I’m concerned I consider her still a child; after all, that is how a young lady of her age would have been seen in years gone by. I’m looking for something that will help her to come to accept that.”

				“Then we must look to another approach. To misquote or paraphrase an old saying: clothes maketh the girl. Putting her back in school uniform is the right approach, no doubt about it - and I think I have just the thing.” The ‘thing’ of course, had been that liberty bodice with its integral bust flattener, teamed with a fitted yet flat-fronted school blouse of some unidentified green and white striped fabric that was as stiff as card and that had a high shirt-style collar so tight as to barely button about the girl’s neck and that came with a tie to match.

				A teenage girl or young woman, so attired, quickly learnt that to be quiet, sheepish and submissive, to be childlike and to speak only when spoken to, was by far the best plan. In short: to behave like a good little girl should, even if one many years her junior. Although humiliating, it was far less shaming to be taken for a rather precociously developed child than for others to know the truth of the matter. It was better to be accepted, although with no little pity, as a rather gawky over-tall twelve to thirteen-year-old then be paraded as an adult forced to dress as a young child. Under such circumstances - and the watchful eye and firm guiding hand of her governess - a young lady soon came to give her age as appropriate to her appearance and demeanour if asked. Yes, it would not have been exaggerating the point to say that the effect on Lavinia had been as striking as it had been rapid; she had literally seemed to change over night.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Cupcake Diversion

				How long it had been she had no inkling but she had just this minute been let out of her little prison room, the doctor smiling in greeting as if having a teenage girl locked in a little annex room leading just off her office was the most normal thing in the world. Now Lavinia Vitesse stared, open-mouthed and drooling.

				The baby-pink and cornflower-blue fondant icing cupcakes, delicate little contrasting green and red moulded icing leaves and flours decorating their tops, looked scrumptious, if twee. There was a smell of fruit-laden jam and of vanilla and a sort of sugary-sweetness that hung heavily and seductively in the air with such intensity that Lavinia could virtually taste it. Haphazardly scattered on the same plastic tray, centred on the front of the doctor’s desk, there were perhaps ten, or even twenty, rich dark Belgian chocolate truffles, all sweating slightly under the warmth of the swan-necked desk lamp and adding their own characteristic aroma of cocoa and brandy to the heady, confectionery-shop mix pervading the room. Truffles were her favourite - how could they know, what new torment was this?

				Standing in front of the psychiatrist’s desk in her baggy, ill-fitting institutional pyjamas, the broad green white stripes of the flannelette contrasting vividly against her pale complexion, Lavinia Vitesse was swaying gently, like a palm tree in the breeze, despite repeatedly being told to stand up straight. Obliged to clutch at the waistband of her pyjama bottoms in order to prevent their slipping down using both hands, her wrists being in soft padded-leather cuffs linked together by a short strap, she felt demoralised and near to tears. With her ankles hobbled in similar padded leather restraints to her wrists and wearing pyjamas whose trousers were at least a couple of sizes too large around the waist, totally devoid of waist elastic or a waist cord and which would fall straight down around her ankles should she release her grip on the fabric, she was reduced now to shuffling about like an invalid.

				Kept permanently barefooted, those shapeless stripy pyjamas were all she had to wear now, albeit with the addition of a voluminous pair of transparent plastic pants or knickers and a thick terry nappy beneath during the daytime. It was striking just how handicapping those pyjamas could be in their own right; even with her wrist restraints removed it was difficult to do much with one hand permanently employed to hitch up the bottoms. For some reason it was that part of the doctor’s regime that was becoming the most demoralising of all, the constant humiliating irritation of shuffling around with one or both hands tugging at her pyjamas.

				That and being kept in pyjamas twenty-four hours a day, day after day after day, never going any further than to stand or sit in front of the doctors desk or sit or lie in the teeny little anteroom off of the doctor’s office with only a hospital bed and a desk and chair for company, never seeing or hearing anyone’s voice other than the doctor herself or the nurse she employed. But somehow, even with all that, for whatever reason it was the pyjamas themselves that seemed to be having the greatest effect on her. Whenever she caught sight of herself in the full length dressing mirror on its adjustable, slightly angled wooden framed stand in the corner of the doctor’s office she found herself thinking that what she looked most like now was a patient. And that was what, more often than not, she felt like, nowadays, permanently dressed as she was in those drab institutional pyjamas.

				The doctor took great care to ensure that the mirror was angled and her patient positioned in such a way when seated before her desk the patient could not look up at her without catching sight of her own reflection staring back. And she was forbidden to look away - Lavinia was obliged to keep her gaze fixed on the doctor at all times when in ‘one-to-one’ therapy. It was one of the doctor’s strictest rules and the doctor was a stickler for rules and regulations - it was the reason she always left that crook-handled cane of hers hanging over the mirror, dangling from its frame; it was a constant reminder that she wouldn’t hesitate to employ corporal punishment to underline her authority. The dull-eyed hunched grey-skinned thing gazing back in that uncompromising critical reflection was a patient, a psychiatric patient, moreover a psychiatric patient who was by the day becoming ever more dependent on her psychiatrist. Heart pounding and now salivating at the sight of the delicious spread laid out before her Lavinia did her best to force that last thought from her mind.

				From across the desk her nemesis, the sharp-witted and aristocratically-featured section psychiatrist, beamed up at her pleasantly, like a mother greeting an errant daughter on her birthday - all forgiveness and promise and... yes, love... even love was there somewhere in her eyes. Leaning forward, her tight black leather skirt creaking, the woman plucked one of the pink-iced treats from the tray, daintily encircling its fluted paper case with her thumb and index finger, as if afraid of its fragility, as if, subconsciously guilt-laden, she viewed this delicately-crafted confection as a metaphor for her patient’s increasingly fragile sanity. Still smiling she offered it to the, now drooling, Lavinia:

				“I drove past a patisserie and confectionery shop on my way in today. Such a lovely little place, I don’t know why I haven’t pulled up there before. Its got low oak beams that one has to be careful of bumping one’s head on, a glass bakery counter at the front and its own teensy-weensy little tea room at the rear with white paper doilies on the tables and finger sandwiches, pastries, cakes and chocolates served on tiered silver stands by a couple of waitresses in traditional black and white uniforms, complete with little frilled aprons and matching caps on their heads. Quite pretty girls actually, and around your age I’d say. Though I imagine one of them will be gone soon - I noticed an engagement ring on her finger: it looked quite expensive too. I don’t imagine she’ll be waiting tables much longer.

				I imagine she’s caught herself some successful young beau who will whisk her away briskly enough, probably one of those ‘young professionals’ or even one of those city types who have been buying up all the cottages and farmhouse fringing the moors of late as ‘second homes’...” She sighed, wistfully then smiled at her patient, her observant gaze taking in the girl’s nervous twiddling with her ring finger. “... well time passes and lives change...” She noticed the girl’s eyes drop to where her fingers were fidgeting and her shoulders droop as if suddenly under some heavy burden and hardened her tone accordingly - she’d hit the spot but she wasn’t going to suffer the girl’s attention wandering: “Stand up straight... and for heaven’s sake stop fiddling with your fingers. That’s it! Now, let’s have that chin up and have you looking at me when I’m talking to you - unless you want me to stop talking, that is. If I’m boring you, you know you can always have plenty of quiet back in your room if you feel you need a rest from hearing my voice droning on for a while - you only have to ask.”

				Feeling her cheeks burning red, Lavinia snapped back her shoulders, pressing hard together her shoulder blades, and somehow forced herself to look towards the seated woman, the psychiatrist now gently swinging from side to side in her swivel-base chair, her long legs outstretched and her hands behind her head. No, she didn’t want to listen to the doctor - she knew what the woman was trying to do with all that talk of ‘life going on’ and engagement rings and lush descriptions of village tea rooms and the rest.

				There was never anything in these diatribes of the doctor’s that might help pin down the time of day or the weather or even the season - in that way everything she said was always calculatedly, frustratingly neutral. But then she had no option but to hang on the woman’s every word - she certainly couldn’t bear the thought of the woman not speaking to her. She tried to listen to her voice but not hear her words, tried to focus on the one distraction she had back in her room, the sparrows that would come to dance in that window high-up on the end wall, flittering in and out between the iron bars that stood guard outside the thick double-paned glass. All else through that portal was featureless; and if it was the sky she could just make out through the blurring distortions caused by the old dirty glass, then it seemed to be perpetually grey, neither relieved by the sun, moon nor stars or as much as sullied by scudding clouds.

				Meeting for a moment the doctor’s dispassionate gaze she had to fight the urge to avert her eyes - the rule thoroughly drummed in elsewhere when under the scrutiny of those in authority - finding her self suddenly overcome with a clammy irrational dread. She forced the image of those little round brown and grey balls of feathers from her mind as if fearing giving too much away, as if somehow the woman might otherwise read her mind - what if the doctor found out, would she take them away? What if she took them away? Would she die, could she die? Or would her mind just shatter - driven to a complete and utter nervous breakdown? Tears suddenly streaming down her face, she decided it would be the latter - they went to great lengths to eliminate any possibility of ‘self harming’ here.

				That her sanity should be hanging by such a frayed thin thread filled her with cold dread and clawing panic. She could feel herself shaking; her vision now reduced to a tunnel centred on the doctor’s condescendingly smiling face. She was so desperate to disregard what the doctor had been saying that the image evoked of that engagement ring - as much as she tried to push it too from her mind - now filled every nook and cranny of her reason with its huge blinding diamond cluster and glinting platinum band.

				Yet the doctor’s voice was softening now - it seemed to soothe her if she paid attention, but only if she paid attention. It gave her something to focus on. If she focussed on the doctor’s words, she wouldn’t have to think about the sparrows, the doctor wouldn’t find out and she could concentrate on their antics and block out the doctor and all that she was trying to do to her - but now the sweet little things were dancing around in her head again... and they mustn’t, they just mustn’t... they had to go away, the doctor would find out. She had to chase them away, shoo them off, block them out, focus on what the doctor had to say, think about whatever the doctor wanted her to think about... But then...

				Her fingers were still twiddling together, fidgeting and rubbing and worrying at her ring finger as if something were absent - again the behaviour had not gone unnoticed, but now the doctor kept her voice calm, an empathic, understanding tone giving to what was in reality a humiliating order an almost conciliatory aspect, as if issuing a boon relieving her patient of some burdensome action.

				“If it is bothering you so much keeping your fingers still, rather than letting it build still more tension I’d much rather you just interlock them - that’s it, don’t worry about your pyjama bottoms; there’s only we two here and you’ve got your incontinence bloomers on. Now just place your hands on your head and we can continue, you’ll find you feel much calmer like that.” The doctor watched, a friendly warm smile now playing around her lips, as the thick voluminous green-stripped flannelette slithered over the girl’s hips and down her thighs forming a circular pile around her ankles and leaving her haunches sheaved in loose rippling folds of thick greyish polythene from her navel where the ‘tamperproof’ steel-cored waistband cinched tightly, a small brass padlock hanging from a clasp at the rear, to mid thigh where deep rubber-lined banded leg cuffs bit deep into reddened flesh, dimpling the skin. She nodded approvingly at the thick terry nappy fastened with four large locking-cap safety pins underneath and the embossed lettering across the front of the girl’s semitransparent, but never-the-less leak proof undergarment - the name of the hospital, the words, ‘secure psychiatric wing’ and the rather militaristic designation; pants, incontinence, female, adult, anti-tamper.

				“Right, now just stand properly, feet together, elbows back, hands pressed on the top of your head, and we’ll get on” The alluring woman psychiatrist swept an arm over the top of the selection of patisserie-bought confections arranged across the desktop in front of her in a gesture of presentation. “Now, I digressed a little, but what I wanted to say was that I spotted these sitting in the shop window just as soon as I pulled up. I think it was the bright colours that caught my eye in the first place as I was driving by - I don’t know; I just had the sudden notion to stop for some reason. But I’m so glad I did - don’t you think they look just divine - hmmm? Totally irresistible, I thought.

				Anyway; for some reason or other they made me think of you and... Well, I just popped in and, having had tea and cake myself, I bought them on the way out; especially for you! Wasn’t that nice of me?” The question was rhetorical; the doctor barely drew breath before continuing:

				“The thing is; I have become a little concerned recently that you appear willing to try just about anything possible in order to avoid finishing up your meals. It turns out that this is not something that has simply materialised since you have been under my direct supervision here. In fact it looks like there are certain long-term issues at work that we are going to have to get to grips with - I have been reading the staff reports on your behaviour during your time in the ‘schoolroom’ and they too seem to indicate similar issues regarding mealtimes.

				As I understand it, you made such a fuss that they had no option in the end other than to resort to corporal punishment in order to get you to eat properly. A staff member had to literally stand over you, flexing her cane, at every mealtime. Now, I well understand that the meals that are served up here are not always exactly what one might call ‘gourmet cuisine’ but the behaviour you have been exhibiting may be indicative of an early-stage eating disorder.”

				Taking care not to drag the sleeve of her white coat through the others the doctor leaned forward plucking a cupcake at random from her desk - a strawberry pink one with a syrup-coated real strawberry perched on top. Smiling reassuringly she offered it to the stiff-backed standing girl, holding it out to her: “Come on, honey; just a bite, just a nibble, one tiny nibble, one little taste - what can it matter?”

				The girl shook her head violently, almost as if in terror, her voice pleading: “Pl.pl,please, n,n,no... I m,m,mean, n,no th,th,thanks... do,do,d,doctor.

				The doctor tutted in mock irritation, the smile never leaving her full red lips: “And just what was the point of all that, you silly goose? They’re scrumptious little things - it’s so silly to be like that about it.

				Lavinia could feel her cheeks colouring; partly through embarrassment over being yet again castigated like a naughty child and partly due to her bristling with frustrated, restrained anger. Not exactly ‘gourmet cuisine’? Wasn’t that what the doctor had said about the diet they served here? ‘Unappetizingly bland’ would have been rated a superlative. The soy-protein-based, beige, textureless and tepid sludge they served up filled the stomach, was vitamin and mineral rich and nourished the body, but that’s all it did - it left the senses famished. But even that only scratched the surface of the problem; the real issue she had - and that had led to her developing what was in effect a restrained eating pattern - was a personal thing.

				She was indeed desperate to taste one of those gorgeous things. But this was one of the last vestiges of independence she felt she had left - this ability to deny herself...torture herself, she wondered? One bite and she just knew that resolve would be broken - and with it, yet another shard of personality, spirit and self-respect, will have been chipped off her. One tiny mouthful was all it would take for her to be stuffing herself with both hands. She was indeed terrified, even more so than of the cane, if that had been threatened. But it was not something she would wish to discuss with any psychiatrist, let alone this woman whom she felt sure was devoted to her downfall and would merely view it as yet more ammunition to be thrown back at her patient when the time was right.

				She need not have worried; she was not going to be required to contribute a viewpoint. The doctor could read her as easily as the press cuttings glued in the cardboard covered album she now slid out from a shallow drawer beneath her desktop over her lap. Slim, A3 sized and slightly dog-eared the navy-blue cover was liberally sprinkled with large silver stars and the single word - or rather, name - Margot. Flicking through it she glanced up at her suddenly blanching patient:

				“It’s that dance thing again, isn’t it?” It was a rhetorical question, a cursory glance at the girl’s features was enough to tell her that she had again scored gold - and shooting from both hips. “If it’s not about conspiracies and having been tricked into volunteering for that behavioural research project you got yourself embroiled in, it’s about this misguided notion of yours that you are one day going to become a dancer, or model or actress. So even though you’re locked up in here with little scope to keep fit, no facilities for practice, while your peers get ever further and further ahead - still you find it necessary to starve yourself, to make yourself suffer. All it achieves, hanging on to these unrealistic ambitions, is to breed frustration and anxiety.

				Those two girls I told you about, all coy and compliant in their trim little waitress uniforms, seemed cheerful enough. Why? Because they accept the deck life has dealt them, their limitations. In days gone by the two of them would have gone into ‘service’ in some large country house somewhere, spent their days scrubbing on their hands and knees or dusting and been grateful for it. Yes one of them may have ‘cracked it’ - or so she may well think, marrying above her natural position in the order of things. But ‘natural order’ has a way of reasserting itself, rebalancing itself and one must learn to tailor one’s expectations in life to match both one’s ability and circumstance.

				Whatever ability you may or may not have once possessed - and I am not going to argue about it - will have deteriorated to quite some significant degree by now; that is just a fact of life I am afraid. You have to appreciate that your circumstances have changed out of all recognition - your aspirations need to be tempered to suit. In short: we need to lower our sights a little, and that is where I can help.

				Part of my remit is to help you rebalance those ambitions of yours with the scope left open to you. I can promise you that by the time you leave my hands you will have become be a nice, compliant, shy girl - meek, modest of ambition, quiet and exceptionally passive by nature. To be honest, the fire I can detect still present in those eyes of yours will have been long quenched and the fight will have well and truly gone out of you. I can’t imagine much will be left open for you, if you spend too long in this place, other than being placed ‘in service’ somewhere.

				How long you remain here, under my care, is of course purely up to you and how amenable and malleable you show yourself to be to the sort of re-education programme I am going to be putting you through. And remember there is a nice comfy bed waiting for you on the secure psychiatric ward at the end of all this. How long you’ll be kept there - who knows? It all depends on the opinion of the case review committee - and that opinion largely depends on... Yes you got it; how I write up my report in your patient notes. And that, in turn, depends on little old you, or rather on your behaviour.”

				Suddenly dropping to her heels with a groan of despair Lavinia grabbed at the waistband of the pyjama trousers tangled around her ankles. Rising and pulling up the bottoms in one pre-planed choreographed movement she spun on her heels, lurching towards the office door. Four or five restraint-hobbled paces saw her stumbling and falling the rest of the way as - relinquishing her grip on the waistband in her haste to reach for the door handle, her other arm occupied in supporting her wildly swinging breasts beneath the ill-fitting pyjama jacket - the trousers fell around her ankles, tripping her. Nevertheless, on her knees, having crashed heavily side-on in to the sturdy iron-riveted door she grasped at the handle with both hands, her tethered wrists allowing little other option. Twisting the white metal knob with all her might she heaved and tugged frantically, but all to no avail. Again and again screaming at the top of her lungs she hauled on the handle, jerking twisting, wrenching, thumping with clenched fists until fingers and knuckles bled and nails were torn, despite being kept trimmed short.

				Finally she collapsed in a weeping foetal-curled heap of sweat-stained flannelette, cloudy grey incontinent pants and now quite noticeably yellow-stained nappies, her head pressed against the rough hard metal of the door, straining in the hope of hearing some sign of life from outside the doctor’s office while all the time knowing in her heart of hearts that there was nothing out there, that the doctor’s office was a little world unto itself branching off a section of disused corridor separated from the rest by a sturdy locked security grille positioned at each end. She’d recognised that album or scrapbook as it truly was - it had been her mother’s as a little girl. How had they got hold of that? It was full of cuttings and postcards, ballet and theatre handbills - many autographed. There were even no less then three signed photo cards of Margot Fonteyn herself, all dedicated to her mother in the famous prima ballerina’s own hand. Seeing that had been the last straw - she was consumed with fear now - pushed beyond all reason. Behind her there came a rustle of paper and the sound of a drawer opening and closing. Then the doctor’s voice wafted across, dreamlike, soft and gentle, the woman not even deigning to rise and apparently talking to her self in that thoughtful manner that one sometimes adopts when writing up a report or scribbling into a journal:

				“Subject... had become agitated, displaying unpredictable, possibly psychotic, behaviour and ... then became... frantic, leading up to...an attempt... no... strenuous attempt... no, violent, yes violent attempt to... abscond....Hmmm... And a possible attempt at self harming - some evidence of blood on hands and torn nails.” The doctor brushed her hands together noisily, as if both symbolically washing her hands of the situation and attracting her would-be absconder’s attention at the same time. “Well, that’s that then. A strenuous and prolonged attempt to abscond - and not your first - that should just about put the kibosh on a favourable case-review. If I send that in I doubt if the panel will even bother to convene, not on the strength of having to deal with your case, not unless there are other cases to be considered at the same. No, I imagine your detention will be extended for further reports and pretty much rubberstamped - another twelve months I’d imagine. Why, by that time you’ll have been here in total...” The doctor made a dramatic pretence of totting up. “... four... or is it five...years. Oh my god! What a long time out of such a young life. Tell me, I’m a little ignorant of such things: what age do most dance conservatoires accept their students up to? I mean: it’s not a long career I imagine - not in the highest league - beyond a certain age they probably see all the time it takes as not being worth their while; not while there are so many talented young things waiting in the wings.”

				“No please, not another year - then there’ll be another and another wont there?” The pleading stammered and staggered out through Lavinia’s cracked lips frustratingly slowly - the thought that that debilitation placed the stage out of reach bringing fresh tears to her pretty violet eyes. “Please, please... cane me... take the strap to my bottom...”

				“Begging for corporal punishment - that’s hardly the act of a rational young woman. I’m wondering whether you would be ready to sign a document I have here that would place you under my care and control indefinitely. It’s ironic: you’d have to be ‘of sound mind’ to do that - but then you’re not are you?” No such document existed of course but it was the verbal admission she was after, the one thing she wanted to hear the girl admit to herself; nice and loud and clear for the tape she had running. She didn’t have long to wait - the girl was almost gleeful in her confession.

				“No. No I’m not, doctor”

				“You’re not what, dear?

				“I’m not of... of...”

				“Sound mind, dear? Not of sound mind?”

				“Sound mind... I’m not of sound mind.”

				“If you’re not of sound mind, you must be... ill? Mentally ill?”

				“Yes, yes, yes... I... I...I am mentally ill...doctor...Oh please don’t make me say it any more...please...I’ll be good...I’ll be a good girl...please cane me...punish me, I’ll be good, I’ll do as I’m told...”

				“Hush, hush, sweet heart.” The doctor had now risen and traversed the room, placing her hand comfortingly on the half-reclining girl’s shoulder. I might be willing to fudge over this issue but I don’t think the cane is quite the way forward for you on this occasion...”

				“The cakes... please no... I’ll get so fat, I’ll...”

				“No, no; not the cakes - I don’t expect you to eat the cakes. I’ll pop them in the fridge. When the time comes I would prefer you to want to eat them, to eat them of your own volition - and the chocolates. The choice has to be yours, of your own free will, not through fear of punishment. No, it will have to be something that will be of a help to you, something with a genuine therapeutic aspect while still having something of the nature of a punishment in order to correct you behaviour.

				The reason I produced your mother’s scrapbook today was to introduce you to an approach I have in mind to help you deal and eventually vanquish these delusional ballet ambitions of yours.” Standing over the still pathetically weeping girl she again flicked through the scrapbook, having carried it across tucked under one arm. “It’s all collector’s items of course, much of it valuable and much of it irreplaceable - but that’s a good thing. I see you have added to it yourself, but I can rely on that very uniqueness of the collection to dissuade you from ever starting again to rebuild it off your own back and thereby rekindling your obsession. Why there are even cuttings in there relating to your mother in her dancing days. Well, what we are going to do together is that each day, out here in my office - or at each of our sessions anyway - you are going to choose a picture, handbill or cutting... and tear it into tiny, weenie little pieces. Then you are going to return to your room, sit at your desk and write me an essay in your finest handwriting detailing the subject matter, its history, what its existence meant to you personally and how it felt to destroy it - the thoughts running through your mind as you did so and the way in which its destruction is helping you let go of that dream that this album represents. We are going to go through this procedure over and over until it is all gone - all of it; and with it this deluded ambition of yours. Only then will I amend the entry I made today in your notes. Do you understand?”

				From the floor came a muffled grunt of agreement and a loud shuddering defeated sob, the girl’s head nodding sullenly. It amused the doctor that even this impending destruction of something the girl held so dear was somehow preferable to the girl to being forced to eat that confectionery - she hadn’t begged to do that, just to be caned. So much the better - when the day came that she did finally give in to temptation it would have all the greater and more permanent effect.

				“Now I was intending to let you make all the decisions as to where to make a start - and of course I would expect you to choose the less valuable and important, the less rare and possibly the less personal first. But as I said; there has to be an element of punishment in all this. So for today’s abysmal and downright disrespectful behaviour I shall make the first selection. And I think we’ll start with one of the Fonteyns - the one with your mother in the background. You are going to take this into your room with you, study it for the rest of the day and commit it to memory.

				Then I am going to bring you back out here and you are going to describe from memory every tiny little detail in that photograph while I hold it. I’ll be questioning you and it’ll be six strokes of the cane across your bare behind if I see anything in that shot you fail to mention; and I’m very observant.

				Then you are going to rip it into tiny, tiny pieces, not quickly but as I tell you. As you do so I am going to be to trying to guide you to think of yourself as letting go of the ambition the picture embodies, just as you rid yourself of the memento - guided imagery I call it. Then there’ll be the essay writing, as I have just outlined, which I think you’ll find will help fix these new ideas I am introducing you to in your mind. Right, off you go... let’s have you back in your room please - and quickly, unless you’d like me to send that report off right this minute.”

				Back in her little cell-room Lavinia sat at the cramped school-style desk staring at the photograph propped up against the featureless white of the end wall the desk abutted. As the white noise came on she burst in to tears... And her mind wandered, the unwelcome familiarity of the school desk helping set the scene... Free of this time and free of this place - but she was not free of the rules and restrictions that had been imposed on her by her aunt even now, or of that woman’s control.

			

		

	
		
			
				Oh! To Dream Of School Outfitters And Charity Shops

				It all now seemed so long ago - perhaps it was all a dream.

				“Come along, over my lap - that’s a good girl.”

				As she had on countless previous mornings, Lavinia Vitesse surrendered to Aunt Julia’s authority without comment yet not entirely without protest - even if the latter went unvoiced. Dropping to her knees she allowed her aunt to guide her over her lap, draping herself across the woman’s plastic apron-covered skirt like a limp rag doll while continuing to clutch purposelessly at the elasticated waistband of her latex-lined pyjamas defensively as she did so. Laying there, her bottom encased in soft comforting plastic beneath her night things, she felt vulnerable and utterly juvenile, more like a toddler than an adolescent. Once, not so long ago, tears would have been flowing gently down her cheeks by this stage. The thought of lying across her aunt’s lap bare-bottomed to receive a trio of suppositories, her bottom cheeks prised apart under her aunt’s latex-gloved hands, had been not just humiliating but intolerable.

				In the early days she would have simply refused, shaking her head in disbelief. Just as she had refused initially to wear the school uniform her aunt had bought for her, even around the house, just as she had balked at wearing those odd, polythene, knickers to bed. Aunt Julia had an answer to that - it was called the cane. And if she refused to touch her toes, grasp her ankles or bend over her bed, or indeed the dining room table or auntie’s writing desk in the study that doubled as her office? Well, then Aunt Julia had an answer to that, too: Just about to enter her eighteenth year, well past the age of consent and considered by most to have now fully blossomed into adult womanhood the potential for such dissent was understandable and ever-present; especially in an age in which corporal punishment was outlawed and practically unheard of. In fact to have not rebelled would have been less comprehensible to most.

				But then, Aunt Julia didn’t think of herself as a woman of this age, she held more with the values and virtues of the Victorians. And were her charge, as her aunt now viewed her, to challenge those methods of correction - and it had happened, on more than one occasion in the past - Aunt Julia held the solution. It came in the form of the two shiny cellulose capsules she had just so obediently swallowed - or rather it would come in a day or two of not having her prescription fulfilled, when the fear and the panic would drive her ‘back into the fold’ as Aunt Julia was fond of saying. It was code for being under the woman’s thumb.

				Now Aunt Julia had her practically back in nappies, or so she felt, and in one-piece drop-seat pyjamas; thick fluffy pink winceyette things with a flap over the bottom secured by two fat rubber buttons and a rubbery waterproof lining that extended from the waist to the upper one third of the thighs. School uniform was not only now worn about the house but outside of the house as well. Not that she was particularly encouraged out from her room any longer, let alone to venture outdoors, other than for her visits to her aunt’s therapist friend - despite her aunt’s avowed concern over her becoming agoraphobic. Indeed the thought had crossed her mind as to how much the latter might even suit her aunt, not to mention her guardian - the former as it kept her under her roof and subject to all those seemingly ever more restrictive rules and restrictions she seemed forever to be cooking up and the latter as out here in this isolated little spot she was out of harms way, out of everyone’s hair and unable to meddle in any of the schemes that hateful woman might be brewing up to prize her fingers away from her inheritance.

				The innocuous secretarial-looking smart panelled skirt it had started with, having migrated through something akin to a flat-fronted wraparound PE or games kilt - knife pleated at the side and back - to an unmistakably school-girlish circular pleated waist skirt, then a zip-backed pinafore, had now become a fully-fledged archaic, early-nineteen-sixties or late fifties gymslip in some horrid bottle-green polyester / rayon blend. Blouses had become progressively more formal, then starched, then vertically striped, then teemed with a school tie, then gradually more and more high-collared - the latest incarnation even had exaggerated puff-ball shoulders and long stiff three-button cuffs that made it look even more like something from the past.

				At some point, way back in this progression, by which time she had been coaxed step by step into something that to most eyes already approximated to a school uniform - and Aunt Julia could be as persuasive as she could be forceful when it suited her purpose - all pretence had been dropped. After a particularly fraught confrontation she had been marched straight down to the local school outfitters. This had turned out to be an achingly traditional emporium situated slap bang in the centre of a gently-curving Georgian terraced, flanked by several other shops of various kinds, pretty much all of which had preserved all of their original period character.

				The shop itself consisted of a pair of timber framed, bow-fronted oriel windows with small glass panes either side of a central half-glazed door, the latter having the name of the proprietor and the words ‘school outfitters’ diagonally sign-written in scrolling gold-leaf across the glass and a bell dangling on a coiled spring bracket that embarrassingly clattered and clanged on entry. There she had been marched straight up to a glass-topped counter full of trays lined with diagonally-striped school ties and enamelled-pin and sew-on cloth badges where, in front of a teenage shop assistant who couldn’t have been all that much older than herself and a brace of clucking nodding middle-aged housewives wearing flowery headscarves, it was announced in an overly-strident tone that from that moment on she was to wear full school uniform at all times.

				Stifled by embarrassment and prevented from rushing out by her fear of open spaces in the absence of the continually reassuring presence of Aunt Julia, she had found herself able to put up little resistance. She left with a bottle-green V-necked cardigan, emblazoned across the breast with the gold-thread insignia of a semi-local well-known girl’s grammar, fully buttoned over the basic plain, tailored skirt and open-necked blouse outfit in which she had arrived and a matching blazer, that in hindsight she now saw as reassuringly plain, over that - the latter with a cloth badge in the pocket that she would later be required to sew on to it herself.

				Well, that had been her first experience of kowtowing to her aunt to the extent of being put in a real school uniform rather than something that had merely hinted in that direction. And compared to the uniform her aunt now insisted on at this point in their relationship it had been rather an informal affair, almost lackadaisical. Nevertheless she had felt a heavy burden of defeat pressing down on her as she had stumbled out, red faced with embarrassment, into the public glare of the street.

				If she had felt crushed then, she was devastated some ninety minutes later when, with a heavy black plastic bin liner in each hand, she had been escorted into the charity shop that abutted the green in the neighbouring village, Aunt Julia taking up the rear with three others, two sacks in one hand and a fuller, gradually splitting one in the other. It was catching sight of her favourite slacks and the glitzy silver Donna Karan party dress oozing from the slit in that bag in her aunt’s hand that had really made her blanch. The latter had been the only really mature thing she owned now that she was effectively in self-imposed exile from her own home - albeit with the encouragement of her aunt - thanks to her dispute with her legal guardian.

				That she had had to save so long from her allowance had been part and parcel of that spat - the way that woman, her guardian, had seemed driven to move heaven and earth, through this legal wrangle or that, with the result that the allowance she had received from her father’s trust fund had gradually dwindled to a meagre trickle. Under her aunt’s authority that trickle had now dried up altogether - but that was a different story; money had to be set aside if she was to mount a legal challenge when she came of age, she understood that, though it was difficult to set aside her independence until then..

				She had been driven down in Aunt Julia’s hatchback run-around she occasionally used for shopping - though she had a woman for that - or visits to the garden centre or for dumping garden waste, the rear jam-packed with knotted black plastic sacks. Until that moment in the charity shop it had not dawned that she was being made instrumental in throwing - or rather, giving - away her own belongings; all her cloths, her mementoes, her phone, address books, her diary; everything she had had with her at Aunt Julia’s in fact. It was the moment she had realised her aunt had meant what she’d said in that shop when she’d talked about her being in school uniform from then on - she now had nothing else.

				Of course what constituted ‘school uniform’ had not been at all that stringent then, not like it was now. There had been further visits to that outfitters - and later a corsetiere her aunt knew of - but now every garment her aunt provide her with was bespoke, to Aunt Julia’s own design or so it seemed and with discipline foremost in mind. Discipline, discipline, discipline, it was all she seemed to hear; you have to learn discipline; sit up straight; do as you’re told - it was a continual, if often surprisingly gentle, bullying that went on day and night. By day it was symbolised by that uniform Aunt Julia made her wear; by night it manifested in the precautions Aunt Julia took to ensure she didn’t ‘touch’ herself, in the sweaty discomfort of plastic pants and rubberised sanatorium- style bedding and by way of the ever-present unfulfilled aching lust in her loins.

				No, although perhaps not particularly draconian in retrospect, the new addition to her attire that day of cardigan and blazer nevertheless did lead to a particularly bitterly embarrassing outcome later that afternoon; one that turned out to be particularly damaging to her self-esteem and confidence, so much so that it remained fresh in her mind still, growing like an out of proportion monster ever since and adding to her general dread of crowds and the outdoors. Now she would have automatically fully buttoned her blazer - it was one of Aunt Julia’s strictest rules. Back then she wouldn’t have wanted to - it would have made her feel stifled - and she hadn’t been told to fasten it either. She wished she’d had, perhaps then she might have gotten away with it, the insignia on that damn cardigan wouldn’t have been in view and those girls wouldn’t have seen it.

				Again, in retrospect, she wondered what had been wrong with the charity shop a few doors down from the school outfitters, why they had had to drive aimlessly around for so long before her Aunt had finally opted for that particular shop. It had been perhaps only ten minutes away on foot from where they’d started out - just down the road, across the old humpback bridge and on the far side of the river - yet they’d messed about, circling round for near on an hour and a half before stopping. Then, already self-conscious, she’d exited the charity shop, Aunt Julia close behind ushering her out.

				She’d reached the safety of the car, parked just across the pavement from the shop, before she had realised that her aunt had ducked back inside for something; she’d half-caught her saying something about her brolly but had been focused on getting inside. Without Aunt Julia by her side, the open sky, the wide expanse of the green opposite - one of the largest village greens in England - had brought a familiar tightness to her breast and a sickening pounding in her ears that she knew all too well. Beginning to feel faint and just a little dizzy she had taken a few deep breaths as her therapist had recommended, fighting to control the panic, before turning to face the empty pavement - a particularly broad expanse with a wide half-moon cobbled apron between it and the shops, this being where the village market would have been held, had it been a Thursday, which she thanked God it was not.

				Clutching the car door handle for support she had closed her eyes, visualising the pavement as something narrow and easily traversed, banishing from her mind the idea of a swirling, suffocating throng - which she knew there was not, though somehow this trick of visualisation had the habit of backfiring, planting in her mind the very image she was trying to erase, like being told not to think about something and then finding you must.. Somewhere throughout a bell had been ringing, a fairly distant high pitched clamour with that varying muffled quality that tends to characterise sound wafting through windows and opening doors or swirling in on the wind, but she had placed it to one side, out of mind, concentrating instead on controlling the palpitations she feared she might otherwise suffer. Opening her eyes, Aunt Julia having still failed to reappear and thinking that her aunt must have become entrapped, chatting with the gossipy elderly women in the shop, she had turned, meaning to retrace her steps, having reassured herself that she had only the empty pavement to cross... except... the pavement wasn’t empty, not any longer.

				Everywhere she looked seemed to have become a churning, ever-changing bobbing sea of a certain shade of green - a distinctive bottle green. Clusters of giggling young schoolgirls merged and dissipated then merged again like swirling fluidic vortexes shed from a bridge support in a fast-flowing stream as the chattering tide split, passing around the one market stall that had been left out and the rickety old handcart chained to it piled high with old empty wooden apple crates. Small tributaries had begun to join the throng, streaming across the road from the pavement opposite bordering the village green and passing between the closely parked cars in jostling single file, a constant dribble of uniformed girls now squeezing past fore and aft of her aunt’s hatchback and bracketing the increasingly self-conscious Lavinia.

				Elsewhere others peeled off towards the shop fronts; the village bakery, the trendier crêperie and the ubiquitous village chip shop each drawing them in like iron filings to around a magnet. A small excitable semicircular group had congregated pushing and shoving outside the newsagent and confectioner’s where a signboard, prominently displayed behind the curved diamond lattice leaded glass window stated authoritatively ‘ONLY 3 SCHOOL CHILDREN AT A TIME’.

				They had all been in conservative bottle-green pleated skirts that just grazed the tops of the knees and, to a girl, all clad in light brown cotton knee socks. Of course Lavinia had been wearing a style of skirt more suited to her years - though of precisely the same hue, or something very close - and her usual nylon pantyhose.

				Teamed with the more sophisticated open necked white blouse she had been wearing it would have been coincidence and nothing more and she would have thought no more of it - just as she had thought little of it when her aunt had bought her that particular skirt. Yes it was in a rather unfashionable polyester but it was just a practical and functional office skirt, the colour just one of Aunt Julia’s little foibles, a shade she had just seemed to favour - she had never had to wear a uniform when she had been at school and until the visit to the outfitters the connection had just never occurred.

				It was the addition of that blessed awful cardigan and blazer that had turned it into a uniform. And that was the real horror of the situation, the dawning realisation that the crest and motto emblazoned on the breast pockets of those girl’s school blazers was all too familiar, that it matched the insignia embroidered on the horrid little buttoned cardigan she was wearing, that these girls were from the very school that insignia represented.

				“Are you all right?” The girl had been one of the older ones, perhaps fifteen or sixteen, her shoulder length ash blond hair pulled back into a ponytail with a green scrunchie. She had had a friendly smile on her lips and a concerned wrinkle on her brow and a breathtakingly pretty heart shaped face with a neat little chin that hovered above a tightly buttoned shirt collar encircled by a red and gold diagonally-striped school tie that was firmly knotted at her throat and that lay neatly on show between the lapels of her fully buttoned blazer.

				Lavinia had known she looked pale, was shaking and was noticeably upset and that the danger was that she was likely to draw attention to herself. Yet there was little she could do: Being in the midst of a crowd, any crowd was enough to fill her with a cold creeping dread. If being trapped in a midst of a clamouring crowd of schoolgirls was a nightmare then finding herself dressed in some ways almost identical to them was a the worst possible nightmare. The culmination of any such nightmare, the point at which she might have woken up screaming, the bed soaked with sweat, had it actually been a night terror - and she’d fervently wished at the time it had been - was to have one of them actually address her. But that was exactly what had happened back then on that fateful day, the questions coming thick and fast and her face burning with shame and humiliation throughout.

				“What year are you in?”

				“Are you with Mr Wilfred’s group? Come on, if you’re sick I’ll take you back inside.”

				“Don’t be silly, she must be from the sixth form, from the sixth form college - are you from the college?”

				“Now who is being ridiculous - they don’t have to wear uniforms in the sixth form college; daft cow.”

				“Well she hasn’t got on the correct skirt - look, it’s the right colour but it’s panelled and tailored like one of my mother’s; just look how tight it is across her bum. And she hasn’t got her tie on...And there’s no badge on her blazer... She’s from the sixth form college - you are, aren’t you?”

				They were all around her now clamouring, all talking at once, questioning nonsensically, their voices joining together in one long Amazonian parrot squawking cacophony. One girl - bolder than the rest - had flicked back one wing of her open blazer, staring at the label on the inside pocket and scrutinizing the cardigan underneath:

				“No, no she’s one of us, look she’s wearing the cardigan - look it has the school crest on it and everything. It’s the right blazer, too. It’s from the official outfitters, but it’s brand new, that’s why there is no badge. It’s not her fault; her family must not have much money. It’s one of the cheaper ones they’ve introduced, you know - where they give you a cloth thing to go with it, a badge that has to be sewn on at home afterwards. That’s why she’s already out of school - she’s been to the school shop with her mum for a new blazer.”

				“But she’s wearing tights.” Another girl had chimed in - a young thing probably not much older than twelve, perhaps thirteen tops, but having a snooty carefully-enunciated pattern of speech sounding way beyond her years. “We’re not allowed to wear tights until the sixth form, the last couple of years before going off to university.”

				Those tan-coloured tights Aunt Julia had used to buy her; how she wished to god she had those now rather than the frilled teardrop socks Aunt Julia so often insisted she wear about the house. At least she was allowed knee socks to wear out, and sometimes even stockings, though the latter did nothing to dispel the childishness she felt, being itchy black lisle and hung from the suspenders of a wool-lined liberty bodice or, for certain purposes, an Elastane-panelled corselette. Her thoughts spun back again to that awful day and the ordeal she had found herself inadvertently trapped in:

				“You’re going to be in all sorts of trouble if you’re seen wearing those with your uniform if you’re not in the sixth form.” Yet another of the younger section had offered, giggling immaturely. There had been laughter then, mocking peals of laughter, some of it forced and clearly aimed to embarrass - that had been the most bitter - some of it accompanied by mock gasps of “oh my God”.

				“But she’s so tall.” That girl, too, had been right. Naturally willowy with a catwalk models stature and still at that stage being allowed certain of her ‘grownup’ shoes with heels; she stood at least a head’s height above all but the tallest, a couple of particularly gawky specimens at the back - more above the majority.

				“Well I’ve not seen her around - what class you in again?”

				“She’s one of the new girls, the ones we’re taking in from some of those poorer schools in the town - that’s why she looks so... so tarty”. More peals of laughter.

				Whether it was her height or her mature and relatively buxom build - the school cardigan on her looked notably incongruous over her bustline even though not particularly well endowed in that department - they were all over her. She looked like one of them, was dressed nearly identically, yet somehow didn’t merge in with them. Not that any of them seemed to question that she was actually at their school - and that seemed to make it all the worse; she was their latest figure of fun, a replacement for the two gawky girls that hung back and that undoubtedly would ordinarily be the target of their jibes and putdowns. To make matters worse, rapidly becoming overcome with that all too familiar dread and unable to offer up any sort of defence, she had begun to cry at that point, not loudly, just silent salty tears trickling down.

				“If you’re not in the sixth form, how old are you? I bet you she’s just fourteen or fifteen like me, she’s just a bit stringy, aren’t you love, a bit of a beanpole like ‘Little Jenny’ over there.” This one, a bit of a ringleader and chewing gum, indicated with her shoulder one of the two gawky things at the back, the taller of the two. Lavinia had had no idea how to reply - to give her real age, rather than respect, would have earned her ridicule. To agree with that laughing mare of a girl was to humiliate herself in a different way, entering in to the role her aunt was mapping out for her. Her head in turmoil and her pulse pounding in her ears to a backdrop of shrill calking laughter she had brought her hands up to her face.

				“Look she’s crying, the new girl is crying. You’re not going to last long here if you burst into tears as easy as that”

				As much as anything else all that talk about the sixth form had got to her; had she not gone to live with her aunt when she had she would have been approaching the end of the upper six form herself having just taken her final examinations and preparing to move on to university. Indeed she had been informally offered a dance scholarship at a renowned performing arts college already, based on her earlier academic achievements. As much as her guardian might have baulked and complained about the school fees that woman could have done nothing legally to curtail her studies and she would have never have stood for her interfering in any way in her plans. It was ironic, then, that when she had gone to live with Aunt Julia, her aunt ostensibly taking her side against her guardian and taking her under her wing, one of the first things her aunt had done, once she had been brought sufficiently under her control, was to take her out of school. Somehow Aunt Julia could do that sort of thing - she could stand up against most people but not Aunt Julia.

				Somehow she had managed to ford the surging river of girls and reach the door of the charity shop, only to have it flung open by the manageress - a flustered bustling red-faced woman - even as her fingers had tightened around the handle. Through the doorway behind the woman’s back she could see two or three figures dressed in that all too familiar shade of green circulating around one of those rotating floorstanding display stands stuffed with paperback books such shops usually possessed. A hand was held up in front of her barring her way and an elderly finger pointed at the handwritten card rocking behind the glass panel of the door, her brusque manner and tone shocking Lavinia to the core:

				“Can’t you read, child? Don’t they teach you to read on in that school of yours? It says: Only three school children at a time. There are three of your chums in here already and that is all we can keep an eye on. We can’t have great mobs of you in here, hands all over the place. - We’ve lost enough stock as it is that way over the years. You’ll just have to wait outside until they come out I’m afraid”.

				Lavinia had felt her cheeks burn, the words of explanation she should have given freezing on her tongue; but then saying that she was looking for her aunt would have done nothing to dispel the impression the woman had obviously formed of her - the woman could see no further than the uniform and its implications. That term ‘child’ had bitten hard and the offhanded way she had been dismissed even more so.

				The door had been about to be shut in her face, condemning her to the jostling horde, though in truth it had begun to thin out, when someone had taken her by the hand from behind and a familiar cultured, authoritative voice had spoken:

				“I’m terribly sorry Mrs Quillick; this is my niece, Lavinia, the girl I told you about.”

				The stony faced silver haired woman holding the door had allowed a slightly feeble smile to stretch her thin lips. Discarding the stridency her voice had possessed only moments earlier, adopting a more discreetly intimate tone, she had nodded towards Lavinia as if she herself would be unable to comprehend and before addressing her aunt standing at her shoulder.

				“No’ I’m the one who should apologise, Ms Soames; I didn’t recognise her from earlier, what with all the other girls rushing past behind her.”

				“I shouldn’t worry Mrs Quillick...”

				“Evelyn, please.”

				“...Evelyn. I shouldn’t worry: I think you were out the back when she brought the bin bags in. I expect you only caught a fleeting glimpse.”

				“They all look the same after a while in their uniforms, real little madams some of them.” Beckoning the pair of them into the shop the woman had dropped her voice still lower, adopting a semi-whisper, yet still loud enough to be audible to Lavinia and briefly glancing back at her over her shoulder. “Is anything wrong? She’s shaking like a leaf, she looks like she’s been crying... and she looks awfully pale to me.”

				“She’s not been very well of late.”

				“What is wrong with her?” The woman, she remembered, had been regarding her with a sort of patronising concern written on her face that hadn’t quite rung true, a little twitch of a smile hanging around at the corners of her mouth. She could distinctly remember how the elderly woman’s lips showed that excessively coating of lipstick that such women seemed compelled to apply, the thick waxy foundation that looked fit to crack like a mask and the overly-shaded hooded eyes the woman had.

				“Oh nothing physical...” Aunt Julia had answered matter-of-factly before then dropping her voice conspiratorially. “...just a few, how shall we say?... psychological...ah...difficulties, that’s all.”

				“Oh! I didn’t realise - I’m so sorry.” The woman had nodded again towards Lavinia smiling, that wan smile of hers now coloured with sympathy. For her part Lavinia had felt her cheeks burning and remembered praying for the ground to swallow her up, seeing two of the three mid-teenage schoolgirls, thumbing through a slightly racy romance novel together, nudge each other giggling knowingly and realising that both her aunt and the manageress had now moved into their earshot.

				“Oh I’m sure it’ll come to nothing - just as long as she follows my advice. Young Lavinia, here, just has a... an issue, yes, an issue with crowds... and open spaces.” Another giggle had bubbled from the smiling bookworms, neither of whom was any longer paying attention to the book and both of whom were furtively glancing sideways at her; their companion had now also edged her way into earshot, pretending to rake through a box of vinyl records nearby that she couldn’t possibly have had any interest in.

				“Agoraphobic, then?” The woman had offered.

				“Yes slightly and admittedly worsening. And there are certain... behavioural problems that need to be addressed, one or two other minor mental health issues. But she’s seeing a psychotherapist friend of mine and as long as she does as she is instructed she is going to be just fine...” Aunt Julia had raised her voice slightly, smiling and placing an arm around her shoulders before completing the sentence. “... wont you pumpkin?” She’d dumbly nodded, only too aware that her face was now glowing like a red-hot poker; aware too of the whispering between the little knot of girls - all three having by this time gathered around some literary gem that had suddenly developed a undeniable teenage fascination - the words ‘mental’ and ‘head-case’ drifting painfully to her ears.

				Presumably sensing the undesirable nature of the interest being shown by the girls and wishing to change the subject the woman had then ushered the two of them over towards a cloths rail that she remembered had seemed to run the entire length of the shop and that was supplemented by two shorter rails, one mounted above and one below towards the door.

				“I think you said you were interested in the Playtex, Ms Soames. I think it should fit, looking at her. Would you like her to try it now - we have a fitting room at the back?” With that the elderly manageress had plucked a hanger from the midst of an array of crumple poplin dresses, swinging up on to her outstretched other arm and hand a pinkish ‘flesh toned’ rubber girdle of indeterminate vintage. Lavinia recalled it had been an old-fashioned thing, moulded in one continuous piece with the four trailing rubber suspender straps each an extension of the body of the garment and terminating in white metal tabs. She’d heard the giggling behind her and had shaken her head wildly when the woman had nodded towards a narrow alcove with a bench seat and mirror towards the rear of the shop having little more than a skimpy curtain hanging from rings threaded on a thick brass pole for privacy.

				She could still hear Aunt Julia’s words as the fabric-lined latex garment had been unceremoniously plonked in her hands. “I think that would be for the best, just to be on the safe side. She’ll have to wait for me by the car again if not - I have another couple of things to see to at the post office next door.” With that, blinded by unimaginable embarrassment and guided by an arm around her shoulders she had found herself enfolded by the scant privacy of the fitting room, the thin worn curtain having been drawn across with what she remembered as a wheezy metallic scraping sound. She could remember staring dolefully at the thing laid across her lap, hearing the bell on the shop door rattling at her aunt’s departure and the simultaneous fading of girlish laughter moving out on to the street as those mocking girl’s, too, had exited.

				Had she imagined her aunt’s voice chatting cheerfully out on the pavement as the door had opened and eased shut once again, her purse closing with that characteristic springy click it had and a younger voice filled with a tone of gratitude? She didn’t know for sure; she’d been too busy fumbling with the unfamiliar undergarment and the high-waisted nineteen-fifties style ‘Gymphlex’ knickers that had then been tossed in though the gap in the centre of the drapes - “I forgot to say, your aunt asked me to tell you to change into these while you’re in there, she bought them earlier”. All she had known for sure was that the implication in her aunt’s words had been clear enough and no matter how humiliating or embarrassing, the alternative of waiting for her, out there, alone in the street by the car’ had not been an option.

				Even now - perhaps more so than ever now - she couldn’t quite believe that her aunt would have picked that particular shop deliberately; just a quarter of a mile from the school whose uniform she had dressed her in. Nor could she believe that she had been driven around and around waiting for that particular time of day. The chances were that Aunt Julia didn’t know the exact location of the place, or simply just didn’t think. “Cruelty plays no part in discipline”, as Aunt Julia always says: “I must be firm, strict even - for your own sake - but never cruel. When I have to punish, when you give me no choice, it is to correct, to refine, behaviour, for your own good, to improve you - not for its own sake.”

				Nowadays she had learned if asked, not that she came into social contact with many, to give her age accordingly, to fit in with her appearance and the way she tended to be treated. And the way she tended to be treated was highly influenced by her appearance, which in turn tended to modulate the way she both responded and felt about herself. She had learned too, now, to always do as she was told - but she didn’t need to be told how to behave when lying across her aunt’s knee.

				Unbidden, Lavinia now folded her arms in the small of her back, gripping each elbow with the hand of the opposite arm. In response to this submissive tractable behaviour a satisfied smile spread across the older woman’s face, her bright blue eyes glittering deep in the shadow of her high-fronted starched white nurse’s cap and echoing the royal blue of her uniform dress. She was totally dedicated to this system of discipline she had developed - it certainly seemed effective when it came to taming a petulant teenager.

				The indignant pout playing around Lavinia’s generous lips was as predictable as the rising of the sun and equally as inspiring in the tyrannical woman’s eyes - that and the hot glow painting the girl’s otherwise pallid cheeks brought a fresh, girlish prettiness to her charge that seemed both to justify her methods and encourage her to even greater stringency.

				The girl’s demeanour, the sloth-like manner in which she positioned herself across her lap, both delighted and amused her: Lavinia was now displaying the kind of reluctant passivity more common in children who, realising they will have to obey eventually, acquiesce while not wanting to be seen to comply willingly. It had been yet another sign to the girl’s aunt of her charge’s gradual and progressive regression at her hands.

				Regression therapy might well be a controversial intervention, it might well have been described in the past as having the potential to be emotionally and psychologically devastating, - and perhaps it was deleterious in that manner - but it was the approach Julia Soames favoured. And she’d been in no doubt that it was bringing about the changes that were required of the girl, those little alterations in her personality...

			

		

	
		
			
				A Brief Exercise Yard Sojourn

				The incident with the photograph album had been so distressing Lavinia now tried to blot it from her mind. That part of her ‘treatment’ was ongoing, though, and she knew she would be returned to the task again and again, photograph by photograph and memento by memento, cane stroke by searing cane stroke, until it would all be gone. Indeed, having been freed from what she now thought of as her cell once more that was exactly the form of ‘therapy’ she had thought she was going to be in for. The last thing she had expected was to be taken outside the immediate environment of the doctor’s office itself.

				To Lavinia the sojourn seemed surprisingly brief, even taking into account the manner in which she was harried and hurried along - disturbingly brief, considering her pre-perception of just how deep within the bowels of the place she was now incarcerated. The passageway, off which the doctor’s so-called ‘interview room’ lay, was perhaps twenty-five to thirty meters in length, certainly no more. In both directions it was bisected just before its end by a locked floor-to-ceiling security grille or gate such as might be encountered in any high security prison and equally worthy in terms of sturdiness of construction.

				Had they turned right Lavinia would have known exactly what to expect; just beyond the barricade of white painted steel bars at that end of the passage there was a door, immediately behind which lay another security gate and the soul-crippling doldrums of the schoolroom. As it was they had turned left. The sense of the impending unknown added to the girl’s trepidation - after all, the only thing she had been told was that she was to be shown “the error of her ways “ and to have demonstrated to her “the irrationality of your thinking “, as the doctor had so succinctly put it.

				From the start she had been led to believe that the schoolroom section was entirely self-contained, consisting of the hospital-ward-like dormitory, the schoolroom itself, the sinister and claustrophobic closet-sized punishment room and this short length of corridor that apparently led only to the interview room and the medical exam suite. Now, having reached the far end and having been ushered past the unlocked gate, the doctor brandishing a dull iron key, one of several she had bunched hanging from a chain attached to a metal clip on her belt, Lavinia saw for the first time that the passage continued around to the right before again doglegging, this time to the left, a few meters further on. But that was not to be their route; they had already reached their destination. Set back into the wall immediately to their left was a white-painted iron door; Lavinia could see the telltale red-orange staining trailing like veins from where the hinges were mounted and around its edges, where it was set into what appeared to be a rather aged concrete-reinforced surround.

				Clearly, whatever lay beyond this point had not justified the kind of conspicuous effort that had been expended elsewhere in the complex - the paint was very obviously old and the door an original fixture. As if in evidence of the latter, the raised outline of an old painted sign could just be made out beneath the more modern layer - the typeface, typically nineteenth century, would not have looked amiss on an American Wild-West movie poster. Stimulation-starved senses and a parched mind, dulled from disuse, grappled with the vagaries of the lighting and the layering camouflage of repeatedly applied paint - there were two words, one above the other, and she could just make out and up of each: Exercise Yard.

				As if reading the young girl’s thoughts the doctor spoke for the first time since leading her out of the consultation room:

				“These twisting, turning, corridors used to get me hopelessly lost when I first arrived - and I had been given a diagram to guide me round. The building was designed that way, you see, way back in the 19th century when it formed part of an insane asylum; it was intended to confuse any would-be escapee if she had somehow gotten past all the other security precautions they had in place back then. None ever did get free, according to the records, so as it turned out; it was all largely superfluous. You’ll have noticed I said she: It was an all-female inmate section - just as it is now - and part of the most secure wing of what was an already very secure mental hospital; although I guess we shouldn’t use that term nowadays.” The statuesque psychiatrist stifled a surprisingly girlish little giggle, belying her stern bearing, and went on; chatting brightly, as if out for a Sunday afternoon constitutional, while simultaneously fumbling with a key-chain that dangled from her belt:

				“There was a larger all-male counterpart at one time, and a second much larger female wing - both long gone now, along with the majority of the original Victorian structure; besides the hospital’s exterior façade, that is. Strangely enough those other wings, though just as secure, were, by all accounts, of a far more conventional design. This is all that remains, now from that era - a small self-contained doubly-secure unit discreetly buried away in the building’s underbelly.

				This warren of passageways was actually stumbled upon by accident; it does not appear on any of the original building plans or diagrams, nor is it listed in any inventory or mentioned anywhere in the hospital archives. It seems to have been constructed under the auspices of some sort of private initiative to house a small number of female inmates in accommodation that was extraordinarily secure and restrictive - even by the standards of the time - and presumably for an indefinite period, since there is no record of any patient ever mentioning having been detained here.

				We know it was an all-female facility as there are, built-in, a number of intriguingly innovative features clearly specifically geared towards dealing with, and holding, young women - all of which have been retained and some of which have even been expanded upon. We also know just how effective the facility was in keeping its inmates under detention, for the reasons I’ve just given - and we have since added to and augmented those original precautions with a layer of modern security devices.”

				An old key rattled in an equally aged lock, dislodging what looked like soot and flakes of rust. An iron handle, roughened by granules of paint and corrosion, was turned and moments later - to the discordant accompaniment of grating metal and painfully squealing hinges - a shaft of dirty greyish-yellow daylight burst in, instantly surrounding them both, doctor and patient alike, in pools of deep shadow.

				Key in hand, the doctor turned towards the plainly stunned young girl waiting quietly behind her, temporarily blocking the way:

				“The reason I’m telling you all this is just so as you can begin to come to grips with just how pointless it is you trying run away from here. Those nameless faceless unfortunate young women that came or were sent here, all those years ago, stayed here - it was as simple as that. I don’t doubt there were some that deluded themselves that they could simply run away or that some shining knight on a white charger would come to whisk them off, or who perhaps thought they might write letters appealing to a higher authority or gain their freedom through stirring-up public outrage in the press. But the truth of the matter was that as far as Victorian society at large was concerned, the young women sent here simply ceased to exist.

				There seems to have been no record kept of their whereabouts on paper, I’m sure that no visitors would have been given access to the place nor would the inmates have been allowed access to writing materials, let alone have the facility to send letters. You have to remember that these were young women condemned as ‘feebleminded’, ‘given to hysteria’ or ‘delusional’ in a time when, even more so than today, mental illness was associated with social stigma. As such they would likely have had no contact whatsoever with the outside world - and besides; who would take any notice of the ranting of a mental patient. That is something you would do well to remember, young lady, before you go making any further allegations.

				Remember that you only have yourself to blame for your predicament. You had three well-renowned and well-respected professors of psychiatry sitting in front of you. Had you sat quietly throughout the interview, answered their questions politely, stayed calm, they would most likely have returned you to us under your registered designation as a ‘voluntarily admitted patient’ and who knows - we might well have decided to release you. Saying that, you have undergone two long stints, each of several months duration, living under the discipline of the ‘schoolroom’ regime and previous to that there were the three months when we had you living in isolation waiting to join the experiment - yes, that was indeed three months in of itself. In addition you have undergone several months’ confinement in the ‘seclusion room’ by way of punishment - an environment fully intended to induce psychological stress. It is only to be expected that under such circumstances certain unfortunate and detrimental, how shall we say... psychological changes, will have taken place.

				In my opinion you are displaying signs of having already become a little too institutionalised to have been allowed straight back out and expected to fend for yourself in society, whatever the outcome of your appraisal might have been. I think we might have opted to keep you here a little longer to allow for some form of rehabilitation - perhaps an additional six months to a year - but at least you would still have been officially registered as ‘voluntarily admitted’. Of course you would have had to have signed the necessary declaration - and the waiver that goes with it - extending your residency. But you’ve signed several of those in the past and I think you know only too well how persuasive a few strokes of the cane from one of my nurses or myself can be - don’t you?... I said: don’t you?”

				“Yes doctor.” In response the girl’s voice sounded sullen, leaden; her eyes, downcast, her cheeks rouged by humiliation and her shoulders hunched by the weight of defeat, the loosely hanging green striped flannelette of the ill-fitting pyjama jacket hiding from view the white knuckled grip that was the only thing keeping up her pyjama bottoms. It was exactly the effect the haughty young psychiatrist wanted and expected to see. If all went well, by the time she got the girl back to her room she would have made significant inroads into bringing the girl properly under the hospital’s control.

				“As it was, you were silly enough to try and ‘whistle-blow’; as if anybody would have listened to such an obviously disturbed, distraught and delusional young woman as you appeared to be. So now here you are, saddled with the stigma of having been sectioned under the mental health act and compulsorily admitted to a secure psychiatric hospital. This is where they have unwittingly incarcerated you - here under my care, under my control. And make no mistake; this is where you’re going to stay - just like those young women back in the Victorian era - at least for the next few years. As for what will happen then - well, who knows? I just have to see what I can do to persuade our learned friends to let us have you here a little longer, perhaps a few more years.

				What you have to understand is that this is not a prison sentence. There is no Court of Appeal and there is no definite sentence, just a minimum. Beyond that - and I intend to ensure that it takes the full three years before your case comes under review - it all comes down to what is in your patient dossier and in the reports I feedback to the panel. So you see, how long you stay here depends solely on me - and unfortunately I get the feeling that my report is unlikely to be that favourable. To be fair it is not just me; there are certain parties out there with real genuine concerns over your being released too soon.

				Talking of which; one privilege you are going to be granted that those poor 19th-century wretches didn’t have is to be allowed a couple of visitors. Apparently your guardian and her solicitor will want to visit - isn’t that nice of them to be so concerned? It’s going to have to wait until we have you safely ensconced in a proper secure psychiatric ward and I am afraid there will be a little paperwork for you to sign. But I’ll see to it that you receive a good hard caning just prior to their visit to keep your mind focused, and the promise of a second after their departure - or perhaps even in front of them - if I see so much as a moment’s hesitation once the pen is placed in your hand. Mind you; I don’t think they are in any particular hurry - it is not as if you are going anywhere. I’m sure they won’t mind returning several times and repeating the process should you prove a little reluctant.”

				The doctor having now stood aside, the vista confronting the astonished girl’s saucer-wide eyes was one of soulless drab slate-grey stone, streaked here and there by rust-red cataracts that meandered down from the corners and sills of sinister, prison-like, iron window frames pitted and blistered with age. Set solidly in rock-hard time-darkened mortar, many had been in-filled with old red brick; others cowered darkly behind thumb-thick bars of blackened iron. In the stark glare, a rectangular tarmac courtyard had opened up, perhaps covering the area of a small tennis court - a bleak, grubby dismaying space in a state of considerable dereliction and surrounded on all sides by a grim edifice, the last legacy of the institution’s Victorian asylum origins. Purple buddleia, pinkish rosebay willowherb, golden-yellow dandelions and tufts of hardy ryegrass scrabbled and wrestled together with woody bramble coils, pushing up through irregular fissures and fractures testament to decades of neglect and disrepair.

				Above, a network of rusted steel cables were suspended between the walls, strung out on all sides from just beneath the level of the first story windows and forming a close-mesh cage-like latticework - a seemingly superfluous security feature, but one presumably felt necessary by the building’s Victorian designers to dissuade those lunatics who might otherwise be tempted to climb. Up at gutter height, just above the second story windows, a similar basket-weave of suspended steel cabling stretched across the sky, the rusty reddish-brown strands standing out darkly against the lapis-blue heavens. The sun’s warm-gold face furtively peered over the opposite block as if over a garden wall, mocking voyeuristically and casting trapezoid shadows down the end walls while clouds, scuttling between the acutely-sloping slate rooftops, caused the light to flicker like a silent movie.

				From somewhere in the distance came the raucous calls of black-headed gulls and the rhythmic rumbling throb of something that sounded like it might have been a far-off helicopter, while from closer at hand came the aggressive squabbling of house sparrows. A hand gently, yet firmly pressed, between Lavinia shoulder blades and she was out.

				She was out...OUT! She was outdoors, out in the sun! Out in the open air! All at once she wanted to sing and to scream and to laugh and cry and to dance, yet, at the same time, curl up and sleep. It was exhilarating and it was exhausting and it felt so... and it felt so, so... it felt so...what, exactly? Triumphant? It was hardly that. It was not as if she had been set free - she was clearly as walled-in as ever she had been - other for the narrow sky-lined aperture above. Jubilant, excited? Any jubilation had been short-lived and tempered by the grim mood that seemed to infuse every stone and every granule of rust. There was excitement, though - embodied in that infinitely-azure ceiling - just to glance up was to set to wing a host of anxious butterflies.

				For a moment, she wasn’t sure quite how she felt; her heart pounded, she was light-headed, giddy. Excited? Perhaps...certainly...but it was more like anxiety than excitement. Her palms felt sweaty, clammy... the pounding of her heart had now become a hammering... The light-headed giddiness was something more akin to a faint... Frightening... No... Worse... Terrifying, dreadfully terrifying... That was it... Dread. A cold clammy dread - the sort of dread an arachnophobe might feel confronted by some particularly loathsome eight-legged horror, the sort of dread she herself would feel, that she had felt before. She recognized it now; it was that sense of panic that had so often set in if ever she was asked to make a snap decision, the dread she had been tormented by, more than once, when she had felt trapped in a crowd or, conversely, vulnerable and conspicuous in an open space.

				It was the same crippling mental paralysis that Aunt Julia had first identified in her, that her aunt’s psychotherapist friend said she could help her with, that they both assured her she would receive help for as part of the behavioural psychology trial they had eventually persuaded her to volunteer for. But she could not remember the attacks ever having been this severe, this acute - she could not recall ever being this desperate, just to get back indoors, to get back inside, even if it was to return to the cramped claustrophobic cell-like room the doctor kept her locked up in, even if it was to return to the clutches of a secure psychiatric hospital wherein she was subject to the strictest discipline, to corporal punishment, to being stripped of her rights and her identity, to being socially isolated and kept in near total seclusion.

				Turning to flee the scene, arms flailing, she ran blindly back the way she had just come, back towards the still open doorway and smack bang into the waiting arms of the sympathetically smiling psychiatrist. Overbalancing at the last moment, her pyjama bottoms finally succumbing to gravity, she ended with her arms wrapped around the doctor, finding herself, in turn, held softly within the woman’s embrace. In the blink of an eye she found herself spun back around and facing out into the relative freedom of the exercise yard. But this was now an unrequited freedom - it took a more determined shove this time to send her waddling out into the narrow swath of sunlight, pyjama bottoms tangling comically around her ankles, her close-fitting, tamper proof, transparent plastic pants taking on suspiciously yellowish tinge down through the crotch and the light glinting off the gold lettering that served to say it all - “Psychiatric Dept; Incontinence pants, tamper proof, short leg”. Behind her, as she tumbled forward, frantically scrabbling to pull up her pyjama trousers, she could hear the doctor’s voice, the tone typically patronising while at the same time infused with a note of concern:

				“How odd! Are you all right, dear - whatever is the matter? I would have thought you would welcome the chance to have a little outdoor exercise time, stretch your legs out in the fresh air. This was the old exercise yard, back when the hospital was built as an asylum. One hundred and twenty years ago - way back in the Victorian era - several young women, dressed pretty much as you are right now funnily enough, though minus the plastic pants of course, would have been traipsing round and round this yard. It is rarely used nowadays, although occasionally we might bring out one or two of the more disturbed characters that we have staying here, trundle them around - safely restrained in their wheelchairs of course - just to give them a break from the tedium of the ward. It’s surprising how being locked up twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week can cause the mind to deteriorate otherwise...Mental atrophy, we call it. But other than that...well, I’d agree; it’s not exactly inspiring, is it?”

				The doctor strolled unhurriedly towards the frantically scrambling girl as she went on:

				“But what it is, of course, is secure - very secure. And that is one of the points I wanted to make. You see now why I brought you here? You can see also, I imagine, just how futile it would be if ever you tried to overpower me physically. For a start; as you have already discovered, the interview room door is kept locked from the outside whenever I have a patient in for a session - and that includes whenever I bring you out from your room. I myself have explicitly to give a signal in order to be let out.

				But even if you did somehow get out into the corridor, even if you did somehow snatch my keys - and I sure you have thought of that -you would quickly find that they only opened the first two security grilles, the ones at either end of the passage. Beyond that and you would find that a separate member of staff controls access from the far side of each grille. And even if you could get past every single security precaution the unit has in place, where would that get you? The only way in or out of the unit is via the one single elevator - which in itself requires a special key to operate and which, in any case, can only take you as far as the main hospital’s secure psychiatric wing. I don’t ordinarily carry a key to this area, but as I am sure you can see; there is nowhere you can get to from here.”

				Bending she helped the shaking girl to her feet, then squatted to retrieve the girl’s pyjama bottoms, her tailored black leather skirt tightening around her hips and reflecting the sun’s rays as her white medical coat flapped open. Hoisting the baggy green-striped trousers briskly up the girl’s quivering, rubbery limbs she bunched up the waistband, taking up the slack and pressing the wad of fabric into the girl’s hand. Looking deep into the girl’s reddened, tear-filled eyes she paused, waiting for the humiliation of the situation to sink in before continuing:

				“But all that is missing the point, surely. Even you must realise by now that there is far more to your incarceration here than these thick stone walls, barred windows, medical restraints and security gates. Today is not the first time you have experienced feeling the way you do at the moment, is it? We call it agoraphobia, my dear - an irrational fear of open spaces - and it would seem that, sadly, you appear to be afflicted by a particularly acute form. As I understand it from your notes, you were displaying symptoms well before you ever came here. Why, you seem to have been receiving treatment for veritable panoply of conditions, a cornucopia of problems. But I am willing to wager that the symptoms that you experienced at that point in your life were never as severe, nor as debilitating, as those I can plainly see you are suffering at this moment in time. You know, it really upsets me to see you suffering like this - shall we get you back inside, safely under lock and key as it were?”

				It was something of a rhetorical question and the point about being ‘under lock and key’, cruelly superfluous and designed to press home the lesson. Miserably the girl dumbly nodded as, with an arm wrapped protectively around her hunched shoulders, the doctor led her docilely back into the building.

				The iron door slamming behind her back, followed in quick succession by the ringing clang of the security grille swinging back and locking made Lavinia jump, as if waking from a dream or snapping out of a trance. She had been hustled through the latter’s ironwork portal while barely noticing, as if sleepwalking, her mind was in a turmoil - why had she been taken outside, just to be taunted, just to be shown the sun and then be locked away again? What was this woman trying to do to her?

				Behind her, the doctor was still speaking, guiding her patient, with one hand on the girl’s shoulder, back towards the locked safety of the interview room and the girl’s private little chamber of solitude.

				“The deterioration seems to have started while you were still under Dr Ecclestone’s care. To be honest, phobias are not my speciality; but I would have thought that encouraging a patient to avoid the situations that they dread - as she apparently advised you to do - would only exacerbate matters. I am sure she knew what she was doing and whatever she did was for your benefit, as she saw it, but I have to say that, as I understand it, the result was your virtual imprisonment in your bedroom at your aunt’s house. Similarly, I am afraid to say that the even greater degree of seclusion that you have experienced while residing here, in this institution, seems to have exacerbated your problems still further. We have been monitoring these changes, of course, mapping the deterioration in your condition, but then again, whatever my opinion might be; the powers-that-be are traditionally loath to go against the opinion of such an esteemed authority as Dr Ecclestone.”

				Watching the girl shuffling along - shoulders hunched, one hand employed hitching up her pyjama bottoms, the other hanging listlessly by her side and occasional tugging an overlong trouser leg out from under a foot - the thought occurred that the best way to proceed now might be to place the girl in total seclusion for a couple of days. Mind made up - and having arrived at the interview room - she gave the girl a hard slap across the back of her thigh with her open palm, producing a yelp and propelling her patient towards the open doorway.

				“Keep moving right along now, back into the consultation room you go, - that’s it, like a good little girl - then let’s get you back in your cosy little home.”

				Smiling pleasantly and having crossed the consultation room the doctor waited, one hand on her hip, the other holding back the heavy quilt-lined iron door, as Lavinia stumbled into the room ahead of her. The sense of triumph in the doctor’s breast was almost palpable yet, sadly, she knew her elation could not be shared - indeed it was something she would have to take great care to conceal from her patient. Perhaps if she had never seen footage of the girl in a previous existence - as a self assured, self-confident young woman just coming up to her final exams, an Oxbridge place already predicted by most and a prestigious classical dance scholarship in the pipeline should she prefer - her pulse might not have been racing so, the flush less obvious around her cheeks and her breathing more measured. As it was, the stark contrast between the girl she had seen up on that screen - laughing and cavorting carelessly in her Donna Karan summer dress, her waist-length raven hair splaying out around her as she twirled - and the childishly-dependent cowed figure with boyishly-short side-parted hair shuffling unsteadily along in striped mental patient pyjamas and weeping gently, had a piquancy the effect of which she found difficult to disguise.

				At one level it worried her - as a mental health professional it troubled her that she did not feel at least a modicum of compassion, let alone that she should view the scene through contemptuous eyes. She sometimes wondered if she were not, in some ways, as much a caged animal as were her charges - and equally as manipulated. But then there was that other side to her; the side that had led her to study psychology in the first place, to take up psychiatry, in a quest to rationalise her own undeniable predilections, to understand that part of her that she denied still and that was out-and-out dominant lesbian.

				The irony was that her denial in itself was the key to understanding her own personality, if only she could see it. That which roused her passion was the subjugation of her own sex and - being in denial - the guilt she laid squarely on the shoulders of the subject of that passion - especially if particularly fair of face and pleasing to the eye. The more attractive she found a young woman, the more she would seek to apportion blame and the more that attractive personality had to be curbed. This invariably resulted in still greater arousal and a burning guilt, which of course she would happily transfer to the object of her desire and which could only be assuaged by further spitefulness in retaliation. Luckily there were others who could see it, who had seen it, who had realised that here was something that might be utilised - a talent, one might say. Without the invisible guiding hand of these unknown individuals she might well have been destined herself to one day stumble around on a locked ward somewhere. Yet here she had been given free rein and thus stripped of the fear of consequence - even if not the guilt of a staunch, repressive Roman Catholic upbringing - and contrary to expectations the result had been stability and a flowering of her intellect.

				Behind the reflective disguise of her black-rimmed glasses the doctor’s eyes, though lacking none of their usual shrewdness, smouldered with dewy-eyed passion. The urge to upend the girl over her lap, to tug down those pyjama bottoms, to run her palms over the girl’s polythene knickers, was all but irresistible. But then again; what need was there to resist? After all, she had complete and utter carte blanche over this girl. She could draw a fingertip along the deep, sharply-defined declivity between those resilient globes, where the softly rounded elastic back seam dipped alarmingly as if seeking to rend the girl’s buttock cheeks, one from the other. She could trace around the circular outline of the cotton reel-sized rubber bung that distended and stretched the girl’s sphincter - locked in place by an internal mushroom-shaped flange, its central cylindrical opening equally perfectly proportioned to facilitate the rapid insertion of all manner of suppositories or to accept the colonic irrigation nozzle. She could cup the swollen lips, clearly visible through the air-brush thin transparent polythene, feel around the coiled protrusion of the catheter and the little protruding thimble-like nubbin of the stiffened rubber clitoral hood that was there to prevent masturbation - except that it didn’t, not fully.

				What the latter prophylactic did do, though, was prevent culmination - it was a devilish little device, its platinum wire framework sutured into place with threaded fine wires of the same material, its internal surface lined with thousands upon thousands of fine threadlike latex strands that continually teased and tickled with the slightest movement but could do little else. She could keep the girl bent across her knee, spanking her with one hand and twiddling and rocking that little torture of Tantalus with the other, feeling the core heat of the girl’s body, that young buoyant bottom, tight yet plump, desperately pressing back against her palm, the girl’s hips pivoting in a psychologically damaging combination of frustration and pain. She could bring the girl close, so, so close; she would keep her there, teetering on the precipice, her mind tied in a writhing, conflicted turmoil of yearning and abhorrence, confused and suggestible in equal measure and soaking up the ideas she would whisper like a sponge. She would bring the girl right to the edge, have her begging, without ever having to fear inadvertently providing the relief she craved.

				Then, when the girl was sobbing as much in frustration as is in pain, she would push her, weeping to the floor, make her crawl to her room and have her kneel there with her hands on her head, or perhaps she might stand over her watching her frantically masturbate, soaking up the girl’s humiliation and berating her failure to satisfy herself.

				Alternatively she could bend the girl across her desk, peel back the perspiration-tacky plastic of her knickers, tug them down around her knees and take the edge off her passion with half a dozen cuts or so of a nice pliant bamboo rod or, better still, a thin plaited leather riding crop. Yes, a riding crop, why not? She could almost feel it in her hands, hear it slashing through the air again and again and again, hear the girl’s plaintive screams bouncing harmlessly off soundproofed walls. And she could repeat the procedure day after day, week after week, month after month; she could fixate the girl on her own bottom and on being dominated and spanked by her psychiatrist.

				Indicating the girl’s usual place - the hard, straight-backed wooden chair set in front of the doctor’s desk - she gestured for the girl to take a seat. The girl sat and the woman was pleased to see her place her hands on her head without being instructed - the girl was coming along quite nicely now, she thought.

				“I am so sorry to have had to put you through that but it was all for your own good. Of course, I could have simply explained this all to you verbally, but I thought the best way for you to gain a real appreciation of the situation was through first-hand experience - it is all very much part of the psychological readjustment that you need to go through. The lesson I want you to take away with you is this: I could take you, right now, to the main entrance. I could set you down on the driveway - dressed in your own clothing and with all your personal belongings handed back to you - and you would simply turn tail and scamper back inside. In fact I’m willing to bet that if you were to be shut out, within a few minutes you would be begging to be allowed to wear that boarding-school uniform, you claimed you found so humiliating, just to be let back in. I’d wager that in time you’d even be prepared to grovel on your hands and knees to be allowed to wear those smelly old pyjamas you are presently dressed in, if that was what it took - and they are beginning to really whiff now, you know; quite disgusting!

				You have to understand; in a straight line, it is around two-thirds of a mile across the hospital grounds to the perimeter gate and the road beyond. That’s two thirds of a mile of open gardens, lawns and fields, two thirds of a mile of sheer ice-cold dread... Now do you understand the sheer ludicrous futility of your earlier scrabbling to get out of this room, the futility of you even considering the possibility of running away? All you have succeeded in doing is to provide yet another example of irrational behaviour - and I’m afraid I have no choice other than to record it in your notes...”

				“Th, the, they... they did this to me... They did this to me deliberately. They...”

				“Who did, dear?”

				“Aunt Julia, or my guardian... or...”

				“Dr Ecclestone?”

				“Yes, yes... yes, her too, Dr Ecclestone.”

				“So you are saying that Dr Anne Ecclestone, an internationally renowned authority on phobias and their evolution - an esteemed colleague of mine, incidentally - has been working against you, perhaps colluding with others?”

				“Yes, yes... she... they...”

				“And the panel of doctors who committed you? Am I to suppose that they, too, are mixed up in this... conspiracy of yours?”

				“I don’t... I’m not... yes, yes, that must be it, they are all against me - there’s nothing wrong with me. They were just making it up, just looking for an excuse.”

				“Three external university professors, all respected experts in their field and all totally independent of this institution - you’re saying that some how, for some reason, these eminent gentlemen have ganged up on you? Just to get at poor little you, just to put you away, the poor little rich girl? You really think three such learned men would risk their reputations, just to get at you? It must be quite some conspiracy - and you must think you are somebody very special indeed - that’s all I can say. But the question remains: Why? Why would all these people be working against you? What do you think it’s all about?

				“It’s all my guardian’s doing, Madison Bartlett, she hates me. She’s always hated me. She wants the house, my allowance, my trust fund...everything. It must be her - it has to be her”

				“Madison Daisy Bartlett, the women’s magazine editor? What was that show she used to present...‘Daisy: The Thinking Woman’s Fashionista’ wasn’t it? So now you are telling me that she is all part of this conspiracy? And what about me - have you considered whether I might be involved in some way or other? Well, have you?”

				“I,I,I...I’m...I’m not sure”

				“You’re not sure? What is it you are not sure of - whether or not you have ever considered I might be part of this conspiracy of yours, or whether you actually think that I am involved? Which is it?”

				Lavinia slumped forward, dropping her head heavily and cradling it in hands, twisting this way and that. Her voice sounded dull and her speech - muffled by her hands, the words mumbled, the ever-present stammer tripping her frustratingly - lacked coherence: “Does... d,d,does....does it real...d,does it really m,m,m...does it, it...”

				“Does it really matter? Well, yes it does, rather. It’s actually quite an important distinction, from a diagnostic standpoint” The doctor would not ordinarily have allowed her tone to betray her impatience in so blatant a manner and certainly not if dealing with a patient afflicted by a stammer - interrupting the patient’s flow would be almost guaranteed to make matters worse. But then, though the seed might have been planted elsewhere, the girl had the doctor to thank for having lovingly nurtured those early green shoots into the luxuriant affliction she presently experienced.

				“No, no, I,I don’t...I,I mean; I didn’t”

				“So you have never considered that I might be part of the conspiracy - is that right?”

				“No...I,I mean, I did, but...but...”

				“But not now? And speak up, you are mumbling and muttering to such an extent that I can hardly understand a word you are saying.

				Now, sit up straight and get those hands back on your head and your shoulders back or I’ll put you over my lap right now and take my tawse to that chubby bottom.”

				“No, not...not...not now.”

				“So you trust me?”

				“Yes, Yes.”

				“But you didn’t before?”

				“No...I mean yes...I mean no...I,I m,mean...I’m not sure what I mean...you’re confusing me...please, please don’t. Why are you doing this to me?”

				“Doing what to you, dear? I thought you just said you trust me - isn’t that so?”

				“Yes, yes...but...but....you’re confusing m,m,m...”

				“But nothing; you either trust me or you don’t - which is it to be? I want you to state it one way or the other; for your own sanity, dear. I’m just trying to help you adjust.”

				“I,I,I trust you.”

				“But you implied that didn’t at some earlier time - why was that, do you think?”

				“I.I,I’m not sure...I didn’t understand”

				“What was it that you didn’t understand? What has changed? Could it be simply that you hadn’t yet accepted me as your doctor?” For a moment the doctor looked pensive, as if considering where to go next with this: “Lets put that another way: would it be correct to say that you trust me as a doctor.”

				“I, I’m not sure”

				“But you say you trust me - why? Who am I?”

				“You’re a doctor”

				“And you trust me - but do you trust me as your doctor?”

				“Yes, yes, I suppose...but...”

				“If you trust me as your doctor, doesn’t that imply that you are my patient?”

				“I, I, I’m not sure...I don’t want to be a patient,”

				“But... Am I or am I not your doctor? You just told me that the reason you trust me is because I’m your doctor - is that not so?...or is it that you were lying? Or perhaps you just don’t know what you are saying - is that it? After all; it does say in your notes that you are prone to delusion.”

				“No, no, not that, I, I mean...I trust you, I know what I’m saying.”

				“Why. Why should you trust me? Surely it’s because I’m your doctor”

				“Because you are my doctor, yes”

				“Which means that you must be my patient - doesn’t it?”

				“Yes, yes... I,I,I suppose so.”

				“So, do you think that is what has changed?”

				“Uh, uh... I suppose.... Yes, yes.”

				“So you see yourself now as my patient - would that be fair to say?”

				“I... I’m not... I’m... not sure.”

				“You say you are not sure, but why else would you trust me - given all that you’ve said - if not because I am your doctor?”

				“I’I’ I’m not sure”

				“Then you must trust me because I am your doctor - do you agree?”

				I, I...well...Yes I guess so.”

				“You guess s, you guess so...don’t you know?

				“Yes, yes”

				“Then say it; say: ‘I trust you because you are my doctor’.”

				“I, I...I,I trust you because you are my doctor.”

				“There’s a good girl! So that means, quite obviously, that you are my patient - yes or no?”

				“Y, yes”

				“Yes, what, child?”

				“Yes, doctor.”

				“Good girl! And what are you?”

				“I, I don’t understand...”

				“Doctor!”

				“I d; don’t understand... doctor.”

				“Well, f I am your doctor, then you must be my...”

				“Patient... doctor”

				“There’s a good little girl. Now say it: ‘I am your....”

				“I am your patient, doctor.”

				Lovely, sweetheart, you’re coming along ever so well now. Was that really so difficult - on a scale of one to ten?”

				“No, doctor.”

				“Good girl”

				“Now; what sort of doctor am I?”

				“A psychiatrist”

				“Which makes you what sort of patient exactly...a...a... psychiatric patient...say it”

				“A,a,a psy, psy, psychiatric patient...doctor.””

				Oh my! What a good girl! What a good little girl you are becoming!”

				In Quiet and Seclusion

				Inside the close confines of the doctor’s so-called ‘seclusion room’ the establishment’s central wake-up bell pealed imperiously, the shrill tone slicing through the lulling monotonous waterfall of bubbling white noise. The girl drowsily arose, the thick flannelette of her hospital-issue pyjamas damp with perspiration from where she had been lying, foetal-curled, directly on the impermeable rubber of the mattress, a faint greasy stain and a little irregular puddle of drool remaining behind on the soft latex pillow cover to show where her head had rested so heavily mere moments before. Awkwardly she swung her legs over the side of the hospital bed, the side-rails having been removed along with the humane restraints and their attachment points as an expedient to the doctor’s so-called total seclusion therapy. The nylon-fleece lined leather ankle restraints of course remained, each fastened by a small brass padlock - the latter painted white so as not to disturb the monotony of her surroundings - and linked together by a cruelly-short leather strap that allowed at best only a sedate shuffle. In straightening to her feet her hands were of little help.

				Her wrists were each encircled by the scaled-down siblings of her ankle restraints and each was linked by way of a short length of extremely strong nylon-link chain to a leather band, as broad as to encompass her entire abdomen, that encircled her waist beneath her pyjama jacket and that was very firmly buckled behind her back. There was enough slack allowed in the design of the wrist restraints to enable her to work sitting at the minuscule school desk that represented the claustrophobic room’s only other furnishing, but little else - and even then it was only by stooping uncomfortably over the desktop, a task made all the harder by the fact that the pen was attached to the rear of the desk by a length of chain.

				Painfully slowly she struggled to her feet in the space between the bed in the opposite side wall, a space no wider than necessary to accommodate the desk and chair combination that stood against the end wall and that was only little wider than the doorway. Both hands clutching the hopelessly loose waistband of her pyjama bottoms and all too aware of the stale smell she now emitted from every pore and that permeated every thread of the fabric she shuffled the few steps to the door - a prison cell-like construction of floor-to-ceiling bars, immediately beyond which and directly abutting the metalwork stood the thick heavily padded soundproof outer door that insured her total seclusion and that was now kept permanently locked twenty four hours a day, every day, day after day. If she knelt properly, smartly upright with shoulders back, she knew that a narrow panel in the base of the outer door, lining up with a matching slot in the metalwork of the inner, would slide open and the bowl of the tasteless, texture-free slop that the institution jokingly called food would be slipped through. If she had been good, very good, then a fresh bedpan would be pushed through in response to her pushing out her filled one - if not, then the used, soiled, one would be returned with contents intact. If she had been particularly disobedient then her bedpan privilege could be revoked altogether.

				Today, though, was not a good day; the bell had pealed again before the girl reached the door and dropped to her knees. Watching the scene unfolding on her computer screen the doctor frowned, pressing the key that would start the punishment routine. The girl was growing increasingly lethargic. It was no real surprise given the restricted sleep pattern regimen she had now placed her hapless patient on, but nonetheless the girl would have to be sharpened up. There would be no first meal for her again today - the girl would just have to go without.

				The doctor pressed her fingers together in thought for a moment: In many ways hunger was an ideal punishment for this almost obsessively active young woman now in her care. It helped impress upon her mind how powerless she had become to help herself, reinforce how dependent she was on those with authority over her. In addition the characteristic light-headedness that would accompany the girl’s low blood glucose would leave her feeling increasingly less energetic, less able to continue with her defiant attempts at keeping limber.

				When the girl had been part of the ‘schoolroom unit’ study they were conducting back in the department of experimental behavioural psychology they would make her kneel facing the corner while the other girls were put through their paces. She had of course been there to observe on many occasions.

				The so-called PE class - for ‘Physical Education’ - had developed over time under the unfettered hands of the staff into a purgatory of sweating, exhausting exertion designed to push a girl to breaking point and beyond each and every session under the constant spur of the rubber-soled gym-shoe or thin pliant cane across buttocks left bared by the deliberately high-cut leotards they had the girls wear.

				Depending on the routine sometimes they’d have the girls in so-called gym suits - old-fashioned one-piece button-through short sleeved blouse-and-shorts garments based on nineteen-thirties styling. Of cotton and in the green and white vertical stripe that had been adopted by the institution for blouses, pyjamas, nylon work dresses and the like the suit incorporated the ‘school’ crest on its breast pocket, but there the parallels with the bygone age ended. The cotton was rubberised and while the blouse-styled upper portion was loose enough to allow a girl’s breasts to tumble freely - sports bras or any other such support being considered superfluous - the lower section incorporated Lycra, clung closely and the seat at the rear had been reduced to little more than a thong-like strap that insinuated itself deep into the cleft between the buttocks. Whichever the outfit of the day this particular girl now in her care had always been made to change into the bottle-green Lycra school dance leotard as if she were to be allowed to join in. She remembered how on one occasion she had looked in they had had her kneeling up on her knees in the corner with a stiff ruffled tutu extending horizontally from her waist and a child’s plastic ballerina’s tiara perched on her head.

				In her mind’s eye the doctor could still vividly see the other girls all star-jumping in time to a strident metronome-like click, breasts tossing around under green-striped blouse tops like kittens jumping around in a bag. She could clearly see their buttocks bouncing up and down like rubber beachballs, the resilient flesh dewy and liberally splashed with the red patterning of the gym slipper and protruding obscenely from the rear of insanely closefitting shorts that were deliberately - and quite enticingly - designed to outline a girl’s most intimate anatomy. The thought left her breathless and her hand drifted absentmindedly down to the inside of her thigh where the hem of her skirt had ridden up, her fingers trailing and trickling up and down over the nylon of her stockings and only the tight hem of her leather skirt saving her from temptation. Her mind wandered further forward, fast winding time to the end of that session, to the point at which each and every one of them had been left lying exhausted and weeping openly on the floor. Then the whistle blowing and five still-weeping girls reluctantly and stiffly unbuttoning and peeling off their sticky gym suits - joined by a sixth as her present charge had been obliged to follow suit - before lining up to attention before the sole shower cubical. One full minute each, they had had, under a spray chilled just shy of freezing point, obliged to lift their breasts to let play the jets on the undersides then bend with forehead to knees while holding apart their buttock cheeks with both hands to let the icy water run flow over intimacy laid shamefully bare by the attentions of the razor, their every move scrutinised through the transparent Plexiglas sides by a uniformed nurse.

				Reluctantly she disengaged herself from the seduction of that image, returning instead to that picture she had in her mind of her present charge kneeling humiliated and frustrated in the corner in leotard, tutu and tiara, the only exercise allowed her, the twitching of the muscles in and around her bottom under the ministrations of the gym mistress’s cane. It was an approach she knew well she could put to advantage: inactivity enforced by punishment or even by the use of restraints.

				It was true that she did have the girl’s wrists and ankles in restraints in any case, but she had ensured that there was plenty of slack left between the cuffs - the effect at this stage intended to be largely psychological, to instil a feeling of being under control while doing little to actually restrict the girl physically. No, she wanted exercise - well strenuous exercise anyway, the sort a dancer might want to put herself through - to become at first tiresome and then, through more gentle encouragement, to be abandoned altogether.

				The decision to stop had to be the girl’s own; or at least be perceived to have been. The most permanent outcome would not be reached through any blatant attempt to kill the girl’s ambition - along that path lay the risk of strengthening her resolve and the likelihood of her recovering some modicum of drive, of picking up the loose threads of her life, should it become necessary to release her. The way forward was through encouragement, by encouraging the girl to let her sense of ambition wither away within her, to die a natural death - done correctly and she would be left devoid even of the desire to resurrect it; an empty husk left totally compliant to the wishes of others.

				Rising from her desk, having scribbled a quick note in her charge’s file, the doctor gathered up her white coat from over the back of her chair and left, locking the consultation room’s door behind her, the key rattling in the thick iron lock. Behind the thick side wall of the institution’s now empty psychiatric consultation room the girl, the doctor’s young ‘charge’, now knelt with growing trepidation, the hunger gnawing at her belly and already fearing the worst.

				Four hours had passed by the time the unit psychiatrist returned, wearily slipping out of her doctor’s coat and smoothing down her tight black skirt before slumping down heavily at her desk. Not that the occupant of her ‘seclusion room’ would have had any inkling of that, or even that the woman had ever left: the first she knew of the doctor’s return was a muffled scrabbling and a vague sucking sound as a narrow horizontal panel set low down in the outer door slid back, giving the appearance of a sort of broad grinning letterbox. For a moment her hopes rose, only to be dashed to pieces as a thin sheath of A4 paper was pushed through. She knew immediately what it meant - a punishment imposition - and her blood ran cold.

				She was so hungry, so tired and so dirty - how could she possibly deal with it, whatever it would be? But she knew that she would, somehow - she would have to. She considered eating the paper itself, she considered it before, but she was afraid of the repercussions. Besides, the record of her eating paper would go down in her dossier - of course without any mention of the reason and the situation she was in - and taken out of context would constitute yet more evidence of her mental illness... “Oh my God!” she thought suddenly, hoping that it hadn’t been out loud but suddenly realising that she had been thinking of their finding evidence of ‘her’ mental illness as if it were... well, her mental illness. But she wasn’t ill, she wasn’t, she wasn’t. She had to keep telling herself that, even if she wasn’t allowed to say it to anyone else, even though she knew the doctor would cane her long and hard across her bare bottom if she heard her saying it to herself.

				The doctor’s voice interrupted her thoughts, speaking softly and calmly over the intercom yet seemingly filling the entire room:

				“Meals today are forfeit. In addition you will have to be punished - it is all part of the protocol; punishment will commence shortly. However; punishment will cease upon your acceptably completing an essay based on the pamphlet I have provided you and which I expect you both to read thoroughly and learn. At the same time you can also earn the reinstatement of the next meal.

				The pamphlet, you will find, outlines symptoms common to various forms of delusionary psychiatric disorders and the essay you shall write shall be entitled ‘The Delusionary Aspects Running Through My Life and the Basis of My Treatment’. I expect you to think carefully about - and provide examples of - each symptom that you will find listed, with each symptom used to illustrate and explain one of the chapters in your life that we have previously identified together and discussed in therapy. Please remember that I have full transcripts of everything you have talked with me about in our past sessions or have written about - and, of course, I have access to your personal journal. Everything can and will be cross-referenced for both truthfulness and sincerity.

				With grim resignation Lavinia Vitesse, pamphlets and papers in one hand, pyjama bottoms hitched in the other, shuffled towards the waiting desk. A piercing little bleep intruded her thoughts and she groaned deeply, from somewhere in the depths of her soul There would be many, many more intrusive thought-derailing little interruptions, going on and on and on, sounding out at a irregular intervals - it was punishment, but she couldn’t complain. It was only what she deserved; after all, she only had herself to blame.

				A Reluctantly Trained Student Nurse

				Elsewhere in the building a young nurse checked herself in a mirror - a tall, full-figured young woman with honey-blonde hair, and an angelic heart-shaped, generously wide-mouthed, face. She was perfection itself - and she knew it; her smile utterly captivating, her eyes a bottomless heart-melting cornflower blue that matched the dress to a tee and were set off prettily by the high starched cap perched so primly on her head. The uniform was a delight of vintage styling; perfectly suited to the fuller, more voluptuous figure typical of the young woman of the 1950s - fortuitously, exactly the sort of maturely-curvaceous figure that she possessed.

				The dress was in a rustling, heavyweight, polyester-cotton blend, fastening down the front with six large buttons and possessing a pin-tuck pleated bodice with a pointed collar and a fitted waist that was further cinched by a front-buttoning belt of the same fabric. The three-quarter length sleeves were button-cuffed and worked perfectly with the additional elasticated puff-ball nurse’s cuffs provided by the institution and the fitted, calf-length skirt hugged her hips and bottom seductively as she moved, a cleverly tailored kick-pleat at the rear providing the requisite functionality.

				There were two hip pockets in the skirt and from a tab sewn in the interior of one emerged a loop of silver chain that tinkled rather than rattled as she moved, glinting in the light like a string of diamonds, the keys at its far end tucked well down in the pocket. Twisting and turning this way and that admiringly before her reflection, the dress hem swishing around her stockinged legs, the caress of the black rayon knickers she had on beneath and the unrelenting wasp-waisted grip of the longline elastic-panelled corselette, seemed to conspire together to induce a frame of mind somehow out of kilter with that which she would have considered to be her innate personality.

				The belt that came with the dress was perfectly serviceable as it stood, but the broad elasticated Petersham ribbon belt the hospital supplied had the advantage that it could be worn over the crisp linen apron she had on over it, a bib-fronted affair with broad shoulder straps that crossed at the back and a skirt that followed the lines of the dress and that came to just above the knees. The belt also seemed to add a certain authoritative air of its own that might otherwise have been missing - there was definitely something about that ornate filigree silverwork ball-clasp buckle it had, styled almost like a pair of butterfly wings.

				If anything the uniform felt like a mask - no it was more than that. It was less like a masquerade disguise and far more like an entire borrowed personality, an avatar, something that she could don or discard at will and that she could...well...yes... hide behind. And she did harbour a heart-felt need to hide behind something. It was not something she could discuss outside the confinement of the hospital’s walls, not even with her nearest and dearest. It was not so much that it would be a breach of confidence and lead to instant dismissal - no it was something far more... restraining... than that. It was more closely bound up with how deeply embroiled she had become in the whole thing herself. Her involvement could no longer be fobbed-off as ‘obedience to authority’, it appealed to some secret inner drive within her own personality, something this uniform gave her full rein to express. It was she who was the figure of authority insofar as the ‘subjects’ were concerned and it was this uniform she wore that gave her the confidence she had to carry that off.

				She absentmindedly ran her fingers over the leather punishment strap that hung from a tab sewn in at the waist of her dress beneath her apron and a shiver ran down her twenty year old spine: In the hospital per se, the public face of the institution, she’d be just a rather junior nurse. Once down in the old network of passages beneath and behind it, she was part gaoler, part governess, part task mistress - and she made a damn good one too.

				She had entered quietly. The girl heard the snap of the rubber gloves close behind her and, visibly startled, glanced back nervously over her shoulder, her glassy, crestfallen expression and gorgeous saucer-wide violet eyes combining to make the young nurse’s heart miss a beat.

				The girl was breathtaking, an angel without wings; even in those awful institutional pyjamas. It was little wonder that someone, somewhere, would want her kept in this place - who wouldn’t? Looks like those so often brought out the worst in a person; whether that flaw be lust, jealousy or some exotic mix of the two.

				It was a little akin to pulling the wings off a butterfly or, having netted it, pinning out the rare, beautiful, thing in a display case; to be kept locked in a drawer where only the privileged few might set eyes upon it. Stir in the well-observed effect of having been granted or of seizing - it matters not which - absolute control over such an otherwise unobtainable creature, and the recipe for suffering was complete.

				The nurse stood back a moment, appraising her charge, wishing she could question her but knowing full well she was under strict instructions the girl was not to be spoken to. Apparently this pretty young thing was considered academically gifted, somewhat talented in the performing arts, financially astute and business-minded beyond her years - or rather she had been. It was undoubtedly a threatening combination in the eyes of someone out there. Well, then, it was back to that thing about pulling off a butterfly’s wings again.

				She could well imagine that whoever had engineered this girl’s detention would also have reached an agreement to be kept up to date with her progress. Perhaps he or she was receiving regular pictorial or video evidence - after all who could resist watching a young woman like that being made to bend for the cane. Certainly they would want to be privy to the young thing’s psychiatric evaluations. Whoever it was behind this young thing’s incarceration would undoubtedly be following the day to day deterioration in the girl’s mental health with unbridled satisfaction. The thought was horrifying yet somehow strangely, disconcertingly, thrilling, all at the same time.

				Unusually, she had been given the patient’s notes to read ahead of her introduction - what that might indicate, she wasn’t yet certain, but then, the thrill was in the anticipation. It was interesting that, although while the girl had been resident in the experimental ‘schoolroom’ unit there had been a recorded fall in her IQ of several points and a noted reduction in her ability to recall from her previous education, it was since being moved directly under the doctor’s care that there had been by far the greatest deterioration in her mental state. It was telling that the move had been ordered by some authority acting externally to the hospital, presumably the same party or parties that had been behind the girl’s residency in the first place. How whoever it was had manipulated the poor young thing into effectively committing herself, she had no idea, but he or she certainly knew what they were doing in placing her in the doctor’s hands - by the time the doctor was finished with her the girl would be fit for little more than selling matches on the street corner, as the saying went.

				“Lie back on your bed for the nurse, please, young lady. Take a hold of the bars of the bed’s backrest... that’s the way... good girl.” The doctor’s voice sounded almost parental, yet lost none of its authority in the softening of the tone.

				Deftly the nurse unclipped the chain linking the girl’s padded wrist restraints’, guiding the pretty teenage girl’s arms down by her sides and settling her head back on the foam-filled latex pillow. Moving down the bed, she pulled across the broad soft band of the bed’s uppermost restraint, lifting each of the girl’s arms out of the way in turn as she went, so as to leave them unrestrained as instructed, and securing the strap tightly across the patient’s chest, flattening the girl’s bust in the process.

				In so doing she couldn’t help but notice just how full the girl’s bust had become in comparison with the photographs she had seen that had been taken during the girl’s admittance procedure - what with the dietary intervention and the enforced inactivity, the girl really was beginning to fill-out those ridiculously baggy pyjamas the doctor kept her in.

				Silently she moved down to the girl’s ankles, removing the padlock from one side of the stainless-steel chain that linked her ankle cuffs and slackening of the restraint; all the time mindful to acknowledge the patient as little as possible, careful not to make eye-contact, let alone directly address her.

				“Legs spread wide!” The doctor, now standing at the bed-head briskly ordered while still maintaining her ‘motherly’ coaxing tone. “Now swing your ankles up and behind your head - the nurse will help you....That’s it...What a good girl you are?” She glanced at the nurse, smiling, as the young woman clipped the silvery stainless steel ‘D’ ring mounted at the front of each of the girl’s ankle cuffs to the corresponding catch that was mounted to each side of the top rail of the bed frame, the brown leather restraints contrasting sharply with the white-painted bars of the bed-head. “I did say you would have no trouble; she’s a nice quiet patient, this one. She used to be quite a handful; screaming, shouting, trying to escape, assaulting staff...”

				“Assaulting staff, doctor - surely not? She seems so, so... docile.” The young nurse’s voice was a beautiful soft contralto; it made for the perfect foil for the doctor’s brusque commanding tones.

				“Oh, yes...I’m afraid so, nurse. She even assaulted me - and not so long ago! She is quite delusional, comes out with the most appalling rubbish at times; stuff about some conspiracy or other; how her therapist had been trying to make her mentally ill and how she had been put up to it by her legal guardian who was after her inheritance - and all this, well before she came here..” The doctor laughed mockingly and continued: “...And get this... Her Guardian is none other than Madison Daisy Bartlett - yes the fashion guru, that woman off the television. Well I ask you...”

				Dutifully the pretty young nurse laughed back: “Really? What nonsense! The woman is not exactly poor - she runs a whole string of glossy fashion magazines, including one that is considered the ‘industry Bible’.” The doctor raised her eyebrows quizzically as the nurse continued “...I have a friend who is a model, you see, doctor.”

				“Oh, I see.” The doctor laughed gleefully, warming to her task and encouraged to see the growing grimace of frustration on her patient’s face. Good, she thought, the girl is dying to speak, yet is biting her tongue, too inhibited to do so - this is really getting to her. If I can just get her to crack and speak out, so much the better - a good hard caning as punishment will break her down still further. Turning to the nurse she continued: “Yes, well, you can imagine how ridiculous it all sounds. It was partly what got her compulsorily committed - and it is a major part of what will eventually keep her here. It is why I do not allow her to talk and why I don’t allow members of staff, other than myself of course, to speak to her - it’s for her own good. These delusional patients can be very convincing - don’t pay her any attention; if she tries to speak to you, let me know.

				I have my ways; a few strokes of my cane across her bare behind will soon clip her tongue... as she well knows.”

				“Yes, of course, doctor. But, it must be terrible for a girl of that age to have to bend for the cane with her knickers down and grasping her ankles like a small child. After all, she is not so much younger than me - how humiliating for her, poor little dear. I mean; she’s mentally ill...isn’t there any other way.” The conviction in the nurse’s voice surprised even the doctor - this young woman was remarkable, a natural.

				“I wish there were other methods but what this girl needs is strict discipline - she has to learn to do as she’s told and, eventually, think as she’s told to think - and nothing, but nothing, can instil strict discipline like the cane and the strap. I mean...The results speak for themselves - don’t you think? Since she has been in my hands she has been coming on swimmingly - she is going nowhere and she accepts that now, I am sure. She is becoming a good little patient for her doctor and with a little help from me - aided by your good self - I am sure she will become quite the docile little mental patient we would all like to see.”

				Waxing and Waning

				Despite being strictly speaking a trainee, the nurse made quick work of applying the wax and was soon slapping on the linen strips with gay abandon. Having completed her task with suitably brisk efficiency - her competence being acknowledged by a smiling nod from the overseeing doctor - she straightened up, placing her hands on her hips and smiling down at her handiwork with poorly disguised satisfaction. Turning towards her superior - the uncompromising and ordinarily stern section psychiatrist - the student nurse grinned sheepishly. In return the self-assured confident woman beamed back at her, a pleasantly reassuring smile playing across her face.

				The ice having been well and truly broken, and with the uncompromising female psychiatrist very much taking the lead, the two women began casually discussing their young patient in such embarrassingly intimate terms as to suggest the girl herself was no longer present. Lying trussed open-legged and intimately exposed - with her ankles restrained behind her head and her knees pulled back to either side, near parallel with her ears - the humiliated girl found herself spiralling down toward a level of degradation she had never imagined; not even in her worse nightmares. She could do little but listen, mortified, as her two tormentors commented on her body, the trainee nurse, taking her supervisor’s lead, playfully mocking the girl’s plight, her softly-lilting voice, tinged with a hint of the green fields of Eire, gently taunting, her flow punctuated here and there with a childish tinkling little giggle that would not have sounded out of place in an infant school playground.

				Just how many minutes of this psychological torment Lavinia suffered was a matter of painful conjecture to her - it seemed an eternity, but might well have been seconds. The doctor strolled leisurely back out into the consulting room as if no longer needed, the nurse trailing close behind, her uniform dress swishing noisily around her stockinged legs as she went.

				A while later - how long Lavinia could have no inkling - and they were back. Without so much as a word the implacable woman doctor bent across her young patient, glaring into the girl’s innocently-haunted eyes as she placed a hand on the girl’s gently-distended lower abdomen, stretching drum-tight the skin around Lavinia’s most private regions.

				Simultaneously the young nurse, taking her place alongside her supervisor, firmly took hold of one of the linen strips and yanked down hard.

				“Arghhh!” Gripped by the sudden acute pain Lavinia yelled out, unable to stop herself. Instinct momentarily overriding near on eighteen months of psychological manipulation, conditioning and institutional discipline, the girl’s hands flew from her sides to protect that most intimate and sensitive of regions. Quick as a flash the doctor grabbed at Lavinia’s hands mid-flight, gripping tightly the girl’s slender wrists and pulling them back over the girl’s head.

				“Oh no you don’t, my girl - you lie there passively, like a nice sleepy girl. It just caught you by surprise, that’s all. There’s nothing to worry about, you’re just a nice sleepy girl - that’s it; you just be a nice sleepy girl for your doctor. There really isn’t anything different about this than when the nurse here buttons your pyjamas for you or pulls down your pyjama bottoms for you when you need to use the commode in my office. Remember, we have spoken about it; there’s no need to concern yourself with what is going on around you. You are being cared for, that is what matters - there is no need for you to worry about doing any of these things for yourself, you should just relax, just let your mind wander, just let yourself drift from day to day, just let yourself be cared for and let the time pass you by - you will find it much better for you that way.” The attractive psychiatrist’s satin-soft fingers rhythmically stroked the girl’s cheek as she cooed, her voice having softened immediately after the initial harshness of the rebuke, the juxtaposition seemingly amplifying the soothingly hypnotic quality somehow embodied in her speech.

				For a brief moment Lavinia had struggled, then, the futility of the situation sinking in and the doctor’s gentle voice working its sing-song magic, her resistance had begun to subside, the doctor’s words drifting through her mind urging, coaxing and leaving her dumb and glassy-eyed. It had taken just seconds and, satisfied with the girl’s response, the young psychiatrist had released her grip, pleased to see her patient’s arms and hands flop down by her sides with all the conscious intention of a flaccid rag doll.

				With the doctor continuing with her softly-spoken diatribe, her fingertips gently stroking the girl’s cheek in time with the cadence of a speech, the work recommenced: The nurse, continuing with her task where she had left off, wrenched one by one the remaining wax-impregnated strips from the girl’s body, slowly working her way from the girl’s pubis deep into the cleft between her buttocks and determined to perform the most thorough depilation humanly possible. Each clinging strip came away with a soft tearing sound reminiscent of sticky tape being pulled from a roll and accompanied by a little near-silent mouse-like little shriek from the patient, the girl’s lips parting prettily, her arms lying passively by her sides and her eyes glazed over.

				Gradually tears began to fill the glassy violet pools of Lavinia’s eyes, then, overflowing, trickled from the corners down both cheeks.

				Whether from the nettle-sting infusing her pubic area and the tender flesh surrounding her anus or the overwhelming sense of helplessness that now filled her heart she couldn’t tell; all she knew was that she had become dimly aware of involuntarily squirting small jets of urine out through the fine-bore coiled PTFE tube of the catheter that had been left resting on the rubber mattress cover, its end tucked back between her bottom cheeks. Now, the process having come to the end, she could feel the hot fluid trickling under her, the pungency rising to the nostrils and bringing shame-fanned licks of flame to her cheeks.

				Having been rudely snapped out of her spell it was all she could do to combat her natural revulsion. The instinct to wipe away the offending yellowish puddle was so strong that several times she began to lift her arms and went as if to sweep aside the tormenting rivulet that ran from it. Each time she caught sight of the nurse as she bumbled around packing away her depilation equipment or sensed the psychiatrist moving around somewhere behind her - perhaps catching the all too familiar creaking of the woman’s tight leather skirt, the swish of her stockings or rustle of the white doctor’s coat she wore - and institutional discipline would take over, forcing her arms back to rest at her sides as if by the power of her own will.

				The cool draft, brushing across her stretched buttocks and the puckered sensitive flesh of her anus felt like a thousand downy feathers all falling like snow. The sensation told of the totality of her shamed exposure: juxtaposed with the flaming wasp-stung, purple and red wheals left behind from the earlier caning the doctor had given her, it made for a poignant reminder indeed of how she was supposed to behave. Somehow the thought of the sheer passivity increasingly being demanded of her brought an even greater sense of shame to settle on her.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Fondant Cupcake And Cooper’s Droop

				“Fatten her up... Yes, that’s it; let’s fatten her up... We can fatten her up, can’t we doctor? I, I mean... it can be done?”

				“Well... Yes, in principle.”

				“Subtly, mind you - no ‘forced feeding’ or anything like that; that sort of thing would be far too easy for her to fight back against. It would provide her with too much of a... a... focus. No... it should be something pernicious - a creeping compulsive sickness that we might allow her to become convinced is part of her mind, an irrevocable yet latent part of her personality...”

				The recollection of that conversation was months old but as fresh in the doctor’s mind as if it had been that very morning that she’d heard those words come floating across the director’s desk. That ‘case conference’ had been enlightening indeed, especially considering the highly irregular inclusion of an ‘outsider’ - the girl’s guardian herself - it had been an unprecedented and, she believed still, unnecessary risk and one she fervently worried might yet lead to... unfortunate, repercussions.

				As far as the aim of weight gain was concerned, the use of Oradexon had been suggested. Highly addictive - and admittedly there were certain advantages attendant with that - this was a steroidal drug and identical to one used to stimulate weight gain in cattle; it could also lead to an unattractive bloating of the face and tummy, not to mention kidney damage.

				For her part, the doctor had put forth the counter argument that within the context of psychological investigation - which was after all the institution’s remit - surely a psychological methodology should be put in place in the first instance. There was much that could be teased out from such an investigation regarding the aetiology of compulsive eating disorders and other such pathological dietary conditions. She had been - and was still - convinced that, given sufficient time, she could through psychological manipulation not only encourage overeating in her patient but trigger an addiction to eating and a craving for certain highly calorific foods as gnawingly-insistent as that for any drug. At the end of the day it had been the doctor’s argument that had won the day.

				Now looking across the expanse of her desk at the subject of that far-off discussion the section psychiatrist knew she had been right, vindicated - this was the next step of that foolish young thing’s re-education:

				“After what we spoke about last time, your so-called ‘restrained’ eating behaviour, I’ve been talking with the hospital psychiatric wing’s senior dietician recently and she shares my concerns. She also agrees with me that, despite what you might think, you are still just a little underweight - just a smidgeon.” The white-coated woman leaned further across her desk coughing into her fist as if embarrassed, her tone and expression earnest - pausing for effect she went on. “You must try to understand, dear; the hospital has its reputation to protect, not to mention a duty to its patients. It takes many years to build up the sort of reputation of excellence this institution enjoys and we can ill afford to jeopardise it by having you walking around looking like a prison-camp waif. It is not at all unusual to observe in young women who have, shall we say... psychological difficulties, an inability to care for themselves, often manifesting in various eating disorders and forms of body dysmorphic syndrome. That last one is a surprisingly common mental health issue; the patient becomes preoccupied with minor or imaginary physical flaws and one of those imagined shortcomings is often that they are overweight. Does that sound familiar to you at all, sweetheart?”

