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Chapter 1 - Saturday, 2 December 1922
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Jessica Harper accepted the cup and saucer Charlie Foster offered her, trying hard not to notice he was naked beneath the maroon silk dressing gown.

'I'm really so glad you dropped in,' said Charlie, sliding a cigarette into a long ebony holder. 'Do have a cream cake. It's been awfully quiet this week. Alice has been putting the finishing touches to the new costumes for the pantomime at the Grand. He rolled his eyes heavenwards. 'Puss in Boots, for God's sake.' He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. 'No matinee performance for me today, so we're all right until about six, then I really must dash. But do feel free to stay as long as you like. Alice shouldn't be very long. Let me tell you all the gossip. Did she tell you I'm playing Buttons this year? At the Empire, no less. Well...'

Jessica herself settled back into the armchair. The cramped sitting room was warm and dark. Outside the arc of lamplight there might well be complete chaos, but Charlie, ever mindful of the effects of good lighting and with a natural desire to be centre stage, had artfully arranged the shades to light him to the best advantage. While Jessica sat in shadow, he was bathed in a soft golden glow which picked out his perfectly chiselled cheekbones and tumble of white-gold curls.

Arranged around Jessica's feet were bags and boxes of Christmas shopping. She hadn't really called in to Alice's flat to talk, just catch her breath and ease off her tight, damp shoes for a while before catching the train back home.

Across the low table, Charlie Foster was already in full flood, spinning an outrageous story about someone she had never heard of - acting out each character, mimicking their voices and mannerisms - while drawing pictures in the air with his long expressive fingers. It was impossible not to be mesmerised by the performance.

Jessica didn't hear the door to the flat open.

'Take no notice of him, Jess, it's all lies,' said a familiar voice.

Jessica turned round smiling, as her friend, Alice Fallon, struggled across the room carrying an unwieldy bolt of fabric. She looked frozen despite her exertions, manfully heaving the cloth onto a table just outside the lamp's arc of light.

Jessica was already on her feet, hurrying to help.

Alice waved her away, pulling off her hat and coat.

'Sorry I wasn't here when you arrived,' she said breathlessly. 'How did the shopping expedition go?' She peered at the evidence around Jessica's feet and grinned. 'No problems finding what you wanted, then?'

Jessica giggled and shook her head. 'No, I've had a lovely day out. Charlie was just—'

Alice sniffed, eyes travelling up over Charlie Foster's long muscular legs.

'Posing for you.' She pulled a face, and stared with resignation at the beautiful young man arranged on the chaise longue.

'I told you Jessie was going to drop in,' she said flatly. 'You might have made the effort to get dressed.'

Charlie shrugged. 'I must have forgotten,' he said and sprung to his feet. 'I'm sure Jessica wasn't offended in the least by my deshabille. Were you, my dear?' Before Jessica could reply, he sauntered slowly towards the bedroom, the light glowing through his robe so that his muscular frame was picked out in stunning silhouette.

Alice frowned and turned up the lamps.

'You really shouldn't encourage him,' she said crossly to Jessica.

'I didn't, he was dressed like that when I arrived. He seems quite sweet.'

Alice refilled the teapot with hot water. 'He's got a good heart, but he really is the most awful tart.' She stretched, easing her shoulders back to relieve the muscles. 'I'm so glad you called in. What did you think of the suggestion in my letter?'

Jessica frowned. 'I'm not sure. I mean, I'm a school teacher, not a stage manager. Surely Charlie could help find you someone more suitable.'

Alice shook her head. 'That's just the point. He can't. Almost everyone we know is already in a show somewhere or a pantomime. Christmas is such a hectic time of the year, and the only time when there is more work than people looking for it. This is just a small revue thing, a dozen or so sketches and skits, a few songs. I thought you'd be perfect. You used to sing like an angel at school and were awfully good in all those dreadful school plays. And really, all I want is a glorified skivvy.'

Jessica smiled. 'Who else has said yes?'

Alice looked up, trying to think. 'Rupert and Bobby, the Haywood twins? You must remember them from the Christmas party at the Bellwoods? Bunty Redknap, Miranda - she's the latest little starlet on the block.' She pulled a little notebook out of her handbag. 'Lots of my old crowd, Tilly, Helen, Henry Foss. It should be great fun. My plan is to ship us all down there on the train, do the show, have a really super time and come home. Simple.'

Jessica stared at her. 'What about rehearsals?'

'Oh, come on, Jessica.' Alice groaned. 'A few well known songs and skits a monkey could memorise in an afternoon? We'll only be there for a few days. Rehearse Friday, big performance Saturday night. Sing for our supper again around the tree on Christmas Eve which is the Sunday, have a buckshee Christmas dinner on Monday as Jack's guests and then leave on Boxing Day after lunch. What could be simpler? It'll be great fun and you'll get paid as well. What more could a girl want?'

