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Chapter 1
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A New Beginning

––––––––
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I REMEMBER THAT MARION felt it should be she that went up to papa after supper.

'After all,' she said, 'I am the eldest, and responsible for keeping house. It is not as though papa's complaint is of some specific fault, the onus for which we could decide between the three of us, but a declaration that an example should be made to ensure a devout attention to our duties in future.'

'But Marion,' exclaimed Charlotte; the middle sister at twenty-four, three years younger than Marion and four years older than myself, and very tender towards us both, 'your buttocks were well thrashed only two days past. I dare say you are still sore in your drawers, he beat you so.'

'Charlotte, I blush to hear you speak thus,' Marion replied. 'In any case, we do not customarily display the results of our corrections, and you would not have been aware of the state of mine, if you had not slipped into my room when my mind was on other things.'

'That I can well imagine,' Charlotte said, 'since you were lying across your bed with your skirts up, and your drawers down to cool your burning bottom. I only came in because papa had spent so long over you, and Annabel and I were worried for you.'

'I know, and I am grateful for your concern, and it was a great help that you could staunch the bleeding for me with cold compresses. Papa's rod is sometimes hard to bear.'

'All the more reason why one of us should go up this evening,' I put in. 'Your bottom is not yet recovered enough to receive it again.'

'I shall come to no harm,' Marion replied. 'Has not papa assured us many times that providence, which made woman the weaker vessel and prone to give shelter to all manner of evil, also endowed her with the wherewithal to receive correction in full measure without risking injury to health? I will steel myself to do my duty, and attend papa's study at seven, as he requires.'

She paused momentarily. 'I would make one request of you though, my dear sisters. Perhaps you would be so good as to see that the supper things are properly cleared away, and the house secured for the night. I doubt not that, after my interview with papa, I would prefer to remain in my room, and seek to learn how best to profit from the lesson he will have taught me.'

After supper, which we took alone, papa preferring to have his brought to him on a tray, where he was preparing his sermon or other uplifting text, Marion kissed us both warmly, then gathered her skirts to ascend the stairs to papa's room, moving a little stiffly, for her bruises still troubled her.

She was a long while gone.

We heard just a trace of papa's loud rumble through the heavy oak door. He seemed to have considerable matter to impart. Then there came the faint snick we all dreaded so much. We remained in the kitchen, so did not catch them all, but it seemed a fearful count. Towards the end we heard several sharp cries accompanying the snicks, then Marion screamed, her cry answered by a bark from papa. The rhythm of the correction paused, them resumed. Another few beats and Marion screamed again. Our hearts stood still, our bellies quaked. Marion was very brave, but papa seemed to have penetrated her defences. In the silence that followed we waited to hear her leave the dreadful chamber, but the door stayed shut. After a few minutes we could hear, dimly but distinct through the heavy wood, a regular thump, punctuated by groans from our dear sister. Finally all was quiet.

Several minutes later we heard the door open and shut, and Marion's footsteps, dislocated as if she was limping or walking with stiff and parted legs, dragged across the landing to her room. We looked at each other but did not voice our unspoken thoughts. She had asked to be allowed to recover herself in private, meditating on her correction, and we would respect her wishes, and turned to clear the room and secure the house for the night, as we had promised her.

Marion did not, however, keep her room that night. You may imagine our astonishment when, a bare half-hour later, the door opened, and there was Marion, clinging to the frame. She shuffled across to us with an awkward gait, then, instead of joining us at the table, where we sat, dropped to her knees at the end of it, her bowed head on her arms. We jumped up and ran to her side, endeavouring to raise her and set her in a chair, but she resisted.

'No,' she said, her face lined with pain, 'let me be. Papa beat me most severely, and I cannot manage to sit.'

We urged her to let us assist her to her bed, but again she refused.

'Before he beat me, papa lectured me on the shortcomings of the household, and what he deemed should be done for the improvement of our souls, through the mortification of our bodies. He specifically desired me to acquaint you with the gist of his argument, though the details will have to await another occasion as, not only did he spend some time giving me examples of our shortcomings and what means we should adopt to correct them, but he made it quite clear that these were but by way of example, and that he would be expanding and expounding his thesis continuously.'