				“But I’m not mentally ill, honestly I’m not, i, i, it, its all some sort of mix-up. I came here as a volunteer for a behavioural research project - it was supposed to have just been for just three months, but then they wouldn’t let me go. A, a , and, and, and... I am overweight, pl, pl, pl please, just look at me. I want to be a dancer, I have a scholarship...It, it’s, it’s, all I’ve ever wanted to be...Just look at me, pl, pl, please, I have a double chin and everything...I, I...Pl, pl, please.” The red-faced young woman slowly drew in a sobbing deep breath as if attempting to compose herself, before continuing. “I’m sorry, doctor...so, so sorry, but I can’t possibly be underweight...” Her voice rose with emotion, her characteristically nervous stutter transiently overcome as if forgotten in the heat of the moment. It was a degree of remission unlikely to have been overlooked by the hyper-attentive therapist smiling contentedly back at her - she wouldn’t have long to wait to be reminded of her artificially encouraged debility. “Look at me... “She continued, her voice uncertainly quivering along the upper register. “...I’m as fat as a pig... just a bloated bag of lard... I, I...”

				The young girl’s voice had dissolved into a nonsense of tears at that point, her doubly repeated exclamation of the word, ‘self,’ giving the doctor the excuse she needed to trip up her patient’s temporarily regained eloquence. Leaning foreword and resting her chin on her clasped hands, the white-coated woman now regarded her young patient with carefully calculated and deliberately thinly disguised amusement. The good doctor knew she needed now only cough at the right moment, feigning incomprehension and demanding a repeat of that last sentence, to guarantee this young girl’s return to retarded stuttering.

				“Come along now, let’s not get over excited - you know it only ends up making your stammering worse.” She paused, watching the girl’s head begin to hang heavily down towards her lap, cradled in her hands.

				It struck home with the doctor just how heart-achingly pretty the girl was, despite having been robbed of her high-arched eyebrows by the barber’s well-stropped Wilkinson cut-throat and the rough-hewn, lank shank of raven hair that was slowly straggling back from the obligatory and deliberately uneven hospital crop that had destroyed her sleek well-trained waist-length mane.

				For the present the latter could remain; the growth was insufficient to add glamour while long enough to engender shame through its hopelessly untidy, ‘chopped’ appearance. Later the shears could be taken to it. She might even do it personally. There was little to match hacking a girl’s hair into shape to demonstrate one’s dominance over her - other than for rape itself of course. Even the latter could be achieved at a clever woman’s hands if artificial devices of a suitably phallic function were introduced intimately. Equally traumatic could be requiring a girl to have her pretty head bobbing between her thighs or have her give pleasure to another under the pain and threat of the cane or pony whip with her lips and tongue. The latter, if well arranged, could leave a young woman deeply scarred mentally and unlikely ever again to be able to rebuild her self-respect.

				“Hands back on your head please, back straight and knees together and looking straight ahead. Right: I want you to start again - take your time and concentrate hard on those words you think you might be likely to stumble over most. I’m sure you know the drill by now! If you want to be taken seriously in life, listened to, then you must strive not to sound so much like a retard - who is going to take any notice of a retard? It’s bad enough that hence forth and forevermore just about anybody and everybody - certainly any prospective employer - will be able to ascertain that you have spent time in a secure ‘mental’ institution; whatever your ambition, you are unlikely now to be offered much more than the most menial of positions!” The doctor smiled sympathetically. Leaning back in her chair with her fingertips pressed together pensively she paused, giving time to allow for her words to sink in before continuing:

				“Fail to play your cards right, fail to co-operate with the therapeutic scheme I have developed for you, and depending on the whim of certain individuals to whom your incarceration here is... shall we say... not exactly disadvantageous; you might not even have that prospect to look forward to.” Pausing, the doctor took a deep breath; largely for dramatic effect but its shuddering modulation not entirely unrelated to her growing excitement at the degree of leverage she had been granted over this potentially so deeply attractive individual.

				“Remember that before long you will be moved to a long-term secure psychiatric ward in the hospital proper. Once there you will be considered - and treated - just like any other psychiatric patient. Nobody is going to be interested in your tales of how you came to be here through having volunteered for some dubious psychology study. Note well that nomenclature - ‘long term’. What do you suppose that might infer - hmm? I’ll tell you, shall I?” Again she paused, drawing in a deep inhalation while becoming all too suddenly aware - and with no little embarrassment - that her nipples, having hardened to rigid thimble-nubs, now pressed insistently outwards through the fine gossamer confinement of her silk-satin blouse against the harsh linen of her doctor’s coat.

				Almost dying inside with her aching lust for the girl she spoke the words slowly, her voice so husky as to render her unable to intone the more salient points in little more than a throaty whisper:

				“Life, sweetheart, life! Without my help it would be all too feasible if various vested interests were to arrange for you to spend the rest of your young life staring at blank whitewashed walls, frosted windows and iron security bars. Make no mistake; it was a fate that had befallen many a moneyed but naive young wife in the era in which this place was built. Despite all these well-meaning modern procedural safeguards, it happens still - you, yourself, have already sailed happily through the first couple of stages of these so-called ‘safeguards’ with nary a raised eyebrow. Now, we are going to start over. Look at me; don’t you dare take your eyes from me again! When I ask you a question I expect an answer, if you don’t want to feel my cane across your bared fat behind! Stating that you don’t know will not suffice. I also don’t want to hear you mumbling and muttering that you are ‘sorry’ or excusing yourself that you are ‘embarrassed’. You’re over eighteen years old, you’re a young woman and I expect frank and forthright answers. Do you understand me - yes or no?”

				“Yes miss” Throughout the girl had been eyeing herself in the doctor’s desk mirror - she couldn’t help herself. It was not that she was particularly vain - that sin had already been all but completely killed in her by the regimen of the institution in which she now resided; a task that in actuality had started under her aunt’s care. It was just that the mirror was habitually left - as if casually - angled towards the hard wooden straight-backed chair on which she would be seated, oft fidgeting piteously in her ugly and shapeless institutional pyjamas. The thought buzzed round inside her brain, the rising feeling of panic scrambling her reasoning and adding to the mire resulting from the subtle form of sleep deprivation she had lately been subjected to: what was to become of her?

				Even with the soft vinyl inner layer of the hospital-issue pyjama bottoms, and the close-fitting plastic incontinence underpants she had on beneath, the thin flannelette did little to ameliorate the discomfort of the hard wooden seat - already her buttocks were going numb, which ironically only served to make the griddle pattern of thin cane wheals crisscrossing her bottom throb all the more. No longer in contact with the ground, the naked soles of her feet now throbbed, too, in the simple rhythm of her pulse. It was another irony; whilst her feet bore her weight, the aftermath of the doctor’s martinet consisted of little more than a fiery, overall burning sensation. Once seated, with her legs swept back beneath the chair and her hobbled ankles fastened by way of their leather restraint cuffs to two short lengths of chain that hung down from beneath the seat, it felt as if dozens of red-hot hooks were embedded in the undersides of her feet and were tugging rhythmically downwards in unison. Taken together these reminiscences of the cane and of the martinet were what had been responsible for the girl cutting herself off in mid-flow and also for the sudden contrite, apologetic retraction that had so quickly followed.

				It was humiliating, but it was better than suffering a repeat performance. Besides, it was fear of humiliation, in a manner of speaking, that had earned her the six cuts of the cane across her bare behind and the twelve slashes of the multi-tongued martinet across the sole of each foot in the first place.

				Indeed, in a way the retribution, correction - call it what you will - had not been entirely unrelated to her tirade; it never was. The very best way to ensure receiving the attention of the doctor’s supple length of rattan was to speak of being a volunteer behavioural research subject or to protest against the validity of any part of the doctor’s diagnosis. But that hadn’t been the cause on this occasion, not directly at any rate.

				The doctor was fond of setting impositions to fill her time when confined to the tiny anteroom that had now become her home - to keep her mind active, the doctor said. In some ways she almost felt as though she should be grateful, after all, there was no window and once the heavy, padded, outer door had been shut, closing off the doctor’s office from the prison-cell-like floor-to-ceiling hinged array of vertical steel bars that kept her secure, the silence was very nearly perfect. In fact the only thing that tarnished that perfection was the rushing-hiss of white noise - and that, she knew, was only there to make absolutely certain that her isolation was complete. Even that, though, was not entirely the truth; there were times, if she had been perhaps particularly stubborn, when that background mush would be accompanied by an insistent and repetitive beeping. It was not particularly loud, just an irritating little bleep that would constantly interrupt her train of thought and that seemed to come at irregular intervals like a sort of modern electronic take on the Chinese water torture until she would find herself incapable of concentrating on anything other than trying to predict the next bleep.

				On this occasion she had been set the imposition of writing an essay; ‘How I Benefit from Being Kept in Long-term Residential Psychiatric Care’. But how was she supposed to write something like that, how could she? And then there was that adjective included in the title - ‘Long-term’ - that was surely there purely to increase her feeling of hopelessness. And it worked - she had put pen to paper, carefully copied out the title in the copperplate hand that was always demanded, then she had simply sat staring at it while weeping uncontrollably until the time allocated had run out.

				Staring at her reflection in the mirror, at least one thing the doctor had just said rang true to the girl, the part about her looking like a prison-camp waif. The double chin she was developing was anything but waiflike, and the pyjamas she was dressed in were definitely not quite as baggy as they had once been - but with their broad green and white stripes and soulless, shapeless design, what else did they look like other than a prison-camp uniform? Crestfallen, she looked away, tears welling.

				For her part the white-coated woman looked on understandingly. Unhurriedly jotting down her observations on the note pad she had resting on her lap, she was clearly quite happy to wait for her patient to settle down before continuing. One thing in particular had attracted the doctor’s attention. It had little to do with the content of the girl’s tirade - although the irrationally-disjointed and fragmented nature of the outburst, together with the fact that it had been so quickly terminated by the girl herself without any need for interjection, brought a faint smile to the doctor’s lips. What was much more noteworthy, as far as the young psychiatrist was concerned, was the behaviour her patient was exhibiting, the way that throughout her protestations - and even now that she had fallen silent - the girl had repeatedly run her fingers around and over her chin and throat.

				It was a fleeting, hesitant, nervous action, a restrained action; always just as quickly the girl would return her hand to join its opposite partner on her head. More often than not the gesture was incomplete, the girl’s hand barely rising from the top of her head. Sometimes the gesture was so brief as to almost constitute a twitch. At other times the muscles around the girl’s neck and throat seemed to spasm in nervous concert and her eyes would dart repeatedly to and from her image reflected in the mirror and she would begin to gently rock back and forth as if seeking comfort.

				As she looked on the doctor could see that this behaviour, although becoming markedly less apparent now that her patient was calming down, had not entirely subsided. Indeed, the girl’s thumb looked from time to time as if to be en route for her mouth, as if she were about to suck on it as might a child. Then, resuming the required hands-on-head posture, she would shake her head, grimacing in frustration, rocking, twitching. The doctor nodded knowingly, taking careful note in her journal; she had observed - with no little satisfaction it must be said - similar, if milder, symptoms of agitation manifesting in the girl on previous occasions, but never this severe. There was little room for doubt in the doctor’s mind that this particular set of symptoms was becoming more pronounced over time. Yes, the girl was coming along quite nicely. Watching unimpassionately, the steely-eyed psychiatrist could almost feel the conflict building in her patient; between the girl’s natural responses to the stress engendered by the situation she found herself in and the restraint placed upon her behaviour by the rigid discipline she was being kept under. Loneliness, isolation, those status-defining psychiatric-wing pyjamas, perhaps a little sleep-deprivation from time to time and now a few days of real physical hunger - they all had their part to play. But of all these aspects, it was the unresolved internal conflict developing that was really getting under the girl’s skin. Now she had set up another source of conflict, one that would exist between the girl’s physical hunger, her starved senses, her body image and aspirations and the tempting selection of calorie-rich confectionary laid out before her.

				The doctor was well aware that there was more to food and eating than satisfying appetite and mitigating the pangs of hunger. Food offered comfort, eating offered the alleviation of boredom. Food, and the sensory stimulation ordinarily commensurate with eating, could even substitute for sexual satisfaction - as many lonely girls curled up in bed with a box of chocolates on a cold winter’s evening would attest. Under certain circumstances the simple joy of eating could constitute a reward in its own right. Yet the negative consequences, as relating to the girl’s body-image, of unrestrained, even compulsive, indulgence - a likely outcome given the girl’s present sensory-impoverished environment - could be thought of as psychologically punitive. It was an internal conflict that would be fought out between diametrically opposing motivations - and the likely outcome was neurosis...and a good few additional pounds of curvaceous femininity.

				Finally satisfied that her patient had at last regained some level of composure the doctor looked up from her notepad, regarding the fidgeting girl gravely, a disapproving frown creasing her features.

				“Right, let’s have you sitting up straight, please. I want to see those hands pressed firmly on top of your head, fingertips touching.

				I want to see those elbows out to the sides, right back... no, no further back, really pull those elbows and shoulders back, that’s it, good, now keep it like that. I want to see your eyes fixed on mine at all times, not flittering about the room. I do not want to see any more fidgeting and I certainly do not want to hear another ridiculous outburst like that one. You are going to pay me your full attention; you will look nowhere else other than directly at me, you will listen only to my voice, to exactly what I’m going to tell you. You will not let your mind wander, you will concentrate on and think about every word I’m saying and you will memorise every single word - I intend to test you on it. When you return to your room after this session you are going to write an account of what you have been told and I will expect you to quote as many as possible of the actual words I use. As usual I shall mark your work and you can expect a stroke of the cane across your bare bottom for each error. Then perhaps you will feel ready to have another go at tackling the essay I set you and that you just sat staring at -you do remember the title, I take it?” Stiff backed, upper lip quivering, the thoroughly demoralised young girl dumbly nodded.

				“Well, what was it? Remind me of the title I set, just in case my memory isn’t quite what it was.” The woman gave a genteel, lightly-mocking laugh.

				There was a long pause. The girl seemed to struggle, as if the words were somehow choking her, her cheeks colouring until they glowed like bright red coals against her sun-starved, pallid complexion: “I think the title was: ‘How I Benefit from Being Kept in Long-term Residential Psychiatric Care...doctor ‘. In truth she had stumbled and stuttered her way through the humiliating inference of the title, inappropriately punctuating the sentence with mistimed breaths and little sobs.

				“I think it’s those descriptors - ‘Long-term ‘ and ‘Psychiatric Care’ - you have problems with in the main. This is the area I think we need to focus on here, combating this sense of denial you seem to be clinging to. I want you to think about what those terms actually mean, especially as they relate to this nonsense you keep spurting regarding your ambition to be a classical dancer and how you once received a scholarship to attend some prestigious dance academy or other. I am just not interested in that, nor will you find anyone else here interested in hearing about it. It is something that belongs in the outside world; it has no relevance to the here and now what so ever. It may or may not have been true - I am really not interested either way - but what possible relevance can any of this have now. Do you really think that this scholarship would still be open to you - after all this time?”

				Lavinia could feel the tears welling again. The last thing she wanted was to give the woman the satisfaction of seeing her break down in front of her yet again - but what could she do about it? It was that last phrase that had done it - innocently tacked on as if an afterthought but undoubtedly carefully premeditated - ‘After all this time’. The girl’s head was swimming, the question buzzing in her mind like an angry wasp that she was powerless to swat - after all what time? What did that mean, how long had it been? It was something she knew she was forbidden to ask - and that added to the frustration. But there was something far worse writhing around in her brain, now, than mere frustration; there was fear. Cold tendrils of barely-rational terror and dread were snaking through her thoughts, tearing at her self-control and threatening to undermine her sanity.

				The implication, embedded in the woman’s intonation, was that, however long her residency might have seemed, it was far, far longer than Lavinia could have imagined. She was fighting back the urge to scream, to tear at her own hair, what there was of it, with both hands - lest she reinforce still further the learned doctor’s blessed diagnosis. She still possessed some semblance of logic - thank God - but for how much longer? How much longer before she, herself, gave witness to exactly the evidence the doctor was searching for?

				As if not yet satisfied with her patient’s discomfiture, the doctor continued on her merry way - her voice lilting, comforting, even as her words shredded nerve fibre from nerve fibre and rended thought from thought:

				“We’ve talked about this before. These things have a certain shelf-life, you know. I am afraid that your place will have long ago been filled by now. It is of no more relevance than you having once been a volunteer for a behavioural research project. You once possessed a scholarship; you once might have had the potential to be a dancer; you once were a volunteer test subject. All these things we speak of, we speak of in the past tense - and there’s good reason for that; we mustn’t be unrealistic. If I am to help you, then you need to get used to thinking and speaking about them in the same manner; as part of your past., part of what has gone before... but is no longer” She shifted her weight, brushing her white coat from her lap and smiling reassuringly before, thoughtfully interlocking her fingers and momentarily touching the tips to her lips, she went on, her long glossy nails shimmering in an iridescent coral-pink:

				“Trying to hang on to these ridiculous hopes and dreams is just torturing yourself - that was all in another world, a world that is a long, long way off now. All this stuff about needing to train and exercise and this obsessive concern for your ‘figure: It’s all just a case of overwrought vanity. Now, it’s quite true there is nothing wrong with having a little concern regarding one’s appearance. But when that vanity is manifested to such an extreme extent that you deny yourself such a teensy-weensy little cupcake...” The doctor’s deep, dark eyes had sparkled mischievously as her tongue tripped gaily across those words - ‘teensy-weensy’ - her tone deliberately playful. She paused, waiting for them to sink in, her bright intelligent eyes meeting the dull cow-eyes of her crestfallen patient: The girl was absentmindedly licking her lips now, noticeably salivating. Good, I’m getting through to her’ she thought, one bite and I’ll have the silly little trollop munching like a pig at a trough.

				She’d dealt with the girl’s hopes of absconding - even if taken to the entrance and kicked outside the girl now knew she wouldn’t be able to run away; her agoraphobia was far too severe. Now, she made a mental note to try to reduce still further the scope for mental stimulation in the patient’s environment and routine, perhaps to reduce the frequency of these one-to-one sessions out in the office. Boredom was the key to compulsive eating. That and depression; there was plenty of that going on, she could read it in the girl’s body language, and there was a nice correlation with increased appetite too. But boredom was the thing she could work on. The seclusion room she had the girl confined to she had perfectly designed with other aims in mind. Left alone in the deadly boredom of that room, lonely, nothing to look at, nothing to do, nothing to think about - but with a nice big tray of cupcakes and assorted chocolates beside her...Hmmm!

				She knew she could simply hold back on the girl’s medication - the sedatives she had become so dependent on - with eating her fill a condition of receiving her prescription. But that was not her way. Nor was it the way forward in the long-term, not the way to change eating patterns for good. For that she wanted the girl herself to have been the one to have made the choice. Taking a deep breath, she went on, continuing where she’d left off:

				“...well, then that, in itself, can be indicative of certain underlying psychological problems. Considering how keen you seem to be free of this place, I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to have to report in your notes that I believe there to be further mental health issues at work here requiring investigation.” Her smile broader than ever, the doctor again proffered the succulent cupcake toward her patient: “Come on, honey-pie, just take a little bite; just for me. You know you want to; I’m not one to jump to conclusions but it occurs to me that you just need something to whet your appetite.” The doctor’s hand was waving to and fro now, wafting the twee little cake tantalisingly under the girl’s nose. The girl shook her head slowly, wanting to look away from her temptress and her tormenting treat, yet not daring to. Simultaneously she was absentmindedly licking her lips - a signal not lost on the psychiatrist. In response the woman immediately withdrew the tempting offering, pointedly replacing the sweet confection next to its brethren on her desktop, each resting on its own individual little paper-lacework doily. She watched in satisfaction as her patient’s expression instantly turned from one of barely-restrained anticipation to one of dismay. She observed with interest the girl’s fingers fiddling with the waistband of her dismally-institutional pyjama bottoms, - had it not been for the fact that, had the girl relinquished her grip on the waistband, the baggy trousers would have plummeted to around her ankles, she would have undoubtedly brought her hands to cover her face. It was time to press home the advantage:

				“I happen to know that these are a particular favourite of yours - remember I have read your journal. I can also read in your reaction that you feel absolutely famished - it’s hardly surprising, there is not a lot of bulk to the hospital diet and the meals they serve here are not particularly satisfying, in any sense of the word. Yet still you insist on turning down an innocent little treat that both you and I know you are crying out for. Why is that, do you think?”

				Instead of offering a reply, the girl in the institutional stripy pyjamas simply dissolved into floods of tears. The doctor went on regardless, heartlessly pressing home her point but always dressed in the camouflage of concern:

				“It isn’t that I don’t commend your will power - nothing could be further from the truth. But you have to understand that determination has its place and in this situation I have to ask: what is the point? You no longer have to worry about your figure and those who know better, those you can trust - experts - all have attested to the simple fact that if anything your problem is that you are underweight. So why deny yourself? Just look at you; so, so hungry - and yet you just won’t give in, you wont as much as take this one tiny morsel. Why is that, little one? What is it that you see when you look in the mirror?”

				Pressing her fingertips together pensively, her polished nails clicking together, the doctor sank back in the yielding soft leather of her chair.

				Her eyes were regarding the uncertain young woman standing weeping softly before her in her drab institutional garb with thinly disguised amusement. It had suddenly occurred to the psychiatrist to what extent this dishevelled girl now resembled a genuine psychiatric patient, just how much closer the girl now seemed each day to fulfilling the role she had outlined for her - in appearance, in behaviour and in her patterns of speech, everything.

				It was no mystery that she could tell the girl was hungry - after all, she had withheld the last few meals from her patient just in order to produce exactly this degree of conflict in the girl’s mind.

				“I want you to look at yourself in the mirror, dear. Now, tell me, do you really think that you look like a dancer - I mean really? I have been reading through your journal, here, about your routine. It looks absolutely exhausting - I for one wouldn’t have liked to have had to keep it up. But that’s the point, isn’t it: You would have had to have kept up that level of work to have been of any standard, while conversely all the time harbouring the knowledge deep down inside that you wouldn’t be able to keep it up forever, that one day you would have to let it slip, that it was all just a matter of time. You would have been punishing yourself, starving yourself and for what? You know full well that one day you would give in to temptation - you have what we term a ‘fragile’ personality, you’re just too weak mentally, too vulnerable to pressure.

				The psychological assessments I have run on you, the questionnaires and appraisals, the mood assays all indicate the same thing - psychologically you are fragile; you are in denial about your limited prospects and you are restrained eater with the beginnings of an eating disorder, itself based on a form of delusionary behaviour. And you, of all people, should appreciate the importance of keeping the high level of aerobic fitness that you had attained, the remarkable flexibility you possessed. But saying all that, the problem as I see it is this: I don’t think you understand the limitations inherent in an institution such as the one in which you are now housed. Obviously we do our best in trying to improve the physical fitness of our inmates, but we just do not have the space, the facilities or the equipment to support the sort of training schedule that a professional dancer would require.

				The other thing I think you need to take into account is that dance is a rather tenuous field in any case. In my opinion as a mental-health professional and your friend - and I do hope you see me as a friend, now - I think it would have been a far too difficult and stressful career choice for you to have made; very unwise.”

				“But they wouldn’t let me exercise at all, in the schoolroom. The others were allowed to exercise but they made me kneel in the corner...” She began to weep broken heartedly as she attempted to continue “... they, they... would make me change into that horrid sweaty little gym-suit thing, just like the others... just as if I was going to be allowed to join in. Then, just before the session started, they would make me kneel in the corner with my hands on my head... and then...”

				“Yes, I can imagine - you remember, or think you remember, being made to bend over the end of one of the beds in the dormitory while the other girls were lined up and made to watch. Your tight little rubberised gym bloomers would be pulled up tight between your bottom cheeks... and whichever nurse was supervising the gym session would whip your bare buttocks with a thin supple cane until you were bawling like a baby. Is that right?”

				“Yes, yes...”

				“Now, now...hush! Calm down. You really must try to separate delusion from reality. Yes, it is true that we have a special dispensation to administer corporal punishment to patients under certain circumstances if it is necessary to curb disturbed or dangerous behaviour for example. I, for one, will not be reluctant to apply my cane, here, or the leather strap that I keep rolled up in my desk drawer, across your chubby behind if you fail to co-operate fully in your treatment - but you know that already. As for your being caned, routinely, day after day; well that is just nonsense. You see, all forms of correction have to be officially recorded in a patient’s notes - the withdrawal of your recreational privileges has been duly recorded here, but there is no mention of any form of corporal punishment being applied.

				As for the rest; as I understand that you have only yourself to blame for it. You were being punished, quite legitimately, by withdrawal of privileges. Callisthenics apparently weren’t good enough for you. It says quite clearly in your report that you were wantonly disruptive. Apparently you were told over and over again to follow everyone else, given the chance after chance, but despite umpteen warnings still you insisted on doing your own thing; star jumps, squat thrusts and the rest. Disruptive behaviour of any form just cannot be tolerated in an institution such as this; it can all too easily spread amongst a population, many of whom are afflicted with deep-rooted psychological and behavioural difficulties. Individuality may be all very well in the world at large, but here conformity and routine are key to maintaining a calm and controlled environment.”

				“If you’ve quite settled down then I’ll continue; over the next few months we are going to have to see what we can do to help you fill out those pyjamas. I can tell you now that I expect by the end to see that waistband good and tight around your belly. And while we are at it, we are going to be working together, you and I, to see if we can’t get you more into the mindset I would expect of a good, compliant psychiatric patient. There really is nothing sinister about this; I just want us to work together towards helping you come to terms with the idea of being cared for, simply having things done for you, like being helped with dressing, with decision-making and so on. Surely that’s a good thing, if you think about it, shelving all those irritating little day-to-day responsibilities.

				You see; independence is all well and good, but sometimes, when we are not well, it helps to have a crutch to lean on while the body repairs itself. For example; if you kept working with a broken limb, then the injury would surely worsen until the damage became irreparable - and it is exactly the same with the mind. Besides; in time I am thinking about having you moved upstairs, on to a conventional psychiatric ward - once we have worked past this denial of yours, of course. You have to understand that the staff members there are far too hard-pressed to make allowances for individuals who hold up their routine by struggling with their various difficulties, whether real or imaginary. Many of the patients you will be mixing with there are incapable of doing very much at all for themselves and some have even to be spoon-fed. I’m afraid that under those circumstances we have found it easier, from a procedural point of view, to treat every patient in the same manner - something we term ‘total care’ - and the corollary of this, unfortunately, is that the more competent patients have little scope to retain their independence to the extent one might prefer.

				Of course some rebel initially; but behavioural restrictions are tight and the rules are many and quite vigorously enforced. Its surprising the effect that living under a suitably well thought out regime of strict discipline and restraint can have on even the most determined individual - a year or two and most docilely accept being dressed, undressed, bathed, toileted, fed and the rest. I don’t expect you shall be any different; I’m confident that you’ll soon settle down quite happily with my help, especially if we can get you suitably adjusted psychologically beforehand. That is what I am aiming to achieve with you while you are staying here with me; your psychological readjustment.

				Regarding your physical wellbeing, though; there is one other thing that does worry me to a certain extent: I’m not sure how exactly to put this but... have you ever heard of the so-called Cooper’s ligaments?”

				I...I,I’m...I’m not sure...doctor.”

				“Well, the Cooper’s ligaments are those that support - or, more precisely, suspend - the bosom. Over time these ligaments can stretch causing the breasts to lose elasticity and to sag and - as I am sure you can understand - the heavier the bosom the greater is the risk. The point I am trying to make is; without sufficient support and given a weighty bosom, this drooping can set in prematurely and surprisingly rapidly - even at your age. You have to think to the future, to one day getting out of this place; you are going to want a boy friend, perhaps one day a husband, a nice home, children. The condition I am describing can - to be frank - be somewhat detrimental to a young woman’s prospects - it is one reason why there is so much emphasis placed on wearing a correctly-fitted and sufficiently supportive bra. The thing is certain psychiatric patients, usually those considered at risk of harming either themselves or others, cannot be allowed bras or other support garments. You are currently registered as just such a patient, which is why you cannot currently be issued with a bra. Thus my concern - I mean, let’s face it; you’re not exactly under-endowed in that department, are you?

				You must appreciate that none of this is my doing; it is just hospital regulations and so something that is completely outside of my control. It is something that has been instigated for your own safety and physical wellbeing and that of others and I am afraid the cosmetic implications are a minor consideration in comparison. I’m afraid to say that it is the same rationale at play that lies behind the lack of a pull-cord or waist elastic in those pyjama trousers you have on. You only have yourself to blame - you have tried to run, you have lashed out at staff, you have both physically and mentally struggled with me and refused to co-operate with your treatment; I can only report back what I see and experience. That doesn’t mean I can’t help you, though; if you’d be willing to let me of course. I am your doctor, after all”

				“How...pl,pl,please, please help me. What do I need to do?”

				“Say ‘Doctor’; please don’t forget how to address me, it’s only good manners. Or do I need to make you another appointment with my cane?”

				“Doctor...what do I need to do, doctor”

				“To begin with you need to learn to help yourself.”

				“Bu.bu,but....how....doctor? Pl,pl, please...what can I do? ...Nobody will, will...love me...will they? Nobody will... will... want to look at me... I’ll be a,a,a...a...hag!”

				“Tell me; why do you think that?”

				“My,my,my... breasts will droop...doctor.”

				“Why does that worry you...is it your boy friend...do you want a boyfriend - is that what it is? You had a boyfriend once - do you think he is still out there somewhere, waiting for you?”

				“Yes, yes...I mean...”

				“What you mean is, you’re not sure - that’s the truth, isn’t it?”

				“Yes, doctor.”

				“But that implies that you still don’t trust me - and if you can’t find it in yourself to trust me, then how can you expect me to be able to help you?”

				“Bu, bu, but I,I d,do trust you, doctor... honestly I do!”

				“You say you trust me...ok! Tell me - what if I was to tell you that the youth you seem to think so much of had met someone else? Surely that should not come as too much of a surprise - I mean, when was the last time he heard from you? How long ago exactly? What if I was to tell you that it was two years ago? That’s right; two whole years. Yes... you wrote to him, when you were staying with your... Aunt Julia, wasn’t it? The question is: did he ever write back? Did any of your so-called friends ever write back?”

				“I,I... no... doctor”

				“‘No doctor’... of course not.” Somehow the doctor couldn’t help but be facetious. “Did you post the letters yourself - any of them... ever?”

				“I,I,I...I’m not... sure.”

				“You’re not sure? You either did or you didn’t. You’re the one always proclaiming the validity of your mental health, your ‘normality’. I write letters all the time. Sometimes I post them personally; sometimes I have my secretary send them. One thing I do know is that when a communication is as personally important to one as an intimate missive directed to one’s ‘significant other’ - especially when that party purports to be one’s promised, one’s fiancé - then the usual thing to do, the normal thing to do, I would have thought, is to post it to one’s self, or at least go to some effort to double-check on its safe dispatch. To not receive a reply and to write again and again and again - never once questioning the possible motives of the person charged with passing on the communiqué to, in actual fact, purloin the letter or perhaps withhold the reply - tell me; is that normal?

				“I,th,think, I m,mean...I trusted...”

				“You trusted who? Your aunt, this Aunt Julia you’re apparently so fond of? The same Aunt Julia who is the best friend of your legal guardian, Ms Madison Daisy Bartlett, a woman whom not so long ago you were claiming was an integral part of some sort of conspiracy being mounted against you? A very close, intimate ‘best friend I might add - oh, does that surprise you?”

				“I,I don’t, th, th...”

				“You don’t think?...Well, isn’t that the truth?” The doctor muttered the last part while fighting the urge to laugh. She went on: “So, it never occurred to you that your beloved aunt might just have been... how shall we say... humouring... yes humouring you, playing along with your little games, your delusion as we would say here? ...Well? I mean to say: she didn’t exactly treat you like a normal late-teen girl, did she?”

				“No! ...No...no, doctor”

				Isn’t it the truth that she treated you like a child, that she put you back in school uniform, that she imposed her will over you backed by corporal punishment, that she even made you wear a nappy and a pair of plastic pants in bed at one point?

				“Y,y,yes, well, I,I...”

				“And yet there have been times that you have accused your aunt, too, of being part of this conspiracy against you - isn’t that true?”

				“Well...I, I’m not sure...”

				“She treated you like a mental retard, like a retarded toddler!”

				“No, no, no...Doctor, honestly.”

				“...But Now you seem to be saying that you trust her more than you do me, your doctor. You know: it seems to me that you have an important decision to make here. Perhaps I can help you - what if I were to show a letter you wrote to - Samuel, wasn’t it?”

				The girl nodded as obediently on cue, like a marionette with its strings plucked.

				The doctor went on her merry way: “Yes, what if I were to show you a letter you long thought had been sent winging its way to your ‘Samuel’ - what if I were to tell you it had fallen out from between the pages of the journal your aunt so kindly let us have? Hmmm? Look here, here it is...recognize it?”

				Lavinia had turned ashen. Shaking like a leaf she tentatively reached out to the all too familiar scrap dangling from the psychiatrist’s fingers like a baby reaching for its rattle - only to see it snatched away at the last moment and sunk deep into a side pocket of the doctor’s white lab-coat.

				“I’m sorry - I can’t let you have that. More hospital regulations I’m afraid - no reading or writing materials allowed. I’m sure you understand - it’s a security thing apparently. But I can see that you recognize it, that’s the main thing! We’re making progress at last! But, just imagine for a moment that I could show you evidence that your would-be betrothed had long since actually become betrothed to another. How do think that would make you feel?”

				Sick to the stomach was how it would make her feel: Lavinia Vitesse could feel a familiar throbbing, buzzing, of panic rising in her being - robbing her of her reason as it grew, like a weed choking the undergrowth by blocking out the sun, inch by inch it was destroying her personality.

				“...Now imagine, if you will, that that betrothal had come about through a civil ceremony - that route being dictated by necessity, rather than through choice...” The doctor left a pause for the news to sink in. “You do understand the implication, I suppose?”

				Lavinia’s head rose and fell dumbly, slowly, her understanding conversely coloured with equal amounts of incomprehension, the juxtaposition between the possible and the probable highlighting the sheer horror of it all... But then it was all nonsense of course... Not him, he had always been such a... ‘man’s man’, a man among men. He couldn’t have been a... a... She couldn’t bring herself to say the word, even in her thoughts.

				“...Yes, I know exactly what you are thinking - that is why I am your doctor, but it is also why I am so concerned, as I said before. It all comes down to that trust thing again - why should you trust anything that I say?. But you see; in this case, there is impartial outside corroboration: Your... ‘Samuel’, that was his name I believe; he was always ‘going places’ as they say. You must have seen that - perhaps that was part of the attraction. Well, it would seem that you weren’t the only one to have recognized that quality in him...”

				The glossed page the woman now plucked from her desk drawer was instantly recognizable as coming from a well known celebrity gossip magazine, all shock-horror revelation, hackneyed, threadbare pun and unlikely camera angle.

				“...’Your’ bloke has done well for himself there, I’d say, The other chap is older of course - but then again; he’s tipped for the top by all accounts, rated by the pundits as possibly the finest singer-songwriter to have emerged from is generation.”

				“I,I,I...”

				“I know, I know...”

				“Bu, bu, but wa, what can I,I...”

				“Do? Well, with my help you can look after yourself for a start. You can, with my help - now that you know who to trust - you do trust me now dear, don’t you?”

				“I,I,I...I, yes, doctor”

				“Well, in that case I’d like you to start by taking a more positive view of your situation. For example I can help you avoid or at least reduce that disfiguring drooping that I warned you about - and I’m sure you realise now more than ever, how important your looks are going to be to you. Vanity for its own sake, for your sake, on the other hand, is something else entirely - it is something, like ‘pride’, that we are going to have to work together to rid you of once and for all. But as for your lack of bosom support - well, you only need one hand to hike up your pyjama bottoms, why not support your breasts with your other arm? That’s it, hook your free arm underneath them and take the weight - just imagine your arm is in a sling”. The doctor looked on triumphantly as her young protégé went through the motions of cradling her breasts beneath her baggy pyjama jacket with one arm while clutching at the loosely scrunched bundled waistbands of her pyjama trousers and plastic knickers with the other.

				“Ok! I think that will do us for now. I’m very happy with the progress we’ve made - I really think we have made a breakthrough today; well done! What a good girl! Now, off you go - let’s see you return to your room like a good girl and without any protest. Show me how well behaved a patient can be”

				Watching the shuffling figure toddle towards the ante-room that had for so long now effectively been her patient’s prison cell - one hand clutching a bundle of fabric over the erotic swell of her lower abdomen, the other uselessly attached to an arm now entirely and forever more dedicated to use as a makeshift brassiere - the woman psychiatrist could not resist a wry smile. Slamming shut the iron gate, its vertical array of case-hardened steel bars vibrating and adding their own peculiar ringing tone to that classic prison sound, the doctor gently closed the outer, sound-proofing, door, the heavy acoustic padding deadening the thud.

				Turning the key she flicked the switch that would start up the electronic white-noise generator feeding the speakers hidden within the walls of her patient’s secure little hutch, then, turning on her heel and briskly crossing the consultation room’s floor, she strode out into the corridor beyond, slamming the heavy white-painted solid iron security door behind her, pausing only to listen for the harsh grating metallic crunch of the locking bolt mechanism automatically sliding into position. One more day - one more victory! The cakes could wait for now.

			

		

	
		
			
				Dreamer, Dream A Dream

				Back in the isolated lonely world of the section psychiatrist’s euphemistically named ‘seclusion room’ young Lavinia Vitesse groaned in her sleep, twisting and turning fitfully, her limbs stretching and tugging at the bed restraints. This was called ‘dream deprivation’ - although not referred to in those terms officially. No, officially this was sleep research; an attempt to probe sleep disturbances and at the same time gain insight into her sweet young subject’s subconscious through analysis of her dreams. Whatever the definition, officially or not, it boiled down to the nurse sitting by her bedside and studiously watching the sleeping girl’s eyes for the first flickering of so-called ‘rapid eye movement’ that would indicate the onset of dreaming and waking her young charge by triggering a harsh and shrill buzzer paired with a mild electric shock.

				It was true much of this could have been automated - the technology was relatively simple. An EEG recorder coupled to a computer to analyse brainwave activity with the subject suitably restrained in her bed would have accomplished much the same thing. But that was not the doctor’s way; she wanted the girl to be aware of that cloying claustrophobic feeling that came with always being under close supervision and of having no possibility of privacy. Conversely, at the same time she wanted the girl kept in total isolation, locked away in her own little secluded world. Consequently whichever nurse she left in charge - and there were three working a rota shift - was under strict instructions not to talk to the patient or otherwise engage her.

				The Journal and a pen - the two chained together, and the whole chained to the bed rail - would be handed in silence to the bleary eyed girl, the nurse purposely avoiding eye contact. The patient, for her part, was to record, in sufficient detail as would satisfy the doctor, the dream she had been having when she had been awoken. She, too, knew better than to attempt to engage in conversation, despite the mental frustration of being so pointedly ignored. Only in her case it was not merely part of the task, it was through fear of the doctor’s wickedly-supple cane or the heavy leather strap she sometimes wielded across her bare behind. And she had been caned three times previously for attempting to converse with members of the staff without permission.

				The nurse present on each of these occasions had played her part perfectly - much to the further frustration of her charge - simply ignoring the girl’s pleas for someone to talk to her and instead just quietly exiting the room without comment, leaving the girl pathetically whining for someone to just pay her some attention. The plan of action then called for the patient - or test research subject, as she seemed to have suddenly reverted to for the time being - to be left alone to stew in her own juices for a while. That was the psychological aspect of the punishment.

				But there were always two parts to any punishment: Several hours of quiet, lonely tedium later and the doctor would appear, swishing her cane through the air or, more often, slapping that folded leather belt of hers against the black leather skirt that seemed a permanent part of her costume. Then without further ado and without a single word being spoken it would be pyjama bottoms and soft PVC pants down and pyjama jacket unceremoniously flipped up at the rear - and the hardest, most prolonged beating that she had ever experienced, bent over the tubular steel side-rail of the hospital bed, arms folded across the small of her back and cheek resting on the latex mattress.

				If she had thought of that first time as longest - and certainly the hardest - chastisement imaginable, she had been wrong. Each of the two subsequent occasions had seemed somehow to have been made still more stringent, to have been extended still longer and to have taken her still further down the path of self degradation - to the point at which she had been prepared to beg and plead and agree to anything for it to end. Except that she knew better now than to actually beg or plead. When the doctor ‘corrected’ this ‘patient’ of hers under such circumstances it was a deliberately silent affair on both sides, other than for the sound of the patient’s own crying - that much was allowable. Begging would only prolong the affair, any verbalisation or protestation being interpreted as talking - and talking being permanently disallowed, unless spoken to first.

				Once the ordeal was over the doctor would exit as briskly as she had arrived. Only now would she deem to speak to her patient or as much as acknowledge her, always addressing the girl in exactly the same words:

				“I am your doctor, you are my patient, and you are simply going to have to learn to do as you are told.”

				Seconds later a nurse would arrive to pull up her knickers and pyjama bottoms for her - she was no longer allowed to do it for herself. “A patient doesn’t dress or undress herself - a patient waits for her nurse to dress her” as the doctor was fond of saying. She was supposed to stand there with her hands hanging limply at her sides, or draped neatly in front of her with wrists crossed as if in wrist restraints, while a nurse fastened each one of those big fat rubbery buttons up the front of the shapeless pyjama jacket. She was a grown woman learning how to be a dependent child again. And it wasn’t easy despite what the doctor claimed, time and time again drumming it in to her that all she had to do was simply nothing at all. Being continually treated like an invalid was wearing her down; she would always reach for those buttons herself - and the nurse would turn her back, just walk away with no word of explanation. It was why she hadn’t had a change of pyjamas, why she hadn’t had a wash, why she, quite frankly, smelled, for want of a better word. She hated wearing the grubby sweat-laden flannelette next to her skin, but then again; she had no intention of going naked either.

				Besides, the doctor would never stand for her going without her pyjamas - it would earn her another thrashing. It had taken three hard thrashings to get her into the things in the first place - and to get her through the door of this terrible room she was kept locked up in.

				The restraints that were fitted to the bed and the combined seat and desk had terrified her, even though she had learned to sleep in restraints in the ‘school room’ and even in a straitjacket on occasion - all innovations that had been introduced by the new ‘dormitory mistress’, as the woman had been officially termed. Her shocked squawked outburst of “what are you going to do to me?” when she had first set eyes on her new home had been met with a raised eye and a simple, calm, yet enigmatic “I don’t intend to do anything at all to you, my dear - I am just here to help you adjust - this room will do the rest. I expect you, yourself, to do all that is necessary to bring about the changes I expect to see.

				The doctor had then gone on to explain, rather obliquely: “I shall be here for you when the time comes - but it will be up to you to ask for help - and to tell me how to help you. That’s not to say that the hospital’s usual high standard of discipline won’t be maintained, quite the contrary. You will wear those pyjamas at all times, day and night, you will do exactly as you are told and there will be absolutely no talking without permission or unless I address you.”

				Bzzzzz - She’d barely heard the buzzer nor even felt the stinging electric jolt in her urethra, though the resulting reflex contraction of her bladder was making itself felt. Somewhere in her subconscious she was dimly aware of a warm trickling sensation along her inner thigh as a meagre thin stream oozed from the tip of the electrically conductive catheter that was taped up against her leg. Even in the, now interrupted, dream state she had been in there had been no escape from the confinement of the institution; a kindly-smiling, understanding nurse, having taken her by the hand and guided her into the doctor’s consultation room, had just that moment seated her on the commode and...

				“Wake up, dear - you’ve been dreaming again.” She was being gently but insistently shaken by the shoulders, simultaneously becoming aware that already the back of the bed was being raised and she was being helped up into a seated position. Blearily she opened her eyes; the white plastic bound book with its attached chained biro was already waiting open in her lap and the pen was being pressed between her fingers. Had she dreamt the nurse’s words? She knew she must have done - the nurses weren’t allowed to speak to her, she knew that. But it had felt so good to hear another human voice, a voice that was other than the doctor’s - how could she be sure?

				Without glancing at her patient, looking down only at the book, the nurse tapped the page meaningfully with her long index finger. Shakily - and for the umpteenth time that sleep-period - the girl began to write. Then - tossing down the pen and pushing away the journal - she began to weep hysterically, her shoulders shuddering up and down. The shapeless pyjama jacket moved with her, her breasts - now notably more pendulous than they had once been - swinging loose beneath the draping, sweat-stained fabric and the jacket’s column of heavy, ugly off-white rubber buttons jiggling around like bugs attracted to something rather less than savoury.

				The words poured out of her mouth in an uncontrolled flood of emotion, her gasping sobs punctuating her speech like transient eddies thrown off by rocks in a stream, the enunciation hesitant and drowsily-slurred like the ramblings of a long-term drunk: “Please, please let me sleep, please, please talk to me, please someone just talk to me - just once, please someone, anyone pay me some attention.”

				No sooner had the outburst cleared her lips than a cold dread ripped through her soul. She knew well the ramifications of what she had just done: Reinvigorated by the dregs of yet another enforced emptying of her bladder, several thin swollen tram-lines, etched deep into the peach-soft flesh across the full width of both bottom cheeks, throbbed in time with the pounding of her heart as a reminder of her last indiscretion.

				Through a blurred veil of tears she saw the blank white A4 pages of the ‘dream analysis record’ pushed back on her lap and a finger forcefully tap the page. Simultaneously she felt the soft-grip plastic biro thrust between her fingers. As if given a second chance, she resumed scribbling down her thoughts, part recollection, part distorted perception, disconcertingly finding herself smiling as she did so.

				Somehow she struggled her way through a page of spidery drunken script, having been shaken awake more than once when her eyes had fluttered shut and the pen had dropped from her fingers. Her task completed, she pushed the journal away once again, closing her eyes and fully expecting to be allowed back into a prone position and the sweet caress of sleep... sleeeeep... It was not to be.

				“Come along, dear - up we get.” It was the doctor’s voice.

				“Wha...wha...what?” The girl’s mind was a fog of confusion, her vision blurred - the lids she had somehow forced open, her willpower bolstered by the unspoken threat of punishment. The nurse was nowhere to be seen, her white uniform dress and starched apron replaced by the unmistakable glossy black of the doctor’s tailored leather skirt, the silky tan sheen of her stockings and the starlight-sparkling mother-of-pearl buttons fastening her customary fitted white silk-satin blouse.

				“It’s time to get up. You’ve had your afternoon nap - it’s time for your next psychoanalysis and psychological evaluation session. We need to have another chat about your sexuality - do you remember? Your sexual orientation, we prefer to call it. All this nonsense you spout about boyfriends and marriage? Then, if you’re a good girl, cooperate, answer all my questions without any of that silly self-delusion and concealment and do well in your session - well, after you have had your meal you can have another nice little nap. Won’t that be nice? Remember: It’s all up to you - and I always wheedle it out of you anyway, in the end. I am a psychiatrist after all, you know.” An arm wrapped in motherly support around her patient’s hunched weary shoulders she led the stumbling girl out in to the glare of her office, the lighting having been intentionally turned up beforehand.

				Floppy-headed the girl looked back over her shoulder at the chamber she was now obliged to call home, her eyes reflecting the window nestling behind its field of bars high up, beneath the ceiling - it was a gesture of desperation rather than defiance; a gesture that did not go unnoticed by the ever-observant woman psychiatrist. The girl was looking for something, something to distract herself by. There was leverage there, leverage she could put to good effect...

			

		

	
		
			
				Trust, Psychology & Degradation

				Lavinia had trusted Dr Ecclestone - always had in fact - right from day one. From the earliest days, from well before she had arrived at the clinic, Lavinia had learnt to trust the woman and strangely, despite the way she had been treated, despite the imprisonment that her conscious mind refused to deal with, that she lived in denial of, despite all of that, perhaps even because of it, she trusted the woman still. If anything that trust now ran deeper, it was as if she had no choice other than to trust her. There was an element of dependency to it that would have been self-evident to any trained psychologist, let alone to a brilliant mind such as Dr Ecclestone, a level of dependency that in a more conventional context of psychologist and patient relationship would be deemed most unhealthy.

				Dr Ecclestone had been her psychologist for around a year prior to her being persuaded to volunteer as a clinical trial subject and it would be true to say that she had played the pivotal role in that persuasion. It had been Dr Ecclestone that had brought the clinic and her role as clinical director to the attention of Lavinia’s guardian. Dr Ecclestone in her turn had initially been recommended through an acquaintance of her guardian’s, a certain Ms Julia Soames.

				Not that the girl herself had ever really been that conscious of her problems. True she had sometimes felt uncomfortable in large crowds or in wide-open spaces, but she had had no real concept of just how debilitating those rather minor symptoms were gradually becoming. Had her guardian been the one to notice, had her guardian been the one to have drawn her attention to it, she would probably have ignored her. She would probably have just considered the whole notion ridiculous, just another way of the silly cow getting at her, putting her down. The woman she had come to think of as ‘aunty’, on the other hand, had a way with her, just something about the way she spoke, the way she carried herself; she was one of her guardian’s best friends and yet Lavinia just knew from the outset she could be trusted. If that woman had been the one to bring her problems to her attention then it had been Dr Ecclestone who had clarified them for her.

				With Dr Ecclestone’s help she had begun to recognise for the first time both her problems and her limitations. She had begun to face up to them and, more importantly, to admit to herself that she actually needed help. It had been Dr Ecclestone that had been her support, her crutch.

				It had been Dr Ecclestone that she had visited week after week; then it had become twice a week, then three times a week as her condition had deteriorated.

				Finally it had been Dr Ecclestone whose house-calls had been so crucial once Lavinia’s agoraphobia had really taken hold, had become so crippling that she no longer had the confidence to go out alone.

				That Lavinia had never got on with her guardian was perhaps an understatement and despite her ‘aunt’s’ somewhat overbearing and overprotective nature the woman’s offer to have her to stay with her, so as to be closer to Dr Ecclestone’s office, had seemed attractive, even perhaps promising some semblance of independence at long last.

				She had felt safe in the woman’s home - perhaps too safe, considering this had been the period of her most rapid deterioration. The woman, her aunt as she thought of her, had shown incredible patience with her, even when she would dare venture alone only as far as the secluded and minutely intimate cottage rose garden. She had spared no expense where Lavinia’s comfort was concerned, in the very first week of her moving in buying her a small television set and video player so that she might watch the therapeutic tapes, that Dr Ecclestone so thoughtfully provided, in the comfort and safety of her own little bedroom. Later on she had even gone as far as to purchase a specially made and quite expensive headboard for Lavinia’s bed, this having built-in speakers making it so much easier for her to listen to her relaxation tapes when in bed at night.

				For her part, Dr Ecclestone’s support had been nothing short of wondrous. Throughout this period, right up to the time that she had taken Lavinia to the clinic, Dr Ecclestone had paid a house call every evening without fail. How she had looked forward to those visits, lying back on her flounced and flowery little bed in her cosy little bedroom, her head resting on the doctor’s lap and turned to the side so as face the doctor’s little metronome squatting in the centre of the bedside table.

				This latter device the doctor had initially brought with her at each visit, but as time had passed by and it became clear that her patient’s progress was not going to be quite as rapid as she had hoped, it was decided that it should reside permanently on the little bedside table so as to allow the girl more frequent access to it. The idea had been that the girl be trained to use the metronome in conjunction with her relaxation recordings herself. Until that time Lavinia’s ‘aunty’ was to act as the doctor’s proxy, having been instructed in its use in conjunction with the audio player that the doctor had provided.

				A routine had soon developed; an hour-long relaxation session with the doctor and her metronome in the evening, an hour-long session with Julia every morning upon waking, Julia ever so gently shaking her awake, the metronome already swinging its sleepy rhythm to and fro, to and fro, the doctor’s wonderful soothing voice gently wafting back and forth between the speakers mounted either side of the headboard, Julia’s fingers rhythmically stroking her forehead in time with the metronome. Then in the afternoon, after lunch, she would have a nap, although Julia always saw to it that she watched her therapy video first.

				The television sat on a second small table, the twin of her bedside table and placed immediately adjacent to the latter in such a way that, when reclining on her side in bed with her head resting on her pillow, she should be facing the screen positioned on the far side of her bedside table directly behind the doctor’s special little metronome, with its twinkling bejewelled and faceted rainbow-spanning pendulum.

				Lavinia would have been just as happy to have had her nap lying fully clothed on top of the covers; she could never understand why she had to get fully changed for bed, as if at night, just to watch a video and perhaps have a half-hour nap. It was just another of Julia’s little rules, part of her routine - Lavinia would go up to her room first, her nightdress would be neatly laid out for her on the bed. The television having already been switched on and the video machine having yet to be started, the screen would be flickering with a random grey and white patterning of noise and the metronome would already be adding its soothing rhythm to the gentle hiss emitting from the speakers embedded in the bed’ s headboard.

				She would undress, neatly hanging her things in her wardrobe as she went, then change into the floor length, pink, heavy satin nightgown that Julia had bought her, with its seemingly endless acres of excess fabric and its boundless rows of flounces and frills, before snuggling comfortably down on her side, with knees pulled up comfortingly, under the satin-soft pink cover with its innocent embroidered wide-eyed bunnies. Her head would sink into the soft flamingo-pink satin covered pillows, she would gather the covers around her neck or place her hands under her pillows; the metronome swinging to and fro in front of the flickering television screen would be arcing backwards and forwards, forwards and backwards, through all the flickering colours of the rainbow, its jewelled pendant illuminated by the screen beyond, the strobe-like flickering light infinitely enhancing its compelling mesmeric effect.

				Julia would quietly enter at this point and carefully take her seat, perching on the edge of the bed, careful not to break the girl’s line of sight. Generally she would glance down, observing the moving star-sparkles of colour as they would glide flickering about and across the girl’s pretty features. Often she would smile to herself at the sight of the girl’s saucer-wide Violet eyes with their Bambi-esque trusting innocence, glazed over and expressionless, like two huge circular stained-glass windows, neither awake nor asleep but rather trapped, devoid of all thought, somewhere between those two worlds. Softly she would begin to recite the formula, always the same, exactly the same, cognisant that it had to be so, that routine was an indispensable tool in the girl’s conditioning.

				“That’s a good girl, you’re such a good, good girl, you’re so, so relaxed, already, so, so relaxed. Notice how quickly you begun to feel relaxed this time, so, so relaxed, so, so much more quickly this time, so, so much more relaxed. Do you notice how every time now it is easier to relax, to become so, so relaxed? Every time now it happens so, so, much more quickly, you become relaxed so, so, much more quickly. This is what you want, how you want to be; you want to be so, so relaxed. This is the only way you can ever, ever, feel really relaxed, truly relaxed, you want so much for it to happen more and more quickly, and it is you know, it is happening to you more and more quickly just as you want it to. Every time you will relax and give in more and more quickly, more and more completely.”

				The script was quite extensive and had to be followed accurately and precisely word for word or nearly so - some flexibility was both necessary and desirable. Of course it would’ve been possible for Dr Ecclestone to have provided the script pre-recorded on tape, as was used for the girl’s morning session, however there were advantages to having the girl get used to more than one therapist’s voice. And there were advantages to be had, too, in using a live reading. With the knowledge that had been imparted by the doctor, Julia Soames was more than able to tailor the script on the fly, if need be, so as to adapt to any unusual responses from the girl - some flexibility had been deliberately built-in to the routine for this very contingency. Julia had relished her involvement from the start, of course, and would never be one to shirk her responsibility.

				The script went on:

				“I want you to think about how you feel when you hear the tick-tock, tick-tock of the metronome; it’s your metronome, your friend, you start to feel warm and relaxed, you want to gaze at it, you want to see all those lovely colours, the soothing relaxing swinging, to and fro, to and fro. You feel your eyes drawn towards it as if it was a magnet, an utterly irresistible magnet; you couldn’t look away even if you wanted to. But you don’t want to look away, if you were to look away, even for an instant that wonderful relaxation would leave you. You mustn’t try to look away; that would be naughty and disobedient and you don’t ever want to be a naughty girl. Naughty, disobedient little girls are punished, they feel frightened and panicky. Naughty little girls never feel relaxed and you so want to feel relaxed, you so want to be a good, obedient little girl for your aunty - don’t you, little Lavinia?.”

				“Yes aunty.” Would come the girl’s dozy, murmured reply; that wonderfully charming little hint of a lisp, which under Julia’s guidance had begun creeping into the girl’s voice by this point in time, would never fail to bring a smile to the woman’s lips.

				“Now, I want you to think about how you feel as you put on your nightdress, your lovely, lovely warm nightdress. As the fabric slips over your body so the soothing relaxation slides over your skin, it reminds you to always look at the lovely colours, it reminds you of just how heavy and tired your body feels, how much you want to slip under the covers and just lie there and watch the colours softly swinging back and forth, to and fro, back and forth. You mustn’t look away you know, that would not be being a good girl and you know how much you want to be a good girl because good girls feel relaxed and you so desperately need to feel relaxed.

				Even as you get into bed, you mustn’t think about anything else other then how much you want, you need to, watch those lovely gentle colours, watch your metronome as it swings softly, to and fro, back and forth, to and fro. You don’t need to think to get into bed do you? Your lovely soft, cosy nightdress will think for you, your nightdress is so soft, so, so feminine, so lovely, as gentle and as feminine as a good girl should be, as the good girl you so want to become.

				You want to be a good girl that never asks questions - and a good girl, as you want to be so, so much, is always feeling relaxed because she doesn’t ask questions, she doesn’t have to, a good girl does as she is told and you want so, so much to be a good girl.

				A good girl needs to put on her beautiful feminine nightdress when she sees it, a good girl knows how relaxed she will feel in her beautiful nightdress, the heavy soft fabric soothing and relaxing, heavy fabric, such soft heavy fabric that your body itself becomes as soft and heavy and relaxed as your nightdress.

				Once dressed in your nightdress you will know you must not try to look away from your metronome, your nightdress will tell you so as it rustles; you must listen to your nightdress, it will guide you down, down, under those soft heavy covers until there is no need to think about anything except the soft heaviness of your nightdress and the beautiful swinging colours glinting off of your metronome like a thousand heavenly stars”

				The girl would be quite deeply in the thrall of the flickering screen and the incessantly rocking metronome by this point, yet still Julia Soames’ would continue with her soothing lullaby rendition of the doctor’s prescribed script.

				“Every time you will feel more relaxed, every time you hear your metronome you will find yourself gazing at it more and more quickly and every time you will give in to it more and more quickly and so you will relax, more and more quickly. I want you to imagine yourself pulling on your nightdress; you are feeling warmer and more and more comfortable as you pull on your beautiful nightdress. Now that you are in your nightdress you feel heavy and tired, you are desperate to be under your soft, heavy covers, to lie in your heavenly soft, downy bed. But you do not want to close your eyes, not yet. You are looking forward to the lovely pictures you are going to watch, looking forward to learning how to relax more and more completely.

				The pretty pictures you’re going to watch will help you, the pretty pictures are going to help you get over all of your silly little problems - and you do want so much to get well again. By being a good girl and listening to what I have to say; by being a good girl and watching the pretty little pictures that I tell you to; by being a good girl and believing what you are being told, you will be getting better, becoming more and more like a good girl, a good little girl who only ever does what she has been told to.

				These lovely little pictures were made especially for you by Dr Ecclestone, you trust Dr Ecclestone so, so much. You trust Dr Ecclestone just as you trust me, you trust us both more and more each and every day. You know that only by trusting us both more and more each day can you become the good girl that you want so much to become, so, so much. Only if you accept everything we tell you can you become a good girl - you know we would never lie to you. You trust us both so, so completely that if you did not believe in us, did not trust us to help you, did not believe what we tell you, then it would mean that you are questioning us, it would mean you were being a very, very naughty girl and then you would not feel relaxed at all.

				You find that thought terrifying, don’t you? A good, good girl, a good girl as you would like to become so, so much, would never ask questions, a good, good girl, as you would like to become, would always believe whatever she is told and would always, always, do exactly whatever she is told to do. You will trust the pictures you are about to see, they’re going to help you become a good, good girl.

				They are going to help you relax when you feel that awful feeling of panic that you have when there is a crowd surging around you, the dizziness you feel when those awful wide, wide open spaces are swallowing you up. The pictures will help you to relax when you can’t quite decide what to wear and all those colours, all those different styles hanging in your wardrobe, are whirling around your head just like the surging crowds in the streets and the spiders in the bushes - remember how you feel when you are surrounded by swirling, surging, scurrying crowds, when that awful, dreadful panic comes. The pictures will help you.

				We are helping you through this, the doctor and I - and the pictures you are about to watch were made by Dr Ecclestone who you trust and love so much. You will love and trust the pictures that you are about to watch, they are going to help you. I want you to remember what you are going to be shown, remember how much it is helping you. You are going to watch the pictures and remember how much they are helping you to feel relaxed, as relaxed and as safe as you feel when you are here, alone, in your little room, all cocooned, warm, safe and sound.”

				A gentle press on the remote-control would follow; at first there would be just the hint of something far, far behind the flickering white raster, just on the edge of perception, then slowly, ever so slowly a constantly shifting pattern would become apparent until finally the screen, and the room beyond, was flooded with a vividly coloured herringbone-patterned light display. In the darkened room - the afternoon sun having been banished behind the thickly-lined blackout curtains - the whole thing was jaw-droopingly hypnotic, so much so that even Julia found it impossible to look at the screen for more than a few seconds without finding that she had been sitting for some time slack-jawed and glassy eyed.

				Julia would generally concentrate on the girl at this stage, observing her reaction, prepared to intercede and guide her if necessary. For the girl of course there was no such decision to be made, she had by this time been subject to months of preparation by Dr Ecclestone and could be simply led sequentially from trigger phrase to trigger phrase.

				From the headboard speakers the doctors soft monotone voice would now take over where Julia had left off, extending and deepening still further the girl’s trance and reiterating some of the points covered in Julia’s script: that Lavinia would respond faster and faster each time; that she would surrender to a greater and greater extent and that her trust in her carers would grow from day-to-day.

				The doctor’s script went further of course; Lavinia could trust no one else, no one else could help her, how could she even trust her own judgment if she had not been able to recognise her own weaknesses and limitations ? Expanding on her theme the doctor would go on to explain how it was only her carers that understood Lavinia’s problems - her deep-seated phobias - and how only her carers could help her. Then she would expand her theme, describing in detail the problems that the girl was experiencing, explaining all about agoraphobia, how it would get worse and how, indeed, it was continuing to worsen despite all the help and support she was receiving.

				This was very much the bread and butter of the doctor’s therapeutic approach, the detail varied depending on the accompanying video but there would generally be a section berating the girl for not doing enough to help herself and describing how both Julia and the doctor were disappointed in her, disappointed that her condition was continuing to deteriorate despite the love and care they lavished on her. Here the doctor would explain yet again the manner in which Lavinia’s condition was deteriorating and how that manifested in the problems she was experiencing. She hadn’t been a good girl, which was why her condition was getting worse. It was the reason why her carers were so disappointed with her. She had not been listening to everything that they had been telling her, she had not been remembering everything that she had been taught on her videos, she had not been doing exactly everything that she had been told to do, nothing more, nothing less.

				Encouragement would be offered; She would improve, but if only she were a good girl, she needed to be a good girl, she wanted to be a good girl, It worried her when her carers where disappointed with her and stopped her being able to relax and she so desperately needed to relax. If she could please her carers, then she would feel relaxed. She could please her carers but she would need to show that she wanted to please her carers; she needed to be eager to please, to look for the smile that would tell her that she was pleasing them.

				“You know how much you want to be a good girl because good girls get well again. If good girls do as they are told and are eager to please then they feel relaxed, if they feel relaxed then they are getting better.”

				The doctor’s recording would then go on with some supportive words of advice to aid her: Lavinia had to try harder to remember everything she was being told, to learn everything she was being taught on her videos. She was to avoid the type of situations that she knew would cause her stress and anxiety. If she wanted to stay in her room, then that was a good thing; she would feel safe warm and protected in her room. If she felt anxious about having to make her mind up, about making choices, then she could let others guide her along the way. Most of all she needed to accept that her carers knew what was best for her and that it was always easier to do as she was told rather than to worry over silly decisions.

				The video film would then begin, slowly dissolving into view through the ever shifting herringbone pattern until only the film images could be seen. Tranquil fields of waving corn and soft soothing music, from time to time the image would be momentarily interrupted by a seething mass of spiderlings or of a single hugely-magnified image of a particularly hairy and unpleasant arachnid. This latter occurrence would be accompanied by a harsh discordant sound and the doctor’s voice sharply annunciating the word ‘PANICK’. Then the tranquil imagery of the field and the soothing music would return, but now with the addition of the doctors voice calmly and gently murmuring on about the number of spiders to be expected in each square meter, the total number there would be in such a field. There then would follow more images of fields and other open spaces, more soothing music and then... ’PANICK!’ And more fleeting sinister images of loathsome spiders, earwigs and centipedes would go scampering across the screen.

				After a few such events - by which time Lavinia would more often than not be displaying considerable agitation - the whole video presentation would change direction. While still retaining the backing of soothing music, a view of her room would appear alternating with a picture that Julia had taken of the girl herself in that long flounced pink satin nightdress that she had initially hated so much. The doctor’s voice would begin then to ramble on soothingly about how safe Lavinia was, how warm and comfortable she felt.

				There would be further reiterated suggestions as to how she felt whenever she saw her nightdress, how she would want to get ready for her bed, slip under her covers, let the nightdress lead her, think for her, control her, how she would want to gaze at her lovely metronome and drift deeper and deeper and deeper...

				The girl would be calmed by this time, and Julia Soames, watching, would see the agitation magically melting away to be replaced by a blissful angelically serene expression.

				To Julia Soames the doctor’s emphasis on the girl’s nightdress had at first seemed bizarre in many ways. While she understood about the use of post hypnotic triggers and the rationale of the unusual and hyper-feminine design and how it helped fix the nightdress as a trigger in the girl’s mind, the instructions about “letting the nightdress think for her and control her” seemed very odd. That the doctor knew what she was doing was undeniable though. Time was, when Julia Soames had first taken on the role of the doctor’s proxy, Lavinia would occasionally display reluctance to undergo her therapy sessions, particularly those afternoon-nap video sessions.

				The imposition of the nightdress routine had introduced yet another layer in the girl’s hierarchy of post hypnotic triggers. Once introduced, the only evidence of reluctance or resistance that the girl’s aunt had then experienced from Lavinia had been occasionally a stirring at the point at which the video machine had been started yet the herringbone pattern on the television screen had yet to fully seize the girl’s attention. Occasionally Lavinia would blink at that point and show signs of trying to look away.

				This was always going to be the delicate critical stage - the psychotherapist had told the girl’s aunt - the stage at which it became necessary for Lavinia’s attention to be switched from the metronome to the screen behind it. Once Lavinia’s attention was held by the metronome there was nothing the girl could do that hadn’t been circumvented in advance by means of post hypnotic suggestions and triggers. Similarly once the girl’s attention was held by the shifting screen patterning she was quite helpless.

				It was during the interim period between these two stages, while the girl’s attention was shifting, that the little reluctance she still retained had on occasion surfaced. This latter contingency had been easily dealt with by the simple expedient of the girl’s aunt adopting a suitably authoritative tone and simply telling her pretty niece in no uncertain terms to do as she was told and to watch the screen. On the couple of occasions upon which her niece had seemed particularly rebellious Julia had gently reached across and physically guided the girl’s head back down onto her pillow - leading Lavinia to face the screen - and then simply repeated the command.

				On one particularly difficult day, albeit very early on in the new regime, she had had to take over from the recorded narrative in its entirety, guiding the girl’s head back into position even as the girl had been blinking and quite obviously attempting to break her gaze away from the screen. The girl had become distressed and clearly had been subconsciously rejecting the messages and training contained within the film. Julia had had to repeat the script from scratch, drawing the girl’s attention back to the metronome using the trigger phrases about her nightdress, about her being a good girl. Only then when she was thoroughly convinced the girl was back under her control had she restarted the video, holding the girl’s attention on the metronome until the vivid pattern lit up the room then guiding her niece’s attention to it with a series of ad lib suggestions that had given her good reason for pride.

				This had not been by any means the only time she had brought to bear her own individual influence on proceedings. Based on what she knew of the girl’s treatment history, the details she had gleaned from Dr Ecclestone and her own knowledge of psychology she had already taken to wearing her old hospital sister’s uniform when dealing with Lavinia. The first time had been under circumstances of no particular significance, it had merely been an experiment, to judge the girl’s reaction, estimate the magnitude of psychological advantage, if any it might provide.

				Apparently the girl had never really been comfortable with undergoing hypnotherapy, even when she had used to visit Dr Ecclestone’s office. Possibly she had harboured preconceived ideas based on evil Hollywood style hypnotists, Svengali stories or having seen stage hypnotist shows. Possibly she had had concerns about the thought of giving up control or even that consenting to hypnotherapy was tantamount to admitting to having mental illness. Whatever the reason Dr Ecclestone had with great patience been able to circumvent all of the girl’s reservations eventually.

				Although initially Lavinia had apparently been a particularly challenging and difficult subject, over time doctor Anne Ecclestone had cleverly succeeded in converting her into one of the easiest hypnotic subjects on her casebook. By the time Julia had got personally involved in the therapeutic regimen, doctor Ecclestone had succeeded in implanting several layers of post hypnotic triggers in Lavinia based on a sophisticated hierarchy of keywords, phrases and entrainment to certain objects that rendered the girl’s mind as malleable as putty in her hands. In particular the doctor had, as she put it, “thoroughly trained Lavinia to the metronome”, by which, it turned out, she meant to the extent that the latter mechanism’s sound alone was enough to draw the girl’s attention to it - and once occupying her field of vision, the girl was rendered totally unable to then look away.

				During Lavinia’s visits to the doctor’s office this formed part of a sequential hierarchy of triggers that would be brought in to play at the very first moment she was greeted by Dr Ecclestone’s receptionist nurse at the door. The sight of the nurse’s uniform itself had been implanted in her as a trigger: The mere sight of the blue uniform dress would encourage her to relax and she would begin to feel warm, heavy and tired.

				In fact, Dr Ecclestone had always arranged her schedule in such a way as to ensure both that Lavinia would be her last patient of the day and that she would be kept waiting for a good ten to fifteen minutes. With her nurse’s collusion she would arrange for the girl to occupy a seat placed directly in front of the reception desk upon which, squatting at the very front, sat a small carriage clock wherein a circular gold plinth supporting two small gold bollards that acted as counterweights, oscillated back and forth around a central spindle. This was the next layer in the hierarchy, the sound and timing of the tick, the rhythm of the oscillating pendulum matching exactly that of the metronome she used. In actual fact the doctor had modified the metronome to match the characteristics of the clock in terms of its cadence.

				To the outside observer Lavinia’s behaviour - not to mention her mode of dress - would probably have seemed a little odd but given the context would hardly have been noteworthy other than perhaps being symptomatic of some sort of obsessive-compulsive disorder. From the time she was greeted at the door Lavinia’s eyes would follow the nurse as if her pupils were tied to the nurse’s elastic crepe belt by some unexplainable force or invisible thread. Upon being proffered a seat and having passed across to the nurse for safekeeping the cape that she had worn, at least on those last few visits, Lavinia would sit, looking perfectly relaxed if somewhat drowsy, arms slumped heavily on the armrests and knees coyly pressed together, watching the nurse bustle about her duties, never once taking her eyes off the woman.

				The doctor had the girl totally fixated on the nurse’s uniform; it wouldn’t have mattered one iota had there been a change in personnel, it was the blue uniform that mattered. The nurse for her part would deliberately find tasks to undertake at alternate sides of the room, forcing the girl to turn her head this way and that to keep the nurse in view. The rationale behind this was sophisticated but involved the girl herself becoming aware at some level of what she was doing, or rather what she felt compelled to do, and acted in an indirect way to reinforce the trigger.

				At some point the nurse would find some excuse to stand behind or alongside her desk, thereby drawing the girl’s attention from her uniform to the clock standing on her desk, and without fail would casually engage Lavinia in some form of benign if tedious conversation; just everyday mundane chatter but sweetly and softly spoken. If anyone had been in a position to have overheard the only point of remark might have been the nurse’s habit of repeating herself from time to time in certain phrases: “... You’re looking very tired today” and “ you look as if you’re about to drop off to sleep” or “you look as if you can hardly keep your eyes open - well it is quite warm in here it can make you feel ever so dozy, ever so woolly headed”.

				The nurse would keep this banal chatter up until the doctor was ready. Variations on the phrases would appear from time to time and with one eye on the clock and with the appointment time approaching the authoritative young nurse’s voice would gradually adopt a soft droning monotone, seamlessly and expertly.

				By the time the doctor came for her Lavinia would be sitting, eyes closed and gently dozing. The doctor would simply with the aid of her nurse to lead the girl, eyes still closed, into her office and down to sink into the large soft reclining chair that she used for hypnotherapy sessions. The metronome, as it had been at Julia’s home, would already have been set running, but the one in the doctor’s office had differed in having its jewelled pendulum illuminated from both sides by a pair of small strobe lamps.

				With the office light turned off and the nurse standing behind the chair, gently and rhythmically stroking the back of Lavinia’s neck in time with the metronome, it would be time for the next level in the hierarchy. The doctor would then simply tell Lavinia to close her eyes, listen to the ticking and imagine how the metronome would look if her eyes were still open. A series of gentle suggestions would follow and then the doctor would tell Lavinia to again open her eyes.

				By the time of these last few visits Lavinia had displayed no reluctance or resistance whatsoever, any reservations she might still have held counted for little. A shift of her gaze to the left or to the right would only result in meeting a flashing strobe and a rapid refocusing on the metronome’s pendulum. Occasionally on some earlier visits she had had to be sternly told to be a “good girl” - another trigger phrase, another layer of control - and to “do as you are told and watch the metronome” Such admonishments were the nurse’s duty - an occasional light finger-slap to the girl’s cheek in addition to the verbal chastisement was usually adequate.

				Back home in her bedroom, safely tucked up in bed in her aunt’s house, the film would move on again, sometimes fields as before, sometimes bustling crowds on city streets, the latter accompanied by a narration wherein the crowds were compared descriptively with massed scurrying spiders and interrupted with the seething image of the massed spiderlings or a close up of a mass of large spiders in a box, accompanied of course with the usual sharp exclamation and discordant noise.

				Round and round it would go, over and over again the girl would slowly become more and more agitated only to be calmed and soothed once more in the company of her familiar room and nightdress.

				Towards the last few weeks at Julia’s, when more and more Lavinia had tended to want to stay in her room, her therapeutic videos accounted for practically all of her television viewing. There being no aerial socket in the room the television in the girl’s bedroom could only be used in that manner and even then there were strict rules governing its use, laid down by Dr Ecclestone and enforced by Julia. The girl was allowed to watch it once a day for one hour, the running time of the videos, and always in Julia’s presence and under Julia’s instruction. She most definitely was not allowed to touch either the television or video machine, which point had been most forcefully made when Julia had happened upon her attempting to tune into the local television channel.

				There had been a program that Lavinia had regularly particularly enjoyed viewing and had apparently been missing. Julia knew her anger had really shocked the girl, after all, as Lavinia had seen it, what could be more natural than for a teenage girl to settle back in her bedroom and turn on the television; hardly a heinous crime? To the teenager it undoubtedly had all seemed just so out of proportion; but it had been the shock value that had been all important. The girl had argued back of course, but nevertheless the threat of the withdrawal of her support, of having to move out, quickly moved Lavinia to acquiesce with the rule. It was her house after all, Julia Soames’ own home. It was her television not Lavinia’s, and the girl had had to learn to live by her rules.

				As for Lavinia: It was not as if she had been completely unaware of her aunt’s rather forceful and dictatorial personality, even before she had moved in with her. Indeed there had been times when, through Julia’s organisational skills, events had occurred so rapidly and with such an air of fait accompli that she had felt that she had never really had any choice in the matter. From the day that she had been introduced to Julia Soames as in actuality her aunt on her late mother’s side, Julia had just seemed to take control of her.

				It hadn’t been long before she had been spending weekends at the woman’s country cottage. Then she had been introduced to Dr Ecclestone, taken on as her patient and then - almost before she knew it - she had found herself moving in permanently with this commanding and overbearing Ms Julia Soames and for some reason giving up on her plans to sit her final exams.

				The incident with the television had not been the first time that there had been some friction between them nor had it been the first time Lavinia had found herself bending to her aunt’s rules. Julia had at one time worked as a hospital sister and had retained the bearing of someone steeped in discipline and who would clearly not countenance argument, dissent or defiance. Through her bearing and force of personality alone the woman had had a deep affect on Lavinia from the outset. Lavinia had come, over time, to accept and respect the importance the woman placed on routine and even to accept her tendency to be overly protective, understanding the latter’s propensity to be stiflingly overbearing as a genuine concern for her well-being. Under this influence the teenager had gradually come to accept even the woman’s somewhat old-fashioned and rather odd views she held about that which she liked to vaguely refer to as her ‘standards’.

				Ironically, considering Julia’s oft stated concerns for Lavinia’s well-being, it had been in capitulating to the woman’s quaint notion of ‘standards’ that the girl had finally had to cease her visits to Dr Ecclestone’s office - surely a retrograde step for a young girl for whom, at the time, such visits had come to constitute, with the possible exception of ‘taking the air’ in Julia’s garden, her only forays outdoors. That this had placed her even more firmly under her aunt’s control could not possibly have been overlooked by her psychologist, but in general Dr Ecclestone had seemed in agreement with Julia Soames’ approach.

				Lavinia could be rather indecisive at times and particularly - as with many teenage girls - when working through her wardrobe. Unlike most teenage girls, however, with her it had been gradually developing into another of her little problems. She had begun to sometimes find herself staring at the bewildering kaleidoscope of form, fashion, colour and style with a rising panic not unlike that which she had previously only experienced when in a stressful situation, such as the time she had collapsed in a dead faint in the centre of a crowded marketplace.

				As always the solution had been clear to Aunt Julia. Initially she had put Lavinia up in the main guest room, but this had never been more than a stopgap in any case, she had always known that eventually she would require the room as an office and studio. This left only her psychotherapist friend, Dr Anne Ecclestone’s niece’s old room, from when Anne Ecclestone had been the owner of this house. It was a rather small room, little more than a box room really, somewhat flouncy, chintzy and childish in an old-fashioned kind of way.

				Dr Ecclestone’s elder sister’s family had emigrated many years previously and had apparently left the good doctor the responsibility of putting their eldest daughter through college under some arrangement or other. Somehow neither Anne Ecclestone nor Julia Soames herself, since taking over the house from her, had seemed to have gotten around to clearing the room out.

				There was a perfectly adequate bed, a bedside cabinet, some bookshelves containing some rather dusty and strangely childish girl’s annuals from the early 1960s, testament to the room’s time capsule status, and a small single-door wardrobe adorned with faded stickers of butterflies, elves, pixies and fairies. It had taken a full day’s cleaning and dusting but otherwise little else had needed to be done, the furnishings had been protected by dust sheets for the most part and upon their removal the room had taken on a bright cheery welcoming aspect albeit coloured by a vaguely time-warped femininity.

				There was a tiny wardrobe, but one quite inadequate to contain more than a small fraction of the outfits that Lavinia had brought with her when she had arrived. Compounding that inadequacy had been the discovery that the majority of its volume had already been taken up. Julia could have cleared it out of course, made space for a least some of Lavinia’s things - and even Julia had had to admit to herself that the landscape spread out before her beyond that door had initially not looked promising - but then she had looked further.

				Much of the wardrobe’s interior had been dominated by a drab overall theme of bottle green and grey. Various items of outerwear hung in zipped polythene bags from a central runner and to the left a series of shelves, each protected by its own hinged glass fronted door, were occupied by stacks of smaller polythene envelopes enclosing neatly folded white and green under-things of various types. To the right a single large shelf occupied the upper right-hand quadrant upon which sat, regally in its own polythene wrappings, an old-fashioned straw boater with a bottle green ribbon chin strap, the crown encircled by a bottle-green and gold diagonally striped ribbon and adorned at the front by a cloth badge in the form of a heraldic shield. The hat alone seemed to whisper remembered tales of a long gone school life in a bygone age, a lost-world well removed from the here and now.

				With the agreement of Dr Ecclestone it had Ms Soames’ intent to use the evident limited wardrobe space as an excuse to limit Lavinia to perhaps keeping with her four or five of her favourite outfits, thereby helping circumvent the girl’s latest emerging phobia, for such was the description that Dr Ecclestone had applied to Lavinia’s growing indecisiveness that had wracked her at the time. The large majority of the girl’s accoutrement would then be returned to the safekeeping of her guardian. This, then, had been Julia Soames’ plan; to limit her niece’s pain by limiting her choice. And indeed it had been quite consistent with Dr Ecclestone’s credo at the time to encourage avoidance of the girl’s phobic triggers, at least in the short-term. Dr Anne Ecclestone herself had said that in the case of a multi-phobic patient - particularly one in which there was a danger of the emergence of further phobias - more particularly where the patient has demonstrated some reluctance to help herself, some loss of personal freedom was inevitable.

				Thus vindicated Julia had indeed set to work clearing out the wardrobe and would have succeeded had it not been for the fact that so many of the items appeared to have never been worn, appearing absolutely pristine sealed in their protective plastic coverings. To Julia, a frugal woman despite her comfortable financial position, to throw the things out would have been nothing short of sacrilegious and yet as she took stock the best description she could come up with was ‘ vintage’ - yet ‘ historic’ might have been a more apt description. It was not just a question of age but, more accurately, of context. Nor was it just a question of style and design but rather it was a question of the garment’s identities, what they stood for, that was so hopelessly anachronistic. It seemed unlikely that they would be of any use to a charity shop and equally unlikely that they would be saleable, ‘other than to a museum’ she had thought herself with a smile on her face.

				It had been the sizes that had given her the idea, in fact not even the sizes in isolation, it was more the cut and the styling. Ironically it was those very components of anachronism viewed within the changed sensibilities of the present, vis-à-vis what is, or is not, ‘decent’, that had given form to her inspiration. In any event, Lavinia had proved herself no more able to decide upon her favourite outfits then she might fly, a fainting panic attack terminating the exercise and with it any reservations that the woman had previously entertained: Indecision and inaction had never been accusations that could be levelled at Julia Soames. That monotony of colour and form that had languished without purpose for so long behind that wardrobe door would be rehabilitated; it would become Lavinia’s salvation, for surely indecision could be circumvented by virtue of a simple reduction in variety.

				Not yet quite eighteen years of age Lavinia had been a little taller than many of her peers, taller than Julia herself in fact, if it hadn’t been for the latter’s habitual wearing of high heels. She was then the proud possessor of a slender, svelte yet pleasantly gently curvaceous and lightly muscled frame; the toned silhouette of the dancer she wanted to become, if perhaps possessing a slightly over-generously portioned bosom for one harbouring that ambition. The latter characteristic, Julia Soames had realised, was going to be the one most difficult to accommodate; Lavinia’s height could be dealt with primarily by the acceptance of a modern briefness of hem line.

				And so Julia had measured and sketched and plotted and planned. With the help of her dressmaker shoulder straps were extended, hems let down and, occasionally, seams let out - and her dream of seeing her late-teen charge in full school uniform had been brought slowly to fruition.

				Of Gymslips, Girdles, Striped Blouses, Welts & Seams

				Lavinia had ever been a fan of the shower - that much was true that least - habitually luxuriating and oft lingering overlong in the steaming, sudsy, spray. When in Julia’s home in those early days the shower had been the highlight of Lavinia’s daily ritual, made all the more so by the antique brass complexity of pipe work and nozzles. It had been no mere plastic cubicle, that shower at her aunt’s, but rather an art deco exuberance, a triumph of opulent 1930s design work.

				The shower head emerged from the ceiling as a geometrically unfurling helix to join the black and gold mirrored wall panels that, in their turn, were flanked and crisscrossed by a geometric arrangement of focused brass nozzles, the whole resulting in a stimulating and invigorating pan-directional massage of soap, spray and steam. The term ‘ shower’ rarely had been so hopelessly applied.

				Strange, then, that she should have been betrayed so often by that modest and innocent pleasure or, at least, the divesting of defences that of necessity accompanied it. How often had some act of kindness been a pretext for the imposition of some new restriction. And so it had been on that day at Aunt Julia’s; as so often since.

				As routine had dictated her night things had been gathered up to join a laundry pile secreted in some secluded nook or cranny, Julia, as was customary by this stage in their relationship, had been attired in her navy-blue hospital sister’s dress, the addition of her white cap and starched white apron elevating the authoritative image of the already statuesque woman beyond argument or debate.

				That she had now gone beyond the confines of the attire of her once profession, that only recently had she purchased the navy blue Petersham ribbon belt that now bisected her apron, bib from skirt, newly adorning her uniform with its extravagantly filigreed silver butterfly buckle, that she had gone to so much effort was a measure of the importance she placed upon the image she wished to convey. Her authority was to be overwhelming, had to be overwhelming. That she should feel the need to present such a dominating image of authority was inevitable, as inevitable as she fully expected the girl’s reluctance to be when she announced her latest imposition.

				And so it had been that day: Lavinia, with towel modestly wrapped about her, had been directed not to the guest room, wherein had lain the temporary home of her ‘things’, but rather back to her tiny bedroom, her usual jaunt having been rendered purposeless by parcel and courier the night previously. The diminutive and previously locked wardrobe was now to be put at her disposal along with its contents; the fruit of alterations, modifications and changes wrought around an anachronistic framework of styles and incorporated with patience over many weeks.

				First, surprise, then anticipation and finally dismay had animated Lavinia’s features, sequentially displaying the passing emotions, each carefully freeze framed in Julia’s memory for future delectation.

				Was it to be the pleated skirt? Originally a games skirt for a much younger girl the latter appeared ridiculous in its brevity and so in reality was no option at all, and deliberately so. Was it perhaps to be one of the two gymslips?

				Of these neither formed the basis of an attractive choice, each being of an obsolescent and obviously juvenile design, being of the form sometimes known in the Americas as a ‘jumper’. Of a grey cotton-polyester mix twill of the finest weave each nevertheless incorporated a satinised bottle-green lining of some man-made textile that had shone out from beneath the shoulder straps when caught in the first few rays of the golden winter morning sun filtering through the window. The white plastic hangers upon which they hung had been caused to take on a silver-gold hue in the frost-defused feathering light, becoming a cheerful counterpoint to the shadowed monotony of grey and green within the depths of the wardrobe. The lining’s sheen was echoed externally by way of a half centimetre wide trim of bottle-green ribbon seemingly having been woven into the fabric wherever the designers had felt the need to add detail to some salient feature.

				The lining and the ribbon trim had taken Julia by surprise when first she had encountered the garments. They were clearly expensive features, the fabrics used were clearly of very high quality and the styling had been carefully tailored; if for no other these seemed adequate enough reasons to attempt to conserve the items, put them to good use. Removed from their bags she had been quite surprised at their weight, a measure of the quality of cloth used and delighted by their detailed styling; these were not the shapeless box pleated sacks she could remember seeing as a young girl, yet bore no resemblance whatsoever with anything to do with the St Trinian’s films.

				Indeed, the design was more like that of an apron dress, albeit possessed of a completely surrounding skirt. The bodice consisted of a bib or yoke to both front and rear connected by shoulder straps that fastened at either shoulder with a neat row of three buttons. The latter, in contrast to the dark grey of the dress itself, were of bottle green, as was the detailing around each buttonhole.

				This impressive attention to detail was repeated in the fastening of the skirt, it’s broad, four-centimetre wide waistband fastening to one side by way of three vertically aligned bottle green buttons with again the buttonhole’s detail picked out in a fine bottle green thread against the grey fabric.

				The same care had been extended to the styling; both at the front and the rear the bodice’s bib was not some square of fabric but rather tapered in quite noticeably towards the waistband, meeting the same at the front with sufficient width by Julia’s estimation to just span the front of the wearer’s abdomen, the rear being of similar taper. At the front additional work had been lavished on a carefully tailored arrangement of darting so as to allow for the curve of a girl’s breasts, albeit a girl substantially less amply proportioned than Lavinia in that department.

				The sharply knife pleated skirt of the shorter of the two gymslips flared out broadly from the waistband to terminate, on Lavinia at least and by Julia’s estimation, at around mid-thigh. Even here though there was evidence of the great care that had been taken in the styling, the skirt did not merely directly flare out from the waistband but rather was possessed of a gentle curve that followed a smoothly evolving radius, being at its tightest at its approach to the waistband, and clearly designed to better fit the hips and bottom of a developing young woman.

				The second of the two gym slips differed about the skirt, the latter, while still being sharply knife pleated, was very full and quite heavy by dint of its lining. It was far longer, strangely disproportionately so when compared to its bodice, even on a girl of Lavinia’s stature it would be calf-length and with its fullness and length one would probably describe the result as ‘ sweeping’. The length and weight conspired to take away much of the flare, so conspicuous in the shorter style, and if viewed in isolation from its bodice it might possibly have passed as an evening dress had it not been for the bottle green ribbon trim adorning its hem, a feature shared by its shorter sibling.

				To Julia’s mind, in her charge’s new world these were to be indoor wear and outdoor wear respectively. In truth, when she had held up the briefer of the two she had been struck by the thought that had she been its designer she would likely have included a little less detailing, in particular a little less of that satiny green ribbon banding trim. It adorned both inner and outer edges of the shoulder straps, continued around the perimeter of the bib-like bodice at both front and back and, in addition to the hem of the skirt, ran around both top and bottom edges of the waistband. There was just too much of it; taken as a whole the thing looked just ridiculous, surely no one ever had to really wear something like that to school. But whatever its origin, with some alterations she had known that it was going to be just perfect for her Lavinia.

				The girl would just have to learn to accept a little ridicule as part of the price of the help they were giving her, besides, outdoors she would let her wear the longer of the two gym slips and in combination with her cape. Indoors of course it would always be the shorter; a flared-skirted confection of pure discipline.

				On that day it was always going to be Julia that was destined to make the choice: “This one I think”, and with that the shortest of the two gymslips had been slid out from its home to be laid upon the bed still on its hangar and in its protective polythene bag.

				With deepening dismay and no little disbelief the girl had perused the rest of her new wardrobe, while behind her the older woman had busied herself with extracting the garment lying on the bed from its polythene wrapping. A shelf, labelled ‘blouses’ held two neatly folded puff-ball shouldered creations in some bottle green and white striped nylon-like fabric, each possessed of short sleeves, with contrasting white buttoned cuffs that on Lavinia would fasten at her mid-upper arm, and a strangely outsized, exaggerated, circular high-necked collar that looked as stiff as cardboard and that would very nearly overlap the gymslip’s shoulder straps. Another pair of blouses on the shelf above looked identical except in having long sleeves terminating in long tight-looking cuffs fastening with three in-line buttons - the girl had tentatively reached out, fingering a cuff and finding it as stiff as card.

				Out of view, but nevertheless to later be enforced, a brace of grey neck ties, each adorned throughout with a fetching diagonal bottle green stripe sat neatly folded atop a single pair of white nylon short-legged bloomers. The latter descriptor of ‘short-legged’ was something of a misnomer; the frilled elastic-cuffed legs were of a length as to challenge, if not on occasion defeat, that of the shorter of the two gymslips and were threaded through with a length of bottle-green ribbon gathered into a bow at the outer side of each leg in a manner that suggested here was a feature designed to be seen beneath the hem of a skirt.

				At the far end of the rail and bagged in opaque polythene the latest addition hung unseen and would remain so for the time being. This, being Julia’s sole real extravagance and her only ab initio introduction to her charge’s wardrobe and having been delivered only that morning, held pride of place. It had been custom-made based on her own drawings and she had considered it easily worth the expense and the delay that it had entailed. For now though that delicious anticipation would continue; there would come a time for its imposition but the moment was to be most carefully chosen, the effect was to be savoured in anticipation and at length. For Lavinia the opaque bag had been a kindness, sparing her an anticipation of a different kind, more an apprehension, sparing her a glimpse of her future. Better that she should have been led one step at the time than have been plunged and immersed immediately.

				Julia had been delighted with the result; an odd corruption, almost perversion, of a child’s school summer dress, made to measure for an adult of Lavinia’s size yet styled for a child of around ten. The green and white gingham of a school uniform had been mixed in with the flared short petticoated skirt and puffball sleeves of a child’s bridesmaid’s dress. The school badge embroidered on its breast pocket contrasted with the sheen of its satiny fabric. Beneath its flared skirt, the latter having sprung forth from its constraining dress bag upon Julia’s unzipping of it as if seeking an escape from its own hideous creation, lay a triple layer of stiffened petticoats integral to the lining of the dress.

				At the other extreme of the girl’s new wardrobe, in more than one sense of the word, hung what was to become Lavinia’s salvation. Fortuitously originating in a charity shop and possibly once a component of the garb of some long deceased district nurse, the grey cape had required little on Julia’s part save some additional arrangements for its fastening; its original design having called for it to fasten solely at the collar. Julia’s dressmaker had extended its fastening by way of a series of buttonholes and buttons extending down to just above the hem, the latter having been raised so as to come to just above Lavinia’s knees when standing, Julia considering that to be perfectly adequate for the girl.

				The dressmaker had made one or two suggestions of her own - imaginative, inspired even. Julia Soames had been quite taken aback by the woman’s perceptiveness and after due consideration had decided to shoulder the extra expense involved in the addition of an embroidered facsimile of the school badge to the cape - echoing that incorporated into the two gymslips - and the provision of a bottle green ribbon edging detailing the buttoning arrangement, the collar and around the cape’s hem. As the seamstress had pointed out, astute woman that she was, these details, although expensive, ensured that the cape became very much part of the girl’s uniform and not just some covering over it, below which the uniform would languish unobserved. The outerwear she had devised would spare the girl’s blushes to some extent, true, but to all those who might set eyes upon her it would be obvious that the girl was wearing a uniform of some description and being curbed under some form of discipline.

				To Lavinia, although unthinkable in a previous existence, the cape was to be a godsend, infinitely preferable to the public exposure of her person as she was soon to be habitually garbed, but these additions and details would ensure she remained uniformed and under discipline but more importantly that she felt uniformed and under discipline.

				Lavinia’s maturely feminine curves, particularly the breasts, had been her aunt’s greatest source of despair. Yet to even that concern had rushed the legacy of the past; the constricting yet ironically termed liberty bodice responded well to the complaints of over-tight waistbands and overstretched, straining, bodices. Notwithstanding the additional requirement for stockings, the despondently hanging suspenders demanding employment - an obligation the girl’s aunt had been more than happy to fulfil - she had nevertheless been more than satisfied with the solution. By the time it had again been offered her Lavinia had been quite ready to dutifully squeeze into the gymslip; red-cheeked, she had been almost thankful when the tight waistband of its pleated skirt had been slipped into place around her waist and fastened and finally the front and back halves of the bodice had been united and buttoned at her shoulders.

				Enwrapped and mortified in gymslip, bloomer-style knickers, striped blouse, tie and hat, her aunt considering the straw boater particularly attractive set against the gloss of the girl’s jet black hair, Lavinia had squirmed in disconcerted bashfulness, her discomfiture complete and obvious to all: her aunt would have had no less.

				The ponytail had been inevitable of course, obligatory under the circumstances. Her aunt had had the ribbon ready and waiting - no special purchase this, she had uncovered several lengths amongst the antiquated school wear that had set this whole ball rolling in the first place. Grey with a diagonal bottle green stripe, the ribbon’s oddly broad width, being of close to six centimetres, initially had the woman questioning its purpose. The lengths had just appeared too broad to be intended to be worn as hair ribbons and the luxuriant satin sheen, although of an obviously man-made fibre, seemed at odds with their being part of a school uniform. The boater had answered her uncertainty with its matching beribboned adornment, the latter terminating as two broad tails, long enough, she had estimated, to reach down to the mid point of Lavinia’s back in wearing and each ending in a neatly cut ‘V’ shape.

				That a girl in her late teens, in truth, a woman fully blossomed, should have stood so meekly, that she should have so silently accepted the adornment of ribbons and bows, the like of which she surely could not have imagined outside of some portrait of flounced Victorian childhood, is testament to the sheer dominating presence and personality of the woman into whose manipulative hands she had become so securely cradled. As for the girl herself one can only guess as to her vulnerability and as to the origin of that condition. To what extent natural reactive consequence and to what extent artifice must be left open to conjecture. Suffice it to say that the girl’s waist length hair had soon been neatly tied back in a ribbon of a width commanding a ridiculous oversized bow and of a length sufficient that, despite this, the excess hung as two tails terminating at the small of her back and coinciding rather neatly with the gymslip’s waistband.

				In truth the girl’s aunt had been wondering as to the excessive length but being loath to take scissors to such venerable, possibly irreplaceable, fabric lest it one day be of further utility, she had experimented with different ways of tying beforehand. In the event, to her eye if not the girl’s, the result had been quite delightful; perhaps a little twee, yet filled to the brim with a fresh giggly feminine girlishness - the girl, a girl indeed and a woman no more.

				In all, the gymslip now fitted well enough, at least in the sense that with the aid of the restrictive underlying liberty bodice the skirt now fastened neatly at its waistband. The gymslip’s bodice, now benefiting both from the underpinning foundation and its own especially elongated shoulder straps, was able to encompass the girl’s artificially reduced and flattened bust line. Yet while it was undoubtedly true that the ensemble did indeed fit well, on Lavinia’s frame the impression was an incongruous one. It looked almost as if she had somehow been squeezed into a much younger and smaller girl’s clothes, as if wearing a younger sister’s things, even though not a hint of tightness or of a seam pulling or a button straining could be seen.

				Even the girl’s aunt, the architect herself, had been amazed at the effect; Lavinia had been left standing dumbfounded, looking for all the world as if clothed in a young child’s cast-offs and yet with not one item of her attire providing for anything but a perfect fit. It was if an entire child’s wardrobe, all many sizes below sufficiency, had somehow been coerced to grow, to mould around a mature woman’s figure, albeit a silhouette benefiting from an artificially flattened bustline. In particular the gymslip’s bodice appeared out of scale. Indeed it had only by way of the skilled alterations wrought by the seamstress Aunt Julia had employed that it had been able to accommodate Lavinia at all. The shoulder straps had been lengthened but it had proved difficult to do much to increase the size of the bib-like bodice they supported at the front and rear of the garment without ruining in the cut and the line. Even with the restriction imposed by the liberty bodice the frontage was barely sufficient to fully cover the vestigial swellings of her breasts, although what it did cover it did so without hint of strain or tightness.

				The overall image was one of an overdeveloped and overgrown gawky young schoolgirl dressed in a uniform clearly hopelessly outgrown and several sizes too small but that somehow - almost miraculously - fitted her frame all the same. For Lavinia, from that moment on until her final enclosure, surrounded by the controlling swaddling of the institution, that image had become her life, it had become her. Even the pretence of adult hood had been siphoned away from her - she had become some precocious freak of a child-woman, someone...no, something, to be castigated and controlled for its own sake...perhaps, even to be pitied in the eyes of some.

				In her mind’s eye she could see the thing’s skirt; it had been knife-pleated and flared, even wildly so, to the judgment of some, yet that flare had not been linear. She remembered how, initially upon leaving the waistband, there was a curvature to the skirt that closely mimicked the womanly broad spread of her hips. Below that point the pleats head flared out unabated to terminate at her mid thigh. It had been brief, certainly, but more than sufficient, nonetheless, to cover stocking tops that by dint of the liberty bodice’s somewhat truncated suspenders had terminated only just below the outward swellings of her buttocks, the welts nestling neatly in the very shadow of the overhang. Thus attired she had been expected to totter out to greet the world, or at least that limited constellation through which she at that point orbited.

			

		

	
		
			
				HYSTERICAL PARALYSIS FOR MEREDITH

				Aunt Julia’s home, some significant time after Lavinia first arrived at the institution as a volunteer. It is a period prior to her taking on of Susan Stringer and well prior to Lavinia becoming compulsorily admitted to the hospital. Time and events have moved on a pace and the destinies of all three girls are just beginning to converge...

				The room seemed such a dreary setting in which to find such a pretty young thing - Spartan to put it mildly and a far cry from the opulence that characterised the majority of the eighteenth century house, with its fine antique furnishings and ornamentation. Sited high-up to the rear of the building and forming part of a far more recent addition to the structure, it discreetly cringed behind a small dormer window that itself hid in the shadow of a tall brick chimney and that was barely noticeable from ground level - if at all - as a result. The nondescript cream walls, the narrow old-fashioned iron-railed bed, the locked wall-mounted medicine chest of silvery-grey metal and the stainless-steel bedside cabinet presently standing askew on its rubber-rimmed casters - all these things would have been quite at home in some sanatorium somewhere. Only the painted wood surround of the dormer itself - the latter extending out opposite the bedside and flanked by dark, heavy velvety drapes - and the conventional ceiling-centred pendent lamp, redeemed the space from succumbing entirely to the tendency towards giving the impression of residing somewhere within an institution.

				Despite being mid morning the light was on - it was nearly almost always on. The yellowish electric light was this particular day being outshone here and there, now the curtains had been drawn back, by thin horizontal slats of sunlight projected on the flooring and that issued from between the close-spaced louvres of shutters that for the moment remained closed. Standing there one might have been struck, if observant, by the satiny-grey finish of the latter and of the frame surrounding the hinged half-doors and the glass beyond, the subtle lustre suggesting some sort of metal had been pressed into use in their construction, belying the classical appearance. One would certainly have been impressed at the quiet and sense of restful solitude achievable by modern double (or was it triple?) glazing.

				One would definitely have noted the solid padlock securing the centre where the two opposing halves of the shutters met, perhaps commenting at the shameful escalation in burglary and the like that necessitated such security precautions, even in such well-heeled and gentile communities as this place resided in. “Too near London, you see, my dear. Too easy for those layabouts who would rather steal than get off their backsides to work, while we more industrious types are away and hard at it in the city”. Such was a typical gripe heard around the country inns and village shops and undoubtedly the rationale behind the sturdy vertical bars mounted on the outside of that window too.

				“...In here is she? How is she coming along?” The doctor’s voice drifted in from the landing, high, feminine and possessing that cheerful tinkling girlish public-school-prefect quality that could just as easily mock, deride and humiliate as it could comfort, and that could so freely turn to a tone of authority and command or harden to chide and correct.

				“There are still a few problems getting her to accept having to wear leg callipers, Dr Ecclestone.” The tone was equally as refined if more ‘rounded’ and possessed of just a hint of West-Country lilt. The attitude and bearing that went with it was a little more complex, a little difficult to put one’s finger on; caring and loving and yet controlling, assertive and yet subtly so. There was a certain mildness about the woman’s demeanour, yet it was a firm-handed manipulative gentleness that characterised her. And while her attitude might not have immediately come across as overtly domineering, one would have been hard-pressed not to come to the conclusion that, insofar as her present charge was concerned, this woman’s word was indisputable law.

				“Well, that is only to be expected with a girl her age. A young woman her age is forever striving for independence, desperate to begin to make her own way in the adult world - and to that end her personal appearance and the way she is judged by others is more important to her then almost anything. Isn’t that right, poppet?” A stylish white silk glove condescendingly patted a pretty elfin head topped by an impishly rough-shorn, boyishly side-parted, tawny mop.

				The ‘poppet’ concerned, being now the best part of nineteen years of age, felt herself cringing inside. For a moment she bristled angrily, her forehead was furrowing, her prettily-upturned nose wrinkling with distaste and her lips parting as if preparing to deliver a cheeky riposte - as once, in a previous existence, she most definitely would have. But this was not that previous existence: There had been the existence fulfilling the role of the diminutive, chirpy Islington-based barmaid. There had been the mercifully short existence of the homeless waif, wandering the back streets of London alone. Then there had been the nightmarish existence enmeshed within the clutches of some sort of charity-funded parochial institution for ‘wayward girls and young women’. Finally there had come rescue... of a sort... And then the accident - and there it all went blank.

				Had there actually even been a car smash? What were the chances of that? To be pulled from that nightmare through a serendipitous encounter with some visiting dignitary with important contacts in government social services and enough leverage to prize her from the clutches of the murky ecclesiastical bureaucracy that mired all else. That was unlikely enough; especially given the church’s record of successfully covering up the goings-on in these ‘homes’ that went back generations. But to be spirited away in the dead of night from behind the locked gates of the ‘Seminary’, whisked away from right under their noses in a council social worker’s car, just to end piled-up in a heap of twisted metal on the nearest motorway - that was just a joke... wasn’t it?

				She recalled passing beneath the great stone arch of the convent gate, the car barely slowing, the massive twelve foot high wrought iron gates having been hinged back, hauled to either side in preparation. She could fairly vividly remember clearing the high stone pillars and watching the relief-carved stone crosses that topped off each recede in the darkness before disappearing behind the row of ancient limes that lined the approach as they turned on to stretch of public road that ran past. Wrapped in a blanket on the rear seat having been given a warm drink of rare sweetness, soft music on the radio, the rumble of the tires and drone of the engine, things had grown hazy, less certain... She had had, perhaps, a vague inkling of having joined a dual carriageway at some point - a sort of dreamy strobing awareness of central reservation streetlamps flashing overhead, flitting road signs and surging roundabouts.

				She knew nothing at all of any motorway, much less of any road traffic accident. It might as well all been part of her imagination for all she could recall. And much of what she could recall, or seemed to recall - it all seemed so illusionary - had been as much recalled to her as anything else; repeated over and over until the imagery had become seamlessly appended to her experience and as much part of her story as anything else in her background. It was a fine line they had to tread in that hospital between the ‘guided recovery of recall’ and the implantation of false memory. Being aided to relive the past was one thing - but which past was the real past?

				One certainty she did have to fall back on was the unimpeachable truth of having come around on that ward, slowly regaining consciousness in plaster casts, body braces and traction straps, flat on her back and tucked up in a fully adjustable hospital bed. Physical recovery had been slow enough. Psychological recovery would be even slower, or so she had been advised. She couldn’t stay there on the ward, she couldn’t return home and she sure as hell would not have been able to fend for herself on the streets - besides there had been talk of having her ‘committed’ for her ‘own good’ had she chosen to follow that route; unless, of course, she could turn her back on all the allegations she had been levying against the church authorities. The latter, of course, could find no record of her - or any girl answering to her description - having ever benefiting from their ‘charity’, nor did they have knowledge of the existence of any such ‘home’ as she described, or even of the ecclesiastical complex within which she claimed it resided, come to that; despite the detailed description she had been able to furnish.

				All the above in turn had led inexorably to this present existence of counselling, ‘psychiatric intervention’ and the well-meaning care of a social worker and psychotherapist, neither of whom seemed able in the slightest to comprehend that here was a young adult with a mind of her own who had once been employed in one of the most sophisticated bars in North London, not some school-age adolescent to be mollycoddled.

				This was a ‘safe house’, a charity-funded retreat for ‘abused, oppressed or battered women’. Buried deep within the midst of stockbroker-belt Home Counties countryside it was also home to one of the two smartly dressed women. A converted farmhouse, the surrounding fields long-since parcelled off for redevelopment, with its wisteria-entangled frontage, half-moon curving gravel drive and wrought iron gates it hid in plain sight within a ‘banjo’ cul-de-sac of so many similar. This, only the third resident to be housed here, would be explained away in exactly the same fashion as the previous two - a sadly retarded and delusional daughter of a relative, time to time given a country break to take the strain off her parents. She would most likely be glimpsed only in the distance but much care had been lavished on arranging her appearance to match as closely as possible the other two.

				Kept dressed much younger than her chronological age and her hair given a suitably juvenile cut, she had been instructed to go along with the assumption of the years her appearance suggested, to avoid eye contact and - if addressed - to reply with the absolute minimum beyond a polite yes or no or nod or shake of the head. Theses were stipulations easily enforced by repeated stern warnings of how easily otherwise her past tormentor might locate her. Similarly she knew better than to challenge any patronising allusion to her ‘condition’ for the same reason - it would create ‘talk’ and he might get to hear. From the opposite point of view, the ‘child’s’ distance, lack of contact and rarity of sighting were all utterly understandable and any oddities of dress passed off as obsessive fads and fancies. Furthermore, if, perhaps in a fit of rebellion, she was to blurt out anything untoward - well the oil had already been poured on those waters in preparation, even before they became agitated. All part of the confusion of the mentally-challenged, you see - and there was always a slim and supple length of malacca cane hanging behind the door of her room that could be put to use to clear away that bewilderment later.

				That potential for insolence in this stilted reality lay stillborn her girlish lips: the doctor’s hand gliding down the back of her head and her silk-clad fingers trickling softly down the back of her neck had instantly stilled her protest, as spilt thick crude oil might soothe and quieten the over-exuberant froth of the surf. The doctor’s fingers having transiently tucked into the rear of the satiny collar of her ‘night things’ she now felt a single gloved finger draw gently back up to her hairline before tracing it up and over the rear of one ear then, backtracking across the nape of her neck, running teasingly up and over the other ear before returning to the back of the first ear again, the cycle repeating over and over and setting up an intoxicating rhythm that seemed to rob her of the ability to think. She craned her neck and bowed her head involuntarily, providing clearer access for the psychotherapist’s knowing caress and closing her eyes against the shaming sight of the blue gingham checked pantaloons that constituted the lower half of the all-in-one’ night-suit’ she had been given to sleep in.

				“I said: isn’t that right poppet?” The doctor had dropped her voice to little more than a jolly, singsong whisper - it sounded to the girl as if way off in the far distance. When she answered it was dreamily and placid - a simple submissive “yes doctor”.

				Dr Ann Ecclestone smiled to herself and clucked her tongue disapprovingly: “But that’s just so, so silly, little poppet!”. Continuing her stroking of the infantile-attired teenager’s neck and ears she turned her head, so as to address the other present; a striking early middle-aged woman, her auburn hair pinned back with a curving tortoise shell comb in a neat bun and just the merest trace of makeup subtly picking out her refined features.

				The latter was dressed in a conservative, yet self-assured, tailored royal-blue Crimplene skirt and jacket ensemble that gave her a motherly yet professional air. The slim-fitting darted skirt conformed closely to her broad bottom and hips emphasising her full yet curvaceous figure; coming to just above the knee and having a rear kick-pleat for comfort it was very much in the style once prevalent in the early 1960s. The jacket was worn open over an ivory-coloured satin blouse that thrust outwards to constrain an aggressively elevated bust-line - again in the fashion of the 1960s - and that possessed a modest high lace-trimmed collar which was in turn decorated at the throat by a cameo broach of some antiquity. The jacket itself, a smartly cut, darted affair, allowed the merest peek of the buttoned satin cuffs of the woman’s blouse at her wrists and sported, pinned to a lapel where a broach might have been expected, a glittering silver fob watch of the type once typical of the British hospital nurse in those far-off days when elasticated puffs held back sleeves and starched white linen bib-aprons were the order of the day. If the latter ornamentation served as a badge to confirm her medical credentials, it just as readily served to augment in some manner the aura of authority that seemed to surround her like a moth-flame, drawing in the eye.

				Still smiling the doctor went on, now addressing her companion and colleague directly, her eyes sparkling in the creamily subdued lamplight: “This sort of thing is all too typical of so-called hysterical conversion. The symptoms are transient functional neurological deficits, such as paralysis, blindness and the like, more often than not triggered by emotional stress. In this case the problem is sporadic hysterical paralysis or semi-paralysis of the leg muscles and weakness in the fingers - but the barrier to treatment is embodied in that term: transient.”

				“I quite agree, doctor: I see it as a form of denial; the problem lies in the fact that undoubtedly it often appears to her as if her legs feel absolutely normal. Saying that... She does seem to be an uncommonly wilful little thing.” Getting up from where she had been seated in front of the girl’s bed and still speaking as she rose, the woman in the blue suit crossed the room, her high heels tapping lightly on the grey lino. Bending sedately at the knees, her tight skirt straining to constrain her full bottom and hips, she picked at a piled jumbled of odd fixtures that she had earlier set aside in the corner. She returned carrying in her arms two heavy collapsed bundles consisting of linked and hinged steel rods, thick leather pads and canvas bands that in turn trailed long pierced straps of dark brown leather and silvery glinting, buckles that jingled and jangled as she walked. Unceremoniously she dumped the whole mess with a dull metallic clatter on the plastic chair on which she had previously been seated. Turning back to the doctor - the latter still standing behind the lolling girl, rhythmically trailing her fingers back and forth - she indicated the folded set of leg braces with a nod of her head:

				“The point is: like it or not; she really needs these, doctor - but being the typical, headstrong teenager... well, sorry but what can I do if she just refuses to co-operate? I’m just a social worker after all.”

				The latter was not absolutely true; she was something far more than a mere ‘social worker’. But that descriptor suited their present purpose well enough -anything more would have been superfluous at best and perhaps detrimental at worst. On paper she was an ‘out-reach social worker’; unbeknownst to the girl the true assignation given her carer by her employers was one of ‘nurse-governess’. It was a term rarely heard outside of that charity’s circles nowadays - the woman having been charged in this case with overseeing a “focused programme of support, care and re-education” having the aim of gently steering her still less than entirely cooperative charge toward eventual integration within one of the charity’s small residential ‘homes’.

				The doctor gave a resigned yet reassuring sigh, her reply as much targeted at her patient as at her patient’s carer: “ No need to worry, you’ve done the right thing by calling me in. I wouldn’t have expected you to have done anything else under the circumstances - she is bound to be a little recalcitrant given all she claims to have been put through. The trouble is; I don’t think she realises that each time she has an ‘episode’, has a fall or stumble, she is actually making things worse for her self. Subconsciously, with each failure she experiences she risks increasing both the probability and frequency of recurrences and the likelihood that when such an ‘episode’ does occur, the attack will each time be more severe and longer lived than ever before. In short it risks becoming a vicious circle,”

				Transferring her attention back to the object of the two health-professional’s discussion - the petite young thing presently seated with head hanging limply on the edge of the plastic-covered mattress and rocking gently under the caress of her fingers - the doctor now addressed her directly:

				“You have your good days and you have your bad days. On those good days you wonder what all the fuss is about, you feel that all this care we lavish on you, all these precautions, are just so much restrictive nonsense, invented for just that; to restrict you, just to get at you - isn’t that right, poppet?”

				The doctor reached around, gently tapping the pretty teenager on the centre of her forehead with the index finger of her right hand as she spoke, her left continuing the soothing rhythmic to and fro caress from the behind the rear of one ear, across the slender nape of the girl’s neck and up over the rear of the other ear, then back again - unvarying, insistent, left, right, left, right. Throughout the discourse, young Meredith Hewson had been struggling to put together some sort of sensible argument to backup her refusal to wear those ugly shaming leg braces they wanted to put her in. She was desperate to come up with some rational excuse as to why, whenever they turned their backs, her fingers would go to those buckles and straps and why, given the chance, she would extradite herself - as she had done so many times before. Yet, maddeningly, the deliciously cool touch of the doctor’s fingers, exploring around and under the edge of the oversized circular collar and disconcertingly stroking around the back of her ears, continuingly and repeatedly interrupted her concentration - the rhythm steadfastly refusing to allow her to put her thoughts in order. Now, with that single brush of a satin-gloved finger tip across her forehead, heavily hooded eyelids that had drifted unconsciously down over sleepy eyes flickered startlingly open and she blinked as if awakening from a dream or a long night’s sleep.

				“I, I’m not, sure, doctor. It’s just that... well I think that... I think I should be telling my story to the police, that’s all... you said they’d come to interview me but I’ve seen no one and... and... I just don’t think I need to wear these things. I mean, why do I need to stay here any longer if the police aren’t coming to interview me - there’s nothing wrong with me, so why am I being kept here, in this place?”