Charlie reappeared through the bedroom door, dressed in soft, cream-coloured jodhpurs and an open neck shirt. The outfit was complimented by a flamboyant brocade waistcoat and high patent leather boots.

Alice looked up in disapproval. 'He is never off stage,' she said in a low hiss. 'Give him a new face and he is determined we should all have to suffer his performances. He'd tap dance under the street lamp if you'd let him.'

Charlie feigned insult. 'Bitch,' he hissed.

Alice got up. 'I'll just see if I can find the letter from Jack.' Anxious not to be left sitting eye to eye with Charlie, Jessica got to her feet and began to look distractedly at the piles of papers and books. Every surface seemed to be covered - there were books, handbills, paper patterns, magazines, newspapers, sketches and scripts mingled with empty bottles, folds of fabric and twists of lace. Here and there, piles had fallen over and settled in precariously balanced landslides.

While Alice rifled through the debris on a bureau, Jessica tried to avoid eye contact with Charlie, who had uncurled himself onto the sofa. His jodhpurs were very tight, revealing every unnerving plain and curve of his body. Looking up, she blushed furiously - he was watching her every move. His hand lingered casually in his groin, a long finger delicately stroking his muscular thighs.

Jessica's colour intensified. She swung back to look at the pile immediately in front of her and instinctively picked up the first thing that came to hand - a handful of postcards. What she saw on them made her breath catch in her throat. She dropped them as if they were red hot. Alice, still sifting through the pile of letters, was oblivious.

Jessica stared at the cards in disbelief. She had never seen anything like it. A blonde masked woman was crouched on all fours on a dais. She was wearing a tail and whiskers so that she looked cat-like. In front of her a tall muscular man was... Jessica shivered.

Naked, the man was guiding his huge arching cock between the woman's pouting lips. Behind them, an equally impressive, shorter, more muscular man had his shaft buried to the hilt in the woman's compliant sex.

Jessica felt the heat rising in her belly. She found it almost impossible to tear her eyes away from the erotic tableau. Without looking, she guessed the other postcards showed more astonishing couplings. Casually, she picked up a magazine, intending to cover her discovery, when she realised with a breath-stopping certainty that the woman in the picture was her friend Alice Fallon and the man... Jessica glanced over her shoulder towards Charlie Foster.

He grinned, as if he knew exactly what it was she had found. He turned slightly in the lamplight so his face was caught in three-quarter profile, leaving her in no doubt that the cat-woman's extraordinarily well endowed companion was Charlie Foster.

Jessica took a deep, steadying breath.

'Have you found the letter yet, Alice?' she said in an uneven voice.

Alice snorted. 'No, just about everything else, though. Damn, damn, damn! I know that letter's here somewhere. The gist of it is that Jack Heally is throwing a Christmas bash for some friends and would like us to provide the entertainment.'

She snatched a sheet of paper off the pile and grinned triumphantly.

'Yes, here we are: "Dear Alice, long time no see," da-di-da-di "a Christmas house party at my place in Norfolk. I rather fancied a concert-party-style evening, a few rousing songs, silly sketches and maybe we could round the evening off with a few carols around the old piano? I realise it's terribly short notice but I was rather hoping that you could see your way clear to arranging it. Of course, it goes without saying, it's all expenses paid, all found, and the usual going rate for your poverty-stricken theatrical cronies. I look forward to hearing from you. With all best wishes, Jack.'"

Alice looked up, smiling. 'It will be terrific fun. Jack Heally is a really charming chap. He served with my brother in the war. Presumably your ma and pa are still in America?'

Before Jessica could do anything more than nod, Alice continued, 'Well, in that case you just have to say yes. Anything's got to be better than spending Christmas with your godmother in Crewe or wherever it is the ghastly woman lives. Term finishes soon, doesn't it?'

'I wave goodbye to the last of the young ladies of St Winifred's Academy on the fifteenth. They won't darken our doors again until mid-January. Actually, the headmaster and his wife have already invited me to spend Christmas with them this year. My little flat tucked up under the eaves is very cosy.'

Alice sighed and lit a cigarette. 'I really can't imagine you as a house mistress, Jess. You're not the school ma'am type at all. Why don't you come down to Norfolk with us? It'll be a hoot.' She glanced fleetingly at Charlie, who was flicking through a magazine. 'Our egocentric little friend here is in panto so it will be you and me together. Just like the good old days at St Faith's. I really could do with your help, darling. A friendly face and a safe pair of hands to help keep everyone else in order - and Jack Heally is a superb host.'

Jessica held up her hands in mock surrender. 'Stop it, stop it. I can feel myself being railroaded into this.'

Alice grinned. 'Is it that obvious? I really wouldn't ask if I didn't need you, Jessica. Do say you'll come.'

Jessica, surreptitiously sliding a newspaper over the pile of erotic postcards, laughed.

'All right, you win. You've persuaded me. When do we leave?'