My heart sank and my knees trembled at this dire news. Our father had brought us up to fear God, and more particularly, God's surrogate on earth, himself as head of the family. I should perhaps explain at this point that, though we called him papa, and treated him in all respects as if he had indeed been our progenitor, this was by way of a courtesy title, albeit one so engrained in us that we never considered it. He was not in fact a blood relative, being the husband of our late mother's childhood friend, who had accompanied our parents on their ill-fated trip to Paris and perished with them when the packet to Dover foundered in a gale. Her relict took us in, and we were cared for by his austere housekeeper, until Marion had reached an age when she could take over the duty, and relieve our benefactor of the expense. Since our parents' death in my infancy, we had known no other source of knowledge, guidance and discipline. There were not even servants in the vicarage since Marion attained the age of sixteen years and was put in charge of the housekeeping, with Charlotte and myself undertaking more and more domestic duties as we grew older.

We had of course, daily women from the village to do the rough work in laundry and scullery, and even assist with periodical major cleaning and refurbishment, but we were expressly forbidden to engage in any but the most necessary conversation with these women, who were, in any case, too hard-driven to be communicative, and returned to their homes as soon as their allotted tasks were done. We had, besides, a groom and a gardener, but neither lived in, and both were directly employed by papa, and we scarcely saw or spoke to either.

Our regime was already one of stern and biblical patriarchy, and, if this was judged too lax and in need of additional discipline, then our failings must be lamentable, and the necessary correction vigorous and searching, and Marion's brief digest of what our stern guardian proposed for us did not fall short, nor did we expect it to, for we knew he would never shrink from his duty to curb the evil which the bible, and the church, teach us is inherent in all women and, especially it seemed, in the women of his household.

When Marion had explained the impossibility of her sitting at table, Charlotte had run to fetch a cushion from the drawing room, and now she knelt on it as on a hassock, in the attitude of prayer, her elbows on the table but her head lifted so as to address us.

'It would seem,' she began, 'that our father is conscious of a certain undesirable element within the household, an evil effusion of the feminine. As he has so often taught us, the Holy Book, St Paul, the ancient Fathers of the Church from St. Augustine onward, are all agreed that we women are sinks of iniquity and vessels of unrighteousness. It is not enough that we try not to sin, hopeless though that task may be for our sex, but we must actively mortify our flesh and discipline our minds, so that our feminine emanations do not disturb the meditations and prayers of a man of God, such as he.

'Naturally, he intends to help us all he can by increasing the frequency and severity of the corporal corrections to which we are subject, in the hope that we might derive some benefit therefrom, as my flogging tonight was intended to demonstrate, but he feels that mere fustigation in itself will not be enough to enable us to drive down those dark forces within us, which are a snare for men, dragging them down into the pit of hell, for which we women are already irredeemably destined.'

'But what new disciplines must we be subjected to?' I cried. 'We already accept his every ordinance as befits dutiful daughters, conscious as we are of the obedience we owe our father, and all other members of the superior sex. How may we serve him further?'

'You are right, dearest Annabel,' my sister replied, 'we do owe him absolute obedience and, I believe, we make what poor effort we can to deliver it. But we are but poor weak women, prone to stray from the strait path of virtue at every turn, and we need to reinforce our resolve by submitting ourselves to a harsh discipline to rein in our naturally wayward ways, and teach us virtue. Papa is drawing up a comprehensive list of the penances and disciplines we must impose on ourselves and, when he graciously presents it to us we will receive it with gratitude, thanking him for his care on our behalf.

'At this time,' she continued, 'he has only vouchsafed to us his first suggestion for our spiritual health. He requires that we are to give up the sinful luxury of hot water for washing our bodies.'

'Does he intend that we should go unwashed then?' asked Charlotte, in amazement. 'I fear there would soon be very tangible feminine emanations, especially when our monthlies are on us.'