				“No one is keeping you here, little poppet. Ms Soames, here, has been kind enough to provide you with somewhere to stay, here in her cottage, but you know full well that you can leave her home anytime you like. Now, both Ms Soames and I have reported your tale and our findings, together with the results of Ms Soames’ investigation into the activities of The Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist, to the relevant authorities - and in time the police will undoubtedly want to take a statement from you. Yes, you could walk out of here right now and go to the police off your own back. But my concerns at present are twofold: one; that your allegations are unlikely to be taken seriously until such a time as I’m able to guarantee you a clean bill of health - psychologically speaking. Two; that without the reassurance of the support offered by your leg-callipers and left to your own devices, you would quickly find your legs unable to support your weight the first time you encountered any significant form of psychological stress - and the worry is that along with your collapsing muscles, your confidence might collapse in concert, plunging you into a state of complete and utter mental breakdown. That is the risk you would be taking, that you are taking by not doing as you’re told on keeping on your leg braces.”

				“But my legs feel fine - and those things are just so... ugly, so embarrassing. They make me feel like an invalid”

				“Well, considering all you’ve been through perhaps that is exactly how you should regard yourself, at least for the time being. Perhaps you should just go easy on yourself, give yourself time to heal. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if your legs gave way under you if you were to jump down off that bed right now. No! Don’t actually do it - just in case. Don’t actually jump down as such; just take your weight gradually keeping your hands on the bed to balance yourself.”

				“But I feel fine, doctor. There’s nothing wrong with my legs -honestly there’s not.”

				Moving round to the front of the bed as if to offer support, the doctor ran a finger down the side of the girl’s thigh, raising one eyebrow quizzically: “Careful, now, let your legs take your weight slowly. Be very careful, very, very careful: I can tell you have an episode coming on right now; the way this muscle here in your leg is twitching, a nervous unconscious twitch that I expect you’re not even aware of. It’s a sign that your leg is about to give way.”

				“No, no - I, I... I’m sure it’s okay - really it is, doctor.”

				“Then why is your knee buckling here?” Leaning forward and down, the doctor tapped the side of Meredith’s left knee, simultaneously placing a hand behind it as if to help straighten the joint. “Try putting some weight on your other leg, quickly. Your right knee is going now, hurry - try and straighten your right knee before it gives way too! Try not to panic - that’s just making everything worse, that’s just making the muscles give away faster, making them become weaker and weaker the harder you try to look out your legs; I can see the muscles twitching from here - look out, you’re completely losing control of your legs!” Looking across to the slightly younger woman in the tailored blue suit, consternation in her voice, the doctor called out for her aid:

				“Quickly... She’s starting to go! The silly, silly fool! Hurry, grab her other shoulder before she collapses completely!” The other rushed to the doctor’s side, concern bordering on panic washing across her face and colouring her tone, a barely concealed nervous quaver infecting her usually confident voice:

				“What is it doctor - hysterical paralysis again?”

				“What else? Why wouldn’t she just listen? Help me get her seated back on the bed - I’d say by the looks of things, she is in the midst of by far the most severe hysteric attack I personally have seen her suffer to date.”

				Together the two women manoeuvred the still protesting red-faced teenager back towards the safety of her bed, the girl now draped between them with her wrists firmly grasped and her arms wound around each of their necks. The girl becoming more of a deadweight every second as increasingly her legs seemed as if turning to rubber, the two women quickly re-seated her on the edge of her bed. The doctor looked on patiently arms folded as her friend and colleague squatted down before the now aghast girl, her broad haunches stretching the fabric of her fitted skirt. Reaching for one of the callipers the woman was offering up the complex mess of clattering metalwork, slack canvas and leather, dangling straps and tinkling glinting buckles to one of the girl’s legs and already was easing the open-mouthed girl’s foot into the black leather shoe. Stepping forward the doctor coughed, placing a hand gently on the bobbing woman’s shoulder:

				“No, no, no; not like that! Don’t put them on for her. I think it’s important she learns to put them on herself when she is told to do so. That way not only will she be constantly reminded of the importance of obeying her doctor’s orders and of those in authority in future but also it will help reinforce the acceptance she has, I think, reached today that if she is not to lose entirely the ability to walk unaided then she is going to need the confidence that this extra support will provide.” Then, looking pointedly straight into the still shocked and pale-faced girl’s eyes she continued: “In time I’d hope to see her able to demonstrate that she can be responsible enough to be trusted to strap herself into her leg braces each morning - without having to be told to do so like a naughty child each time.”

				Patting the now blushing girl patronisingly on the top of her head and now clearly addressing her directly the doctor went on: “...and if I hear any more reports of you releasing yourself from your leg callipers without permission...” She paused for effect, clearing her throat softly before adding rather enigmatically: “Well, if you can’t be trusted not to take them off, we’ll just have to make arrangements to ensure that you simply can’t, wont we - just like we have to do with some of the psychiatric patients at the clinic I visit. They have an excuse; they don’t know any better. I should hope that you do. Now lets see you be a good girl and get yourself strapped into your callipers - or would you rather I have you sent to that clinic? It would be ever so easy to do, under the circumstances; what with the allegations you have been making and all.”

				For a moment the flummoxed girl hesitated, red-faced, notably agitated and clearly teetering on the edge of rebellion: “But, but... but I...” The doctor cut her off sharply - she knew how to press home an advantage once she had built it up: “No ‘buts’, missy. You get on with it, right now - I’m not moving from this spot until you do.”

				Meredith felt herself bristle at the injustice of it all. She had been picked up as the runaway destitute she had become by a pair of parochial charity workers, whisked off, first to some parsonage somewhere, then to a seminary that was run more as a prison than as a religious complex, put to work in what was little more than a sweat shop and sexually abused pretty much night and day. Then she had been plucked from all that by the woman presently standing before her in her customary professional looking blue suit and proffering those awful cage-like leg supports.

				At least at times she thought it had been this woman - it was all so hazy; and getting hazier by the day, it felt. Surely she had been one of the pair of workers who had ‘rescued’ her initially when she had been sleeping rough outside Paddington station in that Praed Street shop doorway. None of it made any sense: The woman had stepped in and helped get her away because she’d apparently believed the tale she’d had to tell. On the other hand everything said and done to her since had seemed designed to undermine her and even convince her that it had somehow all been a figment of her imagination. She was forever being told to be careful what she said and who she said it to. She was forever being warned that to certain ears what she had to say, taken out of context, could be taken as evidence of mental illness and that repeated to the wrong person could get her ‘put away’. But then again she had been told enough times that the woman who had been with her in that crash had died at the scene, so it couldn’t be the same person - it was just another aberration of her memory; a manifestation of the trauma and the same reason she still had no clear recollection of the accident itself.

				No, she couldn’t contact her home. No she couldn’t have the use of the phone - both would entail far too much risk to ‘security’. And she definitely couldn’t be allowed out unaccompanied. Until investigations could take place, before sufficient evidence could be amassed, she had to remain here, in this place - under lock and key for her own good. There was even talk of her being groomed for life in a ‘home’ somewhere, though she didn’t quite know what that meant. The point was; she felt just as imprisoned here as she had in that seminary place - and nothing made her feel more so than those restrictive hobbling leg-calliper things; ugly, heavy, awful things that weighed her down and made her feel like a cripple. She felt sure they were just some new method to keep her under their control, make her easier to handle. Yet increasingly she was becoming aware that the doctor seemed to be right; and there could be no denying what had just occurred when she had refused to let that woman put her in them. Now she was being told to put them on her self - there was something particularly humiliating about that... but what could she do?

				The shoes were an especially adapted pair designed to accept within a metal-lined channel running beneath their soles the iron stirrup strap of callipers of this type and were of an appearance suggesting a similar vintage. A particularly incongruous orthopaedic take on a children’s lace-up school shoe of old, a second metal-sleeved mounting slot passing through the built-up heels accepted a metal rod that ran between the uprights, thoroughly locking each shoe immovably in place within the brace once inserted. Hands shaking young Meredith Hewson guided her feet, first into one, then the other, tugging at the long high lacing of the heavy orthopaedic shoes.

				It was while she was bent double, lurching perilously and stretching down from the edge of the bed, struggling with those sturdy laces, that the sense of injustice and indignation really began to hit home, her face becoming beetroot, the blood rushing to her head and hammering angrily in her ears. Sitting up abruptly, the convoluted ironwork scaffolding of her callipers, a modernist composition of construction-kit-like side-brackets, hinges, ratchets and swivels, clattered and rattled and creaked and flopped in heaving agitation. The not insignificant burden of the metalwork swayed pendulously, suspended from the as yet unsecured ladder-like web of horizontal leather-banded cross pieces arranged like broad rungs down both legs and by the thick, padded-leather knee support cups that groaned and squeaked with each movement. The thick padded crossbars of the hinge joints underlying the latter knee supports, still loosely hanging earthward beneath the rear of the girl’s knees, were set to rocking to and froe in a synchronized alternating rhythm like a pair of playground swings as she shouted across the room, her voice reverberating impotently off the walls and coming back to her own ears sounding frustratingly comical, like an overwrought childish squawking.

				“No! No... I just can’t. They... they... they make me feel like a... like... like a cripple or something!” Her face was bright beetroot red with embarrassment and indignation more than anger. She had been in the track and field team when she had been at school and back then would have been off on her morning run. The restriction of leg braces was alien in the extreme, an anathema - but then so had the stone-walled confinement of the old friary and the crushing discipline metered out by the nuns.

				“Let’s have no more of that young lady. You’re becoming irrational now; something you need to avoid if you want to continue to be taken seriously. You need to bear in mind that my remit incorporates carrying out an ongoing psychiatric appraisal, part of which is geared toward assessing the validity of any testimony you might be able to provide in the future should any subsequent investigation uncover grounds for further action against those you accuse. Now, I owe a duty of care to my patient - but I also have a duty of professional responsibility to uphold as regards reporting back my findings.” The doctor was clearly irritated, her voice betraying an edge of annoyance that, slicing through her carefully cultivated professional aura of calm, caused her to pause for equilibrium as much as to draw breath before continuing: The key was to be gentle yet firm, be insistent and consistent.

				“This is not a personal issue: this has nothing to do with whether or not I believe your story or how seriously Ms Soames here takes what you have to say - rather it is a dispassionate review of the facts as I see them and as pertain to your trustworthiness as a witness according to my professional judgement as a legally-appointed clinical psychiatrist, nothing more. You have experienced for yourself the repercussions of ignoring the medical and psychological advice you have been given. You have had explained to you the need you will likely have as a consequence of your experiences - real or imaginary; it is not for me to judge at this juncture - to walk with the aid of leg-braces, at least in the short term. You have also heard, elucidated at some length I might add, the likelihood discussed of your condition worsening, in terms of loss of confidence, should you refuse this extra support. Yet despite your claimed understanding of all this you refuse the intervention offered.” She looked about her, glancing momentarily at the other woman present as if for support, then seeing that woman nodding in silent agreement went on, turning her attention back to the red-cheeked teenager, fiddling sheepishly with her fingers and fidgeting awkwardly on the side of the bed, the rubber mattress cover creaking accusingly:

				“Well, if that is going to be your attitude, then so be it. But be warned of this: everything you say and do in such situations as these I have to evaluate - as I have said before - and feed back to the powers that be. Evidence of irrationality in particular is likely to be viewed as a damming indictment on your reliability as a witness. If you want to see those you blame for your predicament go scot-free without punishment, laughing at you all the way, then be my guest - whip those callipers off your legs and dump them back in the cupboard over there.”

				With a sweep of her arm, the tall imperious woman indicated the floor-standing steel cabinet situated across the room from the bed, her deep-blue eyes hardening to accusing pinpoints as she prepared to deliver the coup de grâce. Almond eyes set in a stunningly made-over face of breathtaking audacity watched as hastily-erected yet proud ramparts of defiance crumbled equally quickly to despairing rubble, dismantled stone by stone with each syllable slipped past painted ruby red lips, disarmingly cupid-bowed yet as poisonous as they could be irresistible. Throughout the woman regarded the look in the young girl’s eyes as if some sort of laboratory instrumentation or gauge - only now the readings registered the time to be right; she would strike now: “You realise, of course, that the tables could be turned?”

				No she didn’t: fingers poised to tug apart the bow securing the laces fastening the first shoe, her resolve already dissolving in the deluge of doubt falling around her, the girl paused, glancing up like a whipped puppy-dog through tear-filled frightened eyes, a shuddering exhalation escaping her pale lips. Seemingly oblivious to all this mental torment the domineering psychiatrist was still going on her merry way in the background, barely pausing for breath:

				“Oh yes, my dear; make no mistake about it. An organisation such as The Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist will not let a slur such as you will be seeking to bring upon their good name pass unchallenged in the courts. Nor will they be likely to tolerate their accuser going unpunished, if and when those accusations prove false. And believe me, as it looks at the moment - with the questionable validity of your testimony - those accusations will prove false, or at least be made to appear so. They will have the finest of attorneys and at the first hint of irrationality they will have your testimony twisted into perjury.

				Do you know what they say about perjury? Along with the charge of ‘contempt’ it’s like an open book for a judge to throw across the court - there are far fewer limitations when it comes to a judge’s discretion over sentencing than pertaining to other offences. Then, of course, one can lead into the other - so it is that the failure to withdraw a statement labelled as perjurious might lead to a charge of contempt of court being levelled. And even the sentence pertaining to that might be extended and extended time and time again each time a subsequent ‘contempt’ might be judged to have occurred - meaning anytime the accused subsequently failed to admit to the original levy of perjury. And all that is without any counter-accusation of malicious intent being levied.”

				The doctor could wield words as others might a tool or surgical instrument, boring deep, turning well-defined rigidly-held structured beliefs into a collapsing Swiss cheese of amorphous contradictory neuroses. As if to vindicate her method, the pallor of the girl’s face seemed to grow more puce, her eyes seemingly deepening within their sockets as if shrinking back from the present to some other place in time. Maintaining the same gravity of tone, the doctor pressed home, pleased now to see the recipient of her lecture desisting from her previous activity of releasing herself from the restriction of her partially-fastened leg callipers and apparently now reconsidering her obstinacy:

				“You’re an intelligent young woman. I dare say you can grasp the implications. If not I’ll spell it out for you: failure in court equals indefinite incarceration. Or put another way: If I file a disparaging report about you, you lose credibility in the eyes of the court before you even start, with the end result that it will most likely be you at the end of the day that finds herself being put away.

				Ironic, is it not? But as I say: I can’t lie in my report; that would be unprofessional of me. I can only put in what I see - and what I see is entirely up to you...” The doctor paused a moment for the implication to sink in, shrugging her shoulders despairingly and looking directly into her young patient’s reddened almond and honey eyes. “...But if you were to get those things on quickly enough, right now and without further fuss... perhaps...” she drew out the word for emphasis “... and I mean perhaps - it might turn out that the delay has, shall we say, been too insignificant to be diagnostic one way or the other. Perhaps, it might even turn out that I won’t have to mention it at all - not if you are quick enough off the mark.”

				There came a hasty scampering and scrambling of shaking hands and fingers, the old iron and steel-railed bed frame squeaking and moaning in protest and the waterproof mattress cover crinkling in concert. Now beginning to snivel pitifully in her defeat the petite teenager had once again resumed fastening the various tethers of her leg callipers across and around her flesh, the restrictive cages of iron and leather and canvas taking form around her otherwise shapely thighs and calves and somehow emphasising the sensuality of the same juxtaposed against their artificially imposed symmetry and ruled straightness of line. The doctor smiled that patronising smile of hers, standing now arms folded watching the urgent fumbling:

				‘’That’s a good girl - mind that you get those straps good and tight, though!”

				Soon two unrelenting, parallel bars ran the full length of the inner and outer surfaces of each leg, from the circular manacle-like padded metal clasps that encircled the ankles to the very top of the thighs where the final broad leather bands gripped the flesh with their underlying quilted fingers of horizontal padding - this latter band, fastening embarrassingly close to her crotch, possessing two straps, one mounted at the top and the other at the bottom.

				The rigid, polished metal uprights that ran up and down the leg were cross-linked at each knee by a two-centimetre diameter hollow metallic cylindrical drum. The latter functioned as a pivoting hinge joint and contained within its interior lumen a ratcheted locking mechanism that could be set to limit the angle of flexion by means of a key slot mounted in the centre of the outer end, whereat the pivot protruded slightly from the ironwork. This knee pivot mechanism was well padded - residing within a soft plastic-covered rubber compound sleeve - and with the fastening and tensioning of the various straps and buckles that anchored it to the thick padded leather cup that fitted over the kneecap, it became firmly pressed into the rear of the knee, with just enough elasticity retained in the straps to allow for an upright seated position, but no more than that. At the ankles, swivel joints had originally provided for some modicum of movement of the foot, but these had somehow become immobilised before being supplied to the girl on this occasion, the ankle stops having been permanently set for essentially zero foot movement.

				Between the two extremes of the ankle and the top of the thighs, and in addition to the aforementioned knee joint attachment point, three other leg-encircling bands of canvas-covered padded leather had to be negotiated, one just above the ankles, one just below the knee and one just above the knee, a little below mid-thigh. Each fastening - in common with the double-strapped thigh band - had its own, broad, heavy-duty leather retaining strap that had first to be drawn through a metal ring sewn into the rear, so as to close the encirclement around the leg, before then being drawn through a substantial metal buckle attached to the front and pulled tight.

				This latter task was made all the more onerous by a complication of the buckle design whereby not only had the steel tongue to be located through the appropriate hole in the strap but also a metal loop in the form of a small ‘D’ shackle and making up part of the buckle body had to be passed through a neighbouring slot in the strap before the its tip could be finally slipped under its corresponding keeper loop to neaten the appearance. This irritating encumbrance made little sense to Meredith, the glittering metallic rings protruding through the tan leather straps seeming to have no discernible function and it annoyed her that someone somewhere had been paid to come up with such a superfluous design element - whether doctor Anne Ecclestone or Ms Julia Soames would have agreed with her misgivings remained to be seen.

				Having completed her task, all red-faced and breathless from both the exertion and the bent over posture she had been obliged to adopt, young Meredith Hewson sat up, a couple of beads of sweat making themselves felt on her brow and glistening in the sad light issuing from the single-bulb illumination.

				“Come on, up you get.” The woman doctor, taking Meredith by both hands, helped pull her to her feet. Gingerly taking her weight and rising to her full four foot ten inch stature she was greeted by a sharp grating metallic ratcheting sound followed by an ominous hollow double-click from behind each knee as the knee hinges locked out.

				“Let’s just make sure you can walk okay.” The blue suited woman looked on, nestling her chin in her palm and touching her fingers to her lips thoughtfully as the doctor, walking backwards with both arms outstretched, led the girl carefully across the room and back.

				Meredith quickly discovered that there had been adjustments made to the leg braces since last she had worn them. Previously she had been able to sit and stand at will - albeit stiffly - and walk relatively normally if slowly, bending at the knee with some semblance, at least, of natural flexibility. Now she could bend each knee only a few degrees before encountering a rigid stop. Then, when straightening her leg to take a step, there would come two clicks of the joint’s ratchet, each in turn becoming temporarily the limit of travel until such a time as the leg was straightened to its fullest extent. At the latter point - after a momentary pause - the ratchet would release again, allowing a limited flexion of the knee once more. With her coltishly slender legs encased in their steel, canvas and leather cages, walking was now reduced to a hesitant, freakishly stiff-legged chore and sitting was made quite impossible.

				“That seems just fine - plenty of support. You can always ask Ms Soames if you need to sit - she has the adjustment key.” It was as if the doctor were reading her mind. So that was it: with these things on she would have to ask permission to sit or stand or if she wanted to walk about, it was that discipline thing again, just like they had always been going on about in that church place. But she’d thought she’d escaped all that - one of these two women had been directly instrumental in that, the one in the blue business suit with the satisfied smile on her face presently gazing thoughtfully over at that metal cabinet in the corner. It was habitually kept locked and she’d wondered for some time as to what might be behind its louvered-front - she was about to find out. She found herself following the woman’s eye-line as she shuffled painfully slowly after the back-peddling doctor. What was suddenly so fascinating about that cupboard or it contents to that woman - and why now?

				“Well, that seems much better. I feel sure I’ll be able to say something positive in my report. After all you seem to be cooperating in a perfectly rational manner with your treatment, now that we have had our little talk. Ok, there was a little too much fumbling around, but nothing, I feel confident, that can’t be skirted around in my reports - as long as we don’t see any more hesitation when you are asked to put on your callipers. And I feel sure I can leave it up to Ms Soames to come up with some way to encourage you to do that for us from now on.” The doctor smiled knowingly at the other woman, who, having traversed the room, now waited for her, holding the door. The other smiled back conspiratorially, nodding in agreement.

				The doctor went on, now moving across to the door and joining Ms Soames: “There’ll have to be some sort of punishment, though - you can’t just go around wasting people’s time and just doing whatever you please - but I’ll leave that up to Ms Soames too, I’m sure she’s quite capable in that direction.” Again the two women’s eyes met, exchanging smiles of unspoken mutual understanding. Then, glancing meaningfully across at the crestfallen girl yet clearly addressing the woman now holding back the door to give her passage she added, somewhat enigmatically: “I must be off, Julia. I know I can trust you to hold the fort for me. Just see what else you can uncover in the next week or two; the more we can get young Meredith here to face up to her problems, the more we will be able to help her cause.” With that she was gone, a cheery “be good for Ms. Soames, poppet” her last words and aimed at the flummoxed teenager now left listlessly standing by her bed like a pointless piece of unstable and quite useless furniture.

				The quiet descended like a veil as the key turned in the lock. There was the occasional structure-borne shuddering-rumble of distant traffic but little else; - various skip lorries headed down south and taking advantage of an unofficial cut-through to the south-east before joining the general flood of London refuge trucks en-route to the landfill sited far to the east of the county, beyond the mud-choked gully of The Swale on the Isle of Sheppey. She’d holidayed there once, just a week, with a school friend and her family, native-born south-east Londoners all. It was, she remembered, a wasteland of cowboy-town wooden verandas and covered wood-boarded walkways housing down-at-heel amusement arcades and slot machine parlours and pie-and-mash shops, a land carpeted with never ending working-class vacation estates of corrugated-roofed asbestos-built rented chalets; little windowed sheds furnished with beds, chairs and tables and seemingly left over from ‘The War’.

				A cold clamminess befell her then: With the departure of the doctor Meredith could tell there was going to be trouble. Besides anything else, there was that enigmatic little remark the doctor had made in passing about her needing to be ‘punished’. She knew well enough what that word meant in the context of The Children of Jesus Christ Scientist and their ‘seminary’: the ever-vigilant nuns with their switches and bundles of birch twigs, the priest or pastor, or whoever he was, with his thick yet supple leather Scottish tawse or belt folded double in his aged shaky hands and with her tied down and stretched over the wooden trestle horse displayed in front of all and sundry in laced-up punishment drawers of the finest sheerest wetted silk. What it might mean here she couldn’t yet tell.

				Up to this point she had been pretty compliant; this Ms Soames woman had a way with her, a sort of natural authority that she found difficult to go against and that had seemed to have begun to sap her will from the very first moment she had met her. It had to be said though, that after her time behind the walls of the ‘seminary’ she would have found it difficult to summon the courage to stand up to anyone, let alone to the psychological manipulation of the like of the self assured, domineering Ms Julia Soames. One thing she did know was that Good Samaritan or not, the woman had been embarrassed and with that her mood had darkened markedly - there were going to be repercussions, no doubt about that. And she wouldn’t have long to wait:

				Exactly how long it had been since the doctor’s departure she couldn’t know for sure, but somehow she had the inkling that it couldn’t have been much more than five minutes since Ms. Soames had returned her ring of keys to her pocket, moved the plastic chair back over to the far wall where it belonged and set about straightening up the bed. She had long since lost all sense of time and could no longer really reconcile the length of time that she had spent in this new home of hers with the rhythms of the world at large. Nevertheless, in the fullness of time a key had rattled in a lock and a shock of light had flooded in from the landing outside.

				“I’m afraid we have to have to have a little chat my dear; doctor Ecclestone and I have had a discussion and can see no other way forward. This is the real world my dear, not some web of confusion infecting your brain. You need to understand that actions have repercussions in the real world. Now, I have had to take personal responsibility for you - In short; that means I can be held legally accountable for your welfare. Anything happens to you and I could find myself in deep water. I can’t afford that... and neither can you - he could be out there somewhere, lurking, biding his time; think about that! The social welfare authorities would have had you carted off to the psychiatric ward if it had been left up them but I experienced the atmosphere in that place first hand, not from behind a desk somewhere reading between the lines. I have staked my career on my belief in your story.

				Moving to the tall narrow steel locker squeezed into the corner at the foot of the bed the dour woman twisted a key in the lock. Momentarily pausing for thought, as if about to change her mind, she reached in, selecting a smooth Malacca switch - one of a batch especially imported from the Indies for their exceptional elastic suppleness. In the ‘Seminary for Wayward Girls and Young Ladies of Delinquent Morality’ her employers had in mind for the girl this would normally be regarded as a senior cane and reserved for use on only the most recalcitrant of residents. Turning to face her miscreant charge, now safely confined in her leg braces, she ran her hand lovingly up and down the silky golden-yellow stem, admiring the tawny patterning - cruel, yes; but she could barely conceive of a more beauteous instrument of correction.

				Twisting at the waist awkwardly, weighed down as she was by the dual encumbrances of the heavy orthopaedic shoes and the cumbersome leg-braces, the girl followed Julia Soames’ movements with grim curiosity and no little apprehension. Wide-eyed, Meredith could only look on in disbelief as the woman slashed the cane meaningfully through the air, the hissing swooping song of its traverse all too familiar to her ear. The young girl’s lips pulled back into something resembling a deaths-head grimace as she took in the enormity of what was about to take place, her voice filled with incredulity as she stammered her objection: “No! That’s just ridiculous, you can’t be serious - you just can’t! “

				“Why not, my dear - do you think you’re somehow too good? Do you think you should be exempt in some manner, is that it? Do you still imagine that you’re too old to be dragged across my lap for a damn good hand spanking or a taste of the strap? Well, I don’t think so... and neither does doctor Ecclestone.”

				Meredith found herself slowly shaking her head in sorrowful assent - deep-down she already knew at a subconscious level that she was about to surrender. That the doctor, a health professional, not only knew of this woman’s plans for her but also clearly condoned, perhaps even encouraged, the use of corporal punishment in this day and age, shocked her to the core. That a psychiatrist of all people should consider such methods appropriate in the case of a victim of the sort of systematic mental and physical abuse that she had been subjected to - part of which mistreatment had actually included the very self-same form of correction she was once again threatened with - made her blood run cold. She had been traumatised to such an extent by the repeated canings and strappings, the priestly anal rape of her backside and enforced pleasuring of nuns made insatiable by their own repressed tastes, that she was ready to do anything to avoid such treatment.

				Wasn’t this exactly what had led to this ‘hysterical paralysis’ thing of theirs - some sort of post-traumatic stress disorder? Surely this could only worsen her condition; she could end up becoming permanently psychologically scarred.

				“No, please, I can’t... I just can’t...”

				“Well, that’s up to you. It has to be voluntary, if not, it doesn’t count.”

				“Then forget it... just forget it! That’s it, as far as I am concerned.”

				“Aha! Aha! ...hmm!... But tell me ... What is the more important to you - that we catch him and gather the necessary evidence to secure a conviction? Or that you should continue to lead an easy life at all costs; he goes free and you live forever under his shadow? Is that last scenario really what you want to hear? No? Well that’s hardly that surprising, given the facts. On the other hand; on the surface of it, what it really comes down to, my dear, is this: I can let you go and allow you to blunder back into his arms... or I can keep you here, under my protection. Now, I think that is a ‘no-brainer’ - your view, on the other hand, may well differ. I guess what it comes down to is this: Which is it to be? Out there alone, or living here, protected... but under discipline... and I mean discipline”

				The repeated emphasis placed on that one word, discipline, was clearly not by accident, a fact not lost on its intended target, despite the latter’s distraught state. Stiff-legged and caged in her leg-callipers, Meredith Hewson now found herself starved of self-assurance yet left with a sort of vacuum of grudging surrender,

				“Bend across the foot of your bed, if you please, missy!”

				“What?”

				Under the circumstances, the nonplussed girl could think of little else to say. The Crimplene-suited woman, on the other hand, simply repeated her command - and just as sternly - as if the young girl’s original reluctance had been as much due to misinterpretation as anything else: “I said ‘bend over the rail at the foot of your bed, please.”

				“You, y, y, you... you must be, be joking!”

				“I think not - you should know me better by now; if I’m firm, it’s only for your own benefit”

				“But... but... but you want to, to.... cane.... you want to, to, to... cane me.”

				“No, not want to... You heard Dr Ecclestone - I agree with her: there has to be some sort of repercussion suffered.

				“No, I’ve had enough! There’s just no way on Earth I’m bending over that bed-rail just to satisfy some sort of private perverted indulgence.”

				“Oh, eye, bonny lass?” The woman’s northern heritage had a habit of intruding when the going got rough; the Geordie dialect penetrated all those layers of affected elocution laid down over the years she had spent as a girl attending the Cheltenham Ladies’ College, even if the accent remained safely interred. Irritated by her slip of the tongue, she again flexed the cane in her hands as she spoke, as if to underline her point. “Well, just let me tell you... the decision is yours: You can either get yourself over the foot of your bed right now, or you can fuck off, out into those streets, and wait for him to find you. And you know he will!” The inference was unmistakable and all too plausible.

				“But, but...”

				“Bend over, please miss!”

				“But, I,I,I...”

				“I, nothing - I said, bend over - now!”

				“But, I,I,I...”

				“Fine! There’s the door, off you go! If that’s what you want. “

				“But, I’ll...”

				“No! No ‘buts’. One more chance, and that’s it! You can either get yourself bent over right now - or you can get back out there on the streets where I found you and fend for yourself and wait for him to find you - and you know he will.”

				“I, I, I’m sorry.... Ms Soames”

				“Yes, you might well be... but not half as sorry as I’m going to leave you feeling by the time I’m finished with you. But first you’re going to have to sign this disclaimer here.” The document fluttered down on the counterpane; sturdy linen-based legal parchment - a biro was proffered. “Sign here please... then we’ll have you bent over as I have requested - the quicker we get started, the quicker we’ll get it over with.”

				“I’m... I’m not... not sure that...”

				“Ok, then. Off you go, then... No, no... I mean now, right now... There’s the door, honey. Off you go! If he’s out there, he’s out there!”

				“No please; I’m sorry!”

				Defeated, Meredith leaned stiffly forward from the waist, signing with an unsteady hand before straightening once more. An even more frightened look creased her distraught face as Ms Soames, briskly whisking away the paper and pen and setting them aside on the plastic chair, returned cane in hand meaning to administer the caning forthwith.

				“Bend over then, dear... that’s right ... all the way, right over the bed rail ... hands behind your head. Let’s get it over with.”

				Legs split in the conformation of a flying ‘V’, that immodest posture enforced by the spastic constraint of her leg callipers, she stood now, shuddering, at the foot of the bed. With her legs already rendered practically useless and considering the bed’s foot-rail biting in to her supple yielding midsection, it took only the firm pressure of the woman’s hand between her shoulder blades to both topple and hold her in position. The rest came down to the monotonous rhythm of a slashing wind-whistling cane and the erotic squirming of the paired hemispheres a young girl’s backside dancing in synchrony under the command of her mistress’s hand.

				The elder woman stood back, slashing the thin cane this way and that in a twelve stroke basket weave pattern across the young woman’s backside, the thin anatomically close-fitting acetate fabric that sheaved the hemi-lunar globes as if entirely separate entities providing little or no protection. A broken inhuman wail issuing from her lips, young Meredith Hewson, her pixie-cut hair and elfin features already saturated in sweat and tears, lurched upward from the waist on the fifth or sixth cut, sobbing out loud and begging from the depths of her soul for clemency, her voice pathetic like the whimper of a whipped puppy dog.

				A well-aimed shove between her shoulder blades was all it took to send her once again sprawling helplessly across the plastic-covered mattress and bed rail like an overbalanced ‘A’ frame, toppling over the end of the bed and squirming idiotically in impotent avoidance of the demented branding of the bamboo landing across her bottom. Six or seven additional whistling air-splitting strokes later and it was over... But there was more to come...

				Hands cradling her bottom and her eyes tear-swollen young Meredith now lay rigidly across the raised rail at the foot of her bed. In such a situation the command to “stand up” came almost as a relief when it arrived.

				“Rise and come around to the side of the bed please - stand there please, side on and facing the end wall.” With a nod of her head Julia Soames indicated a spot roughly halfway along the side of the old ex-hospital iron bedside. “It’s not over yet, young lady, not by a long chalk. We may have finished with your discipline caning but now it’s time to proceed with the punishment proper; the application of a good old-fashioned hand spanking over my knee.” Smoothing down her skirt and seating herself on the edge of the plastic-covered mattress she patted her lap where the smooth glossy dark tan of her stockings now showed to great effect contrasted against the textured richness of her royal blue Crimplene skirt, the latter, being close-fitting, having ridden up her thighs to some extent in sitting. Her knees were raised to some considerable extent by her high-heeled pumps; styled in the classic court shoe tradition and a deep royal blue to match her suit, the tilt of the foot added gravitas to her bearing, adding inches, stretching muscles and refining shapely calves already picked out in tantalising shadowy aspect by the silky-textured fine-meshed nylon stockings she favoured.

				Seated as she now was and considering the activity she had now in mind, this affected refined posture offered certain advantages beyond the aesthetic, though Julia Soames accepted the notion that the disciplinarian’s sexual attractiveness had its part to play when it came to moulding the thought processes of the miscreant. Having the latter’s torso safely tucked in to her waist, the miscreant’s posture stabilised and moulded by gravity over her lap, rendered all but the most frenzied squirming, thrashing and wriggling useless in ameliorating the punitive effects of a good, firm over-the-knee hand-spanking or strapping.

				Shuffling stiff-legged like some sort of bizarre mechanised automaton, ratchet-limited metal knee joints clicking, one then the other with ever faltering interrupted step, the sobbing girl made her teary-eyed way round the foot of the bed and along as instructed, fearing any delay might invite a renewal of the onslaught of the still present cane across her now agonisingly throbbing bottom. She drew to a halt alongside the seated woman, her left leg pressing against the slippery plastic mattress cover and facing the high, vertical-railed bed-head with its sloping iron back rest and institutional striped pillows stamped on their ends with the name of some long-closed sanatorium or other - like much else in this ‘haven for the abused’ they appeared to have come as a surplus donation or perhaps as a job lot from some institutional clearance sale. The latter was not so far from the truth; successive British governments had busied themselves with ‘streamlining’ the Nation Health Service. The contents of many a small town ‘cottage hospital’, sacrificed to the cause of ‘rationalisation’ and ‘cost-cutting exercises’, had been spun off, with various charities the occasional beneficiaries.

				“Over my lap please. Make yourself comfortable... and then we can get on with your spanking.” She patted her knees as she spoke, her tan stockings reflecting back glossy shifting patterns of light at her touch, tut-tutting at the sobbing girl’s hesitation and apparent incomprehension. “Put your arms out to steady yourself and lower yourself down across my knees, just as you did over the end of the bed. Don’t worry; you will find you still have just sufficient play in those knee-joints.”

				Standing there Meredith found that a strange passivity had now swept over her, forbidding her to as much as even entertain the idea of resistance. It was the same limb-withering, will-sapping weakness that so often washed over her at the mere sight of this imposing woman seated before her or whenever the doctor would call her ‘Poppet’ or talked to her in that strange sort of singsong tone of hers. It was an odd sort of sensual weakness, a docility that felt warm and fuzzy and comforting, even as the submission it led her to would leave her shaking and her cheeks tingling with hot-blooded humiliation. The seated Julia Soames would say no more, restricting herself to an ominously silent indication of her lap where she wanted the young woman’s soft abdomen to come to rest. Meredith could stand torturing herself with ever-increasing trepidation while all the time knowing that eventually she would surrender, or she could docilely submit, placing herself across the woman’s knees like an errant child with the knowledge that once flopped helplessly over the woman’s lap she would be quite unable to do anything to resist, nor rise again without aid. It was a carefully crafted torment, subtle and delicate, calculated to gradually train the mind over time with each subsequently repeated episode of submission to resign to the will and judgment of others. Her hands sinking into the rubbery-textured mattress she guided herself down, hand over hand until an arm encircling her waist pulled her the rest of the way down, causing her to topple across the woman’s lap, her palms hastily thrown in front of her by instinct and slapping down on the spongy light grey linoleum now just inches from her nose.

				Julia Soames looked down on the prostrated child-like girl with undisguised pleasure now that the latter’s eyes were no longer upon her. The lace-trimmed collar and white-cuffed puffed quarter sleeves of the girl’s one-piece sleep-suit caught the glint of the overhead lamp. The soft light-blue gingham check fabric pulled slightly along the edges of the shiny golden metal zip fastener that ran up the centre of the back from the gathered elasticated waistband to the nape of the neck - there was something particularly charming about that, she thought, although she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. There was something charming also about the way that the glinting zipper tab peeked out from between the rear wings of the collar and the fiddly little white ‘tamperproof’ plastic retaining clip that was snapped shut across it, bridging the tab from one side to the other.

				Below the waistband the lower portion of the sleep suit was styled in the form of a pair of astoundingly close-fitting shorts that clung to the girl’s derriere and that fitted like the proverbial second skin, the small-checked gingham printed pattern acting to emphasise the intimate feminine curves. The legs - terminating just above mid thigh and tightly captured by the wide thigh cuffs of her callipers - incorporated a fancy ruffled bloomer-type styling having a white ruffled trim running around the elasticated leg openings. The whole, both above and below the waist, was fabricated in the sort of glossy satin-smooth acetate fabric usually only ever encountered in women’s knickers of a certain vintage, as thin and nearly as translucent as tracing paper. A tiny circular skirt, integral to the bizarre sailor suit-like garment, flared out from the waistband dropping to a hemline that floated about level with the crotch at the front and the point at which the girl’s buttocks were at their fullest at the rear; the latter revealed more than it covered and seemed to serve only to brazenly draw the eye to the obscenely tight ruffled bottom.

				A flap, incorporating the gusset and that wider part enveloping the buttocks, ran between the legs, fastening just below the waistband beneath the skirt at the rear by means of four blue fabric covered buttons in a similar manner to a toddler’s drop-seat pyjama bottoms. The latter allowed access for the purposes of the wearer’s ablutions even while wearing the prescribed leg braces - it was a feature that just as easily was adaptable for the purposes of discipline, as Meredith would shortly learn. With one hand roaming over the girl’s fabric-covered seat - her fingertips tracing out the patterning left by the cane and slipping, surrendering to temptation, down the declivity of the cheeks, plumbing the warm depths between - the slender dexterous fingers of the woman’s other hand now fumbled with buttons and tight buttonholes seemingly perversely made as difficult as possible to negotiate. A gasp came from the girl lying facedown slumped across her lap as the woman carefully peeled back fabric made sticky with perspiration, gradually revealing resilient white unblemished flesh now ridged with raised crisscrossing wheals of bluish purple and angry reds, the tight thin material behaving almost as if pasted on.

				For several long, luxuriant, drawn-out minutes the stern woman allowed her fingers to linger, gently drawing out patterns with her long coral pink-painted fingernails across pristine flesh and echoing those of the throbbing welts, occasionally letting a fingertip drift into more intimate deeper territory, relishing the humiliated clenching of the girl’s buttocks as it found and circled the pink rosebud and more besides. Expertly she drew out the girl’s nerves like elastic silken threads, pulled gossamer fine, fraying then snapping one by one, her charge descending gradually deeper and deeper into a hopelessly desperate and despairing mental agony largely of her own making, her muffled pleading becoming less and less coherent and less and less encumbered by the restrictions of pride and self-respect. Then, judging the time was ripe, without warning and quickly flicking back her wrist, Julia Soames brought her palm stinging down squarely across the young girl’s bared buttocks, her fingers spread so as to intersect with as many of the pulsating cane furrows as possible.

				The girl’s firm athletic shapely rump immediately went into a spasm of an almost epileptic nature, as if galvanised by electric shock, her body shaking and bucking yet restrained both by an arm coiled firmly around her waist and the near-rigid paralysis enforced by her heavy leg braces. Two of three more such slaps followed in quick succession, serving to establish a rhythm, before, with metronome regularity, switching to alternating resounding smacks on one cheek then the other and then back again, over and over and over. On and on it went, the cane wheals and the flesh between becoming one in unison-throbbing uniformly pulsating purplish red, the girl’s throaty screams and increasingly spastic squirming and twisting becoming more and more urgent - and less and less potent.

				Meredith very quickly found that with the ankle joints of her callipers now locked, her thick-soled orthopaedic shoes were effectively fixed at right angles to the metal uprights of her callipers thus causing the shoes to tilt forward on to their toecaps to accommodate the tilting of her rigidly braced legs as she had been pulled down over Ms Soames lap. As a result, once in position for her spanking, the only contact that she could make with the soft linoleum floor was by way of the smoothly rounded toes of her weighty leather shoes and the palms of her frantically flailing hands. In short; she was rendered completely helpless and unable in any way to defend herself from the painful tattoo being beaten out on her vulnerable, exposed bottom.

				Only when the begging had finally ceased, becoming baby-babbling slavering drivel, the cries had subsided to a submissive sobbing and the girl lay, her energies spent, like a limp soggy wet rag over her lap, did Julia Soames stop the terrible correction. True she had paused at one point in the proceedings, but only so as to allow the drawing on of a stout leather glove - one she’d had specially made for the purpose of correction, possessing as it did double thick kid leather on the palm. Generally she preferred the flesh-against-flesh intimacy of giving a hand spanking. But her palm by that point had been suffering almost as much as the girl’s well-tanned backside. With the aid of that specialty designed glove of hers, however, she had been able to resume and maintain the spanking at the same unforgiving pace until she was sure that her, never-too-old to-be-properly-punished, patient had totally given in and was ready to be fully compliant.

				“Sit here please.” Ms Soames patted the mattress where she herself had only moments before been seated. Gingerly the quietly weeping Meredith lowered her agonisingly burning buttocks down on to the edge of the bed, relieved that the woman had refastened the bottom flap of her sleep-suit and that she was at least spared direct contact with the vinyl mattress cover. Quickly the woman squatted down on her heels in front of now completely passive girl, first to one side then briefly to the other, inserting a slim flat-sided key in the centrally-mounted integral barrel lock of each knee joint in turn, twisting it while simultaneously inserting something having the appearance of a split-pin in each case. Ratchets released, Meredith found she was now able to sit, her knees swinging easily into a rigid right-angle. The woman bobbed again in front of the girl, snatching simultaneously at the two protruding pins. There came a pair of discordant ringing twangs, the sort of sound that might be made by fingernails running up and down a pair of small springs. Meredith was suddenly aware that her lower legs could no longer swing free: her knee joints were now fixed rigidly at ninety degrees, standing up again without aid would now be impossible.

				Briskly jumping up and without further comment the woman crossed the room. Within seconds the woman was back down again, squatting on mature haunches before that tall metal cupboard in the corner as if it were a totem, the curvature of her buttocks and thighs straining erotically against the seams of her tailored skirt. There came a clunking and a clattering and occasional dull thud. Then, with a sly smile of triumph playing about her lips and having risen to her full height, she strode back, displaying her booty cupped in hands turned palms uppermost. Only now did Meredith see the collection of padlocks piled in each of Ms Soames’s hands. Three golden-hued padlocks, chunky, fat and secure, were nestled within each velvety pink palm - none were that big, yet each was quite robust enough for the function Ms Soames’s now had in mind. Even then the point eluded poor Meredith - the connection between that sight and the ‘D’ links set within the straps securing the padded leather cuffs of her leg callipers somehow never quite ‘clicked’ in her mind. Perhaps it would now.

				“Hold out your hand, please.” A padlock, its hasp hanging agape, was passed into her palm. “Pass it through the ‘D’ ring on the buckle of the strap at the top of your left thigh, please.” She watched the girl struggle to do as indicated, smiling pleasantly. “Good girl! ...Now close it.” The click sounded so final as she heard it, the sound coming in the distance, as if in a dream and only then the realisation coming to her. “Now, please do the same with the other side.” Meredith held out her hand almost robotically, the enormity of what was happening somehow rendering her unable to question what she was being told to do. ‘SNAP!’ ‘CLICK!’ The sound was sharp, somehow punishing - it made her shudder inside.

				Another padlock was now handed over destined for the second strap securing the thigh cuff on her left leg, quickly followed by one to be used to secure the second thigh strap on the opposite leg. Both snapped shut with that same hollow metallic clicking sound of finality.

				“Now repeat the operation at the straps above your knees, then the ones below and finally the ones at your ankles and shins.” Lock after lock was handed over and duly snapped into place until all ten padlocks were secured, five on each side, the burning cane lines across her thoroughly spanked backside a constant reminder of what to expect if she refused.

				“Good girl! All done and dusted now.” Satisfied, this strong-willed woman spoke now in honeyed tones. “We’ll have no more of you slipping those things off or slackening the supports every time my back is turned - you’ll be snapping those locks into place every time you wear your callipers in future. And if we go out anywhere, its going to be a wheelchair for you, I’m afraid - I’m not going to take the risk of you having one of your ‘hysterical attacks’, having a ‘fall’ and my being held to blame for your injuries.”

				Meredith sat listening dumbfounded, absentmindedly scratching at something near the top of her left leg; a spot just below the point encircled by the uppermost band of her leg brace. Worrying away at it she had succeeded in making the otherwise faint freckle-like blemish inflamed and red so that it now stood proud of the tender flesh of her thigh, raised like a tiny pimple but with a distinct hollow at the centre. The growing soreness drew her attention; the increased awareness then causing her to shift her focus to her other leg where a vague itching, that might otherwise have gone unnoticed, emanated from in and around the corresponding area. There was something there, too, on that leg.

				Both patches of inflammation had only become really apparent as a result of having been irritated by all of the thrashing about she had done over Ms Soames lap while she had been receiving her spanking. She’d noted the like before from time to time, putting the inflammation and accompanying slight numbness down to the occasional pimple or gnat bite; what with the balmy stormy weather there had been since she had been discharged from hospital the midges had been getting just about everywhere. This, though, was the first time her attention had been sufficiently drawn to the extent of conducting a detailed close-up examination.

				The mark on that side was indistinct, a flat dimpled circle not raised like a bug bite might have been, and it occupied almost exactly the same point as its corresponding inflamed sibling - an uncanny, unlikely symmetry. Looking down the length of each leg in turn she thought she could just make out others, like the two she could now feel - or seemed to feel - itching at the tops of her calves; all shared that selfsame unlikely symmetry in their placement.

				They looked like... like... needle marks! She’d seen many in her mercifully short foray into the life of the destitute young homeless of London. True, these were not the ugly blue-traced vein tracks of the squat or shop-doorway junkie. Nevertheless needle marks were the closest in resemblance in her experience to the fine puncture marks she now felt absolutely sure she could make out, even in the dim light of the room. And they looked fresh, too! But if so, how and when could they have been administered? More importantly, perhaps - why?

				Julia Soames knew why and when and, indeed, how. But she was not saying - it would ruin the all-important psychological effect of her little ‘convincer’ if the girl knew more. Besides, it was innocuous enough and once the idea of her infirmity had taken seed in the girl’s head it could be phased out - the girl’s subconscious would do the rest.

			

		

	
		
			
				New Year Resolutions

				It had been quite literally years since her partner had last taken her out to dinner in London, let alone to one of that eclectic, multi-hued city’s three Michelin star restaurants - one of only two, it should be added. Strictly speaking, though, it was she who was treating her partner, since it was she who was the one with the money and the social standing. Sure he was on the board of several well-known companies and was a non-executive director at the clinic itself; but it took more than a healthy bank balance and a sharp suit to secure a good table at the last minute in one of London’s most exclusive restaurants - and on the busiest night of the year too: New Year’s Eve.

				It took social standing, old money - and if there was one thing the striking, young psychiatrist’s background encompassed it was old money - and all the social clout that went with it. Hailing from a family that could trace its roots almost back to the Norman conquest, she had gone through several private tutors, Roedean, and then straight on to Cambridge, sailing through her PhD research, before, on a whim, then pursuing a second doctorate.

				Despite her accidental privilege of birth it had actually been a hard life back then - she had been pushed academically by her mother, an accomplished and well respected academic herself. She had been driven, too, by some innate fascination with the natural world, a thirst for knowledge that could never quite be slaked. But there were darker agenda at work in her psyche, even then, when it came to her chosen area of specialisation - motives not entirely unconnected to her historically influential genealogy, or at least her perception of the historic importance of her bloodline.

				She had been brought up on tales of intrigue, conspiracy, the treachery of the state and of a lost aristocratic status. Her family still had influence but to the doctor, it was not enough to wield influence: She had to know the whys and wherefores of power; she had to understand what it was to wield real personal power, to control others, to sit back and pull the strings and watch the puppets dance. In that way she was carrying on something of a family tradition, dating back to the heyday of the ‘gentleman scientist’ - a term that arose in post-Renaissance Europe to describe those financially independent scientists, often landed gentry, who pursued their research as a hobby.

				Having set out from Sloane Square they strolled arm in arm through a ridiculously mild Chelsea winter’s evening, discreetly paced by their hired limo, heading westward along the King’s Road; he in his customary bespoke evening suit, she having eschewed her usual leather skirt and white blouse ensemble for a slinky silver evening gown. A vintage Fox-fur stole wrapped around her shoulders, her only concession to the season, covered the slender spaghetti straps supporting the alluring v-neck bodice, the shimmering shirred fabric crossing the bodice and ending in an upside down v-shape over her hips before flaring out delicately from mid-thigh to the ground. The soft material fluidly flowed past her hips and thighs and down her long legs in waves as she walked, hissed rhythmically over the nylon of her stockings and the rayon satin panels of the open-bottom girdle that supported them - the latter as genuinely vintage as the Fox stole.

				The contrast with her usual workaday costume of flapping white doctor’s coat worn over a dominatrix-like ensemble of tight black leather skirt and equally snug fitting white satin blouse could not have been starker. The thought brought her back to the young woman she had under lock and key in that tiny but secure little room that budded off from the consultation room she used back in the clinic’s secure psychiatric wing:

				There was one young lady who didn’t have to worry about choosing what to wear for the night - for her the choice came down to whether to sit, lie or stand while languishing in those institutional green-striped pyjamas she wore. What with the girl’s crudely-shorn hair, the perspiration stains, the bits of detritus adhering to the pyjama jacket - the result of an occasional clumsy spillage of the sloppy porridge that was served each mealtime -and the number, badge and designation embroidered on the jacket pocket, the image conjured was as much one of a concentration camp inmate as of a psychiatric patient - if not, that is, for the girl’s somewhat overripe plumpness. The latter was the result of a craftily disguised increase in the calorific content of her meals - courtesy of the section dietician - and the occasional use of food treats; ostensibly given to reward good behaviour by temporarily lifting the tedium of the regimen, but in fact designed to achieve something entirely different. The girl had been wearing those same pyjamas now - twenty-four hours a day - for...how long had it been? They really were becoming quite malodorous now - so demoralising for a girl who had been so fastidious in the outside world and who had thought nothing of spending entire days circulating around hair salons, nail-bars and beautician’s parlours.

				Idly the glamorous youthful-looking psychiatrist pondered on how it must feel, sitting there with one’s life trickling away through one’s fingers like fine sand; whiling away the time staring at the four blank white walls, the desk and chair, the bar-sided hospital bed with its straps and restraints, perhaps squatting, back to the padded steel bars that blocked the door, head back and straining forlornly to glimpse something of interest - anything that might relieve the tedium - through that high, bar-covered window. Well, she’d find little to relieve her loneliness there; the window was angled in such a way as to only provide a narrow view of the sky - and even then, indirectly. Then again... perhaps she should do something about that. An idea had struck her and she made a mental note to look into it on her return to the clinic, post the New Year celebrations.

				Loneliness, yes loneliness... loneliness was how it worked. In the case of a gregarious girl, such as this, what could be better than sheer, unrelenting loneliness to unlock her subconscious; the perfect master key to her pretty little head. An enigmatic smile crossed the doctor’s face and a gentle shiver ran up her spine. It was a little shudder of unashamed pleasure, although, on a different level, she felt as if perhaps she should feel shame. But even that thought brought with it a certain frisson; it was like allowing oneself something ‘naughty-but-nice’. As a health professional she was well aware that her treatment of the girl went against every ethical standard she could think of - but at the end of the day wasn’t that what power was all about, real power; the ability to step outside normally accepted limitations of behaviour without fear of consequence.

				Passing now the King’s Road Marks & Spencer’s and glancing casually at the manikins in the window the doctor laughed to herself silently at the thought of the girl just sitting there on the side of her hospital bed in the posture one of the plastic window dwellers just happened to have been posed, waiting, on this, a night like any other as far as she was concerned, elbows resting on knees and dainty, though by now increasingly well-fleshed, chin cupped in soft palms, driven to distraction by the very lack of distraction and unaware even if it were winter or summer... But was that assumption really true? ...Hmmm! For instance: there was the girl’s hair - it had grown back substantially in recent times.

				It had amused her to style the young lady’s hair boyishly, with a side parting - it suited well both the androgynous styling of the hospital’s regulation issue pyjamas...and her own private predilections. But had those few inches of hair now come to infer too much to her patient? She had noted of late how, whether during an interview or psychological appraisal, the girl - once reluctant to as much as glance at her own reflection in those ugly institutional pyjamas - now studied herself with apparent fascination in the vanity mirror that she habitually kept set up on the corner of her desk. After all: the girl wasn’t stupid, far from it - at least not yet... The thought brought the twitch of a smile to the corners of her mouth which she fought hard to disguise - but not well enough it seemed ...

				“You seem pleased with yourself - a penny for your thoughts?”

				“Wha... Sorry - what did you say?” Her cogitation had been brought grinding to a halt.

				“Oh nothing... you just seemed miles away - which way now, dear?” The concern in her partner’s voice spoke of the stereotypical distrust that all too often the male of the species has for female navigational prowess. She bristled inwardly, but smiled sweetly back:

				“Taking the next left should just about do it - unless you want to go the rest of the way in the limo.”

				“No, no. I’m sure you know what you’re doing - I’m just soaking up the atmosphere, the whole area is quite literally buzzing!”

				“I knew it would be, honey - but there’s more to come yet!”

				They were passing Wellington Square: the next left would, give or take a few crossroads, bring them to the north-west corner of the grounds of the Royal Hospital and into Royal Hospital Road. All around them groups of revellers - some in fancy dress, others just simply overdressed - surged and cavorted up and down the King’s Road. Rounding the corner and things became somewhat quieter. A group of five or six young women, headed in the same general direction as the pair, were walking ahead on the same side of the street, laughing, joking and dancing around. A similar group, both in makeup and in numbers, was approaching from the opposite direction on the other side of the street. Heady expensive perfume mingled with a subtler scent born of an afternoon makeover, wine, French cigarettes and the even greater pungency of Camden-bought skunk. There were puffball skirts and pink-tipped blonde hair, miniscule skirts in glittering silver spandex and others of pink or black latex teamed with Basques of a similar material that would have seemed perfectly at home in a fetish club. But these were undoubtedly Chelsea-girls, socialites; daughters and nieces of the celebrity world and the well-to-do. London was indeed a world away from the sleepy West Country villages surrounding the moor, the boundary of which the clinic’s grounds encroached.

				She found herself tut-tutting disparagingly: Here was the world she had missed out on, with her head in a book and her pen in her hand. Young women heading for the type of nightclub she would have liked to have spent her Friday or Saturday nights in, had she not been near permanently ensconced in a dusty Cambridge University library. It had been her own choice; nobody had forced her, nobody had robbed her of those young days - she had no right to begrudge others their salad days. Yet she could not help but notice that most of these young women seemed to approximate an age to this latest patient of hers. She was struck by their self-confidence, their sense of freedom and their independent spirit - everything she was presently doing her level best to erase from the girl in her care.

				Rationally she knew she did not have the right to begrudge any of these young people their free and easy years, yet nevertheless she had to admit to herself that she was eaten up with envy - was that why she was the way she was? She suddenly realised that she was actually glad that she had this girl detained in her care. Partly through her machinations the girl had already missed out on going on to university - near on two years later there was no way her place would still be held open for her. Besides, even before coming into her hands, even before being delivered to the clinic, others had ensured that she missed out on completing her final upper-school exams. The girl’s case review wasn’t scheduled for another two years, unless of course in the interim the board were to receive a particularly favourable report.

				Looking around her at the fun, freedom and excitement that these young women embodied, the promise ahead of them, the boy friends they would meet, the experiences they would have - all the things she had denied herself in her quest for academic perfection - she determined there and then she would make certain that report was anything but favourable. In fact, she would do all in her power to ensure that, when the time came, the case review panel would happily place the girl back in her care. If she played her cards right, it could then be yet another two years before the girl’s case was formerly reviewed again - especially if the girl were to attack a member of staff, say, or attempt an escape.

				In her mind’s eye she plotted to waste this girl’s life as she perceived that small part of her own had been wasted - but she would be more thorough. Young Lavinia would stand in as a proxy for all of these hedonistic and flighty young things. There would be no bright new clothes, no nightclubs, no boyfriends, and no friends -there would be just the patient and the doctor on whom, in time, she would come to dote. The more she took in of these fun loving, pink fluffy young coltish things and their carefree, devil may care, airs, the more it felt to her as if she were being lackadaisical in her care of the young patient she had under lock and key back at the clinic. The girl still had far too much freedom - she would have to tighten up on the girl’s discipline. Was she perhaps trying to judge the passage of time by keeping check on the length of her hair - was that what had become so fascinating about her reflection? Well, she’d soon put paid to that!

				And as for that window: She’d hold back on the obvious solution for that for a while. She had developed some specific ideas she wanted to try out first - an approach that would likely provide for an even greater psychological impact. But whatever action or actions she finally decided upon; one thing was for certain - the girl could wave goodbye to what privileges she still had. The first thing she intended to do once she returned to the clinic was tighten up still further the regime she had the girl under - as restrictive as it already was. She was going to teach the girl once and for all the true meaning of the word discipline - and the poor child would unknowingly have this unfettered wild bunch to thank for her education; or rather, re-education.

				“I think this is it, honey.” Her partner’s baritone had interrupted her thoughts once again. The doctor looked around, still deep in thought and not a little dazed: They had indeed arrived. But she could remember little after exiting the Kings Road - where the hell had she been for the last few streets?

			

		

	
		
			
				Spiral Stairs And Convent Girls

				Madison Daisy Bartlett too had been celebrating the New Year, in her own way. Sherry in hand, she had been leafing through the latest report from the hospital - not of her ward, Lavinia but rather that dealing with a certain would-be trouble maker, a certain miss Meredith Hewson. She had been released from the institution at the same time as Susan Stringer and sent stay up in that house on the East Anglian coastline. Now she had been brought back directly under the institution’s control. She was apparently ensconced now, not in the behavioural psychology research laboratory in which she had originally been a volunteer subject involved in the study on the origins of speech deficits they had running there, but safely out of harms way on the psychiatric ward.

				She had watched one of that girl’s sessions with their speech therapist on video - such a shame the process had led to such a debilitating stammer. She remembered when the girl had been staying with Julia Soames, after the first occasion that she had been through the hospitals hands - on that occasion as an apparent road traffic accident victim. Most of all she remembered the first time she had ever set eyes on young troublesome Meredith, way back when she had first visited the charitable home for wayward girls and young women in peril of falling into moral danger or what ever it was the church had called the place. Raising the glass to her lips she took a more than sufficient sip, sinking back into the couch as her mind floated back...

				The windscreen wipers were scraping to and fro through the thin gritty brownish film being thrown up from the wheels of the vehicle immediately in front. It was a modern enough tractor she was trailing - fully enclosed heated cab and all, flashing amber lamp on roof - it was what it was towing that was the problem: an ancient, dripping slurry tank mounted on a rickety wooden-framed trailer. The encroaching hedgerows were being brushed and combed on both sides by dangerously protruding ironwork marked out in painted black and yellow chevrons, showering greyish-brown twigs and hard green buds that came crashing in like clouds of wooded hail through the driving rain, causing her to drop back several car lengths. The stunning gold-tressed driver tut-tutted irritably as yet again particles of grit trapped under a rubber wiper blades squealed against the glass like fingernails dragged down a blackboard.

				Irrationally she thumped her fist against the washer button on the dash, well aware that the screenwash reservoir had run dry several miles back, moaning to herself as one of her rings, a particularly prominent diamond cluster, scraped the walnut panel, gauging out a deep crescent scratch. “Fuck!” She swore out loud - that would be expensive to fix: and she hated imperfections. Then she smiled, lighting up the car like the sun breaking through cloud: Up ahead a tall spire loomed and the road had begun to be fringed by the high, dense granite-block walls of the priory grounds - she was there.

				Once there would have been a so-called ‘church house’ in every one of the ancient parishes of England. Now such an edifice was thought of as being very much a West Country speciality; more commonly encountered on Dartmoor and its environs, but by no means exclusively so. Very few surviving examples actually abutted onto the churchyard, let alone the parish church itself as this building did, but then there was far more to this ecclesiastical complex then the simple term ‘parish church’ would suggest. The grey haired old father himself had answered the door, rather than his redoubtable housekeeper or the church sextant as Madison had expected. In response to the dully-hollow wooden thud of the huge iron-ring knocker the heavy medieval oak, complaining at this uncalled-for disturbance with shuddering rusted hinges moaning in agreement, eased open. White-bearded and all tweeds toped by his Franciscan-style cape here was one whose deep suspicion of new-fangled ways was legend, even if ‘new’ in this context equated to ecclesiastical customs a century or so in place. The swinging of the Smokey incense ‘lantern’ and all the ‘fancy-dress’ gold-trimmed robing and vain adornment that went with it was an anathema to his deep held puritanical inclinations and sensibilities. Not that he was one to take objection to the benefits accrued from a generous and prosperous congregation numbering bankers, city traders and others with rightly-troubled consciences in need of soothing.

				Nor was he one to object to the patronage attracted by the reputed good works carried out under the auspices of ‘The Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist’, the locally-famed home for ‘wayward young ladies’ run under his guidance all these years. Indeed, here stood a charitable man, an upright, well-esteemed man, yet behind those rural parish walls he had done so much to build and support his word was law. As far as he was concerned it was as if the reformation had never happened. Nuns wore wimples and habits in traditional floor-length penguin pied black and white, The Fathers wore cassocks and dog-collars without exception, and as for the recipients of their charity - well, they would do well to be grateful for whatever they were damn-well given to wear! And for those wayward young trollops not quite as appreciative or as acquiescent as they might be there was always the righteous correction of the cane or the sting of leather to help them mend their ways.

				For the vast majority of the charity’s residential beneficiaries the latter meant a uniform consisting of a calf-length, high-collared, long-sleeved button-through dress in a pride-quenching heavy grey polyester-wool mixture that swamped the figure of all but the most precociously curvaceous. This horror would invariably be worn over plain but serviceable white acetate bloomers, thick scratchy woollen vest, rubber girdle supporting thick opera-length navy-blue lisle stockings from broad elastic suspenders and flesh-inflaming rough metal clips and a full-length heavy white nylon slip that was substantial enough to have constituted a dress in its own right, had it been worn as an outer layer.

				Certainly there were many - the vast majority in all probability - that, slaving on a summer’s day in the oppressive atmosphere of the laundry, wished that those underpinnings were the limit of their clothing. But such would never be the case - and every button was to be kept fastened to boot, from hem to neck. Full and often overly-fed breasts were left to swing free and devoid of all but the barest of support against the wiry torment of that woollen vest - those quaintly-termed brassieres would smack far too much of vanity to be allowable by church authorities. Similarly fatty, well-nourished buttocks would jiggle and wiggle in response to sweat-stung cane-welts and leather-split flesh - both testament to the terrible diligence of parochial-inspired discipline and the sure and certain knowledge that anything less would have been seen as negligent when it came to saving poor young creatures such as these from the sin of the desire troubling their loins.

				The most artily arranged, gently-premed coiffure would be roughly-hewn unevenly close with shears more suited to the trimming of privet. The most painstakingly-cultivated and maintained manicure would be chopped to the quick, lest the nails should pose some hazard to safety, either real or imagined. Likewise their maturity would be routinely shorn from them under the guise of assured hygiene, the cut-throat glistening with silky curls and soapy rainbow suds in a nun’s quivering hand. Most else - whether it be jewellery, clothing, luggage, identity cards or keepsakes and other personal effects - would be briskly committed to the infinite privacy of the incinerator, lest the purity of their new existence, this numb impotent renaissance, be corrupted by the world at large.

				Viciously-caned across her tender naked behind until unreservedly bawling like a baby as a matter of routine procedure, then obliged to don the drab charity-girl work-uniform demanded by this parochial institution the young miss would be then deemed ready to embrace her brand new personality. Such ran the systematic dehumanisation carried out according to the authority that was ‘The Children of Jesus, Scientist’. Few would resist the process. Of those that did, the most intractable, those very few, could - and would - find their complaint sympathetically considered, duly noted... and then, equally sympathetically - after due evaluation - disregarded. But such a dismissive, patronizing attitude was only to expected once one was ensconced in the charity’s parallel-funded sibling institution - the latter was, after all, a mental hospital, at the end of the day!

				A young filly soon learnt to bow to the yoke of the church, uniformed, disciplined and kept under that peculiar form of ecclesiastical bondage that was the ‘poor house’ or she could just as easily exchange all that for the restriction of the straitjacket and the locked ward. All it took was a suitably worded report from the Mother Superior and a windowless private ambulance would be bumping along the narrow lanes and byways that crisscrossed the moors. In return the church-run home, with its potential to gain financially through the labour of its inmates, stood ready and willing to offer gainful employment and a place of secure residence to certain of those poor homeless waifs whom, having passed through one or other of the residential programmes run under the auspices of the hospital’s department of experimental psychology, now found the prospect of returning to society at large overly daunting.

				What they did to those girls behind the high walls, barred windows and bolted doors of the secure psychiatric wing was not officially of interest to the charity and its funding of the research carried out there was routed through various vaguely nefarious yet surprisingly sophisticated channels to ensure that on paper at least it remained that way. Nevertheless, a few years spent undergoing one of their longer-term programmes - such as the one they ran approximating to the workings of a Victorian workhouse and reformatory - produced from even the most vivacious of young women an empty husk of a girl, institutionalised to the point of being near completely bereft of initiative and to whom life freed of discipline and instruction was nigh on unthinkable.

				The high, iron-spiked-topped walls of the girls’ home - lovingly rebuilt by kind donation in its entirety from the dissolution-ruins of a small enclosed priory - dominated the clustered, second-home arty-crafty village cottages, with their greening greyish thatched roofs, flint-knobbed facades and Dartmoor-stone door-side name plaques. The latter carved statements proudly announced to the world their once-proud heritage; a tradition owing more to Mr William Morris and the movement he inspired than to the husbandry of Friesian-Holstein cattle and management of semi-wild ponies. Names such as ‘The Smithy’, ‘Sculptor’s Vision’ and ‘Muse Cottage’ were proliferate here, amongst the hanging baskets of pansies and marigolds and doorstep fringing dwarf conifers, hollyhocks and the occasional obligatory Porsche, Mercedes or BMW. Their owners, largely absent most of the year, knew even less about the management of the young fillies incarcerated beyond the walls of those grounds than they did regarding those other fillies that roamed the moors - and cared even less. After all, they saw only nuns and the occasional church official in a dog-collar; they never set eyes on the bowed, shorn-headed girls in their ugly button-through uniforms and chain-hobbled ankles. As far as was publicly known it was an enclosed order; and that was all there was to it.

				Gaining entry via the vestry at the rear of the church, Madison Bartlett found herself being led through the rood-screen, passing by a row of deliberately plain oaken miserycords before threading between suitably hard wooden pews. Here all was a picture of granite-and-flint propriety. It was only when one, if sufficiently privileged, encountered the hidden world of spiralling stone steps, priest-holes and secret, windowless chambers inbuilt and embedded between the double-skinned stone-block walls that this gentile propriety began to break down.

				But for that perspective one had to go beyond God’s house - one had to visit that of one of His servants. Nash wrote ‘Hath not the Devil his chapel close adjoining God’s Church?’, or words to that effect. He coined that in 1593, around one hundred years before the stone-built house adjoining the church had been constructed - and never had a truer word been written to sum up the present resident’s disposition. Not that his visitor this day had any less a cynical outlook when it came to the charitable works of the organisation she had travelled so far to witness first hand - whether it would offer suitable accommodation for her young ward was the only thing on Ms Bartlett’s mind.

				Still. Madison couldn’t help but feel a little unnerved at the realization that there were people walking around - people of apparent fine principles and responsibility - comfortable in their own minds with their ability to justify just about anything in the hypocritical guise of some credo, even one based on flawed, even heretical, theology. She’d heard how strongly-held belief systems can cause a person to lose perspective on reality, just as power famously corrupts. The Reverend Father seemed the embodiment of both in the way that he would casually outline the punishment of a young woman using phrases such as “continue to cane until weeping becomes submissive, tamed whimpering”.

				Having reached the very top of the house, or at least what Madison Bartlett at first took to be the top floor, the reverend’s housekeeper, produced a key from her skirt pocket and removed an old rusty yet substantial padlock from an iron ring-and-clasp arrangement securing a heavy oak door set in a side wall. At first sight apparently little more than some storage cupboard or access hatch, once through, the access requiring that she bend somewhat from the waist, she was directed her up a narrow winding wooden staircase; bare-boarded and roughened with two hundred years or so of wear and tear it creaked dubiously at each step as if groaning in objection to an unwarranted intrusion to its usually assured locked-and-bolted privacy.

				Ahead, the broad haunches of the churchman’s housekeeper, swaying heavily under the woman’s weighty black silk skirt, for all intents and purposes plugged the gap between the cold stone to their left and lime-plastered brick on the right, adding greatly to the feeling of claustrophobia and letting past barely sufficient illumination from the skylight above. The latter, thickly whitewashed, cobweb-strung and cowering back behind a domed crisscross armament of thick iron bars, was doing a pitiful enough job of lighting the stair in any case.

				To the rear she could hear the old man’s dry asthmatic wheezing and half-stifled phlegm-filled cough coming close on her shoulder. It occurred to her how surprising it was that he hadn’t stopped for a breather. Clearly climbing up through the three floors of the house had taken it out of him and now even the short two and half turns of this sinister stairwell, though admittedly steep, were causing him acute discomfort. The one had been all too swiftly followed on by the other, yet he drove himself on. Or rather something drove him on; and Madison Bartlett could not help but wonder as to what unholy urge might motivate such a man so. Yet, she reflected, the same could be said for his housekeeper; she was not exactly a nimble woman and yet she had fairly bounded up the first few flights when it was suggested that Madison should be taken to meet their house guest, this lost lamb whose soul they were together apparently striving to save.

				Past the last step a short timber landing, having an area barely sufficient for the three of them and perhaps one other to stand at once, opened out. Ahead, where one might well have expected the way to have opened straight onto a storage space under the eaves of the house, their passage was blocked by a heavy iron door set into the supporting stonework and secured, as had been the first, with a hefty padlock - but this was very new and very modern in appearance, it’s shiny metallic surface contrasting boldly against the patchwork of blistered white paintwork and orange-red rust covering the door.

				The padlock having been removed as before, the door was slowly swung back, the hinges creaking arthritically as the heavy two-centimetre thick door reluctantly submitted to the determination of the housekeeper. The effort made the dour ruddy-faced woman puff, thankful for her sturdy hands, developed as a girl on her father’s farm, and even for the almost manly broad shoulders and thick washer-woman forearms that her dress struggled so hard to disguise beneath its long cuffed sleeves. yet to Madison it was clear the woman’s enthusiasm was undaunted by her task; indeed it was almost palpable .

				Before her, now, was opened out a bleak-looking attic room, stark, dark and dusty with a creaking wooden floor of grubby splinter-infested boards and filled with a hot sweaty atmosphere that was tinged with the faintly oniony odour of wet bird droppings. Not that the redoubtable Ms Bartlett was much worried by the temperature at present, as consumed as she had by now become by the atmosphere of the place. She was filled to the brim with a strange and unaccustomed bubbling excitement and a burning heart-pounding anticipation that seemed to exclude all rationality. It was a little like the tummy-butterflies of childhood memory that had kept her awake, tossing and turning the long dark hours away through many a sleepless night before Christmas.

				It took Madison Daisy Bartlett a moment or two just to adapt to the low lighting conditions, let alone to focus, convince herself of the reality of the tableau now set out before her. “Oh my god!” The words had scraped unbidden past her cupid-bow lips: Madison could do nothing to stifle the exclamation. She bit her bottom lip in frustration; she hadn’t wanted to give the impression of being shocked, yet nor did she want to give away anything of her true feelings. Suspecting something of what she might be about to observe, she had steeled herself for it, intending to remain poker-faced, neutral, perhaps even feigning some hint of disapproval. This man, it seemed, could get away with virtually anything under the auspices of his church.

				The housekeeper had bent down to pluck something from a low beech-wood chair and having pulled on a pair of black gloves, the leather dramatically contrasting with the lace decoration of her white cuffs, now held a thin, wicked-looking school cane. Over the back of that selfsame seat - the spartan room containing so little else by way of comfort - was draped in voluminous heavy folds, the unmistakable glossy black fabric of a church cassock; a frothing of white lace provided the point of reference and drew the eye to it’s exaggeratedly-frilled collar and frontage.

				Alongside the cassock-like garment, strung by its broad shoulder straps from a plastic coat hanger dangling on one end of the curved chair back, was an old fashioned girdle or corselette; the narrow-waisted hourglass profile was unmistakable. Long-lined and open-bottomed its fringe of six wide elasticated suspenders trailed on the rough wood-board floor, the gunmetal stocking clips with their associated bulbous pink rubber buttons glinting where they lay on, and in, the blanket of dust and filth that covered the planks. Rigidly ‘boned’ and with supplemental, tough, fabric straps and metal buckles hanging from either side at the waist - these functioning in wear to restrain still further the abdomen and to better trim the waist - the firm criss-cross satin-finished Elastane abdomen and side panels threw back what little light might cross their surface, adding a shimmering silvery moonlight character all of their own, while the high-mounted bullet bra cups stood out turgidly from its frontage in all their underwired glory as if already filled to bursting by tightly constrained and moulded breasts.

				The old man’s florid-complexioned housekeeper had spotted their visitor’s interest: “When faced with a fractious teenager, deeply unhappy with what she is to wear - as all tend to be here - we have found that little can compete with a long, firm, open girdle when it comes to encouraging her to adopt a more... shall we say... tractable attitude. It restricts one’s stride, makes running nigh on impossible and even sitting somewhat less than comfortable.” The woman’s tone had contained a note of almost childish glee, but that observation had largely passed Madison by; her attention had now been drawn elsewhere:

				Standing immediately behind the rough-hewn chair with its adornment of strange vestments, waited the petite, sylph-like form that would ordinarily fill the latter, her head bowed. Today somewhat more scantily dressed than customarily, the teenager stood stock-still with her tender perfect bare feet sole deep in a corruption of dust that was peppered here and there with the grey-white of pigeon droppings. A short length of chain trailed on the grubby wooden floorboards and linked dainty ankles that would have been more at home in the dance studio but here were never given a greater degree of freedom than that which allowed for a truncated, if serviceable, shuffle - enough for the girl to fetch, carry, scrub and toil, but little more than that. Her slender arms were closely secured together at the wrists with what, rather surprisingly, appeared to Madison’s eye to be police-issue handcuffs.

				The girl had her hands resting on the top of her head in the manner expected of the true penitent. Her wrists were crossed in order to accommodate the short, restrictive linkage between them, the constraint causing her elbows to face forward despite the obvious effort she was putting into keeping them smartly out to the sides as far as was possible. Hands, wrists, cuffs and the few sturdy stainless steel links that conjoined them, together conspired to flatten a shock of light brown hair that, in these dusty half-light surroundings, bordered on the mousy and that had been cut short, side-parted and styled as if on a young boy.

				Deep down, Madison Bartlett could not deny the sharpest pang of something very much akin to envy, yet tempered by a guilty and worrying sense of shame that she should find anything other than sheer horror written in such a scene. There was a certain taste in the old clergyman’s mouth, also - a certain dryness of the throat and a tingling of the senses - but as for guilt, he had long managed to expunge that from his soul. After all, it was his duty to instil the doctrine of the church, to drive out the corruption of the modern world from this wanderer of the flock, to bring her back into the fold by fair means or foul. As for his housekeeper - the redoubtable Mrs Merryweather-Cortez, her of the ruddy, farmer’s wife complexion, rough workaday hands and idiosyncratic penchant for dressing in the heavy black silk and white lace of the Victorian governess - her motives were more clear-cut, yet somehow all the more honest for that.

				Notwithstanding her misgivings, the ordinarily unexcitable and level-headed Ms Bartlett could not but admit to herself that, at that moment in time, there was very little she would not have been willing to give had she been offered the opportunity to have that soft, pliable and silken-skinned 17-year-old placed in her care for a single week, let alone the months that she suspected her present hosts had had the girl under their unassailable control. Involuntarily she found herself licking her lips; the possibilities rolling around in her mind seemed endless and from every aspect she considered it from she found the idea quite enchanting.

				Clearly struggling to stifle yet another of his parchment-dry asthmatic coughs - the phlegm that had so handicapped his stair climb having now subsided - the aged clergyman cleared his throat. His voice, when he found it, had a horsy roughness to it, yet was tinged with a fatherly timbre that belied the unmistakable stirring in his loins. The latter he hoped beyond hope would not become apparent to his guest, lest it be misconstrued as a manifestation of common or garden lust - he discretely manoeuvred his hat, grasped in both hands, to provide the appropriate degree of cover. This was, after all, a quite unrequited and unnatural urge - he was confident of his innocence; but would, indeed could, a woman of his visitor’s station and upbringing appreciate the truth of the matter. This was a temptation surely originating with the Infernal Beast himself and channelled through whatever entity it was that resided within his young charge, the tender girl-flesh presently quaking before him. Slaking that diabolically-birthed thirst would be a suitable penance for the young strumpet once his guest had departed and his housekeeper had returned to her chores. But until then, decorum was everything.

				“This is Ms Bartlett; she’s come to visit you. Isn’t that kind? Now, say hello, child.”

				Her eyes still downcast the girl began to mumble something, but was immediately interrupted by the spitefully-edged voice of the housekeeper. “I’ll thank you to drop to your knees before you speak to such an illustrious guest as Ms Bartlett. Whatever will she think? I would have thought that you would know better than that by now - three strokes, I think.”

				With a shuddering, appalled gasp, part of shock, part despair and part astonishment, the coy, half-naked young thing dropped to her knees, doe-like eyes fluttering and cheeks burning in shame. Madison could only guess at how wounding this was for a young girl of such tender years and of such a delicate, gentle disposition, to have to present the shameful spectacle that she presently was and to voice the humiliatingly submissive entreaty that she was clearly about to be forced to - let alone the very definite possibility of her undergoing corporal punishment in front of witnesses. These people were clearly experts; they knew exactly what they were doing in heaping humiliation upon humiliation. And Madison herself, she realised, was now as much a prop in their scheme as she was guest and witness.

				Madison Daisy Bartlett could only look on breathless, her eyes glued to the near-naked kneeling figure. How helplessly... fragile the girl looked, she thought. Yes, that was it, fragile, as if one last knock, even some unguarded and kind comment, and the child would shatter completely, like a fumbled glass figurine tumbled from the mantle. To her mind, it seemed that there was something about the girl that one would not naturally expect of one her age. The girl seemed to radiate an impression of one having encountered utter defeat; there was some vague, indescribable aspect of childish dependency about her, a sense of surrender and the feeling that there was some part of her that had somehow gone missing. There was an air about this girl that would bring that form of address, ‘child, ’ come quite naturally to the lips; despite the ‘child’ in question having reached an age that elsewhere would have been considered sufficient to make her a young woman in her own right.

				Whatever it was about the girl, it was something that seemed to nurture cruelty in even the most benign of souls; it had clearly done so in her captor’s hearts and to Madison Bartlett’s hot cheeked shame it had sewn that self-same seed in her own: It was not that she was absent of pity, just that it seemed so insufficient and what little there was fast drowning beneath a mixed deluge of sexual lust and cruel pleasure in almost equal measure. She could almost feel her own fingers curling around the supple polished rattan switch that the old man’s housekeeper was presently caressing so lovingly and that she found she now wanted most fervently to see crisscrossing those perfect snow-white buttocks with a basket-weave of fire.

				That the girl was not continually held here, in this tiny garret room - under lock and key - that she could be allowed around the church grounds and to work in semi-public view - albeit always under the close supervision of either the aged reverend or his formidable-looking housekeeper - was astounding. The hold these two held over the girl was clearly remarkable, quite remarkable.

				Before her, as she looked on with rubber-limbed expectation - though in truth knowing not what to expect - the shock of light brown hair came up and nervous eyes, their colour indeterminate in the dim light, momentarily flickered pitifully and beseechingly back and forth, regarding her tormentors in turn, before, meeting only the cruel glint of lip-licking lust and hot-faced anticipation in response, averting, the girl’s shame redoubled in the knowledge of the pleasure she was providing...and the perverted nature of the way in which the excitement she was generating would later have to be assuaged.

				The voice, when it came, was tiny, defeated and quivering on the verge of tears:” Good day Miss Bartlett...I,I...”

				The girl’s simpering and slightly lisping voice trailed off. The old man’s housekeeper instantly admonished the girl, her voice sharp and laden with an unmistakable tone of spitefulness:

				“Introduce yourself properly girl; tell Miss Bartlett who you are, how and why came to be here with us in this position and where your future now lies in the service of the church.”

				“I,I,I am, Meredith Hewson, Miss Bartlett, an incorrigible wayward girl unable to fend for myself. A pauper girl infected with pride and vanity and infested with the evil temptations of the flesh that must be mortified and that the Reverend Farther has kindly and generously accepted the task of beating out of me. I can never leave: I belong to the church, I am owned by the church and I am here to learn to accept the lowly badge and station of servitude and to be indoctrinated, re-educated and re-trained to one day be placed in domestic service or in the workhouse... in his name.”

				“Well done, my child” The housekeeper’s voice had softened, taking on a condescending tone. Patting the girl on the head in a proprietorial fashion, as if rewarding a much loved yet often recalcitrant pet, she regarded Madison with a friendly, almost conspiratorial, smile, continuing on has their eyes met:

				“We had a few difficulties with her at first. But with The Lord’s help, a little time and a little patience, those tribulations have been largely overcome, as you can undoubtedly see - albeit it that it has entailed a modicum of correction to curb her on occasion, the form of which you shall shortly witness”.

				If the humiliating formula that that young girl had recited so contritely had been cruelly pride-extinguishing enough, the spirit-crushing caning that had followed had been downright sadistic. Indeed the correction had been notably excessive, in both severity and duration, and undoubtedly made all the more shaming to the girl for not only having taken place under the scrutiny of unfamiliar eyes but also partly under the hand of that selfsame bystander, the message being unmistakably imparted that here she was subject to the beck and call of all and sundry and that any hand was as valid as any other when it came to correcting her behaviour.

				Yes, she had initially been shocked, firstly by the meekness of the girl’s acquiescence to the order to bend across the back of that chair, then by the screams, tears and capitulating, heart-wrung entreaties both the housekeeper and then her master, the old clergyman, in turn elicited from their charge’s fulsome cherry lips. But then, still reeling from the onslaught to her senses, that pliable, springy length of rattan had been pressed into her palm...

				Despite all her self-pretence of ethics and of morals - the guilty pangs of sympathy and outrage she had experienced, or thought she had experienced up to that moment - she had felt her fingers involuntarily tighten around the polished smooth cane, rolling the slippery wood-stem sensuously back and forth between thumb and fingers and absentmindedly chewing her lower lip. She had stepped forward when bade - the elderly clergyman issuing the invitation with a sweep of his hand toward the weeping hairpin-bent teenager - all the time trying not to look too carefully at the spreading naked half-moon sensuality displayed before her, a shiver running up and down her spine and her breath growing short as the milkiness and denuded glistening coral lips, low and tucked away between, caught her eye...

				And then those cane marks! Some - the, still developing, fresh ones - had lain parallel like narrow-gauge model train tracks, spaced out evenly from just above the centre line of the buttocks and running down the fulsome curvature of the tightly stretched youthfully resilient flesh, following the contours up and under the overhang and sinking into the creased tender dimpling at the top of the thighs.

				Other, even fresher, pencil-thin stripes had been layered on top in a criss-cross latticework pattern that painted the zenith of each cheek, whereat the curvature of the flesh was at its most pronounced, as if a coarsely woven red, purple and bluish silky fabric had been stretched to the point of splitting over one complete hemisphere of a smallish inflatable beachball. Then there had been the older ones, the pinkish-brown fading - and faded - legacy of so many previous such sessions. Extending right down the backs of the girl’s thighs and even across the tight skin at backs of her rigidly locked knees, many of the latter kisses left by the cane, strap, tawse and switch were clearly destined never to fade much below the light brown outlined shading the healing process had already achieved - if at all.

				Madison had drawn back her arm more in show than anything else, never consciously intending to deliver beyond a honorary, sort of ceremonial, token strike; a playful little tap. Mainly she had had it in mind - she told herself, still - just to make it look good, to do just enough to set her in good stead with the clergyman and his housekeeper so as to further gain and be taken into their confidence. In practice she had released the tension in her shoulder and quivering arm like a snapping elastic, the cane bending through the air to spring back with a final flick of her wrist to explode full-bloodedly across the entire spread of the girl’s behind, ripples running out across the drum-tight flesh above and below and the muscles of that young supplicant’s bottom twitching bewitchingly... Yes, bewitchingly indeed: From that point on it had been all she could do just to try and regain some modicum of control, landing shot after shot, each harder than the previous and her heart flying with unbridled and unrequited jubilation, despite herself, when finally a singularly vicious stroke had split the skin...

				The housekeeper had gently prized the rattan from her hand at that point, leaving Madison red-faced and quivering with pent-up frustrated energy, sweat trickling down her brow and the back of her dress. The one overriding thought she could recall running through her mind was how remarkable it was, how dangerous it was; that devoid of consequences, such ascendancy as existed here, in this place, could be so contagious, the way that corruption, once sown, grew and spread like a bacterial colony on a Petrie dish or a wildfire consuming a tinder-dry forest, forever gaining in momentum.

				That had been yesterday: since there had been many, many sights and sounds, each seemingly more astounding than the last. Now she seemed to have earned a certain amount of autonomy, given limited access to explore the abbey and seminary grounds on her own. Furthermore - and even more extraordinary in its way - she had been assigned a brace of inmates under her supervision instructed to both act as her guides and to ‘see to her comfort’.

				With her two mute companions She had recently passed through a small walled orchard where a group of young women in belted blue nylon knee-length smocks having high buttoning collars and long button-cuffed sleeves and with matching aprons tied around their waists knelt weeding by hand while two nuns strolled up and down imperiously, one toying with a broad leather strap she carried in her hand. Now, together as a group, they approached a sombre stone outbuilding, a smallish square three story stone building built like a castle in miniature with a crenulated corbelled parapet, rounded, turret-like towers at the corners and Norman-arched windows that were filled with leaded stained-glass bible scenes, each barely visible tucked away in the shadows behind its own solemn forest of thick blackened iron or steel bars.

				What this edifice had once been was now lost in history, though one theory had it that it might once have been the abbey’s counting house or the ancient diocese chancery - there was archaeological evidence for either, or indeed both. Certainly by all accounts it was a unique structure in the context of this style of ecclesiastical architecture; that little which had survived the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the mid sixteenth century and the vandalism that then followed at the hands of the reformers. It was the structure’s function now that Madison had wanted to see for herself and having instructed her two girls accordingly - as she was already beginning to think of them - she was content to allow the two of them to lead the way, watching their well-caned broad bottoms and hips swaying below their blue uniform dresses as they went... The latter thought now had her licking her lips in cruel anticipation yet again, much to her chagrin.

				Having been led down a set of narrow curving stone steps, Madison now found herself in a dimly-lit flagstone-floored passage way, its ceiling vaulted. To her right its shadowy stone walls were inset on with evenly-spaced heavy-framed barred doors. An oddly domestic-looking half-moon table standing out from the opposite wall halfway along supported a fat beeswax candle giving a flickering yellowish light and looking somewhat anachronistic in this day and age. The only real source of illumination was provided by arched windows deeply inset above head height and covered by out-curving gnarled-looking iron bars each of perhaps twice the diameter of one of her fingers and the walls were smoothed with white plaster, disfigured here and there by crumbling age, the granite showing through, painted with fading religious murals and short biblical verses and quotations.

				As Madison Daisy Bartlett had grasped it, the general framework underpinning the activities of The Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist seemed woven around the sort of church-run charity home one would have thought would have died with the passing of Queen Victoria or at least to have met its demise after one of the less well covered-up scandals that had rocked the church in the past. Like most not completely insulated from the realities of the world by a safety-blanket of dogma, Madison Bartlett was well aware of the scandalous conditions that had prevailed in the so-called ‘Magdalene Laundries’ run throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the ironically named ‘Sisters of Mercy’ and that certain such institutions had persisted in some form or other well into the nineteen seventies. She knew, too, that a young woman or girl didn’t have to be a runaway or be deemed ‘incorrigible’ or otherwise ‘wayward’ to find herself so incarcerated; she needed only to be ‘troublesome’, a pain in someone’s neck.” Indeed there were well-worn tales of attractive young women being ‘put away’ having merely rebuffed the approach of some would-be swain who just happened to have the right connections to ensure none would possess what she would deny him.

				As the legal guardian of a right royal pain in the neck herself - the real pain being the convoluted covenants written in to her guardianship that repeatedly tripped-up her plans - that period of history, when one could so easily dispose of such complications, seemed more than a little attractive. But having spent the major part of the afternoon traipsing round the stonewalled grounds of the old priory and its seminary, seeing just how enclosed this world was, just how secure, how isolated its reluctant inhabitants... Well, she couldn’t now quite get it out of her mind that those simpler times were not so far away after all. That such an establishment still existed was, quite frankly, shocking - but exciting too... The possibilities! And what with the charity’s links with the department of experimental psychology run at the private sanatorium she had still to visit, over on the other side of the moor. What better place could there be to take in some poor unfortunate subject kept somewhat over her time there, whether through some clerical error or by deliberate design, than a secure church workhouse such as this? The place was simply astounding, seemingly run as much on prison lines than anything else.

				Just as astounding was the brace of pretty young things that had been sent to escort her, simpering bowing and scraping at her slightest whim, rushing to hold open doors and curtsying worryingly low whenever she as much as laid eyes on them. They wore matching fitted work dresses tailored in heavy-duty Bri-Nylon, as functional as an overall, but having the appearance of a smart button-through dress and clearly designed as part of some sort of uniform.

				Madison while not quite old enough to actually recall the period such workwear would have been issued to working women nevertheless knew enough about fashion and design to reflect upon how Bri-Nylon would not be a particularly comfortable fabric to wear long term. It was notably sweaty, very noisy and was a very slippery fabric, the weave tending to pull apart at the seams, causing the side-seam of the skirt to pucker slightly over the swell of the hips; the latter to Madison’s eye somehow seemed to add to the charm of the outfit, at least as worn by these two young teenagers.

				Perhaps equally charming, though, was that incredible rhythmic swishing hiss of the nylon hemlines of their full, sunray pleated skirts dragging to and fro across their dark-tan nylon stockings as they walked. That was not to mention that enthralling rasping rustle - almost a crackle, only softer - that told a story all of its own. The latter sound, to the experienced ear, was enough to neatly describe the friction produced by the heavy-weight nylon dress twisting and turning and drawing to and fro across the full-length nylon slip beneath - an undergarment of equally heavy-weight construction and that practically constituted a dress in its own right.

				Then there was that certain stiffness inherent in the sweet young things’ movements and that belayed the obvious youthfulness of their faces; to the trained eye it spoke of restrictive corsets, girdles, old fashioned ‘foundations’ and the like. The thought popped unbidden into Madison’s mind that surely such a ‘reforming’ institution, as this undoubtedly was, would be most unlikely to have overlooked the possibility for the mortification and scourging of the soul - their words after all - inherent in a penitent girl’s underpinnings incorporating a reinforced lining of roughened burlap. She could easily envisage specially shaped pads, deliberately designed to create insanely itching discomfort, fitted over the nipples, anus and genital regions, lining a corset that she imagined would incorporate a locking belt, the latter fastening by way of a padlock and metal hasp fitted to the busk.

				Looking at these young girls it was obvious that every curve of the female form seemed exaggerated to some extent. Backs were straight and shoulders back, breasts, overemphasized by their elevation, were thrust outward torpedo-like in the bullet-bra style of the 1960s and waists were narrow and unnaturally waspish. Under those old-maid nylon overall-dresses, with their long, button-cuffed, sleeves and their high, modest collars buttoning at the throat Madison had little doubt would be found figure-imprisoning corsets, long-legged, high-waisted knickers, and full under-slips, all intricately tailored in nylon, polyester or acetate, perhaps even pleated, tucked or trimmed with ribbons.

				Certainly their dresses were extraordinarily closely fitted around the bodice, yet resisted the temptation to actually be tight as such, just well cut. The waistline was incredibly well defined by darting of the fabric and was emphasized by a belt of the same fabric that formed part of the dress and that fastened at the front by way of two large glassy plastic buttons. From the latter constriction at the waist the panelled flat fronted A-line skirt flared out notably to where the hem drifted around the backs of each girl’s knees as if deliberately poised to draw the eye to the fully-fashioned stocking seam emerging from beneath. The latter ran straight down the centre of each shapely calf as if it had been hand-drawn along a ruler with a pencil.

				The thought struck her that, given the charitable nature of the home, one would have expected cheap pantyhose or even bare legs so as to spare the cost. Fully-fashioned stockings were neither cheap nor easy to come by in this day and age - few factories were tooled-up to make them any more - the institution would have had to have gone to some trouble and expense to come by them. The rationale in terms of practicalities and economics seemed evasive at first sight - bearing in mind the relative fragility, the ease of laddering and that good hard domestic labour on hands and knees was as much the order of the day as was sweating in the laundry and squinting over needle and cotton at the work bench.

				The only rationale that made any sense was one of discipline - stocking seams could be inspected for straightness and similarly - she supposed - suspenders might be examined for tautness. From a psychological standpoint it made sense - backed up by the threat of some sort of retribution for nonconformity, this approach would tend to keep a girl’s mind focused on her appearance in a situation in which her outward appearance had obviously been engineered to shame her; it would create a constant psychological tension that functioned to continually underline a feeling of being under control.

				Of the very deepest shimmering blue - almost black - with a plain white circular collar buttoning high at the throat and with shoulders softened by being gently ‘puffed’, there was a luscious sheen to the dress fabric that somehow matched its soft swishing, fluttering and rustling and that extended even to the deep, white, buttoned cuffs. The latter fastened at their wrists with three in-line buttons and did so seemingly far closer than one would think strictly necessary, as if to deliberately emphasise that aspect of designed-in discomfiture that one so often equated with that word: discipline.

				There was a particular ugliness to the dresses too: those fat, chunky glassy buttons that extended from the throat to the hem for one thing. But then there was that ecclesiastical aspect - going beyond the dark colour and contrasting white collar and cuffs and perhaps best represented by the breast pocket. The later was decorated in embroidered gold and red thread in a design featuring the sign of the cross and incorporated a slogan clearly designed to mark out the wearer as someone somewhat less than worthy than most of respect.

				The word ‘pauper’ was embroidered in bold block capitals across the top of the pocket. A pair of large digits positioned either side of the cross’s upright at the very centre of the pocket served to identify the girl concerned while beneath the glittering gold-threaded crucifix itself, as if to expound the institution’s intent, were the words: ‘Obedience through discipline, humility through chastisement’.

				Then there was their hair, cropped short in the same antiquated masculine manner as that girl, Meredith something or other, the old Priest and his housekeeper had locked up in that attic prison of theirs - the ‘dirty room’ as she had learned it was unofficially termed; it had been that alright. Here the severity of the cut was safely covered by an elasticated mob-cap having that same unmistakable deep blue nylon sheen as the dress yet trimmed and with a softening white nylon frill that both delighted the eye of the observer while further serving to curb the wearer’s self-esteem through the domesticated servile image it helped project.

				Madison had observed both girls earlier obliged to display their shorn locks to her when, as a mark of respect to their esteemed visitor, they had been brought to curtsy before her, their mob-caps grasped in their work-reddened hands over their laps. She remembered thinking at the time just how the light-brown haired girl, in particular, looked to have had her locks rudely hacked into a kind of rough pixie style - so uneven as to have surely been deliberate, unless the person wielding the scissors had been blind - before being side-parted. The cut, together with her un-plucked, unfortunate caterpillar brows and short-clipped eyelashes gave the girl an appearance more of an effeminate tousle-haired boy than the prettily flowering teenager she could have been. It had been notable, the haste with which both teenage girls had donned their identity-obscuring headwear when allowed to, even with all the connotations of lowly servitude it represented.

				Watching the tamed duo walking before her, hips swaying, one thought ran through Madison Daisy Bartlett’s mind, over and over: “Let’s bring back the days of the nineteen-fifties when young women universally wore such overalls, in offices as much as shops, whether waitresses, cleaners, factory girls or indeed - as one day she dreamed her sweet Lavinia would become - domestic servants.

				“Stand still! Hands on heads, please, girls!” Having finally plucked up the courage to fully exert the authority she had been assured by the Mother Superior she would have by proxy, Madison brought the duo to a momentary halt. Both girls came to an immediate straight-backed standstill, their full skirts pendulously swaying with the momentum and the hems hissing against their nylons. There was a leafy rustling as two pairs of arms were raised and fingers interlocked on heads. Madison faced the pair, looking them both up and down disdainfully. Disdain, she suddenly realised, was something she was increasingly finding surprisingly easy to feel about the pair; yet she didn’t know anything at all about either, not even their names. For some reason, looking at the two of them standing there, hands on heads and eyes averted, in their dowdy yet strangely fussy workhouse uniforms, she felt filled with contempt. Somewhere inside she felt, perhaps, that she should feel pity, compassion, perhaps even shock that two presumably once lively, spirited teenagers had become so stifled - but she didn’t.

				That they looked so alike didn’t help. At first sight they could easily have been taken for twins, these two. Even close to, in the low light level, what with the puffy, frilled Victorian mob cap covering their hair, it was difficult to tell them apart. Place either one of them along one of the work tables amongst several of her compatriots or in a room full of such young women, all in their institutional work dresses and she would have been all but impossible to pick out, indistinguishable from the rest.

				That was the thing, now she came to think about it. She had been shown a workroom, a group of the dozen or so young women such as these silently bent over their sewing beneath high-mounted wire mesh-covered whitewashed windows. But in truth, now that she came to think about it, all she’d really seen were the two rows of identical blue nylon overalls and mob caps - the uniforms. She’d never seen such attention to detail when it came to making a girl’s appearance as identical as possible to those around her, to making each individual indistinguishable from the next. But that was just it, she realised, it was the uniforms.

				Running her eyes over the pair, she realised that she wasn’t seeing individuals at all. What she was seeing was an image projected by a uniform carefully crafted to project exactly that image; a pair of menial working girls, skivvies in uniform, docile, deferential and compliant. It was the uniform that was making her feel the way she was towards them now, she realised. Yet try as she may she couldn’t see past it; one just saw the uniform and tended to respond accordingly. Even their age seemed ambiguous: Facially both girls looked young, possessing a sort of childish innocence, but in that dowdy uniform with its awful nylon overall frock each might have been any age from sixteen to twenty-six. All of it - the mob caps, the nylon overalls and the matching waist aprons that the young women she had seen in the workroom had had tied on over them - suggested hard work, servitude. And it seemed the most natural thing in the world to take control of a pair of reformatory skivvies.

				She touched a finger to the side of the nose of the girl nearest to her - a neat girlish ski-slope of a nose - using it to guide the girl’s head this way and that appraisingly. Close-up Madison could see from their facial bone structure that given a modicum of makeup and free rein with their hair both were potentially very pretty young things. But of course cosmetics were not even allowed within the boundaries of the old priory grounds, let alone in the hands of these girls. Eyebrows went without plucking and grooming was restricted to fingernails being kept clipped down to the quick and head hair regularly hacked about at the hands of the nuns into the strange masculine style they seemed to favour here. And of course each would have been stripped of any and all personal belongings she might have had in her possession at the time of her arrival. This would have included all items of clothing right down to her underwear, all of which would have been sold off to help fund the charity and pay for her ‘keep’ or destroyed if not a value - a shame; a pretty dress would have made all the difference.

				She moved across to the other girl reaching out under the pretext of adjusting the collar button at the girl’s slender throat, tut-tutting to herself. There was something thrilling about the girl’s sudden worried frown and continued submissive avoidance of eye contact, even in such close proximity - it drove her on, though she wasn’t sure quite why. For no real good reason she undid the button, surprised to find that the thick glassy semitransparent thing had a rubbery plastic feel to it, then refastened it.

				The collar button itself, was tucked high up at a point where a choker might be worn and was surprisingly fiddly, requiring both hands to deal with. She was surprised by how close-fitting the collar was about the girl’s neck and how damp with perspiration it was around inside, her fingertips having wandered in their task, the otherwise stiff fabric having become softened with moisture. Not too comfortable, she imagined, but then again this was a dress designed for a girl to work in, not to look good in nor feel good about. It was designed to be functional, for a girl to scrub the floors in, to labour and sweat and sweat and labour hour after hour in and then be washed, time and time again, worn over an over. The collar she noted, was not unlike a shirt collar at the rear and sides but the collar wings then opened out to form a circular shape that gave what would otherwise just have been an exceptionally well-tailored nylon work overall a large part of the ecclesiastical feel it possessed in its styling.

				Buoyed by the deepening of the girl’s worried furrowed brow Madison chanced to run her fingers down the front of the bodice, letting her fingertips run under the fabric between the buttons as if checking the fastening and luxuriating in the surprisingly sensuousness of the feel of the fabric as it ran between her fingers and thumb. Stopping at the button nestled the deepest in the notable cleft formed in the fabric between the girl’s burgeoning bust she repeated the procedure she had at the collar, again tutting loudly. The worried frown deepened still further and the girl looked now as if about to burst into tears. To Madison it confirmed what she suspected - here was a girl quite used to being inspected and from the look of her discomfiture, used to being punished for the most minor of uniform infractions.

				She noted a slight crease running through the fabric of the breast pocket centred on the embroidery forming the design of the institution’s badge and gently and experimentally made to sweep the palm of her hand across it as if to smooth it out. The pocket itself curved notably outward and was almost centred at the point of the fabric’s maximum distension across and around the girl’s bustline. The girl, her hands flattening the top of her nylon mob cap, fingers interlocked, blushed deeply, lowering her eyes still further and nibbling at her lower lip even more prettily than before. On the pretext of smoothing out another and this time imaginary wrinkle - in the absence of a pocket, the fabric being stretched near perfectly smooth at that point other than for its darting just below nipple line - she repeated the action on the other side, running her palm and fingers deftly over the smooth woven nylon, surreptitiously cupping the rounded swelling.

				Idly she wondered what this girl had expected from life here when she’d first arrived. Undoubtedly she’d have been destitute or close to it - a runaway, mostly likely. And it was as likely as not to have been during winter or at the very least a prolonged spell of inclement weather when she was recruited, That was when they were likely to be at their most disillusioned with the ‘freedom of thought’, ‘creative opportunity’ or ‘promise’ or whatever else had drawn them on to the city streets. That was when even a staid, restrictive retreat run by an enclosed ecclesiastical order would have seemed attractive.

				Of course, historically establishments such as this one had started out as secular homes, having the stated aim of reforming ‘fallen women’ and the like and returning them ‘to society with usable skills’. Once The Church became involved, though, they gradually mutated through a phase of providing care for unmarried mothers, then as refuges for young women ‘likely to fall into moral danger’. The latter function of course called for the provision of a certain degree of security to be put in place if the ‘vulnerable’ - which might well in some cases simply have meant being particularly sexually attractive - were to be saved from themselves. Similarly such care called for more than a modicum of control to be exercised over the inmates - many of whom may well have proved somewhat intractable - if order was to be maintained, which in turn called for discipline and some way of keeping idle hands occupied. The work carried out to occupy those hands, particularly in those laundries, proved extremely profitable for those that ran them and so there was even greater impetus to maintain a workforce once built up and keep tighter and tighter rein over it. Gradually the running of certain of these homes mutated into something more akin to the lines of a prison for any girl or young woman thought a little too ‘flighty’.

				These days it was mostly the runaways that were ‘harvested’ and would be hard at work in the workrooms and schoolrooms, busily being ‘reformed’. Others, though - and this girl may have been one for all she knew - might well have been consigned here, whether they liked it or not in the good age-old manner. She had been told that even in this day and age certain mechanisms persisted by which this could occur - it was something she’d sorely like to see for her charge and was now seriously considering.

				Assuming through the former mechanism, had this girl, here in front of her, considered an easy passage for a month or two over winter? Perhaps earn her board and keep and a little more besides to set her up after winter when she’d leave to try her luck again on the job market in the town or city? If so she’d been sorely disappointed; first she’d have to pay for her keep and at the start, during training, she’d earn nothing so running up a debt - a debt that could only be repaid through work, a quota she could barely keep up to earn her board and keep, let alone begin to repay the debt she’d run up.

				They had this girl running flat-out while standing still, getting no closer to release no matter how hard she tried - and all of it enforced by corporal punishment and accomplished behind bars. Yes it was a prison all right; this place had deprived these two of their freedom, dignity and eventually would take their spirit.

				Buried deep in her thoughts, Madison Bartlett had become blissfully unaware of absent-mindedly running her palm back and forth over the tight out-curving fabric of the girl’s frontage, certainly more than was strictly necessary to smooth out any crease, real or imaginary. Now something firmer, was pressing outward into her palm, centred at the very apex of that luscious prominence - a conspicuous thimble-like protrusion was developing beneath the nylon at the corresponding site on the other side of the bodice too, poking out and distorting the breast pocket.

				The girl gave a shuddering little gasp and the intrigued Ms Bartlett looked up at the tormented and tantalised girl’s burning red cheeks appreciatively. Glancing across, for the first time she realised she could make out the telltale outline of the other girl’s nipples too, standing proud beneath the contouring fabric of her dress, forced outward against the nylon by her old-fashioned bullet-bra style foundations. Her senses heightened by excitement, Madison became aware for the first time of the ridges and raised seams of the girl’s underwear beneath her dress front. Her finger tips explored the outline of the bra cup through the soft nylon of the close-fitted bodice, feeling around the underwiring and tracing the lines down to where she could make out the panelled stiffness of what was obviously some sort of corset or more likely a long-line corselette. Then running her fingertips upwards again she felt around the hard thimble nubbin pressing out through the fabric, gently twisting and tweaking it through the nylon, intrigued that it should stand out so. The bullet-contoured cups she could feel were full, containing the whole breast in their moulding grasp - not half-cupped or open-fronted.

				The answer lay around the root of that rigid protuberance; twisting and pulling boldly now trough the overall’s fabric and breathing heavy herself, Madison’s nimble fingertips felt around the outline of a semi-rigid and puckered ring set in the bra cup frontage - in her mind’s eye she could now envisage an elasticated circular opening specifically designed to draw through and grip the nipple. Being aware of fabric slipping against and over fabric and that a full length under-slip resided below that dress, she realised that the girl’s slip must also be furnished with similar openings allowing free passage of the nipples. She could only guess at the effect of hours of activity with the relatively coarse caress of the woven nylon of the overall’s frontage gliding tantalisingly to and fro across the tips of delicate pink nipples drawn and stretched outwards through the constricting elastic sphincter-like openings in those bra cups.

				Fired by lust driven by power she brought her other hand to the other breast, now rubbing both long hard nipples between finger and thumb through the dress fabric, rolling and pulling and twisting, pleased that, despite reddening profusely, the girl had made no move to resist beyond fidgeting and shifting her hands.

				“Keep those hands still - and keep them on top of your head.” It had been a deliberately sharp rebuke - one with an edge made keener by arousal - Madison’s own arousal, though she was loath to admit it to herself. Now drawing out little circles with her fingernails through the slippery fabric around and around the roots of the girl’s hugely distended nipples she forced her voice to soften a little, a certain unbidden huskiness infecting her tone: “No boyfriends here, eh? I bet it’s a long time since you’ve felt anything like that. bet you’d do anything for a nice big hard cock right now - am I right?” There was no answer save a sobbing panting gasp and Madison spitefully twisted a nipple a little harder - a little too hard to ordinarily be pleasant. She hardened her voice, allowing a note of annoyance to drift in: “I said, am I right? Wouldn’t you just love a hard cock up you right now?”

				“Pl, pl, please...don’t stop...I mean...no pl, please...”

				Madison had returned to her knowing caresses, then spitefully twisted once more before drawing her hands away then suddenly landing a hard slap across the girl’s face. “I said AM I RIGHT?”

				“Yes...oh yes...miss...”

				SLAPP!!... the other cheek this time. “What am I right about? What is it you want? Tell me. You want a nice big cock, don’t you? Let me here you say it - nice and loud; I’m sure your friend here would like to know what goes through your perverted little mind. I bet you’d like her to touch you as well wouldn’t you.” SLAPP!!!

				“Yes miss...a ni, nice bi big co, cock...I. I’d love a nice big cock up me....”

				“That’s better - some truth at last. Confession is good for the soul. They teach that here, don’t they?

				“Yes miss.” The girl was weeping openly now, red-faced and thoroughly humiliated. Her heart pounding Madison took the girl by the chin and looked into her brown eyes, somehow pleased to see they lacked the sparkle and lustre one would expect of a lively, spirited young girl her age. All she could see there was bitter and unmitigated shame - as it should be. The thought struck her: With that same butterfly of softly-defined freckles decorating the bridge of her delicate upturned nose, bisque-white complexion and sea-green eyes, this girl could easily have passed as the sibling of that girl whose photograph she had been shown all that time back, when she had initially entertained three of the home’s trustees. That had been at ‘The Grange’ as she liked to call her ward’s ancestral home - in reality, a large farmhouse and barn conversion kitted out to act as the headquarters of a mini publishing empire; at least one encompassing the UK.

				That meeting had taken place in the conventionally plush safety of her front parlour and the sitting room that sometimes doubled as an impromptu boardroom. The teenager depicted had been dressed, as she recalled it, in some form of school uniform. It had been one styled in the most unsuitable manner for a girl of that age group that Madison could have imagined; juvenile and undoubtedly humiliating to the wearer. It had also been quite deliberately designed that way, by experts in such things. She could still see the mortified expression that seemed to dominate the girl’s pretty features in every shot and from every angle. In fact until that day she couldn’t have, wouldn’t have, dared imagine such a scene - though secretly she often did, even if not in such well-formed detail. And yet, the unlikely strangeness of the images in those photographs, coupled with the familiarity of the surroundings in which she had flicked eagerly through them, had at the time somehow served to insulate her from the implications of what she was being shown and what was being outlined to her.

				Here was the reality: a young girl’s nipples hardening beneath her palms through the thin nylon fabric of her uniform dress bodice, her head bowed in shame. Standing there on those cold age-worn flagstones beneath Norman arch windows set so high as do little but admit greyish shafts of dusty light projecting shadows of rusting bars high above on the hard granite walls, that reality was a little frightening... And it was made all the more exciting for it. Here was sin masquerading as redemption, and she was bathed in it!

				Juggling the keys she’d been given by the mother superior or abbess as she was more correctly termed, Madison Bartlett felt around for the lock in the last of the doors, the end door that faced back down the length of the passageway along which they had just come and the only one not to have the open, barred top section. Even as she turned the old iron key in the lock the convent insignia carved into the solid wood of the door brought her mind back to that woman in her traditional, medieval-looking nun’s vestments of white wimple and long black habit - the very epitome of stern, dignified authority, yet seeming so young for the role and with a sparkle in those gorgeous bottomless dark brown eyes of hers that spoke of deep waters and of stirrings that had no place behind a convent’s walls.

				This she had been informed, the veritable home of the so-called ‘Children of Jesus Christ, Scientist’, was a cloistered order with all having taken the threefold vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. Well, she’d certainly seen little evidence of ‘poverty’ playing much part in the lifestyle of those in authority here, though she had little doubt that chastity and obedience applied in no little measure to the ‘wayward’ girls they cared for - especially the latter. Of course it depended on one’s interpretation of the term ‘chastity’ also - a wry smile crossed her face at that notion, especially in view of the room now lay opened out in front of her.

				Disguised by that medieval iron-studded wooden vault door what lay beyond almost qualified as a small apartment in itself. En suite and with an curtained alcove filled by a deep divan double bed with a thick eiderdown coverlet and soft goose-feather pillows it was a discreet, windowless little palace of pleasure. Fat wide velvet, satin and silk covered floor cushions in a variety of red and gold hues were scattered across deep wool-piled carpeting dominated by a massive animal-fur rug that one might almost have drowned in. Rich old tapestries covered the walls and a chaise lounge upholstered in champagne coloured tufted satin vied with a deep old armchair of comforting soft leather to catch her eye.

				The warmth of the air swilling out, in contrast to the dank cold of the passageway that seeped into the bones and that filled each and every one of those straw-strewn cell-like spaces they’d passed, invited intimacy, the air scented with musky incense wafting from the flickering yellow tongues of huge fat candles already lit... in anticipation?... Was she so predictable? Was human nature, perhaps, so predictable? Or just eminently manipulatable? She discarded the latter thought as soon as it arose - she wasn’t manipulatable oh no, not Madison Daisy Bartlett. Tongues of candles, licking tongues of flame - the thought made her smile again, her eyes sparkling in the shifting glow issuing through the open doorway.

				“Put your tongue out girl...”

				“Yes miss” The girl seemed reluctant to open her mouth, her voice ‘gummy’ and slurred and afflicted with a distinct lisp. The reason was now patently clear.

				“No, not like that - right out, as far as it will go. And do it quickly; unless of course you would like me to have a word with the mother superior.” That had done the trick; she could see the effort the girl was making to stretch out her tongue, the discomfort etched on her pretty face. In her mind’s eye she could see the mother superior in her black and white robes drawing back her arm and whipping the cane down across the girl’s bared backside with a swift, practiced twist of the wrist - and so evidently could the girl.

				She turned her attention to the other girl, the prettier of the two; though having now seen the first girl’s dentition she wondered if the term ‘pretty’ was quite apt. “Right! Now you, girl - your turn.”

				“Yes, miss” The selfsame debilitating lisp and ‘gummy’ blurred annunciation - the poor thing’s cheeks burning like hot cinders and her eyes glazing with tears. For a second both had looked toothless, yet a second glance revealed pink tinted fleshy-looking gumshields covering the teeth as might have been worn for some rough and tumble contact sport or other, yet these were affixed in place by wire dental retainers on both top and bottom sets as if conventional teeth braces. Gingerly, warning the girl to keep her mouth open and tongue protruding, she felt around the young thing’s mouth with her index finger, running its tip along the spongy rubberiness encasing the girl’s teeth.