'I'll send Jack a telegram tomorrow and get him to confirm all the details.' Alice smiled broadly. 'You'll love this, Jessie, it's going to be so much fun.'

––––––––
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JACK HEALLY REINED the chestnut gelding back, slowing its pace so that it was set up for the last brush fence. He barely had to encourage it on - ears pricked, the animal knew exactly what was expected. Jack sensed the tension in the horse's body, feeling its anticipation. He made a soft noise of encouragement in the back of his throat and instantly the horse exploded forward, unleashed like a shimmering, flame-red arrow at the huge fence.

Gauging the distance perfectly, man and animal took off, stretching outward and upwards, smoothly, seamlessly, in a stunning arc, clearing the jump with at least eighteen inches to spare beneath the horse's tight muscular belly.

Jack smiled and turned the horse sharply to accept the flurry of appreciative applause from Lady Felicia Gudgeon, her husband, George, and a handful of their friends.

'Splendid. Bravo,' Felicia said loudly, hurrying across the paddock towards horse and rider. 'I'm surprised you can bear to part with him, Jack. He is a truly magnificent animal. All those stunning jumps and barely sweated up.'

As she approached, lifting her hands to rub the horse's neck, she looked up into Jack Heally's dark, handsome face. Her tone dropped to a conspiratorial purr.

'Are you satisfied now George is here to watch us together? Does it excite you to see me with him?' She paused, eyes sparkling with mischief. 'He made love to me this morning. He is so rough. I can still feel his body pressing me down onto the mattress. That great fat belly of his rubbing against mine, wet lips closed around my nipples, cock rammed home.'

Jack doffed his cap. 'I thought you'd appreciate a good sturdy mount, ma'am,' he said in a clearly audible voice, his handsome features impassive.

Lady Felicia Gudgeon lifted an eyebrow. 'George leaves for London this evening,' she whispered. 'I'll be free for dinner.'

Jack nodded and then waved towards the small group of onlookers.

'George,' he called cheerfully. 'How are you this morning? Have you thought any more about my invitation to join me up at Malestone for Christmas?'

Lord George Gudgeon, red faced, and leaning heavily on a cane, lifted a hand in salute.

'Morning, old chap. Impressive piece of horsemanship.' The brisk wind had lifted the colour in the old man's cheeks so that they seemed to be almost purple. 'Ask my good lady about Christmas,' he continued, indicating Felicia. 'She makes all our social arrangements.' He nodded towards the gelding. 'And buys all our best horse flesh, too. What do you think, m'dear?'

Lady Felicia turned, smiling artfully. 'What about, George darling? Jack's invitation or the gelding?'

George snorted good naturedly. 'Both, damn you, woman. Make up your mind. Too dashed cold to be standing around out here. A chap could get set.' He grimaced, obviously in some pain. He glanced over his shoulder at his companions. They were weekend guests, up from London, and were quite obviously bored stiff and frozen to the marrow.

Jack Heally waved his groom over and gracefully dismounted, passing the reins to his man.

'Forgive me. Didn't mean to keep you all standing around so long, George. Why don't we go back to the house and talk about this over a brandy? I've asked cook to lay on some lunch for us.'

George sniffed and then nodded. 'We've got the cars parked in the chase. Would you like a lift?'

Before Jack could reply, Felicia shook her head. 'Jack's going to walk back, aren't you? Let the horse cool off.' Behind them, the groom had already slipped off the beast's saddle and thrown a blanket over it.

Jack reclaimed the reins while Felicia continued, 'I shall walk with him, if you don't mind, darling. Try and beat him down on the price. Use all my womanly wiles to get his best offer.'

George snorted. 'Women, eh?' he said, to no one in particular, and limped slowly back towards his car, followed by his house guests.

They were barely out of sight when Felicia stretched up on tiptoe to kiss Jack on the cheek. Her breath was warm on his face - a scintillating caress that was both exciting and at the same time totally infuriating.

'For God's sake, Felicia,' he snapped. 'Do you want us to get caught?'

She pulled a face and slipped her arm through his. A stray tendril of blonde hair had crept out from under her cossack bonnet, adding a certain winsome vulnerability to her small, perfect features.

She crept closer still. 'Sometimes,' she said in a whisper. 'But then I very quickly remind myself of all George's lovely, lovely money, his title, Tideacre Hall, the London house, that sweet little estate he has in Scotland, the chalet near Geneva, and the way he loves me so very much. It would be a terrible shame to give up all those wonderful, wonderful things for a rogue like you.'

Jack grinned and shook his head. 'You really are a black-hearted whore,' he said, with more than a hint of admiration.

Felicia Gudgeon peeked coquettishly at him over her shoulder. 'Oh, how good of you to notice,' she said softly. 'It would be a dreadful shame to have worked so hard at it all this time, only to fall in the final furlong. Now, do you think we have time to make love on the way back? Or shall I call on you this evening after George and all those tiresome friends of his have left?'