Charlotte was always the least proper of us, and Marion corrected her sharply.

'That smacks of frivolity, Charlotte, if not worse,' she said, 'and makes me even more convinced that father is right, and that we really do have need of a sterner regime than we have enjoyed heretofore. In answer to your question, however, it is his intention that, winter and summer, we should strip and wash under the pump in the stable yard, at first dawn, before the groom arrives to take up his duties, since it would be scandalous for a male to see us in a state of nature.' She sighed. 'Now I am truly tired, and my wounded rear is paining me. I will try and give you a better idea of papa's thinking on our behalf tomorrow but now I would be grateful if you would assist me to my room, for I fear I cannot walk unaided.'

We helped her to her room, and out of her clothes.

'Kneel and rest your head on your arms, Marion dear,' I said, and carefully eased down her drawers, over one knee at a time, telling her to stay in that position until I had applied a soothing salve. She was in some doubt, since she felt it might not be showing proper duty to do anything that might mitigate the pain that had been inflicted for her own good, but I persuaded her it was as much to promote healthy healing, so that she could submit to proper correction the sooner, and she seemed satisfied with this.

With her drawers off, the effect of this whipping could be clearly seen. Her buttocks were a mass of overlapping bruises, some blackened from her fustigation two days since. Others were fresh, the whole extending over the lower half of her hinds, from their fullest part down to the tops of her thighs, and blending into a mass on the underside of the right buttock. There were even angry welts on the tops of her thighs, and I could not avoid speculating whether it had been these unexpected and painful cuts that had driven the screams we had heard. I did not distress my poor sister further by enquiring into the matter at that time.

Kneeling on the bed as she was, head on her pillow, thrusting her broad but firm buttocks upwards and spreading them so that the dark divide between was opened to the viewer, I could see not only her feminine parts, but also that small wrinkled dimple adjacent. To my surprise, it was no longer small nor dimpled. It was swollen to several times its normal size, protruding distinctly above the surrounding flesh of the secret valley, and looking very red and inflamed. It would seem that it was not only the soreness of her thighs that caused her to walk so awkwardly, as if trying not to let those rear cheeks rub on the angry bud in between. Moreover, this pouting mouth, where her dimple had been, seemed to be slightly agape, and a thin trickle of some sticky substance descended from it onto the inside of one thigh. I did not like to mention this metamorphosis of her erstwhile rose, but let the warm cloth I was using to wash her buttocks slip into the cleft and cleanse her as gently as I could, but not without causing her to wince.

When we had made her as comfortable as we might, and she would allow, for she still felt it disloyal not to suffer the full consequences of her correction, she kissed us and thanked us for our kindness, but bade us finish up quickly and be sure to call her at first light, so that we could institute the new ablutional routine.

––––––––
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A RAW AND CHILLY DAWN found us huddled in our wrappers, padding barefoot into the stable yard. Shivering already, we cast off our slight coverings and looked at each other, not sure of how to proceed. As usual Marion took the lead, as she had done since we were children.

'Charlotte, you pump vigorously and I will stand under the spout until I am quite washed all over, then Annabel shall pump for you, and I for her.'

Charlotte, naked, worked the long lever with a will, glad I think to be active in that bitter air, the water gushing from the spout in time with the rise and fall of her arms, and the swaying of her breasts. Marion loosed her long dark hair and stepped under the icy jet, turning and twisting, running her hands over her body, lifting her breasts to the chilly kiss, and parting her legs as she bent, so that the cleansing torrent reached every intimate spot. When she had doused and rubbed every part under the icy waterfall she stepped out, snatching a towel, and called for me to take over the pumping, and for Charlotte to submit herself to the arctic caress.

I too, was glad to work my shivering body while Charlotte ducked into the spouting water, squealing at the coldness of it on her bare skin, and dancing round like a heathen dervish. But Marion admonished her.

'Hush, Charlotte,' she exclaimed, 'do not make such a fuss. You are meant to be submitting your sinful body to this stimulating stream, which will help cleanse you of both your corporal foulness and the spiritual filth of sloth, for that is how papa expressed it to me, and you should attempt to endure it with the solemnity the purpose calls for.'