				“Bite, did we?” Silence, the girl shuffling her feet awkwardly. “KEEP STILL; KEEP THOSE HANDS ON YOUR HEAD. Now... Well, did we - did we bite like a silly little girl?”

				“Yes miss.” The girl had begun weeping, while nodding contritely nonetheless.

				“Well, put that big fat tongue of yours away; we don’t want to wear it out... Yet!.” Madison paused for thought, weighing up the options, the possibilities - she had the two of them for the entire day if she wanted, after all. “Actually, you know, I think we’ll start with you; pop in there, will you? There’s a love!” Feeling as if drowning in her newfound power, a dizzy faintness coming over her, Madison indicated the waiting chamber with a flourish of her hand. She patted the girl’s tight rounded behind as she passed, propelling her through the doorway and feeling under her palm the odd, resilient, elastic springiness of the hip-length girdle the girl had on under her slip and dress. She called after her: “That’s it - now just pull yourself up in front of that chair there and kneel facing it, hands on head still if you please.”

				Then she turned to the other girl, the first she had tormented, reading an peculiarly ambiguous mixture of horror, relief, fear and a modicum of loathing in her eyes - that would have to be beaten out of her, she’d definitely have a word with the mother superior about that when she was finished with her. “You will wait here. Drop down in the corner there, on your knees - nose pressed right in to the stonework. I mean pressed right in, actually pressed against the wall: I expect to see a dirty mark on the end of your nose when you get up to prove it. Keep your hands on your head and your fingers interlocked just as they are now. And don’t you dare move from that spot, or there will be trouble - as well you know, I imagine”

				The authoritative, commanding tone was coming quite naturally to her now and yet again Madison smiled to herself. “Don’t worry; you’ll get your turn. I’ll be back for you just as soon as I finish with your friend here”. She had sashayed through the doorway while still issuing her instructions, so great was her mounting excitement now. Slamming the heavy oak door shut behind her she only barely caught the submissive response from behind her back, let alone the gentle defeated weeping that then followed.

				“Yes, miss.”

			

		

	
		
			
				First Day Back

				The drive back to the hospital the day after the New-Year’s Day bank holiday had taken quite simply an age - the journey had been one long, vision-obscuring, torrential downpour from beginning to end. Once back in the deliberately stagnant surroundings of the consultation room the celebratory excesses of the ‘party season’ had seemed a world away. The same could not be said for the unfortunate side effects - she had to do something to clear her head.

				Outside, the rain had stopped, and the watery winter sunlight was already breaking through the clouds. Sighing, the psychiatrist pulled out a packet of menthol cigarettes from the pocket of her white lab coat. The latter was today fully buttoned against the chill rather than worn loose and flapping open as was her custom, despite having uncharacteristically opted to swap her usual leather skirt and satin blouse outfit for a striking below-the-knee fitted black leather dress, a hand-stitched ultra-feminine designer confection that hugged every plump curve and that would not have seemed out of place in a fashion-house soirée. For a while she lingered thoughtfully, gently puffing little whirling clouds of bluish smoke in to the still air, one hand in her hip pocket absentmindedly fingering the oily suppleness of the coiled leather strap she carried with her. Only moments earlier it had been repeatedly snapping down across a teenage girl’s bared rump and she fancied she could still feel the heat imparted to it from that girl’s plump backside - how the girl had danced under its kiss, her ankles hobbled by hastily tugged down pyjama bottoms and plastic pants.

				There had been no real need for it in terms of correction of course; she had the girl now fully cooperating with her program of psychotherapy - or very nearly so. But nor was it just gratuitous sadism either. The occasional random application of punishment - and sometimes reward, for that matter - served to keep her on her toes. It kept the subject unbalanced, never knowing what was about to happen; or when. The constant worry helped keep the girl from getting her thoughts together, from putting much effort into formulating any form of argument or erecting any psychological defence. On the other hand the possibility of reward kept the girl hoping, praying - constantly reinforcing in her a strong sense of a need to please with defining exactly who it was she needed to please nor how she should behave to achieve that.

				The randomness of the procedure had the advantage of helping break up any sense of routine - it also meant that the sting of the cane or random acts of kindness - perhaps the proffering of a sticky cup-cake or even something as simple as a smile - became associated with equally chance events occurring in the day to day existence of the subject. It might happen that she be adopting a particular posture or stance when she was summoned to have her knickers pulled down for the cane or was offered some treat. The point was that no explanation would be offered for these randomly awarded punishments and rewards - they were not part of any structured training regime - rather the intention was to encourage a sense of helplessness and induce a state of docile compliance in the patient.

				Another time the subject might again repeat the behaviour that produced the smile or little treat but with no response or reinforcement. At yet another time the reward might indeed be forthcoming, or if by chance repeating some behaviour usually avoided as being associated before with the cane, a good hard caning might duly be experienced. Sometimes, of course, the signals might conflict and an occurrence that had hitherto been associated with some form of punishment would instead - as the subject would subconsciously see it - be instead rewarded.

				The result, potentially, was the setting up of what behavioural psychologists have termed in the literature superstitious behaviour: all sorts of odd and apparently behaviours carried out ritualistically in a subconscious attempt to receive reward or avoid retribution but seemingly unrelated or even inappropriate to that outcome. Accordingly, it was with some satisfaction that she had already observed various little twitches and head-nods and the like drifting into the girl’s everyday behaviour. It was a process that under the new tighter and even more restrictive regime she had in mind and would soon be in a position to initiate she entirely expected would accelerate - all the better to convince the review panel to extend the girl’s residency when the time came. The objective was now to disorient the girl to the point where she took on the domesticated temperament of a cow or sheep, contentedly living in the present, with little concern for the past or thought for the future.

				Having taken a last pull on the cigarette the doctor disdainfully discarded the lipstick-ringed butt, flicking it across the ridged and rutted weed-strewn tarmac before then drifting languidly across to where it smouldered and grinding it under the toe of her black patent court shoe as if an afterthought. Turning, she retreated back up the narrow stone steps to where the rust-stained and blistered black iron door waited ajar. She had very few qualms about popping out here for a little breather now and again. The old disused exercise yard, despite doing little to raise jaded not to mention, overhung, post-holiday spirits - being as closed-in as it was - at least was infinitely more convenient than making her way out through the labyrinth of passages and security gates to the main hospital complex and the closest actual official exit.

				Of course, the wedged-open door was not quite the security-risk it might, at first sight, have appeared: A solidly-bolted iron security grille, a locked iron door and a cell door consisting of thick, case-hardened steel bars - itself nestling behind a secured sound-proofing outer door - all conspired to separate the corridor’s sole occupant from this walkway. Besides even if her patient did somehow miraculously gain passage undetected this far, this was the point at which her flight would end. This narrow, iron-framed hatchway was the only access, either in or out, to a drab, despairing yard that was surrounded on all sides by high grey stone walls punctuated only by diminutive prison-cell like windows; many bricked up and the rest lying safely behind rusted, yet still sturdy, steel bars.

				As for littering the place with half-smoked dog-ends and lipstick-stained filter-stubs: Well, the yard needed cleaning up anyway - and if eventually, at some future date, she were to assign her patient the task of scrubbing away at this one hundred years or so of grime - surely a apt form of occupational therapy for such a previously pampered young woman - then, in a way, a little recreational littering might actually be considered as beneficial to her charge.

				Pondering the irony behind that latter thought brought a smile to her face and, grinning ear to ear, the glamorously attired section psychiatrist stepped back through the doorway, careful not to snag her high-heeled courts on the corroded iron ridge that formed the base of the doorframe. Slamming the heavy iron door behind her, twisting the key in the lock - whipping it free and pocketing it in the same motion - she slipped the cold, black iron Victorian artefact in a side pocket of her lab coat before unbuttoning the latter down its length, leavening the coat flapping open like a pair of white wings on either side of her waspish leather dress and swishing against her fine-denier nylons.

				Striding towards the security grille the doctor fumbled for the bunch of modern stainless-steel keys she carried. They swung - rather annoyingly she had now come around to thinking - to and fro over the black leather of her skirt with the rolling of her hips, dangling and jangling from a leather tab that she had had sewn on above the dress’s right hip pocket for that very purpose. Palming the bunch, she rummaged by touch for the correct key, her dexterous fingers tracing the contours and coming satisfactorily to rest with index finger and thumb gripping the appropriate key even as she reached towards the white-painted steel block of the lock.

				Swinging back the reluctantly-weighty steel-bar barrage and slamming it shut behind her - all the world like a surreal over-dressed fashion-doll jailer-escapee from some deranged fantasy - the thought struck her: It was a new year with new hopes, new aspirations and new resolutions - and had she not resolved to tighten her grip on her ‘patient’? In addition; it was mere weeks shy of the first anniversary of her personally taking supervisory control of the girl - what better time could there be than the present to instigate the plans she had laid. After all those months of unrelenting loneliness, her constant badgering of the girl, her constant psychological probing and burrowing under the girl’s skin, the cracks were really beginning to show. Now was the perfect time to open up those fissures, to take the girl one step closer to becoming the perfectly modelled little psychiatric patient she had always planned.

				Something was propping the girl up - and she knew exactly what it was, she had placed it there. Soon it would be time to knock that crutch away - but not yet. First she would supply something for the girl to truly learn to obsess on, deliberately add to the distraction that was helping hold her patient together. Then, once the girl had been given time enough to become sufficiently dependent on this extra little bit of relief from the tedium she had created... Bang! She’d take it all away again.

				A Penitent and ‘God’s Word’

				Elsewhere at that selfsame time the good doctor has not been the only one to have made her New-Year’s resolutions. A nameless old priest has certainly made his. And his have included the promise to be more ever stringent over the discipline of those under his care, that they may better be reformed and delivered from the sinful temptations of the flesh. They are temptations he has resolved to both beat from those in his charge and to take unto himself in their stead so that they might be saved - even at the risk of his soul in slaking their thirst through accepting the pleasure of his own loins. His diligence in that task is an insight into one of several possible paths young Lavinia might yet walk - and that Meredith Hewson has before, and will again some day. It is a world away from the world, but one that would be immediately recognizable to Lavinia’s guardian’s eyes - fondly one might think.

				Stifling a cough the old man scanned the room. Straight ahead, seated at the rear, the elderly woman supervising nodded her acknowledgement. Dressed in the traditional black and white of the order, the nun was seated on a well-cushioned carved wood chair positioned on a raised dais. Her hands resting on its scrolled arms, the gold leaf glistening in the descending coloured shafts of light emanating from the room’s sole window - a rectangle of stained glass mounted high up beneath the ceiling setback behind thick wire mesh - she smiled sweetly at the grey-haired white-gowned priest yet said nothing. He thought nothing of it; he knew her hearing aid would be off, her deafness was one reason she opted so often for this duty, the other revolving around the crook-handled cane that hung over the back of her chair. She was deaf but she most definitely was not infirm; far from it. She needed little excuse to take that cane to the bared bottom of a pretty girl.

				Immediately spread out before him as he swept his gaze a field of blue gingham fabric-covered, plastic Alice bands arose, each crowning a pretty young head craning dutifully over an embroidery ring and thick swage of fabric. Here then sat a sample of what the home termed their ‘penitents’, ‘troublesome’ girls brought here to learn ‘conformity, discipline and compliance to The Word’.

				Elsewhere ‘The Word’ was presented against a classroom backdrop; a small bevy of young ladies seated at ancient school desks and scribbling scriptural dictation; adult silhouettes swallowed whole in past-times childhood school uniforms. Here, seated contritely with backs ramrod-straight on hard straight-backed wooden chairs and their minds focused on their work, the girl’s exposure to The Word’ was provided by way of readings from the scriptures constantly wafted from speakers mounted high up on the walls, the lulling soft feminine voice backed by the restful musical “oohs” and “ahhs” of a heavenly angelic-sounding choir. As he stood there the verse presently being recited drew to a close, the reader signing off with a sing-song “amen” and the moment marked by the musical, light tinkling of a bell. Heads nodding, six pairs of lips moved in unison, a gentle girlish monotone “amen” filling the small near featureless room. Then with barely a pause the next reading began, a sort of low despairing groan coming from two of the girls, the most recent arrivals - a couple of young trollops, sisters, only resident these past four months or so. He was pleased to note that despite his arrival and notwithstanding this minor grumbled protest - more an expression of resignation than rebellion in any case - all six pairs of eyes, the two new arrivals included, had remained fixed on their needlework, their fingers busying themselves at their tasks.

				He found himself focussing on the two new girls, a pretty pair if ever there were; he himself had been part responsible for their being brought here. He remembered it had been their waist-length blond hair that had caught his attention, that day at the station when they had been pointed out to him. That and that spirited flirtatiousness, the sulky teenage aloofness both had displayed and that mocking girlish laughter that had met his smile when first he had been introduced. Now the wavy sun-kissed crowning glory each had possessed was long gone - it seemed a shame. As with the others, tightly-woven braids had been trained to the curvature of the sisters’ dainty ears and rode over the rear of each, forming two beribboned tails, each tied off at collar length by a gingham bow to match their Alice bands. Their heads were bowed as modestly as the others, as seminary protocol dictated; delicately curving chins resting on the rubber-textured clear plastic collar buttons that somehow seemed to add the finishing touch to the stiff-collared, modestly-plain high-buttoning ‘workhouse’ uniforms the girls now wore in place of their customary jeans and tee-shirts.

				Of button-through, trim-belted design - being narrow-waisted with flat-fronted flared-skirts and figure-sculpted, high-busted bodices - the uniform dresses the girls wore incorporated elements that were at once both functional and disciplinary. Functional in that the choice of man-made fabric over organic fibre made at least some sense in any scenario in which the wearer seemed likely to be destined to spend much of her time on her knees. Disciplinary in that the severity of the styling - if ‘styling’ be the most apt term - had little to do with nurturing individuality and ‘personal improvement’ and far more to do with encouraging institutional conformity. Disciplinary, also, in the manner by which the stiff woven overall-weight nylon fabric employed throughout - the dress being obligatorily worn over a full-length slip of similar robustness, a nylon and Elastane panelled long-line corselette, high-waisted full-bodied acetate knickers and opera-length stockings - constantly nagged at a girl’s fingers, that they might twiddle and fiddle with buttons that seminary regulations demanded ‘must remain fastened at all times’.

				As for that corsellete: at first glance one would have been forgiven - had he era indeed been the 1950s - if one had confused this confection of satin panelling and elasticated fabric as an albeit singularly idiosyncratic example of the long-legged, high-busted and open-bottomed girdle typical of its time. However, what with the additional tight lacing to the rear and the abdomen-constricting lockable straps and elastic buckling decorating the incurving panelling of its sides - the latter mounted deliberately as if to emphasise its restriction - closer examination would have clearly elucidated that here was a garment well beyond the ordinary, even given the standards of figure control for the period. This most basic undergarment, having been realised in a tough satinised nylon fabric and sparsely decorated with a heavy brocade of the same material, incorporated several cleverly-sculpted regions of cross-woven elastic wherever a substantially and generously-built young girl’s feminine curvature might require just that little extra bit of encouragement and support. That much was standard enough and perhaps little worthy of additional comment if not for the pouch that was discreetly situated to the front of the garment.

				Mounted low down and suggestively close to the crotch aria, this latter bag of excess brocade fabric hid a stiff, wire mesh cage threaded within. That spring-steel wire-wound structure fitted closely over a girl’s more private regions, separating the wearer from the temptation of touching, more specifically, from masturbating. This wire protrusion was padded along and around the lower ridge - at which it made contact with the girl’s pubic bone - and was tightened once in situ by way of a tough nylon flap, originating a little higher up on the front. This flap would be pulled down over the protuberance and the narrow strap extending from it threaded back through the crotch area and up between the girl’s bottom cheeks, before being pulled tight by means of a small roller buckle sewn to a tab residing at a point corresponding to the hollow at the small of the girl’s back.

				What was it about that corselette? Was it the silky touch of the Elastane panels under the fingertips, the warmth of the girl’s body percolating through the intrinsically cool fabric? Was it the torpedo-thrust of the breasts it enforced, aggressive but nonetheless controlled - structured at the whim of man, for the enjoyment of man, presented as if a gift on a silver platter? Perhaps it was the way the garment restricted the overblown swelling of over-fed fecund hips and fertile well-nourished child-rearing buttocks to the dimensions and curvature of a brace of over-inflated eye-popping beachballs set fit to burst? Perhaps it was that stretched, tight, vinyl character all that restriction lent the flesh once a girl was bent for the cane, switch or leather-tongued Scottish tawse - or indeed his own palm, if she were draped across his lap to learn contrition.

				That much was legitimate enough: Surely it was only as it should be. Despite the image he contrived to present by his appearance he was more than a simple priest, after all; he was the head of the seminary. Furthermore he was one of the directors of the charity set up to fund this place - an institution he himself had had a hand in... remoulding, should we say. Remodelled based on all the best aspects of those similar that had gone before over there on The Emerald Isle and that had long fallen by the wayside in this more ‘enlightened’ era, “troublesome” girls. He was a man not without influence, both within the church and in the world of finance and business outside of it that helped fill the charity’s coffers. In short, he was a man demanding of - if not perhaps necessarily deserving of, given a strictly moral standpoint - certain... should we say... ‘privileges’. he was the Abbot and what better path could there be for a young heathen tower block dweller to acquit herself of her inborn sin than by lying across his lap and wiggling her temptress’s arse under the righteous mortification of his well-calloused span?

				But it was that vinyl beachball analogy that returned again and again to haunt him, in his dreams and moments of weakness. Was that why for lessons the school knickers worn beneath the gymslip he had specified had to be lined with the finest, most satiny latex rubber imaginable, even though hidden from view, even though the exterior had been specified to approximate as closely as possible the chaste, passion-killing bloomer design popularised in the strict, discipline-driven private boarding schools of the 1930s - 1950s? Was that rationale behind his selection of high-waisted glossy acetate pants - more likely typifying many a girl’s grandmother, though here fitted as close as a second skin and of a delicacy to rival the silkiest of girl-flesh - for wear beneath the uniform defined for their workroom toil? He didn’t know, he couldn’t know - how could he? These decisions hadn’t been his - not entirely - he took his instruction from God. If that unspeakable region between a girl’s legs, while correctly covered, was nevertheless delineated by puckered fabric apparently painted-on and further pulled taut by a girl’s foundation-wear, then the obscenity of that disclosure was surely God’s will. His own arousal - being merely a man and notwithstanding his position - was clearly then intended by God in order both to heighten the young trollop’s mortification and shame and ensure he dealt with her with no undue leniency. Thus ever had it been ordained!

				Smiling again at the quietly sitting nun he turned to leave. He had an appointment in the chapel next, a confession to take. For an instant the irony troubled him, of taking a confession rather than perhaps being on the other side of the confessional - especially given the hypocrisy of his own actions; and especially given the nature of the interest that this Ms Bartlett had expressed in the girl he would be hearing. And this particular girl, his own favourite little confection, might well prove dangerous; somewhat awkward enquiries were being made as to her whereabouts, enquiries that had already resulted in the good name of the charity he partly headed being thrown up. Young Meredith Hewson; he would be loathe to release her, and she knew too much. But Julia Soames’ scheme, though at first far-fetched, was, he had now been convinced, quite plausible. The girl would still remain effectively under his and the charity’s control, still be under lock and key - but legitimately - and by the time the redoubtable Ms Soames and her tame psychiatrist got through with her, even if she did get the chance to testify in some manner her testimony would hold no weight. Not with the full weight of the mental health act thrown at her. Then after a little convalescence in a suitably secure hospital she could be spirited back here.

				The Confessional

				It was gone lunchtime by the time he had everything set up in the chapel. It was a somewhat extravagant building for its purpose, appointed almost like a full-scale church albeit minus the steeple - though there was a low square bell tower adjoining - and was complete with small side-chapels.

				“Here, let me straighten your tie.” Smiling through time-parched lips and yellowed graveyard-subsided teeth, the elderly church official reached out to straighten the striped school-tie ringing the slender neck of the young tawny-haired confection standing coquettishly simpering before him. Desperately struggling not to suck her thumb in consternation and despite knowing her institution-specified neckwear to have already been obsessively arranged with almost inhuman attention to detail by her own hand, the nervous teenager nevertheless dropped her hands to her sides without argument - as she knew was the least required of a girl in her position. As was implicitly demanded by word of the regulations guiding this church-run institution she did her utmost to disguise her uncharitable revulsion as hands, cruelly knurled with arthritic nodules, glided under her gymslip’s bib-like bodice and over the crisp white blouse beneath, cupping young dumpling breasts and fumbling unreassuringly about her person. Smiling with satisfaction that his afternoon charge’s countenance now more closely approximated his ideal of a penitent - at least in so much as the chastened girl’s apple-dimpled cheeks had now taken on a suitably autumnal russet hue - the reverent father now withdrew a few paces. As if in silent-witnessed accusation, the slanting multi-hued India-summer sunlight filtering down through the stained-glass Norman-arched windows rebounded cleanly off the centuries-worn Cotswold flagstones to separate the two protagonists, spotlighting his dog collar death’s-head grin and glancing obliquely off her mortified hood-lidded downcast eyes.

				For a single breathless moment nothing moved, save for the tears of an uncommonly modest and shy teenager, the silvery droplets drifting downward, deforming and quivering as if in slow motion through gravity-defying clouds of mid-air-suspended floating motes of ancient cathedral dust. Then his arm moved, sweeping through the air in a broad arch, his priest’s cassock riding up to reveal corpse-like bony, skeletal wrists and forearms, the two bones making up the latter clearly defined beneath their dire covering of age-eroded yellowing paper flesh. She deliberately muted her cry through clenched teeth, the good Reverend Father’s cane, having cut deep into her flesh in the tender region that lay between the abbreviated hem of her gymslip’s razor-sharp pleated skirt at mid-thigh and the backs of her well-fleshed dimpled knees, produced an agony of ironically demonic proportions. With his other arm, his more wizened, the priest simultaneously indicated the vacant confession booth with a counterbalancing swoop of invitation.

				“This way” he beamed. His ecumenical zeal was written all over his time-corrupted face, his ugly age-wrinkled brow streaked now by snail-trails of perspiration and bejewelled with pearlescent beads of overheated sweat that overhung precariously his ruddy fattened jowls. “And you’d best not be found demurring in your confession, if I am to hear it.” An excitedly-quivering twig-like digit, nicotine-discoloured in a manner most un-priestly, indicated the so-called ‘Penitent’s Kneeling Block’.

				The latter, a low stone-surrounded figure-contoured hump of padded leather - festooned with stirrups, straps and other restraints - resided deep within the dark shadows of the nearby side-chapel, the furnishing resting well back from the carved-oak, silk-curtained privacy of the confession booth itself - one of four in actuality, set at forty-five degrees to the nave so as to form the arms of the cross of Saint Andrew. Each such ‘Penitent Block’ was silhouetted against a wall-mounted timbre-framed rack bolted to the stone wall and hung to brimming with the sort of implement historically shown sufficient to persuade even the most uncertain to relinquish and relent on their doubt. The latter resource, perhaps more infernal than cleansing, could more often than not be relied upon to provide absolution... even if the courtesy of the confessional had failed.

				Absolution in this case of course, would hinge on the girl’s own grasp of quite why her nipples should now be out on stalks, squeezed tightly like brass thimbles through the apertures allowed for in the design of her otherwise restrictive underwear and forcing outward through the stiffened polyester-cotton of her striped school blouse - to the point at which the nylon-lined frontage of her gymslip was now notably elevated above her bustline.

				Yes, there was much here for the girl to explain. But then again: there was also much time to fill - certainly sufficient time for the confessional - for the girl to give her explanation... Just as there was more than sufficient time for God Himself to intervene, to reach out to the girl through his word - even if His Word was by way of the rod and the cane and the strap; with himself, the father, as proxy, of course. At that latter thought - and at the sight of the departing young lass’s swaying skirt-fringed hips and buttocks - a new spring came into his, usually jaded, shuffling sloth-like step. This old man, for one, could once again feel God’s spirit, God’s intention, pumping through his flaccid blood vessels, making turgid his veins, his arteries and... yes... his manhood! He was alive! Alive!!!

				Whatever she said he’d have her over that penitent block, her knees spread obscenely apart. He’d cane her until she barely knew where she was; he had to if he was to excise those mischievous, tempting spirits residing in her. Then he’d fill her with God’s own given spirit by way of that other rod that through His grace he had been gifted with this day. He’d release her, make her tug up those knickers of hers good and snug right away so that the seed might trickle and pool and not be wasted, that it might settle there as she sat at her lessons as a constant reminder for the rest of the day of the mortification of both her flesh and spirit. The rest he’d wipe off on her lips and chin or in her hair, perhaps let a little dribble down the front of her gymslip for others to see.

			

		

	
		
			
				Sparrows In The Window - Or Bats In The Belfry?

				The young girl’s heart missed a beat; above her head the sparrow in the window cavorted as it always did, fluttering to and fro, its beak opening and closing in silent chirruping. Its antics were fascinating, the one thing that broke the monotonous predictability of the institutional routine. Over the weeks since the immature bird’s first miraculous arrival, the girl had learnt to anticipate her little companion’s appearance, silhouetted against the bright square backdrop of greyish daylight, flittering in and out of the framework of prison-window bars just two or three sheets of toughened glass away but conceptually a thousand miles removed from her own situation. Set deliberately too high in the wall to be seen out of in the usual way, the window did at least intermittently present this view.

				This day - like so many that had passed before - she had been sitting forlornly on the edge of the hospital bed, staring up at the tiny cell-like window, when her miniscule friend had appeared. Given the choice she preferred the spongy rubber of the mattress to the plastic seat of the school-pattern desk that constituted the cramped room’s only other furnishing; its resilience eased the bottom-numbing discomfort caused by the thick towelling bunching beneath the elastic grip of the plastic pants they made her wear. As always, her misery and despondency quickly turned to grinning glee with the first flickering, feather-trailing shadow. It was fair to say that this moment she waited for with progressively greater urgency day on day; it had gradually taken on a greater and greater importance over the weeks, it pulled her through, it was something she could focus on when the doctor’s comments and insights began to burrow too deeply beneath her skin. Not that she was always alone here; there were days when the doctor preferred to sit with her, keeping her company here in this claustrophobically isolated cocoon of a room. There were other times when she would be ushered out into the doctor’s consultation room for her therapy sessions, there to spend who knows how long seated on the hard wooden chair facing the doctor’s desk, obliged to sit bolt upright throughout with her hands on her head like a naughty child. But still in her pyjamas - those hated, baggy and now quite malodorous green-stripped monstrosities never came off. This particular day was to be one of those once rare but increasingly more frequent occasions when the doctor would keep her company in her little room.

				Lavinia understood this would be more likely to be the case from now on; she had overheard the doctor practically telling someone as much on the phone.

				The sound-proofing outer door to her cell had been left ajar at the time and she clearly heard the doctor say how she “intended to provide the patient with in situ psychoanalytical sessions more often in future” as she now considered the consultation room environment to be “likely to overexcite the patient” and to be “too distracting” and to provide “far too much by way of mental stimulation”. Somehow she had known immediately that the ‘patient’ being discussed was herself and she had cried long and hard as a result. Of course Lavinia could only assume it was a telephone call; the doctor had a particularly strident conversational voice and it was perfectly feasible that another party had been present and was just particularly softly spoken.

				It often suited the doctor’s purpose to leave open the outer door to the ‘seclusion room’ if present at her desk for any length of time - the woman enjoyed the feeling of being able to directly observe her pretty teenaged patient where she was securely confined behind steel bars. After all; she knew the time, her patient didn’t. Poor Lavinia didn’t even know the season, let alone what day of the week it was - not any more. There was something the woman found thrilling about that, about glancing down at her watch and then up at her captive through the narrow wall of bars, watching the girl at her cramped school desk - staring dumbly at the blank white wall ahead or with head down and working busily at some stupefyingly tedious imposition she had set. The thought might strike her how at that selfsame moment other young women of Lavinia’s age would be setting out for the Saturday night crush of the pubs and clubs or settling down in the arms of a boyfriend for a cosy night-in - the latest romcom slapped in the DVD player and the wine waiting in the glass - or indeed giggling away with friends at lunch in the office canteen or University refectory. Then there was the knowledge of how the simple act of leaving that outer door ajar increased the patient’s sense of being under constant supervision and deprived of privacy - she thought it good that her patient should sometimes be aware of others coming and going in freedom while she was effectively caged and closely confined. Along with the constant stream of written impositions she set the girl she knew the latter enhanced that feeling of being under control that she wished the girl to develop.

				But whereas she might at such times wish her patient to be aware of being under scrutiny or of others arriving and departing her office she would not allow her patient to as much as glance over her shoulder - at such times invariably the doctor would either set some long-winded written task, instruct the girl to sit at her desk facing the wall or, failing that, would ensure Lavinia was confined to bed in her usual wrist, ankle and waist restraints. Of these three precautions Lavinia knew to her cost the doctor preferred the former two - lacking recourse to restraint, other than the fairly slack stainless-steel chains that restrained her wrists and hands to the region immediately encompassing the desktop, compliance was left to the responsibility of the patient herself and so was considered far superior in instilling discipline.

				It was difficult not to glance back over a shoulder or twist around - indeed it went against human nature itself. But Lavinia’s sense of curiosity had been well and truly quelled by this time. Somehow the doctor never seemed to miss a thing - a cursory glance back over a shoulder, perhaps startled by the scrape of a chair or the clearing of a throat, would be all it would take. Lavinia knew there would come a rattling of the key in the lock and the iron-squeak of the hinged bars opening inward. Her heart would solidify in stone and her hands would shake like branches in a sudden forest squall at the first creak of bamboo being bent and flexed in preparation behind her or the threatening slap of a well-oiled strap against leather-skirted thigh. It was all too easy to earn a dozen or more across her bare bottom - that is why when told to face the wall, Lavinia faced the wall.

				Not that there was much to be seen out in the doctor’s office in any case - the room was generally kept locked other than for patient consultation interviews and psychological assessment and was sparsely functional in the extreme. There was, she thought, a window, behind the doctor’s desk, but she couldn’t be certain - thick drapes hung from ceiling to floor and were always drawn across whenever she was allowed out there. In fact, out there in the office her isolation was only a little less complete than when locked away in this little whitewashed nightmare of loneliness, yet it offered some respite at least from the silent monotony of her world. Those excursions past the cell-room bars and out into the interview room, though measured in feet and inches, were something she had grown to savour, to hang on to, however nefarious the doctor’s intent really was - now they would be fewer and farther between, perhaps cease altogether.

				At any rate, at least for the moment she was not alone - a nurse might call by or Matron herself might visit, but neither would speak, and she was forbidden to speak to them. But only the doctor constituted true company; only the doctor would listen to her, only the doctor would as much as acknowledge her as a sentient being, as something more than a child’s doll to be dressed and undressed, fed and toileted without comment. And right now the doctor sat alongside her, perched on the edge of the bed, the woman’s arm draped comfortingly around her shoulders.

				The procedure would still be the same as out in the office though; that was the one thing that never varied, other than in the detail. She would be questioned, interrogated some would say - and with good reason - in the name of psychoanalytical psychotherapy. Some questions would sound unfamiliar or - if an otherwise familiar query - would be phrased in a convoluted, difficult to understanding and confusing manner - but the ground dug over would be the same. Other queries would be so over-familiar as to be repeated several times in any one session, until she felt the need to scream simply from the sound of the doctor’s softly-feminine condescending tone. Throughout the doctor would maintain the same measured cadence and same lulling sing-song tone, sounding out the syllables - syll-ab-les - of each word slowly and deliberately. She would do so with her individual words spaced out in synchronism with a musician’s metronome which she would bring with her into Lavinia’s little prison, setting it up on the floor of the cell where she knew it could catch Lavinia’s eye. If the interview took place in her office, then she would position the device on the front of her desk between herself and her patient, who of course was forbidden to look away. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock. “Have ‘tick’ you ‘tock’ ev-er ‘tick ’ con-sid-er-ed ‘tock’ your ‘tick’ self ‘tock’ men-tal-ly ‘tick’ ill ‘tock’ or ‘tick’ psy-cho-log-i-ca-lly ‘tock’ dis-turbed?” It could be quite hypnotic

				“What is it honey? I sometimes wonder if you ever hear a word I say to you. How am I supposed to help you if you won’t listen to me?”

				With the fingers of the hand she had draped over her patient’s shoulder the doctor rhythmically stroked the girl’s cheek in a motherly fashion. As she spoke she gradually applied an increasingly insistent pressure, her intention being that the girl should turn her undeniably pretty features towards her. Her other hand rested on the thick white square plastic panel that she had entered with tucked under her arm and that now rested on the floor, propped up against the side of the girl’s bed.

				“Come on honey; look at me when I talking to you...I said...LOOK AT ME!!”

				“Oww!” The girl’s startled yelp was quite understandable given the sudden unexpected harshness of the woman’s tone, coupled with the stinging slap that the latter had simultaneously landed on her left cheek with the very same fingers that had been caressing her so lovingly mere moments before.

				The girl’s neck twisted instantly towards her tormentor, her face flushed with shock, her violet eyes wide like a terrified doe caught in a car’s headlights, bleary, distant and as uncomprehending as the doctor could wish for - the perfect counterpoint to the asylum-patient pyjamas she kept the girl dressed in.

				“Sorry...s,sorry, doctor”

				“I said I want you to look at me when I am talking to you...what is wrong with you, honey?”

				“Nothing, doctor...really...noting at all...sorry, doctor.... I, I... I’m not m,m,m mad you know.” The girl giggled inanely, a silly stupefied giggling. Then, with notable effort seemed to pull herself together again. “You see... they keep me sane...they won’t let you win...”

				“Who are ‘they’? Who is trying to ‘win’? You seem... distracted - is something distracting you? Hmmm? Do you think, perhaps, it is because you are unwell, do you think you might be... hallucinating? It’s ok to say, I am your doctor you know.”

				“Please...no...doctor, please...it’s nothing...my mind wanders...I,I... I don’t always know what I’m saying... I feel so... confused.” Tears were forming now, the voice taking on a pleading tone and the girl beginning to gently rock back and forth.

				The girl’s voice was music to the woman doctor’s attuned ears: The timid, faltering, fawning tones told a tale of one consumed with worry and desperate to cover some misdeed or guard some secret. Similarly, the girl’s eyes - continuously flickering to and from the shaft of flickering daylight reflected off the bars covering the cell door - were those of one who, in seeking to misdirect, succeeded only in attracting further unwarranted attention to her most valued possession.

				The thought was rushing headlong through Lavinia’s mind like a wild boar pursued by baying hounds, crashing through the elements of reasoning, shattering logic, inevitably plummeting towards the precipice that marked out the transition to the state most would recognize as ‘madness’. “What if she should see it - what if she should take it away?”. One eye had already fallen on the plastic panel the woman had brought in with her; the forty-five degree orientated reinforced slots set, one at each corner; the four, sturdy, white-painted padlocks the woman had disgorged from the nondescript packet she had also walked in with, clutched in her other hand. The opposite eye had automatically been drawn up to the iron ‘U’-bolt hoops, similarly orientated, that protruded out rudely from the wall at the corners of the inset cavity housing the room’s sole window.

				The relationship had been arrived at unconsciously, the connection made quite instantaneously. The resulting concern, though instinctively born, soon took on a life of its own: “Please, please don’t look...please God, don’t let her look up! Please, please, please, Lord...please, Lord God, make her look away...please don’t let her take my friend from me...not now...not today”. It was a prayer; she was praying, near-silently, under her breath.

				Lavinia Vitesse was not overly religious; despite her English Home-Counties upbringing. Lavinia Vitesse was not one to seek aid from the divine; to her, religious entreaties muttered under the breath were the province of the psychologically disadvantaged, the ‘intellectually challenged’ - to be blunt: the down-right mentally ill!

				A quizzical frown creased the woman doctor’s refined brow: “Well, something is distracting you”.

				“No, no,...honestly, doctor...no, it’s nothing...really. I, I...I was day dreaming, that’s all... honestly.” The stress was clearly evident now in her stammering disjointed babbling speech pattern.

				“Now you know I disapprove of your constant daydreaming - I like you to keep your mind focused on your surroundings, on the real world. No, I don’t think it is that - you wouldn’t have admitted to it so readily if it had merely been daydreaming....No, something is definitely distracting you...You’re doing it now, glancing around, trying not to focus on something...something you want to keep hidden from me. You know you can’t keep secrets from me - I’m your psychiatrist and you are my patient: I know everything about you there is to know. Now what could it be? Hmmm?” It was a game she was playing - of course it was - a subtle game that was, of itself, a distraction. Yet this was a gambit that, if it paid off - and she had no reason to believe that it wouldn’t - would be crucial to her achieving the outcome she was looking for.

				Smiling innocently the curvaceous young psychiatrist rose to her feet, smoothing down her customary knee-length black-leather skirt as she twisted away. It was rare that she left off her white coat, but she had made plans for today - and it was to be a rare day indeed. Following the line of the girl’s gaze she stepped languidly across to the barrage of steel bars; purposely swaying her hips as she moved, fancying that she could feel her timid young patient’s eyes running up and down the seams of her dark-tan stockings, from the hem of her close-fitting skirt to her kitten-heeled patent court shoes, perhaps taking in the swell of her bosom beneath her blouse. True the latter was cut conservatively enough, but there was something fascinating about satin - a gloriously feminine fabric, it both flattered and drew the eye. Starved of any significant sensory input, companionship and conversation - not to mention sexual relief - and with the doctor herself as her sole tenuous link to the real world, it would have been surprising if the girl had not developed a certain attraction to her captor. This was something she could work on; she could take this early beginnings of a girlish ‘crush’, encourage it, develop the relationship until attraction became adoration became obsession and pathological fixation. Given time she could, and would, undermine the entire basis of the girl’s sexuality and belief system - and if all went well she would have all the time in the world.

				She would have the girl quite literally eating out of her hand, ready to believe any thing and everything she was told and tamed to a degree those who had consigned her to this place could never have imagined possible.

				“What is it that you find so fascinating over here? Just what is it you are looking at?” The look of puzzlement on the doctor’s beautician-perfected features was a triumph of deceit, a dramatic tour de force. As she spoke the doctor bent as if to examine the white-painted security bars, tentatively scratching at an imaginary blemish here, a shadowy outline there, her manicured nails clinking lightly against the metalwork, their subtle shrimp-pink varnish appearing iridescent under the unrelenting fluorescent criticism of the lighting system.

				Internally her tormented young patient was now one boiling tumultuous cauldron of conflict, her thoughts, useless, crippled; a tangle of irrational fear and carefully orchestrated neurosis. She rocked on the edge of the bed, feeling the soft latex mattress-cover alternately stretching and contracting through the dank flannelette of her pyjama bottoms beneath the backs of her thighs and barely conscious of her bladder emptying into the double-layered bulk of terry-towelling encasing her bottom beneath the polyurethane waterproof protection of her knickers. At some level she became aware that her lips were moving. What she speaking? Was she voicing her thoughts? She did sometimes, she knew. She had even caught herself doing it with a nurse present, with the woman seated beside her bed and supposedly there to supervise her. It was allowed, apparently. So long as she made no attempt to communicate in any kind of sensible way, so long as she was merely inanely muttering her own thoughts to herself, it was allowed. It was a most terrible thing; to become aware of hearing a young woman’s voice - perhaps reciting over and over some half forgotten piece of learning gained through a previous lifetime - only to gradually become aware that it was one’s own.

				Watching the doctor moving across to the front of the cell her heart was pounding, now driven by hope rather than fear. “That’s it, that’s it! Look over there... over there! Yes, yes, there, look there”. She brought her fingers up to her mouth, obliged to lift both arms together by the restraints linking her wrists and sensing both the slack waistband of her pyjama bottoms, and that of the plastic knickers she had on beneath, slip below her navel as she relinquished her grip. A sour, ammonia-laden odour wafted up from the now exposed absorbent towelling pants and her fingertips were similarly faintly tainted. A mixture of mortifying shame and revulsion filled her as the latter made contact with her lips, but was tempered by the need to stifle her own words, lest she give the game away herself.

				The trouble was; the greater her conscious endeavour to manoeuvre and misdirected her nemesis by directing her gaze, the more her subconscious seemed to conspire against her, signposting the way by causing her eyes to forever nervously flicker back in the direction of the prize. She had to take care not to stare at the object of her desire and yet, conversely, she knew that she had somehow also to avoid focusing her gaze in the diametrically opposite direction as this could be, to the trained eye, just as telling. This in a nutshell was now the dilemma - that and the definite possibility that she might actually tell the doctor what she needed to know by vocalising these very thoughts.

				The answer seemed in adopting some sort of neutral gaze, but then again that would likely settle perpendicularly to the sight line and so, by inference and interpolation, give the game away - and besides, she wasn’t allowed to look away from the doctor while she was talking; that would be rude and disrespectful and a sign in itself of mental illness. If she could just focus her thoughts elsewhere then at least she wouldn’t have to worry about talking to herself - and she was becoming only too aware now that she was definitely muttering to herself! But what was there to focus on, other than the birds, the window or the doctor herself? That was the point - there was nothing to see, nothing to hear, nothing to do, nothing to think about; not ever... not ever!

				She was beginning to cry, a soft, sniffling, keening weeping, yet one producing copious heavy salty floods that trickled down her cheeks, ran down her chin, down the grubby stained top of her pyjama jacket - she seemed to cry all the time now, over anything, everything and often nothing at all. She glanced down, catching sight of the tough steel-wire reinforced plastic I.D. bracelet that was permanently strapped around her right ankle, its rectangular tag jutting out awkwardly from beneath the padded leather cuff of the ankle restraints are looking for the world like an old-fashioned tie-on suitcase label. For a moment she tried to focus her thoughts on that - she could just make out the thick black characters spelling out “secure psychiatric unit”. A voice somewhere had just said exactly those words. She listened and it said it again. But this time she knew - it was her own voice; she could feel her lips moving. She suddenly realised that her nose was running, dribbling and dripping into her lap and instinctively went to wipe it on her sleeve, only to stop herself - the pyjamas weren’t hers, they belonged to the hospital; they constituted a uniform in much the same way as the gymslip she had once worn had. Worse: she also realised she was now staring directly at the very thing it was essential she avoid acknowledging.

				“Secure psychiatric unit?” Was that her voice? No; it sounded like...

				“What was that you said - secure psychiatric unit? Well yes, dear it is - but perhaps not secure enough. We’ll have to see what we can do about that. If a patient doesn’t feel secure, how can we expect her to improve?” The doctor was smiling at her, twisting and glancing back over her shoulder and clearly pleased to see her young charge flummoxed, unsettled and shuffling around uncomfortably in her notably-stained hospital-issue pyjamas.

				Under the probing scrutiny of the doctor’s eyes, Lavinia’s hands dropped back to her lap, her cuffed wrists crossed in front of her, one hand gathering up and then clutching at a handful of excess fabric at the waistband, the other hanging uselessly limp with thumb and middle finger endlessly circling pad to pad as if the girl were seeking to erase her own fingerprints.

				If the doctor was pleased to see the girl still obediently perched on the side of the plastic mattress she was even more pleased to catch her patient in the act, nervously casting furtive downward glances at the square panel she had pointedly left resting against the bed frame then transiently glancing skyward out of the corner of her eye, toward the softly grey-lit aperture set ceiling high; stage to her very own fluttering, dancing gymnastic entertainment. Holding on to the bars with her left hand she traced the girl’s imaginary eye-line through the air with a theatrical wave of her right.

				Waggling her index finger dramatically to and fro, as if feeling her way along an invisible taut thread, the woman slowly sidled across the narrow confines of her patient’s cell-like accommodation before - momentarily halting accusingly before the shivering young girl - gesturing toward the energetically dancing shadow she suddenly laughed out loud in faux surprised delight:

				“Why!... Well, well! Now, how ever did that get in there? We can’t have that, now, can we - far too distracting. I’m just going to pop out to my office for a moment; I want you to stay exactly where you are. Don’t you dare shift that chubby bottom of yours one inch; you’re in enough trouble already. I’ve a good mind to put you across my lap for a few strokes of my belt. It’s no good you whimpering; I’ve told you enough times. You’re supposed to tell me straight away if something is bothering you; what we don’t have here are secrets. A patient doesn’t keep secrets from her doctor - does she?”

				From the side of the bed behind the implacable woman’s back, came a muttered chattering, the chanted rhythmic pattern suggesting something akin to the ‘’Lord’s Prayer, yet somehow more personal, more specific......”I said; does she?”

				“No...no...doctor”.

				“Don’t you think you deserve a few strokes from my belt across your fat behind?”

				“No...I mean...I’m not sure... I,I mean... No, please. No!” The doctor’s phrasing seemed confusing; what with her sleep-deprived state and the desperation born of the prospect of loosing what she had now come to see as her one anchor to reality, even the simplest query now took on the aspect of an intellect-challenging quandary.

				“Well, dear; I wouldn’t expect to have to up-end a patient across my knees like a small child and take my belt to her bare bottom - not if she were a good patient. You do want to be a good patient, don’t you, dear?”

				Lavinia bristled: The dilemma was set; she could either verbally confirm her status as a mental patient - something she was most loath to do, as in a sense it implied admitting it to herself - or she could set herself up for a good, long, humiliating, not to mention painful, spanking over the psychiatrist’s knee. Neither prospect was exactly welcoming.

				“I...I...I’m not...Yes, doctor”. There was more at stake here than a little dignity - she risked losing her little friend; for all she knew, the only friend she had left in the world, if she discounted the doctor.... The doctor? Why ever should she consider the doctor as a friend? How could that be right - what sort of thinking was that? Surely she should not be thinking that way...she would have to be careful; this was the way the woman wanted her to think. She was not a real mental patient, not a real one; she was just playing the game they wanted her to, just going along with it for her own ends, just until she could get away... But how could she get away, how long could she expect to stand it, how long could they keep her here? Come to think about it... how long had she been here... why wouldn’t they tell her... what was happening outside... what was going on?

				She began to weep, at first gently - the tears trickling silently down from the corners of her pretty violet eyes - then more profusely, her restraint-bound wrists frustrating her attempts of stifling her increasingly vocal expression of her grief.

				“Take your hands away from your face, dear. Remember; we never hide our emotions from our doctor. It’s good to cry sometimes; just let it all out. You know you want to be a good patient, deep down inside, you know you want to please me...don’t you?”

				“Yes...sob...doctor”

				“Then why not just say it? You’ll feel so much better when you do. You do trust me, don’t you?”

				“Yes...doctor”

				“Then why not just tell me how much you want to be a good, little, patient for your doctor. What is holding you back? It’s only making you ill, you know. Is that what you want to be, mentally ill? Well?”

				“No...do, do...doctor”. The girl’s stuttering response was punctuated by deep, ribcage-shuddering sobs.

				“Then say it; say ‘I want to learn to be a good, docile psychiatric patient, doctor’.”

				“No...I mean...please...please no.”

				So; am I to take it that you don’t want me to help you - do you want me to leave you alone in here again? Think about it.”

				“No...no.. .please... please”. Lavinia took a deep breath, a deep shuddering, grief-filled inhalation: Please, doctor, please. I, I, I...want...to learn...to be a...good...”

				“Docile”, the doctor prompted, smiling.

				“A, a, a...good...docile...psy,psychi...”

				“Just say mental..come on, there’s a sweetie.”

				“A, a, a, g,good, d,d,d...”

				“Docile.”

				“A...g,g,good, d,d,docile...m,m,men...men...”

				“Mental...say ‘mental’, deary.”

				“A,a ,a g,g,good, docile, m,m,mental...patient...”

				“Doctor”

				“A,a,a...m,mental patient, doctor.”

				“That is a good girl - what a good little girl you are becoming. You’re making me very happy, you’re well on your way to becoming the perfect little mental patient. Why, before too long - if we work together, you and I - I would be surprised if you weren’t ready to be transferred on to a proper psychiatric ward... Wouldn’t that be nice?”

				“Yes, doctor.”

				“Yes! And then you’ll be able to have visitors.”

				“Visitors...d,d,doctor?”

				“Oh, yes! You’ve not been totally forgotten here you know: I’m sure your guardian, Ms Bartlett, will want to see you... and as I have said before: I understand her solicitor may well accompany her; there are a couple of documents outstanding that will require your signature at some point.

				And, of course, once you are past the age of twenty-one, there will be quite a deluge of paper-work to be dealt with - transferring control of your late father’s estate to Ms Bartlett... that sort of thing... I’m sure you understand, darling.”

				Turning on her heel the triumphantly-smiling woman strode from the room, pointedly leaving both the outer-door and steel security gate ajar in her wake. Seconds later and she was back, low foot-stool in her hand. Having positioned the leather-topped footstool against the end wall, directly below the window, she turned, snatching the plastic panel with one hand while gathering up the padlocks from the mattress surface with the other. Two paces further on and the implacable female psychiatrist was offering up the white plastic square - now held at arm’s length overhead - to the inset opening that housed the cell window, manoeuvring the first of the corner slots over its corresponding wall-mounted iron ring.

				A padlock snapped shut...then another and another and another. Clicking the last padlock shut, the willowy psychiatrist twisted around, smiling back over her shoulder at the still seated pyjama-clad girl: “There now; we can’t have all that distraction, can we?” The psychiatrist’s cheery tone was met first with a less than enthusiastic grunt from her patient - perhaps the calm before the storm - then a near-hysterical outburst of screaming. Where before there had been sweet encouraging daylight - albeit greyish, featureless and nondescript - there was now a homogeneous whiteness, the blessed window now barely discernable from any other part of the end wall. The resident’s little feathered saviour was lost - the broken-hearted sobbing that now rent the air suggested that the resident herself had been, likewise, cast adrift - or perhaps some part of her sanity had been.

				Tears filled young Lavinia Vitesse’s eyes as if a pair of flooded and overflowing violet pools deluged in a summer’s evening downpour. Her voice rose in wailing agony as if in mourning for her broken mind - it was end game, and in more ways than one. Screaming she threw herself headlong at the softly chortling psychiatrist, knocking her to one side and leaping up on the stool in the startled-woman’s stead. Completely forgetting her on her pyjama bottoms, the perspiration-infused flannelette trousers instantly falling in a green and white striped pool around her ankles, she scrabbled madly at the window cover, clawing with nails deliberately kept trimmed less they lead to self-harming and so too short to be of use and handicapped by her tightly restrained wrists.

				Behind the girl’s back - out of sight and nothing like as shaken as she made out - a smile creased the domineering doctor’s dramatically beautiful features. Her right hand calmly reached across to her left, feeling for the broad, white plastic, bracelet encircling her slender wrist - more specifically, feeling for the discreetly-mounted inset button gracing the latter’s underside - her thumb pressing upward upon reaching its target, the electronic summons, silently-sent but received with all urgency.

				The response was near instantaneous: Outside the close confines of the girl’s accommodation - out in the consultation room that lay beyond those sound-proofed walls - the heavily-secured door burst open. A scant few strides was all it took for the two nurses the doctor customarily employed as orderlies - both being highly trained in restraint and control techniques - to arrive at her side. In moments an arm was hastily thrown around the protesting girl’s waist and she found herself manoeuvred expertly to the floor.

				Pinned down on her back Lavinia now found herself confronted by the doctor’s apparently concerned face, the woman bending over her, tut-tutting loudly in faux consternation. Seconds later and a bolt of pain shot through her being, as every bit as shocking as if she had touched a live wire: The psychiatrist’s palm had slapped across her face - hard, very hard!... Then the woman struck her again...and yet again, first across one soft plump cheek then the other, over and over, harder and harder, the effort causing the woman’s own face to redden, her breathing to become laboured - and her hysterical patient’s head to ring as if filled to bursting by the incessant pealing of church bells. Satisfied, the doctor twisted to face the nurse closest to the austere room’s steel bar-guarded door:

				“You, nurse; fetch my leather belt from the top drawer of my desk.”

				“Yes doctor”. The blue-uniformed nurse released her painfully bruising vice-like grip on the girl’s ankles. She paused for a moment, still squatting, her broad haunches straining the seams of her uniform skirt, the polyester fabric notably pulling at the sides. Then, tugging urgently at the leather tongue of the strap linking the girl’s ankle restraint-cuffs through its bright stainless steel buckle, shortening the patient’s hobble-strap until the girl’s ankles touched and her legs were rendered safely useless, the robust nurse rose quickly to her feet. Bobbing respectfully to the woman psychiatrist, as might a servant girl to her employer in days gone by, the nurse scuttled from the room without further comment.

				Turning back to the other nurse, presently engaged in securing the girl’s wrists above her head, the doctor indicated with a nod of her head the infantile-looking desk occupying the end wall. “And you, nurse; please be so good as to help me get this stupid little child secured across her desk - I fear she has another lesson to learn.” The doctor sighed resignedly. “Sometimes, sadly, there is only one way to help these poor deranged wretches, and that is with a firm hand!”

				So saying the imperious psychiatrist turned her attention back to the sobbing girl, still lying prostrate on the padded linoleum flooring. “Up you get, child.” For a few precious, reluctant, moments young Lavinia Vitesse could do little more than twist on to her front, burying her face in her securely cuffed hands, desperate to staunch the stinging in her cheeks. “I said: Get up...NOW, you imbecile!”

				“I, I, I am...NOT AN IMBECILE!. You, you...YOU COW!” Somewhere, deep in her soul, the girl clearly still harboured some small reserve of defiance - but was this the time to unleash it? Had she still the capacity to think clearly, conventional wisdom would suggest not. But then again she had been carefully relieved of the capacity for rational thought - at least in all but for these last few residual dregs.

				To the trained eye of the psychiatrist, the outburst merely indicated that she was on the right track - she had her patient at breaking point, her sanity hanging by a thread and well on the way to a complete mental breakdown. The woman’s reply to that outrage was as chilling as it was condescending, her calculating words softly spoken, her voice taking on a strangely ambiguous amalgam of aspects; part parental disapproval, part empathic sorrow, part sympathy. “No you’re not... Not as yet, at any rate - but you’re well on your way.” The doctor smiled sweetly, her professionally applied cosmetics, whitened perfect teeth and cupid-bow lips giving her for a fleeting moment all the appearance of some television variety show hostess - she continued:

				“Just how far down that route you go is up to you. I can help you, but you must be prepared to place yourself in my hands - the decision must be yours, you must take responsibility.”

				Lavinia’s mind was in turmoil now, complete disarray: What was this - it was all her own fault? Was that what the doctor was saying, that she was responsible, that she was driving herself towards a nervous breakdown? But it was the doctor that kept her locked away alone in this room, kept her dressed in dirty, stinking baggy pyjamas like a, a, a... mental patient. Surely it was the doctor that had the nurses constantly awaken her from her sleep over and over again, the doctor who would take her to her office to sit and be questioned for hours on end, forever tripping her up, trapping her into answers that seemed to prove her diagnosis. And now... and now... That window... it was all she’d had, the sparrows were her only friends. And now it was all gone. The doctor had taken them away from her - but why? Why had her doctor taken her only hope of... of... sanity. But... but...what if she was right? She was her doctor, after all, a psychiatrist - she must know what she is talking about. But... she, she... she is trying to drive me out of my mind, she’s said as much! No!, No! No! Why would she? She’s a doctor, a doctor - and doctors are here to help. “No! No! You, you, wouldn’t. You, your, a,a,a... doctor! You w,w, wouldn’t!” Sobbing now, she heard her own voice ringing in her ears - strange and distant, involuntarily voicing her thoughts in sudden tumbling nonsensical outburst. It was a terrible thing.

				“Wouldn’t what, dear? Yes, I am a doctor, your doctor - but what wouldn’t I do? I’m not trying to make you sick, if that’s what you mean. I’m not an ogre. Is that what you think, that I must be an ogre to have locked you away like this; that my purpose was to make you sick? Nothing could be further from the truth, my dear. I’m your friend, not your enemy. I’m trying to help you. All I have done in keeping you here is to give you a little peace, quiet and isolation away from all those little distractions outside - your own mind has done the rest. I have simply provided you with the space you needed to discover for yourself the fragility of your mind and to come to grips with the utter reality of your illness.”

				It was as if the doctor were reading her mind - the doctor continued, still smiling her friendly smile, her words just as confusing, just as contradictory. “Do you know what I think?” It was a rhetorical question. “I think you are finally coming to realise how little point there is in trying to keep yourself together in the situation you are now in. One: all you are doing by denying your condition is to exasperate it, driving yourself closer and closer to a nervous breakdown in the process. Two: you have already been committed under the mental health act whatever happens - and potentially for an indefinite period, save for the recommendations of your case review board. And three: You are presently incarcerated in a secure isolation cell, itself housed within the most secure privately-run mental hospital in the country, bar-none.”

				At each point made the doctor had raised another finger, counting off and emphasising that particular aspect of hopelessness. Now she wagged a single finger threateningly as she went on: “As for that case-review hearing: To reiterate what I have told you so many times before - it’s a long way off and only I hold the key to any hope you might or might not have there for your release.

				They will be relying to a great extent on my reports ... and only my reports - no one else’s. And they will put great store in my reputation as a clinical psychologist and psychiatrist.

				Already the reports and case notes I have written up will be counting heavily against you and every instance of the sort of defiant behaviour, such as we have seen today, make it more likely that you won’t even get as far as attending a hearing. Indeed, I have said before that I doubt it would take much more by way of evidence of your ‘intractable behaviour’ to ensure a new review date be set - perhaps another year or two on from your presently scheduled one. But I have also explained to you before how if you were to strike out, spit, or even as much as try to push past me or one of my nurses, then it would be taken as an instance of violence against a member of staff. If I send up one more report of assault on a member of staff - yes, I said assault, pushing me over was assault - well... As a violent patient you are going to have to be very, very careful now not to end up categorised as dangerous - because if I decide you are, an indefinite period of stay will likely simply be rubber-stamped on my say-so alone.”

				That last part, the part about such a decision being rubber-stamped wasn’t true, of course but the doctor knew her patient wouldn’t know that - besides, given a little more time and she could arrange indefinite incarceration by other means: and all entirely legal. For now what was needed was to press home the lesson:

				“Such a silly little girl. Do you really think you can hide anything from your doctor? I know your mind, inside and out - I understand your thought processes better than you do yourself. Your little feathered friend, for instance - you hung on to his appearance day after day, didn’t you? You pinned everything, your every hope, on his continued presence in your life. But you must have realised that I knew - I knew everything about him from the start. Didn’t you realise that I could take him away from you at any point? Ultimately, I had to take him away - for your own good.

				Ask yourself: What did watching your little sparrow flittering around out there do for you? Isn’t the truth that his perceived freedom served only to make your own incarceration here seem all the worse? Isn’t the truth that you tortured yourself, day after day, with thoughts of where he might go, of what he might see out there? Isn’t it the truth that whenever he flew away, the only thoughts left rushing through your mind were ones of what might have been - if you had still been free; thoughts of where your friends are right now; thoughts of where had they might have been, what they might have seen; thoughts of who had married, who had not, who had gone to university, who had gone back-packing? That’s the truth, isn’t it? In the form of your, so-called, ‘feather friend’ your mind had fashioned the perfect torturer - one without the slightest conscience, one without the slightest pity, furthermore, one entirely blameless, one even ignorant of his task. And all this conjured by your own subconscious.

				So you see, the pain you feel is only there because your mind allows you to suffer it: You worry about the boyfriend that you lost contact with, for example, but I can tell you that not so long ago he married - you see; the world out there has moved on quite happily without you, it will continue to do so in your continued absence.

				If I am to help you adjust, then first I must encourage you to disconnect from that world - you are no longer part of that existence physically, you must strive to detach yourself from it psychologically.

				This is the limit of your world now, this institution, this psychiatric institution, this mental hospital, if you will. This is the reality of your situation - and the only way you are going to know anything even approaching peace is to restrict your mind to this reality, to constrict your imagination to occupying the same confines as your physical self.

				So as I say; you’re not yet an imbecile. But with my help you will eventually become one - and you will be so much happier for it... Ah, nurse, thank you.”

				The first nurse had returned, the broad, supple, yet thick leather belt swinging from her hand by her side, the heavy bronze buckle tucked away in her hand. It was very much a man’s belt - more at home on a building site or down a coal mine than cradled in the pink-skinned hands of a twenty-something nurse in a psychiatric institution; let alone about to be laid across the tender naked plump backside of a pretty teenage girl as an instrument of correction. But what correction this was to be - to the doctor’s mind this was to be nothing short of a life-altering correction. This experience was to be something the doctor intended the young woman would never forget - whatever else she might forget. And there would be many things she would teach the girl to forget before she was finished with her, very many things.

				Lavinia had of course noted the eye-bolts before - one set in the wall directly at the back of the desk - the iron painted white so as to merge in near-seamlessly with the background, - one set into the floor to either side of the rear supports of the attached seat and one set into either side of the desk top itself. They had always oozed sinister intent; they had always exercised her imagination - now she at last grasped their function in the real world. Half-struggling - her ankles now uselessly constrained practically side-by-side and inhibiting her co-operation, even had her spirit been willing - and half dragged to her feet by the surprisingly robust nurse, the teenage girl found herself flung bodily across the school desk. Her torso landed heavily across its top - the girl ending up facing the rear wall - her feet remained behind the attached chair, the girl’s centre of gravity now acting to counter any possibility of her righting herself of her own accord. Seconds later and a padlock had snapped shut around the centre of the restraint strap running between her wrists and tying the same to the shackle emanating from the back rear wall at the rear of the desk.

				A broad leather band - approximating in form to a barber’s razor-strop and possessing a metal catch mounted at each end - was pulled tight across the small of her back and the catches promptly snapped into place around the ‘U’ shackles mounted to either side of the desktop. At that point - a buckled adjustment having been brought into play to drag tighter still the unrelentingly secure broad restraint running across her back - the leather strap connecting her ankle restraints was relaxed. That sense of freedom, however limited, was short lived - moments later her ankles were roughly yanked apart and just as quickly secured as each ankle cuff, in turn, was fastened to its corresponding ring-bolt set into the floor.

				The final insult came when a sharp slap, landed across the sensitive flesh of the rear of her thighs - causing her knees to buckle and her weight to be taken in near totality on her abdomen - was promptly followed by the binding of some sort of restraint (she could tell little about it from sensation alone) across the backs of her thighs and fitted just above her knees, such that she could no longer straighten her legs and so could no longer take her weight on her feet. She could now only hang ungainly, with her buttocks sweetly upturned and presented for punishment.

				To her rear - and blessedly out of her sight - such punishment that she could only have envisaged in her most disturbing nightmares was being presently prepared: The good doctor was folding the heavy-leather belt double in her hands, running her fingertips appreciatively over the inset conical metal studs.

				Eighteen measured swipes of the belt the implacable section psychiatrist laid across Lavinia’s bare bottom - eighteen full-blooded, swooping, body-jerking swipes with a belt that had once been Lavinia’s father’s own.

				Lavinia had been left alone to cry. It was several hours later before the heavy sound-proof door to her world again swung back. The plastic-covered hospital bed mattress creaked as the institution’s section psychiatrist came to rest alongside her, the intimate warmth of the woman’s thigh apparent through both the leather of the latter’s close-fitting skirt and the stripy, dank, ill-fitting ‘mental patient’ pyjamas of her patient. A motherly arm insinuated its way around Lavinia’s shoulders and hot breath, dancing disconcertedly over her ear, enticed a shiver to propagate up her spine.

				“I’m ever so, so sorry, honey. You know; I had no idea how much the window meant to you. But the problem I am facing now is that access to a window is considered a privilege here - and in terms of punishment I have little choice but to deprive you of a privilege. It’s not me - you must try to understand - it’s the rules of the institution. What was so fascinating and important about it anyway - why did you feel it necessary to strive to keep it from me when you must have known that eventually I would discover it?

				“It was the sparrow, doctor - my little friend.”

				“Not sparrow - we don’t say ‘sparrow’; we say birdie...don’t we?”

				“Yes, doctor...I’m not sure...”

				“Birdie...we say birdie’... What do we say?”

				“...Uh...b,b,birdie”

				“Good, girl! It’s just a birdie - a silly little tweet-tweet - nothing to get so worked up about. Let’s hear you say it....just a silly little...

				“Birdie...doctor”

				“Oh! What a good little girl you really are becoming; your well on the way to becoming the perfect little mental patient, aren’t you, sweetheart?”

				“Yes, doctor.”

				“ ‘Yes, doctor, indeed!... And don’t you forget it! Now, you get it out of your system - you just cry it all out. Just lie there sobbing in my arms...that’s it.” Even as she spoke she was simultaneously rocking the sobbing girl in her arms as if she were a life-sized vinyl doll. “There’s really no need to cry, honey. I’m your friend. I can always get you another little birdie if you want. Would you like that? Yes? I’m sure you would... Hmmm?”

				The girl was settling in her arms, she could feel the surrender, she could sense the girl’s young muscles relaxing as her mind gave way and her resolve caved in. She had no doubt the girl would bounce back to some degree - she was young, still quite strong-minded and resilient - but she would never again be quite the same head-strong truculent adolescent she had once been.

				“Yes, doctor.”

				“Then why not ask nicely; and I’ll see what I can do.”

				“Please give me back my little friend”, doctor.” The girl’s heart-broken sobbing was now all but rendering her diction incomprehensible.

				“Oh, oh darling...as much as I want to, I can’t. But what I can do is to offer an alternative: The rules say that one privilege can be swapped for another; if you were to give up on some other privilege - such as your ability to use the commode in my office, perhaps learning instead to use your nappy - then I might, just might, be freed to return your access to your room’s window. Alternatively - and I really shouldn’t be doing this - I have this...From behind her back, creasing the ivory-white satin-silk of her shirt-blouse as it passed, the woman produced a soft-stuffed pink-furred teddy bear. The smile spreading across her patient’s face spoke volumes to the highly-astute psychiatrist - she knew what to say next, yet barely dared annunciate the syllables. Be a good little girl; let your thumb slip between your lips... Yes, that’s the way. Why not hug your little teddy and have a little doze...that’s it...deep asleep now...deep asleep.”

				She watched, with no little pleasure, as the girl’s, heavy-hooded’ eyes drifted shut. There would be time enough to put the girl over her lap when she awoke - but make no mistake; she intended that the girl would be begging on her knees by the time the day was through. She looked down on the foetal-curled child-woman, childishly sucking on her thumb as if it were a rubber-teat pacifier: a day’s work well done.

				Absentmindedly she began to stroke the succulent young woman’s brow, brushing the silky skin with her nails. Her right hand, having now wandered beneath the girl’s pyjama-trouser waistband, began to explore the broad ribbon of barred belly-flesh above taut polythene of the girl’s incontinence knickers. The doctor’s gracefully dextrous fingers insinuated themselves one by one, wriggling under the flesh-biting elasticated waist, only to be ultimately frustrated by the tough close-fitting fabric. Her sensitive fingertips tracing a trickling path down the soft plastic side seam, the latter stretched and puckering over the broad swell of the young girl’s hips, straining to accommodate the additional bulk of the terry-towelling beneath, she began to explore beneath the rubber-lined elastic leg cuff, probing higher and higher up the girl’s satin-fleshed thigh, sensing first the humid moisture of imprisoned perspiration and then, her heart pounding with anticipation, the less viscous wetness infusing the towelling nappy.

				Her heart missed a beat and she felt the colour rising in her cheeks, this first flush of arousal guiltily brushed aside, intellectualized as a simple biological reaction to her patient’s undoubted attractiveness rather than anything to do with the observation that the girl had wet herself, that indeed the young woman’s nappy was soaked through.

				She wouldn’t rush - that much she had long ago decided upon - then again, she could already feel the girl’s core-warmth - it was likely to prove difficult not to give in to temptation and thrust her fingers deep into the girl’s crotch. That passionate part of her, that Sapphic part of her, that dripping lustful part of her, ached, nay, positively throbbed, in broiled, tongue-drooling anticipation.

				Straightjacketed Binging

				The canvas straitjacket had seemed a superfluous encumbrance considering the totality of the girl’s seclusion. But it was a necessary refinement also - it served to set up the scene, so to speak. This was a scene that had been long in the writing - a patience-stretching set-piece, planned from the start and allowed to mature like an old wine. The window had caught the girl’s attention from the start, from the very first day she had been introduced to her new home all those weeks - or was it months - earlier. It was small, it was set high - well above head-height - it was uninspiring, it gave view to very little... But it was all important. And the woman knew that. That was why she’d taken it away. But now she would offer a substitute distraction, one that she had tried - and failed - to provide the girl with before. The girl had been so deeply asleep in her arms that she’d barely been aware of having her arms guided in to the sleeves, their ends closed off to prevent tampering. She’d awoken then, her eyes springing wide with concern. The doctor had only to quietly press a finger to her lips and murmur a few gentle words of reassurance to quell her. “It’s nothing to worry about. It will be quite comfortable; I won’t do it up too tight and it’s only for a short while but if you want me to let you keep your new teddy to replace your friends then you mustn’t struggle. If we can get you in this, then we can let you out of the seclusion room for a while and you can spend a little time in my office. But you have to wear it for now - it is hospital regulations where a patient has had a violent outburst. Do this for me and perhaps I can tone down a little the report that I’ll have to provide the case review committee.” There would be no room in any such report for any mention of the use of corporal punishment, of course, nor of any other of the good doctor’s more unorthodox coercive techniques; but such was the privilege of her position here.

				Lavinia had nodded contritely. And with a gesture from the doctor one of the nurses that had helped quell the girl’s earlier rebellion had entered from out in the doctor’s office. Lavinia had been bidden to stand up and - her arms having already been threaded in the long canvas sleeves at that point - the rear was closed up, the leather straps drawn one after another through jangling metal roller buckles and pulled breathtakingly tight. The waist in particular was tightly constricted, gripping her like a corset, the nurse not being satisfied with the fastenings until Lavinia could hardly breathe. Then the arms had been drawn across her chest so that she was tightly hugging herself, crossing just beneath her breasts and fastened behind her, leaving her with her arms entirely immobilised. Finally the broad crotch strap had been drawn back tightly between her legs and firmly buckled at the rear.

				The nurse having been discharged, it was in that manner, with the doctor’s supporting arm wrapped around her shoulders, that she led toddling out into the relative normality of the doctor’s office or interview room.

				The nurse’s finishing touch in departing had been to shorten the tether running between the cuffs of Lavinia’s ankle restraints and the girl’s mobility had now been reduced to a painfully slow short-gaited shuffle. From the point of view of the inmate herself, this overly-constrained young girl, the straitjacket had at least one advantage: the crotch strap did at least serve to keep hoisted her pyjama bottoms. But along with that latter boon came the only connotation one might make with such a garment, the only label likely attached to one restrained within - disturbed! This was truly the uniform of the disturbed, the insane. And at that moment, to the teenage girl, escape from that nomenclature seemed as likely as wriggling free from the canvas-weave grip of the thing.

				But not all was to be defeated misery - though she faced now defeat of another kind. Rather than being placed down on the hard, high-backed chair that stood to the front of the doctor’s desk, she was led, shuffling unsteadily, around to the rear of the office and positioned standing behind the desk alongside the doctor’s plush leather chair. Seating herself comfortably the doctor reached down to the deepest of the desk’s pullout draws, sliding it open and carefully lifting out a glass-topped oak tray temptingly piled with the now familiar pastries, cakes and assorted confectionary - all those tantalising little morsels Lavinia had thus far resisted on so many occasions. There were fondant-toped fairy cakes in every shade imaginable, sticky Turkish delicacies in glistening honey-gold hues with layer upon layer of phyllo pastry, honey, and nuts, and doughnuts filled with clotted cream and jam. Here and there betwixt and between these delights were liberally sprinkled innumerable chocolate-coated candies, some foil wrapped, many obviously hand-finished. In all, it was a confection-lovers heaven - and a dieter’s nightmare. And she had always been one for the diets, always with one eye on the bathroom scales and another on the mirror - it was important for a dancer to keep trim; especially for one of the calibre that Lavinia had been told so often she had the potential of becoming.

				“Come, sweetheart, kneel here, beside my chair and rest your chin on my lap. There now, that’s not so bad, is it?” The doctor’s right hand wandered around the back of the girl’s head as she spoke, her fingertips trickling down and stroking the slender nape of the girl’s neck, guiding her pretty head gently down to rest in her lap. Her left hand, already grasping a soft, sticky temptation of fondant sweetness between index finger and thumb, now slowly guided its succulence towards the girl’s plump lips, brushing them delicately to and fro across the girl’s generous mouth whilst gently teasing the girl’s lower lip with her little finger:

				“Come on, honey; just a bite, just a nibble, one tiny nibble, one little taste - what can it matter?” She eased the little cake between the girl’s glistening lips, smiling encouragingly as the teeth parted and the girl’s drool dribbled onto the tightly stretched frontage of her leather skirt: “That’s it - what a nice big bite! Isn’t that nice? Now then, come on swallow it all down... good, good... what a good little girl - my good little girl! Now let’s see you have another bite - come on, just one more bite....oh, doesn’t that taste nice, so nice, so sweet? Now one more, that’s it, nearly all gone now... Good! Good girl! I’m so happy for you! I have another here, if you’d like... of course you would... that’s it... you’ve had one already anyway... think about it - what does one more matter? Oh, oh! Very good, lovely, lovely, excellent! That’s it - wolf it all down... delicious!”

				The doctor gazed down proprietarily at her patient, watching the eyes smiling stupidly up at her, the cupid-bow mouth surrounded by a smothering of moist golden crumbs munching greedily. Reaching again across her desktop she opened her palm, wafting the gooey chocolate beneath the girl’s nostrils.

				“Mmmmm! Truffles, chocolate truffles, Belgian Truffles...and laced with rum...your favourite. What a lucky little girl you are!”

				For a moment young Lavinia glanced up, nonplussed, her lips now caked with melted chocolate and syrupy crumbs and her tongue lapping around her mouth picking off morsels as if starving. Then, giggling idiotically, she dropped her pretty head down for more.

				“Just nuzzle your pretty snout in my hand, dear....that’s it. What a dear little piggy - eat it all up.” And what a fat little piggy you are going to become - though that latter thought the doctor kept to herself.

				The CCTV plasma flat-screen stretched across the wall, incongruous against the framing backdrop of antique dark-stained panelling. Tall, louvered wooden shutters held back the high-summer sunlight, the few rays leaking through and slicing diagonally down across the display proving insufficient to detract much from the bright imagery. Other dusty shafts, propagated obliquely off the deep mirror-polished top of the dining table, a baroque hardwood creation with richly carved legs, projected spreading yellow fingers across its surface and painting greenish-yellow fans and ovoids on the antique green Damask wall covering. Surrounded by large high-backed chairs and as old as the house itself, the table dominated the room.

				Only one place had been set, at the head, the end furthest from the screen. Crockery and silverware lay discarded and used alongside scattered reports and papers, some topped by an impressive looking crest - a gold crown surmounting a standing swan with a collar and tether of argent around its neck and set against an azure background. An ornately-chased solid-silver salt cellar squatted low on a padded-leather bound folder, holding it open at a particular page where a long slender finger traced a painted nail down a long list, set out in the manner of exam results - names correlated against two-digit serial numbers and scores laid out in several columns as percentages and quotients.

				A pair of lively, sparkling eyes, yet filled with the wisdom of maturity, glanced up over half-moon pince nez with thin gold wire frames. The leather-skirted woman reflected in those lenses, with her belted cinched waist, long legs, high heels and dark tan stockings had an almost burlesque appearance - one quite at odds with her companion, the latter attired in an ultra-conservative take on the traditional British nursing uniform. A voice soft, slightly husky and as rich as walnut laughed gently, the accompanying words meant for none to hear, merely echoing, interpreting, those now flowing from a fountain pen’s gold nib - a fleeting thought made concrete for all time, an observation sampled and frozen in time; though not in so many words.

				“The study progresses well: One is a pawn - one is a catspaw of a pawn... And one is merely a deserving victim, indeed a most deserving victim. The questions remain though: To what extent can a subject be said to be truly blind to manipulation and left to its own devices, how far can such a webbed hierarchy of authority and of obedience to authority develop? Indeed, how far should it be allowed to develop - or should one not intervene at all?”

				Elsewhere, her charge now safely locked away, a video disc was being dropped into a player. Up on the screen the label can be read over the woman’s shoulder dating it to a time getting on for some two years or so previously. The scene that opens up is unrelentingly clinical; a dental studio, though more spartan, more purely functional than most. Pen poised, a pair of attractively made up eyes scan the scene - the woman’s learned mind undoubtedly churning with practiced, contrived empathy as she strives to place herself in the psyche of the subject in search of that holy grail of psychological science - novel and illuminating insight...

			

		

	
		
			
				An Orthodontic Intervention

				From the start of course, deep down Meredith Hewson had known it was hopeless - right from the very start. It was just... just that, at that moment, it had all come to her - the hopelessness, the despair, the realisation that even if she somehow got through this present stint there could be another lined up for her for all she knew, and another after that, and another. Three months at a go, six months at a go; it would seem senseless to an outsider that anyone should sign up for such terms, again and again, but had she not already agreed to have her term of residence extended more than once before?

				And how had she let that ‘social worker’ woman, Ms Soames, convince her to volunteer to come here in the first place rather than tackling her allegations against that church-run home she had ended up in at one point. The research department resided within the selfsame hospital she had come round in after what she had been repeatedly told had been a car smash. Ms Soames had said that was how she knew of the residential program and how it would be a good place to ‘go to ground’ while she ‘investigated further’, whatever that meant - but where had Ms Soames gone since? If she was to have been honest with herself, though, as much as anything she had been trying to extradite herself from the clutches of Ms Soames herself, yet she had needed that woman’s permission to do so - such was the extent to which that so strong-willed woman had had her browbeaten.

				Nevertheless, she had quite willingly signed the documentation that kept her here, in front of witnesses, important witnesses, reliable witnesses - she knew she would do so again if told to. It was a measure of the control they wielded over her; there were other measures they could invoke to detain her if they so desired, of that she had been assured, yet to have her sign her life away bit by bit, piecemeal, while on the outside her future, her prospects were unravelling in her absence. Her life, she now felt sure, was being systematically stolen from under her... well; there was a very special cruelty indeed inherent in that.

				She’d just had to at least try to make contact - perhaps she could enlist the aid of one or two of the others, the less browbeaten ones. It was just such a ridiculous situation; that they should all be just sitting there, putting up with it - well, it was all just crazy, there was no other word for it. It was supposed to be some sort of clinical research project - how could science, however beneficial, justify keeping human beings caged twenty-four hours a day, beating them, caning them for the slightest infraction?

				These were perfectly innocent young women yet had found themselves detained behind bars, held totally isolated from society and even each other. Placed in a uniform of the most humiliating and soul-crushing design and kept under conditions of the strictest discipline, they were forced to work in a prison sweatshop like slaves or sit bolt upright at school desks like delinquents in a reform school - their only crime, their only mistake, as far she could tell, was to have volunteered.

				Perhaps there had been an element of greed involved, and perhaps that should be punished. After all, the stipend on offer had been generous to put it mildly. But it was to have been remuneration for a three-month residential study and then she’d planed to set up a rented flat with the proceeds - and have enough financial muscle behind her to legally challenge that charity-run ‘home’ she had ended up in; that run by The Children of Christ, Scientist. Sure there had been that car smash and it was all a little hazy, Sure it was true that she now suffered from some form of ‘hysterical paralysis’ and had to wear leg callipers - something she hated and still thought she could do without, to such an extent that they insisted on keeping the things locked on her here. But she had needed the money: she intended to take out a civil suit against that old pastor or what ever he had been that had abused her, whether people insisted it was all in her imagination or not.

				It wasn’t fair: That three months had come and gone long ago, as had another since, and another she felt sure - how long she had been here she couldn’t be sure. There was no sense of the passage of time in this place and they weren’t going to tell her - what was more she was not allowed to ask. They would only ever say that no payment was yet due her as she had yet to ‘satisfy certain criteria’ of the study or was yet to prove herself ‘sufficiently compliant with the protocol’.

				Yes, this had been the day to troll the darkest depths of her despair, the day desperation finally overcome even their discipline, so desperate to get away, to get out was she she’d finally risked the consequences of committing one of the most heinous sins against the regime that one could: She had spoken without permission or having been spoken to first. Worse, she has spoken to another ‘patient’!

				What had she been thinking? Perhaps that they needed just the one dissenting voice to provide the impetus, to prompt some sort of action? Perhaps that together they could overpower their tormentors, make a run for it? Perhaps she thought they might at least make a stand against the constant oppression and bullying, one voice in unison to shout down their orders.

				Whatever the trigger, another factor was present too. She had wanted to know them, the other girls. She wanted to know someone else in the place, someone’s name, someone’s story. In its way, the frustration of being surrounded by a cohort of young women of her own age group yet being forbidden to talk, or indeed to communicate in any way, was worse than had she been kept under the most isolated conditions of solitary confinement. It was like a subtle form of psychological torture, day by day grinding her down - and it was a form they had refined to perfection. She felt as if she was slowly drowning within herself, that to speak to someone else, however briefly, was to swim for the shore, to drag her self clear of the clawing viscous pool of darkness and despair and, dare she admit it, her dread that it was her sanity itself that was sinking away.

				Twice before she had whispered words of greeting to the physically closest of her compatriots, twice she had been caught and soundly caned for it. Incredibly, on both occasions her approach had been flagged by the girl herself raising her hand. Of course why she had been so quickly betrayed was a puzzle to her - but it was well enough understood by those around her, those that had been incarcerated so much longer than she.

				This third attempt had come no closer to success. The instant bitterness of remorse had been her only reward, that and the expected painful repercussions - another session securely strapped down across the punishment horse, the caning, long drawn-out and harsh in the extreme, inhumanely harsh.

				But then, mere moments later, having barely had time to retake her place at her desk, she’d been taken from the room. The hospital matron who seemed to rule the place had arrived to collect her personally, pushing the, by now, ubiquitous wheelchair, with its myriad fastenings, restraints and anchor points.

				Having been suitably chastened at the hands of the mistress, the cane wheals throbbing intensely in time with her pounding heart, she had been quite openly weeping, the sobs shuddering through her hunched body, her defeat displayed for all to see as she wriggled on the hard bench seat, shifting her weight in the effort to achieve some sort of respite from the agony she was in. She had been sucking air in deeply through clenched teeth as if still under the lashing rod now - her cane-scared bottom tortured by her own weight, an effect enhanced by having had her ankles restrained above the floor, held up and back beneath her seat.

				Her full weight had been bearing down without hope of relief, spreading her buttocks, stretching the skin drum tight, the salt in her sweat doing the rest. Here when they spoke of six, eight or twelve cuts of the cane they meant exactly that; cuts. It would be an over-exaggeration to claim that every stroke would split the skin, but a fair percentage would, at least to some extent - the implements they employed had been crafted in such a way as to ensure that result. Such damage was ordinarily restricted to the last three or four centimetres of the wheals of course - the point upon which the cane’s finely tapered extremity had impinged - but the legacy was long lasting, psychologically as much as physically, and the salt burnt deep into those wounds.

				In any event, to have been called out at that moment had been the closest to good fortune she had had since her arrival and subsequent unsuspecting incarceration all those months previously - never in her life had such mercy come.

				It was as if heaven itself had suddenly opened up before her. Her fidgeting and the harshly sibilant sucking-in of breath that accompanied it were being constantly interjected by a more acute squealing vocalisation and a shaking, convulsive groan of despair. Each such episode had coincided with her desperate jiggling and twisting having caused her to tug on one or other of the stainless-steel chains that fastened her to her desk - and each in turn had caused her to dance in her seat some more. Each punishing electric jolt had led to the next and the rate had been increasing. She had been on the verge of loosing control, now she was saved. Salvation had come just in the nick of time: the mistress had been loosing patience with her, with the disturbance she was creating. The woman had again been reaching for her cane even as the door had opened.

				The shocks had stopped coming at that point; they had turned off the system to release her. Training stimuli they termed them: The fine chains that were attached to them at their desks allowed a limited range of movement, considered sufficient for a certain minimum of comfort and for the performance of their various tasks, but any shift outside of that envelope, any tug on any chain, was greeted by a harmless yet quite painful ‘training’ pulse of electric charge.

				Not that temporary removal from the workroom was that extraordinary in itself, not in the day-to-day operation of the place, quite the opposite in fact. In common with those subjects that went to make up the schoolroom group and those held in the ‘total social isolation’ rooms - of which this young woman had been one not so long ago - each girl could expect to spend part of each working day in the hands of the doctor supervising this particular segment of the study.

				Typically the time out would entail one to one and a half hours away from the bench; the details varied but could be loosely categorised into one of four basic protocols: Sometimes it would be for psychological appraisal and psychometric testing, sometimes it would be for ‘counselling’ - the latter was typically a euphemism for what so often came down to being a painfully humiliating probing interrogation into a girl’s most intimate thoughts, desires and fears. At other times there might be a session of ‘self-critical appraisal’ wherein a girl would typically be ‘invited’ to re-evaluate her self-image - somehow she always emerged with that image diminished and self-confidence wavering.

				Most prevalent of all - perhaps as frequent as every other visit for some - were the ‘behaviour modification’ sessions. The latter, although almost akin to animal training in scope, even if approached with the required subtlety to deal with the more deterministic human mind, came to be relished to some degree. There were always those delicious chocolates present and all a girl had to do was to put her hands on her head, touch some part of her body or write a few lines when told to in order to get one. Such flavour, such texture! After the near total blandness of their day-to-day soya porridge diet and given the sensorially impoverished surroundings in which they were kept it was almost too much for some.

				Of course there was a stick to go with this carrot; as much as there could be the transcendent experiential pleasure of deep relaxation under the doctor’s hypnosis there could just as easily be the unrequited dredging of repressed fears and dreads - the darkest twisted dregs of the subconscious could be trawled, agonizingly traumatic long suppressed memories, real or imagined, could be brought to the surface at the first sign of non co-operation.

				This, sojourn, however, was to be for none of these reasons; this respite was an extraordinary one, ad hoc. The presence of the wheelchair had been the first clue: A subject was always wheeled, never walked, to the doctor’s office, even though it resided behind one of the unmarked doors that led off the hall, mere metres away and just beyond the workroom’s bars. The trundling in of the wheelchair always indicated a rare trip beyond the immediate limits of the ‘unit’, a foray into some other area of the hospital’s experimental suite.

				It took until the third encounter with a security grille, this one turning out to be the entry and exit point to the section and leading out into the equally secure surrounds of the experimental unit as a whole, for the nature of this jaunt to become clear. As she looked about her, as best she could, given the stringent nature of the chair’s restraints and her rigidly locked leg braces, the elfin-faced young woman caught a brief exchange between the nurse at the desk guarding the gateway and the woman pushing the chair - and what she heard buoyed her.

				She had been reflecting on the hopelessness of the ideas that had lead to her most recent chastisement and perhaps to this - whatever this might turn out to be. Their progression through those grilles, those ceiling-to-floor walls of steel bars, had really brought it home to her, just how very deeply buried she really was, just how complete was her incarceration. That they were only to emerge into an equally guarded and secured area and one that, she had been led to understand, itself resided in a high security wing and was separated from even that by several such barrages; it had left her totally crushed, as was the intent. She had begun to fear she was being sent for further punishment, some new torment; it was unknowable and this ignorance she had already begun to bring to bear in a well practised, delightfully exquisite, bout of self-torture.

				Distantly she heard her own sigh of relief - then shuddered at the worry that this in itself might attract some sort of consequence. That one part-sentence fragment she had picked up on had said it all:

				“...dental check-up, she’s way overdue for one - breath smells like a fish market, well something about her does, anyway”.

				Her relief was short lived, it never lingered long here. Relief was like hope - fleeting and misguided. Already a tinge of uncertainty was bleeding in to her outlook. This was something new - and something new was something to be feared. The doctor would have been delighted had she been able to see into the girl’s mind at that precise moment: The girl was now coming up on one year in residence and already a form of neophobia - an irrational fear of the ‘new -’ was setting in; one of the first signs of institutionalisation was rearing its ugly head.

				Still, she had been removed from the workroom, even if only temporarily; more importantly, she clearly wasn’t destined to undergo any of the usual harrowing and humiliating procedures ordinarily associated with a visit to the doctor’s office. It was to be a simple dental check-up, nothing more, nothing less - the timing was surely purely coincidental. The thought cheered her; what possible connection could there be between this and the events of earlier in the day? She had been punished already and that would be the end of it - other than the throbbing reminder, each time she shifted her weight, of those swollen wheals criss-crossing her backside.

				She was beginning to get somewhat sticky and uncomfortable under the latex of her knickers, wedged there in the narrow confines of the wheelchair’s deeply contoured seat as she was. Her knees were held spread wide by the position of the chair’s leg restraints and the ironwork, leather and canvas that went to make up her callipers, with their irritatingly clattering padlocks spaced out down their frontage. Her buttocks, in their turn, were spread equally wide, pulled apart both as a secondary effect of that restraint and by the curving profile of the rubber cushioned seat itself. A shifting of her weight was the very limit of her freedom - breaking contact with the seat was quite impossible.

				Still, it wouldn’t be for much longer. She’d be released for her treatment; it was nothing to worry about, just a check-up and she could see no connection between a dental check-up and misbehaviour. There was no association between chastisement and dental work that she could appreciate; there could be no connection... could there?

				The door appeared innocuous enough; indeed it was essentially identical to virtually every other door she had ever passed through since her admittance - and there had been many, a testament to the unknown length of her stay to date. The door’s exterior was padded, as she knew from experience it would be on the other side, lending it a slightly convex pincushion aspect. All surfaces were protected to some extent in such a manner; the safety of the patient was paramount after all. Otherwise it was from all appearances a fairly standard prison cell door - complete with an inset covered spy hole - and as blankly white as were the corridors walls, floor and ceiling.

				The wheelchair had been brought to a gentle halt and left somewhat untidily at an obtuse angle, allowing her a view of both of this door and of the other similar doors that lined the length of the passageway, at least as far as the floor-to-ceiling barrage of thick bars that she took to indicate the limit of its extent. This latter barrier was unremarkable in being typical of that to be encountered somewhere along the length of apparently every such corridor in the building, as she understood it - certainly at every intersection.

				Whether she was indeed seeing the passage in its entirety or whether it turned a corner at that point was proving impossible to ascertain with any certainty. The shadowless uniform glow of the lighting system and white-on-white aspect, as always, conspired to play tricks on the judgment; it distorted perspective, denied any accurate estimation of distance. The disturbance to the visual field caused by the resulting optical illusion could become quite nauseating, she knew from bitter experience, if she persisted with her struggle against it - as on so many such occasions previously, she felt her eyelids droop, felt that pleasant release washing over her as she drifted away, as if enveloped in a heady scent-laden cloud floating on the gentle summer breeze.

				Her time in the dentist’s chair seemed to pass in an instant, as if in a dream. She remembered being helped into the chair and her leg braces being relocked at the knee in a right angle conformation, the ratchet device having been relaxed so that she might stand to get up from the wheelchair. She recalled wrist restraints and a padded leather band crossing her forehead and holding her head firmly into the headrest. She could recall too the rustle of the nurse’s polyester dress coming from behind her as she moved about the room and then orthodontist herself - for such she had introduced herself as. The latter was an attractive dark haired woman with serious eyes but calming smile, dressed in a button-through pink nylon overall that she thought made her look like a beautician, albeit in an old black and white film. She was given gas, despite being assured there was to be no pain and could remember the woman’ voice trailing off as the drug took effect:

				“I am an orthodontist, dear, not a dentist. An orthodontist is someone who... looks after your... giving you a lingual arch... wire retainer... some residual disturbance to speech...a risk factor...”

				Now she understood, now the connection was clear; this was to be a consequence of her behaviour, a punishment and preventative, all in one. Her disobedience had gone beyond simply plotting, beyond even that cardinal sin, of talking when she knew well that none was permitted. Worse, she had attempted to enlist others in her little would-be coup. What the institution was having to tackle here was twofold - the root cause of that disobedience, that residual spirit of defiance, that flickering, sputtering yet seemingly undying pride of hers - and the very wherewithal to act on it, at least in so far as to embroil others.

				For the first part the expedient called for any simple attack on her vanity. A briefly proffered mirror triggered the therapeutic effect, her mind would do the rest; in the absence of any other reflection it would dwell on the ruination portrayed in that image, it would embellish it, magnify it. That self-consciousness would grow within her like some hideous parasitic tumour, devouring her from the inside and grinding away at her until she finally became the timid crushed little mouse of a thing they desired. A few well-chosen comments, overheard from the nurses and others around her from time to time, wouldn’t go amiss either.

				For the second part the nurse needed only innocently inquire as to the comfort or otherwise of this latest addition to the girl’s dentition. It was in the girl’s response, or rather in her attempts to respond, that punishment and prevention really came together, unified and embodied amply in the fine spray of saliva and in the drool-droplets left hanging on her bottom lip. It had been a simple enough question, one requiring an equally simple yes or no answer - indeed such were usually the only options open to her, further embellishment would, more often than not, be brusquely met with the order not to “go on so”. Nevertheless even such simple confirmations to the affirmative or the negative were now demonstrably beyond her powers; to her utter horror her speech had been rendered near totally unintelligible.

				She had been left with all the coherence of a retard, a spastic; indeed that was how she now sounded to herself, a retard. In that moment the thought came to her: they had her locked up here, in a psychiatric institution, like some mental patient and now they had her sounding like one - and she was slavering and drooling like one as well. Before long they would have her pissing in her pants as well, if not pooping in them, if she did not get out.

				This was the moment... this was the moment they all expected, the moment the sheer magnitude of her ruination, even if not permanent, became apparent to her. The mirror was passed to and fro before her once more; tears welled, mercifully distorting and clouding the taunting vision - a lovingly crafted gothic vision of metalwork, of twisted platinum wires, thick reflective plates of the same material affixed to the centre of every tooth and occupying the majority of its area, these having been firmly cemented into place. To the orthodontist’s eye there was a certain beauty to it, but even to her it was the crumbling ugly beauty of the ruined abbey and of the unkempt desolate churchyard.

				But the real artistry lay in the plastic dental plates that were supported from the rear of all that shining metalwork, where heavy metal anchoring bands were now affixed around her molars. Or rather it was in the positioning of those plates where the real magic lay.

				The upper plate emerged from the heavy wire fitted around and behind the girl’s upper-dentition to completely fill the roof of her mouth, extending a good three-quarters of the way back into the oral cavity while at the same time thickening considerably from front to back resulting in a bulge extending down a good one centimetre from the roof of the mouth at the rear. The lower plate was positioned in a similar manner, extending inwards from the rear of the heavy lingual wire fitted around her lower dentition for around a third of the length of the girl’s mouth and arching above the floor of the oral cavity just sufficiently as to accommodate her tongue beneath. The latter organ, albeit with some effort, the girl found she could extradite from beneath its smooth plastic covering. But then, she found, she was subject to the discomfort of resting her tongue on the lower plate’s rough upper surface. She also found she was at risk of accidentally snagging the tip of her tongue on one or more of the sharp rearward-angled wire protrusions that seemed to populate the entire area behind the front teeth - both upper and lower sets - where the retaining wires appeared to have had been somewhat carelessly finished off.

				It was in these protrusions, not as sharp so as risk lacerating flesh, yet quite painful if allowed to come into contact with the tongue’s most sensitive tip nonetheless, that the therapeutic efficacy resided. In time the subject learnt to avoid them, learnt to restrain their tongue’s freedom, despite the resulting unintelligibility forced upon their speech patterns. It was a lesson the sweet, gregarious, talkative teenager would learn. It would take time, but it would be a lesson that would be difficult to unlearn after that still uncertain and distant day when the contraption might be removed...

				For any young woman harbouring ambitions of one-day entering a world where oration, enunciation and clarity of speech would be her life-blood, this was going to be a humbling lesson indeed... most humbling.

				Looking on at the archive footage on the screen the doctor considered for a moment how her new guest might deal with that - the one she had now ‘in seclusion’. That other, the one up on the screen had departed some time after that film had been shot, along with a certain Susan Stringer, to another of the charity’s safe houses - in actual fact that of the founder herself. As for young Lavinia, she would have to see how things went once she was transferred on to the ward...

				Moving across to a cupboard the doctor pulled out another of the video records of Meredith Hewson’s progress when she’d been in her hands. It was a recording of one of the girl’s ‘speech therapy’ sessions and she made a mental note to view it sometime in the not too distant future - especially as now Meredith had been returned to them - it would be useful for comparative purposes, to judge just how permanent that so-called ‘negative therapy’ had been. For now though, it was time to attend to her present pet project - young Lavinia’s transfer; it was at that stage at long last.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Fine-Toothed Comb

				“Close your eyes, dear.” The doctor was standing behind the nurse’s shoulder, just out of Lavinia’s sight, it was the doctor’s voice and her voice only that would be heard - if any at all - throughout. Still, it was unusual for the doctor to be present at all during this particular ritual. What did it mean?

				Whatever it meant, young Lavinia had her eyes closed in an instant, clenched tightly shut. A white plastic fine-toothed comb was dipped in something that smelt strongly of carbolic and was dragged, still dripping the stinging pungently medicated fluid, across the teenager’s scalp. As always it was worked methodically through the girl’s hair section by section from front to back, the comb unceremoniously plunged back in its disinfecting bath at the termination of each sweep to re-emerge copiously dripping lotion at the start of the next. The stern faced and stoically silent nurse wielding it made not the slightest effort to shake off the excess, being apparently more concerned with the speed and efficiency of the process then troubled at all by the spotting, streaking and staining of her patient’s pyjama jacket, content in the knowledge that her own smartly tailored sky-blue uniform was well protected. The rustling stiff white apron with its smart trim of sky-blue piped edging the woman ordinarily wore would be discarded in favour of a more practical and modern semitransparent disposable plastic bib apron for tasks such as these and her dress’s long sleeves would be rolled up out of harm’s way, anchored in place above the elbows by protective nylon puffball-style elasticated arm cuffs.

				For split-second, hardly more, Lavinia opened her eyes, just a crack, just enough to see, her heart pounding from the stress induced by such an act of disobedience. The nurse was leaning close. Lavinia could make out the red and gold embroidery of the hospital’s crest on the breast pocket of the woman’s dress through the plastic of her apron, the heraldic shield surmounted by the hospital’s name in an ornate curling script and cradled beneath by the all-too-familiar words ‘secure psychiatric wing’. Suddenly she was on the verge of panic - what if the doctor saw? What might she do? It was more than just the strap or the cane when it came to the doctor -the doctor had all sorts of ways to punish; she could be made to listen to a nursery rhyme over and over, she could be kept awake for days, made to write out some formula over and over like a young schoolchild writing lines or even prevented from dreaming, being woken each time her eyelids fluttered and compelled to write out the dream she had been having.

				Quickly she squeezed shut the lids again, tightly screwing up her eyes. With a return to obedience came relief: Immediately the clammy dread phobic fear began to subside. In her mind’s eye she began to read and re-read those few words encircling the badge on the nurse’s uniform over and over, despite the anguish they induced, tracing in her imagination the flowing lines of the stitching as best she had been able to see through the cloudy whitish plastic. As starved of the written word as she was of the spoken - other than for the brief printed pamphlets she was on occasion fed by the doctor as part of her ‘re-education’ - such little details were important to her. Lavinia noticed such things now: She was bitterly aware that a thicker white opaque plastic apron was available - she had seen other nurses wearing one before the doctor had taken her under her personal wing - and that this more fragile polythene thing had been chosen for her benefit, precisely with the intention that she should see that badge, read those words, be constantly reminded of that badge’s counterpart printed on her pyjama jacket pocket and stamped and embossed into the plastic or rubber knickers the doctor made her wear; albeit hers came with the addition of the nomenclature: ‘patient’.

				And that was just how the nurse viewed her: - but that was the power of uniforms, to remove, confer, confirm or augment identity. Here then was just another patient held in the secure wing, a mental patient. After all the girl was in the institution’s regulation-issue green and white stripped pyjamas like any other: the jacket actually said psychiatric patient on the front. So she was unwashed, she smelled. That was common enough with the more disturbed, refusing to wash, neglecting themselves and their appearance. It was a symptom; a symptom that could often only be overcome with time and patience and, yes, a little discipline. It took time for a patient to surrender herself to having her personal care taken over by a nurse or other carer.

				Ok, the girl had initially protested her ‘normality’, but that was often a symptom too with the more deluded of them; they all did that. Actually at one point this particular girl had almost persuaded her. But then the girl had gone off on some sort of conspiracy theory trip involving some fictional ‘department of experimental behavioural psychology’ - apparently sited within this very hospital - and a ‘domineering aunt’ who had whisked her off to some hypnotherapist acquaintance of hers or something like that, put her in school uniform and caned and spanked her into submission. The part that had finally clinched it for her was when the girl had started on about the archetypal ‘wicked stepmother’ and her ‘inheritance’. Well actually it had been a ‘wicked guardian’ but it amounted to the same thing - like a pantomime gone wrong or a Victorian gothic novel; something halfway between that 1940s film, ‘Gaslight’, and George du Maurier’s 1894 novel Trilby with a little Cinderella stirred in for good measure. It was paranoid delusional psychosis if ever she’d seen it - and she’d almost been taken in.

				She’d forgotten her training - perhaps swayed by the unorthodox surroundings and the conditions of the girl’s detention - and failed to take into account the plausibility that went with the condition. It was undoubtedly the reason for the doctor’s incarceration of the girl here, incommunicado, in this so-called ‘seclusion room’ and the stipulation that she was not to speak to the girl, that she was to ignore anything the young fool might say and even avoid eye contact where possible. Indeed she was not to respond to the girl in any way whatsoever - bar one. And that one way was irony indeed, given the tale the duplicitous little cow had woven.

				The reason for that degree of vehemence towards her patient in her own mind - in calling her ‘young fool’ and ‘duplicitous little cow’ - boiled down to two parts: The first was not unconnected with the fact that for that lapse in her judgment, although no explicit threat had been made as regards her employment, the implication voiced in the doctor’s debriefing of her following the incident was that it could so easily have marred her promotional prospects for the future. The second aspect was all tied up in getting herself into the right mindset to deal with the patient in the way the doctor demanded - the broad leather strap that hung down over her hip from a metal ‘D’ clip on her Petersham ribbon belt was both part of that approach and part and parcel of the irony in the situation. If she was to respond to the girl in any way at all from now on it was to be through the sharp rebuke of the doubly-split leather tongue of that strap across her fat naked arse - pyjama trousers and knickers both down - or the slap of an open palm across one or both cheeks of that chubby face of hers. If the delusional little twerp had fantasised about being under corporal punishment and a regime of strict discipline - well, now the little idiot had it for real, her delusion made reality; and she, for one, had every intention of ensuring that the doctor’s wishes would be carried out to the letter and that strict discipline would be exactly that, strict.

				Indeed, as time had gone by - and to a certain extent to her own surprise - she had become even more determined that that would be the case; that strict discipline, in itself, would not do. She determined it would be the strictest most rigorously applied discipline she might muster within the doctor’s remit. At one time an attempt by the girl to speak to her might have initially earned her a slap around the cheek, a second attempt a harder slap around both cheeks and only for a third attempt would she have unclipped her strap from her belt and taken it to the girl’s bottom. Now little more than an attempt to make eye contact - even an accidental eye contact - and she would slap the girl hard around both cheeks; and think nothing of it. A murmured half-word would be all it took now for her to bend the girl over the school desk at the end of the miniscule room she was confined to, put both her wrists and ankles in the restraint cuffs, click shut the padlocks, yank down those sweaty old plastic knickers and lay into her squirming chubby bottom with the strap unrestrainedly again and again - and with enthusiastic gusto. Yes, admittedly at first she’d wondered about the doctor’s methods; the windowless room the lack of communication other than with the doctor herself, seemed a little like a form of sensory deprivation. But the woman was after all the section psychiatrist: she undoubtedly knew best and the approach was easily explained by an attempt to keep the patient from becoming ‘overly stimulated’, which apparently could worsen her condition. And as for the inclusion of corporal punishment; well, she’d heard of so-called ‘harassment therapy’ - a radical approach admittedly, but explained and vindicated in this case as a way of getting the patient to come to terms with her own delusional condition; after all if she wouldn’t admit to herself that she was sick, how could the doctor even begin helping her.

				Of course poor Lavinia could know nothing of any of this strangely twisted, perhaps self-serving, justification. She was sat at the tiny cramped little school desk that faced the wall at one end of the narrow cell-like room, perched uncomfortably on its narrow bench seat while leaning backwards with her wrists restrained to the desktop by chained leather cuffs and her ankles occupying leather-lined circular cut-outs in a board that ran like stocks between the desk’s front supports parallel to the floor. The later board was split along its length and hinged at one end - the other being furnished with a dull gun-metal hasp and staple arrangement, presently rather pointlessly held in the grip of a sturdy glinting brass padlock - and arranged such that the sitter’s feet were kept flat to the floor, thus encouraging a more upright posture. This was the usual arrangement for this particular procedure, it meant that her head could be kept well back to minimise the risk of any of the acrid smelling muck come into contact with her eyes. It didn’t seem to stop the nurse dripping the foul stuff all over her pyjama top and even into her lap where the tops of the pyjama trousers, deprived of the hitching support of her hand, lay heaped in a loose generous pile of green and white fabric overflowing to the seat on either side and where a roll of lustrous, almost silky, greyish soft polythene now showed where her plump tummy had begun filling out the high-waisted hospital issue knickers that came with the uniform of a ‘mental patient’.

				She wondered whether the nurse did it deliberately or whether she might be just slapdash and haphazard - she tried not to focus on the here and now, yet it was difficult not to. By constantly encouraging her to do what she earnestly yearned to - to drift away, to daydream and let others take control of her life and think for her while she lived in her memories - the doctor was subtly training her. The woman had been utilising her patient’s own spirit of resistance to in fact keep her focused on the bleak unchanging surroundings and monotonously unvarying routine of institutional life, pretty much to the exclusion of all else. If Lavinia’s mind wandered at all these days it didn’t seem to get much further than her life at her aunt Julia’s house before her train of thought brought her inexorably, notion by notion, back to the infinite yet tiny expanse of white that was her secure windowless claustrophobic little cocoon of a cell: It was all white - white walls, white ceiling, white floor, white bars over the doorway, a white cover over the bars of the once-but-no-more window where once the sparrows had danced the day away; there was even white noise, to fill in the gaps where the silence might have been.

				Yet not all was so tempered. Yes a meal always followed waking and waking came at the sound of a bell, as it had in the ‘schoolroom’ and as it had during the short - she thought, though could not know for sure - time she had spent under their ‘prison regime’ in the behavioural research laboratory. Waking, sleeping, eating, working, going to the toilet; all had happened accompanied by the sound of a bell; different bells for different activities, that much hadn’t changed. Some things, though, certain less frequent occurrences such as this present procedure she was undergoing, were deliberately irregular, so as stop any pattern of expectation forming.

				The absolute timing could mean anything, anything at all. With twenty four hour-a day-lighting and windows that were often in reality nothing more than part of a disguised lighting system that could be faded up or down at the twist of a knob somewhere - as had been demonstrated to her and that had traumatised her deeply - waking could just as easily occur at midnight in the outside world as at six in the morning. The relative timing felt regular, as regular and unvarying and as comforting in its way as the metronome the doctor would set ticking to and fro on her desk... tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

				For a moment she could actually see the lazy swing of the glittering metronome bob behind her closed eyes and hear the doctor’s voice, that soft cooing babying voice she would use - or was it Aunt Julia’s voice, or the voice of that psychotherapist friend of hers; yes, that was who it was: She could see the woman clearly now, standing by the blackboard she kept in her office, the metronome insistently clacking to and fro on the mantel shelf beside her and she herself writing something on that blackboard in chalk then rubbing it off again - an old school friend’s name - then having a chocolate popped in her mouth and being patted on the head like a well-trained pet dog; “... you see? boyfriends are such silly things to worry about and sometimes we have to work together to help you forget such silly things... now write it out again... that’s it, you see it has fewer letters this time... why, we can hardly see what it is supposed to say at all now - good girl... see how much fainter the chalk looks?” “Yes Miss” That was her own voice, wasn’t it - calling her psychotherapist ‘Miss’ like a well-disciplined young school child? But then she can see herself, chalk in hand, dressed head to foot in school uniform, long black hair in two braids tied-off in bottle green bows - she was, she had been, a well disciplined school child. She could even remember the throbbing across her backside from the caning her aunt had given her that very morning over some problem regarding her wearing that school uniform - how else should she have referred to that woman other than as ‘Miss’? What else was the woman saying?

				“... That’s it, let’s rub it all off, and as we do we choose a letter, wet a finger and rub that letter out completely - that letter is gone for good - as we rub out the rest notice how much easier it is for the chalk to fade this time, just as that silly word grows fainter in your mind each time - and it is just a silly, nonsensical word now. It’s not a name, that would be silly - it’s just a nonsense word that you can’t quite recall.” Another chocolate is popped between pretty pouting cupid bow lips, another pet-dog pat on the head rewards a good girl. “...Now let’s write out that silly ridiculous word again, noticing how faint it has become, how difficult to remember... now, we’re going to try really hard this time and were going to keep working on it until it’s all, quite, quite completely gone... all gone, forever and ever...”

				“Aggh!” The comb’s teeth had scratched a scalp already inflamed by this irregular yet still all too frequent treatment and Lavinia hoped beyond hope that her involuntary reaction didn’t constitute ‘talking’. Delousing, this was called. The question of how she might be considered at risk of developing an infestation, considering her isolation, was neither here nor there - it was hospital regulations for anybody going on to a long-term psychiatric ward. There it was again, that awful phrase; ‘long term’ - and somehow or other it was all ‘lawful’.

				At first she had thought that undergoing this procedure inferred she was actually about to be moved on to a ward, with other mental patients - what an awful notion, that was. Could it be she was actually looking forward to being placed in a secure psychiatric ward? She tried not to build up even that hope now; she had had this procedure over and over and over. It was, she felt sure, far, far too frequent to be necessary and surely the solution was too strong. It was ruining her hair, making it become actually crispy, brittle beyond belief. And the smell!

				The stuff that was used was slightly viscous and had a scent of urea about it that was even discernable above the notes of carbolic and institutional phenolic disinfectant. Over time her pyjama jacket had become permanently infused with the stuff giving her an overall aura of urine like...like...yes...an incontinent mental patient. And as for carbolic - that would come into play soon to wash her face. No expensive moisturisers or ‘gentle’ soap-free cleansers here - harsh strong carbolic was the order of the day to roughen her complexion. If the weight she was putting on was to put paid to any hopes of a dancing career, these pointless ‘hygiene’ procedures would certainly, she felt, eventually put paid to any hopes she might of held on to regarding photographic modelling.

				And what else was there to hold out hope for? Her university place would have long gone by now and lord knows what her guardian would have been up to in the meantime - undoubtedly busily siphoning off the family’s wealth, her wealth. But then, as the doctor said, a record of mental illness of any sort was going to preclude most careers - and vanity was pointless to the insane. Where she would be someday going, she had been told, they all wore these institutional pyjamas, day in, day out - the patient uniform - they all had these short chopped hair ‘styles’ dried out by years of delousing and slobber dribbling down their chins.

				In brief: this brittle, ruined hair of hers would be no different to that of any other patient she might meet on the ward. She was to see it as a good thing, helping her look more the part as it were. She would simply merge with the background, which in turn would ease her acceptance by the other patients as one of their own, resulting in her more rapidly coming to share their mindset and to slip more easily in to her new life as a mental patient herself. Besides, she had been told if she made any fuss not only would she have her head shaved again, as had been done in the ‘school room’, but there would also be a long, hard caning to go along with it - one of the doctor’s ‘spirit breaking’ canings. It had worked last time. That was why she was so obedient now.

				This level of surrender Lavinia had learnt the hard way, squeezing her legs together while sat on that hateful commode chair the doctor kept by her desk in her office, desperately trying to block out that urgent need to ‘go’ while the doctor would stand there hovering over her, clipboard in hand waiting to record the results, an appraising glint in her eyes and that condescending frowning smile of hers. The woman could crush a person’s self confidence with a few well chosen words - Lavinia had been exposed to chapter and verse: and her self-esteem had been well-nigh reduced to tatters by Aunt Julia even before the day she had arrived as a volunteer test subject.

				Ok, at Aunt Julia’s there had been a proper toilet; one with a door. But there had been a notable absence of a lock and a tendency for her aunt to return to loiter outside in that typically overprotective manner of hers. Aunt Julia would rap on the door from time to time, calling out, enquiring as to whether she were ok while Lavinia, arms locked around herself and convulsed by the urging of a trio of glycerin suppositories, obliged to answer for fear that the door might be swung open, would struggle to keep the strain from her voice, feeling her face light up in embarrassment at the telltale quaver: “Yes, yes, aunty, I’m f,f - oh...oh...I’m fine...oh....y,y,yes” Of course she wouldn’t be; she’d be rocking back and forth, quaking inside volcanically while simultaneously struggling to hold back in the knowledge that a surveilling ear was so close by - she’d hear the boards creek as her aunt shifted weight. It had been a subtle - yet quite deliberate, she now thought - form of humiliation, designed to undermine her self-respect.

				Only in this place had she experienced the technique extended to a directly supervised form. Back when she had been kept in the experimental behavioral psychology department, in the section set up to mimic a strict girl’s boarding school environment, they’d made her ‘go’ in a bedpan placed on the seat of her school desk in the classroom or on the chair beside her bed if in the ‘dormitory - but at lest there had been a modicum of cover. Then again elsewhere there were refinements in place here she felt sure even Aunt Julia could not have envisaged. Toilet pedestals formed in transparent Lucite were set abutting mirrored walls over reflective surfaces and bedpans were handed out that were made from transparent plastic - even the commode chair in the doctor’s office sported an open-sided skeleton tubular steel frame so that the cylindrical glass reservoir beneath its seat might be better scrutinized.

				The latter vessel had graduated markings up the side so that readings might be taken and rested on scales so weight too could be recorded. The whole apparatus would invariably be set facing a full-length mirror stand, obliging the patient to observe both herself seated there and the doctor standing close on her shoulder taking notes. The latter, occasionally stepping back or bobbing down to take readings, her white coat fluttering open over her customary tight leather skirt and satin blouse, would gently chide throughout, oft times asking questions regarding her attitudes to and feelings about, such basic biological functions, her voice alternating between icy contempt and the indulgent coddling warmth of mother-love depending on the response received.

				The doctor would often fire off a whole bunch of questions, pelting her patient with them, as if bullets: Had she ever been told off as a child for squirming and fidgeting in class through needing to urinate but being afraid to ask to go? Had she ever wet herself because of that? Had she ever been punished for wetting herself and if so in what manner? Had she felt ashamed? Did she feel ashamed right now, being watched sitting in the toilet? Did she ever think about anything of a sexual nature while peeing? Did she feel there was anything sexual about peeing itself? She’d answered most vehemently in the negative to that last one, the first time it had been put to her, shaking her head wildly - her response had promptly been followed up by a sharply retorted; “...then why do you masturbate sitting on the toilet?” She had been caught twice doing just that, at Aunt Julia’s - but how could the doctor have known?