Jack sighed. 'Are you coming to stay at Malestone House for Christmas?' he said softly.

Felicia ran the tip of her tongue provocatively around her lips. 'Perhaps. It rather depends on what you have in mind for me. For Christmas and tonight—'

Jack sprung forward and grabbed her, making her squeal with a mixture of surprise and delight. His hands tore furiously at the fastenings of her coat, seeking out the swell of her heavy breasts. As the buttons gave way, he felt the compelling warmth of her body, suffused with a heady mix of perfume and the musky scent of her sex. She shivered as he jerked her closer, pressing his lips to hers. Under his palms, her nipples contracted instantly, making him almost breathless with desire.

Behind them the horse whinnied nervously. Jack's eyes darkened.

'What makes you think I'm going to wait until tonight?' he said thickly. Dragging her skirt up over her stocking tops, one hand tugged at the waistband of her knickers. His fingers locked in the thin fabric, ripping the material down over her voluptuous hips, exposing her soft pink quim to the bitter winter wind.

She shivered, her excited kisses encouraging him on. Her sex was fringed by a corona of golden hair - a holy grail of pure delight. He ran an appreciative hand over her rounded belly, parting the lips of her sex, stunned as always by the intense heat that glowed within.

As his fingers worked deeper, he heard a noise behind him and half turned, catching a fleeting impression of his groom, hidden amongst the trees that ringed the bottom paddock.

He grinned. 'Don't skulk there, old man. Come and help me with this bloody filly. Can't you see I've got my hands full?'

The man hesitated.

'I said come here,' Jack said briskly, stepping to one side to reveal his blonde companion.

The groom lumbered eagerly across the frosted grass. His eyes worked their way across Felicia's exposed body with an expression akin to hunger. Though her refined features were ashen, Jack could feel Felicia's pulse quickening under his fingertips.

'What d'you want me t'do, sir?' said the man, licking his lips.

Jack handed him the reins of the gelding. 'First tie this fellow up, then I thought I'd hold this pretty little filly still whilst you mount up.'

Felicia flushed crimson. 'Jack!' she protested.

Jack Heally tightened his hold on her wrists.

'Don't worry,' he said with a smile, pressing his lips to hers, 'my man here is an expert at dealing with spirited rides. I had him brought over especially from Ireland, he's a natural jockey.'

He saw Felicia swallowing hard, her eyes reduced to dark pin pricks, alight with expectation.

'You bastard. Do you promise you'll come and see me this evening?' she said thickly, looking the groom up and down.

Jack nodded. Gently, he turned Felicia in his arms, lifting her skirt with one hand while the other cupped her ample breasts, teasing and nipping at the ripe, hard peaks.

She groaned, writhing and pressing her buttocks back into Jack's groin as if relishing in her exposure. The swarthy groom closed on her, moving towards them with slow determination. He unbuttoned his fly with one callused hand, opening her sex with the other.

Jack glanced down, admiring the stature of his servant, who cradled his great manly cock like a rifle primed and ready.

In his arms Felicia gasped, as without prelude, the man lunged into her. His huge hands grabbed frantically at her rounded backside, dragging her closer and closer. Jack eased his grip so that the man could take more of the shapely blonde's weight, then slowly worked his fingers lower, down towards the warm inviting folds of Felicia's quim. He was almost pinned by the body of his groom. He waited until he could read the rhythm, sliding lower and lower with each earth-shattering thrust, until he could finally stroke the junction where their two bodies joined.

Lady Felicia's delicate little sex oozed excitement, fragrant juices trickling out, as it opened and closed like a hungry mouth around the meaty shaft of her swarthy rider. Jack shivered with delight as her pleasure dripped out onto his fingers.

He closed his eyes, concentrating on the sounds and the smells and the raw sensual heat between the three of them. He had no great desire to see his groom's unshaven face, contorted in a grimace of sheer ecstasy no more than a foot away from his. Standing so close, Jack could smell the heavy scent of the stable yard mixed with tobacco and cheap Irish whisky.

He felt the man strain and surge forward again and again, each thrust like a hammer blow. Jack could sense Felicia fighting her way towards release. Her breath came in shuddering angry snorts, whilst her body contorted. She thrust her hips forward to seek out the bruising touch of her lover's body.

Jack slid his finger down over the hood of her clitoris. The lightest pressure was enough. Felicia let out a long wail of delight, thrusting wildly, while the groom, caught unawares, hurried to catch her up on the final chase. They bucked, they twisted, all three caught up in the last frantic thrashing of release.

Suddenly, it was over. Felicia clumped back onto Jack, breathless, sweat running over the swell of her little heaving belly. The groom slithered out of her quim, all spent, and dropped onto his hands and knees.

Only Jack Heally remained standing.