When Charlotte had completed her excruciating ablutions Marion dropped her towel, and came to take over the work of pumping from me. It could be seen that the cold and the icy water had brought up the marks of her corrections, so that they flamed on her white skin. Charlotte, too, showed some tracks, for she had attended papa's study two days before Marion's previous visit, but I suspected that my own hinds were comparatively lightly marked. Papa did not like us to be without an outward and visible reminder of our imperfection, but I had last bared my buttocks for his disciplinary rod some six days ago, and the tracks were fading, helped by the fact that it had been one of his more lenient nights and I had only received eight strokes, none of which had broken the skin, except one tip which had dug into my right flank, but only in one small spot, lost among the collection of small silver scars from more testing thrashings.

Gasping and hissing I stepped under the freezing jet, trying to emulate Marion's stoic behaviour, but unable to prevent some shocked cries from escaping. I washed all over, running my hands over my breasts as their nipples hardened in the icy flood, and bending low so that the jet found my rear crack and surged between my thighs, washing that part of a female body that papa, and the churchmen he never wearies of quoting, held to be the most injurious to men.

Then it was over and we all towelled ourselves vigorously to both dry ourselves and restore some circulation to our frozen limbs. As I did so, I looked up to see papa watching us from an upstairs window. He had said that it would be scandalous for a male to see us at our ablutions, but presumably he was referring to the groom and the gardener. In his case, obviously, it was his duty to check that his instruction to his erring daughters, for their better management and spiritual health, were being properly executed.

We hurried indoors to dress and open up the house, setting about the usual business of lighting fires and preparing papa's breakfast. The morning passed without incident, but when Charlotte collected papa's luncheon tray she wore a puzzled expression, and bore a large white envelope in her hand.

'Papa says we must all put on clean drawers, and then go with the groom, in the trap, to the saddler in Sexton Hinds. He will, apparently, know what papa's requirements are from the contents of this envelope.'

Needless to say, we obeyed at once, going upstairs to our rooms and changing our drawers for fresh ones in clean white cotton, which was how papa had decreed all our underwear should be.

Downstairs again we mounted into the trap, a close fit for four of us, since George the groom was a middle aged man of broad build, and my sisters and I all well-formed young women, with adult hips.

Somehow we all fitted in, though I found it somewhat disturbing to be pressed so close to George's muscular thigh. It was nearly half-an-hour's drive to the town, and as our thighs rubbed together I became aware that George kept throwing me appraising glances which were most inappropriate to an employee. Moreover, I could not but be aware of a certain tumescence that had arisen in his breeches. I tried to withdraw, but there was no room, and my angry glances at the groom only seemed to arouse both his admiration and erection to greater heights. I bit my lip and tried to act as if unconcerned, though such was far from the case.

On arrival at Sexton Hinds George handed me down with quite unnecessary attention, contriving in the course of it to press his rampant member against my thigh, and I could feel the pulsing length of it quite clearly through the several layers of material that, happily, separated us. I was glad when he released me, but knew it would be useless to complain to papa about George's conduct. He would reply, quite rightly, that it was the female who aroused the male and, if there was anything animal or improper in it, then the woman was the guilty party, and should be punished for so debasing the man. I wondered if I was obliged to go to papa's study on our return, and ask him if I merited correction for affecting George so.

In the saddlers we were seen by Mr Foxis himself, who, after reading and then carefully rereading papa's letter, invited us to accompany him into a private room at the rear of his establishment. There, each of us in turn was made to sit on a bench and, utmost mortification, pull up our skirts to above the knee, exposing the bottoms of the drawers we had so recently put on. We were all most grateful to papa for his thoughtfulness in ensuring we would be spared the embarrassment of underwear in anything but pristine condition.