				But the doctor knew many things, yet always wanted more; more personal, more private, more detailed: The answers would be dutifully noted and previous responses regurgitated, probed, prodded and queried should they overlap yet contradict in some manner. Lavinia would be obliged to provide a detailed and considered explanation for any such discrepancies and similarly for anything she might have failed to have disclosed on a previous occasion, before moving on and while still in situ on that commode.

				Failure to provide a sufficiently reasoned mitigation would of course have to be punished. Usually this was simply by way of some bitterly deriding remark or particularly cutting and humiliating observation. On one occasion, though, an old-fashioned conical dunce cap had been produced and she had been obliged to sit there peeing and watching herself in the mirror with that thing with its large painted red ‘DUNCE’ running down the front perched comically on her head, the letters deliberately printed back to front so as to be read in reflection - that had been enough to thoroughly bring her to floods of tears that particular day.

				Deliberate concealment of feelings was another matter entirely. This could be termed ‘non-cooperation’ or even ‘obstruction’ and easily interpreted through a few cleverly-penned lines appended to her patient notes as indicative of a ‘downturn’ in her mental state or even - should she have shown signs of anger or resentment - ‘aggressive behavior towards authority’. Whereas the former would undoubtedly count against her at her case conference, increasing the likelihood of her detention being extended, too much evidence of the latter could potentially lead to them practically throwing away the key. This was a place where as much as tugging at a door handle could - and would - be interpreted as an ‘attempt to abscond’ and trying to push past a nurse was ‘an assault on a member of staff’.

				The latter made her happy that they kept her once long and well manicured nails trimmed practically to the quick - just as that comb currently being scraped through her hair made her almost pleased to now possess the institutional boyishly-short side-parted shock that took the place of the shimmering waist-length mane she had once gloried in and that would by now have undoubtedly been coming out by the roots under the onslaught. Had she possessed the artily filed, buffed and painted set of nails she had once been so proud of the day she had tried to shove her way past the doctor and nurse she might well have caught one or other of them in the midst of her arm-waving frenzy. That of course - had any skin been broken and any treatment needed, however minor - would almost certainly have been described as ‘occasioning actual bodily harm’ as far as the report that would have been written up was concerned. She had little doubt that the doctor would have seen to it that it became exaggerated out of all proportion, that was what she was like; the woman’s sole aim in life, it seemed to Lavinia, was to ensure that in one way or another she remain under her power.

				And she was very much under the woman’s power. She would never again dare repeat that ill-conceived exercise, or anything like it; she could remember all too clearly, indeed it was indelibly etched on her mind, the unbridled agony of the caning she had received, the livid purple cane marks she had been shown in the mirror afterwards and the psychological anguish brought about by the knowledge that the aftermath of at least some of those stripes was likely to be permanent.

				Not that she still possessed the flawless, milky white, marble globes she once had any way. For a start her bottom was no longer the tight, pert dimpled little thing that looked to have been spray-painted in her dancer’s leotard; along with her hips her seat had filled out to at least twice its original width and wobbled and bounced like a particularly resilient rubbery jelly under the doctor’s hand or strap when bent over that woman’s lap. Secondly, it was now crisscrossed with a faint yet clearly visible basket weave pattern; the indelible legacy of the cane and riding crop and one that, thanks to the doctor’s determination, extended well outside the area covered by a bikini bottom or the sort of modern brief knickers a girl of her age would ordinarily wear. Thirdly, and the most galling since it was so calculated and deliberate, there was the stenciled two-digit number - her patient identification number - that was indelibly tattooed in bold black right across the centre of one of her bottom cheeks with the name of the hospital above it and the words ‘secure psychiatric wing’ beneath.

				Taken together the latter design took up practically the whole surface area of the peachy out-swelling globe, from the point at which it parted company from its sibling at the small of her back right down to the under-fold crease beneath the overhang of the heavy full buttock cheek, where it tucked into the rear of her thigh. For good measure the word patient had been appended there, on the doctor’s orders, right on the back of the thigh perhaps one or two finger-widths down from the point where the leg opening of a modern girl’s everyday knickers might come to.

				The whole design, a facsimile of the patient badge that appeared on the breast pocket of her pyjama jacket, had been reproduced in a similar manner across her left breast. The doctor had done that one herself, manipulating the angrily buzzing tattoo pen through a plastic template taped in place while the girl had had to sit, unrestrained but with her hands on her head. The doctor had regaled her as she’d worked with the minutiae of how unfortunately disfiguring it would be, how she was going to look in front of any prospective boyfriends and the like and yet how it was for her own good, so that she might remain safe, be easily identified and how she would now be quickly returned to the asylum by the authorities if she should ever ‘wander’. It was just an unfortunate part of ‘hospital regulations’.

				It was no such thing of course, no part of any official rule or ‘regulation’ of this or any other institution. It was merely a demonstration of control and discipline - an exercise that had been enforced with the dire warning that if restraints should become required at any point then that stencil, or one just like it, could just as easily be applied to her forehead.

				This latter threat was one the doctor had found to be most efficacious when it came to quelling a recalcitrant young patient. The effect on Lavinia had been just as expected and it had been used to great effect many times since. Not that it was quite as indelible as it appeared of course, not the real thing - that would be too difficult if there were enquiries, investigations, probes, that sort of thing. It was all ‘smoke and mirrors’. One had always to guard against interfering officialdom, just in case. No; it would fade in time if not repeated or it could be removed with the correct solvent, if in a hurry. But of course the girls were not to know that - and it had the desired affect.

				“Just run the clippers over her fingernails first nurse, if you would, just to make sure. Then we’ll deal with the hair.”

				“How would you like it cut, doctor?”

				“Just chop it, as rough and haphazard as you like, it won’t matter how she looks where she’s going. That’s it; just plonk the bowl down on her head and simply cut round its rim, then run the clippers up the nap of her neck and up and over her ears - that’s it. Fine - that’ll do nicely.”

				“The mirror, doctor?”

				“Always! After all; it’s only what she’d expect in the beauty parlor or hair salon.”

				A vanity mirror was proffered from behind Lavinia’s back. And there was a certain irony to that term ‘vanity’ now. The eyes gazing back were lusterless and strangely relieved of humanity. The eyebrows, once carefully plucked, penciled and arched then kept shaved when she had been locked elsewhere, were now thick, dark and bushy and ugly. The once fine porcelain complexion had long been scrubbed to be sickly, rough pallor with carbolic soap and any residual colour in her cheeks had long since faded in the absence of the sun and the shadow-free twenty-four-hour-a-day fluorescent lighting. Even the refined, high bone structure had become submerged below the fatty legacy of excess calories, leaving her with a snub-nosed moon-faced look. And beneath it all was the shame of the streaked and stained green and white striped institutional pyjama jacket with its curled up and drool marked Peter Pan collar and its damning pocket badge, numbered like a prisoner.

				The doctor stepped forward, coming alongside the little desk and into Lavinia’s sightline for the first time and somewhere way out in the distance Lavinia heard herself gasp. The woman was devoid of her usual flapping white doctor’s coat; the light pooled on the smooth stretched front of her above-the-knee black leather skirt and shadowed in the faint diagonal creasing at its seams, her substantial, high bosom thrust aggressively against the pearlescent sheen of white satin above businesslike tightly folded arms. But it was what was hanging over those satin-sleeved arms that had brought forth the shuddering intake of breath. A sheaf of yellowish thick fabric, strong and textured and weighty-looking, flowed either side over the woman’s forearms in heavy folds trailing short tentacles of tan leather - some pierced with holes, others that terminated in dark iron buckles that rattled and jangled - and longer, broader ones of canvas ending in dark leather tongues. Here was that ultimate symbol of the asylum, the final and ultimate badge of belonging and despair both - it was a straitjacket.

				“It’s the real thing this time dear. Just look what your doctor’s got for little old, you...yes, that’s right...it’s a straitjacket - can we say that?

				“S,s,str, str, stra, strai...ght...j,j,j,jacke...”

				“Yes, yes. Something like that.” The laugh was muted, soft yet mocking. “And what do we say?”

				“Th, th, tha, n, thank, y,y,you d,d,do,doc,d...”

				“Near enough - good girl!” A friendly reassuring smile was spreading from the corners of the doctor’s ruby red painted lips now, a delighted glint sparkling in her dark eyes as she watched her young patient biting her lip, tears welling. We’re off to the ward. Yes, that’s right the mental ward, dear, where you can spend your time...” the doctor’s voice was gradually turning condescendingly singsong as she went along now “...with lots of other mental patients, all just like you. Won’t that be nice?” Silence... “I said, won’t that be nice? Be a good little patient, now, and answer your doctor - you were doing sooo well.” Having transferred the heavy canvas and leather straitjacket over one arm the strikingly attractive, assertive, doctor had begun idly toying with the top of the thin plastic switch where it hung on its loop from a tab sewn into the waspish waistband of her skirt. She needed do no more - already the shuddering, choking tears of submission and defeat were coming.

				Once again Lavinia heard her own voice as if hearing a stranger’s voice, somewhere distant, disbelieving of what that nigh incoherent, crippled, stammering voice was saying; the babbling childish tone of supplication. This is (delete - was) what she had become, what the doctor had brought her to; a weak-willed, well-thrashed penitent, desperate to please and actually thanking her gaoler for her incarceration. “N,n,ni,nice...y,ye,yes...d,d,do,do,doc t,t,t,t...oh,oh,oh...” She felt the motherly pat on the head, the soft words, and fell silent, a weak smile spreading through the hot salty tears, her breathing spasmodic and shuddering.

				“It’s all right, dear. That’s enough tears for now. Let’s get you up and into your nice snug and comfy straitjacket and off to your new home. Now sit up straight and when I release your wrists I want to see those hands go straight on to the top of your head.”

				Sitting forward Lavinia felt her big pendulous heavy breasts slide down beneath the filthy crispy flannelette front of her pyjama jacket. Through a bleary greaseproof paper teary veil she saw the straitjacket piled on the desk in front of her and the doctor’s long slim fingers releasing the first of the two padlocks securing her wrist restraints, the woman’s long varnished well-kept nails clicking together like knitting needles as she fiddled with the key. Behind her back she could already hear the rhythmic squeak, squeak, squeak of wheels in need lubrication, the faintly metallic jingling rattle of buckles, the creak of leather restraint straps and the rubber-soled pad, pad of nurses’ shoes on spongy soft linoleum as the ‘secure patient transfer wheelchair’ was brought up...

				This was it... Graduation day had arrived at last: She was about to become what the doctor had all along promised she would become - a ‘proper’, ‘real’ psychiatric patient. And the awful thing was... She was beginning to think that it might, after all, be what she wanted all along - all she had ever wanted from life; the security of the psychiatric ward, the companionship of other mental patients like herself, the loving care of the nurses... She had to fight back, stop thinking this way - but how, when it was being made so easy to give in?

			

		

	
		
			
				A New Bed On The Ward

				Knowledge: The Irony and the Ecstasy of Coercion

				The chromium-framed wheelchair trundled along, passing through the silent sensory vacuum of a corridor as far removed in appearance from the white plastic-coated gloss of the sterile modernity that had characterised the department of experimental psychology as one could imagine. In this dimly-lit hallway all suggestion of the modern world that existed outside these walls had disappeared under a dull institutional cream and green paint. The latter decoration, extending from the off-white linoleum flooring to half wall-height was identical in colour to the teenaged occupant’s usual attire of equally institutionally-hued green striped pyjamas. Today, though, bare legs were the order of the day below the rough beige of a canvas straitjacket. Even her usual baggy bloomer-style knickers had been swapped for a pair of brief skin-tight polythene panties that left the majority of her substantial bottom uncovered, other than for the cruel divisionary bite of the jacket’s crotch strap - she was going to have to greet the denizens of her new home with fresh cane welts prominently on display to all and sundry.

				The section psychiatrist’s white lab coat flapped and waved like a flag in a storm as she pushed her patient towards her new home - walking briskly despite her burden, her stockings swished and her leather skirt creaked rhythmically as if measuring off the distance. She was keeping up something of a running commentary as they went, pausing only when required to struggle with one of the many security grilles that bisected every passageway, one at each end, confident that her voice was the only intelligible sound her patient could hear, by dint of the microphone she had pinned to her blouse.

				“You have to understand, dear: You and the other girls you have seen since you’ve been here - the other ‘volunteers’ - none of you were ever the actual experimental subjects; not as such. Your purpose, as a group, was more to act in the manner of a catalyst, if you will. The real experimental subjects were - and are - the staff themselves; the carers, the nurses, the ‘teachers’ in the ‘school’ unit, the wardresses in the prison and workhouse area, in fact all those under whose control you have been. Ironic, isn’t it? I have even had you, yourself, help train those I have put in charge of you.

				But where you are going now there are no ‘volunteers’ and no need for any such manipulation. There will be real psychiatric patients and real nursing staff - and they’ll respond to you in the manner I have no doubt they will, simply because of the way I have trained you to behave and the way I have you dressed.”

				In the chair the girl fidgeted dismally, her movements restricted by straps and bands and buckles and all manner of largely superfluous restraints. Her buttocks fairly burnt against the tacky leatherette seat, the fire reignited by the sting of perspiration and the throbbing growing steadily with time. Yet the doctor’s words seemed to burn deeper still, although she wasn’t at all sure she understood the implications of what was being said. The six strokes she had received that morning - and that were now coming back to haunt her - were part and parcel of what the doctor liked to describe as a ‘procedural caning’. That is, a caning given not for any particular punitive purpose, but merely as a vehicle through which the doctor might further impose her will, usually to help ensure her patient’s compliance throughout some unpleasant or humiliating procedure or - as in this case - if about to undergo some form of change of circumstance, as a way of drawing a psychological ‘line in the sand’.

				Such as might warrant a ‘procedural caning’ would be a vanishing rare sojourn outside of the immediate environs of the doctor’s consultation room and her tiny cell-like living space that was set just off of it, let alone this day’s trip: This day’s journey had apparently warranted the most severe, most inhumanly-extreme thrashing she had ever received - only half a dozen, granted; but with the sinfully-pliant rattan cane wielded with all the doctor’s considerable strength and each stroke fully intended to both split the skin and shatter the spirit. The beating had been intolerable from the landing of the very first, hurtling, slashing stroke and made all the more unbearable counterpointed as it was against the backing of the harshest verbal debasement the doctor’s inventive mind could devise to accompany it. The doctor knew every psychological weak-spot to go for - and each and every derogatory word found its mark; just as her practised hand unerringly found the tenderest, most tightly-drawn, flesh to scorch across Lavinia’s naked backside, again and again.

				Of course the most intolerable of thrashings and perceptive of berating verbal attacks in turn called for the most stringent of restraint, if the unendurable was nevertheless to be endured: In due course, the familiar, almost comforting, flannelette of the pyjamas and humid clinging PVC knickers had been replaced by the hard chafing of canvas against defenceless bare flesh, the breath-crushing implacable tautness of a myriad leather straps, buckles and fastenings and the shoulder-wrenching torsion of a straitjacket’s sleeves enwrapped around her torso and pulled so tight across her chest as to all but cut off the circulation from her arms. The rough canvas crotch strap had been cruelly twisted around its own axis multiple times so as to lessen any impedance it might offer to the doctor’s favoured instrument of correction, before being pulled back between her legs and buckled so tightly as to widely part her buttock cheeks and pull up deep within the cleft of her nether regions, whereupon it was prevented from sinking deeper still only by the surgically sutured rubber masturbation prevention device she was fitted with.

				Thus attired she had been bent over the school desk that sat in the corner of her cell, her legs widely spread and with ankles secured by leather cuffs and chains to the floor-mounted eyebolts. The leather restraint belt had been tightened across the small of her back and then the straitjacket’s collar fastened by way of an iron ring sewn in the rear to a length of stainless steel chain that was anchored in turn to a ringbolt in the wall before her at about desktop height.

				She had screamed the place down from the first stroke to the last. Then, caned into a state of sobbing contrition she had been trundled out of the shining plastic world of the department of experimental psychology and its immediate environs, tightly strapped in a restraint-wheelchair, her eyes covered by a black velvet sleep mask and with headphones gushing torrents of white noise in her ears.

				Arrival

				Suitably disorientated and having been wheeled deep within the rarely-visited confusion-laden, coiling depths of the grand old hospital’s Victorian architectural legacy Lavinia had finally been divested of eye shields and earpieces and restraints. The doctor now had her walk, barefoot and straitjacketed, the rest of the way, worming through the zigzagging meshwork of the dismally-institutional, windowless asylum corridors towards the permanently locked entrance of her new home.

				Her eyes having now adjusted, nothing could have prepared Lavinia for the strange hollow sense of hopeless despair that now met her deprived senses. It hung in the air along those dank windowless corridors like something physical. It was as if rotting, dust laden, velvet drapes were floating in the stagnant air like dark cobwebs, sucking the light from the dim wire-caged domed lamps that were mounted a little above head height at regular intervals along the way on upwardly-curving iron stalks that seemed to grow almost organically out from the walls. The latter brought to mind the beseeching upturned hands of the damned and somehow cast shadows so little demarcated, one from the other, as to give the impression of one long continuous shadowy pool of gloom. It was as if the legacy of the starkly-mismanaged and abusive horror that had been part and parcel of the Victorian mental asylum system had somehow struggled across the barriers of time - or for some reason been skilfully recreated.

				With the doctors arm draped around her shoulders guiding her, the overpowering embrace of the straitjacket robbing her of breath and her bare feet numb with cold padding on the unforgiving stone floor she was steered through the last two security gates, rounding yet another corner between. Ahead a long strip-lamp cowered under a greyish metal hood at ceiling height, its light fanning down over a pair of substantial-looking reddish-brown wooden double doors inset with large porthole-style wire-glass windows and flanked to one side by an elderly looking brass bell push. The latter was mounted on what appeared to be a painted metal surround, a greyish slightly reflective surface in evidence here and there in deep pits where years of discoloured, creamy enamel-like paint had flaked and chipped. Above, the words she dreaded most were stencilled over flaking white-painted brickwork in thick black capitals having that unmistakably 1940s utilitarian look to them.

				Coming closer, yet now psychologically shying away, her gait shortening to something substantially less than that afforded her by the tether linking her leather ankle cuffs, she could see now those damning words repeated on a age-roughened white-turned-beige rectangular Formica plaque mounted beneath the window of the right hand of the pair of doors.

				Long-term Secure Psychiatric Ward: The nineteen fifties typeface looked perfectly at ease given the material of the signboard with its four darkened brass headed screws affixing it, one at each corner.

				Those words instantly engendered in her the darkest, clammiest dread. She began to back away, despite the thrashing she had so recently received and the unspoken threat of more to come. But then, unlocked from within, as the pair approached one side of the sturdy dual iron-reinforced wooden construct swung inwards as if to admit them. Suddenly she had the overwhelming urge to turn to run - as if there could be anywhere to run to; even if taken to the hospital gates she would run back inside of her own volition, the doctor had proved that much to her. It was certainly too late now; deep down she knew that despite that sense of overpowering dread, the doctor’s hold over her would prove stronger. When ordered she found herself stepping briskly forward - albeit urged over the threshold by a swift cut of the doctor’s cane landing smartly across the backs of her thighs.

				The doctor had gone to great pains to grant her the opportunity to fully soak up the atmosphere of the place in order to help her, as the doctor put it “better adjust to the mindset of the psychiatric ward” - it was the rationale behind having walked her through those dark Victorian asylum tunnels rather than simply depositing her, still restrained in her wheelchair, straight here on the ward as she could have done. Nevertheless there was much more here to adjust to than even the stark foreboding atmosphere of the passageways they had just traversed had suggested.

				Passing through those outer double doors - although like traversing into a more modern era as compared to the Victorian passageways she had just experienced outside - was still somewhat akin to entering a realm several decades out of phase with the modern world. An outer anteroom held a small reception desk and chair to one side and a long low bench to the other. Directly ahead lay an inner set of double doors, identical to the outer pair other than for the addition of a set of three vertically mounted iron bars covering each window and also kept locked. Between these two sets of doors and bisecting the space between the desk and the inner set, was the most stringent of the layers guarding the ward’s security; a heavy hinged gate constructed of thick vertical iron bars, its heavy Victorian-era integral lock backed up by the reassurance of a hefty modern brass padlock.

				In this airlock-like never-world - between decaying Victorian mental asylum stonework and the closeted isolated world of the long-term secure psychiatric ward and all points beyond - all things seem to belong in the 1950s or early 1960s. It was an impression that, although the stunned young patient couldn’t possibly know it, was largely correct. Indeed until relatively recent times this whole area had languished unoccupied since a brief resurgence of its utilisation as a secure unit - back in the dark old days of early nineteen fifties psychiatric practice - had finally ground to a not so graceful halt sometime in the early Sixties. Since that era the ward had lain literally frozen in time with most of the furniture, fixtures and fittings left in situ. Then around fifteen years ago it had been rehabilitated by dint of a private sponsorship deal. Funded and managed by the aforementioned sponsors and with proceeds going largely to those behind the ownership of the hospital per se the ward had, on the sponsor’s insistence, been pressed into service on a shoestring, with whatever it lacked being drawn from long-forgotten storerooms and augmented by acquisitions made by the sponsors themselves through various surplus and salvage sales.

				A cold-faced unsmiling woman was seated behind the reception desk, clipboard in hand, her anachronistic vintage uniform lit by an Anglepoise lamp taken straight from an early 1960s medical drama film set. This, as Lavinia was about to discover, was the Ward Sister. Rising to her feet and scribbling something on her clipboard the dour woman gathered up a bunch of keys before exiting through into the ward proper, pausing only to glance back at the doctor over Lavinia’s shoulder:

				“I’ll leave you alone for a few minutes with your patient, to get her ready. Just ring the bell when you are ready to bring her through, doctor, and I’ll have her bed ready. The pyjamas and knickers you sent over are waiting for her there on the bench, as you requested.”

				“Thank you, sister. I’ll have her ready in a jiffy”

				So, this was her new home, the ward ... the secure psychiatric ward - the thought brought a chill to the girl’s bones, even through the over-warm covering of thick canvas over heavyweight institutional flannelette. The urge to run was suddenly on her again, overpowering yet even more futile now. Momentarily she shuffled her feet, feeling the warm spongy linoleum beneath her bare soles, feeling too the tug of the tether joining the thick fleece-lined leather cuffs encircling her ankles and the torso-gripping pressure of the straitjacket and becoming suddenly all too aware of the burning in her shoulders caused by the tight constriction of her arms pulled so tightly around her body. She suddenly felt breathless, a leaden weight pressing down on her, a feeling akin, she imagined, to the condemned standing on the gallows waiting for the hangman’s noose. The thought had struck her: The doctor had termed the aim of her stay in the doctor’s ‘seclusion’ room as ‘re-education’; it had been supposed to develop in her the mindset the doctor would ‘expect of a mental patient’ so that she might be transferred to a ‘proper mental ward’ ready to slip in seamlessly with all the other ‘mental cases’ with ‘no questions asked’.

				Then another thought struck her: That last part implied that the staff here would be unaware of her past and of her guardian’s plotting against her - with her aunt’s collusion it now appeared. She might perhaps, if she stayed calm and went along with it for a while, be able to explain her case, get herself re-evaluated psychologically by some outside authority. But then the realisation again bit home that the fact that she was standing here in a straitjacket waiting to be led to her bed could only mean the doctor was now happy with her handiwork. The doctor herself had told her outright that the technique she was employing amounted to a form of brainwashing and that it built upon firm foundations already laid down under the guise of the behavioural psychology experiment she had been taking part in. The doctor had also admitted that she had been building upon work that had been surreptitiously carried out on Lavinia at the hands of her aunt and her aunt’s psychoanalyst friend even before she had first been brought to the institution.

				In truth the doctor had left her with few tools to convince even the most naive student nurse of her ‘normality’ let alone hardened psychiatric ward staff whose sole concern was most likely to ensure she stay safely locked up. After all; she stammered uncontrollably, to the point of to all intents being rendered incomprehensible. She was an overweight compulsive eater. She was a compulsive masturbator with a fixation on women’s knickers so strong that she insisted on carrying around a soiled pair given her by a nurse - the lace-trimmed black satin could be seen poking up from the leather collar of her straitjacket where the doctor had tucked them after agreeing she be allowed to take them to the ward with her.

				What was worse was that she was now hopelessly addicted to sedatives that increasingly left her woolly-headed and in an almost trance-like state. It was a process that again had started when she had been in her aunt’s hands but had worsened out of all proportion under the doctor’s care.

				Her aunt had used the dependence she had developed as a lever to instigate a stepwise programme of progressively gaining control over her that involved the gradual imposition of her aunt’s very special take on what she called ‘home discipline.’ In her turn the doctor had used the suggestibility induced by stronger and even more addictive doses to shortcut the path of inducing a hypnotic state in her - as had her aunt’s psychotherapist friend, before her - taking full advantage of the short-term amnesiatic effect of the narcotic to ensure the girl could have no memory of any post-hypnotic suggestion left behind. Moreover, where she was about to enter, she had been told that far from weaning her off her dependency, she would be offered incrementally stronger doses that she would be expected to take herself, voluntarily, with the sure and certain knowledge of becoming progressively ever more woolly-headed, until that befuddled trance-like state became an every day occurrence.

				In short, this place was the next phase in the plans they had for her: she was here to receive a different form of ‘re-education’. She had already been thoroughly trained to think of herself as a ‘mental patient’. Now she would be equally thoroughly institutionalised, to the point of being unable to carryout even the simplest of tasks for herself and joining a carefully domesticated herd of glassy-eyed docile psychiatric patients. The doctor seemed to have read her mind.

				“A year or two in here and you’ll be quite indistinguishable from the rest - why, I’ve already got you drooling, sniffing girl’s knickers and in a straitjacket. You are probably wondering what I am going to be doing to you next - the answer is nothing, nothing at all. I’m not even going to be visiting you for a good while - no, not me; I’m going to be off on a nice long vacation.

				I’ll just leave you here for a while, and all these nice friendly smiling nurses and other good people will finish the job of breaking you for me.” Smiling the domineering woman psychiatrist took Lavinia by the chin, tilting her head back until her prettily frightened violet eyes met the steely determined glint of those of the doctor. “Let me see you. Hmm, you see, there’s still a little hope left alive in those eyes - but by the time I return that glimmer will have faded... I can guarantee that. Now... let’s get you ready and then it’s off you toddle, to your nice comfy bed.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Through Those Double Doors

				Lavinia had been glad to be freed of the constraint of the straitjacket, the doctor making short work of the buckles and straps. She had not been quite so glad to recognise the crumpled, stale and offensively malodorous pyjama jacket being held out to her for her to slip her arms into. Nor was she exactly thrilled to see again her old matching green and white-striped pyjama rousers - heavily stained and almost crisp with long-dried urine and sweat - or the yellowing plastic knickers with their soiled towelling liner still strapped in place in the crotch pouch.

				These had not been the relatively fresh, clean, laundered things she had been recently stripped off in the doctor’s consultation room; these were the things she had once worn twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and for week after week after week - when first she had come under the doctor’s control, when she hadn’t been allowed to change because she had been so stupidly stubborn, because she had simply wanted to do things for herself, because she had insisted on refusing to let the nurse dress or undress her.

				At some point the Ward Sister had returned with a young woman in tow; a blond girl with a perky white cap pinned up on her tresses and wearing a fitted blue dress with a white crosshatched check pattern and a white plastic apron tied over the top. Lavinia’s sense of revulsion had become so great then that, even as browbeaten as she now was, she had found herself refusing, shaking her head in disbelief. It disgusted her to don rags such as these, literally stinking - and so pungently so that the smell made her feel physically sick. It disgusted her to a still greater extent, the humiliation sharpened, to look, to feel, to be so absolutely filthily in front of a young caregiver who was possibly her own age if not a year or so her junior. Yet, all it had taken was the sight of the doctor flexing her cane between her hands to have her standing passively while the young woman, smiling sweetly if smugly, had fastened, one by one, the large grubby-looking rubbery buttons up her front.

				Now, having been ushered through the steel gate and the thick inner doors having been unlocked and one side flung back, she stood on the threshold gazing around the ward itself, clutching uncertainly at the waistband of her grubby pyjama trousers with one hand. Her other arm was wrapped around her torso supporting her now pendulous breasts bundled up in the baggy, grime-encrusted matching jacket, parts of the hospital crest embroidered on its pocket barely discernable through the crust of drooled saliva and spilt food . The knuckles of the hand on that side were now white from clutching the precious pair of black frilled knickers she habitually carried with her and that had now been given her to hold. The sight she presented, she knew, would have shamed a bag lady. Anywhere else and these things would have gone straight to the laundry - if not the incinerator, given their unhygienic state. At the very least the sanitary pad would have been incinerated. Not here - here these soiled, filthy things had simply been saved up, stashed away somewhere to be brought out in order to shame her later. The forethought involved was a sure indication that here was some important component of a progressive and well worked out procedure, perhaps having the aim of emphasising the loss of independence, privacy and dignity she was now to suffer, or, more likely, to make her more accepting of that loss when offset by the greater comfort offered by submitting to ‘care’.

				There came a reverberantly ringing clang as the steel-barred gate slammed shut, keys rattling and the padlock scrapping as it was refastened with a resounding metallic click. Then a firm hand, pressing between her shoulder blades, urged her forward as the inner, wooden door was closed behind her, the sound less resonant and more a dull sodden thump than a bang, accompanied by a firmly positive clunking as its lock latched closed. And she was in.

				A faint whiff of ammonia hung on the air, barely detectable below the sharp, bleachy overtones of swimming-pool chlorine, clinical carbolic and first-aid-kit phenolic disinfectant. It was that monotonous clinical odour of the classic old-time hospital corridor writ large. Even the distraction of that one olfactory variation, that faint whiff, was transitory, dissipating with the refastening of the lid on one of a group of identical old-fashioned-looking white porcelain or enamel bedpans - she could not know which.

				The latter receptacles were being trundled out as Lavinia and the doctor entered, rattling around atop an equally old-time hospital trolley by a stern-looking woman, her bustling high-collared calf length dress covered with a starchy white bib apron and a stiff white cap perched on her head fronting raven hair flecked with silver and tightly pulled back in a bun. That same clinical smell washed along the passageways and even hung on the air in that tiny ‘seclusion’ room that the doctor had kept her in. After a while one smelled nothing, it became like a scented equivalent of the white noise the doctor pumped in to her cell day and night. The only reason she had become newly aware of it now was that it was so much stronger here, at the entrance to the ward.

				The sense of smell and the association of odours was tightly bound up emotionally with memory and she didn’t doubt that that institutional bouquet would be as constant here as the temperature and the level of the lighting, the bare walls, the whitewashed or frosted windows and the intentionally sparse surroundings. This place wasn’t about healing or rehabilitation. This place was about keeping patient’s whom society might deem undesirable - or perhaps certain individuals whom others might deem ‘troublesome’ - as securely as possible, as cheaply as possible. This place was about maintaining control, and that was more easily brought about if a patient was taught to think of the institution, not just as her home but rather as her whole world. There was no contact with the outside world nor could anything that might remind a patient of the outside world be allowed to intrude.

				Looking around, her deep violet eyes like saucers, Lavinia felt herself shudder. She wondered which other of those involved with the running of the ward were also implicated with the doctor’s plans for her - other than the Ward Sister, whom she already suspected to be well-versed with the doctor’s agenda, so apparently eager to cooperate did she seem. Perhaps they all were, but if so - what did that say about the true nature of this ward? Was it some hidden place buried away beyond prying eyes and no real part of the hospital system at all? But in turn: what would that imply about the other patients? More importantly, what did it say about the validity and legality of her own sentencing diagnosis - not to mention those that had actually passed sentence upon her, the three professors of psychiatry she had been brought up before? If none of this were legitimate, then if she were to abscond she would not simply be rounded-up and returned by the local constabulary, as she had been promised would happen. For a few seconds a tiny flicker of hope, fanned from a barely smouldering ember, sparkled in dull fish-slab eyes, then died back, its fuel exhausted in its scope, leaving the cinder still extant but a little less radiant - it would take all the more to rekindle another time. It was if that faint flickering in her breast had somehow suddenly illuminated something she couldn’t - or hadn’t wanted to - see.

				For one thing: the most cursory glance about her was enough to bring home the fact that even in the concept of absconding there lay the withered stalk of an unviable idea force-germinated in an imagination made all but barren by paucity of stimulation. A triple layer consisting of two heavy locked doors separated by a padlocked gate, itself constructed of sturdy thick iron bars, guarded the only way in or out of the wing. She knew for a fact that beyond that point lay only a twisting, maze- like and near-featureless network of passageways that had been deliberately laid out in that manner by the original Victorian builders with the sole purpose of disorientating any would-be escapee and that were blocked by an ironwork security grille requiring a key at practically every turn.

				Yes there were windows, or what appeared to be windows, but each nestled well back and inset into the wall, snuggled safely behind a hinged padlock-secured framework of steel bars. Some benefited from the additional protection of an internal wire-mesh cover stretched across its alcove, similarly secured, and all furthermore showed evidence of having iron or steel bars mounted externally. The latter made their presence known by the shadows they cast against the thick double or perhaps triple glazed glass. Whether frosted, whitewashed or both Lavinia couldn’t decide; she knew only that daylight filtered in unvaryingly and unencumbered by anything that might give a clue as to the goings-on of the outside world and that the most notable thing about the external soundscape was its total absence.

				Deep down she suspected these were windows in appearance and name only, being in reality, nothing more than so many cunningly-disguised rectangular lighting panels - each suitably illuminated by an array of daylight-spectra lamps and each merely backing onto an impenetrable thickness of brick or stone. As much had been pretty-much demonstrated to her in the Experimental Behavioural Psychology Suite, when as a supposed ‘volunteer’ she had spent time languishing in that unit’s euphemistically-titled ‘quiet room’ - supposedly in order to give her the ‘space’ she needed to ‘settle down’ but in reality as a punishment, pure and simple.

				As she understood it, virtually every psychiatric ward had once been home to such a facility; a barren, forbidding isolated prison-cell of a room, stripped bare other than for a mattress - but never blankets - and occasionally a tiny basic toilet.

				The ‘quiet room’ that resided in the hospital’s behavioural psychology research department, however, had been a touch more sophisticated. It had been when incarcerated in that room that it had been gleefully revealed to her that such a faux-window setup was being utilized to manipulate the apparent day-night cycle and the perceived day-length. At that point she had still been still attempting to decipher the passage of time through tracing the normal diurnal rhythm of things; now she fully understood the futility of that, now she just accepted that it was just as likely to be midnight in the world outside as it was to be noonday as it appeared to be on the ward. The rationale underpinning this belief that the same might be true here, in this place, was uncertain and she was in some ways loath to admit it to herself. It had just been something inherent in the burrow-like nature of the passageways she had passed through on being brought to the ward, something about the lingering, still musky atmosphere.

				There had been something stagnant, untouched and even cellar-like about those passages - the word ‘subterranean’ came to mind. Something had whispered to her then that they were below ground, perhaps well below ground, like an embarrassment to be kept buried and away from the public eye - a sub-basement rather than a basement. It was a terrifying prospect and one that was all too likely given the vintage of the building - one all too indicative of the sensibilities guiding the original hand that had drafted out this layout all those many decades ago. Her thoughts were interrupted, a high chiming, cultured yet gentle voice intruding into her internal dialogue, interjecting:

				“Welcome, welcome, my dear! Now, I’m not sure how much your doctor has told you as regards the type of care we provide here but there’s nothing for you to be afraid of here, honey; we’re one big happy family. Well, to tell the truth we are actually quite a small family in reality; a nice, cosy, intimate little ward made up of just six beds, of which five are presently occupied. Which of course means we have one bed ready, vacant and waiting for little old you - it’s the one at the end, the one tucked away in the far corner.”

				Lavinia followed the direction of the nurse’s pointing finger. There were three beds lined side by side to either side of a long, bare room, staggered so that the foot of each bed faced towards the gap between the two beds opposite. Each was of the standard hospital regulation crank-operated iron-framed design - a deliberately restrictive, bar-sided, model once favoured by asylums and psychiatric hospitals yet one that, in these more enlightened times, one would not have expected to have encountered since the late 1950’s. Each bed had a large white panel squarely secured to the bars at its foot painted with bold black numerals identifying the occupant - a larger panel affixed to the wall immediately above the bed-head spelled out that particular patient’s diagnosis and specific ‘handling precautions’.

				The third bed down on the left hand side of the room already held a plaque embossed in thick black. Even at that oblique angle Lavinia could make out the numerals three and zero - 30, the number printed on the breast pocket of her pyjamas, the designation she had originally been assigned as a volunteer experimental psychology candidate...how long ago was it now? There, mounted high on the wall for all to see above the iron bed-head and its sloping pillow support, a damming indictment had been posted together with a statement seemingly designed to cripple and impede any dissent or appeal to reason before it might even manifest. It was with equal measure disbelief and horror that the silently aghast young girl’s eyes took in the words: “Psychotic delusion, with paranoiac episodes and grandeur. Query: eating disorder. Risk of misdirection, patient not to be engaged in conversation, patient’s comments to be disregarded and struck from the record, patient not to socialise”.

				Around a metre beyond the last two beds a light mahogany desk and matching chair was positioned facing outwards and centred between the two rows of beds overseeing the entire room. Perhaps a couple of meters or so beyond that, a hinged steel-barred petition door glinted in the yellowish light where it lay back inset into the end wall, the opposite end to the entrance. The heavy-bodied, thick-shackled brass padlock securing it appeared almost as if of gold under the outdated hospital lighting system. Positioned as it was in that context, facing front and with that security grille to the rear, the nurses’ station gave the impression of a checkpoint whose function was to regulate all passage beyond that point.

				Beyond the right-hand bed - which also appeared to be vacant - a lone female figure stood alongside the inset iron grille gate with her back to the end wall and facing the ward. Dressed similarly to Lavinia in those baggy bottle green striped institutional pyjamas Lavinia had now become all too familiar with and with her hair chopped, dishevelled and as short as Lavinia’s, the young woman could almost have been her mirror image; except in one respect. Hanging from a cord that ran around the back of her neck before re-emerging from beneath the collar of her pyjama jacket was a white rectangular board.

				Even from where Lavinia was standing she could easily make out the words that were printed in big, bold black capitals beneath the glossy laminated surface: “ I am having a sleepless night”. Gently swaying and nodding like a limp wilting flower in a gentle breeze and with her right hand gripping, white knuckled, the gathered and bunched excess flannelette of pyjama trousers quite deliberately fabricated devoid of either waist-elastic or draw-cord and her other hand hanging loosely by her side, there was something heartrendingly-pathetic about her. The sight made Lavinia cringe inside, not so much due to the words printed on the panel hung around the young woman’s neck - she had yet to give the meaning much thought - but rather due to the instinctive and immediate recognition of something inherent in her own image - something she had now become.

				As to the implications of those words; a simple oblique snapshot glimpse of the still sleeping forms occupying the four beds closest to her, captured while turning her head, brought one single simplistically sympathetic thought to the forefront of her subconscious, all summed up in one single phrase - punishment and discipline. And what better punishment could there be than having to stand throughout the night, exhausted and doubtless continually harassed over posture, with back straight and with chin up, while all around slumber soundly in their beds.

				Coming up behind her and as if reading Lavinia’s thoughts the woman who had met them outside at the reception desk now took it upon her self to translate, as if relaying some hidden meaning. Stepping in front the stern-looking woman shrugged her shoulders as if in despair. The severely-styled navy-blue dress and starched white cambric apron that comprised the Ward Sister’s uniform seemed of a similar vintage as the beds and other furnishings; and as functional, sparse and impassionate as they were. A sterling silver chatelaine lay over one hip trailing five appendage chains from an ornate filigree clasp in a leaf and branch design that was in turn clipped to her broad crepe nurse’s belt. Two of these chains, each being of around six inches in length, each terminated in a long dark-hued iron key of an antique appearance, one in a sparse bunch of small silvery flat-sided modern keys, while from the fourth dangled a pair of stainless steel nurse’s scissors and from the last hung a silver-cased ballpoint pen. A silver fob watch was pinned to one side of the bib of her apron and rested with its face angled to the heavens where the starched fabric swelled out over the woman’s substantial bosom. The overall image she projected was one of a strong-willed woman well versed in taking a young woman such as Lavinia in hand.

				“We have to keep order somehow, what else are we to do? We can’t have chattering going on day and night, it’s too disturbing for other’s who are trying to sleep. She is incessant, this one, twittering on and on and spouting all manner of nonsense about people experimenting on her - psychiatrists and psychologists, people like that. Poor thing! I ask you - who would believe such a thing? It’s not her fault of course, paranoiac delusional psychosis can lead one to imagine all sorts of things - the trick to bear in mind, of course, is not to give in to it. Remember - nobody wants to listen to the ramblings of a mad woman.

				Now, here on this ward, ordinarily we permit quiet conversation between patients during their, out-of-bed, recreational periods. However, talking is forbidden once the patients are put down for the night or during ‘nap time’, simply to avoid disturbing those who may be sleeping. A delusionary patient is a different kettle of fish, however. A delusional patient, such as yourself, as apt to be disruptive and their ideas can be found disturbing both by staff as well as by other patients. It is quite normal for a delusional patient in this hospital, therefore, to be kept incommunicado.

				In your case your doctor has asked that you be prevented from talking to, or attempting to communicate with, in any manner, any other patient - I am not sure why, but I’m sure your psychiatrist knows best. With this in mind - and for your own benefit - the other patients here have been warned not to speak to, communicate with, or as much as acknowledge you. Furthermore I have personally placed them under obligation to report any such attempt on your behalf to myself or the nurse or doctor in charge of your supervision - at which point suitable steps will be taken to curtail the behaviour.

				Other than for supervised exercise - which you will shortly be given the opportunity to experience - or group therapy sessions you will not be permitted to mingle or socially interact in any way with the other patients. During social recreational periods, when the other patients are allowed limited freedom to move about the ward - under strict supervision of course - although you will be permitted to leave your bed, you will be required to sit quietly in the chair provided alongside it. At such times the privacy curtain - the seclusion curtain I like to think of it as - will be drawn around your area.

				You will be permitted to talk only with the doctor, should she visit, or if spoken to by a member of staff - but only in direct response, usually a simple yes or no, and only in a whisper; I don’t ever want to hear your voice as such. I know and expect that you will find all these restrictions difficult to deal with at first, but we will be markedly increasing the strength of your medication, which will help clear your cluttered little mind of all of those troublesome thoughts you have been having. And before you know it... well, let’s just say you will be settling down for us just fine, I’m sure.”

				Indicating the weary, shattered, patient standing facing them, her eyes red-veined, her head nodding with the desire to sleep, the woman continued:

				“...and as you can see - there are other methods of correction open to us here than the cane and the strap - quite effective measures at that.” Then, turning to the doctor: “I’m so glad you brought her in good time for the first meal of the day - it makes for the perfect opportunity to get her acquainted with the rules governing our little community here.” The doctor nodded, smiling pleasantly:

				“Definitely! Those are my thoughts exactly, Sister.” Still smiling and nodding her approval the doctor looked across at the young girl standing bleary-eyed at the far end and who was now profusely weeping. “Two nights, now, has it been?”

				“Yes doctor - just as you ordered.” The Ward Sister glanced down at her clipboard as she spoke, her eyes narrowing as if a trifle long sighted.

				“Right; then I think its time we had patient 10 in for her next psychological evaluation and then I’ll get her ready for her independence competency assessment with the admissions consultant.” The doctor momentarily glanced at a note she had retrieved from her lab coat pocket before continuing: “Talking of whom; she’ll be up later, but I have been able to dissuade her from running an assessment of patient 30 here for the time being, at least until she has had time to settle down in her new home - it’s only fair on the patient; we want her to do well, after all”. The two women laughed conspiratorially together, as if both were simultaneously recalling the punch-line of some long-running private joke. It was a jest that was clearly not entirely lost on the tired-eyed patient 10 - at the mention of this ‘Independence Competency Assessment’ a deep shuddering sob shook her ribcage.

				As a perplexed Lavinia looked on the doctor strolled down between the two rows of beds, passing foot-rails each hung with its numbered clipboard identifying the occupant. Sidling around the end of the nurse-station and brushing aside the half-drawn bottle-green cubicle curtain from the side of the bed closest to the desk, the plastic-coated fabric hissing against the poly-cotton of her lab coat, the doctor closed in on the troubled, sleep deprived girl. Taking the girl’s chin gently in her hand, the attractive female psychiatrist gazed into eyes, once vivaciously inquisitive but now teary, red-veined and bloodshot through chronic lack of sleep, addressing the bone-achingly tired girl with a voice as sweet and as heavy as molasses:

				“It seems you still have at least one friend on the outside who remembers you. Or rather you did have - I doubt she’s quite so keen on you these days, not after the letter you wrote back to her the last time she took the trouble to try and contact you.”

				Even from Lavinia’s distant vantage point, still standing where she had been left, just within the confines of the ward with her back to the steel bars of the ward door, she could clearly see the tormented young girl wince - she could guess from the reaction that the communication in question had not been entirely of the girl’s own volition. The question of just how many strokes of the cane or stripes from the doctor’s heavy leather tawse it had taken was one that would never be answered - but there were other ways to force a girl’s hand to put pen to paper or put words on her lips or in her mouth, methods often entirely devoid of physical pain but efficacious just the same...often more so! As Lavinia intently listened, her ears and mind both equally attuned to her captor’s voice, the doctor continued her gentle berating of the hapless young patient:

				“A hell of a long time ago it might well be now, but the repercussions of your chum’s intervention and probing are still reverberating - really put the cat among the pigeons, she did. But you see, honey: these things often take time to mature. Triggering investigations, collating reports, the setting up of an ad hoc advisory case review panel - these things can swallow up twelve months or more in bureaucratic wrangling, easily - longer when there is little, if any, impetus to ‘rock the economic boat’ and when there are powerful vested interests, with professional reputations and lucrative business interests to protect, who are more than able and willing to rearrange the backdrop to suit their own agenda. A lot can happen in the intervening period; a lot has happened. Largely swayed by your own hand, your influential sponsor seems to have lost interest in your cause... And as for the rest: well, we’ll just have to see how well you get on, won’t we?”

				The rattling of keys in the iron-work gate behind her back caused Lavinia to jump and the doctor to momentarily glance back over one shoulder before returning her attention to her task - the remainder of the doctor’s diatribe, however, became lost in the general hubbub that followed. An arm coming around Lavinia’s shoulders from behind served to guide her gently yet firmly to one side and out of harm’s way as a two-tiered open-sided trolley was rattled by.

				Elderly rubber-tired chrome-plated wheels pivoted eccentrically about their vertical axes as it was manoeuvred, the bottle-green painted framework supporting shelves of cream-hued once-white steel creaked and moaned as it bounced over the iron lip of the security gate, the six bowls of beige soy porridge lined up on the lower shelf slopping dangerously within the confines of the standard white polythene bowls and saved from spillage only by the stodgy viscosity of the muck.

				It was nutritious, calorie-dense, vitamin-enriched muck - as sweet Lavinia’s unrequited weight-gain now attested - but it was muck nonetheless; textureless, tasteless near totally-bland, mouth-feel-free ungodly muck. This stuff was filling yet simultaneously achingly unsatisfying, it left one physically fulfilled, yet at the same time psychologically starved - what alternative term could there be for something that did that, then ‘muck?’

				The cart was propelled along by a young woman dressed, as expected, in an efficient-looking nurses’ uniform, but not of a style Lavinia had ever previously encountered in the place. Little more than a girl herself, the young nurse’s freshly-scrubbed, carbolic-fresh complexion and lightness of step suggested her age to be not that much greater than Lavinia, if not perhaps even a little Lavinia’s junior. The latter possibility was one that Lavinia preferred not to entertain for long and she dismissed it as a trick of the light...or a trick of her mind...she had been becoming increasingly apt of late to question whether she could any longer be confident of either perspective.

				The fresh-faced trolley-pusher was accompanied by three other young women, all of a similar stamp - suggesting a similarly youthful age-range - and each identically attired in the light-blue-checked polyester/viscose mix dress and matching nylon-webbing ball-clasp buckled belt that, had it actually been the early 1970s, would have instantly marked her out as a Student Nurse. In each case the young woman’s tightly-pinned hair was piled in tendrils and whirls winding around an identically-neat bun and dammed-up behind a white crescent cap that was decorated around its upper edge by a light-blue piped band. One nurse differed from the other three in this manner, by sporting a cap embellished by two such stripes running in parallel around its brim as if perhaps to indicate some sort of minor superiority, being perhaps more advanced in her studies or chosen career path.

				The man-made fabric making up these young nurse’s dresses was something outside of Lavinia’s experience - dating as it did from an era substantially before her birth. The way it caught and reflected the light in rippling longitudinal puddles as the young women moved about suggested something plastic, hot, sweaty and scratchy. Looking at the much older woman who had just walked in, bringing up the rear, the thought suddenly struck Lavinia that this woman appeared little more combatable in her plain royal-blue dress, starched white cambric apron - the latter embellished with contrasting royal-blue piped edging and with its bib pinned to her chest with a pair of gold clips - and stiffened, high, white collar, than those who were obviously under her charge and walking with her. Her dress might have possessed a woven texture to it that the younger women’s dresses lacked, she might well have had a sophisticated-looking ornate belt clasp of filigree-pierced silver to fasten her navy Petersham-ribbon belt and an expensive-looking silver fob watch worn pinned over one breast; yet still she appeared somehow just as ludicrously incongruous in all of it. The whole ensemble looked to have come - like so much of the surroundings - from the 1950s: and the woman looked as if only too self-conscious of that fact.

				The question had suddenly sprung forth, unbidden, in Lavinia’s mind: Given what she had been told just a short time previously by the doctor herself, regarding the true nature of the workings of the place - just to what extent were these women working here any more free than herself?

				The trolley had now been brought to a halt in the centre of the narrow ward, the steel-bar reinforced ward doors having slammed shut with prison-like finality behind them. Almost simultaneously the ‘meal’ bell burst into life, its sudden ringing causing Lavinia to jump. As if they had been just as thoroughly conditioned by the ringing of the different bells as their patients had, the troupe of trainee nurses in their pastel-checked dresses fanned out around the room - overseen by their supervisor and the navy-uniformed figure of the Ward Sister. The whole place had suddenly seemed to erupt in to a bustling hive of activity.

				Six pairs of hands went all at once to the crank-handled adjustment points that protruded from the side of each iron bed-frame at a point just below the bed-head. There came a unison-pitched chorus of metallic squeaking of variable rhythm and a variety of tempos as hand-cranked rotary motion was translated, through the mediation of ancient greased worm-screw drives having varying degrees of reluctance, into the raising of backrests constructed of the same white-painted steel bars as the bedsides, headboards and foot-rails. In the fullness of time, those beds that were occupied now supported their occupant in a more-or-less conventionally seated posture, albeit with legs spread, kept straightened beneath the single heavy grey woollen blanket by soft fleece-lined ankle restraints securely anchored by chain to the far corners of the bed-frame. Their backs bolstered by foam-filled latex-covered pillows and the blanket that had covered their torsos when in sleep having dropped back to around their waists - the latter assisted by the hand of the attending nurse - the four bed-occupying denizens of this strangely unreal and time-shifted demiworld now sat upright, still bleary-eyed, still yawning.

				Lavinia could see now that each obviously female figure was clothed in the regulation hospital-issue green and white striped pyjama jacket, its breast pocket emblazoned with the damming text that served to label the wearer as an inmate of a locked psychiatric ward and the simple number that both identified a patient while conversely serving to further rob her of her identity. She couldn’t help but glance down at her own attire - the doctor was right; it was a uniform. A carefully crafted uniform, designed to imply incompetence, to remove any consequence or relevance from the wearer’s word and, more importantly, to make her both look and feel like a mental patient.

				When she had been a lone figure dressed as she was, when she had been kept in ‘seclusion’, the effect had somehow been blunted - it had not fully become part of her personality. Now having found her self replanted within a group identically attired, down to the tiniest detail, she could already feel herself subconsciously identifying with these other patients - the realisation was terrifying in its implication. As she watched, open-mouthed, one woman, involuntarily stretching out her muscles, dislodged her blanket, her hands and arms, now exposed, coming violently to a halt at the limit of the chains securing her wrist restraints to the bed-frame’s sides.

				To her immediate left Lavinia now found herself witness to the occupant of the closest bed receiving her ‘breakfast’. A notably young, silent wild-eyed woman whose mind seemed as addled as any in that grim room could be seen opening her mouth in response to the proximity of the student nurse’s proffered plastic spoon of soy-sludge almost as if a fledgling at the approach of its parent, so conditioned had the woman become by this unrelenting regimen of ‘care’ - there was something terrifyingly fascinating about it all.

				She could see that, much to her surprise, the woman’s wrists had been released from the restraint cuffs. The latter, dangling on their short lengths of glinting chain, now hung through the bed’s side bars on either side - the small but sturdy brass padlocks that had fastened them having been stowed away somewhere out of sight and the key that had released them swinging on a length of chain from a chrome plated clip on the student nurse’s elasticated belt. Even though divested of her restraints it was notable that the woman patient made no attempt to as much as raise her arms and just sat placidly as the young trainee nurse arranged her hands in her lap, one wrist over the other, as if she were too feeble minded to even do this much for herself.

				“Come along, now, you can do better than that. You know what the dietician said: you need to try to learn to chew your food thoroughly - she said the best way to ensure that was for you to chew each mouthful for a certain number of times before swallowing. It is my responsibility to help you - you don’t even need to think about the number. How simple can it be; you’d chew, I count for you - and when I touch you on the forehead with my fingertips, you swallow.”

				Another heaping desert spoonful of the thick papier-mâché like pudding-stodge was eased between the woman’s plump Cupid-bow lips and obediently she began an exaggerated cud-chewing action to a tempo seemingly synchronised with a tattoo being tapped out on one of her wrists by the nurse’s left index finger, the young trainee using her other hand to upturn the fob watch pinned to the breast pocket of her blue-and-white checked uniform dress so as to allow her to observe the smooth glide of its second-hand and better maintain the hypnotically drowsy rhythm.

				“ No, no, no! Not yet! You naughty, naughty girl” The young trainee nurse gave a little girlish giggle, doubtless having the effect of further belittling her already quite obviously demoralised patient whether by intent or simply through high-spirited juvenile tactlessness. “...We don’t swallow until our nurse touches our forehead - now, do we?” The condescending way that this young woman, clearly merely a trainee and perhaps only in her late teens herself, spoke to the patient shocked even Lavinia with her experience of the institution’s browbeating, overbearing and domineering staff members. She couldn’t help but wonder how it must feel to be a young woman in the position of this young trainee nurse and be given such complete and utter control over another person, a woman obviously so much older and mature than herself.

				The patient’s reply came in the form of an incoherent mumble, forming the impression in Lavinia’s mind, for some reason that she was unable to quite put a finger on, that the poor woman was actually physically incapable of correctly forming the shape of the words on her lips rather than suffering any psychological deficiency of speech. Even while the woman’s lips were still moving, painstakingly reaching for some meaningful sound, the next over-heaped slopping spoonful of the beige-grey mess was being readied and presented. Ineffectually tipped between still blathering lips the inevitable spill was left trickling down the woman’s chin and dripping down the front of pyjamas clearly already grubby and stained with the results of previous such incidents.

				“You see... That’s what happens when we mess around with our food.”

				Somehow managing to tear her eyes away from the horrifying yet strangely fascinating sight, Lavinia saw that the sad wall-standing waif at the far end had now been left, suddenly, very alone - but not for long. As she watched, another one of the bustling group of four young women, instantly discernible by her functional, yet clearly less than comfortable, pale-blue and white checked viscose dress, strode up to the green and white striped pyjama-clad figure and taking her by the elbow, placing one arm around her shoulders, proceeded to lead the poor, desperately-tired, young thing towards the vacant bed closest to her.

				Dropping down the rails at the side of the bed and pulling back the coarse grey blanket, revealing a glaringly-white plastic-covered mattress mottled here and there with the textured yellowing discoloration that comes with untold cycles of soiling and rough sponge cleaning, the frighteningly-youthful nurse bade her clearly listless charge to get in, brushing aside lengths of glittering stainless steel chain with one hand as she did so. Having helped her patient to sit up against the now raised backrest and displaying a confidence beyond her years, the efficient young woman now strode briskly around to the foot of the bed, quickly wrapping a broad leather cuff around each of the patient’s ankles in turn before locking off the buckle of each by way of a padlock retrieved from her uniform dress’s hip pocket. Returning, she drew up the blanket as far as the woman’s waist, lifting each of the woman’s arms in turn and placing them over the top of the blanket at about the position of the woman’s lap, with one wrist crossing the other. For a brief moment the trainee or student nurse or whatever she was - Lavinia could not be sure at this point - gave away just a hint of irritation in the wrinkling of her brow, the first time she had shown anything other than a sort of placid angelically-condescending firmness. A slight pause in the general clatter of preparation allowed Lavinia to just catch a fragment of the young carer’s words - not angry, just professionally terse, a well-practised tone of authority:

				“...No, don’t try to help - just relax, let your arms go limp... just relax your arms... that’s it, much better, there’s a good girl! Sometimes we have to learn how to let ourselves be looked after properly before we can begin to get better... perhaps if you can learn to be as co-operative as this all the time you’ll have no more sleepless nights... if we can work together to get you through the day all right, if you’ll let me help you and answer all of the doctor’s questions properly when you have your assessment later, then I’m sure you’ll feel so much better that you’ll be able to have a lovely, lovely nice long sleep - all tucked up warm, snug and secure in your hospital bed.”

				Turning away, the young nurse walked purposely over to the waiting trolley, choosing and retrieving a white plastic bowl emblazoned with her particular patient’s identification number in bold, black block-printed digits - ‘10’; a young woman’s life reduced to the level of two digits and a masterpiece of institutional depersonalisation, the identifier matching that embroidered on the girl’s pyjamas, printed on the clipboard hanging from her bed’s foot rail and displayed on the wall above the bed’s iron-railed headboard.

				Why it should be so important to individually apportion what to the eye appeared to be identically-prepared chow was a puzzle to Lavinia - but then she had not had sight of the instruction in her notes that stated simply, ‘overfeeding’, nor that in this other girl’s notes that read ‘extreme low protein’. This latter ignorance in particular was a blessing in disguise - the concept of nutrition that did not nourish, that filled the empty gastric spaces yet did not feed, that could only leave the poor young woman ever more physically exhausted and weakened to the bone, day on day, week on week, had she known, would undoubtedly have left her crushed and filled to the soul with primal dread. As it was, Lavinia already thought it the height of cruelty to place a girl so clearly deprived of sleep in bed merely for the duration of a meal -simply because that was the way the ward was run - and with no intention of allowing her respite and the escape of dreams.

				She had herself suffered something similar, not deprived of sleep per se but deprived of dreams and dreaming - the recollection sent a dank cold chill running through her bones; she had been ready to do anything, say anything, sign anything, no matter how debasing, if only had she been left with enough mental capacity to do so. In that way surely it had failed; she had held out until too befuddled to say or write or do anything of detrimental consequence to her case. But then she had only partly taken in what she had overheard - or seemed to recall overhearing - regarding the ‘subject’s extreme state of suggestibility’. She vaguely understood that she was the ‘subject’ in question. She hazily recalled the psychiatrist’s prettily sweet, honeysuckle-fragranced voice and the gentle, lulling words she used - but nothing of the thread of meaning running through those words.

				She was aware that at times she would want to please the doctor - on such occasions some small breakthrough would often be achieved and she would receive one of those beautiful beaming smiles, all full of sunshine and summer skies. She would be taken back to her bed, to sleep, to dream - oh to dream - in her mental-patient pyjamas and psychiatric restraints, securely locked away in the little featureless whitewashed room that had been her home - and would be again, once the time here was through and she had signed what they wanted her to sign. Then, refreshed and rewarded, the cycle would begin again.

				Lavinia had heard somewhere of false memory syndrome. Yet only at the most basic, near-subconscious, level did she consider the possibility that not all of her memories were necessarily genuinely her own - not in their entirety. Certain recollections that seemed particularly fond, or for some reason of particular importance, seem to flitter in the breeze just out of reach and even when grasped in both hands seemed faded and two-dimensional, like old sepia photographs left out in the sun and becoming increasingly bleached by the day. Names of individuals she felt sure were dear friends bounced tantalisingly on the tip of her tongue, only to overbalance, topple and fall from reach as she struggled with the syllables. Threads of expensively-acquired knowledge - education augmented through long hours of private tutoring, more often than not - of late, seemed knotted and twisted into balls of confusion, like knitting-basket yarn having fallen foul of a particularly inquisitive kitten’s paws.

				Satisfied that all was running as it should the Ward Sister turned her attention back to the frightened, wide-eyed Lavinia who was still standing rock-still, dumbfounded at the sight. She ran an appraising eye up and down the cowed form. The young girl looked a piteous sight, a real institution waif - if a notably overfed one - with one hand clutching a full fistful of fabric at the waist of her mental asylum pyjama trousers and the other arm neurotically hooked underneath the heavy swell of her bosom and taking the weight of her breasts through the ruched-up excess flannelette folds of the pyjama jacket, the tough nylon strap linking the cuffs of her wrist restraints pulled taut and at the limit of its extension.

				The pyjama jacket was buttoned to the neck with every one of the ugly thick white rubber buttons fastened as per hospital regulations - despite the warmth of this part of the building - and was noticeably perspiration stained, having clearly been worn for many days without change. Indeed there was a general odour of the unwashed about the girl, but the Ward Sister had expected that. She understood the psychology behind it, just as she understood the psychology that lay behind the substantial amount of weight the girl had put on while under the good doctor’s care.

				Even given the shapeless institutional pyjama bottoms she could see that the girl had developed quite a pronounced little tummy, had broadened notably around the hips and was now the possessor of a full rounded and heavy behind which must by now, she thought, ripple quite nicely under the doctor’s cane. It was interesting, given the overall bagginess of the pyjama jacket, that conversely the neckline was rather tight; the Peter Pan collar - the one concession to femininity in an otherwise somewhat masculine styled jacket - buttoned rather over-snugly beneath the girl’s jaw with one of those ugly large rubber buttons and tended to emphasise the girl’s double chin.

				How different this girl was from vital, lithe young thing in the dance class spandex leotard, tutu and leg warmers she had watched agilely pirouetting and smiling as brightly as the sun in the video she had been shown of the girl in her previous incarnation. That girl, that Lavinia of old, had looked at home in a dance studio, this girl, the Lavinia of today, looked at home right here, in an institution. The doctor, and the section psychiatrist, had really done a job on her. Of course they all had done their bit to some degree or other; the girl’s aunt, Julia Soames, with her neuro-linguistic programming techniques and later on her imposition of good honest domestic discipline; the psychotherapist, Dr Anne Ecclestone, out there in her Cavendish Square office who had introduced the girl to hypnotherapy and persuaded her to volunteer for the institution’s experimental psychology program; and of course the nurses and Matron who had purely and simply dominated the girl by sheer power of will from day one. But the section psychiatrist had really gotten into the girl’s head; the girl looked thoroughly crushed, thoroughly demoralised and totally and utterly under the doctor’s domination.

				As for Lavinia herself; she now felt as if even the doctor was abandoning her. She was sure the woman was turning on her heels and leaving even as the Ward Sister was continuing with her introduction - somehow she’ lost sight of her; and she daren’t turn around.

				“The rules, here on my ward, are very simple; you do nothing for yourself and obey without question. If sitting, your hands should lie relaxed in your lap at all times. If standing you may clutch your pyjama trousers as you’re doing now to prevent their falling down with your right hand, but your left arm must hang loose by your side - once we remove your wrist restraints. If being dressed or undressed you must allow both arms to dangle loosely by your sides - you do not touch anything, you do not pick up anything, you do not do anything and you do not say anything unless spoken to first by a member of staff and then you will confine yourself to a simple yes or no answer. Yes, nurse or yes, sister is all I want to hear from you. Remember; you’re going to be considered by any that see you as an imbecile in any case and nobody is going to want to listen to an imbecile’s mindless babbling. It doesn’t matter to me or anyone else one iota what you thought you were once, outside this place, that is how you have been labelled now - it says as much up there on the wall above your bed and the fact that you’re standing here now on a secure mental ward dressed in a nappy and plastic pants, smelling to high heaven, wearing grubby institution-issue pyjamas and surrounded by psychiatric cases can only go to confirm that. Now, do you think you have understood what I have said so far?”

				“I,I th, think... Oww!” The slap across the side of her face shocked Lavinia instantly back into silence.

				“You don’t think anything - I said you are to confine yourself to yes and no answers, no more and no less, didn’t I?”

				Lavinia could feel the tears already welling and the all too familiar flush of humiliation coming to her cheeks, balancing out the red rouged blush caused by the Ward Sister’s hand-slap. Once - so long ago it seemed as if in a dream, or another lifetime - she would have hit back, now when struck she would and could only cringe; that was what this place had done to her so far... what would it do to her now?

				“Yes, sister... Oww! ...Aahhh! No... pl,pl... Please.” This time both sides of her face had received the attention of the Ward Sister’s hands - left cheek, right cheek, left cheek; she broke down instantly, sobbing.

				“Too loud, child, far, far too loud - there are other patients here, remember. How would you like it if someone else suddenly upset the peace and tranquillity we maintain here with her horridly irritating, stuttering shrill voice? Besides, if you should start rambling again, you could disturb the other patients psychologically - a couple of the poor things hear voices in their heads as it is! You whisper, child...whisper. Remember what I said? Never more than a whisper... now, let’s try again - do you understand what you have been told so far?”

				“Yesss... sssister”. It sounded strange, alien - such an onerous, irritating... humiliating... yes, somehow bitterly humiliating, thing to have to do. She knew being made to whisper served no real purpose, it was just a method aimed at further crushing her self-esteem, another technique to help break her - and it would work; the instant she complied she felt dominated, more dominated that she had ever felt in her life, even when under the doctor’s thumb. “Owww!... Oww!” Twice more her face was slapped left, then right.

				“Get your arm down from under your breasts, hanging loosely by your side is how I want to see it.”

				“Bu, but... oww!... owww!... oww!” She knew even as the words were forming on her lips what was going to happen but couldn’t help herself. She was driven by the fear of having her breasts droop, a fear the doctor had managed to ingrain so deeply into her psyche that it was all she could do to force her arm away from its obsessively-fixed position, cradling her bosom.

				“That’s better - but what have we forgotten to say?” The Ward Sister raised her hand as if to slap Lavinia’s cheek once more - the threat was instantly understood by the gently weeping, cringing girl.

				“Yesss, sssister” she somehow managed to breathlessly whisper in between sobs.

				I suppose you’re worried about your breasts drooping, without any support - quite understandable with a big-breasted lump of a girl like you. Is that so?

				“Yess, sisster.” Already it was becoming more habitual to whisper - the thought of how rapidly she was coming under this woman’s domination made her face burn still brighter with humiliation and the tears to come into full flood.

				“I suppose you’re still thinking about how you will look when you get out of here, worrying about getting a boyfriend, a husband and a family. Is that what you would like, a husband and a family? Do you miss your boyfriend; is that what it’s about - all this ridiculous vanity?”

				“Yesss, sssister, I,I supo...owww!” The slap had been unexpected this time; she’d remembered to whisper but...

				“I said you are to restrict yourself to yes or no answers - remember?”

				“Yesss, sssissster” She hated the way this made her sound, it made her lisp, it made her sound like a little child. How long would it go on for? The doctor had told her she would be on the ward for a few weeks, until her visitors came and she signed whatever documents they were going to demand she sign. The idea of her guardian coming to gloat over her, to see her incarcerated in a mental institution surrounded by hopeless psychiatric cases, made her cringe inside. And what was it exactly they were so keen to have her sign? Undoubtedly it would be something or other that would hand some proportion of her inheritance or her family’s property over to the control of her guardian - of that she had little doubt.

				She wanted to believe that she would be strong, that she would stand steadfast and be stubborn in her refusal. Deep down she already knew the truth; she would docilely sign anything she was handed when the time came. However long they kept her here she knew that she only had the doctor’s ‘seclusion room’ to look forward to at the end of it - the doctor had said that she would be returning under her care so that they could ‘work together’ in further ‘modifying her behaviour’. And then, the next time her visitors came she would once again be brought back up onto this ward for a few weeks beforehand to get her into “the right frame of mind” before their arrival and the next batch of papers that she would have to sign. And then the same pattern would be repeated; the time after that and the time after that, until nothing would be left, until everything was under the control of her guardian, Ms Madison Daisy Bartlett.

				But that could not be the only reason, simple financial gain. If it was, then why not take it all in one go? Why not simply make her sign an enduring power of attorney and take it all in one go, once and for all? She didn’t doubt that given long enough under the monotony and crushing isolation of day-to-day existence in this mental institution and a few sessions with the doctor’s pliant rattan cane across her naked backside or her own father’s old heavy leather belt that the doctor had in her possession and liked to use doubled over to add an extra piquancy to a correction, and she would sign anything she was given. Instead they chose to take her inheritance and family property piecemeal, crumb by crumb, brick by brick, bank account by bank account -why? Was it for some sort of added sadistic satisfaction perhaps? Somehow she felt it was more than that - more to do with the effect it was going to have on her, of gradually breaking her down bit by bit.

				“Now then, patient 30...” It was the voice of the Ward Sister that snapped her out of it - a gentle yet firm arm reaching over her shoulder and a guiding hand taking her by the elbow. “...it’s off to bed with you, my girl. Tomorrow is scheduled to be your first full day here; the rest of today you will spend in bed while we get things ready for you. The backrest has been raised so you can sit up; there’s no sleeping allowed outside of rest periods I’m afraid.”

				The woman looked directly at the student nurse who was now standing at the ready, addressing her almost as brusquely as she had earlier Lavinia: “Once she’s tucked up, make sure to draw the curtain fully. Doctor’s instructions: the curtains are to be drawn around her bed at all times.”

				“Yes, Sister.” The nurse sounded confident, yet respectful in the extreme. The Ward Sister, turning on her heels, just nodded in acknowledgement and momentarily smiling back predatorily at young Lavinia Vitesse, her latest charge, strode off to her desk leaving the nurse patting the mattress and gesturing to her young patient to take her place in her new home.

				From behind a kind and gentle hand took her supportively by the elbow and a delicately feminine arm wrapped itself like a shawl across her back and around her shoulders. Lavinia suddenly found her self being gently yet firmly urged forwards, shuffling down the length of the narrow ward between the ends of the two rows of beds towards the sole vacant bed that seemed to be waiting for her like a yawning imprisoning chasm at the far end of the room.

				Sidling past the cream and green trolley now parked in the centre of the ward, the nurse was obliged to fall in directly behind her in order that they might pass between it and the foot of one of the beds, the young woman’s hands now placed upon her shoulders as if steering her. Lavinia now saw for the first time that the plastic food bowls and fresh white porcelain bedpans arrayed on its aluminium shelves were each boldly labelled with a pair of impressed digits. One of each type of receptacle, she now realised, was embossed with the digits corresponding to those emblazoned across the breast pocket of her pyjama top and that were now tattooed across her bottom and across the flesh of her left breast. 30: it was the so-called patient designation code she had been assigned when first she had arrived as a volunteer test subject for that god-forsaken experimental behavioural psychology project of theirs - the reminder of it, yet again, in the here and now, made her blood run cold.

				“Come along; let’s just pop you into bed. You’ve arrived just in time for the first meal of the day and all meals are taken in bed here. It’s just the way we work, it’s easier for all concerned this way - you’ll see.”

				The nurse’s voice was cheerfully bouncy and full of patronisingly youthful optimism - irritatingly so - her lips so close to her ear that the gentle caress of the young woman’s breath induced an electric tingle that ran down her spine and made her involuntarily shiver inside. To young Lavinia Vitesse it felt as if she had been lost in her thoughts for many minutes. A quick glance around the ward was all it took to tell her otherwise. She was standing now at the foot of a vacant steel-framed bed - just standing there passively waiting, though every instinct should have been telling her to run.

				The girl at the far end, in the bed closest to the entrance, was just receiving her first mouthful of spoon-fed mush. The woman sitting up in the bed closest to her was possibly receiving only the third or fourth spoonful since last she’d glanced down at her and elsewhere little else had changed, from the positions of the staff spread around the room to the single food bowl still waiting forlorn and untouched on the trolley. The doctor had gone though, and without her ever having been aware of the woman passing her by, nor had she been aware of the ward entrance security grille being unlocked and locked in order to allow her to pass.

				The realisation of the section psychiatrist’s departure left her feeling suddenly fearful, somehow empty inside - nemesis or friend, the distinction was blurred in her mind, but that that sense of dependence had been finely honed and was in pin-sharp focus. Now she was as alone as the doctor had told her she would be. She was surrounded by imbecile’s who would speak nothing of any sense and efficient and well-trained staff who, ironically, would treat anything she herself said as delusional nonsense; as would any one else who saw the green-striped pyjamas with the hospital’s secure psychiatric unit’s badge conspicuously emblazoned on the breast pocket, her sickly sun-starved complexion, her short, roughly-chopped institutional haircut with it’s ridiculously boyish side parting. As if that carefully crafted image the doctor had grafted on her were not convincing enough there was the patient information board mounted on the wall directly above her bed with its damning indictment of paranoid delusional psychosis and its firmly worded instruction that she should be kept under total social isolation until further notice.

				That notion of ‘until further notice’ of course meant the point at which the doctor saw sufficient evidence that she had finally come to accept herself unquestionably as a mental patient. Only then would she be allowed to mix with those that were already mental patients. At that point, of course, along with the additional freedom gained she would also have been brought one more irrevocable step closer to being declared totally mentally incompetent and suffering the permanent denial of her freedom, beyond all hope of release.

				But what hope of escape was there even at this point; there were bars gates and locks everywhere, and labyrinthine passageways deliberately designed by experts to disorientate. There were countless layers upon layers of security precautions she knew she would have to circumvent even before reaching the open expanse of the sprawling hospital grounds - a practically impassable barrier in its own right, given the severity of her agoraphobia. Then she would encounter the high, wire security fence then more open countryside before finally the thick, twenty-foot tall grey stone walls would loom. The latter were an architectural survivor of the hospital’s Victorian mental asylum origins and were still topped by the original sharpened iron stakes fitted at that time, albeit now augmented by a modern infrared and visible wavelength CCTV system.

				Then of course there were her own mental barriers to surmount, psychological handicaps and hobbles put there by the doctor, albeit built upon sturdy foundations provided by the manipulative skills of her own aunt and her psychotherapist acquaintance working in tandem - or so she had come to believe. Of these, just how crippling her agoraphobia had become had been demonstrated to her by the doctor herself - she could no sooner walk across the open grounds unaccompanied than she could fly. Behind these four walls, right on the edge of the open moors and several miles from the nearest, most modest hamlet she might as well have been incarcerated on Mars.

				The nurse was stripping back the heavy grey woollen blanket, the crinkling well worn plastic mattress of the asylum bed beckoned, the deep-filled rubber pillow fastened at each end by straps and buckles to the iron-framed backrest waited to support the column of her spine and later, when lowered, the heaviness of her tired head. There was a strangely comforting mix of odours hanging in the vicinity; aseptic PVC plastic, clinical well-sponged latex, the muskiness of her own sweat-infused pyjamas - something she was becoming more and more acutely aware of in the close proximity of the young nurse - the fresh carbolic-soaped skin of the nurse herself and the faint alcohol-pine-antiseptic aroma that seemed to have permeated the man-made fabric of the young woman’s uniform.

				The latter was something possibly not unconnected with the fact that young woman had the habit of compulsively smoothing down her dress over her hips and buttocks, straightening her elasticated belt, this being seemingly a little too tight to be purely functional, nervously checking her collar, notably that the top button was properly fastened, and even on occasion raising both hands as if to check that her starched white cap was straight and that her hair was correctly walled up, pinned and under control behind it. Lavinia couldn’t help but wonder whether this girl - and those others like her - were not in some manner or other subject to at least something of the discipline that they helped impose on their patients. The irony might have made her laugh once. Instead, in the effort to control what she feared might easily might become an uncontrollable, incongruous peal, she burst into tears, then giggled idiotically in response to the fear of being thought ‘emotionally unstable’ - a label she was particularly keen not to earn in addition to those she was already saddled with; especially not from presumably impartial staff who were not subject to any particular agenda and whose independent word would therefore carry all the more weight, come her case review board. She stifled the maniacal giggle - and then the weeping began again.

				With the institutional grey blanket drawn back and the bed’s barred side lowered, even through a blurred misting of tears a single glance was all it took for Lavinia to take in the system of leather restraint cuffs, stainless-steel chains and leather straps lying neatly coiled on the greyish plastic-covered mattress - and for the cold realisation to bite home that once they had her strapped down in that bed even the idea of escape would become pointless. The nurse seemed to read her mind - or, more sensibly, had read the look of horror on the girl’s pale tearstained face, had sensed the reluctant, resistant stiffening of her charge’s limbs as she pulled back away.

				“It’s just procedure, sweetheart, that’s all. It’s really nothing at all to get worked up about. You’ll soon get used to it - and once you have been here a while and settled down, the chances are these precautions can be dispensed with.” The nurse smiled reassuringly, her voice bouncy, encouraging and oddly energetic. “You have to appreciate; we get all sorts of patients here, some of them potentially violent, some of them a danger to themselves as much as to others. You are new to us, so it’s just a sensible precaution. It’s as much for your own protection as for the staff and the other patients, you know.” She gave Lavinia a reassuring pat on the shoulder as she spoke, the smile never leaving her pretty young face. “As I say: once you have been here a while, shown us that you are willing to cooperate with your care and our little rules here, we can dispense with the restraints. Just look around you - none of these other women are kept in restraints, other than when sleeping. And even then it is usually only the patient’s ankles that need be restrained, just to guard against sleepwalking, you understand, and other disturbances... Now you just be a good girl for your nurse: come along; let’s just pop you into bed”

				It was that phrase again, used for a second, or was it the third, time - casual, throwaway and yet, conversely, precisely intoned. Rather than some personal quirk of speech the received impression was more one of some official mantra, some part of hospital culture - indeed, it seemed to be a command that was meant to elicit a programmed or conditioned response from the patients. It had been exactly that phrase, down to the very word, that had been so heartlessly issued moments earlier to that poor sleep-deprived girl at the far end of the room. Yet even as the thought rushed through her head Lavinia found herself obediently stumbling towards the waiting bed as the nurse patted the mattress, even holding out her hands for the sheepskin-lined leather cuffs being offered her. When it came to it, deep down, she already knew she would react to the click of each of those glinting golden-hued padlocks without struggle, as if as familiar as a summer sunrise - not that she had been aware of sunrise and sunset, nor caught the sound of the dawn chorus, for many a moon... nor would she, in all probability - fresh tears blinded her with their salty sting at the thought.

				Reluctantly freeing her left arm from its task of supporting her heavy breasts - a task she had now become fixated on thanks to the work of the good doctor - her right hand being permanently employed in the urgent task of keeping hitched-up her pyjama bottoms, Lavinia raised her hand to her face, meaning to wipe away the tears. Before she could react her hand was gently pushed away from her face and guided down by her side. Simultaneously the young nurse stung Lavinia’s left cheek with three fingers of her outstretched hand, not viciously, nor particularly hard, just a little stinging slap and using just the tips of the fingers. It was sufficient; it was not supposed to punish, merely condition the patient, repeated over and over as necessary until the undesired behaviour became extinguished. Guiding Lavinia down, seating the girl on the edge of the mattress, the young woman, again placing an arm lovingly around Lavinia’s shoulders and began gently dabbing at the girl’s tears with a tissue that she deftly produced from the hip pocket of her blue-and-white checked dress.

				“I know, I know - Hush now. You have a little cry and nurse will wipe your tears away. But you mustn’t do it yourself you see - that’s why the little slap - you could hurt yourself, catch yourself in the eye with a fingernail or get a nasty infection if your hands aren’t clean. You don’t have to do anything for yourself here, isn’t that nice? I’ll be here to wipe your tears away, help you with your meals, dress you in clean pyjamas every day so that you don’t have to struggle with those nasty fiddly buttons and I’ll even wipe your bottom for you so that you don’t get anything horrid on your fingers. Now, you have a little cry and get it all out of your system while I get you properly into bed.”

				As she spoke she was coaxing Lavinia to bring her legs up onto the bed, easing her patient around into a seated position with her back to the backrest with surprising aplomb, all the time keeping up a constant cheery reassuring cooing; clucking on and on like a fussing mother hen about caring for her patient, keeping her patient secure, comfortable and warm - ‘nurse will do this for you, nurse will do that for you, nurse will do this for you, nurse will do that for you ‘. The effect was almost hypnotic; the young nurse’s words and phrasing seemed to swing from side to side, the pitch of her voice rising and falling rhythmically and the cadence slow and measured, bringing to mind the lazy yet precise swing of the metronome that the doctor kept in her office or the near-identical device her aunt’s Cavendish Square-based psychotherapist friend had used. In her mind’s eye she seemed to see the glittering jewelled metronome bob drowsily flickering in the strobe light as it followed its unvarying clockwork-measured arc, first to the left, then to the right, then to the left, then to the right - ‘nurse will do this, nurse will do that, nurse will do this, nurse will do that’.

			

		

	
		
			
				Speech Therapy?

				With Lavinia Vitesse now safely ensconced on the secure psychiatric ward and having returned to the seclusion of her office, the section psychiatrist at long last had time to run through the video log she had previously set aside pertaining to the newly returned Meredith Hewson. After six months ‘total immersion regressive therapy’ in that house up there on the East Anglian coast, under the control of a strict ‘Victorian’ governess and a ‘children’s nanny’ the poor thing was bound to have changed somewhat.

				Though the girl had yet to undergo a full psychological evaluation, the outcome seemed almost preordained. Those two women would have really done a job on her up there in that house. After all, they had the founder’s two nieces - both of whom resided there permanently - both utterly convinced that they were actually living during the reign of Queen Victoria and that they were being legitimately schooled at home under the authority of their governess. Dressed in those cute little sailor-suit school uniform dresses and flounced drawers of theirs, neither could see any further than a future life spent placed ‘in service’.

				The screen having lit up, the doctor was now instantly transported back to that time, the scene coming alive in her mind as if the present - the date flashing up almost subliminally. Through notes, recollections and psychological insights her nimble mind filled in the gaps, somehow simultaneously seeing both points of view, both sides of the story - it was a unique gift.

				The pretty doe-eyed elfin-like girl squirmed awkwardly in her seat, her composure teetering on a knife’s edge and her big brown eyes glistening under the clinically white light and seemingly in danger of welling up at any moment. The little white plastic chair, intrinsically uncomfortable enough ordinarily in the drowsy warmth of the room, clung stickily around her broad hips and spreading knicker-clad bottom, seemingly keener than ever to add its own particular sweaty torment to the urging of the triplet of suppositories presently dissolving in her bowels. More suited to a child than an adult, the low seat forced her to look up at the woman seated behind the desk before her. While not exceptionally challenged in stature, if somewhat petite, nevertheless the natural swell of her breasts would barely have been sufficient as to have elevated the line of her nipples above the desktop before her had it not been for at least a modicum of under-wired support - but then, there was more than a modicum of up-lift in evidence here.

				The stern-faced, bespectacled woman seated immediately opposite her, on the other hand, enjoyed a notably elevated aspect. Her comfortably-padded leather wingback swivel chair with its high seat and its dark-red leather covered scrolled armrests provided the perfect perch from which to cast a hawkishly critical eye over both the broad sweep of note-strewn mahogany set out before her and the anxiously fidgeting interviewee.

				But that was not where the contrast ended. The woman, as befitted one possessing such naturally self-assured poise was leaning back, relaxed and half reclining, her long, notably-shapely legs elegantly crossed at the knee, the folds of her light-grey pinstriped skirt draping full and heavy down over her knees, the hem hissing across her fine-denier glossed dark-tan stockings whenever she shifted her weight. Her white satin shirt-blouse was panelled and fitted - well-tailored to her torso, the garment seemed at odds with the situation; somehow inappropriately sexually aggressive and yet at the same time restrained and repressive.

				Straining at each button to constrain the aggressive thrusting of the woman’s bust and having an overtly feminine cut, the woman’s blouse nevertheless gained gravitas from the long sleeves and long closely fitting cuffs, each fastened by a line of three buttons, and a high shirt style collar - this tightly buttoned and complimented by a black tie of an almost masculine appearance. Taken together with the puffball shoulders and with her deep auburn hair, tinged here and there with just the merest hint of grey, neatly pinned up into a bun held back by a broad curving tortoiseshell comb, the overall image was of some modern take on the image of the Victorian school mistress.

				Nothing could be further from the truth of course: this redoubtable late middle aged woman was a professor of behavioural psychology and a speech therapist, as was impressively announced in scrolling gold leaf across the dark-oak plaque on the consultation room door and echoed within by the plethora of red-wax sealed diplomas, awards and certificates arrayed around the walls. Even the woman’s discarded pinstriped suit jacket, carefully draped around the back of her chair, spoke of an air of legitimate professionalism - a finer example of British bespoke tailoring one could have hardly hoped to see.

				The other, dressed in the starched-collared uniform more typical of the 1950s boarding-school girl or denizen of some reformatory of past-time fantasy exuded vulnerability - an impression somehow enhanced by the short, side-parted boyish styling of her tousled tawny-brown hair and even more so by dint of being in leg callipers, the latter adding a certain sense of dependency. Sitting suitably subdued, palms folded uppermost in her lap, the received impression would have been of one resigned to the position assigned her by her mode of dress, despite the contrary argument of her overt biological development. Even had it actually been the 1950s, such attire on a young woman of near on eighteen years of age would have been cause for comment, but here and now, in this modern world, the overtly anachronistic aspect could only serve to augment further the confidence-sapping effect on the girl.

				Another cause for comment, had it been the 1950s, would have been the leg callipers themselves. Yes, they would have recognised the leather and steel design - there was no nod to plastic modernity here, as part of the hospital’s economy drive these had been adapted from vintage originals - but what would have been made of the compact little brass-bodied padlocks dangling from the thigh straps, kneecap straps and ankle straps? Nor had any attempt been made by whoever had styled the girl’s costume to disguise the wearer’s notably advanced biological maturity - quite the opposite in fact.

				Despite the juvenile nature inherent in the whole concept of a school uniform - never mind the especially infantile elements that went to make up this particular ensemble - certain stylistic aspects seemed specifically designed to bring out and even augment the wearer’s adult curves, as if it were important to someone, somewhere that she not pass as anything other than an adult in a child’s garb. Where else, for example, would one encounter a bottle-green blazer - bedecked with contrasting satin ribbon piping around cuffs, lapels, collar and pockets and seemingly at home in a private infant girl’s school - styled in the form of a close-fitted, figure-hugging peplum jacket? Come to that, where would one come across a gymslip of the traditional open-sided bib-bodice style, buttoning at the shoulder and realised in bottle-green gabardine, possessing a waistband so narrow in proportion to its other measurements and those of its intended wearer as to necessitate a quite stringent, restrictive foundation garment be worn beneath?

				But all this was by design, this was part of a process; this was a carefully thought through and detailed attempt at the recreation of a particular state of mind. Here was, albeit outside of the knowledge of its central participant, a recreation of experiment having not seen light of day since 1939 - nor should it have. Furthermore - and this was of the most paramount importance vis-à-vis its present incarnation - it was a study that had never been repeated in any form, let alone within a cohort of young adults as were in residence here.

				As if to clarify, or perhaps justify, the purpose of this young woman’s attendance - or perhaps simply to underline the image that had been so skilfully crafted - a white rectangular plastic badge bearing the single word, ‘stutterer’, in bold black capitals was pinned prominently on the lapel of the girl’s bottle green blazer, immediately above the embroidered school crest. Presently partially obscured beneath the tight, fully-fastened, three-button jacket and suspended on a lanyard from around her neck, a laminated card bearing the same descriptor swung across the plain bibbed front of her gymslip. Bringing to mind a mediaeval penitent’s placard, the rectangular sign hung with its upper edge level with the red and gold piping that trimmed the top of the bodice, its lower edge just clearing the school crest that was proudly embroidered in the centre of the gymslip’s bib and its width very nearly matching that of the bodice at that point before the latter tapered down to meet the narrow and breathtakingly-tight waistband.

				The doctor glanced down at the file lying open before her, wincing at its black, dimpled faux-crocodile binding and scanning its contents; the ring-bound A4 pages now lying scattered, fanned out in a broad arc around the periphery of her desk’s dark green blotter. The latter - framed in brown leather tooled with the swirls of fern leaves - was covered with a diffuse, cloud-like splattering of blue-black ink that attested, somewhat surprisingly, to its continued use and that seemed to make the statement that, despite the march of modernity, here sat a woman to whom the Biro was an anathema, the computer an affront to her dignity and to those values she held most dear and quaintly yet simply termed her ‘standards’. Leaning forward, she ran a slender finger clockwise around the arched arrangement of pages, stopping when she reached a particularly densely-filled page situated at roughly the eleven o’clock position from her point of view. Her finger hovered, the long manicured pearlescent-pink nail scanning back and forth along the lines of text, hesitating here and there, pausing to scratch into the paper an underline where ever a pertinent term drew her eye.

				The therapist’s nimble mind mulled over the facts: This patient is - and has been, for some significant time - on a routine daily dose of a multi-vitamin and mineral capsule that, in addition, includes a high concentration of a particularly efficacious diuretic medication; potentially a high enough dose to encourage episodes of nocturnal enuresis. “Hmm, so by now she is probably quite regularly wetting herself in her sleep - if so it should be documented here somewhere, but where is the record? This really is not good enough: where is the record of her being issued with suitable sanitary protection? This is all far too lackadaisical! Don’t these people realise this is something that needs to be taken into account, that It all makes a difference to the subject’s likely response to the intervention?”

				Scanning further down the page the woman at last found what she had been looking for: ‘A review of the patient’s records has indicated that the subject has experienced several incidents of night time loss of bladder control, as evidenced by urine soaked night clothes and bed linen. Orders have been issued to the nursing staff to henceforth outfit the patient with double terry nappies and secure rubber bloomers at the prescribed bedtime. Supplemental orders have been issued to move the prescribed bedtime forward one hour to provide the subject with an additional hour of much needed rest in the hope that the additional sleep time will lead to a reversal of the present trend towards more frequent episodes of nocturnal enuresis. Special note to nursing staff: The patient’s rubber bloomers are not to be removed in the morning until after both the wake up bell and the toilet bell have finished ringing and the results of a proper nappy inspection have been recorded on the subject’s chart.

				The very next page provided yet more by way of explanation of the apprehensive high-strung girl’s sadly growing catalogue of unfortunate and debilitating infirmities: ‘After checking for the appropriate physiological and psychological responses, the subject has been fitted with a permanent dental prosthetic retainer - specifically, a lingual arch - this having been introduced under the usual pretext of forming an integral part of urgent orthodontic intervention made necessary in order to counteract progressive misalignment of the teeth’. “Yes - and the girl’s vanity would have done the rest” the doctor mused, pondering the scene in her mind’s eye. “I bet she was practically begging to have the thing fitted by the time they’d finished regaling her with horror tales of disfigurement and shoving suitably shocking case -file photo-records under her pretty little upturned nose. I wonder what she thought of her decision once she first caught sight of that wire contraption in the mirror corrupting her smile? No little amount of tears and tantrums I’d imagine - no wonder she looks so crestfallen. The perfect state of mind for this little study - her self esteem has taken a knock; now let’s see what we can do to dent it a little further”

				Smiling, the hard-faced therapist read on, momentarily regarding her patient above her half-moon reading glasses, pleased to see the latter’s permanently pursed lips and generally sheepish disposition: ‘The procedural outcome is known to carry the risk of certain side issues which may include - but are not be limited to - the inhibition of the subject’s tongue to properly contact the roof of the mouth, resulting in the inability of the subject to correctly enunciate a range of syllables, causing lisping and slurring of words and a growing self-consciousness that, if unchecked, could theoretically lead to further, psychologically-based, speech deficits such as stuttering or stammering’. “Yes, quite so ...quite so”. The woman was nodding in unconscious agreement as she read through. Teeth braces could indeed be a wonderful addition where a girl might be viewed as too precocious, flighty or flirtatious or just too damn independently minded for her own good. The fitting of a correctly - or wrongly, depending on one’s point of view - adjusted set of braces could go a long way to reining-in the more spirited miss. One could hardly take a girl out in handcuffs and hobble chain, but a thoughtfully designed dental retainer, once permanently fixed in place, could be pressed into service to achieve much the same end in a manner that would barely draw comment.

				As a general behavioural corrective device rather than as an orthodontic necessity, the effect on the wearer’s self confidence could be sufficient to curb any girl in the right hands. But then a debilitating stammer or other speech deficit of a psychological origin could have a similar or greater spirit-dampening effect. She had watched it take root time and time again: whatever else it had taught them about the origins of stammering, the research she carried out here had demonstrated over and over the devastating effects on a young lady’s self esteem of such a speech defect. She’d had pass through her hands many a self-opinionated bright young thing during her residency who had - in a matter of months to a couple of years - degenerated into a withdrawn, submissive, mumbling wallflower, shuffling around with head bowed and eyes averted.

				“Ah yes...Ms Meredith Hewson.” Yes, she remembered Meredith all right - spiced tawny hair, neat ski slope nose, those dark-honey eyes fluttering, dramatically curl-lash fringed. Superficially self-assured, beneath the veneer, the girl was vulnerable, uncertain - in short, a perfect state of mind for the treatment she was currently undergoing.

				That first session, the initial interview; she had rambled on so that there had been barely any slowing her, let alone interrupting her. Then there had been that stumble, a simple repetition, probably everybody has done it from time to time, tripped over their own tongue, or blundered into one of those ‘it’s-on-the-tip-of-my-tongue’ moments. It is common enough; it just requires the simple skill of listening to detect it, but a skill it is.

				Ordinarily her cue would often be something quite subtle, something barely discernible to the average listener. Most people don’t really listen, not really listen. They hear speech, the words flow over them and they catch the gist - and that is sufficient. The odd instance of mispronunciation, a certain phoneme that is never quite fully formed or is perhaps preceded by an overlong hesitation, perhaps an ‘r’ that comes out more of a ‘w’ in the excitement of the moment or the occasional repetition of the indefinite article - these are things that would wash over most of us, but not this woman. She was a very skilled listener, a real listener, her attention focused on every tiny nuance. The doctor might well have looked relaxed, leaning back in that imposing chair of hers, fingers casually interlocked behind her head, but in reality she was coiled to spring, her reactions primed to a feline hair-triggered keenness.

				She would show the girl the film of that stammering young woman again today - it was always a good idea to remind the subject of the consequences of failing to pay full attention in her therapy sessions. She recalled the initial group induction session; overseeing the showing and watching the expression of concern wash over the young audience’s faces - she couldn’t help but muse over the value the experience had been to her subjects, or rather to the likelihood of her experiment’s success.

				From the outset it had been crucial to the study that these young women test subjects should appreciate the debilitating cost of this disability to its sufferers, both social and economic terms - the crippling loss of self-confidence, the social isolation and truncated career prospects. But of more concern to many of the girls recruited for the study, the doctor knew, were the dashed marital prospects that such a defect would threaten. In the film, shot in a very professional looking, glossy documentary style, great effort had gone into subtly underlining that latter point.

				Without a thorough grasp of the consequences, her young guinea pigs would have had insufficient personal concern to develop the requisite self-awareness her scheme required - that all-important pressure to perform just would not have been there. It was telling how, after a single viewing of the film, perfectly innocent stumbles and mispronunciations seemed to come to assume an importance out of all proportion to many of the subjects, many girls showing an increased tendency towards self-criticism and an exaggerated sensitivity to even mildly negative comments regarding their speech. Where a speech deficit was diagnosed following the film or perceived by a girl herself it was surprising how quickly it could snowball. Once made aware of a defect, with guidance the psychological pressure to overcome it led to the converse; one defect leading to the next.

				Observing her stable of subjects - several of them bright, ambitious and academic girls - she was fascinated by the way in which along with their developing deficits of speech their inner drive to excel drained from them. There was a tendency towards becoming quieter, more submissive, shy, introverted and withdrawn. There was also a greater tendency to move away from tenaciously hanging on to their individually and towards conformity, the subjects gradually developing a more docile, compliant attitude towards the various rules and restrictions imposed on them.

				With this present subject it had simply been sufficient to stop her in her tracks that first time, flagging up the girl’s stumble and voicing her concern that she had, perhaps, detected the beginnings of a stammer in an early phase of development. She had pointedly referred to the poor girl that Meredith had seen in that film, and the other that she had met in the waiting room - a meeting carefully engineered of course. She had gone on to warn of the very real possibility and dire consequences of young Meredith heading that way. She had interrupted Meredith’s flow two or three times subsequently in the same session as they had conversed. The seed of doubt had been well and truly implanted and the suggestion had taken root practically immediately. Indeed, by the end of that first session she was pleased to be able to report in her notes that Meredith was already showing signs of changes in the rhythm and fluency of her speech pattern. Even at that early phase there had been a notable increase in the frequency of repetition and some evidence of increased hesitancy at certain points in the girl’s speech. At the end of the session, as was usual, she had contributed some advice, on the surface helpful, but on further analysis, perhaps less so.

				The therapist glanced at this, her third subject of the day over the top of her gold-rimmed half-moon spectacles, taking in the girl’s obvious, flushed-face, red-cheeked discomfort. Well the room was rather warm - and the girl’s high-necked crisply-starched school blouse, with its stiffened collar teamed with the obligatory tightly-knotted school tie, looked set to throttle her.

				She couldn’t help smiling to herself - the fully lined, thick barathea-weave polyester blazer didn’t help. Outside, in the open air, its added warmth might have served some practicality - here, behind these four walls, the garment’s sole function was as a tool to aid the imposition of strict discipline, a constant reminder to the wearer that she was no longer free to have a mind of her own. Well, she had given the girl long enough to stew, she considered, so it wouldn’t hurt to allow her a little leeway, just to get the ball rolling - ironically it would serve to throw her off balance, create a little psychological dissonance.

				For the first time since the girl had been led in the therapist acknowledged her directly, the doctor’s voice breaking the silence making her jump is if waking from a dream:

				“You look hot, dear. Before we get started, why don’t you slip off your blazer? You can hang it on the hook by the door over there - where you came in... That’s it, up you get - be careful not to crease it, mind; you know what they’re like about your school uniform here.”

				She looked on with satisfaction as the flummoxed teenager worked her way stiffly to her feet, desperately and self-consciously keeping her knees pressed together as much as her callipers would allow, her movements inhibited by the reluctant hinged knee-joints of her leg braces. For a while she watched with ill disguised amusement as the girl stood fiddling cack-handed with the buttons of her school blazer, then the doctor let out a friendly little mocking laugh:

				“Come on- hurry it along, dear. I’d expect a girl your age to be able to dress and undress her self without any trouble.” Seeing the young woman’s already flustered state worsen delighted the experienced therapist; a simple disparaging comment was all it had taken to leave the subject all but incapable of dealing with the blazer’s fastening.

				It had to be admitted, though, that, although a simple enough task in itself, here was something made onerous by design, the buttoning notoriously fiddly. Not that the buttons were particularly small - they were the sort of thing that might be found on any jacket, albeit bottle green to match the fabric. It was just that the buttonholes were a little on the small side, relatively speaking, and had little ‘give’ and in addition the thread securing the buttons was surprisingly stiff. It didn’t help that the high, stiffened, collar of the school blouse the girl was presently wearing made it exceedingly difficult for her to lower her chin much below the horizontal, resulting in it being practically impossible for her to look down on what her fingers were doing.

				Of course the judicious application of a little of the cosmetic form of botulinum toxin, a truly minute amount of the neurotoxin surreptitiously injected into the muscle at the base of both thumbs, had its part to play - not anything like enough to achieve paralysis of course, just sufficient to ensure a certain degree of awkward weakness and loss of coordination. The rest was achieved through the power of suggestion.

				The physical effects of onabotulinumtoxinA, ordinarily used to cosmetically reduce frown lines between the eyebrows, would wear off in six months or so. But, through repeated suggestion, at a psychological level the spastic awkwardness would remain with her - along with a crippling speech defect and a hopelessly dithering indecisiveness. The result would be a painfully-shy persona practically wiped clean of self-confidence and self-esteem. A similar approach - albeit applied elsewhere - had led to the girl becoming dependent on her leg callipers; a judicious application of little muscle relaxant surreptitiously introduced through a hypodermic while the girl slept.

				As if this were not handicap enough, even certain aspects of the girl’s underwear seemed designed to conspire to make the task all the more cumbersome. There were good medical reasons why in the case of this particular girl the open-bottomed corsellete, underpinning the whole ensemble, should have come equipped with an integral posture-correcting shoulder brace.

				The latter consisted of a pair of broad straps arising from the corselette’s reinforced side seams at a point just below the shoulder blades, one issuing from either side. Each strap ran diagonally up and over the opposite shoulder, the pair of straps crossing between the shoulder blades, before returning beneath the armpit and - crossing for a second time at the rear, this time passing horizontally - running around each side to the front where each was pulled tight through a tension-adjusting buckle arrangement. It was a restriction the girl rarely questioned - after all she had been originally brought in following a devastating car crash, or at least so she was forever being told; she had no actual recollection of it. Only later had she been persuaded to sign up for what at first sight had seemed a financially lucrative option, as a candidate in a program of trials being run under the auspices of the hospital’s very own department of experimental psychology.

				They had made it sound oh so attractive: Living with a small group of other girls and young women of a similar age for a few months while pretending to be back at school - albeit a boarding school, something she had had no experience of - it had all sounded such fun. Besides, it had just seemed to make so much sense at the time - after all what had she to lose; it was a residential scheme and she needed somewhere to stay while she recuperated. She was homeless, a runaway who had found herself trapped into endlessly trudging the streets, shivering, by night - just to keep warm - and sleeping under cardboard in litter-strewn filthy subways by day, when the damp city air would get just that little bit warmer.

				That last part, though, the part about her having been a runaway, was not strictly speaking true: She had worked in a public house, living happily in an apartment above the bar, but she had lost the job - or rather been sacked, largely through having refused the advances of the manager - and the apartment that come with the position, so... Well, that was when that religious group, The Children of Jesus, or whoever - she could never quite recall the name - had stepped in to help. Except that ‘help’ had turned out to be a life of toil, humiliation, corporal punishment and sexual exploitation in captivity and ostensibly under the auspices of the church.

				But then that woman had come to take her away, that softly spoken social worker with her silvery mug of warm, sweet hot chocolate, her nurses’ fob watch swinging enticingly and glittering on the lapel of her navy blue suit jacket, her lullaby voice and lilting drowsy words... Then there had been soft, deep feather pillows and down-filled duvets, kind soothing murmurs and mug after mug of that heavy sweet hot chocolate; there had been capsules to be taken, a trusted hand to stroke her brow, the summer breeze wafting around rippling feather-light childhood curtains to lull her and nursery pyjamas to warm her through and a children’s humming spinning top with a bold painted blue and red whirlpool spiral that would gently draw her in... and then sleep, so much sleep... sleep that went on without end... except... except... being fed by spoon, more thick, sweet hot chocolate more murmuring drowsy words:

				“... Come, along, dear; sit up. There, there, just or more spoonful - down it goes, like a good girl. Now, we’ll just play our little game with your spinning top, shall we? Yes, that’s how we learn to be a good girl isn’t it... And then it’s straight back to a lovely warm deep, deep sleep - why, just look at you; you can hardly keep your eyes open...”

				Except that none of that had actually happened - had it? The Parsonage or seminary or whatever it had been, the church-led charity workers, the sexual abuse - none of it! Yes, there had been a social worker - that much was true - but that poor woman had come across her holed up in railway terminus. She had taken it upon herself to help but then there had been the car smash and... well, the poor woman had just not been so lucky - not everyone could be as fortunate as she had been that day.

				Then she had awoken in a hospital bed, her arms and legs in plaster. But it had been a strange ward indeed she had come around in; one with locked and bolted doors and bars on the windows, no radio, no television, no papers, no books... and no, she couldn’t use the phone; no, she couldn’t be allowed visitors...

				But he had visited, hadn’t he? He’d swung his favourite leather tawse across her bare bottom; he’d taken her from behind - in both places - while she had been fastened facedown, bent across a table for an x-ray. It had been so vivid, yet it couldn’t have been so, because they said it couldn’t have been so - and they should know, they’d examine her enough... they’d examined her every time he had come to her in his robes and his cassock and his dog collar. They indulged her patiently enough - they examined her, still, after each visit, each insult; always as humiliatingly thoroughly and always with the same result.

				Indeed she could remember clearly the first impressions of returning awareness when she had come around in that hospital bed. Aware only that she was lying prone on a spongy surface, she had instinctively tried to turn over, but had been unable to move. Panic had risen, she had tried to call out but a gummy residue filled her throat and her mouth was parched. Dizzily she had attempted to wipe the sleep from her eyes, yet found her arms would not obey her will. She remembered telling herself to remain calm, fighting the urge to scream.

				She remembered there had been plaster casts, straps and restraints of every kind to be discovered. It had been like a voyage of discovery around her body. She had been able to wriggle her toes but that had seemed to be the limit of her mobility; even her fingers had seemed as if enrapt in something yielding yet at the same time rigid. Her arms, she had later learned, were immobilised by her sides in plaster casts. Similarly her legs, she had in time come to realise, had been set in solid plaster splayed wide with knees bent at ninety degrees and her ankles locked in gynaecological stirrups as if to give birth - not that she had ever had any such experience. And now, she worried, would she ever - who would want a psychological and emotional cripple.

				Smiling reassuringly the therapist rose to her feet - her action coinciding with the girl twisting, turning and struggling with the final fastening.

				“Here; let me help you, dear.”

				Moving swiftly around the side of her desk and taking up position behind the young woman as the last button was finally wiggled free of the buttonhole, the therapist reached forward with both hands, insinuating her fingers beneath the blazer’s collar at the rear of the girl’s slender neck and easing them outwards under the shoulders. Lifting the school uniform jacket up and away from the girl’s back she stepped back, slipping the blazer’s sleeves down the girl’s arms, the nylon satin lining gently whispering and sliding cleanly over the long sleeves of the girl’s school blouse below. Taking the weight of the garment in her hand by its collar she passed it to the girl, simultaneously placing a motherly arm around the girl’s shoulders and guiding her toward the waiting tree of curled wooden coat-hooks that stood of to the right of the consultation room’s door.

				“There now - just you hang it up over there like a good girl; just as I told you....That’s it! Right, now that you are a little bit more comfortable why don’t you come and take a seat?”

				She watched with undisguised satisfaction the girl’s struggle to lift her arms high enough to catch the collar of her blazer over the first of the curved scrolling hooks that circled the top of the coat-stand, having first fastidiously refastened each of the four buttons - a pointless exercise but one that was required by the discipline of the place. It was obvious that whoever had adjusted the deportment-correction straps of the girl’s corsellete that morning had been diligent indeed in her duties, a fact made even more apparent as the girl momentarily turned side on, turning - somewhat reluctantly it must be said - to return to her seat.

				The doctor could clearly see that the girl’s shoulders were pulled back by her undergarment’s integral shoulder brace to a, quite frankly, ridiculous extent, causing her young yet full bosom - already exaggeratedly sculpted by the high-set under-wired bullet-bra cups of her foundation garment - to be thrust forward into her candy-striped school blouse and the straining bodice of her gymslip. The juvenile, open-sided design of the latter - approximating to the appearance of an apron’s bib, both fore and aft - seemed to enhance this enforced display of exhibitionism to an extent that was clearly the cause of great self-conscious embarrassment to this ordinarily modest teenager. This was something that could be read from her face, both in her sullen expression and the patchy red flush colouring her cheeks. The reason for her slow reluctant manoeuvring became more apparent when she was front-on, facing the impatiently waiting woman and making her way back across the floor.

				Now freed of the confines of her school blazer, the plastic-glazed card hanging around her neck was in full view and swung to and fro over the swollen fullness of her bust, the text announcing to the world that here was a young girl to be pitied, a sufferer of a potentially debilitating speech defect. Her steadfastly-pursed lips hid part of the reason for that deficit, at least in so far as the little-girl lisp she had now acquired but that the doctor was yet to hear for herself - the rest resided fully in her mind, yet was growing step by step and session by session.

				Watching the embarrassed and encumbered young woman’s stiff-legged gait the therapist couldn’t help a gently sympathetic smile coming to her face - even taking into account the girl’s mature hips and shapely legs those metal leg braces did a remarkably good job of turning her into a paraplegic child, both in terms of her appearance but also - and more importantly, as far as the experiment was concerned - in terms of her psyche. She could see that the girl was reluctant to make eye contact, that given the choice she would most likely have hung her head, staring down at her shuffling feet in their ugly school shoes and padlocked steel calliper stirrups and hoping for the ground to swallow her up.

				Of course the crisp, stiff-collared school blouse took care of that latter option; its high collar was ingeniously stiffened with hidden plastic inserts with such efficacy that it allowed little more freedom for the girl to drop her chin than might a cervical collar. To the therapist’s mind there was something to be said for the latter, had one been fitted, psychologically speaking, but then again there was also something to be said about the overall look of that school uniform. Besides, the doctor knew full well that once the day was through and the girl was returned to her bed on the ward, a cervical collar would be waiting for her along with her night things. For some reason the thought sent a shiver down her spine, a pleasant thrilling little tingle. It had to be said, though, that the thrill was not so much due to the image forming in the therapist’s mind of the cervical collar itself, so much as in the way it would be fastened at the girl’s throat, with a metal clasp and bronze padlock, and the manner in which it would in turn be fastened to the bed’s headboard rails by the leather leash running from its rear.

				There were four of them there on that little side-ward, each with the label “stutterer” plainly displayed on a signboard hanging on the wall above her bed, the wall opposite being emblazoned with huge black letters spelling out the one simple instruction that ruled the roost: “NO TALKING!”. The latter was merely a routine part of institution discipline of course, and was designed to make the subject feel more introverted and isolated within her self. The former, besides acting as a constant reminder to the subject herself of her condition, was largely placed there as a reminder to the various members of staff that, if addressing a girl so labelled for whatever reason, it was to be seen as an opportunity to reinforce the ‘therapy’ that the girl was receiving in such sessions as these. In turn that implied picking up a girl on any verbal stumble, any repeated syllable or word or hesitation and have her repeat the sentence from scratch, reminding her to place her tongue firmly in the roof of her mouth while considering what she was about to say, advising the girl not to begin speaking unless she was absolutely certain she wasn’t about to stutter, then castigating her if she did then stutter or stammer.

				It was surprising just how diligent the nurses and other staff had become over this matter, and how quickly. Indeed; many had gone on to develop their own approach and it was not uncommon for one of the group to receive a sharp stinging slap to the side of her cheek as a way of reinforcing an instruction. This was not something that was of concern - at the end of the day anything that helped keep up the psychological pressure was advantageous.

				“...Remember to sit up straight, mind - nice and ladylike with knees and ankles together, as I’m sure you have been taught; we don’t want to have to look at your knickers all the time.”

				The doctor knew she didn’t have to labour that latter point. The flared pleated skirt she had watched swaying so bewitchingly around the young woman’s thighs as she had self-consciously teetered across the room, the hem floating at mid-thigh, upon becoming seated drifted still higher. She watched with a growing fire in her heart as the girl nervously tugged at the hem as she took her seat, clamping her knees and thighs tightly together, the flesh laid bare from close to the top of her chubby thighs, where the leg elastics of her school knickers could now be seen dimpling the flesh between the steel uprights of the callipers, to the tops of her white nylon ankle socks. The latter were mere anklets, their folded-over tops decorated with a threaded trim of inter-woven bottle-green ribbon that terminated in a twee little bow at the front. Anything sweeter than this the therapist could hardly conceive of.

				In between came the ladder of leather straps linking the steel rods running either side of her legs and the leather cups covering the kneecaps fastened in place by a leather strap above and below the knee hinge, each buckle locked-off by a padlock swinging and glinting in the light. At the lower shins, just above the sweet little white anklets, a broad steel band encircled each leg, each closed off with a padlock hanging from the closure point from which the ankle stirrup descended, running underneath the girl’s shoe - the latter a stiletto-heeled take on a girlish strap-over school shoe. Then, just above the top of the shoe, one encountered, to either side, the hinge in the ankle stirrup that was intended to allow for flexion of the wearer’s ankle joint but that in this case was kept rigidly locked. Although this was ostensibly for the protection of the girl’s weakened ankles, there was little point in denying the improvement to be had in the ease of handling a recalcitrant teenage girl once her gait had been reduced to a shuffle.

				Oh, but those padlocks! Swinging back and forth with every painfully-executed step, rattling metallically, their existence was surreally superfluous: the level of patient supervision was enough in itself to prevent any tampering, let alone the prospect of the girl dealing with complex systems of buckling with her Botox-weakened hands. The psychological impact on this young, once vivacious, girl of their over-kill, though, was near tangible - their constant jangling, in itself, was surely a maddening torment. From a professional point of view she wondered whether the avoidance of the constantly irritating jingling wasn’t having an effect in training the girl to shorten her gait.

				But it was the knickers that really made the difference - what better way could there be to ensure a correct and coyly modest position and posture? The high, elastic waistband of the thick bottle-green, interlock weave, polyester cotton mix, school knickers was buttoned all around its circumference to the corsellete, ensuring an exceedingly snug fit around the crotch whereat the gusset panel - manufactured for reasons of feminine hygiene in a thin, white, open-weave cotton net fabric reminiscent of the ubiquitous net curtains of suburbia - hid very little.

				“Stop fiddling with your skirt, dear, if you don’t want me to fetch my cane. You should know the procedure by now - hands on head, elbows out to the sides please”.

				So saying and bending at the waist the therapist reached down and plucked the little metal ring dangling from the outside of the leather pad at the knee joint of each calliper in turn, instantly locking the knee hinges in a seated position and denying her patient the ability to return to a standing position. Then, straightening and absent-mindedly brushing down her calf-length skirt, smoothing the soft grey twill over her wide hips and full bottom, she moved back around behind her desk, retaking her seat. Leaning back and sinking into her chair’s yielding upholstery she stretched out her long legs, still willowy despite her years, below her desk, kicking off her classic patent courts under cover of the seclusion afforded by the desk well.

				Clasping her fingers behind the back of her neck she settled back, regarding her patient with a cynicism born of untold hundreds, possibly thousands, of hours tussling with bureaucracy over mutually irresolvable and creativity-stifling issues of ethics and ideals. If there was one thing this place had going for it - the undeniable and not inconsiderable financial advantages notwithstanding - it was freedom of thought, creative leeway.