His excitement still brewed, glowing like a red coal low in his belly. The ache in his cock was almost more than he could bear, but even now he did not intend to spoil the pleasure by being in too much of a hurry.

He looked first at his groom. The man was struggling to catch his breath. He had thick slack lips. There was a trickle of saliva clinging to his unshaven chin. For an instant, Jack imagined slipping his raging shaft into that rancid mouth with its tobacco stained teeth and long serpentine tongue.

In his arms, Lady Felicia wriggled. Her lips were sugar pink. Her mouth, like her sex, was warm and fragrant and delicate as a summer rose. He smiled and gently turned her again in his arms, this time guiding her onto her knees.

She looked up at him.

'What about George? Won't we be awfully late for lunch?' she said, as he guided her fingers to his straining fly. 'We'll tell him one of the horses broke out.'

Felicia giggled and almost before he had finished the sentence, she had him in her mouth, sucking him deep. Her quicksilver tongue worked up and down, aided and abetted by cunning, knowing fingers that set a heady counter rhythm.

'Will you accept my invitation to spend Christmas at Malestone House?' he snorted between excited breaths.

She looked up at him, her eyes now returned to their normal mischievous blue. She trailed her tongue to the end of his shaft, running the very tip beneath his foreskin.

'It's terribly rude to talk with your mouth full,' she said, lapping at the scarlet glans.

Jack shuddered. When he looked down, he realised he could still see the pink wind-nipped cheeks of her backside peeping out provocatively from under her coat.

'Will you say yes?' he gasped.

Felicia giggled again, the laughter vibrating along the length of his cock. It was enough, tipping him into a stunning climax, a great wave of pleasure that drowned out all other thoughts. When he looked down again, Felicia was licking her lips, swallowing down every last drop of his salty offering.

She got to her feet with exaggerated dignity, rearranged her dress, patting her coat, tidying her hair. She appeared not to notice the torn remains of her silk panties lying amongst the trampled grass.

'George and I would be absolutely delighted to accept your invitation,' she said, in her most cultured voice.

Jack offered her his hand. 'Good show,' he said evenly. He signalled to the groom. 'Take the horse up to the house. Lady Felicia and I are going to take the short-cut through Hall Wood.'

The man touched his cap. 'Right you are, sir.'
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Chapter 2 - Monday, 18 December
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Jessica Harper glanced up and down the railway platform as she struggled to drag her suitcase off the train. She slammed the carriage door shut. Surely there had to be a porter somewhere? Steam billowed out from under the bellies of the carriages. A flurry of snow blew along the darkened platform. Close by she heard the whistle blow. The stationmaster, she thought with relief. He was standing at the far end of the platform waving the train off. Perhaps he'd be able to help her.

Slowly, the train pulled out of the station, leaving a miasma of fire and brimstone in its wake. The hiss of the great pistons working sounded like a dragon taking a breath. Jessica tugged her hat straight and, abandoning her luggage, hurried towards the station master's office.

'Good evening.'

A rotund man, rolling up a green flag, peered at her from behind wire-framed glasses.

'Is there a porter?'

The man sniffed. 'No, I'm afraid there isn't, Miss. He won't be back till tomorrow morning.' He screwed up his face, as if struggling to focus. 'We usually only get mail on the late train.' He nodded towards a stout canvas sack resting against the door of his office. 'Sometimes we get two bags but we don't usually have no people. Not on a weekday night.'

Jessica wondered if perhaps she had ended up in the wrong place by mistake. She squared her shoulders and extended a hand.

'Jessica Harper,' she said briskly. 'I wonder if I might use your telephone? Miss Alice Fallon said she would arrange to pick me up. She's staying at Malestone House. It looks as if she may have forgotten I was coming.'

The stationmaster hadn't moved. 'Alice Fallon?' he said, eyes narrowing.

'Alice Fallon,' she repeated.

The man grinned and began to pump her hand enthusiastically.

'Well, I'll be blowed. You must be one of them theatricals, then? The rest of them came down on the six-thirty. Miss Fallon used to live round here, you know. Up at the Old Rectory.' As he spoke, he guided Jessica into the warmth and comfort of his office. A fire burned in the stove, a black kettle was boiling on the hot plate. He indicated his desk.

'Feel free to use the telephone, Miss. Would you like a cup of tea while you're waiting?'

Jessica smiled. 'How far away is Malestone House?'

The man pulled a face. 'Not far by car, shouldn't take them too long to come out and fetch you. There's plenty of time for a cup of tea though, if you'd like one.'

––––––––
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NEARLY AN HOUR LATER, Jessica was heading out towards Malestone House with Alice Fallon at the wheel. Alice crashed the car down a gear and pulled her face into an exaggerated grimace. Something under the bonnet complained, as she swung the little roadster wildly around the next bend. The headlights, reflecting the frost in the trees along the lane, made the leaves glitter like opals.

'I thought you'd chickened out,' Alice called above the sound of the engine. 'Everyone else has already arrived.'