Mr Foxis then proceeded to take a series of careful measurements, above and below the knee, the length from knee to ankle, the girth of the ankle, and our foot sizes, our waist and wrist sizes, the circumference of our necks, the dimensions of our heads, both over the crown and around at ear level, and embarrassingly, around our bosoms and our buttocks. Finally, when all that could be measured appeared to have been so, I was asked to stand with one foot on the bench and draw my skirts up onto my thigh. Blushing, I did so, then almost fell as Mr Foxis placed one end of his tape-measure on the ankle of the leg I was standing on, and slid the hand holding the other end up the length of my thigh until it pressed against my private purse, only prevented from actually making contact with my so intimate flesh by one thickness of thin cotton cloth. My blushes redoubled, as did my gratitude to papa for ensuring that that cloth was sweet and dry, though I was surprised to find, upon returning home, that somehow the gusset had become quite moist with my secretions.

After my inside leg length had been established to Mr Foxis' satisfaction, first Charlotte and then Marion submitted to the same intimate examination and mensuration, and we ascended the trap for the journey home.

I considered asking one of the others to change places with me, so as to be spared the too intimate contact with a male limb, not to speak of the awareness of the straining member beneath the cord britches, but felt it would be selfish to avoid this embarrassment by inflicting it upon my sisters, so I steeled myself to endure George's admiring gaze and organ for the thirty minute drive home.

That evening what I had been dreading for days came to pass. I knew it was inevitable that papa would send for me soon, as he was far too considerate a guardian to neglect my discipline for long, knowing full well that the good book warns against sparing the rod and spoiling the child, and that, in this respect at least, women are in more need of correction than the most wayward child, and the most easily spoilt of God's creatures, if neglected.

I repaired to my room after supper to put on yet another pair of clean drawers, a golden rule of papa's for a daughter expecting correction, and it was then that I found the surprising fact of the wetness of the gusset. Glad that I had not neglected my duty to put on clean apparel, thereby sparing myself further embarrassment, I went with quickening pulse and quaking belly to attend my stern superior. I was fully conscious that, if he had sent for me, I must be worthy of some punishment, or at the very least, reminder of my own frailty. But used though I was to these meetings, I still feared them and wished they were past. I sometimes wondered if I should not confess this fault to papa so that he might attempt to correct it, and make me not wish to escape my just deserts, just as Marion was inclined to refuse aid and comfort after her fustigations, on the ground that it detracted from the full benefit of the correction to the sinner.

I could feel my nipples rubbing on the coarse fabric that papa ordained for our bodices, for they had become inexplicably hard and sensitive. I believe it was fear that caused this habitual condition just prior to punishment, and despised myself for my cowardice. I resolved to show exemplary fortitude tonight, to make amends. But despite my resolution, my hand still trembled as I knocked on that forbidding panel of oak.

On receiving permission I entered, and stood before my guardian.

He was a large, red-faced and vigorous man, at that time no more than fifty one or two, in the full flush of manhood, his florid countenance and rather heavy jowls only serving to add to his gravitas. He regarded me from behind his desk as I stood before it, eyes cast down, wrists crossed demurely on my belly.

'Now, miss,' he addressed me, 'it seems to me that you are, perhaps, overdue for chastisement. Would you not agree?'

What could I say but yes? To answer otherwise would not only contradict my superior, but seem to claim that I was quite free of guilt or sin these last eight days, a patent absurdity in one of my sex, and amounting to the sin of pride and arrogance in itself.

'Indeed, sir,' I said. 'It is now eight days since you helped me to overcome my failings by chastising my person.'

'And you feel that such chastisement is overdue, is that it? I seem to recall that you only received eight strokes of the cane. Would you, perhaps, consider that I was unduly lenient?'

'Sir,' I replied, 'I would not be so presumptuous. I know you have only my true interest at heart, in fustigating my weak body, and, if indeed you were a little lenient, you must have had some good reason of your own, perhaps to test my behaviour resulting from your apparent act of grace.'

'Hmm! That's as may be, child, but if I have been too easy with you, it can be corrected tonight.'

My stomach turned over, and I despised myself for failing my own resolution so soon.

'Marion will have informed you,' he continued, 'about my concern for the malign feminine influences I feel in this house, and that I intend to start a new and more strict regime to counter their ill effects. Would you say that you have any part in these deleterious emanations?'