				Take this patient; that term in itself - patient - was a case in point. In the outside world this ridiculously attired child-woman cringingly seated before her would most probably be a ‘client’ or even - perish the thought - a customer. Not here, though: here the silly over-privileged little tart was what ever she was told she would be, she was dressed however it was decided she ought to be dressed and, more importantly, insofar as the present study was concerned, she could be relied upon to behave however she was told to behave - or else. That was what the cane was for; and that was why a thick leather strap presently lay coiled prominently on her desktop.

				The latter was something of a misnomer: she had seldom, if ever, seen a strap that possessed a handle, let alone a tawse augmented in such a fashion, nevertheless she had instantly appreciated its utility as soon as she had set eyes upon it. The lathe-turned beech-wood handle was knurled so as to facilitate a good grip, possessed a profile something akin to a hairbrush handle and being grafted on to the root of a heavy leather, two-tongued, tawse - fashioned in the traditional Scottish style - served to endow the latter with an efficacy beyond the wildest imaginings of those school masters and mistresses now consigned to history. The major improvement was one of an advantage born of leverage; it was easier to get a good swing going within the constrained degree of freedom imposed by having a girl bent double across one’s knees. But if there was one aspect of corporal punishment the woman deemed essential - from the viewpoint of the all-important psychological effect it had on the miscreant - it was to engender a personal, even intimate, connection with the act of correction; and nothing, but nothing, embodied that personal aspect more than having a girl upturned over her lap.

				But that was not to be the purpose in this case and the girl’s undoubtedly already tenderised behind would for the time being be safe.

				“Now, my dear - I think you should know the procedure by now: Arms up and held straight out in front of you, hands resting one upon the other with palms uppermost. I think we’ll start with the left hand on top this time - fingers straight, palm stretched out. Remember: move your hand out of the way and it’s immediately six strokes of the cane to replace a single one of the martinet, each lovingly placed across that voluptuous bottom of yours. Move your palm out of the way a second time and instead of a single swipe of the martinet’s bouquet of leather tendrils there shall be another six swipes of my cane across that fatty bottom of yours - but this time with those ugly, baggy regulation school bloomers tugged down around your ankles.

				Move your palm out of the way of the multitudinous fine leather tongues of my hand-whip a third time and... Well, I think you already know what that means. But if I have to spell it out to you - a thrashing you won’t ever forget, secured across my desk with leather medical restraints, straps and chains - and minimum of yet another half-dozen strokes of my bamboo regulation, prison-weight cane... and no maximum! I very much doubt that is what you want - is it?”

				Such lovely soft hands the girl has - the therapist was thinking - pink, peach-skin velvet-soft palms... a pianist’s hands. The martinet was the perfect implement for punishing such god-given sensitive, tactile flesh; a miniature whip with a dozen or so pliant leather rat-tails strung out from a short ornate handle of hand-turned wood, it left behind little if any risk of permanent damage. Yet, running the filamentous, platted leather fronds of this custom-crafted take on that magnificent historic French implement of correction through her fingers, the woman couldn’t but taunt herself with one last question - simply this; was it enough?

				Could it ever be enough? Even when she knew how each and every sliver of fine-tanned leather was periodically knotted multiple times along its length so as to ensure a particularly unique level of torment; could even that knowledge be sufficient? Well, how could it ever be fully satisfying? What if she was to use the cane across those pampered, tender, moisturizer-softened palms? Should she? What would it mean to the girl if she did? What if repeated thrashing was to cause permanent neurological damage, as certain studies had claimed it might? Well, that just might be enough.

				After all, there was that young woman they permanently kept with her hands in plaster splints and with her fingers splayed out - the result of some horrific, hideously tragic, accident perhaps? Well, one might well think so - perhaps one might even prefer to think so, but.... No! That was simply because the fool just would insist on continuingly drumming her fingers - apparently so as to keep ‘the muscles strong and the digits nimble’, against the day she imagined she might once again take her place at the keyboard of the concert grand. Never mind that there were some out there, somewhere, to whom that particular notion would be an anathema and to whom - barring some ill-advised flowering of greed - the substantial sum already accrued from the young idiot’s prodigious efforts, bolstered by the income generated from the royalties accruing from the once-child-star’s never-to-be-repeated performances of the past, would be sufficient.

				But on the other hand: even in that case - even assuming the rumours were true - if pure financial gain was the sole motive, why run to the undoubtedly taxing cost of having the girl vanish from the public eye in such a public fashion? Didn’t agents, managers, public relations experts and the like - and the legal-industry muscle that backed them up - between them possess all that was necessary to fleece the unwary down to their underwear and beyond? Well, sure they did - at least in the more naive, early stages of a would-be celebrity’s career!

				To be sure, though; probably it wasn’t quite the killing-field it had once been out there - way back in the fifties and sixties when bands and artists, destined to one day be household brands, could be found struggling for service-station-forecourt incomes. But nevertheless...

				Well, clearly there was much more to be had in control per se - certainly enough satisfaction as to substantially offset a financial bonanza. Perhaps, then, in some ways it was inevitable she should feel this way? After all, that sense of being in authority, of being in control was all she had to benefit from this - other than intellectual curiosity; and much of that had long been sated through what scientists like to refer to as ‘the literature’ - this meaning, in layman’s language, that it had ‘all been done before’...

				And as so often when it came to vintage, past-times, psychological investigation, the latter inferred that here lay a form of experimental protocol that was dead and buried and that should probably remain that way - not be explored and definitely not repeated... ever again.

				“Bend over the desk, dear; I’m sure you know the form by now. Knickers down, skirt up. And, yes, I do want you to do it for yourself - it all goes to show that you have learnt to adopt what we like to call, ‘the correct mind-set’. Now, let’s have those arms crossed at the small of your back... That’s it, that’s the way! Good girl!”

				As sweet and girlish as she was, even given the way she had been brought up - in the belief that a girl should be seen and not heard - young Meredith Hewson found this level of submission to authority challenging, to put it mildly. Slipping her knickers down under such close supervision would have been bad enough in itself had her underwear been that commonly expected of a teenager. When the garment in question had more in common with the flaccid, ill-kept underpinnings of a down-and-out bag lady, were lined throughout in sweaty latex rubber, despite the thick interlock-weave polyester outer, and incorporated a tell-tale white panty-pad formed in embarrassingly-absorbent gauze wadding ... Well, only another woman could truly appreciate the psychological impact that had.

				But then; it had taken a woman’s imagination to conceive of the uniform in the first place. No mere man could ever have appreciated the subtle nuances involved in the design of a school uniform directed at those more aptly employed behind the bread counter of the local supermarket than seated in quietly disciplined ranks before a Victorian schoolroom blackboard. It took a deep understanding indeed of female moirés to cut so deep into a girl’s psyche with such every-day acts as robing and disrobing - yet that was exactly what had been achieved here. Every button fastened in dressing was a heart-ache, each snap of elastic was like some ember of individuality being snuffed from reality and even the elastic satin-panelled compression of her abdomen was a reminder of her imprisoning corsellete - this symbol of past-time female repression having been reinvigorated just for this purpose.

				Hairpin-bent across the delicious psychiatrist’s desk with the knee joints of her leg callipers again rigidly locked out in the upright position, the leather-bound blotter adhering to her perspiration-softened tummy and the succulent nakedness of her peachy buttocks hanging sweetly, she could now only wait in trepidation. Once there would have been the natural cover of dewy, mink-soft curls to preserve her modesty, as nature intended. Now there was only the bare’ little-girl’ fleshy pink coral; a crown of dampened intimate sweetness she would rather have kept hidden but that had been placed on display as a result of a few swift sweeps of a nurse’s expertly-wielded cutthroat razor.

				With forearms crossed behind the small of her back she felt the leather crush of the wrist-cuff wrapped around her right wrist then the wool-softened caress of the other around her left. She felt the chains pull tight then, her left wrist being pulled to her right and towards the front of the doctor’s desk and her right wrist being anchored over to her left at the rear of the desk top. The sense of helplessness the position engendered she had experienced before, but it never lost its potency with repetition: it was palpable, simply that... It was something she would never get over as long as she lived - but that was the point of the exercise after all. Her stay in this place would leave her changed for life, marked psychologically. But that was what those who were ultimately behind what had now become her incarceration wanted, that was what they were paying for, and quite handsomely; or at least that was the conclusion she had come to of late.

				But how much was real and how much was of a result of her sickness or simply due to the trauma of her accident? How could she ever hope to know? Indeed! How could she ever know? If what she believed deep down in her soul was true, then she was in deep, deep trouble indeed. If, on the other hand, all was above board - hunky-dory, so to speak - then it was actually worse from most perspectives; it would mean that she was quite, quite mad, quite insane. Therein lay the quandary of course: had she been put in this place simply in order to go quietly insane... or had she been insane from the outset?

				It was almost a confirmation when the eye-shields were placed on her; just like the night-time midnight-black velvet eye-blinds handed out on long-haul transatlantic flights, darkness had then descended in its totality. The headphones had been the real surprise, though; the rush of white noise - strictly-speaking, pink noise; like rain drops in a summer storm - had shocked her to the core. Of course the first swishing cut of the cane, although not entirely unexpected in such a situation and in this place, had come as even more of a shock to the system. The metronome-like ticking buried somewhere in the background hash coming over her headphones was clearly supposed to provide her with some sort of framework of timing - but only in as much as it might bring home to her the sheer bloody-minded randomness of the caning.

				Somewhere in the depths of the rushing and bubbling noise there were syllables forming, barely discernable yet calm, evenly spaced, reassuringly friendly while nonetheless berating her in a never ending loop:

				“...You stupid girl, idiot girl, thinking nonsense, spouting nonsense, ...disobedient girl, cry-baby girl, pissing your nappies, messing your pants...”

				So it went on... Crrrack!!!! ...her arse burnt as if branded by fire with that one. The silence of her scream somehow made it all the worse. Her head twisted from side to side in her agony, only for its contortions to be stifled, first by a strong hand, then by a cushion squeezed beneath her head and a sheepskin-lined leather band drawn around her crown... Face pressed comfortably side-on and sinking into the pillow she felt the next kiss of bamboo especially keenly. Her voice whimpered pitifully in her private silent hermitically sealed world, the swish of the wicked bamboo through the air going un-remarked.

				Despite her aural prison, she knew she was sobbing brokenly, her body contorted and shuddering, her shoulders shaking. The caning had ceased, though deprived of sight and sound she could not be sure and the uncertainty drew out her nerves, shredding and tearing tortuously and breaking her down more than the mere pain of the cane alone could have achieved. She was wailing like a baby well before the soft latex digit eased the first dollop of Vaseline up into the secret depths of her privacy.

				In-out, in-out, in-out, the slow, long drawn-out finger-fucking of her anus progressed as it had so many times before - reality or imagination, she could no longer be sure. The rubber-coated tip drawn agonisingly slowly along her slit from fore to aft was a new sensation, drawing a gasp from her lips, albeit one lost amidst the roar of noise still flooding her ears. For a while, that was how it remained; unmistakably feminine fingers poking and prodding, velvet soft latex tips stroking tantalisingly over and over. Then she felt her buttocks being drawn more harshly, more insistently apart... somehow more purposely...

				A fleshy presence was making itself felt now, hot, turgid, somehow...organic, but disgustingly so. It reminded her of how often her bowels had been filled with filth when she had been considered one of the ‘saved’, one of the ‘rescued lambs’ that the ‘Children of Jesus’ had so delighted in debasing. The stretching of her rose-bud took her breath away; how long it continued is open to conjecture. She could feel and smell his ancient breath on her shoulder and the back of her neck, fetid and nauseating in its cynical hatred - hatred for her, for all womankind, as far she could tell!

				Then it was her other opening that was being probed, the one god had, in his infinite wisdom, designated for such activity. She could now feel her belly being pressed up and down the desktop with the momentum of the assault - a belly that would forever remain barren, thanks to the judicious inclusion of progesterone and oestradiol in the girl’s mealtime formulation.

				Something else fleshy and hot was now pressing against her lips, the taste already salty and the texture firm yet yielding and rounded. Oral sex was nothing new; she had been forced to perform in the ‘Seminary’ as they had called it. But this was different - she was being taken from behind and being pressured to ‘suck’ at the same time: there were two of them! She had always considered the ‘Father’ to have been an aberration, a one-off - one foul pervert amidst a host of well-meaning angels. She could recognise his smell, his foul breath, but this other... this one smelt sweeter, more youthful somehow. She had his manhood in her mouth, now, swallowed to the hilt; like it or not she was running her tongue up and down its length - to do less would have been disobedience and disobedience was unthinkable; disobedience meant a caning!

				Sssscrack... Sssssckrack. A caning, a caning! That was exactly what she was receiving - but from whom... and how, come to that? The old guy’s big fat cock was still embedded deep within her, as far as she could tell; another was being squeezed between her lips - and neither was being refused. Ssssshsrrrack.... Sssssscrak!!!! Sperm was dribbling from her arse now, more would surely be dripping shortly from where it should and yet more would soon be satisfying her appetite she felt sure. She would soon be filled to brimming with spunk in every orifice like some slut bin lady, on the job for a few cents a go... She was lucky to have been spared the truth, to not have seen the two dog-collared men of God received as if much-valued customers, as if a pair of foot-fall statistics in any supermarket one might care to mention.

				As suddenly as it had started, it was over: She felt her knickers drawn up her legs, the rubber lining gathering the trickles and smearing the hateful slimy drizzle across and around her bottom cheeks as the tight school knickers were stretched across her bottom. Released from her restraints across the therapist’s desktop, she felt her pleated skirt being brushed down and her school tie straightened, the headphones being tugged from her head in the same moment.

				Somebody took her by the elbow, guiding her, and after a couple of stiff legged waddling paces she found herself being seated back on the plastic chair in front of the desk, the ratchets at her leg calliper’s knee joints clicking in unison like metallic crickets. There came a louder more hollow-sounding click to each side as the leg brace knee joints were locked-off in their right-angled ‘seated configuration’... then someone tugged off her eye blinds from behind and she was confronted by...

				Nothing, just the therapist’s wide mahogany desk, the empty plush office chair behind it and the thick drapes that were seemingly kept perpetually drawn across the speech therapy office window. She was alone, as if nothing had ever happened - only the cane lines burning across her bottom and the loathsome sticky mess she could feel oozing in her knickers remained as a reminder that something had... Or did it? Could even that be part of her delusion?

				It was some considerable time later that the researcher returned to resume the speech therapy session. Taking her seat at her desk she barely glanced at the girl, now slumped in her seat distraught and sobbing brokenheartedly, merely peering over the top of her reading glasses and tutting irritatedly at the inexplicably distraught girl.

				“I can’t have all this fuss while I’m writing up your report - I can’t hear myself think. Child, why don’t you go stand over in that corner? Hands on head and nose pressed right into the wall, if you don’t mind! We’ll have less of this nonsense.” The therapist issued the order mater-of-factly in that motherly tone of hers, as if instructing a late-teenage girl old enough to have children of her own to stand in the corner like a small school child was the most normal thing in the world. Smoothing down her fitted leather skirt over her full bottom and hips she sat back at her desk and begun righting up her notes, glancing up just long enough to ensure that her patient was indeed making her way over to the indicated corner as instructed.

				The girl’s progress across the carpeted office was painfully slow, her gait stiff-legged and hampered by the disfigurement of the unsightly leg callipers they kept her in. There was no hint of the modern sensibility about these things - no plastic, no lightweight alloys - they were old-fashioned heavyweight things of iron, thick leather and heavily chromed buckles. Each step was accompanied by the metallic ringing of the compact golden-hued padlocks that locked off the securing straps, jiggling, swinging and rattling annoyingly against the metal uprights and hinges and dancing in time with the slightest movement. It was a constant accompaniment to her every active waking moment and one that, after all her months of confinement in the place, she unconsciously strove to avoid, her movements having become more slow and deliberate over time conditioned by the subconscious desire to be free of the irritating nerve jangling cacophony. The strange gait she had come to adopt as a result slowed her down still further. The frustration so caused had built to such a pitch that she now quite compliantly took her seat in the wheelchair the nurses insisted on using to transport her around the unit and between the dormitory, classroom and the therapist’s office, where once she would have complained, arguing that she was perfectly able.

				The discordant flat chiming and rattling having fallen silent, the research worker cum speech therapist looked up once more. The smiling woman watched fascinated as the teenager, now facing into the far corner, stiffly raised her arms, endeavouring to place her hands on her head as instructed while struggling against the elasticated constriction of the cross-shoulder-banded posture hardness incorporated into the longline girdle worn beneath her school uniform.

				“Right: now I’m sure you know the procedure by now... I want to see those elbows out properly to the sides, fingertips just touching, please, not interlocked or overlapping - you know the way. That’s it! Stand up straight, nose right into the corner... I said right in, pressed right up against the paintwork. Come on, I haven’t got all day - you have nothing to be proud about; I don’t want to have to see those ugly teeth braces glinting back at me every time I look up at you, now do I. Just you keep in mind: you’re here because you’ve been diagnosed as suffering a speech defect. If you want me to help you, then you have first to help yourself, and that means learning to do as you’re told, not just when instructed by myself but by anybody in authority. This is part of that, a very important part... That’s much better! But I think we’ll have those elbows and shoulders pulled just a little further back, if you please... That’s it, good girl! Now you just stay like that for me and I’ll deal with you in a jiffy.”

				Nodding to herself in satisfaction behind the girl’s back the therapist picked up the phone and dialled an internal number with nimbly clacking polished nails. The answerphone picked up on the second ring and she sat waiting for it to go through its meandering preamble of options. The receiver to her ear, her eye wandered appreciatively up and down the backs of the waiting girl’s slim coltish legs. Her gaze ran quickly from the little bottle-green satin bows coquettishly decorating the rear of the girl’s glossy white nylon ankle socks - a little morsel of girlish femininity allowed to peek over the top of the thick leather ankle straps of her leg braces, whereat the latter were locked around her slender ankles - up past the systematically spaced horizontal leather banding that strung curving between the metal uprights at the sides of the girl’s legs like the rungs of a ladder, to the point at which the pleated hem of the gymslip’s skirt usually swung. The raising of the girl’s arms having resulted in the latter garment becoming elevated, its hem now floated somewhere above mid thigh. While still not particularly abbreviated in the context of the modern world, the skirt had already ridden up quite high enough to reveal more than the girl would have liked of the full-bodied elasticated-leg school knickers she was wearing.

				The cuff of one leg had somehow folded up over itself and the garish pearlescent shine of waterproofed vinyl caught the speech therapist’s eye. The dew-drop sparkle of the exposed inner lining contrasted boldly with the dull, matte, greenish-grey of the broad band of horizontal ridges of latex that ran around the inside of the leg hole and the more subtle bottle-green sheen of the traditional interlock cotton outer layer. The latter was laced with polyester and - rather unusually for such a garment - fibres of Elastane to produce a snug fit where it mattered most; around and between the bottom cheeks and between the legs. And below the point where those ugly vintage long-legged workaday schoolgirl knickers dimpled the girl’s milky plump, if slightly puppy-fatted, thighs with their cruelly-biting rubber and plastic leg-grips lay three or four inflamed purplish-red horizontal lines curving around the back of each thigh. It was the unmistakable signature of the cane, the ridges of the bamboo clearly visible within the twitching tattoo, the positioning deliberately contrived to become visible under just such a circumstance.

				Involuntarily the researcher brushed beads of sweat from her brow, her heart beating faster and the synthesised tones at the end of the phone appearing to grow in volume and now vying for priority over the pounding of blood in her ear. She could just make out a pearly oozy viscous substance trickling its way down, crossing the ridges of maturing cane marks... She shook her head dismissively as the phone receiver crackled into life and a cultured feminine voice appeared at the far end...

				On the screen the film had come to a close, flickering static filling the woman’s field of view. She blinked as if freeing herself from a trance. Where had she been? Somehow she had been both voyeur and participant - both the participants, simultaneously - as if having been listening to the narration of a novel. It shocked her to find her leather skirt hitched up around her hips, her satin panties around her ankles, one hand tucked up under her open-bottomed girdle, between the frame of taut elastic suspenders and the other rubbing frantically through her white satin blouse. She had been masturbating away furiously, her seat, even her stocking tops saturated...

				Somewhere a solid gold fountain pen scratched on hand-made paper - and another television screen glowed in the shadows.

			

		

	
		
			
				Feeding Time

				It was something of a jolt to find the nurse tucking the thick hospital blanket over her lap and around her hips - she had barely been aware of the restraint cuffs being slipped around her ankles and the padlocks being clicked into place, but experimentally shifting her weight was all that was required to confirm the reluctance of her legs to come together, her thighs now slightly parted and legs kept from bending at the knee more than the minimum to allow for comfort. Her hands, now resting alongside her hips below the comforting weight of the woollen covers, refused to surface.

				The constant, unyielding, if light, pressure around her wrists confirmed the vague impression she had of the coiling of soft yet firm and extraordinarily secure leather around her wrists and the jarring click of locking shackles - she could feel the hard metallic bulk of the one of the padlocks securing the wrist cuffs pressing against her left thigh, digging into the flesh even through the thick flannelette of the pyjama bottoms and the vinyl legs of the bloomers she had on beneath.

				As stupefyingly dumb as it seemed to her, Lavinia found herself fawning over the young girl, following her guidance and listening intently to her instructions - a measure of the effect her time with the doctor had had on her. Somehow when the spoon finally came to her lips and she felt the soft rubbery plastic brush her skin it came as no surprise to find her lips parting and her mouth opening obediently to receive the first proffered dollop of goo. This was what this place could do to a woman, even one as fiercely independent as Lavinia or that defiant kindred spirit that she had thought she had recognised in ‘patient 10’ - the sleep-deprived woman now listlessly sitting up in bed just a short distance across the narrow ward from herself, docilely licking the last dregs from the spoon being teasingly dangled in front of her.

				As she watched between taking mouthfuls of her own, the young woman’s nurse ran the index finger of her latex-gloved hand around the bowl, scraping off the last of the sticky residue before, having gathered a sizeable dollop on and around the fingertip she offered it up to her patient’s mouth for the woman to suckle on. The sleepy young woman, eyelids drooping and head nodding, seemed to momentarily bristle with indignation - or had she imagined it - before succumbing to the moment and seemingly shrinking down into her bed with embarrassment, her cheeks burning with humiliation.

				Lavinia watched, appalled, as the nurse, positioning the woman’s arms to either side of her hips out of the way, perfunctorily pulled up the front of the woman’s pyjama jacket, using the bottom half to wipe the woman’s mouth while apparently oblivious to her patient’s unrestrained breasts spilling out as she did so. Yanking the hideous garment back over the woman’s bosom, the nurse unbuttoned the jacket, loosening the lower three of its ugly rubbery buttons, and Lavinia could only watch, dumbfounded, as the then nurse used the inside of the now open flaps of the jacket to wipe around the inside of the bowl and to clean off the spoon before again refastening it. The poor woman had instinctively lifted her chin while this had been going on and Lavinia could see to her distaste that in addition to the dollops of porridge that had found their way down the front of the woman’s pyjama jacket, thick trickles of the slimy lumpy goo had made their way down her chin and neck and worked their way under the tightly-buttoned Peter Pan collar.

				Had it been the fourth or fifth aliquot of that spoon-fed slosh that had been the first to dribble down her pyjama front? Had she been in some way personally deficient or to blame, or had the spoon somehow stalled of its own accord, balancing on the edge of the precipice of her lower lip before tipping over like an off-balance wheelbarrow of garden shit? Whatever... Either way, the slosh now ran down her chin like effluent scaring the base of a West-Country chalk stack. The stodgier, more viscous, component - momentarily hanging suspended thread-like as if beyond the reach of space and time itself - was now sleeting down on the front of her pyjama jacket, fanning out on impact into the splatter-shame pattern only too typically indicative of mental incapacity. Her cheeks burned anew - tears welled again from that cornucopia of despair that had now manifested in her soul.

				Instinctively she made as if to wipe her mouth only to meet with the frustration of the chained wrist restraints, her hands steadfastly remaining beneath the irritating, scratchy rough underside of the blanket. As far she could tell, all of the other women were being fed now, not one of them suffering the indignity she was of having their hands restrained - at least not as far she could see from her vantage point.

				The young woman in the bed immediately to the right of her own was partially obscured by the glossy vertical folds of green plastic curtaining that hung from a curving metal track on the ceiling and that served to separate one bed from the next. Between mouthfuls of slush, when the nurse feeding her straightened up, she could just catch sight of a woman’s hands lying passively crossed on top of the blanket covering her lap and the first couple of inches or so of her neighbour’s green and white striped pyjama jacket sleeves.

				Of the three women she could now see, sitting up in their beds on the far side of the narrow room, two now sported a greyish, semitransparent bib over their pyjama jackets. More of a tabard in style then a bib per se and apparently of some soft polythene-like plastic, the childish looking round-necked garment appeared to simply pop over the head and fasten at the waist by a bottle-green ribbon bow tied either side. The rounded beading edging running around the neck hole and along the edges of the front and broad shoulder straps was bottle green as if to complement the green striped pyjama jacket it protected beneath - the latter mistily visible through the plastic, even down to the bold black pair of digits used to identify the wearer. There was the same obsessive attention to detail in evidence that she had met time and time again on her journey deeper and deeper into the institution. To someone somewhere - and for whatever reason - it was somehow deeply important that everything should complement, match, be identical - whether clothing, furnishings or equipment, everything was standardised down to the finest, tiniest minutiae of detail.

				It was the same when it came to the hospital crest and department designation - it seemed to be printed, painted, embroidered stamped or embossed in one way or another just about everywhere she looked and on everything she glanced at. It was as if the most important thing in the world was for the patient to be continually reminded of where she was, what she was, and the inevitability of her staying that way and in this desolate place with its tedious unvarying routines and soul-destroying sameness. Somehow, when the woman in the bed diagonally opposite her twisted slightly, she was not surprised to catch the light glancing off the satiny soft plastic where it billowed out over the swell of her breasts and see spotlighted across the front the embossed lettering spelling out ‘ St Mary’s Hospital, long-term secure psychiatric unit’. It was as inevitable as nightfall - except there was no nightfall here. It was on the breast pocket of her pyjama jacket along with her patient number - designation they called it... How long had it been since she had heard her name? They didn’t even bother with the designation patient any more, it was 3...0, three zero - it was three zero stand here, three zero wait there...Her namesake had committed suicide, or apparently had as far as the world was concerned; how could she tell anyone different locked away in this place? Who would listen anyway - these babbling simpletons sitting passively while their dignity was being more and more eroded, simply to suit the authorities, simply for ease of handling? Perhaps patient ‘10’, there - one zero, she probably was - she looked as if relatively new to the place, she looked as if she had a little fight left in her and what was more, she gave out the impression that - despite a level of exhaustion that had near pushed her to the edge of a mental breakdown - she might, like herself, have arrived here in error.

				Except that she wasn’t here in error, was she? Someone, somewhere wanted her here and now she knew who - but it wouldn’t do her any good, the doctor had made sure of that right enough: She giggled, laughed sometimes cried, sometimes all three. She muttered when she would like to speak out, she stammered and stuttered, unable to look anyone in the eye, let alone the doctor or a nurse. Her hand would shake when she tried to write, words moved on the page when she tried to read, she talked to herself without knowing what she said and she was agoraphobic to the point that she would scream in terror at the mere sight of an open sky or field and drop dizzily to the ground unable to take a step in a fit of hysterical paralysis. She dribbled her food, salivated when a bell rang like one of Pavlov’s dogs, yawned when another rang out and wet herself, or sometimes worse, when yet a third peeled.

				In short, she was becoming a neurotic, psychological mess - perfectly and expertly prepared for her new, if temporary, home... But would it always be so temporary? How many cycles would there be of being kept here for a time, signing whatever her guardian wanted signed then being returned under the doctor’s personal care to be kept under lock and key in the little cell leading off from her office and undergoing what the doctor had now revealed to her to be a form of brainwashing. The doctor had not been at all coy about revealing that little nugget of truth - she had even laughed a little, openly smiling in pleasure at her patient’s shocked, uncomprehending, expression: “... Well, my dear; I just thought it was time you understood a little what has been going on. But don’t go imagining, for a moment, that knowing what is being done to you will somehow stop it from working - quite the contrary. Just think about it for a moment; knowing how a firearm operates does not make it any less deadly when it is discharged at your head - and when that weapon is one’s own mind... well, let’s just say; I have just cocked your firearm for you and handed you the trigger - the rest I leave up to you.”

				Lavinia was jolted rudely back to the present - a cold slimy sensation was playing around her lips and her tongue was again being depressed by the rubbery touch of the hospital-issue desert-spoon’s bowl, the young nurse’s voice urging her on to swallow:

				“...Come along, honey, open wide - do try to concentrate on what you’re doing...Oh! Now look what you’ve done, it’s gone everywhere again, all down your front - what a mess! There’s more down the front of your pyjamas than in your tummy. The Ward Sister will be furious - and as much with me as with you.”

				The nurse had a young, sweet, sing-song voice and was murmuring low under her breath, her tone slightly tremulous as if fearful herself, as if perhaps worried that she might be overheard. There was something sincere about her, about her smile - just something about her that made Lavinia think that surely this young woman could not be part of the setup that had put her here and that was responsible for her continuing incarceration. Here was a young person simply going about her job and as keen as mustard to develop her career - here was somebody who was genuinely caring and filled with the kindest of intentions. And yet... well, Lavinia’s mouth had still been chock-full of the sticky, tasteless grey sludge when the spoon had again been pressed to her lips - and the nurse seemed to have angled it down in such a way that it was inevitable that the contents would have been left trickling down her chin and raining down on her pyjama jacket.

				But surely it couldn’t have been deliberate - could it? This young student nurse with her honey blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes and soft northern-mill town working-class accent - she just seemed to Lavinia too nice to be the sort who might be tempted to be deliberately tormenting. On the other hand; the nurse was already scooping another overfilled heaping spoonful from the bowl she held in her hand. Yet, the soft-edged spoon with its rubbery flexibility - an utensil made near-useless by health and safety considerations - was hard enough to take food from cleanly as it was, let alone while still struggling to clear the last load from the mouth - and without gagging. This was something Lavinia felt sure the nurse must realise, trainee or not; just as much as she must surely be able to see that she was still chomping on the tenaciously-clinging chow. Gulping hard, Lavinia forced herself to open her mouth wide in response to the young woman’s instruction, eager to avoid further embarrassment. The result was inevitable: again it went everywhere. The stuff was stuck around her teeth, clung wetly and heavy around her mouth and lips, dripped from the tip of her chin and even somehow had made its way onto the end of her nose - the urge to wipe her mouth with the back of her hand was now well-nigh uncontrollable and she tugged frantically under the blanket against the unyielding control of the wrist restraints.

				The gradual realisation that this young woman charged with feeding her as if a helpless neonate or retard was almost certainly younger than she was herself, heightened the humiliation inherent in the situation to an unbearable extent. At a conscious level this realisation made Lavinia bristle with indignation, leaving her more determined then ever not to conform to the well-thought-out path of incremental degradation she was beginning to imagine she could see sketched out before her. Subconsciously the converse was true: like it or not, she was striving harder and harder to succeed, driven by a growing urgent determination to appear apart from the rest, aloof from the poor mental cripples around her. Simultaneously and ironically, in so doing - and even without realising it - she was more and more bowing to the young nurse’s authority and drawing ever closer to the very group she was so keen not to emulate.

				In response to yet another bumbling accident the young student nurse just smiled reassuringly, her tone patronising, yet somehow calming:

				“Now, now, calm down - I have some tissues in my pocket and I’ll wipe your mouth for you in just a moment; don’t worry, I can imagine just how it feels. I just want to get a couple more mouthfuls into you first. Now concentrate and open that mouth of yours nice and wide and try not to spill any. If you want me to help you by wiping your mouth for you, then you must help me by getting a couple of clean spoonfuls in you - any spillage and it won’t count, mind!”

				Glancing down at the bowl of viscous sludgy porridge, spoon hovering above the surface the young nurse paused. For a moment she couldn’t help but ponder what it might be like to have to perform on a bedpan perched on a chair under close supervision, to be denied possession of personal belongings and be kept beyond any contact whatsoever with the outside world. The thought ran through her head: What must it be like to be kept confined to the four walls of a sparse hospital ward seemingly purposely designed to restrict mental stimulation to the minimum? How all else might one explain the use of opaque plastic covers kept padlocked over windows that were surely secure enough in themselves, their being triple glazed for soundproofing and protected by steel bars both inside and out? The thought made the young woman shudder... And yet, at the same time, she couldn’t deny that the effect her actions were plainly having on the young woman restrained in the bed before her made her shiver - and in a slightly different manner than through dread or empathy.

				There was something worrying about it all, but she pushed the thought to the back of her mind, turning her attention instead back to her patient. Spoon in hand and carefully balancing the wobbling glob of porridge piled up on its extremity as it trembled its way towards her patient’s slightly quivering, porridge-plastered lips, she continued on where she had left off, barely aware that she had even left a pause:

				“Furthermore I know for a fact that the Ward Sister won’t let you have a nice clean fresh pair of pyjamas until she is sure that you won’t drop food down them, wet yourself or mess yourself in them - and you smell and look as if you have been wearing that pair for weeks. The women here all get a nice freshly-laundered pair of pyjamas, clean knickers and a fresh sanitary towel each day, but the Ward Sister is an absolute stickler for spotlessness, especially where the dribbling of food and drink is concerned.

				If it was up to me I would do something about you right away, get you cleaned up, get you more comfortable and so on. But as it is; you want me to clean you up, give you a nice sponge bath and get you some nice fresh clothing so that you don’t smell like a cross between a urinal and a fish market, then spotless is how you’re going to have to be - and stay. It is the reason the other women have all opted to wear a bib - I know it looks embarrassing, but it is optional after all and it would help me out because it wouldn’t be so obvious to what extent you’ve spilled your food; it’s plastic and I can just give a quick wipe over with a sponge afterwards to hide the evidence. If you ask the Ward Sister nicely, when she comes to see you later, I’m sure she’ll let me get you one for your next meal. It’s nothing to worry about, it’s not as if you’ll be the only one wearing one - you’re only going to be looking the same as all the other patients, other than ‘one zero’ opposite you I suppose; and you’ll be amazed at just how quickly you get used to it.”

				Lavinia despite her usual inability to make eye contact - something pretty much perfected under the care of the doctor - somehow managed to force herself to look up at the young nurse’s face, desperate to read the young woman’s intentions, fearing that she might yet read duplicity - was it all deliberate after all - the spilling of her food down her front - a tactic aimed at making her take the next couple of stumbling steps to becoming like those other poor pathetic looking creatures around her, all those other patients? After all, didn’t she just say something about “being, looking or becoming just like all the other patients”?

				Two thoughts struck Lavinia near simultaneously, each equally devastating, each in its own way acting to stifle and extinguish the little spark of hope that had begun glimmer in her breast when first she had heard she was to be transferred to an orthodox secure ward and away from the private isolation of the Department of Experimental Psychology:

				One: she had just mentally lumped herself in with these other poor psychiatric cases as if she actually was one herself, she had...”Oh my God!” A dread realisation had just intruded. “I’ve just done it again...these other poor psychiatric patients... OTHER... OTHER PATIENTS”. The doctor was winning - or had she won - she was beginning, quite without reason, to think of herself as a mental patient.

				Two: Ironically and conversely she also, at some level, realised she could not lump herself in with this group of mental patients, nor did they truly outnumber the staff, as they appeared to do on the surface of it: They were a group only in the sense that they shared the same geographical locus - psychologically they were each as isolated as if in solitary confinement; and none more so than Lavinia herself.

				Yes, she had been told that the other patients held here were allowed to chat among themselves, but only under close supervision... and that meant close supervision. She didn’t doubt that the subject matter would be carefully monitored and controlled and their conversation was limited to the most mundane of time-passing reflections. What was more; she knew that not one of these women would dream of breaking the rule that she was not to be spoken to, nor listened to and would undoubtedly blow the whistle - even on each other - over the tiniest of transgressions if it would curry favour with her carers. It was all part of the psychology of control - separate, divide and rule. Even Lavinia knew that - they probably all did, or had once; it didn’t stop it from working. It was just as the doctor had said to her; “...don’t worry my dear; my revealing the methodology to you wont lessen its efficacy.”

				This was why she had been placed here, in amongst a group of psychiatric patients. The seclusion the doctor had provided had been replaced by a different kind of isolation, her prison of iron bars and stone walls had now been replaced by a different kind of barrier, a psychological barrier - it was clear these women were already hopelessly overawed by respect for authority. Wasn’t that what the Soviets had done with dissidents, kept them locked up with the hopelessly insane, labelled them as unstable or mentally deficient so that none would take notice of them? She had read that somewhere, though she couldn’t recall quite where - perhaps it had been in history at school. Yes, it was a system of divide and rule, not a group, but a collection of isolated individuals.

				A similar rationale governed the provision of the sign boards that hung over their beds and that revealed to all and sundry their diagnosed conditions - the words spelled out up there hung around all their necks like millstones creating suspicion, distrust. Along with the assignment of their so-called ‘patient designations’ - something Lavinia was surprised to find here, persisting in the more orthodox environment of a hospital psychiatric ward - this division served to further strip them of their individuality, made them easier to control. She understood now that it was all part of the process of breaking them down psychologically. She couldn’t help but wonder if after many years kept under such constant psychological pressure any of them, even herself come to that matter, would be able to even remember their own names let alone those of their family, friends or loved ones.

				The thought made her shiver and she began to weep more profusely, prompting the nurse to place an arm comfortingly around her shoulders - she really was becoming quite the archetypal mental patient, given to uncontrolled bouts of weeping. That thought, in turn made her giggle and she watched, horror struck, as that conflict of responses was duly noted by the Ward Sister, standing stern faced, clipboard in hand: the first of her reports would soon be winging its way to the review panel members... And she only had herself to blame...or was that a part of her problem, a part of her condition... was it all just her imagination, just some part of what was wrong with her? Paranoia? She knew now that it was that far from certain that she would be released upon turning twenty-one, as she had once conjectured in a more optimistic moment: The doctor’s words still rang in her ears:

				“...You will find that despite what you expect to gain from your case-review hearing - assuming you are even granted one this time around, and it’s by no means certain - at the end of the day, I will decide when, or even if, you’re allowed to leave here.”

				Up to now she had managed to hold on to at least a modicum of belief in the justice built into the system. But these women around her were blatantly being denied any form of constitutional right, just as she herself had now been ‘put away’ been placed into a mental home and locked up like a criminal, yet without trial - and worse; with out any known pre-agreed limit to the sentence.

				The doctor had gone a long way to breaking her spirit - conversely, this place was designed to break her mind. In terms of outcome, this was intended to amount to a lobotomy without the surgery - if she was to allow it to. But what could she do? Unless... unless, she could somehow convince her nurse of her normality. But what if the nurse was part of the conspiracy? What if she was genuine, but had already been too swayed by the diagnosis and the patient notes she would undoubtedly have read beforehand, not to mention her appearance? If either proved to be the case then all she would achieve in attempting to deny the existence of her mental illness would be to lengthen her own incarceration. It was a quandary to which at present there seemed no answer - and could she even hope to behave normally, in any case, given the way the doctor had conditioned her?

				With a condescending farewell pat on the head the nurse was gone, taking the empty food bowl and spoon with her. Just beyond the foot of the bed the Ward Sister was again scribbling on that clipboard of hers, her lips moving as she wrote, uncannily reiterating under her breath something of the thoughts that had been running through Lavinia’s head is if able to read her mind: “... believes nurse might be part of ‘conspiracy’ against her.” Still sitting up against the raised backrest Lavinia felt herself go ridged in her restraints; now she knew for sure her thoughts were no longer her own private realm. Her inner-dialog was no longer confined to what went on inside her head - in short she was talking to herself, out loud! Out of the corner of her eye young Lavinia watched as yet another note was recorded on the Ward Sister’s clipboard. Then dropping the clipboard to her side and with a sweep of her hand the Ward Sister, a smile now breaking out on her thin lips, drew the bed curtain around and with the faint screeching of age-worn metallic runners the ward disappeared behind a thin division of rustling bottle-green plastic fabric.

				So here she was, buried alive, locked behind bars, presently secured in a hospital bed in a full four-point restraint system on a mental ward and with ankles that were to be, by comparison with those patients that were allowed up to shuffle around, permanently hobbled in padlocked leather ankle cuffs linked by short length of stainless steel chain - but the hopelessness of her situation did not end there, she knew. She was bound, too, at an even deeper level, some would say at the deepest possible level - she was bound to the place at the psychological level.

				Her agoraphobia was now so acute that even if she did by some miracle get outside, she doubted that unaided she could as much as get across the courtyard within which she remembered being disgorged from her aunt’s car on the night she had arrived all that time ago. It was simply unfeasible that she would be able to traverse the substantial distance that separated the main hospital complex from the nearest road, much of which was laid to open pasture - and as for the moors beyond...

				And if she were to meet someone along the way, try to enlist their aid, what then? Doubtless the speech deficit she had acquired and that was apparently worsening month by month would reduce her explanation to an irritating babble that - unless she happened by chance to collide with the right form of officialdom - would quickly see her branded as a drug addict... Or a madwoman! No! She didn’t want to think about that! Tears came and heavy sedated eyelids began to droop...

			

		

	
		
			
				Medication Enough To Curb A Teenage Spirit

				It was unquestionably a dream - but it was also reality, albeit a past reality. A suitable dream for one detained in a mental hospital, one might think, but not one young Lavinia would have chosen - had she a choice... In any case the hands of time had rewound. The place: the home of Ms Julia Soames, Lavinia’s aunt. The date: some quite substantial period before Lavinia would be finally talked in to joining a certain behavioural psychology study...

				The raven-haired teenager shook her head solemnly, tears welling in her lovely deep-violet eyes. She was sitting hunched on the side of her bed, the barred side having been folded down out of the way, gazing down at her open palm where only moments earlier had rested two innocuous-looking little green and gold gelatine capsules. To her right the foam-filled pillow still retained some semblance of the outline of her head, the subtle gently-creased indentation gradually subsiding and fading from the flounced pink latex covering. To her left the water still sloshed to and fro in the half-drained plastic tumbler squatting accusingly on the narrow wheeled bed table, a Formica-topped hospital-style affair which spanned the bed and which could be slid across as necessary.

				Her hands still shook a little, but already the tremors were subsiding. The overwhelming feeling of panic that mere moments before had been uncontrollably welling up in her breast and threatening to swallow her whole, was easing also. Of course it was far too soon to be due to any pharmacological effect of the medication - but what did she know of that, any more than she understood that the underlying cause of her condition was itself, at least in origin, as much the result of psychology and the power of suggestion as was the immediacy of the respite. She felt as if a gentle, comforting warmth was spreading throughout her body - whether real or imaginary she couldn’t tell - and with it, a kind of a feeling of surrender, of having given in, that was in itself comforting to some degree. But there was remorse too, anger, even a little self-pity:

				She had been doing so well -why had she given in? How long had it been, a week? Might it have been longer? It was difficult to tell for sure. Aunt Julia tended to encourage her to remain in her room for much of her time in any case, but had been even more insistent of late, arguing that it would make it easier for her to handle if she really did insist on giving up on taking her sedatives. And she had slept such a lot; in hindsight it was difficult to discern where one day had ended and the next had begun.

				But why had she come over drowsy as often as she had since giving up on her medication? Jitteriness, creeping flesh, that horrid, ‘wired’ feeling she had on occasion experienced and that her aunt described as her having ‘ants-in-her-pants’; all this and more she would have expected. In its stead there had come a sort of marshmallow-brained lethargy coupled with a bone-aching weariness and a pleasant meadow-sweet urge to sleep that there had seemed no sense in fighting. Why, she had no idea, but in a way she had been glad to give in to slumber - there was little or nothing to occupy her in her room and on the few occasions when she had ventured downstairs... Well, her aunt didn’t really agree with her watching television and turned it off when ever she was in the room and she had never come across a radio in the house. There was a bookcase, in her aunt’s private study, but it had been made abundantly clear to her on the very first morning after her arrival that the word ‘private’ meant exactly that - besides, the door was invariably kept securely locked when Aunt Julia was not in occupation in any case.

				She hadn’t really thought about it before, but she had never as much as seen a newspaper left lying around. But now that she came to think about it; it did seem rather odd that no newspapers, magazines or other publications were ever delivered, at least to her knowledge. She would have thought that a woman who worked from home to the extent that Aunt Julia appeared to would have taken out subscriptions to several periodicals, simply for convenience sake. She decided that Aunt Julia must be someone who picks up her post promptly - it certainly fitted with her aunt’s impatient nature and obsession with efficiency and neatly explained why she had never seen as much as a circular or a piece of junk mail lying on the mat by the door, let alone a letter.

				Yet, she realised, she had not so much as heard the post fall on the mat, let alone glimpsed the postman. She had not even heard the crunch of his boots on the gravel outside, not ever, not even when she had been in her old room, the one her aunt had put her in when she had first arrived: That had been a simple yet pretty little country-cottage bedroom; a friendly, homely space that didn’t look the least bit like part of a sanatorium, as the room she now occupied did. Her old bedroom had possessed a pair of dainty little leaded diamond-paned windows set in candyfloss-pink wooden frames which swung out onto a rich soundscape of birdsong, rustling trees and wildlife bustling about the undergrowth, floral chintz curtains ruffling in the breeze, rather than double or triple glazed to the point of close-to-perfect soundproofing and near perpetually hidden behind heavy ‘blackout’ drapes.

				She had used to write copious letters, back then when she had first arrived. She would write daily to old school friends, the boy she had been fond of - and had once had a burgeoning relationship with - and the family solicitor, the latter in an attempt to make some inroads into starting an action against her guardian. Aunt Julia would post them for her whenever she went into town. She would listen intently each day for the post to arrive, sometimes even going as far as to hover around in the short passageway behind the front door, pacing impatiently up and down while all the time listening intently for sound of the post-office van pulling in. She would quite quickly be ushered back to her room by her aunt, despite her protestations that would at times embarrassingly verge on stamping her foot in childish frustration. As it turned out, it was all to no avail in any case: No replies to her letters ever came - not even from the solicitor’s office. Gradually her enthusiasm had waned and the letter writing habit had faded.

				Sleep, then, whiled away the time and protected her from the worst of the symptoms. Not that there had actually been any symptoms, now she came to think about it, at least not that she had been aware of. Yet, that made it worse somehow: She had gone a least a week, by her reckoning, without the slightest twinge of panic, not so much as a bead of sweat forming on the forehead or a trembling of the fingers. Then, on this one morning, the one morning that she had awoken with that all-too-familiar pounding in the ears, the palpitations, the unfathomable anxiety and nauseating dizziness, Aunt Julia had for some reason taken it on herself to place out her medication in the little dish alongside the tumbler of water that she always brought up first thing in the morning. She assumed it had been by mistake; perhaps Aunt Julia had been in a hurry and it had been result of unthinking habit - these things happened. But why, oh why on this particular morning? Why did Aunt Julia have to leave temptation within such an easy reach on the one morning her resolve happened to be at its weakest?

				She felt a tear begin to meander its trickling way down her cheek and leaned further forward, cradling her head in her hands. The polythene mattress cover crumpled and rustled like dry leaves scrunching underfoot in a forest as her weight shifted. The childish winceyette pyjama bottoms that she was wearing seemed to almost sigh as she moved, a light, squeaking sort of sigh, the telltale sound embarrassingly betraying the presence of a waterproof vinyl inner-lining that extended from the elasticated waistband down as far as mid-thigh. Moistened and lubricated by girlish perspiration - the garment fitting quite snugly in any case - the plastic-coated back-seam had edged its way deep between her buttock cheeks, causing her to wriggle involuntarily. Despite being alone, she felt herself blush, her cheeks beginning to burn, as the soft little thimble shaped protrusion that arose at the point where the back-seam split in two to form the kite-shaped crotch panel seemed to wriggle its way into her anus.

				An embarrassed, girlish little giggle escaped her lips, startling her and bringing her back from the reverie she had slipped in to. The jolt reminded her of just how fuzzy her thinking was already becoming. The thought suddenly struck her that surely the dosage must have been increased. It was this otherworldly, fuzzy-headedness that she disliked most about taking her sedatives - that and the worries she had over possible addiction - but it had never felt as disorientating as this before. She quickly shrugged off the notion, reasoning that the last thing that Aunt Julia would allow would be for her doctor to increase the strength of her medication, given that she had been so keen on helping her get off the things. But then again; if Aunt Julia was really so keen on helping her give up relying on her sedatives to get her through the day, why then had she left them out for her to take? Why hadn’t she been more careful? And why had... and why had...? She could no longer quite recall the question she was trying to form and so the thought slowly drifted out of focus. Without quite realising it, her jaw had slackened and her mind had once again clouded over.

				The click of the lock, the metallic rattle of the round brass handle and the squeaking of the bedroom door’s hinges startled her. Rubber soles padded dully on the spongy clinical linoleum, the unhurried rhythm accompanied by the whispering rustle of polyester and the harsher rustling of starched cambric. Smart black court shoes and tan nylons shuffled into view. Lifting her head from her hands, she caught sight first of the royal blue hem of the woman’s dress, Aunt Julia’s dress, smartly aligned with the tops of her shapely nylon-shadowed calves and flapping open with the momentum of her approach. Her gaze wandering higher, her eyes met the glassy glint of the ceiling light reflected from the first of the deep-blue glossy buttons fastening the uniform’s skirt front. Then, higher still, came the next button, surrounded by the shadowy-sheen of hospital uniform-blue polyester, then even higher and the crisp white hem of cambric came into focus, delineating the lower edge of the woman’s apron, the spotless starched snowy-white fabric curving around to meet the dress’s side-seams before sweeping inwards and upwards to disappear at the waist under a deep-set navy-blue belt of Nylon Petersham ribbon.

				Lavinia’s gaze paused at the sterling silver belt clasp. The buckle, a highly elaborate butterfly-wing affair decorated with pierced rococo scrolling, strangely fascinated her - some deeply-buried part of her could not help but marvel at her aunt’s trimly-belted waistline in comparison to the relative broad maturity of her hips. An unguarded thought arose unbidden and blushing more deeply she looked up, her gaze taking in the re-emergence of cambric fabric where the yoke of the woman’s bib-apron flared out above her nipped-in waist, mirroring in miniature the flare of the skirt and covering the fitted bodice of her uniform dress to just above the out-swell of her bustline. Above the latter were two more of those deep-blue glassy buttons before one final button which closed the stiff white-piped collar about her aunt’s slender throat.

				Her eyes momentarily met her aunt’s. Then, unaccountably unable to hold her gaze, she shyly averted her eyes, catching sight first of the bright burnished-silver nurse’s fob watch pined to the apron yoke and then coming to rest on the matching silver nurse’s scissor-chain. The latter, looped down and arched around from a clip on the side of the woman’s belt before disappearing into a hip pocket set in her skirt. The chain held the keys to this room, the cupboards and the draws and more besides; they dangled at its end as if an arcane symbol of authority.

				Still perched on the edge of the mattress, the teenage girl slowly straightened up, yawning lazily, latex, PVC and winceyette all shuffling, scrunching and creaking together in concert as she did so. Seeing her aunt in nurse’s uniform was nothing out of the ordinary, in fact it was more and more becoming the norm for Aunt Julia to make an appearance in her old hospital nursing sister’s dress, Whether for purely practical purposes or whether simply because it seemed appropriate to her aunt, given the woman’s self-appointed role as ‘carer’, Lavinia had no idea.

				The one thing she did know was that for some unaccountable reason the mere sight of her aunt in her nurse’s uniform seemed to sap her will - she found it virtually impossible to stand up to the woman when she was so dressed. She experienced a similar effect whenever she would visit her psychoanalyst’s office. The doctor’s receptionist was a horrid, tyrannical Rottweiler of a woman and yet one glance at her in her sky-blue nurse’s uniform and Lavinia would be left with no choice other than to kowtow down to her, a situation she found humiliating in the extreme.

				A hand intruded into Lavinia’s field of vision from her left; a white elasticated arm cuff brushed her cheek. Arm puffs were as much a feature typical of a nurse’s uniform circa the mid 1960s as was the bibbed apron, but it was so typical of Aunt Julia to favour such a detail, despite it dating from well before her time in psychiatric nursing. Her aunt was leaning over her, gently rolling the bed-table away down toward the bars at the foot of the bed while simultaneously turning so as to seat her self in its stead.

				Lavinia felt the mattress dip down to her left as the woman shuffled her mature frame into place, the soft complaining creek of stretching polythene bedcovers now joined by the murmurous crumpling and swishing of polyester, cambric and nylon brushing one upon another and whispering together like summer breeze rippling through bulrushes.

				The sudden deformation drew the girl closer in to her aunt’s side, just as an arm slipped comfortingly around her shoulders. The woman’s voice murmured reassuringly, her lips so close as to be almost brushing the girl’s ear. Lavinia seemed to feel as much as hear the words, her aunt’s hot breath caressing her ear and raising goose-bumps on the nape of her neck:

				“Now, doesn’t that feel better, honey?

				“Why? Why did you leave them lying there... th... tho... those capsules? Why did you have to leave them lying there like... th... th... tha... thaa...”

				“That? Like that, is that what you mean? Remember what I have told you to do if you think you are going to stammer - stop, rehearse it in your mind...and if you still think you are going to stutter, try wording what you want to say in a different way. Try to avoid words you know you might have difficulty with. Now, come along. Let’s hear you try again.”

				“Th... tha... that...Like tha... tha”

				“Alright, alright. I can see you are upset, lets just leave it for now and just focus on what is troubling you,”

				“ But I, I, I thought you were on my side”

				“What ever do you mean? Of course I am - what a funny thing to say.”

				“Then why did you...”

				“Leave out your medication for you? Well, it was for your own good, believe you me. I can always see when things are starting to go awry - and believe me; things were starting to go awry indeed. You might not have been aware of it, but you were rapidly heading for a breakdown. I looked in this morning and you were shaking like a leaf - I just did what I thought was best through you. Of course I ‘phoned your doctor first, but that was her advice - to leave out your capsules and leave the decision up to you. I’m just glad you saw sense and decided to return to your medication. I could see you were really beginning to suffer - it was heart-rending to see you that way, it really was. You were becoming too deluded to see it for yourself, that’s all.”

				“But aunty, I was so, so... close”. There had entered into the girl’s protestations a piteous keening, whimpering quality that Julia Soames found somehow appealing, in a vulnerable girlish sort of way.

				“It wasn’t doing you any good, though, was it? Just look at you, how pale, how drawn you look”. She indicated the girl’s reflection in the dressing table mirror opposite. “Yes, you’re calm enough now, but just a few minutes ago you were quite literally climbing the walls with anxiety. When the time comes your doctor and I will wean you off your sedatives, but under proper medical supervision. You can’t just decide to stop taking them by yourself, just like that - its asking for trouble. But I guess you’ve learnt that lesson for yourself now, you silly, silly little girl.”

				Close? The mere notion had nearly made Julia Soames laugh out loud when the girl had said it.

				The truth was that the silly little over-privileged trollop had been no closer to abandoning her sedatives than to abandoning breathing. In fact, though the girl did not yet recognize it, she would soon discover that she had now become more dependent on her daily medication than ever before. The suppositories had seen to that. Administered under the guise of a prophylactic measure against developing various dire bowel conditions that she had warned the girl she thought she could detect signs of, the first of the daily triad of suppositories she had been giving her trusting young charge had from the start included a modicum of a sedative substance.

				Once the administration of glycerine suppositories had become accepted as part of the girl’s daily routine it had been simplicity itself to shift over to a stronger additive including in its constituents an internally absorbable form of the girl’s usual medication, a form possessing every bit the efficacy of the oral sedative, not to mention sharing its most unfortunate habit-forming qualities. Poor deluded Lavinia; in actuality she had never been off her medication.

				Indeed over the previous fortnight - for that was how long it had, in actuality, been - the redoubtable Ms Soames had been gradually but steadily increasing the dosage she gave her patient each time. She had then simply cut her patient off dead, switching over to conventional suppositories and denying the girl, without her knowledge, the instant brain-numbing euphoria she had become used to and now craved more than ever. Indeed, she had made her move the previous morning and had simply sat back to await the consequences. The rest, as they say, was already history.

				Yet her conscience was clear - at least in as far as the delight that she had shown when her charge had first announced her intention to wean herself off her medication had been genuine enough. It had all gone perfectly. As far as persuading the girl to submit to psychiatric care, one of the more difficult aspects was in convincing her of the need to have her under a certain degree of sedation. The idea had always worried the girl from the first time it had been broached.

				The girl had always been loath to take her medication and certainly couldn’t be trusted to take it, unsupervised and off her own back. On more than one occasion, in the early days, Julia had found the capsules secreted away underneath the girl’s pillow. Of course on each occasion she had discovered the deceit immediately - she had been a psychiatric nurse after all - and had stood over the girl while she was then obliged to take them - albeit after a stern talking to and not withstanding a little backchat. But even with the threat hanging over her of being sent home and of her aunt washing her hands of her, young Lavinia had continued bellyaching.

				The point was; although it was true that the girl would eventually take her medication, it was only ever under protest. Yet, if she was to progress Lavinia to the next stage - though the term regress might be a more accurate description, given her intention - then it was important that the girl could be trusted to take her medication voluntarily, quite automatically and without even being told to do so.

				The ironic truth was that only with sweet Lavinia’s own co-operation, by her continuing to struggle, continuing to stand her ground, could she have been properly tamed.

				It was important that she should have made the brave and strenuous attempt to go without her medication that she had - and seen herself fail... and fail completely, hopelessly and dismally. Without having at least tested her tethers, how could she know the infallible strength of her bonds? But having done so - and found her cause hopeless - with a little encouragement and reassurance the girl could now be expected to settle back in her chains.

				Had she not attempted to break the habit they had so carefully formed in her, Lavinia might never have truly accepted her addiction. As it was, this change in mindset, this, sense of hopeless, despairing acceptance, that Julia Soames knew her charge was presently experiencing, would ensure that in time - and with a suitable form of encouragement - hers would become a very humbling addiction indeed. For now there would be no more fighting back, at least not on that front; if it was desired, the dosage could be incremented further until the girl could barely keep a thought of her own in her head. In time, as they went forward, new fronts would undoubtedly open up and new obstacles would arise that would have to be negotiated - but each would be tackled in their turn, systematically and step by step.

				An old adage states: “never fight a war on two fronts”. It was something that Julia Soames knew to be very true. What had been achieved to date had been achieved one step at a time, and that was the way they would continue to progress. But with the battle won on one front the way was now clear to take their struggle of wills in a new direction, to open up a new front. She now had the perfect lever in her hands with which to weaken her charge’s defences and had already in mind the way in which she would first apply it. It was a battle in itself to contain her own imagination: How sweet her Lavinia would look in a fresh, pink cotton frock, nearly covered in its entirety by a big, spotlessly-white or pink-checked pinafore with bows of pink ribbon at the shoulders.

				How ravishingly pretty she would be in a pale-blue sailor suit with a white collar and silk tie or a blue and white candy striped dress with a white peter pan collar and a long back zip - better still, fastening up the back with awkward to reach buttons - the sort of thing a young girl might once have worn to school, a blue plastic belt pulled tight around the waist and fastened with a white plastic buckle at the front. Nothing of her vision seemed particularly suitable for a strapping teenager, but what did that matter within the confines of the home. What was wrong with a simple tunic-dress with a column of buttons to fasten it up the back? Then, why not a grey gym tunic, an old fashioned thing with a square cut satin-lined yoke? She remembered coming across just such a thing - and much more besides - when she had first taken possession of the house; hanging in a wardrobe in a long-disused attic room. A school uniform... Why not a school uniform? Indeed, had not Dr Ecclestone herself - the girl’s therapist - hinted at such an idea?

				Dr Anne Ecclestone: now there was a woman who knew what she was talking about. The redoubtable psychotherapist had been lamenting the demise of the traditional British school uniform at the time, saying how it would have been the obvious solution in such a case as Lavinia’s, to whom, in time, even making such a basic decision as to what to wear each day could be expected to present a problem. That the developing situation under discussion was largely of the good doctor’s own creation was beside the point. The psychologist had simply asked, in passing, whether Lavinia still had her old school uniform but the inference had been clear. Julia Soames had been forced to answer that sadly in the negative. What had passed for a uniform at the girl’s school, as she understood it, had consisted of little more than a set of guide-lines as regards colour and certain style restrictions merely aimed at outlawing some of the more outrageous fads of the time. Beyond that, a liberal credo of ‘freedom of self expression’ had reigned - expensive, pampered and privileged was how she would have put it.

				That was it, then, the decision was made: a school uniform it would be. And as for that much vaunted ‘freedom of self expression’ - well, the girl had already lost a lot of that, a little discipline would soon deal with the rest. She was not going to rush it, of course, but there would be rules to go with the uniform, and restrictions, strict restrictions.

				Of course Julia Soames had her own, albeit rather idiosyncratic, views as to what would constitute a real uniform, a proper school uniform, one suitable for a young lady such as her Lavinia - and it had precious little to do with any misguided ideas regarding ‘expression of freedom’; quite the opposite in fact. First and foremost she felt it should be about discipline. As such, she felt it right that there should be incorporated a strong element of constraint, both physical and psychological. Secondly, as a school uniform, and therefore intended to identify the wearer as one not yet fully equipped to deal with society at large, it should firmly set the wearer apart and make clear her social standing as a child, no matter how precocious her physical development might be - and it should do so in her own mind as much as that of the observer.

				Those notions of expression, ‘free thought’ and ‘individual expression’ banded about by those liberal goody-two-shoes types were surely the direct antithesis of the direction that should be taken with a girl like Lavinia and, as Julia Soames saw it, there could be absolutely no such latitude allowable in a well designed uniform if it was to fulfil those aims. As she looked at it, every single little detail, from the skin outwards, should be defined - and for Lavinia, her Lavinia, now that the girl resided in her home, it could be... and it would be.

				Yes Julia Soames intended to be strict, very strict. And a strict regime would need some equally stringent means of enforcement - and what could be more apt than the traditional school cane, the heavy leather Scottish tawse, punitive writing of lines, corner-standing with hands on head and all the rest? But all in good time... All in good time...

			

		

	
		
			
				Those Wedding-Day Blues

				She had been lying half dozing, her sleep pattern still thrown out of kilter by the disruption of the move from the doctor’s ‘seclusion room’, despite the sedatives she had been fed. Her mind had wandered back to her time at her aunt’s, when those selfsame capsules had been of far more concern to her than they were now - now her medication was just another part of hospital routine, now she was glad of them.

				It was the shrill ringing of the bell that had snapped her out of it - she had recognized it instantly as the insistent strident tone of the ‘wake’ bell. The yawn had been unconscious, the urge to stretch as if shaking off slumber had been nigh-on impossible to deny, despite having already been awake, the bed restraints tugging back at her limbs. She would do her best to disguise that latter fact lest they increase the strength of her sedatives yet again - she could hardly hold a thought in her head as it was at times. Around and about her all had suddenly seemed set in motion: Four elderly plastic-covered hospital bed mattresses had creaked in unison, four sets of latex-covered bedclothes had rustled and four sets of limbs had tensed against the opposition afforded by nylon webbing restraints and fleece-lined leather cuffs as four pairs of dull eyes flickered open to greet yet another day of mental-home tedium.

				At the far end of the ward - though out of her vision - the girl known as patient ‘10’, having yet again been left to stand at the foot of her bed with her back to the wall, had jerked erect at the sound of the bell and had promptly begun to softly weep. Her spine stiffening as if a marionette with its strings plucked - her chin leaping to the horizontal and her arms stiffening by her sides like a well-drilled guardsman coming to attention - she had lost her grip on the bundled waistbands of her pyjama trousers and knickers and the latter garments had been left crumpled and strung around her ankles like a green and white rippled puddle glossed over with greyish polythene.

				Somewhere amongst it all Lavinia had had the notion that she had heard herself giggle - a thought had been running through her head: “Well, it is morning somewhere in the world - it might even be morning here.” The truth of course was that she didn’t need to know one way or the other and nor did these other poor souls. Through a gap in the green plastic curtains that surrounded and served to define one patient’s area from the next, she had seen a nurse in a blue and white fitted uniform dress, a tight webbing belt encircling her trim waist, pulling back a whitish bedcover, revealing a grey polythene covered mattress and matching pillow, the painted iron bed rail having been folded down. Then her curtain had flown back, her covers had been pulled back and her bedside rail had been dropped. But that had all been a while ago, the rest was already history.

				How many days had she been here now? She had no way of knowing. Most of the time the curtain had been kept drawn around the bed and with a sea of bottle-green plastic her only outlook, the idiotic murmuring of the other patients near enough the only sound and punctuated at odd intervals by the various bells that regulated the routine, it had all quickly begun to blur into one.

				Behind her, unseen, the nurse charged with her care was busying herself, bustling around and laying out on the bed a clean pair of drawers. The latter undergarment possessed the customary old-fashioned high-waisted, longer-legged ‘granny-knickers’ styling favoured by the institution, the white acetate sheen of the fabric glistening under the clinical fluorescent lighting of the ward. It was a fairly nondescript design and one that would not at all have been noteworthy if not for the presence of the plastic lining in the gusset and the rubber buttons sewn on the inside of the waistband. The latter allowed a doubling-up of function in replicating the role of the sanitary belt of old when pressed into use in combination with the thick rough looped towel that was now placed alongside on the rubber coverlet. The openings at the legs were notably puckered, the tight elastic around the cuffs drawing in the fabric, and a large double-digit number stencilled in thick glossy black ink across the front matched that on the wall behind the bed and that emblazoned on the board clipped over its foot rail. It also matched the designation embroidered on the breast pocket of the pyjama jacket worn be the glum-faced teenager, presently standing crestfallen with head bowed facing the wall at the rear.

				With one hand clutching white-knuckled at the waistband of her pyjama trousers to prevent their tumbling to the lino, the other arm engaged in scooping beneath pendulous breasts denied the support of a bra, the latter was sobbing gently now, the wailing of a few moments ago gradually subsiding. The reason for that part of her distress lay across the soft PVC pillow of the hospital bed behind her in the form of a wickedly pliant crook-handled length of thin tapering springy Malacca. As for the rest: well, it only stood to reason that pyjama draw-cords and waist elastics could not be allowed, nor could bras; and the institution could hardly be expected to have patient’s garb made to measure. Besides: a patient was easier to manage when encumbered in that manner.

				To Lavinia Vitesse, standing there with her nose to the wall, it seemed only moments ago that the shrill jangling wake-up bell had rung. With their drowsy eyes still heavy with medicated sleep the young women of the secure psychiatric ward, Lavinia among them, had been led from their beds to squat over china pail-like bedpans placed squarely on the seats of their bedside chairs, each with her pyjama trousers and polythene-lined drawers lying bunched around her ankles. As if in a dream and with her bare bottom brushing the porcelain she had become aware of her hands being guided up to the top of her head where her fingers had instinctively interlaced themselves as if having a mind of their own. The blue checked material of the nurse’s dress gently sweeping past her cheek as the young woman shimmied around her and had felt almost comforting in her sleepy state, the polyester/viscose fabric having a slightly abrading almost ‘plasticy’ feel to it and a sanitised faintly ‘disinfectanty’ smell that left her feeling strangely secure. There had been the sound of nylon stockings rasping together, rubber-soled nursing shoes padding on soft nondescript hospital linoleum, pushed-back plastic bed curtains rustling and crackling but little else to disturb the soul destroying peace of the place, other than for the flittering silvery glint of a ball-clasp belt buckle or of a fob watch pinned to a breast pocket.

				Fazed still by a veil of sleep that stubbornly refused to lift, It had seemed to all come together as quickly and as smoothly as if she had been rehearsed for it all her life. The commands had washed across her in marshmallow cushioned bursts, the gentleness of the young nurse’s voice belying the humiliation inherent in the instructions being dispensed, the west-country lilt unremarkable, yet unassailably authoritative for all its sumptuously molten chocolate seductiveness.

				“Lift yourself slightly, dear - we don’t slump on our bedpans, we hover above, where I’ve positioned you.” There had been the disconcerting tap of a soft hand applied to the underside of her bottom, urging her upwards. “ Up, up... that’s it - just a little higher... and... hold it there. The Ward Sister needs to be able to see what is going on ‘down there’, make sure your ‘waterworks’ and all that are working okay.”

				The second bell of the day had then rung, a lower pitch and a slower cadence, and she had felt herself ‘going’, aware all around her of a soft tinkling, trickling sound - all that is except from the bed set immediately opposite her.

				Seated - or rather, squatting - well back and close to the wall as she had been, the aged beige and cream ironwork of her own bed blocked the view to her right. To her left sufficient of the curtain remained bunched up against the wall, even when fully drawn back, to form a groin separating one cubicle from the next sufficient to block the view. Opposite - straight across the narrow ward from her vantage point - was another matter entirely.

				The girl opposite had been left to sit up in bed, the backrest having been cranked up to its fullest. Her ankle restraint cuffs had been unclipped from the tethers at the corners at the foot of the bed, her pyjama bottoms stripped off and then her ankle cuffs then re-attached; this time to anchor points located high up on the bedrail to either side of the end rail. She was being encouraged to ‘go’ in her knickers; the ‘next stage’ in her ‘treatment’. The nurse that had been supervising her was a sweet-looking ash blonde, her waspish silhouette flattered by the tight waisted uniform dress with its clinching elasticated crepe ribbon belt and her hair set off by the light blue check pattern fabric and the pert white cap perched on her head.

				With her hip resting on the side of the mattress alongside her patient the nurse had had one arm draped around the girl’s shoulders, her lips close on the girl’s ear and whispering coaxingly throughout, her pretty face a picture of befriending, reassuring encouragement. The nurse’s other arm had been resting across her apron-covered lap, her soft pink hand stroking the inside of the girl’s thighs, her fingers trailing up and down and trickling little drizzled trails of warm water that she periodically refreshed by dipping her fingers in a little round squat plastic receptacle sitting on a wheeled table that had been drawn up over the bed beforehand.

				From Lavinia’s low vantage point - and taking in to account the other patient’s raised and widely spread legs - she had had little choice but to view the semi-transparent gusset of the girl’s hospital-issue polythene pants. She had watched in fascinated horror the dimpled plastic at the girl’s crotch slowly lose the detail of its intimate contouring, the greyish waterproof fabric stretching, ballooning and taking on an accusing yellowing golden hue as the poor girl finally surrendered her will, the poor thing’s look of anguished pain turning to one of resigned mortified shame at the same time. She had watched, too, the chocolate morsel being quickly popped in the girl’s mouth by way of reward and heard the words of praise given by her carer - before the girl’s own idiotic giggling had come in reply, a gooey chocolaty drool trickling down her chin. That response, itself, had been deemed praiseworthy in its own right, it seemed; yet another chocolate candy had been popped between the girl’s lips at that point.

				Yet even with all that had so recently gone before still so fresh in her mind and the sting of the cane still throbbing across her backside. Even given the fact that she had just been caned for not surrendering immediately to having her bottom wiped for her by her nurse, bent across a nineteen fifties style hospital bed on a ‘secure psychiatric ward’ that was apparently run on lines taken straight from the pages of history. None of this could have prepared sweet Lavinia for the sight that was to meet her eyes when finally she was instructed to turn around...

				Lavinia had heard the to-ing and fro-ing behind her back of course; the rubber-soled shoes of the nurses padding about, the squeaking of castors, the familiar manmade-fibre murmuring of nurses’ dresses, soft hiss of nylon stockings and the gentle flapping of aprons. But there had also come, after a time, a more crepitate louder rustling, something like an autumnal wind spreading piles of leaves or on occasion bringing to mind the sound of surf running up on a beach. A heartfelt groan, an occasional emotional sniff, or sobbing breath was balanced by delighted sighs, a fit of childish giggles and even lunatic babble; one of the patients starting to mutter over and over under her breath something that sounded to Lavinia like “here comes the bride, here comes the bride”, the woman’s voice taking on a singsong tone approximating to the well-known tune. Finally an older woman’s voice, a most authoritative voice, spoke at her shoulder. The tone was one of someone who would brook no refusal, one who - young Lavinia was rapidly coming to appreciate - would not so much as tolerate hesitation; it was the Ward Sister, herself. It was the Ward Sister who was responsible for the cane welts presently throbbing across her bottom; she wasn’t going to risk further disobedience, not matter what she was about to be ordered to do.

				“You may turn around now, dear.”

				Turning briskly about from having her nose pressed against the plasterwork, pleased to be at last relieved of the monotony of staring at the blank wall of the ward, Lavinia Vitesse heard her own gasp in her ears even before she was aware of taking the sharp intake of breath that had caused it. Five young women were lined up, as she might well have expected, aligned along the centre of the narrow ward between the ends of the beds. But a more bizarre sight, given the context of a secure psychiatric hospital, would have been difficult to imagine.

				Not that her previous experience of having come across girls, many in their late teens or even early twenties, garbed in infantile school uniforms, sat at Victorian schoolroom desks and made subject to the rigid discipline for which that era was renown had not been surreal enough. And she had had first-hand experience of that - she had once been one of those girls. And, of course, she knew that there existed, somewhere within the complex, a small residential group of young women that were housed under prison or workhouse conditions. Detained in bar-fronted cells, this group were kept clothed in prison uniform dresses and forced to slave away long hours, dressmaking, in a sweatshop environment under the constant threat of corporal punishment and under the strictest of disciplinary regimes. She had gained first-hand experience of that too - albeit mercifully briefly. It had to be said, though, that those scenarios - as surreal as they may have seemed - were tableau handcrafted under the guise of experimental psychology and at the behest of those funding and guiding the various investigations being carried out. More importantly they involved the paid participation of volunteer candidates - though at what point ‘voluntary’ became ‘coerced’ was debatable.

				What was different in this present context was that she had previously been told that these were actual, compulsorily-admitted, psychiatric patients - there was nothing voluntary whatsoever about these young women’s residence. What was more; young Lavinia had been informed this was a conventional secure psychiatric ward - run under the auspices of the main hospital and having nothing at all to do with the department of experimental and investigative psychology. This was simply somewhere convenient to place her for a few weeks leading up to, and following, her first visit by her guardian and that woman’s tame solicitor. These domesticated, drooling young mental cases were to be her compatriots - how long then before she herself succumbed to a system that was clearly geared to reducing grown women to dependent children?

				The initial shock upon turning around had left her light headed, disorientated - even more so than her usual woolly-headed, muddled state. She had expected green and white striped pyjamas, such as her own. Instead, other then the white-painted, metal framed, bar-sided hospital beds, with their smoke-grey plastic mattress covers, and the blue-uniformed nurses with their earnest, caring smiles, the whole place was seemingly a sea of bustling white-meringue satin, ivory silk and snowy taffeta. The bottle green candy-striped pyjamas were in evidence, but were relegated to a supporting, backdrop role as an adjunct to piled bed covers and coiled restraint straps, obsessively-neatly folded and set squarely on each pillow.

				The women themselves stood meekly by their bedsides, each, bizarrely, dressed as if this were the day of her dreams, the day of her betrothal, and each a swan-lake glory of over-indulgence. All were in identically sculpted brocade bodices, billowing skirts and rustling underskirts, soft-focus veils and trailing headdresses - their nipped-in waistlines and curving hips flowing with waterfall avalanches of heavy fabric evident of an attention to detail that extended as far as bespoke rigidly-boned corsetry. The overriding impression - clinical backdrop and medical props notwithstanding - was of a privileged backstage glimpse of some insane massed society wedding,

				“Your dress is waiting for you, over there on your bed, but you’re not to touch it. A nurse will help you into it; this is something else you will just have to get used to, I’m afraid. As this is the long-term secure psychiatric ward the patients sent here are generally those considered the most intractable, those least likely to be amenable to rehabilitation and so least able to fend for themselves. For these reasons - and in order to maintain consistency in our handling of our patients - we operate a policy of so-called ‘total care’ for all, That is, you can be expected to be spoon-fed, bathed, dressed and undressed and supervised on the toilet. As you have just discovered; that level of care extends even to the point of having your bottom wiped for you after you complete your ablutions. The rationale we follow here is that the more rapidly a patient can be encouraged to become what we term as ‘institutionalised’, the quicker she can become resigned to her life here - not hanker after silly out-of-reach hopes and dreams - and the happier she will become. As a patient you have to come to realise that as far as you’re concerned the world you once knew, or rather thought you knew, no longer exists as far as you are concerned. You have no place in society and all society wants is to be protected from you, to have you - and others like you - kept safely away behind the thick stone walls, iron bars and insurmountably-high, spike-topped perimeter walls of an institution, such as this one.”

				“Is, is, is... is this an, an... experiment... miss? Am I back in the behavioural psychology study? It’s just that the doctor said...” Lavinia ran, as best her stammer would allow, through her story of having been talked into joining a residential behavioural psychology study by her aunt and a friend of hers, a psychotherapist, and having then been coerced into signing to change her status to one of a voluntarily-admitted psychiatric patient to enter in to a longer-term study. She went on to try to describe how subsequently there had been some sort of police intervention and how instead of her being released or taken to a police station for questioning, the two police women she had gone with had taken her straight in front of a panel of three psychiatrists somewhere within the main hospital building and she had found herself compulsorily detained under the mental health act. “But, you see, I shouldn’t be here. The doctor is working for my guardian - I think they all are. She kept me isolated in a tiny cell, all on my own with no one to talk to but her and a nurse - it’s a form of brainwashing, you know.” She’s been brainwashing me to think of myself as a mental patient, said you’d finish the job of breaking me for her. Here... but, but I, I’m not to be here very long - just a few weeks she said... and she let me bring that pair of girl’s knickers with me... my, my nurse gave them to me... I masturbate, you see... all the time... I rub them up and down my cheek and imagine her wearing them while I bring myself off... and I, I suck the crotch... and I can taste her... their soiled you see, soiled knickers, she wore them a week before giving them to me...”

				‘Slappp’ Her hand shaking like a leaf, her breasts left to themselves to swing beneath the flannelette of her pyjama jacket, Lavinia had been pointing to the crumpled black satin scrap lingerie that lay on her pillow, now beneath the Ward Sister’s discarded cane. The words had been gushing more and more out of control, pouring from her mouth as if from an accelerating reel of recording tape: It took the slap across the cheek from the Ward Sister’s palm to bring her to a sobbing halt. She remembered; the doctor had issued special instructions that she was not to be allowed to talk without permission, and never directly to any of the other patients.

				The Ward Sister’s voice took on a stern tone, a patronizing smile on her face: “An experiment... an experiment? A few weeks stay? Totally ridiculous - this is a long-term psychiatric ward... and I mean long-term. You wouldn’t have been moved here if you were a temporary resident...” The cold-faced, thin-lipped uniformed woman paused as if exasperated, drawing her breath and gathering her thoughts before continuing. “... And as for some experiment or other: I can assure you that I know nothing about any ‘department of experimental behavioural psychology’, let alone of the type of study you describe - that sort of thing was outlawed even before I began my career; and that was many moons ago, I can tell you.” Now standing with her hands on her hips the Ward Sister laughed patronizingly: “That patient over there, number fourteen - what if I was to tell you that she was younger than you when she was first brought here?”

				Lavinia heard herself gasp and readied herself for a slap that never came - a gasp was allowable presumably. The woman concerned, standing with head bowed and bizarrely garbed in a white and ivory satin wedding gown, looked to be in her mid-thirties although it was difficult for Lavinia to tell for sure, as a white headdress covered the woman’s hair and a bridal veil partly obscured her features. As she looked on she saw that a blue-uniformed nurse was busily engaged in stringing a thin, steel-chain, lanyard around the woman’s neck from which was supported a glossed white placard. The woman, meanwhile, stood complacently by, her head bowed compliantly and her arms draped loosely down by her sides as the nurse straightened the square plastic laminated card that now swung across the ivory-white satin busk covering her chest: “Just Married... Patient 14... Paranoid schizophrenic”. The Ward Sister watched Lavinia’s eyes throughout, reading the young girl’s expression with practiced eyes and again speaking as if having read the girl’s mind:

				“We like to perform a little wedding march as a way of providing exercise. The function of the sign is to remind the patient of why she is here. The dress is worn as a reminder of the fantasy embodied in her previous, pre-diagnosis existence, that she could ever have led a ‘normal’ life, that she would ever have had a chance of achieving anything of the dreams and aspirations of a ‘normal’, unaffected young woman. It is also intended, by contrast, that through the acceptance of what can never now be, the patient comes to accept the reality and normality of life here, behind these four walls - and this is something I will be helping you with over the next few weeks. There is also the aspect that we have found it beneficial to the patient if we encourage her to view herself as in someway being wedded to the institution, in much the same way as novice nuns are encouraged to see themselves as wedded to their deity and to the church itself - we find it brings home the permanency of the situation to the patient. In fact we like to hold a little wedding ceremony when we receive a new patient - it’s surprising how something as simple is a little playacting can really take the fight out of a recalcitrant patient.

				Now, dear, I am going to invite you to join in with today’s exercise routine in a moment - once we have got you changed. And when you do, I want you to view it as being by way of a ‘dress rehearsal’, so to speak. This is all simply part of the routine here. It will be followed directly - as it always is - by a group therapy session, still in costume, in which we share our thoughts and then it’s straight back into your pyjamas and straight back into bed. In a few weeks or so, once you have had several such rehearsals - and assuming we have become satisfied with your progress - we will put you through our little ‘marriage’ ceremony. We find this initiation and routine works wonders... I mean; you don’t see any of these women worrying about sagging breasts, do you?” The Ward Sister gave another of her patronising little laughs, absentmindedly brushing down her white cambric bib-apron as she did so. She was irritated by the line of little creases that radiated out from beneath the tight Petersham ribbon belt around her waist, where the ornate silver filigree butterfly clasp she wore sometimes impinged on the starched fabric when seated - it was something that played to her near-obsessively perfectionist nature. Whether it be her stiff high white collar, the long white cuffs at her wrists or the smooth flared fall of the calf-length skirt and pintucked detail of the bodice of her navy-blue uniform dress, all had to be perfection. And the same went for her nurses: whether student nurse or not, the slightest uniform infringement meant trouble - patients were no different in that respect in her eyes. Folding her arms, she went on:

				“Actually, one thought does strike me as regards this obsession you have with cradling your breasts. If you persist on being bothered by these concerns, if it really is worrying you to that extent, then it might be possible to provide some alternative form of support. We can’t offer much, but we can be... creative, I think. Remember that you are in a privately owned institution now and dependent on charity to pay for your keep so you should be thankful for what you get. But the thought just struck me that if you were to be put in a straitjacket it would offer sufficient support. You should think about it very carefully; your situation is a little different to these other women as I understand it and you should take into account that you are rather over endowed, one could almost say pendulous, in that department. Of course I wouldn’t want to be the one to force you into a straitjacket without due cause, but if you were to ask with enough conviction I might, I just might, consider it.”

				Lavinia felt herself shudder inside; she wasn’t going to be allowed to continue to use her arm to support herself and in her mind’s eye she could already see her once youthfully firm breasts sagging down across her stomach like an ugly sow. But to accept being placed in a straitjacket, to actually have to ask to be straitjacketed was tantamount to accepting that she was now an actual psychiatric hospital inmate -it would be one more step down the route she was being led. How would it look to the review board when her case came up if they should have a dossier lying open before them containing records of her having been straitjacketed, perhaps even a photographic record provided as evidence?

				And as for this wedding gown thing: Being made to act out a right-of-passage, a fragment of a normal woman’s life, just so as to underline the unattainability of that life... to be encouraged to enter into a fantasy of normality in order to distance oneself from that very normality ... The Ward Sister’s voice again cut through her spiralling mental turmoil, derailing her train of thought, as disjointed as it had now become.

				“Right, off you go with the nurse here and she’ll get you into your nice new gown. You’re so lucky: a full matrimonial trousseau... and made just for you... what else could a girl want?”

			

		

	
		
			
				Down The Aisle And Round The Nave

				‘Exercise’ it turned out, took place in the square, near featureless, chamber that lay behind the bars at the end of the ward furthest from the entrance. By the time Lavinia had been led in, resplendent in her matrimonial regalia, the other patients had already been arranged, evenly spaced, around a wide white-painted circle that was marked out on the institutionally grey linoleum. Each, as with Lavinia, was swathed in silvery-white satin from the neck to the wrists and stood teetering on vertiginously high heels in a puddle of heavy white silk that began to draw out behind each in a rippling whispering train as the gentle command to ‘walk’ was given.

				Wavering, ethereal strings quietly floated in from somewhere in the distance; violins, viola and cello, arranged in a gentile rendering of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. The music seemed to fill the space around them yet without any definite point of origin - just the first few bars, but then repeating, seamlessly, over and over. Two of the patients stared ahead blankly; two began to cluck their tongues and draw breath through their teeth irritably after a few repetitions, presumably becoming driven to distraction, and had to be brusquely warned.

				One poor thing, younger than the rest, perhaps a little younger, even, than Lavinia and looking to be barely out of school, had begun to weep uncontrollably practically from the second the strain began to waft from the hidden speakers, begging through shuddering breaths for it to stop. This girl had been led in initially having been previously placed in a straitjacket. Lavinia noticed that the version of the dress she wore had been adapted specifically to take into account of that, having been designed without sleeves or arm holes, suggesting that this restriction was the norm for this particular girl.

				“Halt, please.” It was the white-coated therapist, her haughty, commanding tone bringing all - Lavinia included - to a silent if unsteady standstill, the music instantly cutting off as if by magic. “Bring her here, please nurse.” The therapist was standing by her chair - a leather-seated teak desk chair with plain but serviceable wooden armrests centred within a ring of six low metal-framed grey plastic school chairs that in turn were arranged concentrically within the far broader circle around which they had been processing. This was where they would sit for group therapy later, still dressed in their wedding finery, the presiding therapist strolling about with hands behind her back and cajoling and teasing all those damaging little secrets and private weaknesses from them. Now, though, she took her seat, imperiously smoothing down her smart skirt and brushing back her lab coat out of the way, the light catching the gloss of her black courts and the sheen of her equally inky, shadowed nylons, the latter hissing lightly together as she shuffled into position.

				The nurse Lavinia thought she recognized from the department of experimental psychology. She brushed past; a tall thin woman with refined high-boned features, scraped-back coal-black hair pinned in a bun behind a high-fronted starched cap. She was dressed in a near-pencil-skirted pristinely-white uniform dress that buttoned from the high ‘mandarin’ collar to the waspish waist, the latter secured by an integral fabric belt that fastened by way of two buttons mounted horizontally in tandem at the front - it did nothing to lift the severity of her looks, quite the opposite. Lavinia involuntarily shuddered - equally involuntarily averting her gaze to the white satin pumps that peeked out meekly from under the folds of the front of her gown.

				Seconds later and the woman was passing again, this time leading a shuffling, hunched and sobbing bride-to-be figure with an arm wrapped protectively around its shoulders. Glancing furtively sideways as the pair passed, Lavinia momentarily caught sight of a sorrowful, creased-browed red face snuffling beneath the bridal veil. The sleeveless fairytale concoction gave the girl the look of a injured swan with its wings docked as much as a piteously disabled young bride on her wedding day. Where it failed dismally was in making the youthful prettily snub-nosed features appear any more adult. She was in fact old enough to marry under European law - albeit it with parental approval - but one would never have known it from that face or her slight, small-breasted build. Lavinia couldn’t help thinking that had she been the one to have lodged with her aunt, had she been the one that had been cajoled and bullied into school uniform, few would have raised an eyebrow, and her humiliation would have been halved.

				Mind you, her aunt had been nothing if not inventive; what the concept of dressing a teenager in a school uniform might have failed to achieve with this girl a little thought applied to peculiarities of styling might have easily addressed. What Lavinia couldn’t possibly have known was that it was not so long ago that this particular young lady might have been seen dressed in a thick heavy longline bra covered by a thick woollen vest, a white Edwardian-style school blouse that featured a great round ‘sailor collar’ that buttoned high at the throat and that was as stiff as to almost constitute a cervical collar and an ugly chocolate brown box-pleated circular skirt straight from the 1930s school yard. Add to this the brown baggy knee-length knickers, elasticated top-and-bottom, that peeked out permanently from below the skirt hem - where a shiny ribbon bow decorated each leg cuff and drew the eye - white ankle socks and the traditional childhood, strap-fastening brown leather ‘Mary Jane’ shoes, though in this case possessing singularly untraditional high heels and... Well, you have the picture - almost.

				Then there were those hideous leg callipers the girl wore and that had led Lavinia to wonder if somehow, even in this day and age, the girl had fallen victim to polio. She had rarely been without them outside of this place. But what were they all about - in reality? Lavinia had noted that, when it suited them, the staff here left them off her - for example as at this time when there was risk of snagging the massive fabric meringue of the gown - and she seemed able to move around without them, albeit with a somewhat unsteady shuffling gait. At other times they were so keen to ensure that she be kept in them that the callipers were actually secured at several points by padlocks, presumably in case she should tamper with the fastenings. The stiff ratcheted knee joints forced her to walk like a robot, the poor thing.

				The girl still had to wear the pyjamas of course - they were part of the uniform; even Lavinia accepted that nowadays. Personal items could not be allowed for security and safety reasons, or such was the official standpoint - though to even the least astute it would have been clear that this mandate had as much to do with control as anything else. The pyjama trousers were easily loose-fitting enough for the staff to be able to draw them up over the girl’s callipers, where they would then be kept in place by the crotch strap of her straitjacket once it had been fastened. The pyjama jacket the girl wore had been sized to accommodate the straitjacket that she was for the present being near permanently kept in. Designed to be sleeveless and devoid of any arm openings it buttoned up easily over the top and was otherwise identical to that of any of the other patients on the so-called Special Long-Term Secure Psychiatric Care Ward. The exact terminology the staff used to describe the ward seemed to change from day-to-day, leaving Lavinia, in her increasingly less frequent coherent moments, to worry as to exactly how official, indeed legal, the existence of this place actually was.

				Lavinia realised now that if she was to get out then she had to make her identity and whereabouts known to somebody out ‘there’. A lot therefore hinged on the status of this place: Whether it was subject to outside scrutiny and inspection, whether those behind the scenes were answerable to any official regulating body or whether her only contact with the mainstream establishment was to be through the three psychiatrists who would preside over her case review. She had already been informed that increasingly it was becoming more likely her case file would simply be ‘rubber stamped’ when it came to it. The matter might well be dealt with in her absence and without her even having as much as moved from the ward, let alone having the chance to put her case. Indeed she might not necessarily even know when it had happened. The thought suddenly struck home that perhaps it already had - though, surely three years could not yet have passed... not three whole years! It seemed unlikely. There were documents, legal documents, Lavinia knew her guardian would have wanted her to sign - and Ms Bartlett was not a patient woman, she certainly would not have wanted to have waited three years.

				It was now beyond doubt that her guardian had somehow engineered the whole thing, possibly from day one. Everything she had experienced over the last few years had been about having her ‘put away’. From the way she had slowly slipped under the influence of Aunt Julia and her psychotherapist friend, to letting herself be in some manner talked into volunteering to take part in an experimental psychology project - during which she had somehow been coerced into registering herself as a voluntary psychiatric patient - to finally finding herself compulsorily admitted under the mental health act and being placed back in the experimental unit for a time to live under a strictly disciplined boarding school regime to learn ‘obedience to authority’. In one way or another it all being her guardian’s doing; she had been manipulated the whole way. Then of course she had been plucked from the faux-schoolroom atmosphere of that particular section of the Department of Experimental Psychology and placed under the personal care of a woman psychiatrist whose sole interest had seemed to revolve around ensuring that Lavinia should not only behave but think in the manner that she - the doctor - believed a psychiatric patient should; not only that but as such a patient might be expected to after many, many years in care. How long she had been in that woman’s hands she could have no way of knowing: the woman had used the cane and the strap to discipline and train her; she had been under psychotherapy, had been psychologically conditioned and - she suspected but could not remember - placed under hypnosis, in a regimen that was tantamount to brainwashing. Then she had been brought here, to what she had been assured was a ‘proper’ long-term psychiatric ward.

				And it was all so that she might be slowly financially exsanguinated; her property, trust-fund and inheritance wrangled from her piecemeal, slowly, torturously like a fly having its wings and legs plucked one by one, while she remained locked safely out of harm’s way, a helpless mental patient shut off from society and quite powerless to intervene. It was why she was being kept here, she knew now. It was reason the doctor under whose care she ultimately resided was so keen, given half a chance, of pressing for a further five-year period of confinement when she next met with the panel to discuss her case - if indeed that hadn’t already happened.

				Yet it was obvious that they could take it from her all in one go. She knew that these days just a few minutes under the doctors cane and she would sign everything away in one fell swoop - or failing that a few days in a straitjacket listening to an electronic bleep spasmodically going off like a constantly dripping tap or a few bars of a nursery rhyme on a tape loop going round and round would do the trick.

				But of course they wouldn’t want to take it all in one bite - the sweeter the apple the more one might be tempted to nibble at it, make it last - it made for a more exquisite form of torture to take it bit by bit. Alternatively they could take it all simply by setting up an enduring power of attorney - easily done since having been compulsorily admitted under the mental health act it implicitly implied that she was mentally unfit to have control over her own affairs. Yet they wanted her signature, something that was worthless if she was indeed not sound of mind. But it wouldn’t be worthless if society at large, officialdom, knew nothing of her incarceration here.

				Indeed she knew for certain she had not been registered at this final stage of admittance under her own name. She had tried to convince the panel of psychiatrists she had been presented before that she was who she was. They, in their turn, had referred her to evidence in the press that they had been presented with detailing how a young woman called Lavinia Vitesse had taken her own life on a beach, not far distant from the very hospital she was now in. What name the hospital bureaucracy actually had her registered under she had no idea - she had been assigned a number when she had joined the experimental project as a volunteer, she had only ever been referred to as that number - her patient number - and it was a practice that continued here. Indeed Lavinia had no idea of the names of the other five patients around her: each patient had had a number assigned, referring to the name by which she had once been known in the outside world was forbidden and Lavinia, personally, was forbidden to talk to any of them, and they to speak to her. It put the icing on the cake, that last part - a nice little extra layer of isolation.

				But it was that question of identity that was key. That press story must have been bogus or later refuted as it was obvious that in some manner or other she existed in the outside world, at least on paper. Any new case review panel would be extraordinarily unlikely to include a member from the trio that had originally committed her and she felt sure that by now her original claim as to the question of her identity would have been fudged within the written records. More than ever she had to somehow make herself known - and her whereabouts - to society at large.

				It was in this frame of mind that Lavinia suddenly realized her eyes had met with those of the other girl, even through two gauzy bridal veils, Lavinia’s own and that of the other teenager. It was only a brief contact but it seemed to suddenly set the other girl off... and it was a shock to the system, as if the girl had been reading her mind.

				The girl suddenly twisted as if to free herself from the nurse’s guiding arm that was draped around her shoulders, her trailing bridal headdress catching on the button fastening the cuff of the woman’s dress at the wrist. Lavinia could see the light glint off the silver-grey metal of the teeth braces the girl wore. They were such ugly retainers framed, as they were, in such an otherwise pretty face and seemed to repeatedly trip and interfere with the movement of the girl’s tongue in some manner, causing a lisping speech defect that - added to the debilitating stammer she seemed naturally to suffer - rendered the girl all but incoherent.

				Lavinia felt a wave of empathy practically immediately upon hearing the girl’s voice; she too now suffered the most terrible stammering on the rare occasions she was allowed to speak. It was something that had begun to afflict her not long after moving in with her aunt, making her now wonder as to whether it was as a result of some sort of psychological pressure or manipulation brought to bear. This was especially the case in light of how every girl whose voice she had heard in that area of the department of experimental psychology they termed ‘The School Room’ had been marred by the same affliction or became so soon after taking up residency... and there had been that subgroup that walked around with small placards on lanyards around the necks swinging across the bib of their gymslips with the word: ‘STUTTERER’.

				It was difficult for Lavinia to be absolutely certain under the circumstances - what with the girl’s ramblingly-frantic emotional state and her stumbling, slurring lisping speech - but the girl’s outburst sounded something like:

				“Don’t you know who I am? You have to know who I am... please! Please let someone know I’m here - please, I have to get out of here. DON’T YOU KNOW WHO I AM?” She had stamped her feet, shouting with frustration at that point, causing herself to go stumbling across the room, tripping on her own bridal train before being caught by the nurse on the verge of falling, her instability underlining the sense of unnerving dangerous helplessness inherent in the wearing of a straitjacket. She started off again, just as incoherently: “You must know who I am; my name is... aggh, aggh!, aaagh!!”

				SLAP, SLAP, CRACK! The nurse brought her open palm back and fourth across the girl’s face, slapping first one side, then the other, then back again, the sound resounding painfully sharply around the walls despite the intervening satin-softness of the girl’s bridal veil. Satisfied, the nurse turned on her heel. She had barely gone two steps before the girl recommenced her ranting:

				“My governess has met the old Queen you know, and everything; Victoria... Queen Victoria - when she visited - last year it was. 1889, the Home for Wayward Girls.” The face slapping had seemed to have made her become even more hysterical - she was babbling nonsensically: “She’s very strict, my governess, so very, very strict - but I love her; she’ll vouch for me. Please tell her I’m here, she’ll know me...” CRACK!, CRACK! Spinning around the irritated nurse landed two more sharp slaps across the side of the hapless young girl’s face - harder this time. There came a whipped-puppy yelp and a sharp intake of breath then a momentary pause before:

				“Please, tell them: my name is.... Aaaarghhh! Mered...ith... Meredith Hews...aaaargh!!! Please....Arrrrgh!!! The slaps came continuously in a staccato barrage, left and right, left and right, each resounding practically in time with every utterance the girl made until finally they defeated silence reigned, albeit punctuated by shoulder-hunching, shuddering sobs.

				“Patient 10, girl, you’re Patient 10 here - a psychiatric hospital inmate, no more than that. I have had to tell you before: no one has the slightest interest who or what you were outside. Do you want the doctor to put you back in the ‘seclusion room’ like before” The girl shook her head dumbly. “I didn’t think so - not so keen on your nursery rhymes then; but then I guess our play-list is a little limited here. Now, who are you? - nice and loud, we all want to hear.”

				The girl paused a moment, perhaps again thinking of blurting out but inhibited, whether the sight of the nurse’s still-open palm, hovering inches from her cheek or the memory of her previous experiences of the ‘seclusion room’. “Patient...10, I’m patient 10”, she finally stammered, the words semi-coherent and staggering out rather than flowing from her lips. Appeased now the stern faced nurse led the chastened and surprisingly calmed girl through the ring of child-sized chairs, each bolted in place by way of a circular flange plate running around the foot of each leg. The huge puffball skirt of the wedding gown became a rustling mass of ivory and white silk, Rayon satin and taffeta as it was drawn between the backs of two chairs, the girl being led now with her characteristic stumbling gate toward the patiently waiting seated therapist. The latter was patting her lap, smiling up pleasantly at the approaching girl and her nurse guide, a leather paddle in her other hand, resting on the arm rest.

				The nurse nudged the girl gently: a reminder. “Ask the therapist nicely, please.”

				The stammering incoherent little voice came again, a tearful note of defeat infecting the string of stumbling vowels, and slavered sibilant clashing consonants:

				“Please, doctor...” She called everyone doctor, if not a nurse - they all did. “Please... please, spank me, doctor”. The last part was particularly humiliating. She had paused - no one relishes a spanking, let alone having to ask for one - but in her mind she could already here those few xylophone notes playing over and over and over: ‘Girls and boys go out to play... ‘Girls and boys go out to play... ‘Girls and boys go out to play...

				“That’s a good girl: Now, sweetheart, I’m just going to give you a nice long wedding-day spanking.”

				“Drape yourself over the therapist’s lap, please - I’m sure you know the drill by now... you certainly will (delete - do) once you have been here a few years.” The formidable nurse smiled to herself, watching the girl blanch at those last words, having drawn back the girl’s veil in preparation - it was considered good for the other patients to see the miscreant’s face during a spanking.

				With the nurse’s help, unable as she was to help herself with her straitjacketed arms so tightly wrapped around under her sleeveless bridal gown, she was manoeuvred over the therapist’s skirted lap. The psychotherapist quickly turned back the girl’s voluminous white dress and seemingly endless layers of equally voluminous rustling white underskirts. Deftly she unfastened the white suspenders of the bridal corset, rolling back the white nylon stockings before tugging down the girl’s silky knickers - she would want access to the tender back of the girl’s thighs at some point in the process. Then she gripped the hapless young woman around her corseted waist and raised the flopping leather paddle to her shoulder and brought it down... hard... as hard as humanly possible.

				Thwackk - thwackk - thwack... it went on and on, the girl squirming across the therapist’s lap and screeching louder and louder, before becoming hoarse and - while still huskily beseeching her tormentor to stop - fading out completely to a sobbing broken keening. Throughout, Lavinia noted how the other patients stood silently where they were, spaced evenly around the circle and with meaningless vacant expressions on their faces.

				The bawling girl having been helped to her feet, her clothing rearranged and having retaken her place in the circular procession the ‘exercise therapy’ session started anew, the strains of the Wedding March once again wafting around the room, seeming at times to drift as if blowing on a springtime breeze - the latter was of course something that none of these young woman had experienced for some considerable time, nor would do now, for the foreseeable future.

				A rhythmic metronome click had been added to the recording to aid timing and identically fitted-out in their wedding dresses and veils they were obliged to perform slow circuits around the room, slavishly following the curving line inscribed in the flooring and that ran around close to the room’s perimeter. Round and round they went, over and over - and under the closest of scrutiny. They had to proceed as if processing up the aisle, their progress slow and infinitely humiliating. There was a formula that had to be followed to the letter if the therapeutic kiss of the cane across the bare behind was to be avoided. Starting off from the right foot, the left foot had to be gracefully slipped forward to a point ahead on the line painted on the floor. At the next beat the right would then be drawn up alongside it. Then would come a pause before, at the following beat, the right foot would lead off, landing plumb on the line, and the left would then be drawn up alongside it in time with the music. And so it went on, the group moving as one with solemnly synchronized military precision - or else! They were all so browbeaten that none would dare speak, none would dare deviate. At one point the comment was heard coming from a young nurse who happened to have reason to enter that this was “as close as any of those retards will ever come to being a bride” and several patients, Lavinia included, felt the tears well up in their eyes at the truth of the statement. It was cruel, but it was part and parcel of the therapy, designed to encourage them to confront preconceived ideas over self image, accept the limitations of asylum life and come to see as unrealistic previously held aspirations.

				Loss of memory is a well known defence mechanism and the hospital régime was so oppressive that Lavinia’s mind, reeling as it was in its attempt to blot out the locked doors, found it impossible to concentrate on the terse instructions she had been given. She knew she was getting close to being called out and put over the therapist’s lap or worse, be bent over the examination couch in the corner and caned or strapped. She knew too that that was exactly what they were looking for; basically they were fumbling to find the key to precipitate her total mental breakdown. She needn’t have worried; another patient had drawn attention first:

				“Halt, ladies”. The music stopped and the therapist’s hand indicated one of the two particularly blank-faced women.

				Lavinia nervously glanced across at the woman that had been singled out, shuffling pathetically within the psychological bondage-torment of her floor-length wedding gown. She recognized her as the woman that had been pointed out to her when she had first arrived on the ward. She seemed markedly older than the rest - indeed the woman looked to possibly be around thirty five or six - but Lavinia had been told that she had been admitted at around Lavinia’s own age. “Poor thing” she thought “she must have been here...what...seventeen, eighteen years? How could this have come about, that it was possible to hold someone against her will year in, year out? Surely a determined, resourceful young woman could eventually find a way of escape?” There was only the Ward Sister and the one single nurse present. Together with her fellow patients Lavinia realised that they outnumbered the staff here three to one - six to one when the Ward Sister retired to... wherever it was the Ward Sister retired to the majority of the time; Lavinia had already formed the impression that the woman was not ordinarily present.

				The nurse had now bustled across to the therapist’s side, a sense of eager determination discernible in her stride, her stockings hissing and her rubber-soled shoes padding across the soft linoleum flooring: reaching out and without the necessity of instruction from the therapist she took the patient by one elbow. The therapist, meanwhile, grasped the hapless patient by the ear, twisting it mercilessly until the woman was bent double.

				“Right, come with me - we’ve spoken about this before, many times, too many times!” Her voice calm, level yet determined, the therapist emphasized the point by twisting the woman’s ear still further, prompting a strident stuck-pig squeal in response, pulling her by it towards the padded gynecological examination table that stood at the end of the room, spaced a metre or so from the end wall. With the patient bent double they moved briskly together, the nurse followed along, her arm now laid across and around the woman’s back and her hand cupping the patient’s elbow furthest from her, the therapist leading her by the ear like a miscreant child.

				“There’s nothing there, girl, there is no ring, there hasn’t been for years. You might have worn a ring on your finger once, but it would have been taken from you when you were first admitted - undoubtedly it will have been sold by now to help pay for your care here. Besides, why would you be wearing a ring - on that finger? You’re not engaged, are you? You’re certainly not married, not any more. You haven’t been for a long time - a very long time.”

				Reaching the exam couch the therapist now momentarily ceased her verbal onslaught. Having released her grip on the woman’s ear and with her hand now firmly gripping the woman’s neck from the rear, she thrust the woman forward and down across the top. The woman’s satin covered abdomen, rigid within the whale-boned constraints of the bridal corset she had on beneath was now pressed up hard against the metal framed side-edge, her knees buckling as her torso slammed down heavily on the soft leather top. Squeezing around the far side of the bench, between the side and the wall, and dragging forward the woman’s arms, the nurse briskly fastened a brace of padded leather cuffs around the woman’s wrists, leaning forward as she pulled tight on the steel buckles. At the same time the therapist, squatting behind the patient and grabbing up handfuls of fabric, bundled the untold flounced layers of the wedding gown and it numerous underskirts up over the woman’s back, the latter’s head and generously-veiled, elaborate headdress becoming all but hidden from view behind a mountain of silvery white and shimmering ivory shaded satin. Old-fashioned satin bloomers came into view, their seat ruffled like a baby’s rumba pants of old and the legs, coming to just above the knees, similarly adorned with tier upon tier of frilled satin.

				Where the cane had been produced from Lavinia didn’t see, but it was long thin and wickedly-supple switch that tapered along its entire length to a tip no thicker than a pencil. And it was wielded in the therapist’s hand with undisguised relish, the woman having drawn on a black leather glove retrieved from her lab coat pocket laying in to the woman’s broad bared rump with an enthusiasm that seemed to border on the sensual, her cheeks glowing red even before landing the first stroke. Slightly breathless from the start, the therapist’s voice now became increasingly husky as she spoke, filled to brimming with some underlying unholy passion.

				“You know full well...”

				Swwwisssh

				“Arrrgh!”

				“...thatYour husband obtained a divorce...

				Ssssswwwisssh

				Arrrgh! NO PLEASE”

				“...within a twelve-month of your being committed here...”

				Shhhhsssswwwisssh

				Arrrghh, a,a a, arrrrghhh!!!. No, no,no....arrgh, please.

				“...on the grounds of your deteriorating mental health...

				Shhhhsssisssh

				“AAAAAggghhhhh!!!”

				“...and inability...

				SSSShhhhhwissssh

				“Aeeee, ahhhhh! pl, please, I, I,I’ll be good!!!

				“...to be expected to play any normal role in marriage. You know that, don’t you?”

				Ssssshiwwwissssh

				“Aghhhhhhh!!!”

				“I said: ‘DON’T YOU!” For the first time the therapist raised her voice, but to drive home the point; calculated, not in anger.

				“Y,y,yes, yes... pl, please, please... I’m... I’m sick... I shouldn’t be married... I wouldn’t be able to function in society, in a marriage.” The formula was clearly well rehearsed - learnt verbatim over countless such sessions. It had been correctly delivered - well, to a degree - but still it went on. She had a lesson to learn and she would damn well learn it - if only to impress upon those others now watching terrified and dumbfounded, shaking like leaves lest they be next.

				“Yes, that’s right, unable to govern your own affairs - that’s what the earlier court hearing said... Remember; when he was kind enough to accept enduring power of attorney, to shoulder the responsibility of handling your financial affairs for you. Wasn’t that kind of him?”

				Ssshwwwwisssh

				“Arrghhhhhh!”

				Ssshwwwissssssh

				“Aaaghhhhhh...y,y,y yes, yes...very kind, very kind...please, no more...pl...”

				Sssshhhhswisssh

				“Aaaaaagh!!!!”

				QUIET! He married again, soon after, you know... You did know, didn’t you? I’m sure we’ve told you, many times - haven’t we?

				Sssswisssssh

				“Aaaaaghh!!!! Yes, yes, yes”

				“A lovely young thing...”

				Shhhssswisssssh

				“Aaaaaghh!!!!”

				“...takes a great deal of interest in your progress, I understand -isn’t that nice?”

				Shhhssswwwwisssssh

				“Aaaaaaa, aaaghh,aaaghhhhhhh!!!! Yes, n,nice, nic...of ...her...kind, very kind, Agggghhhh”

				“Yes she always likes to read the accounts we send... and the video diary of course... that gives an insight that words never can, I’m sure - but she has every right to know where her and her husband’s money is being spent. Don’t you think?”

				Shhhssswwwwisssssh

				“Aaaaaaa, , aaaaagh!!! aaaghh, aaaghhhhhhh!!!!” the scream was exceptionally shrill this time - this was the rawest of raw nerves probed most mercilessly.

				And so it went on; stroke, after stroke, after slashing unmerciful stroke. Of course all in good time it came to a halt, but how many eternities had passed one can only ponder; it depends on one’s point of view. From the expression on the therapist’s exertion-reddened face, however, one could conjecture that, for some, the endpoint would always be all too soon however protracted.

				Now it was all over. The woman just lay there, across the leather-topped couch, not howling or crying as such but just sort of sobbing in a staccato series of shuddering breaths. The woman’s pliant, uncomplaining, final surrender to this outrageous and overtly psychologically damaging routine was a clear demonstration of the extent to which the years she had spent under ‘psychiatric care’ in this place had broken her mentally. If further evidence of the efficacy of the efforts of the psychiatric nursing staff in bringing about the latter were needed it could be read in the sporadic, stupefied little giggles that begun to punctuate the young and undeniably attractive patient’s tears as the supervising nurse, squatting briefly behind her, drew the heavily embellished flouncy Rayon-satin matrimonial drawers back up her shimmering silk stocking clad legs. This was mental cruelty refined down to the microscopic level. The cane was offered up and the woman’s lips dutifully and tenderly kissed the polished Malacca rod, her tears splattering down all around. Her final act before rejoining the humiliatingly farcical procession was to thank the therapist most kindly for correcting her, curtsying as she did so.

				“Good girl. But I’m afraid there’ll be more where that came from later. Not once did you address me correctly as ‘miss’ during the whole thing - a pity really. I don’t want to have to punish you again but I’m afraid my hands are tied - what else can I do?” She was lying of course, it was written all over her flushed face. The nurse could see, but she would say nothing. The patients could see, but what did they matter; no one would listen to anything a diagnosed mental patient might have to say. Besides, none of them were going to be getting out of here anytime soon; they had been assured of that from day one.

				“Back in line, off you go - hands down by your sides, please, young lady.” She slapped the woman’s rump through the bulging flared layers of shimmering fabric, well aware that she’d feel nothing of it.

				The music restarted and like clockwork dolls they all shuffled forward once more, heavy wedding gowns rustling, satin pumps padding near silently forward, ever forward, round and round and round they would go.

			

		

	
		
			
				Achieving That Required Deficit Of Memory

				“Look here”- snap! The doctor’s fingers clicked commandingly, instantly drawing the girl’s pretty, violet eyes. The ten inch diameter spiral disc was mounted directly in front of the seated teenager on a bracket affixed to the rear of the school desk. Revolving at an unvarying fifty-nine revolutions per minute, it creating an irresistible eye-fixating effect that she knew would soon draw her inexorably and helplessly down into what her doctor’s sing-song intoned voice would insist was a “deep well of sleep”. Illuminated by a flashing strobe light and framed by a soft, lulling, metronome beat, the device could induce a solid hypnotic trance in even the most difficult of subjects, if suitably prepared.

				But not by any stretch of the imagination could young Lavinia Vitesse have been considered the most intractable of subjects - far from it. Indeed, by her very nature she was shy, submissive, demure and quite hopelessly suggestible - or so the doctor was fond of telling her. And she had been scrupulously prepared, groomed over very many months, even years if one was to take into account the number of times her aunt’s psychotherapist friend had performed a similar such procedure on her frequent visits to the woman’s practice off London’s Harley Street - and that had been way before she’d been brought here.

				She was also mentally ill - she could hear the doctor telling her so - she was to consider herself fortunate indeed to be in a place in which she could be cared for, loved and controlled as she needed to be. Moreover, only in an institution such as this could she be sure of being kept under the degree of discipline and restriction that deep down inside she knew she desired more than anything else, simply for the sense of security it brought. Freedom of choice was an illusion that could only lead to further onset of the dizzying bouts of indecision she feared so much. Long-cherished memories could only lead to pain when the reality of existence was the cocoon of white painted walls, whitewashed windows and the institutional steel bars that kept her safe...

				Briiiinnngggg.... Brrriiiiinnngg! Brrrriiiiinnnng!!! “Wake up! Wake up, sweet heart.” It was the ward greeting her bleary eyes; green plastic bed-curtains, white washed walls, steel-bar covered frosted glass windows and a smiling blond face toped by a curved front starched white nurses’ cap and dressed in the blue-check functional acetate / polyester dress that went to define the student nurse - or at least would have done had it in actuality been the early part of the nineteen seventies. But that was part of the nature of the place - this timelessness. The structure was nineteenth century and a remnant of the Victorian mental asylum system. The furnishings were all classic nineteen fifties Coney Hatch mental home. Even the staff uniforms were a stylistically uneasy mix of the nineteen fifties, nineteen sixties and early nineteen seventies, taking the most authority-bolstering principles of each and distilling from it something new, something somehow... sinister. Most of all...

				No... it was all a dream. Or at least the latter part had been, the part about the hypnotist and her intoxicating, mesmeric wheel-within-a-wheel, turning over and over, the constant brainwashing. The ward, on the other hand, was very, very real. Her surroundings were a physical fact, one quickly brought home by the leather and steel fixation of her limbs that fought back against her natural urge to rise and the hot damply-tacky sensation of thick flannelette pyjamas. The latter had now been worn without change week upon week; an earthy, slightly sweet musk of body odour was deeply infused within the fabric and was only barely overpowered by the ever-present clinical-scented breeze of carbolic soap, bleach and TCP antiseptic that seemed to constantly diffuse throughout the ward.

				Off to her immediate left, beyond the yellowed, creamy yet once white painted bars of her bed’s side rails, and framed by the dull green plastic of the bed curtain which was still drawn around, stood a girl who looked to all the world as if of her own age - or something close to it. A soft-haired honey blond, she was dressed in a long-sleeved white pintuck-fronted blouse worn beneath the bib and shoulder straps of a pinafore dress of white linen decorated with vertical light-blue stripes and was clutching a clipboard on which she was scribbling obsessively. To the girl’s right stood the familiar trim form of her usual nurse, the young woman under whose control she now existed and whose word was law, at least insofar as Lavinia was concerned; she was dressed in her customary tight-belted blue and white checked polyester uniform dress, today topped by a white plastic waist apron, a white cap decorated with blue piping perched on her sun-bleached blond head.