Jessica snorted. 'If I remember, you said we'd rehearse Friday, big performance Saturday night. Sing for our supper again on Christmas Eve. Have Christmas dinner on Monday as Jack Heally's guests. Leave Boxing Day after lunch.' She looked across at her friend. 'Today is Monday, if you hadn't noticed.'

Alice shrugged. 'Sorry, darling. Change of plan. I wasn't sure that you'd got my telegram. I knew school had broken up. I didn't think it would be a problem.'

The car complained bitterly as Alice braked hard. With more determination than skill, she whipped the steering wheel round and drove between a set of ornate gates.

'Everyone else is settling in with a late supper and a sherry or two. People have been turning up all day. Most arrived on the teatime train. The twins drove down. This is Bunty Redknap's new roadster.' She gave the horn a friendly toot-toot. 'Rather smart, don't you think? He said I could borrow it if I drove carefully.' She glanced over towards Jessica. 'So, if he asks, you must say we crept home at a snail's pace. Right?'

Jessica nodded and stared out of the windscreen. She had forgotten how isolated the north Norfolk coast was. In the distance she could just make out the glittering inky black sea between the trees.

The London train had travelled from Cambridge on a steep embankment far above the fenland, out past King's Lynn towards Hunstanton. The stop closest to Malestone, Beachhill, was between the two; a remote rural halt set amongst heavy pine woodland.

Jessica peered out of the windscreen. There didn't seem to be a light or a house anywhere. Above them, the moon broke through the clouds. A tiny sliver of silver, the newest of new moons, it looked like a winking eye against a velvet black sky.

Alice grinned and pointed. 'Turn your money over, Jess, makes it grow. Isn't that what they say?' She paused. 'Good to be back?'

'I'm not sure yet. It seems like an age since I was in Norfolk.'

Alice threw back her head and giggled. 'That's because it is, you pickle. Look, there's Malestone.' As the car took another dramatic turn through the pines, she pointed into the night.

In the far distance, Jessica could just pick out a cluster of lights.

'Malestone House. Have you been here before? I couldn't remember,' said Alice.

'No, and I haven't met Jack Heally either. Remember that when you start waxing lyrical about the good old days.'

Alice snorted. 'Really? I'm surprised. I thought we all used to come here when...' She stopped, silence falling. Thinking would take them both back to the people they had lost in the Great War. It was still too painful, too close.

Jessica reached out and touched Alice's hand, before saying cheerfully. 'I just wanted to remind you - don't forget to introduce me.'

Alice pulled a face. 'As if I would.'

The little roadster cut up a plume of gravel as Alice jerked the brake on, stopping the car right outside the main door of Malestone House. Jessica climbed out stiffly, stretching, relieved to finally be at her destination. She peered into the gloom, trying to pick out details of what was a very large country house. It was difficult to get any real impression of it in the darkness. Here and there lights glittered through the windows.

Alice clambered out, peeling off her driving gloves. 'Leave your suitcase, the servants will take care of it. Let's get inside and get warm. I bet you're dying for a drink, aren't you?'

Jessica nodded, hoping that Alice meant a pot of tea, but doubting it.

The main hall was huge, dotted with gas lamps but not quite enough to dispel the shadows. Jessica took a few seconds to get her bearings, while the footman helped them with their coats. The ceiling was high, the lights barely piercing the gloom above them. The vast expanse of floor was covered with black and white tiles, while the centre of the hall was dominated by a large staircase that led up to a galleried landing. Around an inglenook fireplace in the far wall sat a group of people, cradling glasses.

Their jovial conversation faded as Alice and Jessica came in. Everyone looked up at the new arrivals. Alice waved as the men got politely to their feet to welcome them. Jessica coloured under their undisguised interest. She had bought a new navy blue suit to travel in, which fitted like a glove over her slim frame. She had been afraid of looking dull by comparison to Alice's actor friends - obviously the new outfit had worked.

Alice grinned at the man nearest to them. 'Stop staring, Bunty, and get us both a brandy. God, it's freezing out there.' She handed him her driving gloves. 'And don't worry, your precious little baby car is fine. It went like a dream.'

She guided Jessica closer to the fire. 'This is Jessica Harper, an old friend of mine. I'm sure most of you have met.' She peered into the shadows. 'Where's Jack gone to now?'

Bunty snorted. 'Gone off to do something businesslike in the study. He said he'd be down again in a little while.' He smiled at Jessica, extending a chubby, pale pink hand. 'I'm delighted to meet you, my dear.'

Beside him, Alice rolled her eyes heavenwards.

'Work, work, work,' she said. 'I'll just nip upstairs and find Jack. Bunty, will you do the honours?'

The plump man smiled at Jessica. 'Didn't we meet at the midsummer ball in Cambridge?'

Jessica was about to shake her head, when Bunty's limp, damp hand engulfed hers. She suppressed a shiver, forcing a smile.