				Even woven through this ‘reality’, though, there ran fibres of the unreal. But if this world of her awakening was unreal then the inference was that the world of the hypnotherapist, the woman who forever urged her to forget this and that, forever intoned the credo of blind obedience to ‘authority’, of submission to ‘care’ and of acceptance of her own mental incompetence - might not that apparently imagined world of mental-tethered bondage in actual fact be reality? It made for a horrific conjecture, one that she would rather chase from her thoughts. But how, then, could she ever hope to fathom the truth? How many ‘mornings’ had there been like this, now? How many times had she awakened to these self same thoughts? Just how long had she been kept here, now, on this God-forsaken mental ward? And now there was this new aspect to it, this new young face to witness her humiliation.

				The nurse already had her cane in her hand; the Ward Sister had instructed she receive two strokes of the cane bent over the back of the bedside chair upon awakening as part of her ongoing regimen each and every day. It was said to play a part in the so-called ‘Harassment therapy’ she was undergoing, but the real reason was to ensure her compliance throughout the rest of the day: The slightest hint of disobedience or non-cooperation brought with it the threat of a further twelve cuts of the cane awarded at the hand of the Ward Sister herself while bent across the nurse’s station at the end of the ward and in front of all the other patients. It was but one method the Ward Sister employed to keep her patients cowed - the woman had a deep and thorough understanding of the psychology of domination, not least of which was the importance of introducing a new patient to a group only if satisfied that she had the rest completely and utterly bent to her will. It meant that the newcomer would find herself unable to form alliances or gain support for any recalcitrance. Indeed, the converse would be true; she would find herself subtly subjected to peer-pressure to conform.

				None of the latter was known to Lavinia of course. Her main concern now was the humiliating thought that she might be caned in front of this fresh-faced young girl. With her impish-looking rosy-cheeks, pale milkish complexion, haughty expression and mocking full lips, the girl looked as if she’d have been more at home on the back row of the lacrosse team of The Cheltenham Ladies’ College than on a locked psychiatric ward. Surely her nurse would not do that to her? Surely she wouldn’t subject her to that much shame? It horrified her that the girl was already softly giggling, as if holding back on some secret personal joke and she could feel her cheeks burn with embarrassment under the young girl’s amused gaze. She went numb as she saw the length of bent-handled polished rattan handed across to the pretty, pert-breasted young thing. She winced both inside and out as, smiling sweetly, the pretty young girl took the slender, pliant switch from the nurse, bending it near full circle between her slender hands, flexing and swishing it experimentally through the air and nearly catching the curtain with her enthusiastic backswing. She blanched as she heard the nurse then instruct, not the girl, but herself:

				“Now my dear, this young lady is a student psychiatric nurse under my supervision - but you will address her as miss, just as you would anyone placed in charge of you. Sister thought it would be salutary for you - her words, not mine - if you were to instruct her yourself as to the method of correction you are usually subject to.” A little half-stifled snigger snuck past the watching girl’s lips but was ignored by the nurse as she continued, her tone conversational, a pleasant smile washing across her face as if innocently passing the time of day. “In a moment I shall unclip your bed restraints and when I do I expect you to stand by your bed with your hands on your head while I drop your knickers for you and then, while still maintaining that posture, I want you to explain to our young student here exactly why you are caned and - more importantly - how you are caned.

				Now, how detailed you are I leave up to you, but I warn you of this: if I am not satisfied with the student’s technique or should she prove too lenient with you, then it will be you not she, who will be the one to face the consequences. I will be obliged to report the matter to Sister as an example of non-compliance with treatment. If that happens it will go down on you patient record and Sister will, I know, give you a dozen with her riding crop or her cane across her desk for starters. And you know how she can be; she might well repeat it every day for a week if she’s still not satisfied with the student’s training afterwards. Once you have done as I’ve instructed, you will drape yourself over the back of your chair without any fuss and then ask the student if she might be kind enough to administer your caning - nicely, mind: Remember to address her as ‘miss’ and remember, also, to thank her for administering your corrective treatment afterwards, just as you would me or any other member of staff”.

				That poor Lavinia could have struggled through such a self-denigrating, esteem-eroding ordeal seemed impossible, even to the girl herself, yet she did; even begging the mocking young thing to cane her harder when the first stroke had lacked the bite it ordinarily did when the nurse wielded the cane. Indeed, she had begged beseechingly, with her hands pressed together as in prayer, for a repeat of the punishment rather than be reported to Sister when it seemed as if the nurse might be unsatisfied with her student’s performance. So much time had passed since her arrival on the ward, so much about her had changed during that time.

				Certainly far more time had passed than this particular mental patient might have guessed, yet it was still substantially less than a psychiatric assessment of her behaviour might now have suggested. Indeed, although it was true her residency on the secure psychiatric ward had now spread across many months, it was nothing like the timescale of years many experts would have estimated, based on the symptoms of long-term institutionalisation the poor thing now exhibited.

				Aftermath and Therapy

				The caning done with and ablutions performed, the presence of the young student adding a uniquely stinging piquancy to the ritual humiliation of closely supervised bedpan usage, she was left alone behind the relative privacy of the curtained-off area around her bed. Seated on the plastic bedside chair and still crying pitifully she could only watch as the green plastic of the bed curtain had swung back into position, fluttering noisily behind the departing student and nurse.

				Young Lavinia had learnt, now, to sit in quiet contemplation on her bedside chair, shoulders relaxed and hands resting crossed and purposeless in her lap and head and eyes facing forward. She could get into trouble for looking around, let alone to get up; she daren’t do either. Not that there was much to contemplate once the curtain was drawn around, but the relative comfort was preferable to permanent bed confinement and the rigid restriction of bed-restraints. Besides; with the aid of the sedation and faced with the tedium of the featureless fog of green plastic curtaining, her eyes would rapidly glaze over and when they did time soon enough ceased to exist for all intents and purposes.

				That time could pass so effortlessly was, in itself, cause for concern for Lavinia. To try to keep her mind active she would practice chess moves in her head, conjuring up game after game against faceless, nameless opponents. All social contact had been banned by order of her doctor and it went without saying, in any case, that nothing even vaguely resembling a chess set would be allowed anywhere near the secure unit. Any patient retaining any real level of mental agility was potentially a ‘difficult’ patient, a fly in the ointment of mental hospital routine.

				Other times she would attempt to run through the stuff of past learning; the expensive and elitist schools with their liberal, creativity-enhancing stance, the private, forward-thinking tutors who, preaching freedom of thought, had eschewed virtually any form of behavioural restriction in favour of ‘properly expanding the imaginative boundaries’. But this proved all too often a counterproductive exercise - one leading only to further consternation and even panic at times. Faced with palpitations and with sheet-lightening migraine headaches, she would turn her attention back to the futility of counting the green-shadowed folds of plastic curtaining, the grey-black scuff-marks on the flooring or the fine lines and wrinkles around her wrists and running across the backs of her podgy ill-used hands. It was the legacy of the hospital’s so-called ‘school room environment’ that had become the mental hobble here. It was a fog created by the repeated enforced rote-learning of nonsense rhymes and deliberately erroneously-constructed multiplication tables - the memory of that, the rubbish she had been forced to learn, blurred all she had once known, or thought she had known.

				The contrast between the liberal attitudes that had influenced her actual childhood school-life and the strict disciplinary regime that had come to dominate her ‘adult’ world and that characterised that strange adult boarding-school environment they had put together in the hospital’s department of experimental psychology, with its humiliating infantile school uniforms and never-ending parade of petty rules and restrictions, could not have been starker. Certainly in childhood, as was the case for her contemporaries, she had never been subjected to any form of corporal punishment. In that faux world of ‘childhood revisited’, however, the cane and the strap had never been far from her defenceless buttocks and thighs, palms of the hands - or even the tender soles of her feet for that matter.

				In the section psychiatrist’s hands that trend had continued - though then it had been balanced by treats of chocolate candies and had been termed ‘behavioural modification’. The behaviour to be extinguished, or ‘caned away’ as the doctor had put it, was just about anything one might ordinarily associate with a normal, attractive and vivacious teenage girl. Behaviour to be encouraged and reinforced, on the other hand, was anything likely to support the various diagnoses Lavinia had been saddled with. Thus to protest her normality and claim misdiagnosis was tantamount to asking for a sharp slap around both sides of the face, more often than not quickly followed by half a dozen stripes across her bared behind from the doctor’s cane. On the other hand to speak of herself in terms of being a patient when in interview, to mention some symptom or other or perhaps even to suffer her speech collapsing into a hopeless babble of stammering; these things would earn her an all-important smile from her therapist, and a sweet chocolate candy popped between her lips. Even here, on what was supposedly a conventional long-term-care secure psychiatric ward, she had learned that she could be upended over the polyester, viscose or plastic-apron covered lap of a pretty young nurse - and they did all seem so heart-achingly pretty - at a moment’s notice for a hand spanking, leather paddling or a good hard strapping, with her pyjama bottoms and plastic knickers pooled humiliatingly around her ankles.

				She was supposed to sit listlessly slumped in the plastic chair beside her bed in total silence - all day, every day. She was supposed to sit staring blankly out at the institutional green plastic curtain drawn around her bed area with her hands and arms draped loosely in her lap and wait to be returned to bed - whether to be spoon-fed or to sleep - or for a nurse to come and change her pyjamas and knickers and sponge-wash her down while she stood with her arms hanging limply by her sides and her head dutifully bowed. Anything else would result in a report being fed back to the doctor. This in turn would have the double result of binding her even more inextricably within the institutional web - by being passed on to her case review panel as evidence of irrational behaviour - and earning her a long hard caning, either at the hands of the doctor herself or the Ward Sister.

				Student Nurse Training

				For some time, some unknowable span, there had been complete silence beyond the green-veiled curtaining - or nearly so. Now there came the padding of rubber soles on soft yielding lino - several pairs of soles, and feet shuffling - and the rusty creaking and plasticy rustling of the curtain around the neighbouring bed that resided on her right being drawn back. Momentarily there came drifting through the isolation of the institutional green curtaining a massed outbreak of soft, barely stifled, giggles before a mature, well intended cough and a meaningful feminine clearing of the throat drew order.

				The strident, educated tones of the Ward Sister were only too familiar. One of the other voices, whispering close by, was less so, but was recognizable as the young student who only moments before had been standing over her, cane in hand.

				“Basic bodily elimination is ordinarily a matter of intense privacy and these poor young women we have here will have been taught from an early age, as have all of us, to expect and require privacy during elimination and to be able to deal with their bodily functions unaided. Ordinarily, constant and tactful reinforcement of the medical reasons underpinning a patient’s bedpan usage would be advised in order to minimise the possible detrimental psychological impact. But when the requirement is due to the subject’s mental insufficiency and incompetence demanding close supervision rather than any physical shortcoming there is little that can be said for the use of tact to in alleviating the patient’s natural embarrassment of the sights and sounds associated with the act. With the possible exception of this new patient behind these curtains here and patient 10 who is presently standing against the wall over there - both of whom have yet to be fully assessed - these patient’s have all scored at a particularly low level on their so-called Independence Evaluation Grade... Would anyone like to tell me what that is?”

				“A professional assessment of the patient’s potential to lead an independent life outside of the care system, Sister?” It was that same student again; Lavinia recognized her strident, confident tone. One or two other girlishly giggly voices murmured in agreement, but none so ‘up front’. From the voices and the sound of shuffling feet the impression received was that there were perhaps three of them in the group, all sounding as if little older than in their late teens.

				“Yes, exactly that!” The Ward Sister sounded a little more than pleased - a little favouritism perhaps, Lavinia wondered dully. The woman continued on with her lecture, clearing her throat:

				“Now... This is not a rehabilitation ward and a certain degree of regression is to be expected over time in any case within a group of such low-functioning patients. Paradoxically, it is often less unsettling for the patient - and so beneficial to the smooth running of the ward - if she be continually reminded of her inadequacy. For example: the rationale behind the patient’s detention here and the disciplinary aspects of the ward’s regime may be discussed with the patient while she ‘performs’. Any manifestations of the symptoms of her particular condition may at that time be usefully pointed out to her - as and when they arise - in the context of the manner in which they might potentially inhibit the patient’s ability to carry out her ablutions unaided.

				The placement of the bedpan on the bedside chair allows a closer approach to a more usual anatomical toileting position than would be possible with the patient restricted to her bed, reduces the possibility of the patient soiling her bedclothes, thus adding to your workload, and allows for closer supervision and scrutiny. Requiring the patient to take up a specified position at a closely defined time rather than the ad libitum provision of the bedpan in situ has the added advantage of serving to instil a sense of routine and of being under discipline, which in turn has been shown to aid the patient in adapting to long-term institutional life.

				Incidentally; from the point of view of those of you involved in the dietetic research aspect, the advantage of the use of a bedpan, rather than a commode or a conventional toilet, is two-fold. Firstly; the bedpan facilitates the easy collection of specimens of bodily waste for analysis. Secondly; the design of bedpan we employ aids the provision of an accurate measurement of the patient’s output by doubling as a graduated receptacle for her elimination products.

				Next we get to perineal care: It should go without saying that the cleansing of the perineal area after elimination or incontinent episodes must be carried out thoroughly for hygienic purposes and cannot be left to patient. This is a task that unfortunately, despite the somewhat less than flavoursome nature, falls to the nurse. Indeed the mentally insufficient patient should be sternly and continually instructed to keep her hands away from such areas of her body, not only during cleansing but at all times. The rule is that any patient not sitting with her hands either passively folded in her lap or hanging limply by her sides must be reported to the doctor on duty. The same applies to any attempt to interfere in either this or any other task, such as dressing, undressing or feeding; even if in the misguided desire to ‘help’.

				There is probably little need to remind you to wear gloves. In this process the toilet paper should be wrapped around the glove and with the patient now standing at the bedside and bent across the mattress the instruction should be given; ‘legs wide apart, please’ - always these words, exactly; never deviate, never be tempted to embellish. It is permissible to reinforce the patient’s response with a sharp slap to the inside of either or both thighs - as an aid to conditioning - but no more than this should be necessary, nor is it desirable. Once again, anything other than total passivity must be reported so that the necessary steps can be taken to correct the patient’s behaviour. The latter usually involves a period of withdrawal of bedpan privileges with concomitant nappy use, or sometimes of total seclusion, as it’s called: There is little in the way of mental stimulation available as it is and taking way what little is available for a while usually does the trick!

				The wiping is carried out from the pubic area back towards and across the anal zone, the patent’s arms having been folded behind and placed in the hollow at the small of her back, positioned forearm to forearm, where they should remain passively until you are ready to reposition the patient. As a later part of the process it is necessary to cleanse first the labia majora, then to spread the lips to expose the folds of the labia minora. Apply gentle rhythmic strokes using the wetted corner of a gauze square, working from the front to the rear at a rate of one complete transit every two to three seconds while simultaneously inspecting the intimate area for any evidence of untoward secretions or discharge. Any such evidence or noticeable odour must be reported and by all means may be mentioned to the patient, so as to serve to further reinforce the necessity for the procedure in the patient’s mind. Any hint of insubordination at this point is to be quelled immediately, as one might discipline a child - that is how one should view these women; as disobedient children. Always think this: ‘The body of a woman - the mind of a child”

				To Lavinia, in her more lucid moments, this latter statement seemed to embody as much as anything, the true raison d’etre of the procedure. On entering the institution such as this one an individual went through what amounted to a choreographed ceremonial degradation, being systematically stripped of their own clothing and issued regulation institutional uniform clothing. From that moment on they were encouraged in effect to disown their previous life and adapt to this new environment in which they were to became - and henceforth to be known as - ‘the patient’. The regulations pertaining to a patient maintained on ‘bed-rest’ with ‘toilet Privileges’ withdrawn - as was standard for ‘mentally-impaired’ patients such as our sweet Lavinia - allowed only for the supervised use of the bedpan as ‘a receptacle for elimination’, as the hospital authorities quaintly put it. But as for the rest, that she had just had the ‘privilege’ of overhearing; these were insights she would rather not have been privy to.

			

		

	
		
			
				Keeping The Girl Under Her Doctor’s Orders

				When the curtain was next whisked back the girl barely blinked. The doctor was suddenly standing there hands on hips dressed in her customary hip-hugging black leather skirt, her tailored satin blouse reflecting the ward strip-lights in deeply-bedded glossy pools, its pearl buttons near submerged between an impressively high and well-defined bustline. Lavinia having succumbed to a sort of self-hypnosis, her eyes fixated on the endlessly rippling plain of green plastic drapes, it took a few moments for any kind of spark of awareness to flicker back into the teenager’s eyes. Bending and tucking her fingers under the girl’s chin, lifting it and bringing her patients gaze to meet her own, the doctor smiled at the glazed, cloudy distant look in her patient’s eyes. The hint of incomprehension that still lingered on the girl’s face, and that seemed reluctant to totally clear, pleased the statuesque woman. Still bending she twisted to look back over a shoulder at the Ward Sister who had come across to stand beside her:

				“She is becoming quite withdrawn: it’s taking her quite a while to snap out of it. I’d say she was coming along quite nicely - the young woman you’ve put in charge of her really knows her stuff; she should be congratulated.”

				Then, turning back to the rapidly more responsive teenager, the girl’s eyes now flickering back and forth as if in fright and her cheeks colouring, the doctor addressed her directly:

				“And how about you, how do you think you’re getting on in your new home? You going to be here with us a very long time don’t forget. Do you think you’re settling down, now - would you say that you’re settling down to becoming a nice co-operative, docile mental patient? Because I think you are - as you just heard me tell the Ward Sister here; I think you’re well on the way to becoming a proper psychiatric patient, the sort of case that I should have no problem in convincing the review board when the time comes to leave in my hands for a further five years. Would you think about that? By the end of that period you will have been in this establishment, in one way or another, for over nine years - not far off ten, as a matter of fact.”

				Helped to her feet by a hand placed beneath her elbow, she was led by the hand, escorted by the Ward Sister, shuffling up the narrow aisle formed between the iron-railed bed frames - each numbered at the foot and surmounted at the head by a wall-board detailing the occupant’s various diagnoses as if detailing the heinous deeds carried out by a justifiably-incarcerated criminal kingpin. In a step-synchronised disciplined procession, like a well-rehearsed wedding march, they moved as one; the stylishly attired doctor to the fore, the starch-uniformed Ward Sister to the rear now guiding young Lavinia with both hands laid upon the latter’s bowed shoulders. Coming to the rails of the security gate at the far end of the ward, the Ward Sister removed the padlock, keys tinkling and ringing discordantly in the silence of the ward, ushering them through.

				The room beyond, as always, was filled with the same disinfectant smell that permanently infected the tiny secure ward and that she could still remember wafting along the entire length of the winding labyrinth of corridors that lay outside the padlocked ironwork security grille and the locked double doors of the ward’s entrance. The latter was a cumbersome arrangement to be sure; an airlock-like porch spanned by a barrage of prison bars and having a reception desk set back off to one side invariably staffed by a stone-faced and grey-haired wardress-like woman who controlled the comings and goings through the authority of the steel ring of bright jingly keys that swung from a leather tab sewn into her calf-length navy-blue serge uniform dress. The ironwork gate served to separate the inner from the outside door - both of which were in themselves substantial and kept locked - and had its clunky integral iron block lock rather unnecessarily augmented by a heavily armoured modern case-hardened steel padlock. Negotiating three such secured doors and four separate locks each time passage was required to or from the ward was a source of constant annoyance and irritation to the staff. It was of some relief, then, that it was rarely necessary to move patients around.

				Once a patient was securely ensconced that was all there was to it - she would be fed in her bed, washed down by sponging, either standing by her bed or bent across it and toileted on a bedpan placed on the bedside chair. The latter, ironically, would take place with the curtain drawn back; this being officially so all patients might be supervised throughout their ablutions by a single nurse or the Ward Sister strolling up and down between the ends of their beds. Unofficially, this withdrawal of privacy had as much to do with the continuously on-going process of proving to these young women and reinforcing the idea that their lives were no longer their own and that they no longer had any control over any part of their existence, no matter how trivial.

				Of course an even greater irony was the fact that the closing of the curtain around a patient’s bed came to be seen in time as a punitive measure, a simple and effective way of distancing her still further from the real world, denying her even that limited, shallow social contact she would ordinarily be allowed with her fellow mental patients. Some mingling was allowable in the central aisle between the beds. Conversations could take place in quiet hushed timid little voices - little more than a whisper was tolerated - but always had to be within earshot of the supervising nurse. There could be no secretive huddles in corners and the subject matter of their chatter was closely monitored - only the most trivial, mundane aspects of ward life could be discussed. Symptoms and signs of mental illness, whether their medication left them woozy or woolly-headed, how much they were looking forward to the next group therapy session and how beneficial they found it, whether or not the new suppositories were helping their bowel movements - these were all deemed suitable subjects for gossip.

				Anything pertaining to the world at large, anything relating to their previous life or loved ones left behind outside, anything philosophical or critical, could lead to punitive repercussions. Even idly wondering out loud what day of the week it might be or whether or not it might be sunny outside could invite punishment.

				The idea was that they should come to consider the world outside as no longer existing as far as they were concerned, that this small compact ward and the psychiatric wing in which it resided was now the entirety of their existence and that their conversation should both reflect that fact and serve to constantly remind them that they were now just mental patients whose points of view and ideas were no longer of interest to anyone.

				A patient who as much as mentioned her name could find herself confined to bed in full restraints with the curtain drawn around. Indeed this was considered a particularly heinous crime and one that would also be punished in addition by a good few swipes from the Ward Sister’s cane or the doctor’s riding switch across her bare behind. Patients had their case designation numbers boldly printed on their striped green and white pyjamas which in turn they were taught to think of as a form of uniform and that as such should in time come to define their personality. Names were something that had been left outside the hospital gates, dumped along with their normal clothing, mobile phones, credit cards, identity papers and all the other clutter they might once have thought of as their ‘personal effects’.

				It didn’t matter whether she had once been a homeless street waif, a highflying board member on her way to the top - used to wanting the best and getting it and who had arrived in the latest designer business attire - or a once-headstrong teenager who had been brow-beaten back into school uniform by an overbearing aunt. The long drawn-out admittance procedure was calculated to bring them all down to the same level, breaking them down both emotionally and psychologically well before they got anywhere near the actual long-term secured ward. Hair would be chopped back to the regulation hospital length and colour bleached out if dyed - the latter leaving it with no more lustre than straw. Nails would be clipped, eyelashes trimmed and both eyebrows and pubic hair shaved.

				Each would have been marched through into the secure wing stark naked; invariably following on from their first experience of institutional corporal punishment. Only once behind the locked gates of the secure psychiatric wing would they have received their patient uniform - lovingly designed to complete the task of robbing them of their dignity - before then being taken the rest of the way, as Lavinia had been, in a specially designed restraint-wheelchair with their eyes and ears covered. Once they were finished with them even the most stubborn of these young women would have timidly followed the nurse though those double locked doors and the prison bar gate to her new home.

				Here, on the ward, they were encouraged to foster a new personality: one suited to, and accepting of, long-term incarceration and that was best represented by a pair of digits rather than a name. By this they would now be known and addressed by members of staff and it was by this that they were obliged to refer to themselves or to other patients - nothing else.

				This room, leading directly off of the ward proper though separated from it by the obligatorily-padlocked iron-bar gate, contained everything else thought necessary for the care and incarceration of female psychiatric patients thus freeing the staff of the burden and the security issues involved in ever having to move a patient back out of the triple whammy of security that was the ward entrance. Far larger than the ward itself - occupying perhaps three or even four times the latter’s floor area - this space ironically known as the ‘recreational area’ had neither windows nor any exit, save that leading through into the more intimate private confines of the ‘one-to-one consultation room’.

				Having passed reverently through the hinging, vertically-barred gate, guarding the end of the ward furthest from the entrance point it was towards this so-called ‘one-to-one consultation room’ which Lavinia was now guided by her hand, feeling as if a small child. They entered via a doorway ordinarily kept locked fast but that today awaited for them ajar. The thick, sound-dampening sandwich of dense oak flanked on either side by alternating layers of rock-wool cladding and soft but tough, quilted plastic stuffed with acoustic wadding was certainly heavy, yet swung effortlessly inward on well balanced hinges when pressed allowing the group to progress through to the sparsely appointed, softly-lit space beyond.

				Other than the point of entry through which they had just passed, one solitary door existed here, lying back inset within a side wall: More often than not, this would be left deliberately ajar as a not-too-subtle salutary warning of just some of the repercussions of disobedience and of the scope of the remedies open to such an institution such as the one in which Lavinia now found herself. The interior padding of this door, notably thick, could be plainly seen and enough of the brightly-lit interior of the space behind to form an impression of a padded cell such as she had seen in films and in pictures, but scaled more along the lines of a walk-in cupboard, such that an occupant would have insufficient space to stretch out and would be obliged, therefore, to sit with a perpetual bend in the knees. She’d been placed in a room such as this before: every surface covered with thick plasticy padding and a floor that felt as if standing or sitting on a deep soft bed mattress that just extended down for ever, bottomless and swampy textured.

				Directly abutting this doorway stood a double-fronted wooden cupboard with one door carelessly left swung aside revealing a rail from which hung an entire row of canvas straitjackets of the type she had been forced to walk into the ward wearing on her very first day. The message was clear enough - and she knew there would be more to it than merely the discomfort of being trussed in the jacket and forced into the muscle cramping space of padded ‘little ease’. There would be some other, psychological, torment to augment the effect of the punishment - there always was; they always punished both the body and the mind. It could well be child’s nursery rhyme played over and over twenty-four hours a day or something as simple as a continuous metronome-like ticking or irritating cricket-like chirruping or even a recording of her own voice, perhaps reciting some formula castigating herself or assuring herself that she was indeed mentally ill and a mental patient in need of care. That was the point of the exercise after all; that one day she would, with the doctor’s loving guidance, become exactly that - a mental patient.

				On her immediate left, set up in the corner, squatted a blackboard and easel and set before that were a pair of small, cramped wood and wrought-iron school desks, looking as if taken straight from some Victorian schoolroom museum exhibit. To the right lay the interview table, a plain white table set with a comfortable padded reclining office chair for the interviewer or councillor behind and with two straight-backed plastic chairs arranged to the front where ordinarily there would be one.

				But it was with the two school desks that the real surprise awaited: one of the two under-sized, cramped child-proportioned desks was already occupied! The hapless young woman seated there was readily recognizable to Lavinia as ‘patient 09’ - partly from recall, as the poor sleep-deprived young thing she had encountered on her first day on the ward, tottering unsteadily in the corner while all around her slept cruelly soundly, but mainly through the numerals printed boldly across the rear of the latter’s restraining straitjacket.

				An identically-stiff canvas and leather garment lay folded on the vacant seat - identical that is in all but the numerals displayed fore and aft, in this case a ‘three’ and a ‘zero’, 30: young Lavinia’s designation in this institutionalised world.

				“Slip your arms into the sleeves, please, child,”

				The straitjacket, that most humiliating symbol of mental incompetence, had been plucked from the plastic chair by it shoulders and was now being proffered towards her as casually as might a department store shop assistant have once offered up to her the latest thing in zeitgeist styling - once, long ago... once when she had been free. Mind you, there was a price to be paid for freedom: back then she would have had to stand before a full-length mirror and there would have been a decision to be made. At least nowadays she was spared that particular trial - apart from one option... and that was not one she would be likely to opt for.

				Decisions were the outcome of equations balanced by benefits and sanctions, a seesaw weighing of advantages against consequences. The latter lay across the desk behind the slowly rotating spiral disc device, the pliant switch still droplet-strewn by the pickling brine solution in which it was stowed and that kept it supple. The former - the jacket - if not pulled so tight that the shoulders burnt and one’s breathing became laboured - Lavinia knew from experience, could be less of a torture and more of a release; the restriction ironically giving rein to a freeing of the spirit... or at the very least, a surrender of responsibility... If not for that latter point it was a ‘no-brainer’, but surrender of responsibility was the credo here - it was exactly what was wanted of her, of all the poor cows they kept locked-up on the ward.

				Arms pulled across and under her pendulous bosom she felt the now familiar security of butterfly straps and buckles fastened up the rear, then the satisfaction of the crotch strap dragged between her legs and relieving her of the unrelenting responsibility of hitching up pyjama bottoms robbed of draw-strings and baggy rubber bloomers that had never so much as conceived of elastic waistbands. Now rendered refreshingly helpless she found herself dumped down alongside her idiotically grinning erstwhile compatriot and facing the blackboard and the insistently flickering vivid black and white disk that slowly spun on a bracket attached to the rear of the desk.

				Like some rotational representation of the 1960’s artist, Bridget Riley’s, sensorially-challenging work, the latter could neither be ignored nor tolerated. It was not the first time Lavinia had been confronted by this apparition - one glance had informed her of that - but how many other occasions had there been, how often? That knowledge had been stolen from her in some way, of that she was certain.

				Though on the surface - and given a cursory glance - monochrome, to the habituated viewer dazzling, bright, vibrant colours danced in spectacularly pulsating choreography between the interweaving spirals of densest inky-blacks and stunning fluorescing whites. The ever-shifting patterning drew the eye to its centre, dissolving conscious thought, captivating the mind with its staggeringly beautiful vibrancy and stealing reason. Here was something to be wary of, just as she felt she had been wary of it so many times before - yet she was unsure quite why. There was no way she could take her eyes off the display; whatever thoughts she had it quickly claimed for itself - and what determination she still held only served to draw her eyes inexorably toward the waiting cane... The thought of its brine-pickled suppleness whipping back and forth across the taut fatty globes of her naked behind terrified her. Nonetheless; deep down inside she felt she should still struggle - though she was no longer at all sure exactly what she should be struggling against.

				Somehow she blinked, mentally swimming against the whirlpool tide seeking to drag her down to its infinitely mindless depths.

				“No, please, no! What is this?”

				The reality was not quite so clear, her clarity drowned by the stutter that now crippled her speech - her straightjacketed companion stared on blankly regardless, as if she had uttered nothing.

				The doctor’s voice maintained her usual note of patronising patience as she stepped forward to deal with the situation. This was nothing untoward; indeed, had there not been at least some modicum of defiance she would have been far less certain of her subject’s progress than she was - and as it was, she was delighted.

				“Silly girl - have you any idea how often have we been through these sessions together? ...You can’t remember, can you? Well, why should you, I suppose?

				Yes, today is the first you will have shared with your fellow newcomer here - but we have had countless sessions together before this. In a moment I will offer you a dose of the tranquilizer you are customarily given on the ward; the only difference being that the dose will be a little stronger. At this sort of concentration, the narcotic I have prescribed has the side-effect of inducing short-term amnesia. Ordinarily disadvantageous and to be avoided this effect is also accompanied by the frankly, rather advantageous, induction of an increased level of suggestibility in the subject.

				If you look across the room, there, you will see a blackboard, a standard schoolroom blackboard. On it, if you look, you will see sketched-out what appears to be a children’s hangman game... Recognise the handwriting - hmmm?”

				Lavinia did indeed - it looked frighteningly like her own! But some of the letters... They looked to spell out the name of her first pet - all but the first letter or so, a puppy it was...no it was a cockatoo, wasn’t it? Or was it a, a,a... Well, she knew the name - it was Bl... no, not that...the first few letters were missing...it was... She had to think....but her head throbbed so...

				“Would you like one of these, dear?”

				The doctor’s outstretched hand unfolded from around its cargo of glistening gold and green pleasure - tranquilizers, the golden panacea of many a hospital mental ward. Reluctantly Lavinia found herself with her pretty head craning forward, lips puckered and sucking hungrily at the brace of encapsulated drugs nestling in her mind-mistress’s palm.

				“Want these? Well, of course you do. And why shouldn’t you, a mental patient trapped in the tedium of life locked away in a psychiatric hospital? But already you have shown defiance - and I am sure I have taught you by now, if nothing else, that I’ll brook no defiance. You know what comes next, don’t you, girl?”

				The ‘girl’ in question did indeed know... the doctor’s cane was the best remedy under such circumstances - or so the doctor always insisted.

			

		

	
		
			
				The Plaited Leather Cure For A Refractory Patient

				It had taken surprisingly little time to have the straitjacket stripped from her again, the doctor’s hands both nimble and practiced. Why she should have been stripped back to her pyjamas and knickers when the restraint afforded by the straitjacket would have seemed eminently suitable for what was to come would remain a mystery to the young girl, but was clarity itself to any that knew the doctor’s methodology. It all came down to that one word - discipline - it always did. For now though she could only sit and wait. She had defied her doctor, refused to comply with her treatment, refused to let the woman hypnotise her with that spinning disc of hers and there would be a price to pay.

				“Stand up! Let’s have those pyjama trousers and knickers down - grasp your ankles and let me hear you ask sister, here, nicely for correction... Or would you prefer me to call in your sweet young student nurse friend and ask her to put you across her lap for a good, hard strapping! Oh, yes! I know all about what has been passing between you. Don’t look so shocked, dear - you don’t think either the Ward Sister or I would have placed you under the care of anybody unless we were both one hundred and ten percent sure of her reliability, do you?”

				The psychiatrist’s intonation had that implacable frigid clipped-tone edge to it that the woman kept in reserve, to be unleashed only in the case of the most blatant, confrontational recalcitrance. Her face - as striking as her well made-up features were, her fine-boned cheeks picked out in subtle rouge and steely blue eyes enhanced in a reflection of subtly shimmering eye-shadow - was stony, delightfully feminine yet set in tight-lipped determination. Lavinia, for her part, was plunged into a state of shock.

				From the earliest days, Lavinia had barely considered for more than the briefest of times that the young woman she had come to think of as ‘her nurse’ might be complicitous in any of this. Now, having had the student nurse’s involvement practically spelled out to her, albeit implicitly... Well, the knowledge was devastating, the prospect of now being punished by the girl - a young woman possibly actually younger than she was herself - even more so.

				“I said, Knickers down, please.” The psychiatrist’s tone was sharpened by impatience now, her foot tapping and her fingers toying with the wicked looking switch she held in her hand.

				Lavinia knew better than to tarry. Her fingers fumbled under the now quite unfamiliar task - one now ordinarily undertaken by her nurse. Gradually her fulsomely-rounded buttock cheeks emerged from beneath from a peeled-back second-skin of soft, pliant stretchy plastic to be defencelessly exposed to the air, still glistening with perspiration and worse.

				The hospital examination gown was no less troublesome with its fiddly ribbon ties to the rear, its provision just as unexpected as the removal of the straitjacket had been. Of thin white nylon trimmed with bottle green edging around the neck and sleeves and fastening with bottle green ties, it continued the colour scheme so beloved of the institution, even down to the embroidered hospital crest over one breast surmounted by the hospital’s name and underlain by those hated and somehow so humiliating words: Secure Psychiatric Wing. Falling to no more than mid-thigh at best, the lowest fastening was positioned at the lower back leaving the rear split open by the wearer’s full, protruding buttocks, the gown clearly having been designed to fall away once a patient was bent at the waist, whether it be for examination, lying facedown on a couch, or for punishment; standing and grasping the ankles or bent over a nurse’s lap for a good hard strapping.

				“Six strokes, I think to start; then we’ll see where we go from there.” The doctor’s regal tone somehow seemed well suited to the surreal context, a smile playing around her lips. “Bend and grasp your ankles please; knees locked out straight.”

				The dressage whip, with its plaited-leather handle and its lightweight fibreglass core, could be a spiteful implement indeed when wielded in the doctor’s hand. Hissing through the air with an angry sound like a snake about to strike, it now fell methodically again and again across the girl’s well-filled-out womanly bottom. Expertly the doctor worked it upwards, stroke by stroke, from the tender flesh of the dimpled overhang just above the girl’s chubby thighs to the taut but resilient curvature of the centre line, the point at which the cleft between the globes was at it most defined. The doctor paused a moment at that point, poised to lay the sixth and final cut across the very centre of the hysterical weeping girl’s buttocks, yet contemplating something more... The thoughts were simply tearing around in the striking psychiatrist’s brain, each in turn scrabbling for her conscious attention:

				How much more pleasing the well-rounded curvature of the girl’s hips and thighs were now - so much more pleasing to the eye than the skinny, wiry rump of the coat-hanger catwalk model; or a tutu-clad dancer’s, come to that! That bottom was so... so... breathtaking! Just as chubby as nature intended, if not a little more so - and as rounded as a well-ripened peach, yet still firm, and with such youthful resilience! Such succulent perfection; the anal cleavage going so, so deep while the buttock cheeks remained so sharply delineated as to give the girl’s backside the appearance of a perfect, if heavily-upholstered, inverted heart shape, wobbling enticingly with each step - or rather, shuffle.

				That newly ripened-off, fulsome femininity, that wondrously squirming bottom with its milky drum-tight velvety flesh visibly quivering between fine but swollen blood-red fiery lines - all of that was testament to the dietician’s skill as much as the doctor’s own. Not that she wanted to underplay her own role in having skilfully psychologically manipulated her innocent young charge to overeat. But in the main the pivotal role had been that of the dietician; together they had surreptitiously piled on pound upon pound, distributed around the girl’s once-slender frame, in time entirely changing the girl’s body composition.

				She ran her fingers appreciatively across the bending girl’s bottom, feeling the finely-ruled raised tracks drawn out by the wicked kiss of the dressage whip beneath her finger tips. Cruelly she trailed her long freshly manicured nails across, under and around each cheek, marvelling at the way that in striking, the long thin switch had conformed to the softly curving contours of the girl’s buttocks to such an extent as to have curved around at the sides following the swelling curvature of the girl’s broad hips.

				Absorbing the inflamed warmth through soft fingertips the doctor again paused, pondering: There was something about having the ability to determine a girl’s body-shape, something deeply thrilling - and at a most fundamental level. To be able to manipulate an individual’s physical appearance at such a fundamental level through the induction of behavioural changes was the ultimate in psychological control. To have relieved her patient of the responsibility of adhering to all those fad diets and celebrity-endorsed exercise regimes, to have taken control, to have made decisions and then watched the outcome of those decisions come to fruition - this was something that was thrilling indeed.

				Yet there was much more to this than simply glorying in the undeniable thrill of wielding control over another - indeed, there were many ways in which she could impose her will over her charges. This was different: There was something very special, something... empowering... for a young woman to find buried within herself the ability, the inner-strength to take charge over her figure, to diet, exercise, refine. To have that element of control taken away from her, to have another individual take charge of all those most fundamental of personal life-choices, could have an incalculably severe psychological impact on a patient. There was nothing quite like a little enforced weight gain - or, indeed, weight loss - when it came to impressing upon the mind of some recalcitrant young miss the degree of control hanging over her. What better expression of discipline could there be than for a young girl to be aware of herself changing physically from day to day in accordance with another’s wishes, as a result of some imposition or restriction, yet be powerless to intervene? Surely this was especially the case where the young woman concerned might perceive that metamorphosis to be one likely to make her less attractive to a perspective partner - or to handicap her ambitions and prospects for the future!

				Her eye wandered back to the substantial feminine hind-quarters presented before her and how they parted the shimmering soft folds of the hospital examination gown she had decided to put the girl in. For a split second she clenched her teeth - the urge to continue to slash in the dressage whip was almost more than she could deal with. But if she was to discipline her charge, she had first to discipline herself - she had announced six strokes and six strokes she would deliver... unless, of course, the girl gave her legitimate cause to award more. What had been slim, sculptured hips a couple of years previously now swelled with fecund promise. The modest, springy apple-firm and gravity-defying bosom of that time would have been practically unrecognisable as the heavy, pendulous fleshy globes that presently hung earthward like milk-laden udders beneath the exam gown. Now as the girl moved about the ward they swung disconcertingly beneath her pyjama jacket like a pair of encumbering and embarrassing appendages, as if having a life of their own and struggling for freedom against the constriction of the fabric, the outline of the inflamed, turgid and ridged nipples thrusting through the once shapeless garment. Similarly the girl’s once flat, well muscled, dancer’s stomach had now evolved into a much more eye-pleasing curving, slightly swollen little belly that hung down temptingly in a manner that suggested both feminine fertility and all sorts of hidden delights that might lie below. Taken together all that flesh, though well-toned, had now come to fill the otherwise near formless, billowing fabric of her sack-like mental-hospital pyjamas.

				In particular, the girl’s much-expanded waistline, along with her thighs and that big fat arse of hers, had become sufficient to fill and stretch the waistband of her pyjama bottoms, thereby negating the necessity for her to continuingly hitch up her trousers with her hand as she walked. The doctor had been well aware of this particular turn of events for some time of course - careful records were kept of all aspects of a patient’s progress, physical attributes included. For a while it had served her purpose to let the girl become used to this new freedom. Now, she decided, was the time to curtail that privilege - she made a mental note to order a larger size for the girl. The last thing she wanted was to have the girl come to think of herself, now possessing as she did what some might euphemistically term ‘a fuller-figure’, as having become attractive in some way.

				The pyjamas and plastic pants, that together constituted what the unit’s governing body considered the ‘patient uniform’ were as devoid of styling and as loose fitting as they were for good psychological reasons - to discourage vanity, ‘untoward attention’ and ‘attraction’ between patients. The absence of either a drawstring or elastic at the waistband of the pyjama bottoms - and the similar absence of the waist-elastic that might have otherwise have kept up the thick but soft plastic knickers a girl was obliged to wear beneath them - was simply written-off as a sensible safety precaution where the ‘mentally-disturbed’ were involved. That peculiarly demoralising aspect of the ‘patient uniform’ - that which involved the continuous hitching up of trousers and underwear and the sense of humiliation that went with that - was rarely openly discussed; that wasn’t to say it was to be entirely glossed over, though.

				Now running the satin-soft open palm of her hand around and then down, feeling her way over the spherical expanse of one of the hair-pin bent young girl’s bottom cheeks, the sapphically-oriented doctor slipped her fingers beneath the puppy-fat over-hang, exploring deep within the hot moist folds and savouring the girl’s reluctant shiver. Watching the globes quiver and clench defensively and the flesh ripple, the doctor found herself making another of her mental notes - this time to come up with some excuse to have the girl’s hobble shortened. Reducing the linkage between the girl’s ankle cuffs to just a few inches or so would enforce an attractive mincing gait, which in turn, she felt, would induce a delightful jiggling in all that girl flesh. It would also serve to reinforce the futility of the girl holding out any shred of hope that she might one day be permitted to rejoin the pathway she had been on towards becoming a dancer - a skivvy scrubbing the floors on all fours dressed in a nylon work dress, cap and apron... just maybe.

				The latter mental image had the doctor licking her lips as if savouring the last nectar droplets of fine, rich Sauternes. Momentarily irritated, if not alarmed, by her own weakness she once more drew back her arm, meaning to slash in one final strike of the dressage whip with all the ferocity due the object she had to blame for her temptation; that big round, jiggling succulent bottom. Then she stayed her hand - those wondrously cavorting, convulsing mooning globes deserved something very special... And she suddenly knew what that ‘something very special’ should be. She had been about to land the final slash right across the centre line, right above the point where the girl’s tender young anus lay - she knew just what to do next as a fitting encore to the afternoon’s proceedings:

				“You can release your ankles now, if you please... No! I didn’t say get up. I want you to remain bending at the waist. Now reach back with both hands and pull apart your bottom cheeks, as wide as you can. Come along now; let’s face it you have enough to get hold of there. Just imagine that I need to examine your anus. I am your doctor, I have that right don’t forget; or would you prefer that we start your correction afresh?”

				Mewing pitifully, her downturn face drenched in tears, Lavinia moved to comply, reaching up and back around her sides and grabbing handfuls of flesh: “Please, no, doctor...not from the start, doctor. Please, doctor, I’ll be a good girl, doctor, I’ll do what I’m told.”

				“Yes you will, dear... you’re going to do what ever you’re told, exactly whatever you’re told - without question and no matter who it is that is instructing you; whether it be myself, the Ward Sister, one of the trainee nurses or indeed one of your visitors, such as your guardian, when the time comes.”

				Bending the doctor was repositioning the girl’s fingers as she spoke, shifting the girl’s grip further round to the sides of her chubby globular buttocks so that her digits would be well out of the way and helping stretch apart the cheeks.

				“Hold them apart, just like that - it’s not a pretty sight but you’re going to show me and the Ward Sister here exactly what you look like back there, nevertheless.”

				Rather than the pink and sweet and puckered thing, as neat as a perfect rosebud, as once it had indeed been, this most secretive of tissue had become over time distended, opening out like a fleshy mushroom. The lumen or opening with the wreath of surrounding sphincter musculature rather than being squeezed closed as would be expected in nature instead existed as neat dark circular invagination, the passage beyond dilated to a degree a little greater in diameter than a man’s thumb. Within, encircled by tissue that ordinarily would lie beyond the probing reach of daylight, the agent responsible for this lewd display could just be perceived. A glistening black ring, set internally and barely visible, pressed outward against the anal walls, its obsidian gloss interrupted at regular intervals around its circumference by fine silvery thread-like bands that seemed to extend outwards, intruding into the puffy tissues themselves. This deeply embedded rubber ‘O’ ring had been the third in a series of increasing diameter to have been fitted. Held permanently in situ by sutures of surgical platinum, this particular anal dilator had been in place some six months. The stretched and now useless sphincter tissue had outgrown, spreading out in a radial fashion around the opening in her bottom and forming a swollen circular pad of singularly tender flesh. It was this delicate tissue that the doctor now sought to punish - that and the usually-protected soft flesh on the insides of her bottom cheeks and the sensitive erogenous area lying between the girl’s anus and her vagina.

				“What do you think her boyfriend is going to make of that, not exactly attractive is it?” As she spoke, the Ward Sister’s fingernail was tracing a teasing path around and then across the out-swelling delicate coral petal-like structure encircling the opened dark channel mouth of the girl’s anus like a crinkled carnation flower with its centre punched out.

				The doctor smiled back pleasantly, regarding the Ward Sister with a look on her face that spoke of something more akin to affection than mere comradeship. All the time absentmindedly running her fingers up and down the thin smoothly-tapered dressage whip, her tone was measured, conversational:

				“No, not really; especially when one considers the amount of money young women and girls like these spend on procedures such as anal bleaching and so on nowadays, just to improve the way they look ‘back there. It seems such a shame that the anal dilator should have the effect that it so often does - it’s quite surprising. It’s just a rubber grommet holding back a ring of muscle, after all, and a perfectly legitimate and effective treatment in cases of anal occlusion.

				Of course the rationale behind its utilisation in certain of the behavioural psychology investigations we carry out in the research unit is completely different and the timescales over which our studies are conducted bear little resemblance to the normal medical use - months or even years rather than days or weeks. The thing was never originally designed to be kept in situ for such a long period, nor was it intended that it should be anchored in place with platinum wire stitching - both of which I think have something to do with it. I guess all that fleshy overgrowth piled up around the sphincter is just the body’s way of attempting to deal with the continuous stretching and pressing outwards of the anal sphincter muscles.

				As for her boyfriend: well, she’d lost contact with him well before she was brought here. What with the length of time we’ve had her here already, he’ll have long ago moved on. And I’d imagine her old school chums will have done something similar, perhaps even been through University by now, found jobs, new partners, got married, moved away. Whichever the case; they’ll certainly have forgotten all about our little patient here by now.’” The doctor gave a condescending little laugh to finish off.

				The Ward Sister had been continuing her ministrations, bringing velvety fingertips to bear in a wavering, circling tickling motion and drawing confused gasps from the sharply bending humiliated girl. Now, as if taking her cue from the doctor, she stood back delivering a sharp slap to the inside edge of a fleshy but resilient buttock cheek, watching the flesh ripple and the outline of her palm and fingers begin to develop in red over the finely-traced lines left behind from the doctor’s earlier application of the dressage whip. Bending slightly at the waist she quietly addressed the yelping girl, her voice mocking and filled to brimming with mock sympathy:” Such a shame! Life’s been passing you by while you’ve been in here, hasn’t it honey?”

				In any other situation this would have been a rhetorical question. Not here, not in this institution:

				“Answer the Ward Sister, please dear.”

				It may have been phrased as an invitation, but the cold sensation of the length of the doctor’s dressage whip being softly drawn across the back of her thighs told otherwise. She went to answer - struggling to put together the thoughts she would have done anything not to of had to entertain, to string together the words she knew they would want to hear from her lips - but was too slow, way too slow. The sentence begrudgingly twisting off her tongue was prefaced with a screech as the fine-tipped dressage whip slashed, not into those tender thighs but rather across the backs of her knees; the tightly stretched flesh there was equally tender if not more so and oft a favoured target of the doctor’s. She’d been aware of the Ward Sister’s tormenting fingers breaking contact, but that had been the totality of the forewarning. The upwardly-sweeping, high-pitched, swish of the supple switch cutting through the air had been all but imperceptible above the sound of the pounding of blood in her ears caused by the extreme standing hairpin-bent posture she was being obliged to hold. Now her knees buckled and her voice crackled brokenly and hysterically in her ears, sounding foreign and strange as if coming from afar and proceeded by sound like a macaw having its tail feathers plucked.

				“Eeeee! Yes, yes... passing me by... life’s passing me by... yes, thank you, sister.”

				To have thanked the Ward Sister for her concern was essential. It was just good manners and if there was one thing she had been taught during her time in this institution it was good manners - and obedience, of course. She had now learned ‘good manners’, taken on board the need for obedience, learned to forego the notion of free will in favour of the nurturing control of the hospital - even to the point of having her most basic bodily functions regimented to the rhythm of the institution. She had even to some degree begun identifying with a mindset commensurate with her new given identity of ‘mental patient’. Those lessons, though, had been relatively easy to accept once her will had been broken at each step - it was a process that had started the very first time she had given in to one of her aunt’s restrictions; simply that she should wear a skirt rather than the denim jeans she had become accustomed to.

				To have to knowingly submit to treatment designed to befuddle the memory and limit the intellect, to have to learn to accept another’s decision as to what she might or might not concern herself with mentally or be able to concentrate upon - these were much harder lessons to come to terms with. The knowledge that the whole rationale behind the treatment was to teach her to better mimic the signs or symptoms of mental illness, so that even under impartial external expert scrutiny her incarceration could be legitimised and her stay extended indefinitely, made this form of tutelage bitter indeed. The latter was daily becoming even more unpalatable with the growing realisation that in tandem with her being trained to adopt the actions and behaviour of a psychiatric patient - and along with her gradual acceptance of that compliant, docile ‘mental patient’ mindset - she was more than just simply being groomed for a role.

				The doctor’s voice, when next she spoke, had a harsh commanding edge to it. Lavinia felt herself cringe inside - the punishment proper was about to resume:

				“Get those knees locked-out straight! And don’t you dare relax your grip on your buttocks - not for one second - or so help me, I’ll start the whole thing over afresh from the beginning - and you know that I mean it! Then, when it’s over, I’m going to give you a few minutes to calm down and get over it and then you’re going to take your place at the desk alongside patient ‘09’ there. Then, when told to do so, you’re going to look exactly into the centre of that rotating spiral device, you’re going to relax, you’re going to listen to my voice, you’re going to drift down into a trance state - and then we are going to do a little work together toward helping you forget all about one or two little things, that you no longer need to remember. It’s nothing to worry about, nothing important, just a couple of simple little things that you no longer need to know, that’s all. Then, right at the end, I leave you with a couple of posthypnotic suggestions designed to help you adapt to your new life as a psychiatric patient by drawing you closer to the nurse caring for you and helping you to become more compliant with the wishes of others. Any further signs of non-compliance with your treatment and I’ll march you straight back into the ward, bend you across your bed and cane you in front of the nurses, the other patients, everybody.

				It’s all so silly anyway; you have been through countless therapy sessions such as these, both with me and with your aunt’s psychotherapist before you were sent here. I doubt that there is one single aspect of your life that is not already influenced in one way or another by some form of implanted posthypnotic suggestion, one single mannerism or behaviour that you can truly be sure is of your own volition. There are all sorts of areas of your schoolwork and aspects of your educational background you would have major difficulty recalling. There are certain dance-steps and movements that you either can’t remember clearly or, if you were to try them, would simply trip you up and leave you sobbing in frustration. There are certain words, speech sounds - or phonemes as we call them - phrases and idioms that you just don’t seem able to get off the tip of your tongue or pronounce properly or that you stumble and stutter over repeatedly like a retard.

				It’s only when we started to work together on helping you forget one or two things about your past home life, just trivial things really, such as the name of this blessed old pet of yours, that you seem to have suddenly woken up and started to swim against the current. But I won’t stand for it. After all, it is for your own good; I work with all the women here in this way. We discourage pondering on past lives and the outside world here, encouraging instead our patients to embrace the new identity we give them, simply for their long-term happiness. We have found that it’s far easier for a patient to settle down to life behind the walls of an institution if she can’t quite remember the details of past relationships, boyfriends’ names, that kind of thing. The less she remembers of that past life, the less likely she is to hanker after it and so the easier as it becomes for her to accept and embrace the structured, strictly-disciplined world we have created for her here.”

				The long, slender dressage whip, though not as heavy as the doctor’s cane or the conventional riding switch she sometimes carried with her made up for sheer weight of impact by the whip-cracking velocity it would slash in at and the cruel way it which it would cut in to the flesh... it also had the uncanny ability to conform to and wrap around the contours of the target upon impact. Satisfied her charge was bent as tight as a hairpin, with knees locked straight as can be and with her forehead pulled in to the point at which it was actually touching the front of her shins, the doctor manoeuvred herself directly in front of her patient. Raising her arm to full stretch and bending back her elbow so that the lengthy dressage switch hung back over her shoulder the doctor issued a simple warning:

				“Leap up, release your ankles or bend your knees and you will be going back into a straitjacket again and the correction will be restarted from scratch - and I might well consider having you kept in a straight jack permanently.” The doctor paused, as if for thought before adding: “I think that’s what your guardian would prefer anyway; we’ll have to ask her when she comes to visit you.” With that she brought her arm swinging down, bringing the dressage switch to bear hard. The stroke landed longitudinally, the pliable long, horse whip, being perhaps twice as long as a conventional crop, curving round deep within the cleft between the girl’s peachy bottom cheeks and whipping in to the soft artificially distended radial rolls of corrugated flesh surrounding her anus. The implacable doctor’s arm swept up and back then brought the dressage whip to bear once more, the cracking strike landing on the exact same point and before the girl could as much as even begin to rise from her prescribed posture.

				The scream that rent the air defied all reason and was beyond anything the girl’s lungs had ever before produced - surely it must have damaged her vocal cords; or would do so if repeated many more times.... It was a consideration not entirely absent from the smiling woman doctor’s mind as, placing her dressage switch down on the well worn wooden top of closest of the two school desks, she reached for the swage of thick white fabric waiting patiently folded across the back of its seat. Feeling the heavy canvas of the straitjacket abrade her fingertips as she closed her grip, the thought struck her that if indeed she was to subject this girl to the permanent helplessness of the straitjacket for a few weeks then perhaps to really drive home the lesson, not to mention leave her more receptive to hypnotherapy, she might have her fitted with opaque contact lenses - other than for these sessions of course. She made a mental note to also have the girl placed on a ‘reduced sleep cycle’ as she had once subjected her to when she had had her all locked up and to her self - the girl hadn’t responded at all well to the sort of permanent tiredness and mental exhaustion that had produced.

				Still sobbing uncontrollably Lavinia Vitesse was led back out into the ‘recreation room’ and hence back out into the ward per se. All the while steered from behind by the Ward Sister’s hands resting authoritatively on her shoulders, she was pressed through the milling throng of whispering patients that hung like midges around and between the ends of the beds. Their empty bovine stimulation-starved minds attracted like wasps around jam by any activity out of the ordinary it was only natural that they should have clustered around that end of the room. Nevertheless young Lavinia could hardly be blamed for feeling like a prize exhibit at some demonstration of the efficacy of animal husbandry - tamed, domesticated and now returned to the herd; except she was not part of the herd - never had been. She was an isolated satellite cow; on occasion allowed to watch, but never to join in with, this activity that they joyously named the ‘social interaction period’.

				All that half-whispered chatter was of the result of privilege; and privileges were something that had to be earned. She knew they would stare with their wide frightened eyes, she knew too that, had she the temerity to stare back, each and every one of them without exception would lower her eyes rather than risk eye contact. Of course she lacked that temerity herself and so, at the first glimpse of a curious glance, averted her eyes as was required by the protocol of the long-term psychiatric ward... Besides; who would want to communicate the kind of soul-consuming humiliation she was currently undergoing? To have done so would have surely only served to heighten the shame presently wracking her mind - and that, in turn, could only serve their purpose or purposes; who ever they were.

				As she was being led by her hand, back to her bed, the very last thing she would have expected was to have been verbally addressed in any manner, let alone that there should have been a note of protestation bordering on outrage embedded in the outburst... And as for physical contact! Well, physical contact was the most outlawed of all ‘illicit communication’ - an unimaginable scenario.

				Who ‘patient 21’ had once been, Lavinia could not begin to imagine. She could hardly conceive of this bowed, shuffling, apologetically cowered early-middle-aged woman as having once been the figurehead of a pre-bubble-burst dot-com initiative, but such had long-previously been her stature in society. Indeed, outside of these four walls her name would have been widely recognized still, if not her physical appearance and stilted, hesitant tone. That old sound-bite-regurgitating, microphone-facing, camera-defying, confidence was long gone of course, as was the sparkle of ambition that had once burnt so brightly in those vivid sky-blue eyes. Five or six years of carefully-engineered isolation in a time-displaced mental hospital could do that to a person.

				In fact it was only now that her attention had been drawn and she was up so close that Lavinia had become aware of the woman’s relative maturity - or even of her individuality, such as had survived. What with the ‘patient uniform’ - externally consisting of green and white stripped, shapeless and oversized pyjamas - and the near identical styling of their hair, universally chopped back from the face in the regulation, committee-derived and hospital-authorised manner, there was little to differentiate one patient from the next; other than the number emblazoned on her breast pocket, of course.

				The thing about the hair was quite obsessive in fact: A sort of mid-way mousey brown seemed the order of the day - a committee-led decision, if ever there’d been one. If blond, one had one’s hair dyed down to the required shade. If dark brunette or as inky-black as Whitby jet, as Lavinia’s waves had naturally been, then it was lightened and bleached as necessary. Whatever the direction, the chemicals used were somewhat harsh and the results bore little resemblance to the glossy magazine and television advertisements with their promises of vividly-glowing healthy wind-swept manes trailing out behind silvery Triumph Bonneville motorcycles or surf-striding white Arabians. The reality of this enforced institutional conformity was one of hair slashed to length around a pudding-basin rim whenever thought necessary - but always within a half to one inch’s growth time of the last - and of continuously-repeated condition-robbing treatments that in time led to even the most luxuriant growth being reduced to a brittle, split-ended and desiccated earlobe-length corn-stalk bush.

				It was little wonder, then, that to Lavinia so much individualistic detail should have gone overlooked - after all, at a distance they all looked the same; just mental patients, all. It was only now that a voice had spoken out that Lavinia had truly become aware that an individual might still lurk somewhere beneath that institution-crafted exterior - even if that vocalisation had barely lifted above a whisper, the timbre only just hinting at the recruitment of the, lower-registered, vocal cords:

				“A, a, a... are... are yo, you...are you alright, honey?”

				Stepping almost coyly - even coquettishly - out from the cowering huddled green and white stripped huddle of self-loathing psychiatric cases one particularly docile-looking specimen had thrown her left arm - her free arm, the other being obliged to be employed in hitching up her pyjama trousers and knickers - protectively around Lavinia’s shoulders. The incessant soft chatter of the other three patients instantly fell away as, hesitantly, patient 21 went on - the nervous, yet once supremely self-confident, woman now visibly shuddering in fear of the consequences of her own ‘forwardness’:

				“Wha...wha...what ha...ha...have th,th...they d...do...done...t,t,t,to y,y,y...y,..you?”

				It had cost patient 21 much to have pieced together that sentence - it was about to cost her much more.

				“You, girl! Yes... YOU GIRL!!!”

				The Ward Sister’s voice had that ‘bite’ that commanded attention. Accordingly the nurse supervising the so-called ‘social-contact’ or ‘interaction’ period spun on her heel, her young fluttering Wedgwood-blue eyes wide, her jaw dropping and cheeks colouring. Fiddling sheepishly with the glassy top button of her blue-checked dress with one hand and smoothing down the white plastic pinafore apron she wore over it with the other, she began to apologise for her charge’s behaviour - only to be silenced by the raising of the Ward Sister’s hand:

				“You and I will speak about this matter later, nurse - but make no mistake there will be ... how shall we say? ...certain... repercussions? For now, though, I’m only interested in addressing patient 21... Yes, I’m speaking to you, girl! It says 21 on the breast pocket of your pyjamas, doesn’t it, you stuttering retard? Do you want a thrashing right now, right here in front of all your little mental patient friends? Do you want me to bend you across your bed and have you beg for clemency in front of everybody, just as I did that time when I finally tamed you, strapped down over that stool I keep in the back room there? Remember how you whinnied and whined and sobbed like a broken filly under the pony-switch? I’m sure you do - I bet that big obese bottom of yours still has the marks to remind you too! I imagine you wouldn’t be as keen to put your bottom on the internet now. Not that anyone would be interested nowadays - you’re long forgotten, I’m afraid!”

				With her head the Ward Sister had simultaneously nodded meaningfully towards the vertical bars of the iron gate separating off the ‘recreational area’ from the rest. Not one person present, including Lavinia, could have failed to have understood that this referred to the strangely-adapted and appointed, leather-topped stool that resided in the far corner of the individual consultation room. A hand-carved oddity left over from the Victorian period and incorporating a raised back with an integral yoke for neck and wrists as well as a horizontal platform mounted between the front legs that doubled as ankle stocks secured by a pad padlock, the thing was fairly drenched in possibilities for securing the recalcitrant female for correction. But the venomous Ward Sister was not one to be satisfied by inference - there had to be some semblance of real punishment too: Now the smartly uniformed women addressed the whole room, looking around as she spoke, cowering her assembled group of patients and quite deliberately making eye contact with the student nurses bustling around in the background:

				“Right... Patient 21... Who are you? “

				“Per... per.., patient... 21... Miss.”

				“Sister... SISTER!!!”

				“Sister... Miss... I mean...Arrgh!”

				The slap resounded feet away - the hand print could be seen developing on the woman’s well-boned aristocratic features.

				“Sister, Sister, Sissster... please... I’m so sorry, sister!”

				“Well, you only have yourself to blame! You know the rules - you are not to speak to this patient, ever; or at least not for the foreseeable future: This girl is severely delusional. Doctor’s orders are that she be kept in seclusion. I should have thought you have been here long enough by now... Exactly how long have you been here, by the way? “

				“I... I’m... I’m no, not...” The woman seemed to Lavinia as if visibly shrinking before her eyes, shoulders rolling forwards and hands coming up to cover her face - non of which seemed likely to find any fertile compassionate ground in the Ward Sister’s credo:

				“Don’t you have any Idea? Any idea at all?” The woman shook her head in response, slowly and dejectedly - the Ward Sister pressed on regardless: “Of course not - why should you have?”

				“Th...the... they keep saying my case is going to be reviewed... But, well... I never see anybody... I’ve never seen anybody... Why am I still here? Does anyone even know I’m here?” The woman’s stammer seemed to drag out each sentence forever, her desperation obvious to all.

				“I’m certain somebody, somewhere knows you are here - otherwise, who do you think is paying the bill? Hmmm? As for the rest: I can tell you that your case has been reviewed in the past - more than once, actually and...”

				“What?... but I’ve never had a say, I’ve never made an appearance at any hearing!”

				“Nor will you - at least not while you insist on carrying on in this manner - as I have said before!”

				“But... don’t you know who I am?” The stammering drew out the exchange in an excruciating manner, as painful to the ear as it was trialling to the listener’s patience.

				“As far as anyone here is concerned you are a long-term psychiatric patient, registered under the designation of patient 21 - what you may - or may not have been - outside these walls is neither here nor there. Here you are just a mental patient - and who is going to pay any attention to anything a mental patient has to say? As for the rest - well, they tend to take notice of our reports as much as anything else, the doctor and myself. Why squander expensive resources and manpower on organising complex appeal proceedings when there is so little of benefit to the patient likely to accrue from it,”

				Drawing in a deep breath the Ward Sister made her next pronouncement clear to all within earshot, as if passing solemn judgement:

				“Nurse: patient 21, here, is herby stripped of her socialising privileges. Henceforth - and for an indefinite period - she is to be confined to her bed - and in full four-point restraint. If you would be as kind as to keep the curtain drawn around her bed I would be much obliged - other than for toileting purposes, of course,”

				Then addressing the patient directly: “You can accept your lot and go quietly with the nurse to your bed now or you can stand there and make a fuss; in which case you will find that you have just volunteered to test out one of the new humane restraint jackets we recently took delivery of - it’s up to you, honey.”

				Lavinia could only watch as the pathetic heap was led aside. Moments later and the plastic curtaining around the poor thing’s bed had been drawn around her and she had been ‘put away’. Social exclusion - it was one of the finest forms of correction known to man, being ‘sent to Coventry’ as it had once been known.

				Moments later and Lavinia herself was being rolled into her bed and watching the curtaining being drawn around. The sedatives were now kicking in, the gentle soothing numbness settling heavily around her limbs. No sooner had her head flopped down on the latex reassurance of the hospital-bed pillow then her heavily-hooded eyes had closed and her mind departed. How long it would be before she would again be roused for a re-visit to the ‘one-to-one therapy room’ she could have no reckoning - after all; it had nothing to do with her.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Refractory Patient Tamed

				Somewhere there was a bell ringing, its shrill call seeming as if about to cleave her skull. How long had she slept this time? She could tell it hadn’t been all that long; she could hardly keep awake. Her backside burnt like a thousand hornet stings. She had undergone hypnotherapy before, many, many times, yet somehow it had never seemed as important as it did now that she should decline. And she had paid the price for that lack of compliance. Yet despite the cane welts throbbing across her bottom she didn’t doubt there would still be some level of debt still outstanding.

				Reluctantly she opened her eyes, the lids heavy, her vision blurred and her mind reeling and desperate for sleep. Even through the fog of mental exhaustion she realised that this was an adjunct to the caning she had received, a part of the ‘corrective measures’ she could expect for ‘non-compliance’. Sleep deprivation as a punitive measure was a favourite of the doctor’s. Implemented in the manner the woman usually applied it - by gradually reducing a patient’s sleep period or periodically waking her with a sudden loud noise or mild electric shock - it made for a subtle, insidious punishment that gradually wore the miscreant down rather than suddenly breaking her resolve as the cane might. It was slower but the effects on the mind often proved deeper and more permanent once a young woman was brought to her knees in that way.

				The doctor was standing there again at the foot of the bed, the curtain pulled aside and clutched in her hand. A strappy calf-length black leather dress substituted for the usual hip-skimming tailored skirt the woman usually wore beneath her open-fronted linen lab coat and her hair was pinned up in a severe bun, a tortoiseshell comb at the rear holding the hair at bay and echoing the frames of her glasses.

				“Right, up we get! Time for another one-to-one therapy session, a little more ‘guided amnesia.’.. Today we are going to learn a little more about how to forget all about your first pet’s name... A dog wasn’t it?”

				A frighteningly irrational anger suddenly welled up within Lavinia, her head suddenly throbbing fit to split, as if the coiled unreleased defiance wound-up over untold days, weeks and months of frustration was about to explode, rending apart the very bones of her skull:

				“No you idiot! it was a fucking.... it was a fucking... it was a... it was a...” The teenager’s fists clenched until the whitening knuckles looked to be about to split the flesh; her teeth did likewise, the enamel grating and chipping in complaint and seemingly in danger of cracking, her rounded overfed face reddening and her body shaking as if undergoing electro-convulsive therapy.

				The doctor remained unmoved, her tone impassive, layering the delight engendered by her pretty young patient’s outburst with a thick veneer of inscrutability: “Well, never mind all the swearing - what was it? Was it a dog, cat, goldfish or what? Don’t you know?”

				The answer should have been obvious, Lavinia could see the creature swirling before her eyes, a chimera of childhood ideals - but that was what made it such a problem, that it was such a chimera, such a muddle! And the harder she tried to think about it, the more muddled it all seemed to become. Her head began to throb and a nauseating spiralling, strobe-light migraine pattern seemed to flash before her eyes, the panic rising from her guts and robbing her of breath.

				The doctor’s slender arm coiling around her shoulders offered comfort, even if the words that accompanied the gesture were somewhat dubious in their intent. The woman’s expensive scent mingling with rich notes of foundation cream, powder, lipstick and the warm leather of her dress seemed to conspire to make Lavinia’s head swim and she felt weak at the knees. Lavinia now found herself being reassured as to how little importance she should put on the problem, advised that it was better not to struggle with resurrecting old memories that could only bring her anguish and pain - such as was presently throbbing through her head. The point being put across was simply one of surrender to the treatment and that the best thing was for certain memories to be repressed - and that she herself should be involved in the process, that they should work together on now perfecting the eradication.

				Roused and released from the hospital bed’s restraint system she was promptly bent across the mattress: First things always came first; and it was time for a little tango with the doctor’s cane, pyjamas and knickers draped around her ankles. The woman was starting the way she intended to go on today, with one of her ‘procedural’ corrections; a good hard caning, administered just to encourage compliance. Lavinia’s bottom danced with ripe, fulsome punished femininity, the milky globes rippling and wildly juddering, the flesh convulsing and the muscles clenching in rigor under the fiery agony. Then with the sweet girl sufficiently tamed and obediently wriggling to oblige, the Ward Sister stepped forward from outside the curtaining, brushing the plastic fabric aside before squatting and drawing the girl’s knickers and pyjama bottoms back up long and once coltish legs. Stretching drum-tight over the girl’s burning flesh the polythene knickers refreshed the sting as they were eased in place, making her squirm and cry out in heart-felt pain.

				Sobbing, Lavinia found her self once more being led through a mist of tears back up the centre of the ward, passing beds whose sleeping inhabitants snuffled, mumbled and moaned softly from behind the green plastic drapes drawn around each. With a rattle of keys and a soft clang she was led through the iron gates to the ‘recreation’ room’ then on through to the one-to-one therapy room that led off it, to stand once more before the squat little Victorian schoolroom desk that waited there. It would happen this way time and again - it had already happened time and again: it was the system here, and only complete mental and physical submission would suffice.

				She was so quickly back in the straitjacket it was breathless. Now once again she found herself seated at a school desk alongside a similarly bizarrely attired young woman and facing the smoothly in-flowing rippling colours of the spiral disc that was mounted at the rear. To her right waited the blackboard and easel. Straight ahead and mounted high up close to where the wall met the ceiling was a traditional looking classroom clock, its circular wooden case, surround and bezel painted that same tedious off-white as the walls and most else and its second hand gliding smoothly around and around and around... The thought hit her like a bolt from the blue: This was it... this could be her salvation; that clock face. Rather irrationally, perhaps, she found herself feeling suddenly, ridiculously elated, even to the point of having to stifle a stupefied little giggle. Here was something she could focus her attention on, something to concentrate on, something that would stop her gaze being drawn inexorably to the centre of that sleepily rotating lulling spiral... In short: here was hope.

				The hour and minute hands were stuck at ten-to-two as if displayed in a shop window and the clock had always shown the same time whenever she had set eyes on it, so she knew for sure they were stuck. The second hand, though, glided around and around and around like a swan around the perimeter of a childhood boating pond, familiar, comforting, predictable and invariant. She fixed her gaze on it, locking her eyes on the open loop at the base of the pointer itself as it glided gently, soothingly around the dial, keeping her head level and facing the disc as if compliant to the doctor’s wishes yet looking past it, her eyes forced upward almost to the point of looking up through her lashes; it was extraordinarily tiring.

				Then the doctor spoke... And it was as if the doctor could read her mind. Not that she was speaking to her; the doctor spoke in the third person, as if addressing the Ward Sister:

				“She’s watching the clock. Look, she’s so fixated on the second hand gliding around and around that she can’t see anything else but the clock. Why, I bet she couldn’t even as much as glance at that spiral disc there even if she wanted to. She can see nothing else but the clock. It must be tiring her, making those pretty, sleepy eyes so, so heavy. Look she’s yawning, poor thing - so, so tired. Those poor tired eyes; no matter what I say they’ll close. I wont be able to make her look at the disc if her eyes close, not if she drifts off to sleep, she’ll only be able to hear my voice if she is in a deep, deep sleep.” The doctor’s voice seemed to slowly morph as she went on, going from a conversational cadence, to a sort of measured sing-song intonation and then gradually settling on a rhythmic metronome-constant monotone drone , the patterning seemingly synchronized to the movement of the hand across the clock face.

				Lavinia felt confused, the doctor’s words were so confusing. She knew what to do; she’d blot it out, she’d recite the numbers to herself as the second hand glided past... Why had she thought to do that? Did It matter?... It was working. Yes, it felt so, so... relaxing, so comforting to do that: Ten, eleven, twelve, one, two, ten, twelve, two, ten, two, ten two, ten, two, ten, two....

				At some vaguely aware level It almost felt to Lavinia as if the second hand were sweeping backwards... no forwards...no, backwards - so, so... confusing, so, so tiring, so, so sleepy... yes, sleepy... It wouldn’t matter if she closed her eyes... just for a moment...

				Leading the girl to the blackboard - the girl now freed from her straitjacket and a stick of chalk already clutched white-knuckle in her hand - the doctor smiled to herself, murmuring softly to her glazed, befuddled charge. It was time to start off today’s lesson with a little game of ‘forgetful hangman’ just as the girl had played back in her aunt’s psychotherapist friend’s office all that time ago - a little continuation and extension of the good doctor Ecclestone’s fine achievements.

				Yes, the clock had done its work, it always did - not that poor Lavinia ever remembered; each time was the first time as far as she was concerned. The spiral device was - always had been - superfluous, merely a decoy, nothing more than that... Yes, it always worked, every time, smooth as... as clockwork - the doctor almost laughed at the thought. Sweet Lavinia would awake thinking that she’d fought back, even suffered the consequences, but once that second hand started oscillating to and fro the girl was hers. And every time the poor thing would awake to find she’d forgotten just a little more.

			

		

	
		
			
				That One Cruel Crumb Of Hope

				The nurse’s voice hissed sharply in Lavinia’s ear, as she leant forward to feed yet another stodgy heaped spoonful to her patient, the spoon’s contents being allowed to run down the outside of Lavinia’s throat and down the side of her neck as the young woman leant a little further over than was strictly necessary in order to be clearly heard.

				“Don’t look at me, you’ll make it obvious - quickly, look away; just look straight ahead as if nothing is happening and keep munching. Try to understand: I’ve taken a risk as it is. I’m not supposed to talk to you, beyond telling you to open your mouth and that sort of thing, that’s the rule with delusional patients, but it must be terrible to have to sit without having anyone to talk to all day and I just couldn’t do that to you. Besides, there is something about you: I can’t quite put my finger on it but I can’t help wondering if you are actually quite as sick as your notes seem to make out. I don’t know whether there has been a mistake or what has happened, but I think something may be going on.”

				It was the first glimmer of hope Lavinia had had since being placed on the ward and her heart beat faster as she spluttered on yet another overladen spoonful of the institutional gruel-like pulp she was being fed. Four times between waking and sleeping she was being fed this way, spoon-fed like a child or imbecile, day after featureless day and her pyjamas were encrusted with the stuff. The rubbery plastic mattress cover, the latex pillow and the thick hospital blanket were kept scrupulously clean. She herself was subject to regular and most thorough sponge baths and ‘intimate cleansing’ procedures and hardly a minute of the day seemed to pass that there weren’t some number of suppositories up her bottom. But her pyjamas were another issue: no matter how obsessive her hygiene, inside and out, she wasn’t allowed clean pyjamas - not until she asked to wear one of the plastic bibs she saw the other women having tied over their pyjamas. It had become a battle of wills, no, it was more than that: it was the one part of her life she was still allowed some control over and she wouldn’t give up that tiny last morsel of freedom easily.

				Another rubbery spoonful of the pulpy soya-based mix came uncertainly towards her lips as the nurse, leaning forward, again whispered, the woman peering over her shoulder nervously as she did so causing yet more of the porridge to miss its target despite Lavinia’s craning for it, the excess slop dribbling down the girl’s chin.

				“You see, you’re not the first ‘mistake’ I’ve come across.” The pretty nurse hissed softly, her voice like tissue, her warm lips brushing the girl’s ear. “You’ve seen patient ‘10’ as you might think of her or ‘one zero’ as we know her, opposite of course. When she came in there was a hell of a palaver. She was brought in from a church-run charity home for ‘wayward girls’ thought to be in what they describe as ‘moral danger’, kept going on or about having been sexually abused by some high church official or other. Like you, she has been diagnosed with paranoid delusional psychosis - but there is something strange going on.”

				Between spoonfuls the nurse went on: “Nobody is going to pay any attention to anything to the ramblings of a delusional patient - so why worry about anything she might say? And yet they have put her through all sorts of things - so... why is it so important to shut her up? What really worries me, though, is that I have just discovered that the very same charity is paying for your residence here... look, I have no idea what’s going on, but I’m going to try to help you. But I’m going to need you to help me by cooperating with me, I’ve got to know that I can trust you.

				I’m also going to have to ask you a few questions from time to time, when I can get the chance to speak to you, just to try and gauge to what extent anything you might tell me is real or just part of one of your delusions. After all, I’m just a student nurse; how can I be certain that you’re not actually delusional. The diagnosis might just be correct for all I know - and the same might be true for patient 10, there - it’s just a gut feeling I have, is all. But what I think is...”

				The nurse’s words were cut off mid-sentence: The young woman in the next bed, Lavinia’s nearest neighbour, had presumably objected to something and something of a muffled commotion had broken out, the woman being far too cowed to speak out full-voiced. An older, maturely-authoritative, voice booming from the far end of the ward brought the kafuffle instantly to order:

				“Nurse - come here... at once!”

				It was the Ward Sister’s voice. The young student nurse concerned had her back to Lavinia, but the way she remained rooted to the spot was enough for Lavinia to imagine the fear drawn on her pretty face. A few high-heeled clicks on the lino and the Ward Sister had the young girl grasped roughly by the shoulder. A few moments more and the pair had disappeared from view, the older woman having swiftly drawn the rustling green plastic drapes around the bed. The stern woman’s voice was kept low while still threatening and was punctuated by responses of “yes, Sister” or “no, Sister” at appropriate points by the attending nurse, but was distinct enough nonetheless. If the realisation that the young nurse caring for her might actually harbour misgivings as to her mental state had frozen Lavinia to the core, the interchange overheard from the next bed brought an even greater chill to her heart:

				“Never you mind whether or not she is older than you, nurse - it is you wearing the nurse’s uniform, it is you are is in charge, it is you who can come and go as you please, who can leave at night and have a life outside of these four walls, not her. Always remember this: even if she is ten years older than you, while you are out shopping with friends, enjoying the sunshine or clubbing at night with your boyfriend, she will be sitting here in the pyjamas she wears all day, every day, day-in day-out and staring at the iron bars and stone walls. It is simply the order of things, pure happenstance: you have your freedom, she is being denied hers, you give the orders, she obeys those orders - that’s it! But before you let your conscience get the better of you, just ask yourself how she might treat you if your roles were reversed. Oh!... And just one more thing: just consider for a moment how easily the vagaries of fate could land anyone in this situation - even a young woman like yourself for example. Mental health can be a very fragile, even subjective, thing - what might seem a thoroughly sensible concern to one person, to another under certain circumstances, might be viewed in a very different... shall we say... detrimental light. I’d think about that, if I were you!”

				Lavinia’s mind was left reeling: Was it a veiled threat? It certainly seemed so. But it surely couldn’t be so; if it was a threat, then what was going on here? What undercurrent of corruption could there be that extended to, and ruled over, even this domain, a ward she had been led to believe resided within a mainstream area of the institution? Indeed, was this place as mainstream and straightforward as she had been led to believe? After all was said and done: everywhere paintwork was drab and peeling, the equipment and furnishings were antiquated and even the staff uniforms seemed as if hailing from some far-off era. Why would Victorian-legacy iron railings, bolts, stonework and padlocked asylum wire mesh window-covers be allowed to persist within the bowels of an exclusive, expensive, well funded and otherwise well-appointed private hospital?

				And the staff? Even if not part of any conspiracy, were these young trainee nurses any freer to act in the performance of their day-to-day duties than their patients were to object to the conditions of their care and incarceration? If not, then either her guardian angel was taking some terrible risk or the poor thing was in actuality powerless to help... Or worse: were the pretty young thing’s actions in befriending her in actuality being dictated by some third party - perhaps as part of some sort of subtle strategy to increase their control over her, but more likely designed simply to further damage her psychologically when, later, the subterfuge would be revealed.

				What it came down to was whether she could trust this young woman who appeared to care for her so much - and Lavinia so much wanted to trust, needed to trust - or was that trust merely being engendered just so as to help further destroy some part of her? Then again: wasn’t even the act of questioning the validity of that trust, in itself, helping to destroy her - from the inside out. Wasn’t that what the doctor had said about neurosis, paranoia and delusion? She could trust her new young uniformed friend and be destroyed at the end of it, or she could question and distrust all about her and in so doing destroy herself from inside her own head - could even considering that quandary, in itself, help destroy her mind?

				These other poor women were obviously hopelessly institutionalised or rapidly becoming so. Even patient 10 opposite her - despite the slight glimmer of independence still in her eyes and her half-hearted battle against the regime - was clearly now well along the path to being brought under their control; after all she no longer had to have her wrists restrained to be fed. The realisation suddenly popped into her head that as much as she might desire to have her wrists released from the restraints they were presently in and freed from the short chains securing them to the bed-frame sides - the other option, to have nothing to struggle against, to sit passively with her hands lying loose in her lap like the young droopy-eyed, hooded-lidded girl opposite - was no option at all. That was simply the next step in being disciplined into placid, pliant unquestioning obedience.

				Poor patient 10, she could see now, was just an example of that next step in the process; a mirror to her own predicament and a glimpse of herself a little further down the line. Doubtless the reason patient 10, like herself, had not yet been put in one of those humiliating plastic bib affairs was that it was seen as the next step in some sort of sequential process that, for some reason or other beyond her ken, could not be short-circuited. After all, with both her ankles and wrists restrained as they were, there was little she could have done to resist had they chosen to have simply forced one, poncho-wise over her head.

				How many other such stepwise procedures might there be that one was supposed to go through? She thought she knew of one already, after all had she not been ‘offered’ the use of a straitjacket to be worn as some sort of proxy for the support of a bra? Would she ever actually ask to be allowed to be placed in a straitjacket? True the doctor had put her in one on occasion as a punishment or when it looked as if she were trying to abscond - but to actually request to be placed in one?

				But then again; hadn’t the doctor talked about putting her in a different sort of straitjacket, one that couldn’t be seen? What was it she had said, the doctor? “It’s a popular misconception you know, that saying you might have heard about how ‘bars do not a prison make’ and that somehow the mind is still able to wander free even though the body may be incarcerated. What I am aiming to create is a special little personal prison, one just for you, one without bars and walls and locks. And the irony is: you are going to aid me in constructing it yourself.”

				Lavinia could remember it as if it was yesterday, although how long ago it actually had been she had no idea. It had been in the doctor’s office: she remembered how the doctor had been wearing her customary outfit of figure-hugging knee-length black leather skirt, tailored white satin blouse and black high-heeled pumps and had been standing there with a thick leather belt doubled over in one hand and a straitjacket suspended from its leather-lined collar in the other. Nodding towards the canvas jacket with its sinister trailing network of leather straps she had gone on to say: “...such a crude ugly thing, the straitjacket - no finesse, nothing at all elegant about it, is there?” Lavinia remembered dumbly nodding, unable at that time to comprehend where this diatribe was going. The psychiatrist had continued, warming to her subject and clearly wallowing in her patient’s puzzlement, not to mention psychological discomfort:

				“Yes, I could strap you in this straitjacket, make you walk back to your room, secure you to your bed with restraints, walk out, locking the security gate behind me and slamming shut the outer door - and you’d be imprisoned alright, no doubt about that. You’d be incarcerated behind bars and thick stone walls with no hope of escape, except in your thoughts, hopes and dreams - a little bit of freedom I imagine you think cannot be taken away from you. But is any of that truly necessary any longer? After all, have I not demonstrated to you that even in the absence of physical restraint you are no longer truly, fully, free to do as you will. Look at what happened when I took you outside and had you begging to be brought back to what you see as your prison here; is that freedom? When I ring a bell and you wet yourself or find yourself coming over so fatigued that you can barely lift your head from the pillow, is that freedom? When you try to argue back or speak out against authority and the words just won’t come and you stumble and stutter and mumble - what part of you can you call free then? You have to try to understand; what I have in mind for you - what I have had in mind since day one - is far more elegant than canvas and leather and in a way far more restrictive; I’m thinking psychological restraint here, a prison for the mind, a psychological straitjacket if you will”.

				A psychological straitjacket - a mental straitjacket - the notion for some reason made her giggle and she spluttered on a mouthful of the sticky porridge-like substance passing itself off as food. Grubby, whitish, mottled grey like roadside snow, it spattered snottily down the front of her pyjama jacket, irregular shaped lumps adhering to the wings of the pyjama’s childish Peter Pan collar and milky saliva-diluted fluid trickling irritatingly down the outside of her throat and oozing beneath the neck of the jacket despite the tightness of the collar. For some reason the discomfort brought back to her mind the irony of a collar that buttoned so uncomfortably tight as to barely leave room to swallow on a pyjama jacket that was so hideously shapeless and baggy as to almost swallow her whole and that had sleeves so long as to near cover her to her fingertips with her arms down by her sides.

				The words popped into her head unbidden - so well drilled into her were they now - and it was all she could do to stop herself mouthing them aloud: “All buttons must be kept fastened at all times”. It was one of the so-called ‘hospital rules’ that the doctor had made her repeat over and over and over, then would play back to her in her cell so that she would have to listen to her own voice chanting as if a mantra, hour after hour, until she would scream and hammer on the yielding purpose-designed injury-inhibiting walls. Then she would be put in the straitjacket, her behaviour captured on video and a report filed detailing her ‘unmanageable’ behaviour - and the treatment would begin anew... after half dozen or so cuts across her bare behind from the doctor’s cane of course, for ‘wilful disobedience’.

				Wilful disobedience and unmanageable behaviour? She had soon learned that even covering her ears with her hands could be construed as ‘wilful disobedience’ and ‘unmanageable behaviour’. Simply tugging at the bars securing her ‘room’ or wrenching at the padlocks holding the opaque cover the doctor had fitted over the one small single barred window could be construed as an attempt to abscond, just as pushing away a nurse’s arm after the woman had blatantly plunged her hand down the front of her plastic knickers had been recorded as an assault on a member of staff. Both were ‘clear evidence’ of her ‘mental instability’ and had been promptly recorded as such - and both had earned her several broad angry stripes across her bare behind with the leather belt the doctor liked to carry around with her, coiled in the pocket of that oh so professional looking white coat of hers.

				Being beaten for objecting to a perverted sexual assault in front of the perpetrator had been the single most spirit-crushing experience she had suffered at the hands of the section psychiatrist. Being reduced to tears in front of that woman’s smiling eyes as she stood, hands on hips, a lascivious predatory look on her face, licking her lips and making no attempt to disguise her obvious sexual arousal at the sight, had truly destroyed her.

				There would be no record made of that of course just as there would be no record to be found anywhere to account for the twelve throbbing blue and red ridges presently throbbed across the full width of her buttocks - the aching dull throb made all the worse by the enforced maintenance of her upright seating posture and the viscous veneer of perspiration that oozed with the slightest movement between the vinyl of her knickers and her flesh. It was a loathsome, sticky discomfiture that now, thanks to the impermeable plastic of the mattress cover upon which she was sitting, legs splayed widely, extended down the backs of her thighs and as far down as her calves, the rear of her pyjama trousers’ legs now slowly but surely becoming more and more saturated with sweat as time went by. But it was that illegitimacy of her incarceration that was her only hope of getting out of here - that the injustice of her imprisonment, the corruption, whatever its basis, would be discovered and ironed out in some way and that she would be released. While the possibility remained in her mind that this part of her imprisonment was illegal and so part of some sort of conspiracy, there was still hope.

				But it was a very improbability of her incarceration being illegitimate that threatened to crush out that spark before it had even time to take. For starters the police had been present; she had heard them arrive, she had heard the two police women’s radios crackling well before they had come for her. She had witnessed the panic running through those that ran that section of the institution’s experimental behavioural psychology unit - that had been genuine enough, she was sure. She had actually been taken before the panel that had committed her under the mental health act by the same two women police officers that had come for her, one of whom had been the one to show her the newspaper page detailing what was apparently her suicide; a well-respected national paper reporting on a syndicated local newspaper story. For her committal proceedings to have been staged, the three professors, one of whom she had actually previously heard of, would have had to have been bogus - and so too would had to have been the police officers and the newspaper article.

				She didn’t doubt that she had been manoeuvred into something. And she didn’t doubt that somewhere behind it all was her guardian - a certain Ms Madison Daisy Bartlett - but she also couldn’t doubt that her committal hearing had been genuine enough. She really was now a certified psychiatric patient, as far as the world at large was concerned. If not, then why would the doctor be so concerned about collating reports, ‘feeding back’ and by the opinion of some so-called ‘case review board’? It was clear that the doctor wanted to keep her here - she had said as much - but it was also clear that it was not entirely up to the doctor to make that call; at the end of the day there were others whom it was important to convince.

				But even if genuine, the true horror of involuntary committal, as it was called, was having been locked up in a psychiatric ward against her will without any trial or public hearing. And it was an open -ended sentence without any recourse to appeal, other than at her case review hearing - and she might well be denied even that if the doctor got her way. If only the police had thought to order a DNA swab be taken. Then they would have known the truth, they would have discovered who she really was. The police weren’t stupid, they would have realised that her apparent suicide must have been faked, stage-managed in some fashion. But... A swab, a DNA swab... That was the answer!

				What if? No, it was too much to hope for. But then again... it would only take a few cheek cells and no one would notice if the nurse happened to be leaning across her at the time... She recalled the nurse’s parting words, hastily whispered: “I’m going to try to help if I can”.

				Inside, at least, Lavinia smiled at last, the first time in almost as long as she could remember. Outside her face retained the impassive glaze of the long term mental patient.

			

		

	
		
			
				Fed, Watered And Masturbated In A Plastic Tabard

				The front and back halves came together over Lavinia’s hips with the tightening of the bottle-green plastic ribbon bows securing the rubbery plastic tabard’s sides. The young student nurse leaning across her in order to tie off the far side Lavinia caught again that familiar blended scent of carbolic soap, musky girlish perspiration, hospital-laundered uniform dress fabric, all juxtaposed against that vague aerosol hint the young woman always carried with her of candyfloss cosmetic sweetness. The latter was a maddening source of ambiguous fading memories of face-creams, gooey lip-gloss and hazily-recalled hair products.

				The big, wet kiss planted dead centre of her forehead - that was the big surprise here, though. The hot moistened lips seemed to linger forever - the translocation from forehead to her own lips came as an electric shock. It was at the touching of their tongues - her angle nurse’s and her own - that she began to weep openly.

				“Shhh, honey - you’ll get us both in trouble.”

				Why was she behaving like this; not only acquiescing to having this humiliating adult feeding bib thing placed on her, but in some way feeling happy about it, more secure some how? What was more her hands were no longer secured and yet she had made not a single move to help with the proceedings, nor hinder either. She had simply left her hands where they had been placed, on top of the woollen blanket and over her lap. Now she was weeping silently like a little girl without a single inkling why, simultaneously smiling in non-comprehended happiness and salivating at the prospect of a near tasteless gruel, soon to be spoon-fed her as if she were an invalid. The question filled her with horror and she tried not to give sound to it even in internal dialogue, yet it wouldn’t go away either. Was she becoming now, so institutionalised?

				Well, if there was one thing they knew about in this place it was the nature of institutionalisation - it was the main raison d’etre. The factors contributing to the institutionalisation of patients undergoing long-term residential psychiatric care were a major aspect of the research work undertaken under the auspices of the hospital’s experimental psychology unit - the doctor, herself, had told her that! Of course the investigation had always been intended to furnish an understanding of the factors that led to a patient becoming dependent on the routine and regimentation of the mental home. The rationale had always been that once such factors were fully understood and elucidated they might then be avoided or circumvented in the day to day realisation of psychiatric care and thus there would be an improvement in the likelihood of eventual rehabilitation. There were at least two problems inherent in this premise that Lavinia had noted: The first revolved around the doctor’s proposition that the best approach to the elucidation of those factors was through the deliberate induction of the very pathological state the researchers were so keen to alleviate. The second was that she, Lavinia Vitesse, herself had been little more than an assay block upon which to appraise the good doctor’s hypothesis.

				All those bells and buzzers of different pitches and timbres that had, from the start, been associated with even the most routine of personal of bodily functions now made sense in the context of the conditioning pairing of one stimulus with another. Like it or not, after something greater than two years of incarceration under the doctor’s guiding hand and that woman’s constant psychological conditioning, even if not able to recognize it in herself, nevertheless young sweet Lavinia had already become as institutionalised as any mental patient might after five to ten years under lock and key.

				“Please, honey, you really must try to not to let your mind wander so - that’s exactly what they want. You have to try to keep yourself focused on your surroundings. This is your reality now. I understand how tedious this place can be, your existence as a mental patient, but this is your life now, this is your only anchor to realty. I understand the escape you imagine you achieve from the tedium of the ward in your day-dreaming but consider this: To what extent are you playing into their hands by letting yourself be drawn into your own delusions so? Now, lean forward and I’ll tie your bib for you - just let your hands rest in your lap while I fasten the pretty ribbon bows at your waist. That’s the way! You know what?...I think you are coming along really nicely now! If you carry on, cooperating like this, helping me to help you, then we’ll get you through this in no time at all.

				The softly-conforming PVC plastic shoulder straps of the tabard ‘feeding bib’ weighed heavily on Lavinia’s gentle shoulders - crumpling the sweat-laden flannelette of her institutional pyjamas, the increased burden now seemed to go beyond the mere physical, as if emphasising the incremental step this new acceptance represented. If being spoon-fed by an authoritatively-uniformed young woman, almost certainly younger than herself, was the embodiment of humiliation, then having strung around her neck this doubled-over sheet of greyish, semi--transparent polythene shame represented yet another onion-skinned layer of torment. Yet this was a torment she had taken on willingly enough in order to please her guardian angel in uniform blue-checked viscose.

				What was it the doctor had said about neurosis? Whatever it had been, Young Lavinia could not recall in detail. But what she did remember didn’t cheer her any: wasn’t one of the symptoms of neurosis the development of an obsessive concern with the symptoms and signs of mental illness? But at what point might one consider the line crossed between a natural concern and an obsession with one’s mental health? How could she know if and when that line had been crossed? Could it be that even the act of considering such a possibility could be construed as a symptom of that which she feared most - mental illness? How could she ever know?

				Perhaps the nurse, trainee or not, had it right; perhaps she did, indeed need to anchor herself somehow in the present. But what was there here, other than a monotony of bottle-green plastic drapery hanging floor to ceiling and the vague murmurings of ‘socially-mingling’ mental cases. On the other hand, the alternative was to allow herself to become lost in her own delusional abandonment - and mental illness would then surely follow.

				Lavinia was only vaguely aware of her own fingers, slippery with excitement and twitching to and fro, flickering at the little bulb-like rubber hood that encased her intimate nubbin of pleasure and that strove forever to keep release just that little bit out of reach. Her young caregivers features, as she followed, enraptured, her charge’s desperate attempts to achieve sexual culmination, were a mask of confused lust, pity, embarrassment and anger - not at all necessarily in that order. This was the closest Lavinia could now expect to come to an actual, fulfilling relationship - unless nameless others decided otherwise, of course, That thought seemed to be rotting its way through Lavinia’s mind, eating at her soul. But... wasn’t this internal diatribe, in itself, destructive - a symptom of her growing neurosis? Then again; if she was to deny herself this one outlet - as humiliating as performing intimately in front of her young carer undoubtedly was - then what was left? The alternative was to let herself sink into the unthinking, long-lost, mire of oblivion enjoyed and populated by the rest of the idiotic, gibbering harpies around her. What alternative was that?

				The choice was stark, but even having the notion of a choice was a form of subtle psychological torture. She could sit quietly and dwelling more and more inwards, turning it on herself and sending herself quite mad in the process or let herself be gently led by the hand deeper and deeper into mental illness by her sweetly smiling guardian angle rustling and bustling around her in her blue-checked uniform dress.

				For what else could this be but some form of mental illness? Head swimming in a swirling sedative fog, her hands thrust down the front of her hospital issue asylum pyjamas, she was masturbating furiously. Her fingers were plucking and twitching urgently under her tackily-humid plastic mental-home incontinence knickers, worrying at a sutured rubber thimble-cap device designed with the sole purpose in mind of robbing her of the one thing she desired more than anything else in the world at that moment - the ability to gain sexual release.

				“Stop that, now - it’s time to get you back into bed and I’m going to have to draw back the curtain”.

				The command bit deep into Lavinia’s psyche; shame and humiliation now shared equal billing with hot-cheeked heavy-breathed, tear-wrenching frustration. She felt her hands being physically tugged from their private fumbling and being placed forcefully in her lap, the musky pungency of her unrelinquished arousal rising accusingly from fingertips left tacky with bodily lubrication. She was only half aware of the head and shoulders pressing thorough the opening in the plastic curtains surrounding the bed and the chair in which she was presently seated, wriggling uncomfortably in her sweat-soaked pyjamas.

				“I’m so sorry, Sister - I just didn’t know what I could do to stop her”. The student nurse’s apology certainly sounded sincere enough - even if, mere moments earlier, it had been she that had been instrumental in encouraging the very behaviour she seemed now to pretend to detest - in body language and facial expression, at least, even if not in word.

				“A quite disgusting display, obviously - but something not entirely unexpected in the mentally ill and something that I am afraid you are going to have to get used to witnessing if they’re left unrestrained. Try not to be too shocked by it - it is not their fault; they don’t see things in the same way as you and I. They tend to retreat into their own little world, especially the delusional psychotic patients - in fact, in some ways this can be seen as a positive sign. Firstly; this little demonstration confirms the doctor’s diagnosis and secondly; it demonstrates the patient’s acceptance of her situation in that she is clearly settling down to withdrawing within herself - something that although on the surface might appear counter productive, ironically can be crucial to the well being of the long-term patient, where release into the community is not expected to be an option.

				For now, though, I want you to put her back in full restraints and she is to be confined to bed at all times for the foreseeable future. Meanwhile, you are to make out a full report of this behaviour for the doctor under the heading of ‘evidence of pathological sexual obsession and obsessive-compulsive behaviour’.” The Ward Sister’s words seemed strangely devoid of either malice or anger, but rather hinted at containing a note of resignation - almost as if nothing particularly untoward had occurred and that the sight of a curvaceous young woman masturbating under close supervision was an everyday phenomenon. Well perhaps it was, given the context of a ward structured around the most hopelessly unredeemably insane.

				Momentarily stepping back so as to gain the advantage of leverage, the Ward Sister unceremoniously dragged back the synthetic veil of privacy from around Lavinia’s bed with a simple single long-practiced sweep of an arm, briskly side-stepping as she went, gliding clockwise about the iron-framed bedstead with balletic grace. Age-brittle plastic sheet fabric hissed, rustled and crinkled noisily and arthritic pulley wheels screeched and creaked along dust-clogged aluminium trunking that somehow defying the passing years clung steadfastly to grey paint-encrusted threaded bolts that extended down through the ceiling like gnarled fingers protruding down from the floor above.

				Even as mentally numbed as she was as a result of the incremental sedative load miring her mind Lavinia could nevertheless still appreciate the value for the young woman in covering her own back - but had it been so essential for her to act as if Lavinia was some sort of demon-possessed heretic submerged in degradation, filth and perversion and completely out of control? She could perhaps have laughed it off, perhaps putting it down to drug-induced intoxication - which of course it partially was - simply an embarrassing side-effect of the unaccustomed near-doubling of her patient’s prescribed tranquilizer. But no! It was, for some reason or other, necessary to imply by disapproving looks and sideways glances that here sat yet one more damning indictment of Lavinia’s deteriorating mental state. Just whose side was this young woman on, anyway?

				But that was another issue - the sedatives she was on. Four capsules, now it was! No longer was it the two per day she had been prescribed and that she had become acclimatised to throughout the time she had been staying with her aunt. Now the bombshell had really fallen - that these things were not as innocent as they seemed, that these green and gold capsules were, to quote her young trainee-nurse carer, “incredibly addictive”. These things were apparently definitely not suited for long-term prescription. But she, Lavinia, had been on them now for... how long? She had been with Aunt Julia for around a twelve-month or so, even before coming to the institution. Then there had been the originally contracted three months residence in the department of experimental psychology and then... Well, just how many renewals had there been, how many times had she been made to sign to re-undertake the ‘study’?

				Then, of course, there was the period she had more recently spent under the section psychiatrist’s ‘care’, kept locked up like a prisoner in solitary confinement in the little cell-like room that lay back, hidden away, off that twisted woman’s consultation room. For how long had that been? Well, they were now clearly collating psychological reports and appraisals for perusal by her case-review panel. Given that when she had been committed it had been recommended she be given a full year to, as they had put it, ‘settle down’ before a year was to be spent ‘under observation’ to allow for the gathering of reports on her ‘behaviour’ and considering that so-called ‘settling down’ period had then been extended to two years, when she had dared speak up in objection... No, she didn’t want to think about it - all that time, all that life passing her by while her guardian, that hateful Ms Madison Daisy Bartlett, danced a merry jig around her family’s legacy.

				But as much as she struggled to blind herself to the truth, the implication was obvious; clearly at least two years had somehow flown by in a sedative-induced fog. All that time they had had her on a sedative originally described to her as ‘mild’ but that in reality was not only both physically and psychologically addictive - and in those ways damaging enough - but had been systematically ramped-up over time in terms of dosage to the point at which the drug itself mimicked most, if not all, the signs and symptoms of mental illness. And what simple crude pharmacology could not provide, the good doctor’s intervention had created.

				Was it any wonder, then, that when on occasion in the past she had objected to her medication - fearing, quite rightly it now turned out, it to be robbing her of her reason - the kafuffle had invariably ended with her down on her bended knees and begging for her ‘medication’ before the doctor’s desk. A couple of capsules proffered in the doctor’s hand and she would have kissed the woman’s feet - except such prostration was never foremost in the doctor’s mind. The girl bringing her lips to the mid-thigh hem of the doctor’s tight black leather skirt or even on occasion the crotch of that woman’s knickers - that was another matter entirely, one that pandered far more to the doctor’s singularly peculiar predilections.

				Now even the side effect of temporary short-term amnesia was being portrayed as advantageous to her, in that for two to three hours or so following each mealtime - the point at which the handful of green and gold plastic capsules would be held out to her - all would be left empty, like a blank slate in her mind waiting to be filled. In that manner time would progress more quickly and the tedium that was mental-home existence would in that way be alleviated. But the corollary of that was; for a significant portion of her waking hours she was in effect now reduced to the status of a vegetable - or she might as well be, for all she could recall.

				And it left her suggestible, of course - deeply, unreservedly suggestible, as if her subconscious was an open scratchpad to be scribbled into willy-nilly. It had been the doctor herself who had told her that. A strong dose of barbiturate tranquilizer would leave a subject helpless in the hands of a skilled manipulator. The whole notion, usually mooted in the psychological literature, that it was impossible even in principle, to hypnotise a person against her will - or to do so without her knowledge - went out of the window once barbiturate drugs were introduced into the equation. Furthermore, a trance-like state, once achieved under the influence of barbiturate drugs, could easily be repeated subsequently if the same trance-inducing influence or stimulus was reproduced. And poor Lavinia could barely remember little else than her therapist’s insistently-swaying metronome with its rainbow-faceted gemstone bob flickering in the blue-white strobe light.

				Then, of course, there had been the spirals and the child’s pink-furred teddy bear the doctor had given her with its strangely-holographic Spirograph eyes that she would gaze into mindlessly, hour upon hour, enraptured, when left alone in her prison-cell room. Now her focus had become the nurse’s fob-watch, handed her that she might cradle its silver case palmed in one hand as with the other she would discreetly probe inside her PVC knickers, plucking in time to the sweep of the second hand the protruding rubber thimble encasing her bud of pleasure and thrilling to the torturously insufficient caress of the myriad feathery tongues of latex lining the interior. Always, though, it would culminate with her sobbing over the cruelty that had resulted in the surgical removal of the fleshy protective hood just so that the augmented sensitivity so produced might be artificially stifled beneath a cap of spiral-wound spring-steel-reinforced rubber, in turn designed to operate through repeated failure and the process of learned helplessness to train an otherwise healthy young woman away from her natural sexual predilections.

				Conflicting desires and outcomes - it was the very underpinning of neurosis. There was the undeniable need to eat, and then the unrequited weight-gain that came with it. There could be gnawing hunger but then the doctor’s cane thrashing across her barred behind should she fail to finish every last morsel. Then, of course, there was the need to accomplish what the medical staff would euphemistically term ‘elimination’, by which was meant urination, defecation and all those other things that ordinarily one would prefer to keep private but that here were laid bare and set out for all to scrutinise at their leisure and with barely concealed amusement. These were perfectly ordinary, mundane functions of biology, yet here somehow became routinely transposed in status to that of punishment. Even the simple desire for sexual fulfilment, now striped of any formal social context, had in this way become associated with humiliation and frustration.

				Now permanently confined to bed, the pounds were piling on - she could now actually feel her hips beginning to stretch her pyjama bottoms, despite all that excess fabric. The cane stripes that had been left behind as a legacy of the doctor’s attentions had long-since faded - but only to be replaced by the torment of a constantly irritating intimate itch. The reason-eroding madness that was uncontrolled rampant thrush itched, burnt and nagged at the warm damp intimacy between her legs - limbs kept just that little too far apart by chained ankle restraints to provide the comfort that might otherwise been achieved through the rubbing together of nubile coltish thighs. It had to be said, though, that this latest torment was through no negligence on behalf of the staff the place employed. Few, her own nurse included, could have been more vigilant when it came to changing the strangely plastic-feeling quilted panty-liner the hospital provided, but... Well, Lavinia couldn’t quite get it out of her mind that the awful incessant irritation had only arisen in the first place when her carer had first begun to provide that bluish-tinted quilt liner. Coincidence? Well it had to be... didn’t it? How many days - or had it been weeks - had that been ago?

				Secured in a hospital bed, there was little reason for the staff to even bother drawing around the curtain surrounding her little cubical of space. She could hear those others shuffling around in their hopelessly ill-fitting pyjamas and huge bag-like plastic bloomers, could sometimes make out their inane low whispered chatter - anything other than the most inane passing of the time would be stamped upon as quickly as would the raising of a voice. She could envisage them grouped between the beds, each burdened with the spirit-quenching humiliation of having to hitch the flopping waistband of her green-striped hospital issue pyjama trousers, muttering deluded nonsense and too browbeaten to do or say much else. Other than for feeding and toileting, during which the bed’s iron-railed back rest would be raised, placing her in a seated position, the majority of the rest of the time was spent flat on her back and staring aimlessly up at the ceiling. Day after endless day was now spent desperately scanning the off-white plaster desert of the ceiling for any new crack, blemish or flake of loose paint yet to be catalogued, categorised and counted.

				The one saving grace was the coming of that time of day when she would be sat up to be given her tranquillisers. The chain securing her left wrist restraint to the bed frame would be slackened off at that time - allowing her just sufficient degree of freedom for her hand to reach her mouth if craning forward her neck. She would snatch greedily at the four pretty little green and gold capsules lolling around in the nurse’s velvety-pink upturned palm, voraciously wolfing them down chased by a gulp or two of the faintly disinfectant-tainted milky-white high-calorie liquid nutritional supplement, the plastic beaker shakily held up to her lips. And she knew what was in the drink now; they had told her. In fact, the Ward Sister had made a point of personally informing her.

				She was now only too well aware how every mouthful was adding to the expansion of her bust, hips, bottom and the double chin that so troubled her and was somehow the worst part of it. The baggy pyjamas did a fair job of disguising the rest of it, despite her expansion; while they might have grown a little snug of late here and there, they would not be allowed to remain so for long. Whenever it might be she would be issued a fresh pair, she would simply be handed a much larger size. In the meantime, each gulp helped bury her dancer’s frame still further beyond redemption - just as each day spent restrained in bed or hobbled to the point of little more than a spastic shuffle robbed her limbs of their hard-won flexibility and strength. She knew all of this and yet she would drain every last drop from the beaker. It was such a good way of teaching obedience, such an effective way - if she failed to swig it down, or worse, if she were to knock the beaker to the floor as she had on occasion in the early days, the consequences would be simple: There would be no pretty little green and gold capsules the next time... or the next, or the next after that.

				A couple of days of the gnawing hunger that was withdrawal - shivering, sweating and writhing in her restraints - and she would be ready to pretty much do or say anything. That approach had tamed that particular aspect of the vestigial rebellious streak that still somehow infected her far more quickly and more thoroughly than even the doctor’s cane or leather belt falling across her chubby backside could have. Not that any of this meant she was now exempt from the kiss of the switch, far from it: Once she had become more tractable, ready to acquiesce to eat or drink whatever might be placed in front of her, she would still have to ask to have her behaviour corrected by means of the cane first - it was one of the worst parts of it and really served to engrave that feeling of utter defeat in the mind. A caning under such a circumstance left a truly indelible mark in the psyche, as it was intended to. The withdrawal would be equated with defeat and the pain of the cane and the caning, in its turn, became paired in the mind with the horrors of withdrawal; in that way each contributed to and underpinned the growing dread of the other.

				And it was in no sense any aberration that they would relax her restraints at the time the nurse with the drug trolley did her rounds. Taking her prescribed medication was virtually the only thing a patient was allowed to do for her self. It had absolutely nothing to do with relaxing restriction and allowing some degree of freedom but, conversely, everything to do with reinforcing in the patient’s mind her acceptance of the hospital’s control over her. It worked too! Daily, like it or not, young Lavinia was slowly slipping deeper and deeper into the ward’s routine... and under her angelic-faced young carer’s control... no... her spell... It was an aspect of ward life she was still loath to admit to herself; that tingle she felt inside, the hot flush she felt infuse her cheeks, the accelerated pounding of her heart and the blood throbbing in her ears whenever the pretty young nurse smiled that smile of hers - however condescending that smile seemed, however humiliated it made her feel.

				But those four little capsules were simply delicious - for a while a merciful and loving mist would descend, caressing her mind like a breeze drifting through a meadow and flower fairies fluttering through leafy glades. Time would pass quite mindlessly for a while - how long there was no way of knowing, but perhaps for some disconcertingly-long period: On at least one occasion she had found herself receiving what was apparently the last spoonful of that standard bowl of mush that the institution had the cheek to describe as food, having had no inkling whatsoever of being fed. She had recalled only being patted patronisingly on the head by her pretty young trainee-nurse carer and told sweetly that she had been a “good girl” and then overhearing the Ward Sister congratulating the smiling young woman. It hadn’t been so much the Ward Sister’s comments as her charming young carer’s reply that had shocked her so at the time and kept the memory fresh in her mind.

				“I think you’ve done a good job there! Your patient is coming along really well now - I’m really quite pleased, quite impressed actually”

				“Thank you sister - I’ve had to withhold her medication on a couple of occasions, as an aid to behaviour modification, but there has been a marked improvement in her compliance since”.

				Did any of this imply her guardian angel was more implicit in this then had seemed at first sight? It was a thought Lavinia found easy enough to shrug off, since it was one she did not want to consider in the first place - daren’t consider. Her sanity depended on it - just as her mental health now hinged on her mentally-categorised catalogue of ceiling plasterwork defects. The trouble with that was, those lovely calming capsules of peace and the short-term temporary amnesia they unleashed along with their chemical solace - she could never quite be sure which cracks, stains and paint chips she had spotted before; just as she could never quite recall what she had been thinking just prior to receiving her medication each day.

				It was the sheer tedium of the regimen that was so deadly to the soul, although of course it was purposely designed that way. It was the reasoning behind the doctor having placed her here: so that the rigid control and sheer unrelenting, unwavering tedium of mental-ward routine could continue the process of breaking her psychologically that had begun all that time back with one simple suggestion let slip by her aunt in conversation - that she, Lavinia, might just have the early stages of something Aunt Julia euphemistically called a ‘problem’.

				That one tiny seed nurtured through the hands of Aunt Julia’s psychotherapist acquaintance had been enough to place her under her aunt’s control and subject to that formidable woman’s notion of domestic discipline - kept dressed from the skin outwards in the most infantile take on early 1960s strict English boarding school uniform her aunt could devise, with her hair put up in braids and tied with ribbons and subject to a strict regime of corporal punishment. Under her aunt’s guidance she had become so socially isolated as to have not only lost contact with every friend and acquaintance she had ever had but also to have actually got to the point whereupon she had had no real idea of the date.

				Now that she thought back it was absurd: Aunt Julia had actually got her to the point where not only would she not leave the house but she had been loath to even as much as leave her bedroom. Then Aunt Julia had moved her up into that little attic room that she had prepared especially for her, with its hospital-style bed, single whitewashed window and institutional looking furnishings. That woman had then drawn the heavy black drapes - forbidding her from pulling them back lest the sight of the open sky should bring on one of her ‘attacks’ - donned her old hospital matron’s uniform, turned the key in the lock... And lo and behold; the pernicious process that would one day culminate in her being restrained in a psychiatric ward had begun its course. And then she had come, or rather been brought, to this place...

				She had to get her thoughts off that path, get her thoughts in order. And that last recollection in particular had made her shiver in horror. What could be more macabre than the sudden realisation that one was bound - nay, chained - tightly and helplessly in a hospital bed, isolated in a secure psychiatric ward dressed in filth-encrusted institutional pyjamas and soiled plastic pants, known by and referred to only by a bureaucratically assigned numerical designation and with a sign over the bed instructing patients and staff alike to ignore anything one might say? Well, there was one thing more chilling she could think of - and she had just thought of it: It was the notion of not as much as having the slightest inkling of where in the country the hospital was actually situated, let alone where within the structure the ward was sited - or come to that, even what the hospital building or buildings looked like from the outside.

				Aunt Julia had brought her up in her car; leaving at dusk and arriving in the dead of night. Lavinia had been asleep practically before they’d left the driveway and had slept deeply the entire journey with the seat reclined, a heavy blanket draped over her. She vaguely recalled padded headphones resting on her head and one of her aunt’s psychotherapist friend’s dreamy and drowsily-voiced relaxation tapes wafting from the old Sony Walkman clipped to the belt of her gymslip, the woman’s voice exulting her to ‘be a good girl to please Auntie’ and to always do as she was told and droning on and on sleepily about how warm, comforted, cosseted and secure being dressed in her school uniform made her feel.