Bunty poured a brandy and handed it to Jessica.

'Now,' he said, 'let's introduce you to everyone. You were at school with Alice, weren't you?'

Jessica nodded, keenly aware that everyone in the room was still watching her.

'That's right, seems an awfully long time ago now though,' she laughed.

'Oh, not so long, I'm sure,' said Bunty with exaggerated politeness. 'Now, this is Johnny Fellowes, and this...' Jessica made her way round the small group, nodding and shaking hands, exchanging social niceties. There were more than a dozen or so people in the hall. Some of the faces were familiar but other than Alice Fallon, Jessica realised that she didn't really know anyone well. There was something else; a little tension in the air between them all. It was something just below the surface, an unidentifiable flutter of expectation that tightened her stomach.

As Bunty introduced her to everyone, she struggled to try and work out what it was that was making her feel so uneasy. She'd been in the company of strangers before. As she sipped her brandy, one of the girls uncurled herself from the sofa.

'Is someone going to wind up the gramophone or play the piano or something? Bunty, come along, darling. Stop playing meine host and get something organised before we all die of boredom.'

Jessica stared at her in astonishment. The girl was tall and blonde, with long, long legs which were exposed to mid-thigh through the split sides of her silky sheath dress. She just had to be a dancer, Jessica thought.

Despite the weather outside, the girl's dress was so thin that it was practically transparent. Barely more than a chemise, it revealed every curve of her voluptuous body. She looked pointedly at Bunty, her plump nipples pressed against the bodice of her frock like bugle beads.

Bunty snorted. 'Miranda, darling, how very remiss of me. I'd forgotten you have the attention span of a maggot. I thought you'd enjoy all the gossiping. We've been catching up with everyone's news,' he whispered, as an aside to Jessica, who was still staring at the tall slim blonde.

Across the room, Miranda mimed a very theatrical yawn. One of the young men close to the fire, who was in the middle of a hand of cards with the man opposite him, grinned broadly.

'Oh, come on, Bunty, you know what Miranda's like. Unless we're talking about her she's not in the least bit interested.'

Everyone, except Jessica and the scantily clad blonde, whooped and giggled with delight. Jessica wondered fleetingly if Alice might have invited her to Malestone to keep order. The theatrical troupe reminded her of a classroom full of naughty children.

Miranda pouted. Beside her, one of the men leaned forward and slid his hand up over her slim muscular legs.

'Don't sulk, darling,' he said in an undertone. 'I'm sure Bunty will organise some music for us, won't you, Bunty?'

Bunty raised his soft pink hands to quieten them all. 'I'll see what I can do. Jack will be back in just a few minutes. I'll have a word with him.'

Jessica felt her colour rising, as Miranda's companion slid his hand higher still. The blonde, without any shred of self-consciousness, threw back her head and shivered with sheer delight.

Blushing furiously, Jessica turned to Bunty. 'I was wondering about my room? I'd really like to go and freshen up.'

Bunty nodded. 'Oh, I'm so sorry, of course. I'll ring for the footman; I'm not exactly sure where Alice has got to.'

Across the room, Miranda had plonked herself into the lap of the man stroking her legs. His hand was now out of sight under the silky sheath. No one else seemed to be in the least bit embarrassed by Miranda's outrageous behaviour. Her companion tipped his face close to hers, pressing a wet eager kiss to her pouting lips. The blonde giggled, moving her shoulders so her pert breasts brushed the man's shirt.

Stunned, Jessica looked away.

From the shadows a man in uniform appeared.

'Miss Harper would like to be shown to her room,' said Bunty.

The uniformed man nodded. 'If you'd like to follow me, Miss.'

Gratefully, Jessica fell into step behind him and climbed the impressive staircase up into the body of the house.

Her bedroom, tucked away in one of the passageways off the main corridor, was quite small, but comfortably furnished. Jessica's suitcase had already been unpacked, clothes neatly folded and hung, all tidied away in the wardrobe and dresser.

A fire glowed in the grate. A comfortable chair and a side table had been pulled up beside the hearth. Jessica slipped off her shoes and looked around. The bed with its heavy silk counterpane looked very tempting. It felt as if she had been travelling all day.

The footman hesitated in the doorway.

'The bathroom is across the hall, Miss. I wondered whether you might like a supper tray? I'm afraid it will only be sandwiches and a pot of tea.'

Jessica nodded gratefully. 'That would be wonderful, thank you.'

When the man had gone, Jessica stared into the mirror above the washstand and tidied her sleek dark bob. Coming to Malestone House really hadn't been a very good idea. She had barely seen Alice Fallon in years. They'd kept in touch by letter, exchanged cards at Christmas and she had visited Alice when she was in London, which wasn't very often. They could hardly be described as close friends after all this time. Jessica ran a finger over her lips, smoothing the touch of lipstick she was wearing.