				Actually there always seemed to be something about uniforms on those tapes: Nurses’ uniforms looked authoritative, nurses were in charge, in control, a woman in a nurses’ uniform would seem to tower over her, the thought of a nurse in uniform standing over her made her feel weak, submissive, shy and blushing, unable to make eye contact, unable to answer back, she would be unable to find the right word, would stammer embarrassingly. The school uniform her aunt made her wear, on the other hand, would make her feel all warm inside, the soft voice would assure her, it would make her feel as secure as if hugging her favourite teddy, yet it would also make her feel small, insignificant, submissive and obedient like a small child sucking its thumb. She had to do as she was told when she was wearing her school uniform: It embarrassed her, made her feel childish, made her cheeks redden in shame - but wearing it pleased her aunt and pleasing Aunt Julia was the most important thing in the world to Lavinia. Wearing her school uniform would make her feel as if wanting to be obedient - the woman’s voice would insist - and an obedient Lavinia was the most pleasing thing in the world to Auntie Julia. So an ever more placid Lavinia would obediently dress in her childish school uniform and simper and suck her thumb and... It had just sort of sunk into her consciousness: Even now, at the thought of herself dressed in that gabardine pleated-skirted gymslip she felt her right hand involuntarily tug against the wrist cuff and chain restraining it, her hand rolling into a ball with thumb protruding and her lips puckering as if to receive it.

				Whereas those tapes were as detailed as they were specific where her school uniform was concerned, nurses’ uniforms were a more general, vaguely defined affair. Nurses, generally, were to be seen as unassailable figures of authority, to be obeyed implicitly and without question at all times and under all circumstances; doctor’s in white coats, the same.

				Lavinia’s school uniform, on the other hand, would be described item by item: The tight little woollen vest, the liberty bodice with its thick rubber buttons running down the front and broad elastic suspenders whose ugly metal clips held up the itchy opera-length lisle stockings and that dug in to her thighs when she sat. Then, there were the thick high-waisted bottle-green interlocked cotton school knickers with their broad rubbery leg-cuff elastics that would bite deep into her flesh and the strange rubbery texture of their lining. Everything would be outlined in almost fetishistic detail, through to the buttoning of her crisp starched blouse - button by button - the fastening of her gymslip and finally the donning of the rubber-lined gabardine raincoat, belt pulled tight, all buttons fastened and hood up with drawstring tied in a neat bow under the chin, come rain or shine.

				Each detail of dressing was followed stage by stage; from the pulling on of the itchy woollen vest, the buttoning up of the breast-constricting and ironically named liberty bodice, the time-consuming fiddly attachment of the bottle-green lisle stockings to the three suspender tabs each side and then wiggling into the constriction of the seemingly slightly undersized yet full-bodied stretchy knickers. The latter, at that stage, had formed a strange undergarment indeed; a sturdy interlocked cotton-polyester mix on the outside and a soft caressing satiny fabric on the inside with a thin layer of latex sandwiched between. The latter emerged as a thin fringe of soft short hair-like protrusions along the centre line of the kite-shaped gusset and along the back seam, where a little bunch of such fibres would settle disconcertingly around her anus. A ring of evenly spaced buttonholes ran around the circumference of the broad waistband and were designed to engage with a ring of rubbery buttons running around the waist of her liberty bodice, ensuring an unrelentingly snug fit that conformed to every nook and crevice of her person - nine fiddly buttons that had to be unfastened and fastened every time she needed to attend to her ablutions and the fastening of each described in detail on the tape.

				Each stage and action involved in robing or disrobing was associated with some idea, sensation or emotion and with that ever-present tendency towards obedience, submission and childish insignificance. The latter tendency had seemed to grow and become more tangible with each layer, with the result that with the repeated playing of the tapes, each time she went through the ritual of dressing in this hideous, humiliating outfit she was left a little less able to argue back the next time Aunt Julia ordered: “Go and change into your school uniform, there’s a good girl”.

				She pulled herself back to the present: Something about today felt a little different somehow from the usual routine ambience of the ward - and that difference was underlined by the drawing around of the green plastic curtain surrounding her bed. Of course Lavinia could know little of the Ward Sister’s itinerary but that authoritatively redoubtable woman’s upcoming vacation was a cause célèbre not to be dismissed lightly by those with the innate appetite for control. In that way, the young nurse charged with Lavinia’s care - trainee or not - was little different from the rest when it came down to it. The blue-uniformed student nurse, with her honey-blond curls dripping from beneath her starched cap and white plastic bib-apron fastened business-like around her trim waist was in like a shot, all breezy cheerfulness and best of intentions. It took only moments for velvet soft fingers to slip beneath the stiff fabric front of Lavinia’s pyjama jacket, softly, lovingly twisting, pulling and kneading and tormenting nipples and areola too long starved of physical attention.

				“I’d make it like this for you every day if I could - you know I would, don’t you?”

				Reaching in to the left hip patch-pocket of her blue-checked uniform dress and smiling as sweetly as the day she was born the student nurse plucked, snuggled in her palm, a rubbery, black, butterfly-shaped device, dangling in front of her patient’s eyes. Lavinia could do little but gaze as if mesmerised at the proffered device as, with a flick of the young uniformed girl’s thumbnail across a discreetly inset switch, the thing seemed to come alive in the nurse’s fingers, dancing in her soft palm to the strains of a vibrating drowsy summer bumble-bee hum - disconcerting, yet somehow softly enticing, somehow so... tantalizing.

				“Look, sweetheart: I don’t have very long to explain - but I want to do something to help you get through, to help you keep yourself together. I know how you must feel - so, so long without a boyfriend; I think I would have gone completely out of my mind by now. This thing, if pressed up against that rubber thimble-like hood thing they’ve stitched in place over your little love-bud, would bring you off again and again. I’ve asked around and this device is as good as it gets in discreet personal satisfaction. I’m certain I can make it unobtrusive enough to get away without anyone else being aware. After all, so long as you do as I tell you - to the letter, mind - I will be the only one involved in the more intimate aspects of your care. The thing is, though: how do we keep it in place so it can keep you suitably... distracted? Entertained? At least until the battery runs down?”

				The pretty, honey-blond, nurse gave a little knowing giggle before continuing:

				“Now... I daren’t release or slacken your wrist restraints for the time being - it would be more than my job’s worth. But on the other hand, if you could only bring yourself to trust me, just a little, if only you could find space in your heart to let me in, to accept my honestly well-intentioned motives at face value... What I am trying to get at is this: although I am only a lowly student nurse in the psychiatric context and a year or so your junior, I have already built up a substantial background in psychology, culminating in a first class honours degree from Oxford. Right now I am working on my doctorate. What all this implies is that, happily for you, my written reports and my word are both taken quite seriously here, despite my youth - almost as if I were a senior member of staff in fact. Going back to this device, here: If you were, through me, to request yourself to be placed in a straitjacket - perhaps under the pretext of your concern that some compulsion, perhaps an urge to self-harm, was beginning to overwhelm you - it would be taken seriously; especially if my report was to validate your concern.”

				The nurse went on, her voice sweetly teetering on the sing-song tones of the practiced hypnotist:

				“Look; I know you view the restriction of a straitjacket as yet another step down the path to surrendering yourself to your mental illness. But both you and I know the truth - so why should it matter what anyone else thinks, just as long as we get you better, just as long as it helps us get you out of this place? At the end of the day, all that matters is pulling you free of the injustice of this place, getting you back out there and taking your place in society one day. If you were to allow yourself to be placed in a straitjacket for a short period - and I would ensure it would be brief... How shall I put it? It has a crotch-strap, and if that particular restraint were to be correctly tightened between your legs.... Well, you could try rubbing your intimacy against the strap itself, of course. But if you were to have this butterfly-wing device thing here buzzing away pressed up between your legs and held in place by that strap? What can I say? Just think bout it - the prospect sounds delicious; doesn’t it? Just imagine it; held in situ and buzzing away undetected beneath the layers of canvas and the flannelette of your mental-home pyjamas. What with your plastic incontinence pants and the thick, soft terry-cloth nappy they make you wear now - the sound would be all but undetectable; even up close!”

				The young nurse had now balanced the food bowel she had brought across with her on the covers above Lavinia’s lap. Then, leaning across the front of her patient, she used a proffered spoonful of the slush that customarily doubled as breakfast, lunch, dinner or what have you, here in the secure psychiatric unit, as a pretext to use her body as a shield. In a flash the young woman had slithered the tantalising vibrating rubbery thing down the perspiration-dampened front of Lavinia’s pyjama bottoms, under the loose waist of the baggy plastic knickers worn beneath and into the crotch of the thick terry-cloth panty-liner. The hum was soft, yet still detectable from below the woollen weight of the single hospital blanket that covered the bed and clearly not something that would escape the notice of the Ward Sister’s keen senses if she were present. The sensation was gentle, yet breathtaking after the denial of so much in the way of sensory stimulation - of any sort, let alone of an overtly sexual nature. In seconds Lavinia found herself sighing wistfully.

				A second spoonful of bland soy-based nutrition was taken greedily between Lavinia’s lips as this time deft fingers, insinuating themselves through the gap between two of the grotesque rubbery buttons fastening her pyjama jacket, began luxuriously massaging one of her fast thickening thimble-hard nipples between their torturously soft satin tips.

				The student nurse’s voice was thick with undisguised excitement, low and breathy: “There now, isn’t that nice?”.

				All at once there came that tumbling confluence of conflicting emotions Lavinia had felt only once before - in the hands of the unit psychiatrist, in the locked privacy of the consultation room; or rather the private prison cell the doctor had had constructed as an annex to it. She could torture herself by her own denial of pleasurable release. Or she could surrender to the urging of her own body at the hands of another woman, turn against a lifetime of learnt and accepted cultural and sexual moirés and taboos - and in so doing, become something she had been brought up to despise. Glancing to her left she caught sight of the pleasant bosom swell stretching out the viscose-glossed blue and white check pattern of her carer’s uniform and felt her heart pound in her ears as yet another spoonful of chow headed towards her lips. There was just something about the way the dress fabric caught the light, something about the tight elasticated nurse’s belt, the swinging silvery fob watch pinned upon a swollen breast, feminine curves filling out a nurse’s uniform, no-nonsense combed-back hair behind a starched white cap...

				A soothing twisting tug of her nipple between the gentlest of gentle thumb and fingers coincided with the lukewarm touch of the porridge around her mouth and she involuntarily responded with an open-mouthed sigh of pleasure, sucking the contents from the rubbery white spoon held in the nurse’s hand with wanton gusto and ignoring the dribble trickling down her chin. To Lavinia the nurse seemed to breathe rather than whisper in her ear, the young woman’s sweet hot breath causing a shiver to run down the length of her spine until, rather strangely, seeming to cause her anus to contract, triggering in turn a wave of pleasure to twitch back and forth between her legs:

				“It will always have to be under my supervision, of course, and once the curtains are drawn. It will have to be under my control, not yours - you’ll have to accept that: I will be the one taking the risk after all.”

				Lavinia felt herself nodding her agreement dumbly, is if being worked in some way like a marionette, all her strings being pulled at once. A thrill was running through her, a strange kind of thrill - and all based somehow around those words; being under “supervision”, being under the nurse’s control. It was all about those words - what was happening to her? The nurse was still talking, the pleasure was still building; and there seemed nothing she could do about it, except accept the humiliation... no, no... enjoy the humiliation, luxuriate in the shame and debasement of being brought to orgasm against her will and under the close supervision, under the control, of a young woman younger than herself.

				“I can tell how long it’s been for you. I can help you; I can show you what you can do yourself to get around that cruel, nasty thing they have fitted you with. But you will have to learn to do it in front of me, under my instruction - do you know what I am talking about?”

				Lavinia thought that she did - yet wished in a way that she didn’t. This woman, this student nurse, little older than a school-leaver, was hinting about her masturbating in front of her, under her carer’s approving gaze. It was madness itself, a descent into degradation, to the point of debasing herself in front of others. It was out of the question - and yet...

				Another spoonful of tasteless hospital chow had been delivered to her lips and she was chomping on it gladly - another squeezing twisting tug brought breathless pleasure throbbing through her lust-stiffened nipples, both now responding in concert - and she found herself nodding her acceptance, cheeks burning in shame. The nurse’s nimble fingers were now dancing in turn around first one nipple, than the other, and then back again. Down between Lavinia’s legs the teasing vibrating butterfly throbbed against the rubber hood covering her clitoris, sending the thousands of tiny latex filaments lining its interior into a wavering spasmodic frenzy even as she munched on the last spoon-fed mouthful of gruel.

				Then, with an agonising moan of pleasurable despair exiting her lips, Lavinia felt her guardian angel’s fingers slip briskly free from her pyjama jacket. It was somehow little surprise: after all her sweet uniformed angel could control every other aspect of her existence. She could hardly blame her, though - she was undoubtedly carefully monitored herself: she could hardly have a semi-orgasmic mental patient screaming the walls down, at least not while the cause was so blatantly audible. The impersonal electric buzz of the butterfly vibrator was one thing. The caring, loving touch of those hands, those tender words; there was nothing detached or impersonal there - and it made all the difference.

				“Doesn’t it just make you want to cry, doesn’t it make you want to bring yourself off? I feel for you, lying helpless, locked up in this crazy place, I really do. I mean: I go home each night to a guy who loves me - a very special guy, who loves me in a very special way. He just makes me feel so... special - what can I say?

				I don’t think I could stand it locked in here, night after night, with no social contact let alone physical love, no relief from the monotony, the nagging ache ‘down there’, the constant unfulfilled urging- I think I would go quite insane, dear. That is what worries me. How long has it been for you? I mean to say: this is an all female ward. Even the staff, here, is all female. I can’t begin to imagine what it must be like to as much as set eyes on a man, any man let alone your boyfriend for... How long?”

				“I, I, I am, am not s...” The nurse had brushed Lavinia’s lips, gently, ever so gently, just two tissue-soft girlish fingertips - the effect had been far more dramatic: halting her patient in her faltering tracks, silencing her near instantaneously.

				“You must be careful not to be seen speaking to me; even if whispering. You are not allowed to speak unless spoken to, so you’d give the whole game away if the Ward Sister was to see or hear you. You are supposed to be being kept incommunicado at the moment - even I am not supposed to talk to you more than the absolute minimum required to get my job done. Good girl for remembering not to raise your voice above a whisper though - it shows that you’re coming along just fine. That aspect of your treatment worries me too, the social isolation - its as if somebody, somewhere is out to break you mentally, to send you spiralling even further into mental decline; and that’s exactly the way to do it, too! I can’t do anything about that for the time being, other than what I am already doing for you by way of these little one-way chats of ours. I can do something about the sexual frustration aspect of your torment.

				For now, though, our little butterfly friend will have to fly away home - but if you can help me, to help you... well, I wouldn’t be surprised if she wasn’t back soon... and who knows? I think next time she might be able to take you where you want to be. Do you think you could do that for me?”

				So saying the nurse, leaning across to gather up the empty feeding bowl and rearranging her patient’s blanket to disguise her true purpose, deftly plucked the pulsating toy from the crotch of Lavinia’s knickers, simultaneously flicking the off-switch with her pinky-nail. Tears of frustration welling up and words of entreaty balancing precariously on the tip of her tongue, Lavinia somehow managed to nod silently her willingness to cooperate. Had it been the Ward Sister or even the doctor she would have struggled on, she felt sure. But this innocently-sincere blue-uniformed angel was giving her nothing to struggle against and she knew that step by step the young nurse was bringing her deeper and deeper under her control.

			

		

	
		
			
				Visitations And Future Visions

				Looming up ahead in the distance the grey stone Neo-Gothic building looked ominous despite, or perhaps because of, their preconceptions of the place as a discreet rehabilitation retreat and spa for the rich and occasionally the famous, for which it was well known. What was also widely known was its reputation for ensuring the privacy of its clients from the prying eyes and camera lenses of even the most determined paparazzi. Part of the reason for the latter stood before them now, momentarily halting the progress of their limousine:

				A broad gate of curling wrought iron and thick black vertical bars was set within a solid looking brick wall that was faced with white stone and that must have been close on four and a half metres high. The ornately topped iron barrage rolled noisily open, swinging inward from between tall rectangular stone pillars that were each topped with an imposing spherical stone finial tucked below which to each side was a discreetly mounted closed-circuit television security camera.

				Passing slowly through, Madison Daisy Bartlett at the wheel, her companion noisily sifting through papers in a briefcase lying open on his lap, they were barely aware of the faint yet solid metallic clang as the twin gates, swinging electronically closed behind them, came together and locked. Glancing down at the solid walnut dashboard Ms Madison Bartlett reflected on another reason for the establishment’s famed inscrutability: it had been a good solid kilometre - no, over that - since they had turned off the road through the outer perimeter gate, a barrier that without prior arranged admittance looked to be even more insurmountable. In between and in addition there had been a high and surprisingly robust looking wire fence to be negotiated - also apparently monitored by CCTV.

				They swept out through the last of the firs then negotiated the curving gravel driveway that skirted the formal Italianate gardens, passing by high hedges and fancy topiary to emerge in front of the glowering neo-gothic edifice that was the hospital. They drew to a halt on a half-moon apron of gravel, orangey hued in the harsh noontime sunlight, with a crunch of broad tires and a ratcheting of the handbrake. They had pulled up, as they had been previously instructed, in front of a brick-arched wooden gateway. This substantial structure - looking for all the world like a castle drawbridge gate - was bracketed by a pair of imposing, regal-looking high stone stairways which curled up and back on themselves via an intermediate balconied platform to either side, before coming together at their summit to form a covered portico, or colonnade surrounded by Doric columns. Ahead the other half of the driveway entered; they had taken the fork along the clockwise route and this other skirted the gardens in the opposite sense.

				A woman dressed in a formal business suit of navy skirt and jacket and wearing expensive looking high heels approached the limousine, a plastic hospital identity badge pinned to her lapel embossed in gold with the retreat’s crest and the one single word that said it all: Director. With her naturally wavy auburn hair pinned in a more restrained version of a swirling nineteen-sixties beehive, dramatic if tasteful makeup and the subtly exaggerated, corseted figure needed to carry off that retro-styling, this statuesque early middle-aged woman could be no other.

				Pleasantries done with, the two visitors were briskly whisked up the long stone flights to the portico above and the electrically operated smoked glass doors beyond, the institution director’s hips swinging in her fitted skirt catching the eye of Madison Bartlett’s male companion and bringing an unaccustomed spring to his step.

				Behind them a valet, a young girl - a curvaceous young thing dressed in a skirt suit styled as a female approximation of a chauffeur’s uniform - was busily manoeuvring Madison’s limousine down the gentle gravel-surfaced ramp that led to the base of the substantial pair of solid oak gates, the latter having now been swung back to give passage to the courtyard beyond.

				This was the granite cobbled courtyard that had, in days long gone, witnessed so many insane and mentally ill arrive. But not only the infirm: at that time corruption had been rife and it took surprisingly little to prove a person incapable of forming an unimpaired or rational judgment. Doubtless there had been some that might have been simply deemed ‘embarrassing’. Certain others might well have been consigned purely out of greed or for the purposes of cynical exportation of various kinds. All would arrive in closed coaches drawn by horses - a few in the dead of night and under a blanket of utmost secrecy - none would ever leave unless expressly allowed to do so; such had been the strength and the security of the place. Had things really changed so much?

				This was also the selfsame courtyard that in more recent times had again seen the arrival of certain individuals of a more vulnerable disposition, at least two consigned in the wee small hours and one dressed head to foot and from the skin out in the humiliatingly idiosyncratic school uniform devised and imposed upon her by the implacable domineering figure that was her aunt. Two had an inheritance at stake and one was apt to make damaging accusations.

				The pair were ushered through the foyer and clinical areas and then down a network of carpeted and wood-panelled corridors to a lift hidden away about as far from the public areas as it was possible to get. A swipe card gave access to the lift and the usual buttons gave access to most floors, but the floor they were going to was not listed - it took the insertion and turning of a key to go to where they were going. There came a hum coupled a barely perceptible sense of movement and a few seconds later the lift door was gliding open again. It did so with a sighing hiss. Beyond lay a glaring white linoleum desert plain lit by fluorescents that were tucked away from sight in recesses at the tops of the white plastic covered walls: This was the Department of Experimental Behavioural Psychology - it said so on a plaque on the wall ahead in large bold black block-printed capitals.

				They were met by a tall yet curvaceous dark-haired woman dressed in a fully-buttoned white doctor’s coat with a mandarin collar and teamed with high heeled black courts, a combination that both Madison and her male companion thought made her look a little like a beautician. The latter, having a certain debonair charm, shook hands first, introducing the pair of them. In turn the woman, her chestnut hair pulled back from her striking features and secured up in a chignon, smiled a pleasant but professional smile, introducing herself as the unit psychiatrist. Explaining that it was she who had now personally taken charge of their ward - or rather, Madison Bartlett’s ward - she went to lead off, indicating the way with a sweep of her hand but pausing first to unbutton her white coat. “Forgive me; I’m straight off the ward. One has to present a professional image - I’m sure you understand Ms Bartlett. But it’s a trifle warm in here and I’ll need to be able to get to my keys.” She swished back a wing of the calf-length overall, jangling a dense bunch of keys hanging from a belt loop, as they moved off.

				Madison looked about as they passed by a small reception desk behind which sat a young woman in a white uniform dress with long button-cuffed sleeves, tightly belted waist and white headdress, the latter not unlike a nun’s wimple in form. The thought struck her that while this place was not a prison, not as such, it might as well be. It was certainly as secure as one, yet it was not subject to the same official scrutiny - in fact what went on here was not subject to any form of scrutiny or redress, official or otherwise, whatsoever.

				Madison had been made privy to the work carried out here, she knew the truth. It was the construction and operation of the place itself - and the behaviour of the researchers and staff that inhabited it - that was the true experiment here, not the individual research projects they sponsored, nor the volunteer resident subjects that found themselves embroiled in it all. The latter were mostly unconnected homeless and runaway strays - but not all; and that point could be a most lucrative one. All-in-all giving carte blanch to the staff, albeit hand-picked and operating within a framework of guidance to begin with, had produced - or rather, evolved - a wonderfully totalitarian facility.

				Escorted by the doctor - the ‘Unit Psychiatrist’ as she’d given her title - and the institution director having taken her leave, Madison Bartlett and her companion were now shepherded, not through to the experimental psychology unit itself, as Madison had expected, but rather back into the lift to be carried down another level.

				Here was another world entirely; dank, old and with a hint of decay mingling with the intoxicating hospital mix of phenyl disinfectant, bleach and carbolic. Metal-barred doors or gates were set at intervals in floor-to-ceiling corridor-spanning barrages of vertical black iron bars and clanged open and shut as they passed. There seemed to be one at each end of every passageway they came to. At each the doctor would swing back the wings of her open lab coat and shuffle through the innumerable jangling old-fashioned-looking keys that hung jailor-style on their stainless steel hoop like old blackened bones forming a juju charm. The whole kit and caboodle swung from a broad dangling tab that seemed to have been sewn in to the waistband of the woman’s tight fitting leather skirt.

				Hanging from an identical tab over her other hip, her left, by way of a metal spring clip was what Madison Bartlett, being something of an equestrian, had instantly recognized, when first it had swung into view, as a riding crop or switch. The latter the woman kept from swinging as she walked by way of a hand discreetly pressed from time to time against the side of her calf-length lab coat, keeping it much of the time tucked away from sight within the rustling folds of heavy polyester-cotton.

				Idly and with a smile on her face as if sharing some farcical private jape with her self, Madison wondered what obscure branch of psychotherapy might involve an expensive hand-plaited leather riding switch. There were no horses hereabouts, though the good doctor did have a tendency to talk a great deal about her pet projects as being her “young fillies” and was fond of referring to any particularly belligerent patient as “that unbroken mare”. In this young - for her accomplishments and position - psychiatrist’s speak persuading a patient to knuckle down to the hospital regime was oft termed “schooling” and rather than recreation time or taking exercise, patient’s were ‘exercised’ or ‘toileted’ or whatever. Indeed patients were often not even that - patients - but rather were ‘subjects’ and showed ‘responses’ to ‘stimuli’ or to ‘interventions’. This term ‘schooling’ seemed interchangeable with ’disciplining’ and, in one particularly revealing slip of the tongue, with ‘taming’.

				That term, ‘disciplining’, in particular Madison found fascinating on all sorts of levels. She had heard it referred to time and time again when she had visited that priory that time - so long ago it seemed now. That establishment was of course the location of that ultra-conservative denomination’s ‘Home for Wayward, Immoral and Delinquent Girls’ and the seminary appended to it that all its inmates were obliged to attend. It was also the stronghold of the sectarian charity that funded this place - albeit with a little help from private subscriptions kindly given over by certain interested parties and only in so far as concerning that fraction of the institution officially given over to empirical psychology research.

				What a wonderfully dark, stark and disturbingly dispiriting place that had been, with its stone-walled, high-windowed workrooms where teenage girls in nylon work dresses sat in blue-uniformed ranks labouring with needle and thread for hour upon endless hour to a backdrop of seamlessly segued, softly sung hymns and continuously-looped lectures on the importance of obedience to the church. When not ensconced there, they would be in the seminary classroom, now in their unfeasibly smart school uniforms, hair ribbons and plats replacing the elasticated nylon mob caps of the workrooms and gymslips over stiff starched blouses taking the place of aprons worn over button-through nylon overalls.

				Then there had been its secure dormitory wherein metal bars gnarled with age stood guard in front of tiny Norman arch windows set solidly in stone and mounted so high up as to illuminate little more than the vaulted stone ceiling. There iron-framed beds sporting thin straw mattresses, horse-hair blankets and an iron manacle at each corner stood in regimented shadowed rows, all with their square-section legs set immovably into the concrete of the floor. There, she had been told, the nuns would take it in shifts to read from the bible, strolling up and down between the beds and providing an unending droning, monotonal litany to accompany the fitful dreams of the young sleepers throughout the night. Many would make the responses in their sleep; murmured replies to prayers and muttered soft cries of “Amen” mingled nightly with the occasional frustrated sigh.

				It was apparently not unknown for certain of the nuns, their legs tiring, to seat themselves, bible resting open on their laps, on the corner of the foot of one or other of the girl’s beds. It was also not unknown for inquisitive fingers to then absentmindedly work their way up the inside of the teenager’s thigh, wandering up under the thick stiff nylon nightdress the church authorities issued them to gently trickle across the rubbery crotch panel of the girl’s ‘bed-knickers’ before meandering and trickling teasingly back down the opposite thigh and calf to where a broad dull steel band encircled a shapely slender ankle, pinning it to the bedpost, and the polished brass of a sturdy padlock would be caught gleaming in the candlelight. Sitting reading passage after passage in lonely seclusion it would perhaps not be surprising if that hand was to retrace its path, and then for a slow languid rhythm to establish itself, up one leg and down the other, stimulating subtly sensitive but weak flesh over and over.

				There might be the occasional heavy-breathed sigh, then, perhaps an initial subconscious refusal to surrender control, an involuntary defensive contraction of the muscles in an attempt to draw together, even in sleep, her widely spread thighs. The latter would be thwarted of course by the manacles at her ankles, those sighs would grow heavier and more frequent, the body would twist, then writhe as if in agony beneath the itchy covers, then jerk against the steel securing the wrists and ankles and arch against the broad leather straps that held the blankets in place, one passing across the abdomen the other crossing the upper chest. Then, snapped out of her reverie by the shaking of the mattress, the nun would rise, bible still in hand, lips still softly enunciating the word of God and a frustrated groan would rend the air or, if having now awoken, there might be tears or even humiliating words of entreaty.

				If the latter, a mental note might well be taken, as such would be interpreted as the devil’s words and so a sign of the girl’s continued sinfulness. Such would be punished on the morrow with a visit to the block and the singing of the Mother Superior’s cane as it would kiss the resilient bared flesh of the girl’s plump bottom. Alternatively, the very next night might see the miscreant passing the quiet hours standing in contemplation in the corner, rather than in bed, with her hands firmly on her head and her nose pressed to the whitewashed dank stone wall.

				Whatever the response, the nun would continue with her pacing till next she might come to rest perched on the end of some other hapless young thing’s bed, at which point that casual torment might well begin anew.

				Madison was jolted back to the present by the rounded sing-song voice of their guide, the Section Psychiatrist, a beautiful soft contralto that seemed at odds with her stern no-nonsense appearance.

				“You’ll find she has put quite a bit of weight on since last you saw her, Ms Bartlett, but in my opinion I am quite convinced it is what is best for her. Besides, both you and Ms Soames voiced concerns about her continual dieting and what I seem to recall you referring to as her ‘overly vain concern regarding her figure and appearance’.”

				“However have you managed that - stuff food down her face? She was always totally obsessed with diet and exercise; as skinny as a rake, entirely focused on her dancing to the detriment of practically all else...”

				“Except frustrating you, my dear,” The lawyer’s mellow mature baritone voice seemed all the more resonant, bouncing off the stonewalled surroundings, the timbre enriched by the tunnel-like reverberant acoustic. Madison turned to him smiling as she continued:

				“...Ok - other than forever frustrating my plans, irritating all and sundry with her complaints and her thinly-veiled accusations of embezzlement from that trust fund of hers.”

				The psychiatrist laughed that cultured polite, professionally affected amiable laugh of hers: “We do not condone the use of force-feeding, here, Ms Bartlett. Rather we prefer to use an approach based on encouragement in the context of a general program of care - admittedly along with surreptitious augmentation of the calorific content of meals, if necessary; just to get the ball rolling, so to speak.”

				“Really? You just simply talked her into it?” Madison Bartlett couldn’t help a certain note of incredulity slipping in to her intonation. She scolded herself for sounding so quizzical. After all, she had no reason to doubt the woman - she was after all a trained psychiatrist - But it did seem unlikely.

				“To understand the efficacy of such a simple and apparently unsophisticated approach as ‘encouragement’ in bringing about what is, after all, quite a profound behavioural shift - from obsessive dieter to compulsive over-eater - one has first to grasp the context under which that change has come about, the culture within which such persuasive measures have been brought into play, if you will. “

				“She has become a compulsive eater?” Her lithe, athletic mirror-obsessed Lavinia, a food-obsessed face-stuffer - could this really be true?

				“Given a free rein, yes, I think she would be, now. But she is strictly controlled - in all things, if you follow. We pride our selves on the level of discipline we maintain here. You have to appreciate that much has changed about her. In an institution such as this and given free rein it is quite natural for such caring as provided by our nurses to gradually extend to encompass every aspect of the patient’s life, from dressing them and washing them to supervising and even intervening in more intimate, ordinarily private tasks. We have found that - if left free from intervention - what starts out as pampering turns first to gentle scolding and then quite quickly to take on a more authority-led disciplinary aspect, whereby the perception seems to develop in the carer’s mind that more and more control is necessary in order to provide the care she deems necessary for her charge. Under such circumstances as these, the person being cared for - the ‘subject’, as we prefer to refer to her - once any rebellious notions have subsided, will often respond by becoming more juvenile in their nature and in their interaction with their carer, slowly coming to display signs of dependency and reliance.” Madison gave an appreciative nod, as the doctor turned to her before continuing:

				“A childish sense of ‘eagerness to please’ then tends to develop. Over time - especially if encouraged by suitably positive forms of reinforcement, such as the provision of little treats or even something as simple as a kind word or friendly smile - this trait can grow and flourish to come to extend to all those the person has come to perceive as being ‘in authority’. It is within this atmospheric framework of willing, if manipulated, compliance and desire to co-operate and bow to the opinions of those in authority that it becomes possible to bring about such behavioural changes as you will see in her. You will find her to have become cripplingly shy, deeply introverted and withdrawn, but more importantly - given your purpose here today - more tractable than you may recall her being, pliant and quite amenable to your will.”

				That last part had brought goose pimples up all over Madison Bartlett’s body, and involuntarily she shivered, feeling the colour rise in her cheeks at the same time - she hoped it had gone unnoticed. True, it had been a lengthy diatribe on the doctor’s behalf but it had filled in the gaps and elevated the awful deadening silence that seemed to pervade these dire near-featureless passageways. What with the split-colour dull green and cream walls and the endless rows of inset bottle-green metal doors with their chipped iron rivet heads and their prison-cell eye-holes, a more demoralizing setting Madison Bartlett had never experienced, nor really imagined if truth be told. Turning to her partner walking at her shoulder she could tell he was moved in the same way by the near intolerably oppressive atmosphere the place engendered; a simple exchange of glances was all it took, she could read it in those thoughtful grey eyes of his.

				After the opulence of the foyer through which they had initially entered the institution, with its spa-resort appointments - the sweeping staircase, the plush seating, the oak panelling and the obligatory oils lining the walls - this place had come as even more of a shock than it might have otherwise. In-between there had been the elegantly understated clinical modernism of the hospital itself, with its gold-plaque-adorned consultation rooms and ultra-smartly uniformed nurses - some in blue and white striped dresses and starched aprons, others in tailored fitted beautician’s dresses of white with mandarin collars and gold buttons running down the front,

				Where the department of experimental psychology had been a futuristic white plastic nightmare, this place was a trip back in time - and even more carefully guarded from preying eyes. That was quite literally what it was, a passage back into the past, a preserved museum-piece setting harking back to the origin of the entire edifice as it ad been designed and built as a Victorian asylum for the insane. Looking around as they waited while their stylishly attired guide unlocked yet another iron-railed security grille, the thought struck Madison: a Victorian nuthouse, what better place could there be to house her sweet little Lavinia?

				This warren of zigzagging corridors, deliberately conceived to disorientate any would-be absconder, now existed below what was the official basement level of the modern incarnation of the hospital complex, offset to the rear of the main building and sited beneath the courtyard that now functioned as the car park. The building forming the rear wall of that courtyard, upon which the imposing form of the clock tower resided, Madison had learned, housed offices, the central section of which formed one face of a square three-story block centred around a disused exercise yard left over from the Victorian era.

				The lower story of the rearward three sides and sub-basement had been left unmodernised while the basement itself had been extensively refitted and housed the department of experimental psychology. The other floors of this small self-contained block now only contained windows facing outward, those facing in towards the central lumen and overlooking the old exercise ground - as tiny as they had been - had been filled in as part of the modern interior refurbishment.

				The ground floor existed only insofar as the courtyard-facing offices and rooms were concerned with no clue visible that it extended back around another three sides of a square, let alone that this missing area was occupied and in use. This Victorian basement area they were now traversing had once housed the most secure section of an already highly secure mental hospital, but was now listed on all planning documents as having been filled in during modernization work. In short: it didn’t actually exist.

				“If you would like to take a seat, I’ll just go and prepare our young patient for your visit. I’m sure you’d like to find her suitably contrite given the purposes of your journey here today. It’s no small distance to have come, and troublesome too.” The doctor’s voice had now taken on a haughty ‘professional’ edge to it that couldn’t help but be anything but patronizing somehow. “We’re somewhat isolated here; not at all easy to reach given the small roads hereabouts, the sparse population and general lack of amenities and travel services. You can’t just jump on a bus, let alone a train, around here; besides we are over half a mile from the road - a good few miles from the nearest major road - and Dr Beecham did for the nearest railway line way back in the ‘sixties.”

				The party having come to a halt, the smiling doctor was holding open a door to a inviting looking and well appointed office, replete with leather armchairs, plush carpeting, bookshelves, glass-fronted cupboards in inlaid walnut and all manner of comforts unavailable just the other side of that door. They weren’t yet to know it but this was the only room anywhere along these disorientating meandering institutional cream and green corridors and passageways that could lay claim to being anything but functionally Spartan. It was also the only one with a door that stood out from any another or that was marked out in any way: A gold leaf sign-written panel announced: ‘Speech Therapist’. The woman, while bidding them enter, had clearly noted her guests’ curiosity:

				“Just part of a little experimental project we have running; actually it’s more something in the nature of a... re-exploration, yes... a rerun, if you will, of some research that was carried out in the ‘thirties. The subjects are a subset drawn from the small pool involved in the unit we have here set up to approximate a strict boarding school environment that you will have been told about - one of two units run on lines based around a re-working of the famous so-called ‘Stanford Experiment’” She smiled and both nodded knowledgeably, though he wasn’t at all sure.

				Madison Bartlett knew right enough and it amused her that she was privy to more than the good doctor here - after all, she knew the true boundaries of the research being undertaken here, which was clearly more than the psychiatrist here did. She knew who pulled the strings. Still, it surprised her to hear the candidness with which the woman casually talked about the regime.

				It was a regimen under which a couple of handfuls of young women, old enough to marry and carry children of their own, were being kept behind bars in effect and made to dress in the most humiliatingly juvenile form of school uniform imaginable - the styling, the like of which had not seen light of day since the ‘thirties and even then only in the strictest, most exclusive English private boarding schools. The young women being referred to had been made subject to the most restrictive forms of discipline those put in charge of them might devise and in addition - and perhaps most shockingly - subject also to corporal punishment.

				The latter point was astounding; each and every one of those young women had had to sign what amounted to a waiver of their human rights in order to legally allow the institution to use corporal punishment for the purposes of discipline and correction on them. They had simply been given the papers and told to sign - and all had; it was a measure of the control that had developed over them in such an environment. They each signed because they had been told to, simply because someone in authority had told them to.

				A similar situation had been achieved in the so-called ‘prison unit and work house’ - a system set up to approximate the workings of the Victorian incarnation of the corresponding women’s institutions and offering a closer approach to the original ‘Stanford Experiment’ in scope. In both, in addition to the waver, certain individuals, volunteers having signed up initially for a mere ninety days with the promise of easy money at the end of it, had then found themselves coerced into repeatedly renewing their contract again and again, and even for longer and longer periods each time. In the prison unit they termed it ‘re-sentencing’ and made the woman stand before a panel in her dowdy prison uniform dress while her ‘case’ was discussed - some of these women had actually thanked the panel for the renewed ‘sentence’ passed on them before signing the necessary papers.

				“I’ll be back to collect you in approximately ten minutes, Please help yourself to a drink; there’s a tantalus in the corner stocked with all the ‘usual’.” Smiling she left, closing the door behind her, her doctor’s coat rustling over her leather skirt, keys jangling and one hand on the riding switch swinging by her side.

				Watching the stern looking psychiatrist leave, the thought struck Madison that, while she could not fathom what school of psycho-therapeutic thought might justify the application of a riding switch to some poor unfortunate’s behind, she was certain there probably had been one, once, though undoubtedly discredited since. But here, not in this place!

				“Give them the leeway, remove consequences, and human nature can be relied upon to do the rest. What is it they say: something to do with power and absolute power isn’t it?”

				“Pardon, sorry.” He was leafing through his papers again - so single minded.

				“Oh! Nothing... Cheers!”

				“Cheers” Their glasses chinked together; chunky cut glass tumblers, each two-fingers-full of fine old single malt. She theatrically blew him a kiss, which the greying lawyer returned in kind adding a boyish cheeky wink. “Here’s to our future.”

				“And our sweet Lavinia’s”

				They laughed, resting back in the soft leather recliners and stretching out their legs.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Preparatory Caning

				Knowing full well the value of suspense in shredding a miscreant’s nerves, the doctor swished the devilishly supple cane several times through the air, observing the erotic swell of the girl’s well-upholstered globes as the girl flinched and they quivered in turn. Looking down she could see the way in which the fat cheeks had been forced obscenely apart by the inhumanly tight leather crotch-strap of the straitjacket and how the naked flesh oozed outward provocatively from beneath the tough canvas.

				The girl’s skin was drawn drum-taut by the hairpin tightness of her enforced posture over the narrow trestle. Her broad leather ankle restraints were shackled to the uprights by their metal ‘D’ rings and the jacket’s leather collar was tethered to a floor-mounted iron ring positioned some distance to the rear, the leash passing back between the girl’s widely parted legs before being buckled to the rusting mounting and pulled tight, then locked off with a heavy padlock. The latter was of course entirely superfluous, as were the two that secured the ‘D’ rings to the uprights and those much smaller ones, kept permanently in situ, that fastened the fleece-lined leather cuffs around her wrists and ankles should they be required for restraint purposes.

				The doctor did like her padlocks so. In this case she, the doctor, held the only key and the message to the patient was clear; If she were to be left like this, even if another staff member should take pity on her there would be nothing that person could do about it; she was completely and utterly under her doctor’s control and would undergo whatever form of training her doctor decided she would undergo.

				Smiling to herself, the white coated woman took yet another impotent swipe at the empty air, this time letting the tip of the cane rush past close by one of the girl’s ears, watching the nervous muscular twitching ripple across the helpless girl’s buttocks in response before propagating down her legs and through her quivering thigh muscles. She had yet to land but a single cut of her cane but already the vivaciously attractive consultant psychiatrist had the girl reduced to a nervous wreck.

				Satisfied and twisting the leather lanyard of her cane tighter about her wrist for better grip she took a deep breath. Raising the viciously supple length of rattan back behind her shoulder - pausing for a moment, her muscles tensing in preparation - she brought it swinging down and across with full force, simultaneously exhaling in the effort. A hissing pistol-crack and the simultaneous shrill scream from her young patient indicated the desired effect had been achieved. A second and third followed in quick succession, each delivered below the previous so as to cut into flesh not yet desensitized. Just three strokes in and the girl had already broken down completely, any haughtiness she still retained dissolving into sobs of pain and humiliation, the girl’s helpless tight buttocks twitching continuously and her chubby frame racked with babyish grizzling made all the more pathetically breathless by the cruel unrelenting bear-hug of the straitjacket.

				The straps fastening the latter, especially those that drew the sleeves tightly back and wrapped around the torso, had been tensioned to a far greater extent than was strictly necessary to ensure security and indeed to a far greater extent than had the doctor intended the girl to be kept in it for a lengthy period of time. As it was the girl’s straitjacket had been adjusted as stringently as the doctor would on occasion apply it as a form of punishment to those misguided enough to object to submitting to its restraint in the long-term or that struggled rather than going into it voluntarily and docilely, as a good mental patient should.

				With the straps buckled and tautened to this extent, the tension in the patient’s shoulders quickly became intolerable, leading after ten minutes or so to a burning sensation that most subjects found unbearable and that was sufficient to break even the most staunchly rebellious in its own right given an hour or so. It wasn’t so much the pain aspect that was of importance here, rather it was the enhanced sensation of helplessness that such tight restriction brought about and the way it would serve to magnify the value of the punishment in the girl’s mind. There would be psychological scarring following this caning to rival the permanency of some of the marks left by the wickedly thin rod she wielded and that she knew more often than not would split the skin.

				She planed to administer nine more such strokes - more if the girl started babbling - then she would be whipped out of that straitjacket, put back in her pyjamas and plastic pants and led straight back to her bed on the ward, so as to greet her visitors still sobbing and with her humiliation fresh in her mind and in show for all to see. She’d already warned the girl many times that when this day came if she failed to comply with her visitor’s wishes then the punishment would be repeated in its entirety - and possibly in their presence. It had to be said, though, that she did still harbor one or two reservations as regards the presence of Ms Bartlett’s attorney in that event, despite the constant reassurances she received almost daily as to the degree of his being complicitous in this affair. On the other hand, if the young lady proved suitably compliant then after her visitor’s departure she might still consider putting her back in the straitjacket for a few weeks, though more bearably adjusted - and perhaps place her off-ward and in seclusion. It would give her mental space to properly digest the enormity of what she had just signed over, what she would in time sign across, the futility of resistance and the hopelessness of the destitution she would before too long be reduced to.

				Such isolation, so soon after such a defeat, would undoubtedly deepen the mental scaring while ironically leaving her even more dependent on both her doctor and the institution in which she now resided. It was already becoming clear that increasingly the girl was coming to think of herself as a genuine psychiatric patient, thanks in no little degree to the subtle way in which the ‘student nurse’ in whose care the girl now trusted so unequivocally had been able to manipulate her. That young woman, in engendering the girl’s trust, had done more to break down the girl’s resistance to the new ideas and beliefs they were trying to introduce her to than anything else. A few more months back on the ward under that young lady’s care and following close on the heels of such a period of isolation and the girl would be well underway to being ready for the type of re-education she had planed - she’d be fit for little more than a life in domestic service in any case.

				On the Ward

				To Madison Daisy Bartlett it had always seemed just absurd that this... this... petulant child, should have been left as joint majority stakeholder, even if the stock was held in trust. That girl had been flowering far too fast in to womanhood - too soon developing her own interests, too soon learning to express her own mind and becoming far too fond of meddling in affairs best left to others; especially when it came to matters of economics, business and finance. It was a precociousness that was seemingly common to so many of the girl’s contemporaries nowadays. But few such shared the roof now over the girl’s head and there were many things they could and did put a stop to in this place.

				Headstrong, intelligent and strangely aloof - despite a tendency to bookishness and an interest in suitably girlish pursuits that included shining at the local gymkhana and donning the tutu at the drop of a hat - young Lavinia Vitesse had seemed increasingly likely to soon overthrow her guardian’s control, if left to her own devices. Back then, Ms Madison Bartlett had begun to form the distinct feeling that her ward’s submission to her authority, such as it had been, had become a matter of some sort of begrudging choice rather than the unquestionable, unassailable obligation she felt it should have been. The opinion she had begun to form then was that the girl had been biding her time until her inheritance would have fallen into her hands - then she would have kicked up her traces, and there would have been trouble; big trouble.

				The girl, Lavinia Vitesse, was at that time all set to have inherited both her Parisian paternal grandmother’s fortune and stock holding, built up through haute couture and extended further by her father moving into that genre’s publishing. As the girl’s legal guardian, Madison had some limited control over the girl’s family finances and business affairs, but the most problematic issue buried in that phrase was all embodied in one word: ‘limited’. It had been a sore point with the ambitious Ms Bartlett who would have repudiated every penny had it been left entirely at her disposal. But for one reason or other, it all had to be entirely at her disposal - the company, the estate... everything.

				For one thing there was the fact that unknown to the pampered raven-locked young heiress, far too much had been purloined and redirected to one scheme or another of her guardian’s over the years to have been either covered up or paid back once the girl’s age gave her recourse to law. It was the somewhat convoluted set of solutions that had arisen to deal with this problem that ultimately went to explain the presence of the fragrant Ms Madison Bartlett and her sharp-suited, if somewhat elderly, companion today on a secure psychiatric ward buried deep within a private hospital retreat situated on the edge of a bleak West Country moor.

				The machinations that had led up to this point could justifiably - and with little fear of contradiction - have fitted with that degree of moral enormity one might commonly term evil. Indeed it had been no random act of insanity that had led to these two visiting Ms Bartlett’s ward of court here today, in this place. This had been a carefully considered moral outrage, crafted as a result of a coherent intellectual rejection of the most basic premises underlying moral conventionality. The notion that this woman’s plan might have ultimately met with even this degree of success, to anyone of right-minded fibre, was a travesty of natural justice of almost blasphemous proportions.

				To exactly what degree such philosophical considerations as these had contributed to the Ward Sister’s own world view - if at all - was difficult to divine, though there could be little doubt that she harbored certain misgivings as to the ‘goings-on’ in the place. On the other hand, this woman had been part of the very fabric of the place practically since the word go - to have considered her personality to have gone totally unaffected throughout all that time would have been tantamount to moral blindness, leaving one open to the charge of displaying a naivety to test the patience of even the most gullible.

				There were others present, though, whose participation, though not entirely unwitting, was at least to some extent excusable; if only on the grounds of the principle of social compliance embodied in the sort of unquestioning obedience to authority figures demonstrated by the psychologist, Stanley Milgram, in his famous 1963 experiment. In short the latter study had shown that most people would obey a figure perceived to possess a high enough level of authority, even if instructed to perform an act that conflicted with their personal conscience. Coupled with the outcome that might be expected when one person was given absolute power over another - as shown in the well-known ‘Stanford Experiment’ - and bolstered by the relative role-defining effects of the various uniforms, both authoritative (nurses) and those suggesting subservience (here, the patient uniforms but elsewhere those humiliating archaic school uniforms worn by the subjects in the department of experimental psychology - of which Lavinia had been one) and the effect was quite potently manipulating.

				One such example of the latter was undeniably the young woman presently standing with hands clasped respectfully before her and pert breasts tenting the shadowy contoured front of her blue-checked dress, her high bosom pressing out against the thin bib of the disposable white plastic apron that presently protected the perfection of her uniform. The student nurse stood smartly, like a guardsman might, to one side at the foot of the bed, at the point at which a natural gap formed where the surrounding drapes met at the apex of the curvature of the ceiling-mounted runner they hung from. Leaning back against the green plastic folds of the curtains the young woman was holding back sufficient fabric as to comfortably admit her patient’s visitors as though through the open flap of a wigwam. Bending slightly at the middle and pressing back with her buttocks, the pleasant swell of her full hips was emphasized to a still greater extent by the waist-trimming elasticated nurses belt with its silvered ball-clasp clasp that she wore over the top of her PVC apron - an appetizing aspect not lost on the male of the party; his reaction bringing a blush to the young woman’s cheeks.

				When the female visitor, too, ran her eyes in a proprietary manner up and down her curving frame that subtle dawn sunrise peach-blush deepened to an overt ember-red blaze of shame. The young nurse could only meet that woman’s knowing smile with a sheepish, averted-eyed half-smile of her own. Guiltily her gaze involuntarily drifted towards the opened, unbuttoned pyjama jacket of her charge, the unsupported and over-ripe pendulous breasts of the girl in full view and pressing out between the heavy flaps of sweat-stained green and white striped flannelette as if in an attempt to escape this institution by their own volition, the nipples lust-starved and tortured, puckered, hardened and throbbing. Then there were the tears streaking the latter’s reddened chubby features, the full lips that still quivered in petulant surrender and the swollen eyes that searched beseechingly to and fro between those of the two newcomers, her nurse and the white-coated doctor, standing at their shoulders, and back again.

				Eyes once bright and violet were now dulled and almost entirely robbed of colour - just as the overly-pretty refinement of high aristocratic cheekbones lay drowned now in an accumulation of excess nutrition, fluttering butterfly lashes and ebony-arched brows lay barren, having long succumbed to the loving care of the razor, and the Whitby jet oceanic rollers once considered her crowning glory of all her crowning glories, languished now tamed and presented as a pudding-bowl, hospital-cut relic of what once had been.

				Hanging back a few paces, as if reluctant to have her involvement witnessed, the Ward Sister drifted back up the aisle towards her desk, passing between the iron-framed ends of hospital beds, most of which were presently open to the ward - as was the norm other than for young Lavinia’s and the other new girl’s. The sterile isolation of the uniformly green plastic curtaining, having been drawn back now the strangers had passed, was now restricted to the extent of acting merely as a series of groins serving to separate one bed from the next and just sufficient to discourage unwarranted discourse between the occupants.

				As of this segment of the cyclical regimen by which the ward ran, bar the aforementioned two - each of whom had their own cross to bear - the patients were typically freed of the restriction of their beds and were allowed to sit quietly on the grey plastic chair that resided by each bedside. The latter constituted the sole additional furnishing in each cubical; other than when the enema seat would be wheeled up of course.

				The operative term here was ‘quietly’; a relatively impotent term in any case and one hopelessly insufficient when pressed into use to put over the level of restrained compliance required of individuals expected to sit silently - and devoid of any physical restraint - with hands and arms flaccidly draped in their laps as if enfeebled by polio or some other dire crippling ailment. With the width of a standard hospital bed standing between each, four feet or so of plastic curtaining extending out from the wall to each side preventing eye contact and the arrangement of the cubicles - staggered one side of the ward from the other so that each patient faced, when seated, the foot of the bed of that resident opposite - there was little scope for contact other than that little allowed, once a day, under strict supervision.

				Even given the reassurance of having retaken her customary seat back at her desk, set at the end of the ward furthest from the entrance, even though satisfied with the stifling silence of the ward - beyond, of course, the murmuring issuing forth from behind the plastic stockade surrounding that one patient’s bed - the Ward Sister still did not like the intrusion of these strangers. This was her domain - and in so many ways. She shifted her weight awkwardly, the nineteen-sixty’s typist’s swivel chair creaking like a rusty car suspension spring, the resonant metallic ringing sound, low in register, adding its hollow, twanging, disharmony beneath the high breathy sigh of the calf-length polyester of her uniform dress as its hem sang around the taut nylon of the old-fashioned fully-fashioned rear-seamed stockings she favored.

				In some ways she couldn’t but approve of the past-times ‘vintage chic’ of the girl’s female guardian, the poised, graceful Ms Bartlett. The fox-fur rapped around that woman’s pale neck with its jaws, paws and brush crossed and pinned to the fore would once have been an absolute obscene anathema to many and inflammatory to many more. Now with the abolition of hunting with dogs and the annoying... nay... threatening... rise of the urban fox... Well, why not - foxes were pests after all, weren’t they? The woman’s jacket, though, had been of ocelot - and here the Ward Sister’s opinion was far more clear-cut, tending towards the judgmental; though she hid her disapproval well. Of the remainder of the female visitor’s apparel the Ward Sister could tell little, beyond that it certainly looked expensive and exuded style and taste with every detail.

				As for the woman’s male companion, on the other hand, the Ward Sister could tell plenty. Whether it be by way of that which her mother had been fond of describing as her ‘rather too masculine outlook on life’ or her natural predilection for - and appreciation of - that ‘delicate confection’ that such ‘gentlemen’ angled for and hankered after, she knew an awful lot as regards male fashion and custom. More specifically; she was sophisticated enough to appreciate a finely tailored, bespoke suit when she saw it. Indeed she had been able to read the unmistakable signature of Savile Row tailoring all over the graying, yet still athletic outline of Ms Bartlett’s beau - a term that came quite naturally to mind, having witnessed the way that woman had had her arm hooked in his as they had entered together.

				Furthermore, that combination of pencil-fine pinstripe gray and wide curving lapels - almost an anachronism of styling to the less discerning eye - was diagnostic. This was the signature look of one of the most sought-after menswear designers alive today and taken fresh from his recent ground-breaking collection at London Fashion Week. Even the ‘arty’ rakish fedora and the silver-topped stick he was leaning on was part of that so-called ‘new look’ unveiled at that show. Mere money alone would have been insufficient to have commissioned, or otherwise coaxed, such a... a... work. Yes, work... out of such a high-profile designer; and so soon after his newest collection’s unveiling. The Ward Sister was loath to use the term - ‘suit’ - even in internal dialog, ‘work’ somehow seemed more apt. The cost undoubtedly would have been obscene, she thought; probably more than many people’s annual income! This gentleman had connections!

				Madison Daisy Bartlett, of course, had been instantly recognizable - even if her ‘significant other’ wasn’t especially - her crown of near thigh-length sun-bleached corn-blond hair painstakingly braided and piled high, her vivid blue eyes dramatically made up, the long curling lashes needing little or no enhancement and triple strings of alternating diamonds and deep-blue sapphires dangling from her ears, the sapphires setting off her eyes to great effect. Her connections were unimpeachable: This was ‘fashionista’ royalty come to town - second only to the ‘Vogue’ ‘family’, at least in so far as it came to ‘de mode’ industry publishing, and set out as if for a society soirée at some embassy somewhere. The Ward Sister was one of those very rare few privy to the true purpose behind this visitation and knew too of Ms Bartlett’s long-held ambition in diversifying into the more mainstream world of the ‘glossies’. It was telling therefore that in place of the handbag or purse or other similar accessory that such a woman might have been expected to have been carrying, from her hand swung jauntily a slim black leather briefcase of a type that would have looked more at home tucked under the arm of her companion. It was the sort of portfolio case one might carry important legal documents, if one were a solicitor, notary or lawyer.

				Precisely which of the latter designations would more accurately describe the function of Madison Bartlett’s serious-faced companion the Ward Sister was presently unaware. But of three things she knew she could be sure: Some such legal nomenclature would undoubtedly apply; those papers were far too important to be allowed out of Ms Bartlett’s grasp; and a certain young lady’s signature would soon be drying beneath swathes of impenetrable legalese.

				The Ward Sister knew exactly what the pair would find behind that curtain surrounding the girl’s bed. She’d been the one to help strap the girl into her straitjacket before the doctor had caned her, just minutes prior to the girl’s visitors’ arrival. Twelve hard slashing cuts of the cane she’d had, poor thing - if that was the correct terminology. Each stroke had been methodically laid down plumb across the very center of the girl’s ‘seat’ with such precision as to defy description and with those pale moon globes stripped bare and as white as limestone or polished alabaster long deprived of the sun’s smile. That flesh had once been so pure, so unblemished, yet even before such a beating, there had been a permanent wickerwork pattern of scaring that would evermore preclude the girl appearing in a bikini. And the cane the doctor had chosen to use today had been designed specifically to split the flesh and to leave behind yet another indelible imprint of chastisement to add to all those others - so much better to impress upon her the futility of any form of defiance.

				Now seated upright in her hospital bed, sobbing and awaiting her visitors - the bed of a deranged young madwoman, as was now her designation - if not for her latex knickers and the PVC lining of her pyjama bottoms, the multiple pencil-lead thin lines of blood running in parallel ranks across sweet Lavinia’s tender behind would already have been staining the cotton covering of her latex mattress. As it was, for the moment the only visible evidence would be her tears - the future threat was something different entirely; something left behind in the guise of a metre-plus length of pliant rattan cane left draped across the back of the chair at the side of her bed where she would see it throughout. Another eighteen she had been promised, should she demure, on top of the twelve expert cuts so far delivered. An additional element was the promise of the whole thing starting afresh another day, the preliminary caning, the arrival of her visitors, everything - plus all those singularly unique torments in between that would only be possible in such a institution as within which she now found herself incarcerated. The greatest leverage that could be applied, though, the consequence that really made the blood freeze in her veins with dread, was the threat of the withdrawal of her prescription, the deprivation of the brace of green and gold capsules she was offered with her drink upon waking and the small palm full given her before sleep.

				Before coming under the doctor’s control she would have refused to acknowledge her addiction to her sedatives. But the leverage of their withdrawal had been used so many times before in gaining her compliance - it had been the dread withholding of her medication that had initially led her to submit to corporal punishment at the hands of her aunt, first by means of a hand spanking over her aunt’s knee then later the strap and then finally the cane. Similarly, albeit a more subtle way, that same leverage had been used while still in her aunt’s home by that indomitable woman to gradually gain an increasingly dominant hold over her, to have her submit to the application of enemas and suppositories over her ex-nurse aunt’s lap, to encourage her acceptance of the ever more stringent and restrictive rules and discipline her aunt would lay out for her. And domestic discipline to Aunt Julia included school uniform, and of the most unsuitably juvenile and outdated type.

				She could still remember eying the pair of capsules waiting in the centre of the saucer on her bedside cabinet while, red-cheeked with embittered embarrassment, while simultaneously clambering into a pair of high-waisted bottle-green knickers held open by her aunt, the like of which never figured in the wardrobe of any fashion conscious teenager. She remembered how hesitant she had been at the first strange cold touch of the detachable crinkly plastic lining that lay within the more conventional thick stretchy interlock cotton exterior as it brushed against her thighs, and how her aunt had muttered some threat about the medicine bottle being consigned to the bin in response.

				She recalled too the chunky rubbery buttons that extended outwards through button holes that were formed at intervals around the circumference of the broad elasticated waistband where they served to anchor the waterproof plastic inner liner. Then there was the way that the elasticated leg openings gripped the thighs, their broad cuffs lined with horizontal latex ridges forming a sweaty and near airtight seal, and that contraption of little plastic straps and buckles at either end of the crotch that tightened around a pocket holding fast the ends of a deep, course-textured disposable towel - and her shame had been complete. Only when the waistband had been pulled up over her navel, her poplin vest tucked in, the fleece-lined liberty bodice with its integral patented rubberized ‘bust reducer’ had had its rubber buttons fastened and the thick black lisle stockings hooked to the ugly metal clips that terminated its broad elastic suspenders - but then had she been passed her precious panacea, those green and gold capsules...

				That was how her aunt worked, step-by-step, little by little. There had been other school knickers of a more conventional design and before the adoption of those there had been several rounds of ‘plain but serviceable’ knickers. Similarly there had been by stages several plain skirts of various hues, once she had been weaned out of jeans, before settling around what could have been described as a ‘school colour’ - in this case bottle green. From that point everything gradually became bottle green.

				A plain white T-shirt gradually gave way to a button-up shirt-blouse, a plain skirt of nondescript styling became a circular sun-ray pleated affair with a buttoning waistband worn with white socks and of course the blouse. Then the blouse became more juvenile with puffball shoulders and bottle green ribbons were bought for her hair. By the point that it came time to present her with a tie so as to ‘neaten her neckline’ there was little more point in pretense and her aunt for the first time began to refer to what had become by that stage her customary mode of dress when around the house as her ‘house uniform’ - albeit with the pretense of a little lightheartedness tagged on.

				Soon after, the plain blouse became a bottle green and white candy striped affair and not long after that is somehow sported an embroidered badge in its breast pocket. All sorts of stages had been passed through by the time of the introduction of those ghastly plastic-lined monstrosities and that sun-ray-pleated skirt and childish striped poplin blouse had become a fond memory in comparison to the thick hot nylon blouse, with its high, tight and stiff collar, and the closely tailored bib-fronted gymslip she’d worn by that time.

				Each stage, in one way or another, had involved those tawdry little capsules being dangled before her like a bunch of grapes over Tantalus. And here, in this place, they wielded their power over her to an even greater extent. The doctor had made her face up to her addiction, forcing her to both verbally confess and to do so in writing, again and again and again while sitting at the little school desk in the tiny isolation room the doctor had kept her in, dressed in the smelly, baggy green-striped pyjamas that had become her new uniform now that she was a psychiatric patient. Having made her confession, though, having owned up to herself, nothing had been done to help her - quite the opposite in fact; her reward for having surrendered her innermost secrets to the doctor, or any other form of compliance for that matter, was invariably an extra capsule or so and a gradual increase in her dosage.

				There could now be little doubt that she had been stage-managed along the way, being gradually introduced to stronger and stronger sedatives from the earliest times that she had lived with her Aunt Julia - though she could have little idea of exactly the point at which she had been moved across onto those devilishly addictive barbiturates she now craved. Throughout she had never harboured any inkling whatsoever that it had been through the seemingly unrelated introduction of the daily course of those otherwise completely innocent looking suppositories her aunt had insisted on that her dosages had become so quickly elevated to a level that insured that she could no longer resist taking those little green and gold capsules. All she had been aware of was that more and more she just had to have her medication in order to keep herself feeling comfortably at ease as her many other difficulties, whether real or imagined, had just seemed to go on mounting with the passing of each and every new day.

				Now if anything those drugs were becoming more and more associated with reward and as so were becoming geometrically more psychologically addictive each time while being told she had been a ‘good girl’ she had been simultaneously slipped an extra capsule. Sometimes her reward would have undoubtedly been a mere placebo - they wouldn’t have wanted to have caused her to overdose - but her being blissfully unaware of that fact, psychologically it would have lost none of its potency.

				Ward time bore no resemblance to ‘real world’ time: ‘Real-time’ was governed by the cycling of the sun and the necessities of the working week. Ward time gently drifted round and round the clock, the cycle of six hours sleeping, six hours waking, six hours sleeping, six hours waking as regular as displaced clockwork with an insufficiently wound spring and running a little more out of sync each day.

				Madison saw the girl’s eyes go to her wrist, to where her watch lay, the dazzling Cartier face presently in shadow. Smiling knowingly, she made a show of twisting it around out of sight, pointedly brushing down the sleeve of her tailored jacket to cover it, as she had been requested to do by the doctor. It was a day and date design and particularly in such a case - and had she been a staff member - would ordinarily have been required to have been surrendered before entry into the wing, let alone the ward. Looking directly into the girl’s eyes as she adjusted her cuff, she couldn’t help feeling a certain frisson of excitement at the wave of mental agony she now saw wash across the girl’s still pretty yet careworn features.

				Even the fur wrap and stole had been a ruse. The latter had now been casually discarded over the white-painted iron rail at the end of the bed, the fox fur draping over the plastic clip-on board mounted there and carrying the girl’s patient identification number. In the gentle soothing warmth of the ward her furs were just as superfluous as they had been -or rather, would have been, had she actually been sporting them outside - in the mid-evening sun of what was the longest day of the year. Inside, the window by each bed cast forth from behind its protective iron grille its usual noncommittal, inscrutable misty white glow, interrupted only by the vertical darkened banding that whispered of thick solid exterior bars and the crushed, incarcerated hopes and dreams of those that lay within.

				Outside golden-orange shafts flickered demoniacally through the ever-shifting breeze-shivered apertures in the tree canopies, searing through fleeting areas of shadow that gave respite one moment and were gone the next, light made ever variant on the walls of the Victorian edifice like a magic lantern show seen through a thousand rippling wave-like mirages rising from flagstone and concrete alike.

				Out there many would be enjoying the main meal of the day, some alfresco. Others, having finished and cleared up would perhaps be going for a stroll in the park. Still others, it is being a Saturday, might be lining up at the gate or setting out their picnic at an open-air concert on the heath. Behind these thick walls the strident bell stirring deeply sleeping patients from their slumbers had rung out a mere two hours earlier. Since then the first of the four identical meals that were provided each day had been duly fed, suppositories had been applied and inserted and the patients toileted, each seated quietly on their bedpan and the latter placed on their bedside chair for that purpose.

				Now, beyond the green plastic folds surrounding the bed, two nurses in blue-and-white checkered pattern dresses and starched white bib-aprons glided near-silently around the polished floor in their rubber-soled shoes, uniforms gently rustling like the warm summer breeze presently wafting through the leaves outside. Unseen by the group, the two young women orbited the trolley that had just been pushed in, briskly distributing clean pyjamas, knickers and sanitary towels from its upper tier whereon each of six small heaps waited to be assigned, each identified by the pair of digits emblazoned across the breast pocket of the folded pyjama jacket and echoed in thick black stenciled ink across the front of the voluminous yellowish-white rubber underpants laid out alongside. Efficiently, each return journey brought the filled bed pan, retrieved carefully from beneath the patient’s bed-side chair, to take its place on the lower shelf.

				Both visitors turned as one at the plastic crackling swishing of the curtain being brushed aside behind them. The interloper’s tone startled them; apologetic yet brisk and business like:

				“Oh! ...Beg my pardon. Ah... do you mind if I...”

				He spoke first, his timbre deep brown and resonant, his enunciation confident, clear, cultured and educated - in short the projection and authority one might expect of a Queen’s Council at bench and head of chambers:

				“No, no, not at all. You go ahead my dear, don’t worry about us.”

				“Quite, quite. You mustn’t let us disrupt your routine - I know how important routine is to patients such as you have here, what with all their mental problems and all. Madison Bartlett was being deliberately blunt for the benefit of her young ward, one eye watching the blush deepening on the latter’s now so overtly corpulent cheeks and the despair clouding those violet eyes of hers.

				“Thank you.”

				The nurse smiled as she sidled past, dropping the pile of garments tucked under her arm on the plastic bedside chair and squatting to retrieve the pan from the floor beneath. Seconds later she was edging past with the pan in her hand - a flattened circular porcelain vessel topped by a hinged plastic flange in the unmistakable shape of a toilet seat. As she passed, the sloshing contents were discernible to all in their unpalatable frankness through the transparent plastic lid that was clipped over the old-fashioned elderly stained porcelain and that both prevented odor and spillage.

				Neither visitor could quite disguise a sort of macabre fascination, nor could either avoid a sly inquisitive glance. Looking on, observing their disgusted expressions through the tunneled veil of her ever deepening shame, sweet Lavinia could only sniff and weep anew as she watched in disbelief that grimace of disgust slowly morph to delighted Cheshire-cat grins of delight as each of her visitors glanced at each other, their awareness of her humiliation becoming near tangible, their pleasure at her discomfiture even more so.

				Standing slightly back, at one corner of the bed, the strikingly stylish late middle-aged lawyer looked across the shoulder of his female companion at his ‘client’, the teenage girl currently being propped up in the old iron framed bed, the blue-uniformed nurse attending her swishing about busily before slipping discreetly out around the rear of the plastic side curtain.

				He smiled avariciously to himself; sartorially ‘a la mode’ he might well be, but he was also well aware that at his age he would be all but invisible to a young woman of such tender years from a social-sexual standpoint; but this was not ‘society at large’ and this young woman’s choices were no longer her own to make. Besides, latterly more and more often he had found himself desiring women who he knew did not care for his attentions, as much as anything else for that very reason. And he had been promised something here, a little ‘free rein’ with his young ‘client’; liberties he’d dare not take if not for the wondrously secure discretion offered by this institution. The tears, the red face and swollen eyes, the shy fidgeting on burning, throbbing freshly cane-striped buttocks; it all conspired to bring out the hedonistic cruelty in him.

				He noted that her features had become rather more appealing to his eyes than once they’d been; more to his rather... esoteric tastes: Plump and bonny rather than pretty, in the conventional sense, the filling out of her face lent the girl a childlike innocence now that the refined aristocratic arrogance of those high cheekbones of hers had become submerged. How proud she had been of that singly patrician aspect, glorying in the cosmetician’s subtle highlighting, taking trouble to teach herself how to bring out that look of classical alabaster-bust beauty with the ever-so gentle application of a dusting of blusher.

				The girl had always had one eye on the mirror back then, aware that a fortune lay therein, in that even should her performing ambitions come to naught - the acting, the classical dance aspirations - she would be certain to become ‘the face’ of some brand or other, gracing glossy magazine covers from one corner of the globe to the other. He was well aware this had not been merely some young girl’s self-delusion but rather had been particularly plausible given young Lavinia’s family’s extensive network of connections threading throughout the world of fashion and publishing.

				There were other aspects to this ‘new’ Lavinia he found preference for: For one, the girl had developed the habit of modestly casting down the eyes whenever he as much as glanced at her. The latter was accompanied by a self-conscious blush and an involuntary fluttering of lashes that by this time had had sufficient time to grow back after the cruel clipping they had been given in the department of experimental and investigative psychology.

				It was a reaction, which for some unaccountable reason caused goose pimples to rise on his flesh and stirred embarrassingly into prominence certain other regions - the latter prompted him to gather up his overcoat, draping it over his folded arms as if planning to depart. Her brows, he noted, likewise, had been allowed to re-establish and even her hair had recovered to some extent from the harsh and deliberately uneven hacking it had undergone. The latter, though, was now a mousy nondescript brown - as, he had observed, was that of all the patients, - and had been trained into an above the ears boyishly side-parted style; again something apparently common to all.

				When addressed what passed for words tumbled all higgledy-piggledy from her lips, stammering, starting and restarting, vowels repeating over and over as her face pinched and grimaced with pent-up frustration. The tone and demeanor, though, were unmistakably those of utter humbled abasement.

			

		

	
		
			
				Just A Girl, Signing It All Away

				Madison Bartlett had long fantasized about this moment, in those more private, solitary periods of her day she habitually set aside for such meditative contemplations. She had done so from the very first instant her designs on the girl had become crystallised in her own mind in their current form, on that fateful evening when the existence of this place, and the charity that helped support it, had been made known to her. Now that the moment was at hand, though, she was rapidly finding that she was at a loss as to how best to proceed.

				The danger, as always with fantasies, was that in the critically glaring spotlight of reality, they rarely looked their best and, once indulged, could be fantasies no longer; at least not in the same form. New fantasies would doubtless bud off from the last, once experienced, but could do so only by the consideration of ever more extreme measures. And there were limits to how far even the ordinarily insatiable Ms Bartlett would want to push things.

				For these reasons - and certain others less clearly definable - as much as she wanted to rub the girl’s nose in it, so to speak, she was loath to proceed too quickly. She wanted to savour the torment she was to inflict, draw it out, make it last and not culminate too quickly. It was a little like sex in that manner - the sensations of travel and the multitudinous paths taken often outweighed the joys and rewards of the destination once reached. She far preferred the Tantric approach; but then she was nothing if not the consummate hedonist.

				“I, I... I saw your old beau a while back.” Good, that got a reaction, that’s the way to go. “He didn’t hang about long, did he?”

				She watched the girl going as if to frame a question, her lips parting. She left a pause, an empty silence, inviting filling. It was a pitfall the girl didn’t stumble into, gritting her teeth in her effort to stem her curiosity. Madison Bartlett felt a tingle run down her spine - the level of discipline they had young Lavinia under was remarkable, their hold over her astounding. She’d hammer home the point; see if that didn’t break the little fool down even further. She’d leave her mentally crippled time she was finished - she could already see the girl down on her hands and knees, scrubbing floors in her old family home and dressed head to foot in the most demeaning maid’s uniform her mind could devise. Why she’d even put her under the charge of the old housekeeper she’d employed recently.

				Few would have employed that particular woman, what with her conviction for molestation and the allegations of sexual assault made against her when employed as a hospital orderly at Broadmoor - a “mental and moral wilderness” constituting the UK’s most renowned home for the criminally insane, no less. It was uncharacteristically philanthropic, perhaps, employing such a dour, bitter, even disturbed, woman, giving her a second chance. But then again, she’d had certain less than Philanthropic motives in mind when she had taken her on, when she had agreed to put a roof over her head.

				She would recognize something of the spirit pervading of this place; there was much here in common with her former place of employment. Madison had visited there once: as with this place Broadmoor was not a prison, there were no prisoners there, only patients. Yet, as here, there were insurmountably high enclosing walls and solidly-secured steel doors and iron gates unlocked and relocked with a rattle of keys as one passed through. Then there had been that strange secluded quiet between the inmates, she had noted; even when allowed to socialize, many of the women had been apparently loath to converse with others whom they doubtless assumed to be hopelessly deranged. It was an assumption that was positively encouraged here, in this place, in the interests of control and discipline.

				Yes, all things considered, that woman had been a good choice; the more she thought about it the more certain she was that this new employee of hers could be relied upon to make a fine custodian by proxy in her absence, should she be called away on business or simply desire to travel for recreational purposes. Enough musing: back to the case in point... Hmmm, how to go about it...

				Thoughtfully Madison Bartlett pressed her fingertips together, taping them held steeple-like gently to her lips and hoping the excited tremble she’d become aware of didn’t show: “...Yes, well I know you sort of lost contact with him when you were staying at aunt Julia’s - how did that come about, I wonder? He said he kept writing you but that you never replied. And then out of the blue you wrote and said you couldn’t see him for a while, whilst you were getting over your... ‘problems’. Poor guy. Is it any wonder he met someone else? Then - a full year if not eighteen months, later - you write to him from inside a mental hospital telling him you’d led him on and that you’d never loved him, and all those other awful, terrible things you said. But you’d been engaged to him all that time. Then you even write, lying your head off, claiming you’ve married, even saying you now have a child - it’s no wonder he went his own way in the end. Why ever did you do that?”

				For a moment Lavinia held her silence, other for quiet weeping and an occasional sharp intake of breath as, shifting hew weight, one of the throbbing cane welts across her behind would encounter a crease in the stiff PVC knickers or the plastic would peel from her skin, made tacky by sweat. Then she took a shuddering breath, her face contorting in traumatically relived sorrow - she knew her guardian was deliberately tormenting her but she’d been asked a question and if asked a question it had to be answered; and briskly. The choice was between the mental pain of confession or the excruciating physical agony of the doctor’s cane, leather tawse, folded leather belt or riding switch across her bottom - again.

				“Th, h, they, m,m,made me.” Her voice stammered agonizingly, every phrase had become a tongue-twister under the doctor’s guidance. “The doctor, made me. the doctor made me write it.” Tears of heartbroken sorrow welled up mixed with those of humbling frustration, her breath shuddering and her voice breaking with emotion.

				“Really? How, dear - how did you let that happen?” Madison had leaked just sufficient incredulity into her tone to seem for the moment as if genuinely concerned. Her prey looked suitably mortified, the girl’s bloodshot eyes wide like vein-painted saucers - she went on, her voice hardening: “Don’t look at me so idiotically, like a half-wit; you know what I’m asking. How did they make you, what did the doctor do to you? I want to know. You wouldn’t want me to report back to your doctor that you’ve been insolent, do you?” Lavinia shook her head wildly, her eyes red-veined bloodshot and standing out in terror at the threat.

				“The, th, th, the doctor... ca,ca,caned me...” She broke down into uncontrolled weeping, struggling with words that seemed to stick, choking in her gullet “...caned me, over and over and over...” She broke off, crying loudly now and throwing up her hands as if to bury her face, only to have her wrists jerked to a standstill mid-flight as the thin but strong chains linking the leather restraint cuffs to the bed rails came to the limit of their travel. Ms Bartlett smiled back delightedly, trying, yet failing, to maintain that thespian-crafted look of shock that had washed over her face. “What, corporal punishment, in this day and age? It wouldn’t be legal - would it?” Quizzically, she twisted towards her companion, discreetly winking as she did so.

				“Hmmm - depends... might be, for therapeutic reasons and if a waiver were to have been signed. Have you signed a waiver, at any time, dear?” He was looking straight at the girl, not a hint of mockery to be seen or heard, his deep rich brown voice and barrister’s honest intonation seeming to calm her. She nodded dumbly in return, her face pale and just the tiniest glimmer of hope starting to sparkle, so, so faintly yet just discernable, somewhere in the corners of her eyes.

				“A young lady of your age, caned like some delinquent child - surely not.” Madison Bartlett had retaken the lead and again turned to her companioning, offering her opinion, her enunciation fastidiously clear and considered, her voice filled with concern: “Surely it’s some sort of delusional symptom...Charles?”

				“I certainly hope not! The courts will have to take the expert advice and opinion of her doctor and an ad hoc independent panel into consideration of course, but it would make her signature on any covenants or articles of transfer she might sign worthless in law. Then again, there might be a way if she were to...”

				They had been so deeply submerged and distracted in their entertainment that both visitors had been unaware of the rattling, trundling sounds coming from beyond the seclusion of the drapes. Startled, and as one, both now spun round sharply on their heels. The curtains around the bed and its immediate environs rippled, then parted, the movement accompanied by the characteristic soft crinkling of the thick PVC fabric and squeaking of the little metal wheels of the runner curving across the ceiling above their heads. Casters complaining and crunching reluctantly, an elderly looking over-bed table was trundled in end-wise, propelled from the rear by the same sweetly-apologetic young nurse who had dealt with the bed pan just minutes earlier.

				The table was of the type having a form reminiscent of a giant square letter ‘C’ and designed to slot around and over a hospital bed. Possessing a nondescript light grey check-patterned Formica top - chipped her and there around the beaded edges - its heavy-duty plastic-coated tubular steel frame was discoloured and yellowing and dull greyish metal showed through here and there where decades of knocks and grazes had taken their toll. The tabletop was quickly manoeuvred into position across the bed and trundled up immediately in front of the profusely weeping girl, the nurse having first lowered the bed’s metal side rails. Deftly the young woman slackened then re-tightened a large, gnarled, star-shaped black phenolic-resin knob prominently mounted on the side of one of the table’s uprights, adjusting the table to a suitable height to fit snugly against her patient’s abdomen. Wheeling the narrow table up close, she repositioned Lavinia’s hands above its surface and then turned away, pointedly ignoring the girl’s obvious distress as if such was an everyday occurrence and, as such, of no consequence; perhaps even an annoyance.

				Apologizing yet again for the disruption caused, the young nurse backed out the way she had come, nodding to each in turn and smiling brightly as she brushed past. Madison, in her turn smiled back, a look of satisfaction on her face: She had noted how just sufficient slack had been allowed in the stainless-steel chain links attached to Lavinia’s wrist restraints to allow her to reach across the table - there was something strangely fascinating about that, all that restriction.

				Smiling smugly to himself, a certain lecherous note threatening dangerously to erupt through his well-rehearsed professional demeanour, Ms Bartlett’s male companion now stooped to retrieve his briefcase. Setting it down heavily on the foot of the bed in the hollow produced where the blanket sagged between the occupant’s widely parted ankles, he flipped open both the spring-loaded catches simultaneously with a deft flick of his manicured thumbs. A sheaf of calligraphy covered manuscripts and assorted papers and deeds, some finished with daubed rosettes of red sealing wax and trailing gold ribbons, emerged in one hand and a pen, trailing a short length of thin silver chain terminating in a spring clip, in the other - it was time to get those papers signed. The pen was to be clipped to a ‘D’ ring at the side of the table top first - it was one of the stipulations they were to adhere to; they couldn’t suffer any risk of self injury. Completing that task, he leaned across, spreading a series of papers in front a forlorn-looking Lavinia Vitesse, the latter only too well aware that she was about to be asked to disinherit her self - at least in part.

				A pen, a ball-chain trailing from its upper end, was pressed into the young girl’s hand. She fumbled with it spastically and it fell from her grasp, rattling on the Formica table top before then slipping off and dangling over the side where it spun on its chain, swinging from a clip anchored to the side of the bed frame. Madison Bartlett stepped forward. Retrieving the pen she replaced it in the frustrated girl’s hand, speaking with an unaccustomed gentleness to her voice and coaxing tone as she did so: “It’s ok; I’m sure you can hold a pen if you try.”

				Ordinarily Lavinia was so awkward nowadays that she could do very little for herself. Her fingers felt like fat sausages - buttons were fiddly things and beyond her capacity, even the big fat ugly rubber things on her pyjamas, and other forms of fastening or adjustment were even more so. Now suddenly she could grip a pen again, at least between her thumb, index and fore fingers - the other two and all those digits on her opposite hand seem still to have a mind of their own.

				The lawyer again leaned forward: “Sign here - and again, right here - please, dear.” He pointed with his nicotine-yellowed index finger to a brace of dotted lines marked out in bold type ‘signature’, gently and patiently prodding the crisp document with a ridged fingernail, his voice kindly, his attitude coming across almost like that of a favourite uncle offering some treat to a much-loved niece. The document related to a family holiday home, a converted farmhouse, barn conversion and assorted outhouses sprawling over a considerable acreage on land situated straddling the Essex - Suffolk border. It was at a distance considered commutable from the banking and financial heart of ‘The City’ nowadays, in an area where the land values were now correspondingly going sky-high despite the depressed state of the real estate market elsewhere. The phrase ‘being of a sound mind’ leapt out of her and something of the old Lavinia emerged from somewhere, albeit timidly - pen in shaking hand, tears dropping perilously close to the page, she hesitated...

				“Ok: let’s just unbutton that pyjama jacket for her - perhaps the warmth in here is making her a little drowsy today.” Unannounced, the Ward Sister had leaned around the curtaining surrounding the bedside, her head and shoulders pushing through the gap between the overlapping edges of the two halves of plastic drapes at the corner. She made eye contact with both the intimidatingly glamorous Ms Madison Bartlett and her disarmingly, if misleadingly, affable elder companion, her eyes flickering between the two and a polite, though frosty, thin-lipped smile temporarily breaking through her usual characteristically saturnine demeanour. “If I may...?” With a meaningful nod of her head she indicated the red faced teenager sitting propped up by the angled tubular steel backrest of the bed and a bulging latex covered pillow that was strapped to it by a thick band of elastic rubber at each corner.

				“Yes, of course; be my guest. You go right ahead, Sister.” Madison Bartlett’s voice betrayed nothing of any surprise, even if her male companion seemed momentarily a little nonplussed. “Mind out the way, Charles; I’m sure Sister knows what she’s doing.”

				Suddenly left feeling as if bumbling, the lawyer stood back arms folded, allowing the Ward Sister space to lean across her patient. He couldn’t but help admire the broad hips and bottom of the bending woman as her nimble fingers tugged and pulled at the chunky glassily-transparent rubber buttons, working her way down the front of the girl’s green and white striped jacket. There was something about the way that her white starched apron parted at the rear and the way the blue polyester uniform dress beneath clung, the side seams of the skirt pulling ever so slightly as the fabric stretched and strained this way and that, somehow delineating and further emphasizing the woman’s mature curvature. There was something, too, about the pert way the stiffened white cambric nurses’ cap perched on the woman’s obsessively neatly arranged pinned-back hair. But shortly, there was something else to distract his attention:

				“There, that’s much better.” Straightening up, the Ward Sister momentarily flashed a sardonic smile at her patient as the latter’s pendulous breasts, now freed of their flannelette confinement, came tumbling in to view. “Now, you make sure you do whatever your visitors tell you to. I want to hear no nonsense out of you, or you’ll have the doctor to answer to.” As she spoke she moved round to the back of the bed, half squatting and reaching in an arm between it and the wall, the long sleeve of her dress momentarily snagging on something and causing her to tut exasperatedly. “Right, let’s get you sitting more upright - and then perhaps you’ll feel a little more inclined to pay attention to what you are being told to do.” While speaking she was now simultaneously turning a hand-cranked wheel mounted low down to the rear, close to the base of the iron-railed bed head. A stubbornly grating, metallic, granular squeaking sound now accompanied her words as slowly the backrest was propelled inexorably forward and upward until forming a full ninety degree right-angle to the bed frame.

				Sweet Lavinia was left now with her plump tummy squeezed tightly against the table top and compelled to adopt an uncomfortably erect posture. Her weight now bore down directly on the cane welts that throbbed across the tender flesh of her backside and she had little scope left to fidget so as to ameliorate that stinging torment. That sweat-stung burning had truly now become, as had been intended from the start, a constant background reminder of the need for complete and utter obedience.

				As if reading her mind the Ward Sister took her by the chin: “You may have visitors, but make no mistake; you remain just as much under hospital discipline as always. While your visitors are here you will consider them as acting by proxy for the institution and accordingly you will obey them to the letter, just as you would the doctor or I, or indeed any other member of staff.” Glancing back and up at the tall lawyer, currently discreetly endeavouring to mop a bead of sweat that had embarrassingly erupted from his brow with the back of his hand, the woman went on: “I’m sure you’ll find her more amenable to your wishes now that she’s been made a little more comfortable.”

				Turning on her heel, the Ward Sister went to leave, half pushing past, half brushing aside the rear of the side curtain. Pausing, the dour, stern-faced woman half turned, looking back over her shoulder a moment, observing with a disapproving eye the frustrated efforts of the girl, the latter now franticly scrabbling to cover herself yet restrained from doing so by the silvery metal links restricting her hands to within the immediate vicinity of the bed-table’s Formica-laminated upper surface:

				“And don’t you forget to thank both your visitors nicely before they leave for having been kind enough to have taken the trouble to come to see you. You’re a very lucky girl; we don’t usually allow any visitors here, let alone two at once.” With that, she was gone, the far corner of the institutionally green curtaining flapping back against the rear wall with a slithering hiss of plastic fabric against paint.

				The pen was once again pressed between Lavinia’s fingers, the lawyer leaning in close and brushing her nipples with the back of his hand while trying to make the contact seem as innocent and as much the result of chance as possible. He looked round at Madison over his shoulder: “A well... developed young thing isn’t she?”

				Lavinia’s stern yet beautiful guardian was staring past, far more interested for the moment in the girl herself and watching the teenager struggle to form her thumb and fingers around the shaft of the pen:

				“That’s it: you can hold a pen if you try - good girl.” Then, focusing her attention back on the lawyer, she continued, responding to his remark: “Yes, she’s really filled out since she’s been in here - and she looks much better for it. It’s all that bed-rest and good food I imagine. I doubt they stand for any of that faddy dieting nonsense in here, nor all those hours and hours exercising and preening in the mirror. And no boyfriends allowed, of course.” Despite herself, she laughed then; her characteristic tinkling little laugh that had always infuriated the girl so when she had been at home. “I bet she’d love a man to be with - they don’t let them masturbate you know, the doctor told me; they keep a strict eye on them. I mean, just look at her now; her nipples are rock hard - I think she likes all this; being humiliated, spanked and caned, being kept locked up in a ‘nut house’” She again let out one of her mocking little giggles, while now strolling up the bed and taking up position alongside the bed table on the opposite side to where the lawyer stood, the latter now looking just a little self-conscious.

				Reaching down she cupped, then and lifted, one of the girl’s heavily pendulous yet firmly youthful breasts - holding it extended out from the humiliated girl’s torso. “Just look at the size of these things.” Dropping the breast back she slapped it hard on the side with the flat of her hand, hard enough to make her own fingers tingle. “You can sign these forms and documents or you can spend the rest of your life in here - it’s your call.” She slapped the girl hard around the face with the palm of her hand - first the left side, then the right - before then returning to the foot of the bed.

				The lawyer’s quiet, understanding tone again seemed to murmur in Lavinia’s now ringing ears, her face red now as much through pain as through shame. “Now, if you’ll just sign where I showed you just now - here, here and here - we’ll get things underway; it’s just the farmhouse and some of the company stock held in your name that needs to be transferred at the moment, that’s all. It’s just so that we can.... manage... yes, manage the estate more efficiently. Things haven’t been going so well in the world of finance of late and it has become imperative the farmhouse be sold off to keep the family business afloat, your family business - I’m sure your father would have approved.

				Again his finger hovered above the page, again the pen and her hand hovered above the dotted line... There was a long, quivering pause, time seeming to stand still. There came a long drawn out sigh, shuddering and infected with the eternal regret of the lost soul, of the damned... Then she signed, her signature surprisingly legible.

				The name that came trickling out in thick blue onto the page spread before her appeared, now, strange to Lavinia. On paper at least - this document and others of its kind that would surely be placed before her in the future - she was Lavinia Vitesse again, not patient 30. She was a real person once more, with a real identity - however briefly - not some nameless Jane Doe mental patient, discredited and disregarded by all and sundry. She felt almost elated as she signed for the second time.

				Then came the last section on that particular document: I ............. (Name and signature) being of a sound mind, do on this day ............ (Date) .......... And so on and so forth.

				There it was again: that qualifier ‘being of a sound mind’. She was either a Jane Doe - Lavinia Vitesse having sadly taken her own life - or she was a mental patient and could hardly be considered to be of a ‘sound mind’. The pen again hovered in her hand, the battle raging in her mind becoming near tangible. Both her visitors seemed to read through her turmoil simultaneously this time, both going to speak at the same time. This time it was he that took control, holding up a hand to the girl’s impatient guardian as if to say “I’ve got this under control”.

				“I’m quite convinced, we’re quite convinced...” once again he glanced back at Ms Bartlett, smiling “...there’s been a serious miscarriage of justice here - natural justice at least. Information has become known to the authorities that, if handled in the right manner, would seem to imply your incarceration here to be unlawful - certainly as regards your present circumstance as a compulsorily admitted psychiatric patient under the mental health act. I don’t imagine you really want to be thought of as being insane, do you? There’s really no need, nor is there any point to it. And if you sign it implies quite the opposite, don’t you think? ”

				Lavinia felt confused her voice timid, wavering and inflicted with its usual crippling stammer: “But, but they showed me a paper, a newspaper - my signature is useless, everyone thinks I’m dead anyway, everyone thinks I committed suicide, I don’t exist.” For a full minute she laughed again, uncontrollably, her visitors waiting patiently for her to quieten.

				“Ah! Well, there, you see, you have yourself to thank for validating your signature - you and some unknown ally that seems to have taken up your case. It’s all to do with DNA you see, a sample of some cheek cells or other that has come to the light of day.” He smiled pleasantly before adding somewhat enigmatically, wagging a finger playfully under the girl’s chin: “Besides, you shouldn’t believe everything you read in the papers - nor take everyone who wears a uniform at face value. So you see, out there in the outside world you are very much alive. But I have to say that while steps have been taken at the moment to explain away your apparently staged suicide - putting it down to a misinterpretation of the evidence, a bit of skinny-dipping, a second set of clothes and a little bit of drink and drug related absent-mindedness - your voluntary self-admission to a psychiatric hospital immediately afterwards is presenting a little bit more of a challenge to explain. So you see, we are here to help you; sign the documentation I have had written up for you and you won’t have to admit, even to yourself, to being mentally ill and we’ll see what we can do to have you reassigned as a voluntarily admitted patient, and then we came get you on the road to getting out of here”

				“And then I’ll be able to go home?”

				“Not straight away, of course not - and certainly not while you would still have to shoulder all the responsibilities of managing your trust fund and inheritance. While we are perfectly willing to make it appear that you’re in a position to attend to your own affairs, in view of the effect this new DNA identification evidence coming to light has had on your diagnosis of delusional psychosis, we can only do so with your cooperation.

				This is the first of a good few batches of similar documents that will be brought to you over the coming months and I expect there to be quite complex legal issues arising from these - and other deeds of transfer and so on that you are going to be required to sign - which will have to be dealt with before we can think about getting you out of here. I’m afraid some of these legal issues can take up quite some considerable time - but we will see what we can do.

				But of course, if you will insist on calling yourself ‘mad’ as you put it, tarring yourself with your own brush, as it were, if you wish to forego your own rights on the grounds of what you perceive to be your own diminished responsibility... Well, looking around me it is not impossible to envisage you remaining here for the rest of your life. But of course if you were to be let home, one day, you’d have to accept that things would be very different for you. Circumstances have already changed a great deal since you have been in here. You couldn’t expect Ms Bartlett to support you - after all she’s already going to be taking on the running of the family’s business interests and financial affairs. She has, however, kindly agreed to keep a roof over your head and provide you with...” pausing, he cleared his throat “ahem... suitable employment...”

				Lavinia’s attention had begun to wander, the lawyer’s voice seeming to drift away to become a sort of background drone. Her eyes had drifted up to where the drip bottle hung on the IV stand - and her mind screamed at the thought of the little viscous icicle droplets that would hang, dangle, tease then fall with such a jolt to the system. Plum in the centre of the forehead it would fall, just a tiny icy prickling touch, but repeating over and over and over, derailing thought, denying sleep, even challenging her to close her eyes, lest she otherwise miss the exquisite torment of watching the next droplet grow, coalesce and develop - for without diligence how could she guess when the next was coming.

				A little ritual would develop in her mind, a little game. She would beg for the suspense to end, pray for the droplet to fall, yet dread its plummeting, all at the same time. Then it would fall: and there would be a wet dolloping splat, then a feeling of relief, almost of elation. Sometimes she would giggle... And she would hear herself giggling. Then she would catch sight of... no, she would look for, study, the first glimmering, glinting birth of the next...

				She had to pull herself together - but the caning she had had, and the caning she would have still to come if she did not put pen to paper this one final time intruded on her thoughts. Then there were those other things they could do to her here, subtle psychological things that were so, so much worse than a simple caning, that would make her beg to go across the doctor’s or a nurse’s lap for a strapping with the tawse.

				Her gaze was suddenly captured by the straitjacket that had arrived with her change of pyjamas and that now waited where it had been left, on top of the fresh crisp trousers and jacket and draped over the back of the bedside chair. This was not a normal part of the routine; this was a message, a warning. Its straps, buckles and fastenings hung down on the seat; the thick leather crotch strap lay curled behind the yellowed, stained bed pan... Would she be made to use that in front of her visitors - the bedpan? Her mind recoiled at the thought, only to be recaptured by the alternative vision that beckoned, one induced by the implication of that straitjacket’s presence. They just left you alone once you were put in that. The doctor had once kept her in one for... how long? She’d had no idea... It had been perhaps days, just sitting there listening to a looping tape of herself reciting some mantra the doctor had made her recite - something to do with mental health and symptoms of illness - over and over and over. Again, in her mind at the memory of it she screamed.

				She shifted her weight awkwardly, her backside seeming to burn as if having been branded by irons. It had indeed been a sizzling caning the doctor had given her and her eye fell on the cane resting across the seat behind the bed pan on the bedside chair. She couldn’t take another caning like that, and yet she knew she would be made to take it and she would take it, perhaps in front of her guests; her guardian and her lawyer accomplice. She would bawl like a baby at the doctor’s hands, perhaps even ‘mess’ herself like one in front of them all - the doctor could make that happen, she knew only too well. She would die from the humiliation - except that she wouldn’t; she might well desire to, but she wouldn’t be allowed to. Then she would have signed their damn documents anyway.

				It was similar in its way to the manner in which the researchers had had her signing away her freedom over and over when she had taken part in that behavioural psychology experiment of theirs that she had stupidly signed up to. It had been that which had been instrumental in bringing her here in the first place. Ninety days that ‘study’ of theirs had been supposed to have run for - three months. They’d had her sign up to restart it at least twice - and then, that last time, they’d rescheduled it to run six months; but she’d signed anyway. She just couldn’t stand up for herself by that point, not in the face of the authority those figures had come to represent and certainly not standing there, quaking in the antiquated and childish school uniform they had dressed her in.

				That was exactly how she had been in front of Aunt Julia and her psychotherapist friend. From the start Aunt Julia had just seemed to be able to drain away her will in some manner. It hadn’t been long before she had found herself back in school uniform and draped over that woman’s lap and being spanked like a naughty child. And she had put up with it - the woman had gradually seemed to take over her life until she felt she had no option but to surrender to her will, no option but to bend to all those petty little rules and restrictions irresistibly mounting up around her. She had been little more than animated putty in that woman’s hands by the end, riddled with neuroses, insecurities and phobias and effectively a prisoner of her own mind. She knew all that now, but there was little she could do about it.

				If she signed these papers there would undoubtedly be others, each round stripping from her a little more of her inheritance until there was nothing left and her guardian would have bled her dry. She might well then be allowed home, but it would be returning to a home in a property she no longer had any rights to and an existence over which she would hold no sway, her opinions counting for nothing. She would be left with nothing but the clothes on her back, and even they wouldn’t count as possessions, rather they would be whatever her guardian deemed suitable and to dress her in.

				To be ‘rehabilitated’ and placed ‘in service’ was the best a long-term mental patient might expect, according to the doctor. To be reduced to the status of a servant in what was supposed to have one day become her own home, a stately country pile and lands over which she was to have become mistress; it was unthinkable. To have to wait - hand, foot and finger - on her own guardian, that gold digging strumpet that was Madison Daisy Bartlett, hand and foot, day in day out as an unpaid servant girl, to be expected to show that woman everlasting gratitude at every opportunity while undoubtedly suffering exploitation of a most intimately personal sort - it would be insufferable. It would mean a lifetime of, abasement, prostrate servitude and never-ending merciless humiliation at the hands of the female tyrant whose overthrow she had been plotting by coming here in the first place.

				On the other hand if she didn’t sign straight away - citing that clause about being ‘of sound mind’ - would that not constitute an implied confession to herself that she was indeed mentally ill, as she had been repeatedly told all along? In that context she could only refuse to sign by acknowledging her own status as a mental patient. The belief that her incarceration here was unjust and unlawful was what drove her determination to keep some part of that old Lavinia Vitesse intact. To finally acknowledge this new identity that had been foisted on her - as ‘mental patient’ - would be like her stamping out that last ember herself, like stubbing out that last spark of individuality with her own hands. Psychologically she would be falling on her own sword as it were. It was a quandary that the doctor could henceforth use against her, whether or not she finally signed after sufficient ‘correction’ - and she knew she would, eventually. The doctor would use the doubt and uncertainty fostered by that first internal subconscious surrender to break whatever little else was left of the old Lavinia; she would be left a hopelessly grinning idiot in any case.

				On the other hand they might simply elect to leave her for the doctor to work on, meanwhile pulling a few strings in the background to ensure she be committed for life whatever the outcome. Just as they seemed able to pull a few strings if necessary to make it appear there had been an error in the reporting of her story and that after all she was just a voluntarily-admitted patient, here to be rehabilitated from her various ‘habits’ and resident of her own volition. Just as they seemed willing to cover up what now, through their machinations, would appear to the authorities to have been a calculated attempt to fraudulently stage her own death for financial gain and to incriminate her guardian and others having sway over the destiny of her family’s estate. Indeed, if she were to challenge any of these deeds of transfer at a later date, citing coercion in any form, then the latter debacle could easily be resurrected with enough evidence made available to put her away many years for fraud.

				Her guardian’s lawyer friend had enough clout to ensure that given the right judge - and he could count several as good friends and close confidants - she would be awarded a very stiff sentence indeed. And as had been pointed out her, it was quite possible for one to commit further offences while ‘inside’ to the point of rapidly mounting up a lifetime’s tariff. Lavinia knew that favours would be called in to ensure she be committed to a facility whose governor was a woman that would be only too pleased to testify to a whole swathe of offences, from contraband uncovered in her cell, to possessing offensive weapons, even escape attempts - all to ensure that the young - and one day not so young - Lavinia stayed under her thumb.

				If she didn’t sign - if somehow she could find the strength to stand up against authority and the threat of punishment - if she were then to be committed for life in her present institution, they would gain control of everything in any case. Once declared mentally incompetent by a panel of psychiatrists and backed up by a court ruling - an almost foregone conclusion, given her guardian’s companion’s legal sway - an enduring power of attorney would undoubtedly be granted to her guardian and her legal adviser, and she will have been robbed of everything in one fell swoop.

				That they were loath to immediately take that apparently free and easy route was as much to do with the ambitious Madison Daisy Bartlett’s plans for Lavinia’s future servitude as to the vague likelihood of the girl one day being granted her freedom and the power of attorney being relinquished - though that danger did exist, however implausible. But with the deeds of transfer duly signed and placed in effect by the girl’s own volition and with sweet Lavinia ‘placed in service’, fully under the thumb of the delightfully implacable Ms Bartlett there would be no going back, and at the first sign of dissent she could always be admitted to some asylum someplace - after a suitably lengthy refresher with the good doctor of course.

				All this and more flooded through Lavinia’s brain now, her thoughts swirling in a jumbling vortex of ideas and counter-ideas, strategies and counterstrategies. Precious time was slipping away like sand in an egg timer and was weighed against the constant throbbing of the livid welts that still sizzled across her backside and the desire to please, to be obedient to authority, that was indelibly imprinted on her mind, until her consciousness itself seemed as if swirling away like a streaming, spiralling kaleidoscope of oily water rushing around and down a drain somewhere.

				The doctor could be out there right now, just beyond that plastic curtain, waiting for one slip, waiting to step through flexing her cane or uncoiling that heavy thick leather belt she sometimes carried - Lavinia’s own father’s belt; such was the delicious irony of it all. She could see the woman already, twisting near-full circle her diabolically pliant rattan switch between her hands - or was it the long plaited-leather-handled dressage whip she carried? Or was that thing in her hand actually the doctor’s riding crop? She could see the woman’s wrist twisting and flexing, tapping the crop’s leather tab rhythmically against the hem of her tight black leather skirt in time of each step, her hips swaying and stockings swishing together like some fetishistic fantasy temptress.

				Lavinia’s wrist was flexing, twisting and twitching too - just like the beautiful threatening tormentress of her imagination. Blinded by tears and with ears full of the pitiful whimpering of a browbeaten mental patient her hand was moving across the page like a psychic demonstration of automatic writing, ink flowing out from around the gold nib and forming curling, scrawling lines of a well-practiced yet somehow strange signature, the name being marked out seemingly foreign to her... “I Lavinia Vitesse being of sound mind and judgment”...

				Distantly she heard herself giggle just as, simultaneously, she heard the sharp intake of breath that signified her fidgeting weight bringing a crinkly ripple of sweaty PVC knicker-fabric to impinge on some section of a long, curling, wheal where the soft skin of her bottom had been split and the salt of perspiration could work its torment on the tenderised tissues beneath.

				And through the veil of tears came that other torment, that less tangible yet more painful torment; the sight of a delighted, beauteous smile, brighter than dawn, brighter than the midday sun, more beautiful than any woman’s smile had the right to be. Theatrically blowing a kiss, Madison Daisy Bartlett was already turning to leave.

			

		

	
		
			
				An Epilogue Of Exploitation

				Documents safely signed and put away, this was now his time with her. The room they had taken her away to - and to which he had now been directed - was a smallish, windowless white-painted box of a room with a thick padded sound-proofed door that could be locked from either inside or out. It seemed to have been set up as some sort of small and compact aerobics-cum-dance-cum-exercise studio and had a row of ceiling-mounted spotlights supplementing the fluorescent tubes that ran around the tops of the walls and that were inset back from the surface behind white plastic diffusers.

				While the room possessed the obligatory corner-to-corner, floor-to-ceiling seamlessly-mirrored wall of the typical dance studio, it lacked the equipment and furnishings to go with it that would have unambiguously marked it out as a gymnasium. That wasn’t quite true; arranged side-on and perhaps a meter back from the mirrored surface of that end wall was a trestle-like object of an appearance not unlike a gymnasium vaulting horse but with its top set much closer to the floor and replete with leather cuffs attached by a short runs of chain links to each leg and leather straps that hung down from each end and that were obviously intended to buckle along its top.

				Circling around this horse or trestle, like a bird of prey around carrion, he patted a hand on its surface meaningfully, watching the other present flinch as he did so while consciously ignoring her. The thing was obviously antique, as was evidenced by the cracked and worn leather and the patina of the woodwork. He wondered idly whether it might not be a genuine nineteenth century whipping or flogging horse that had somehow survived, having been retained from the days when this establishment had indeed been a Victorian asylum-cum-workhouse. The idea excited him for some reason that he couldn’t quite put his finger on and he felt something stir, deep inside - and not for the first time that day. Pausing, he drew a finger slowly up the crease of the standing girl’s bottom, letting its tip slip deep in to the warmth of the crevice before withdrawing, feeling the girl’s muscles twitch defensively and sensing her bristle with indignation.

				Looking around he noted that the only other furnishing present didn’t fit the model at all: A winged, high-back Chesterfield Queen Anne armchair stood in one corner to the rear with a low rectangular Chesterfield pouffe or footstool set before it. Both were upholstered in rich soft buttoned leather with dark wood frames and legs - but that was where convention came grinding to a halt.

				The footstool had broad leather straps with silver metal buckles hanging down from its sides, two to the fore and two to the rear.

				The chair possessed what appeared to be a set of leather wrist cuffs each side - positioned on the outer surface to the rear at around seat height - and had an indented cup-shaped hollow at the front centre of the seat cushion. The latter indentation was flanked by a pair of straps emanating from somewhere below each side of the cushion, with their leather tongues originating from one side and their corresponding sparkling metal buckles from the other.

				A riding crop of plaited black leather with a comfortable looking long leather grip and wrist loop had been left lying diagonally across the seat, along with a pair of rather expensive looking ladies gloves. Of fine soft black leather and possessing a button fastening at the wrists, the slender styling of the latter suggested a vintage pedigree; most probably hand stitched, Italian and of the nineteen-fifties, he thought to himself.

				Turning away he noted that the mirrored end wall was bisected at waist height or thereabouts by a ballet barre. This latter ran the entire width of the wall mounted on brackets that protruded out through the reflective surface and was of an appearance suggesting traditional springy Canadian Douglas fir, the wood being satiny and sandy in colour. He couldn’t help but wonder whether the now overly filled-out Lavinia was ever obliged to stretch and pirouette there, at that barre.

				In his mind’s eye he could see her standing red-faced with exertion and embarrassment in equal measure. He imagined the multiple layered ruffled net tutu extending stiffly out from around a leotard cut so high at the rear as to have the appearance of a thong, the centre seam achieving little more than to cover the anus while serving to test and emphasize still further the separation of her peachy full buttocks as she performed grand plies, dipping deeply to the floor with her knees completely bent and spread wide. He could see her chubby teenage bottom quivering with effort, the cheeks pulled wide apart by the posture and to the most part devoid of covering, other than for a vivid network of fresh red cane welts. He could see her rising again, rendered humiliatingly clumsy and awkward by the excess weight she had put on while under care here, the barely opaque Lycra-rich fabric of the leotard damp with intimate perspiration and embarrassingly puckered at the crotch while thimble-stiff nipples protruded like bullets from heavy pendulous breasts swinging and jiggling beneath the glossy, painted-on fabric.

				He blinked. It was time to return to reality - and why not; the real thing was standing here, just waiting for his imaginative attentions. Young Lavinia had been secured as promised - minimally, with only her wrists restrained behind her back and her ankles hobbled. Both pairs of appendages were encircled by the usual mental patient sheepskin-padded leather cuffs, the gold-hued padlock securing each cuff glinting in the half light; he had requested the lights be lowered other than for a spotlight set to illuminate her face. Once bent across the leather-topped trestle bench the mirrored wall would reflect her features back to him and also to her - and he would insist she kept her eyes open throughout, while he would remain in shadow to enjoy her in privacy.

				There were good reasons for having asked for her not to be secured across that trestle. Not least, he wished to test his authority over her. She would have to drape herself over the top when ordered - and she would have to keep position; it was good for discipline... so good! And they’d left just enough slack in the steel-cored leather tether joining her wrist cuffs for her to be able to hold apart her bottom cheeks when told to do so - that would be the real test, especially with her in full knowledge of his intention to fuck her in the conventional way immediately after.

				So soon, so soon... he’d creamed in her bottom. He’d tried to hold back, make it last, but already he’d creamed in her bottom, not once but twice. The little minx had wriggled and twitched so - shameless, wanton hussy; she would have to be taught a lesson for that. There’d be time aplenty in the future to savor her sensual intimate delights, other pleasurable opportunities to be partaken of, both for his benefit and for the enjoyment of the redoubtable Ms Madison Daisy Bartlett. But for now young Lavinia - his very own mental patient - had to be punished. He reached for the cane, running the silky-smooth springy Malacca between his fingers and feeling the pliable tapered rod flexing effortlessly in his hands. Subconsciously he registered the sensual, almost rubbery suppleness as his mind wandered.

				He eyed the deep plush wingback chair set in the corner. In his mind’s eye he could already see Madison, her willowy legs draped lazily over each of its broad padded arms, languidly fingering the riding switch he secretly knew she had brought along for the purpose, occasionally flicking one side or other of the kneeling girl’s bare flanks with a nimble twist of the wrist as the little imbecile’s head bobbed between her thighs... The thought was getting him going again. For good measure he slashed in a single stroke of the cane, watching the girl jerk and her eyes squeeze shut in the reflection as a red line opened up diagonally across her rounded chubby backside intersecting those darker, swollen, reddish-purple tracks that marked out the legacy of the doctor’s earlier attentions.

				“Get those eyes open... NOW! Or it’ll be the worse for you. A couple of words from me, a recommendation from the doctor, and with the mere flick of a pen you could find the words ‘indefinite confinement’ scrawled across your file - and all upfront and legally binding, without further adjudication necessary or grounds for appeal left open.” Her eyes snapped open and he could instantly read her wide-eyed dread in the mirror - that had done the trick, good! “That’s a good girl. Now lets have those fat buttocks of yours nice and wide apart... That’s it - pull those cheeks apart... further.... FURTHER! I want to see everything”

				He was breathing heavily already - again! His heart was pounding; he was literally drunk with power. “I, I, I want to see how they’ve stretched your, your... ass... Yes, your ass hole.” He wasn’t used to speaking like this, he was an educated man. He was more than a solicitor, far more. He had taken silk, he was a barrister, a Queen’s Council, called to The Bar. He just couldn’t help himself. Letting the cane drop from his limp fingers, gasping and breathless with illicit pleasure - the sort of secret piquant pleasure that only the taboo can provide - he plunged his throbbing manhood once again deep into her bowels, coarsely swearing at her, admonishing her to keep open her eyes as her lids began to droop shut through the utter shame of it.

				Again he culminated all too soon. He was standing, deflated spiritually and physically - and again it was her fault; she was far too provocative for her own good. “I didn’t say to let go - get those cheeks back apart - wide apart... as far as they will go.” He watched with a certain frisson of shame the trickle of pearly seed working its way down from the girl’s reddened dilated anus; just a trickle, the rest had been satisfyingly deposited deep in her bowels.

				There was more to come of course. And out there the other half of the equation still waited to be balanced. A confection enwrapped in Victorian-disciplined sailor-suited school uniform and locked into a psychologist-crafted world of strict governance and of petty rules and restrictions. That one had a governess and a children’s nanny to look after her. But Madison had said only recently that it was high time the girl had a visitor. Yes it wouldn’t be long to wait before he’d be easing down skintight lawn drawers, regulation school bloomers or those old-fashioned high-waisted, elastic-legged interlock cotton, polyester or nylon school knickers he still found so fascinating when gracing a plump young teenager. Soon he would be running his hands over the delightfully curvaceous, welcoming swell of that young trollop, Susan Stringer’s behind.

				He glanced down at the vicious looking cane lying discarded where it had fallen at his feet in his moment of passion. Bending stiffly he reached down for it, swishing it experimentally through the air. Yes, this would soon have that high and haughty Miss Stringer’s signature flowing from his pen, signing away whatever remained of her inheritance - but that would have to wait for another time.

				“Right you little temptress; you like wriggling that fat ass of yours around so provocatively, obscenely showing all you’ve got in the hope of getting... fucked” Yes, he’d said it - this provocative little tart had made him say it. “...Well, now I’m going to give you something to make you really wriggle. And if you jump up - even once - it starts again, from the start, the very first stroke. And, no, I’m not going to tell you how many I have in mind - you have a lesson to learn and I’ll stop when I’ve judged you’ve learnt it, not a moment sooner. When I bring you an agreement or contract or covenant I expect you to sign it, whatever it says - and without delay or hesitation.”

				He glanced again at the cane in his hand, relishing the power it represented. Yes, oh yes! Yes... Another year - maybe two - and they might even consider having her back at home. He’d seen Madison’s designs for the uniform she had in mind for the girl. Dark haired destitute and disciplined, what more could one want from a lady’s maid - dependent, subservient, not even owning the clothes on her back, yet grateful and deeply in love with her mistress to boot... It was how it was meant to be, somehow; some governed and some were governed. Raising his hand he brought it slashing down, again and again and again...

				Not far away - a couple of padded doors and stout, bulging locks away - was someone who could have told the slavering legal expert something of the current circumstances surrounding the ‘Miss Stringer’ who was presently so preoccupying his mind. Well, ‘current’ as that word might pertain to a month or so previously. Not that she’d ever known the girl by that name, nor as much as spoken to her - she’d never been allowed to talk to the others, only answer when spoken to. Up to this moment, though, that person, unbeknownst to the panting, perspiring lawyer, had been seated in the very ward he had so recently vacated. He’d hardly noticed the pale elfin-faced, slightly-built girl with her tawny hair side parted in a boyish pixy-cut style and her green-striped pyjamas swamping her petite girlish frame.

				Those baggy pyjamas have been slipped off her now though. She is at this very instant seated on the side of her hospital bed, patiently waiting while her nurse tightens and buckles the leg braces she wears on both legs.

				Such ugly metallic callipers, these - unnecessarily obtrusive one might think in this day and age - secured with leather straps and bands from ankle to thigh. A dainty right foot is guided into an ungainly orthopaedic shoe and the laces tied off, and then the other foot - one shoe’s sole having been deliberately built up higher than the other. Five straps are adjusted securing the leather pad over each knee; two wide brown leather straps are tightened around each shapely thigh, one buckled around each calf and a smaller one fastened around each slim, trim ankle.

				Once snugly buckled, chunky padlocks are slipped one by one in the ‘D’ shackles locking off each leather strap and canvas binding in turn, the primly uniformed nurse working systematically from the ankles to the thighs. A ratcheted drop lock joint at the knee seals her daily fate on lurching to her feet, the straps and metal rods of her leg braces and ugly uneven orthopaedic shoes forcing an excruciatingly pronounced and cruelly humiliating stiffened limp.

				Yet it is the girl’s humiliation and the continual humbling of her spirit that this is really all about. There is nothing physically wrong with this girl, its all about the domination of the will and the manipulation of the mind. And right at this moment in time she is the only one present in this particular building who has any inkling at all of the singular form such treatment would be taking for one Susan Stringer. After all, together with two others, Meredith Hewson had until relatively recently been under the same strict governance... But therein lays a different tale - one that must wait for another time.
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