She felt tired; maybe going to bed early wasn't such a bad idea.

The invitation to come to Malestone had come out of the blue. Jessica wasn't all together sure now why she had accepted it. She smiled wryly at her reflection - a little bit of envy perhaps?

Alice's life in London always sounded so glamorous in her letters. All those first nights and theatrical parties, mixing with a bevy of famous names. Life as house mistress of St Winifred's school for young ladies sounded very dull by comparison.

Jessica made up her mind. She would stay the night, make her apologies and leave first thing in the morning. What on earth had Alice been thinking of inviting her in the first place? She shuddered, thinking fleetingly about the postcards she had seen in Alice's flat, and the man downstairs caressing Miranda's sleek thigh.

Jessica slipped off her jacket and unbuttoned the neck of her blouse before stretching out in the armchair. A few minutes later the footman returned with a tray.

She felt better after she had eaten. There was still plenty of time to get back to her rooms at the school and accept the invitation to have Christmas dinner with the headmaster and his wife.

Jessica glanced at her watch. She'd get up early and ring for a cab to pick her up. No need to disturb anyone else, although she was certain Bunty Redknap would take her to the station if she asked. Perhaps she ought to let Alice know about her plans.

Slipping on her shoes, Jessica tiptoed back out onto the landing. Downstairs she could hear the sound of music playing and voices raised in laughter. They really wouldn't miss her if she slipped off to bed now. She glanced over the ornate banisters into the circle of light below, where people were dancing, Miranda and her beau amongst them. The expression on Miranda's uptilted face and the way her sinuous body snaked against her partner made Jessica's mind up for her. She wouldn't go back downstairs, she didn't really want to socialise with people who thought Miranda's scandalous behaviour acceptable.

She strained to try and pick out Alice's voice amongst the mêlée - perhaps she was still with their host, Jack Heally. Not that it really mattered.

As Jessica turned to go back to the bedroom she heard a soft desperate sound close by. It was an enticing murmur, so compelling it stopped her in her tracks. And again, louder now, a shuddering electric sound that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Across the hallway, one of the doors stood slightly ajar. Even though she knew she was eavesdropping, Jessica couldn't resist the temptation to peek inside. Instinctively, she already knew what she would find.

In the soft glow of a table lamp a man was making love to a slim redheaded girl. She was stretched out across his desk, naked, her legs wrapped tightly around her lover's waist as he plunged deep inside her. She mewled again, arching up to engulf him.

His shirt was open, revealing a dark hairy chest, breathtakingly muscular, gilded here and there with glittering diamonds of sweat.

His fingers moved constantly between the girl's legs, seeking out the soft moist folds and that tiny sensitive peak that would bring his lover to a stunning climax. The girl moaned, revelling in her exposure, lifting herself again and again for her lover's caresses.

Jessica felt the heat rising in her belly. She was torn between stunned curiosity and shock. She knew she ought to turn away but her legs refused to obey her. She swallowed hard, feeling dizzy, stretching out a hand to steady herself against the door frame.

The tiny movement was enough to announce her presence. The man looked up, his face alight with pure animal pleasure. There was no doubting that he had seen her. He smiled, capturing Jessica with his eyes. His hands circled the redhead's heavy creamy breasts, fingers working at the scarlet-tipped peaks. He smeared the juices from her sex across her nipples, making her writhe with delight.

Jessica blushed crimson as his eyes held hers, then gasped as he bent down, lapping and sucking at the pert orbs. When he looked up again, he licked his lips, his expression holding a tantalising invitation.

The girl beneath him shuddered and for an instant Jessica felt her own breasts ache in response to his expert touch. Still holding her gaze, he changed pace, hips grinding more slowly against the prone girl's eager body.

Jessica felt as if she was struggling to breathe. The redhead arched upward against her lover and instantly Jessica felt her whole body respond. She closed her eyes, imagining that she was on the desk, her sex hungrily accepting the man's throbbing cock. The girl let out another excited tortured sob.

Head spinning, Jessica tore herself away and ran along the corridor to her bedroom, slamming the door shut behind her, trying to close out the sounds of the final desperate gasps of the redhead as her body convulsed with waves of pleasure.

Jessica stood with her back to the door, arms spread wide as if to hold it shut. She had to leave. Her head throbbed. She could feel the expectation glowing in the soft wet depths of her sex. Her body ached for a lover's touch, for the delight of feeling a man buried to the hilt inside her. At the same time she was angry with herself for looking into the room.

What would the man think of her? She blushed - what a ridiculous thought, if anyone should be embarrassed it ought to be him, not her. What did it matter what he thought? But she knew by his expression that far from being unhappy about her watching, he had revelled in her voyeurism. Perhaps, she realised, he had left the door open so that he would be discovered.

Never mind, she would be gone tomorrow. Just as she felt the tension ease, someone knocked on the door behind her. It was all she could do to suppress a shriek of panic.
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