I hesitated a moment, trying to give as honest an answer as I could to this difficult and perplexing question of the baleful effects of the female person on the male sex.

'I believe I must be guilty of some part in it, sir,' I replied, 'since I am a female with all the attributes of my sex. My figure is formed, my menses come and go regularly, and I must accept guilt. Moreover,' I added, honesty forcing me to speak, 'though I am not conscious I am exerting this baleful influence of which you speak, I was given proof of my guilt only this afternoon, when we went to Sexton Hinds, at your request.' And I told him, blushing guiltily the while, how I had been responsible for the groom's arousal.

'I fear I must have evil in me,' I said, 'for the poor man's body parts swelled up so strongly they threatened to burst through his britches, and must have caused him great discomfort, for which I should suffer an even greater punishment.'

'It is just as I thought!' he exclaimed, looking at me in sorrow. 'I have done you a great disservice, my child, leaving you to go your fatal female way, without stripes and tears to bring you back to righteousness. But, never fear, I will rectify it this very night.'

He rose from his desk and went to a cupboard I had every cause to know and fear. From the corner of my eye I could see him take something long and yellow from it. I knew that cane of old. It was one of his most cruel, and stung a woman's flesh like a very viper.

'Kindly remove your drawers and mount up on the chair,' he directed, pointing to the large leather armchair with the wicked rod he held. 'I shall start by giving two dozen cuts, after which we shall decide if more should be called for. Your comportment under correction will of course have some bearing on my decision.'

Two dozen, and mounted on the chair. This was a stiff sentence, but no more than my guilty person deserved. Was I not female, and responsible for leading the groom, and who knows whom else, perhaps even my own pious father, into those sinful temptations that stir the opposite sex when the female cannot control her evil influence?

But I hated that chair, as much as I feared that rod. One had to climb up on it, with one knee on each of the padded arms. Since it was a chair of normal width, suitable for a gentleman's library, a mere woman had to spread her thighs to splitting distance to span them and then, still stretched wide open, papa insisted that we put our heads right down on the cushions of the seat, putting our arms around the chair back to support our position. It was a most testing posture, not least because it exposed all one's most intimate parts to the gaze of the chastiser and, we feared, the rod itself might even penetrate to those secret depths of our persons, now humiliatingly displayed, and wreak havoc in our soft tissues. Perhaps, in view of the dangerous nature of those parts of our female bodies to the male at this time, papa had already decided that they should be included in the portions of our anatomy to be whipped into righteousness.

With trembling hands I reached under my skirts to draw down, and discard discreetly, the thin cotton garment in which the offending parts were cased. Then I advanced to the brooding chair on equally trembling legs, climbing first onto the seat, and hoisting my skirts clear up to my waist. Papa was very particular about this, and would award extra strokes if even one fold of cloth fell below one's narrowest portion, before swinging each knee in turn up onto the corresponding arm. I could feel the tendons at my fork stretching with the extreme parting of my thighs, and knew that my inner secrets were now visible to my guardian. Marion and I are rather above average height for women, but despite our long lower limbs, we are only just able to spread our legs enough to place our knees in the required position, without straining the tendons in our crotches to the point where we feel the damage when we come to walk away from the place of chastisement. Charlotte has great difficulty with the position. While her limbs are well proportioned and shapely, she lacks the long thigh bones which enable Marion and I to bridge the gap between the arms, and even without the additional handicap of a bruised buttock, can only walk with a clumsy, and painful, wide-legged waddle, immediately after her correction.

I bent my head and lowered it to the leather cushion that formed the seat of the dreaded chair, a process not without difficulties of its own, for we had been used to the beneficial restriction of tight lacing from the advent of our womanhood, papa contending that a woman without stays was too easily led into riotous behaviour, whilst firm bones and strong laces provided a restriction on too free movement of the body that would be reflected in a similar brake on our otherwise all too weak and wandering natures. The devices he prescribed, of whalebone, steel, buckram cloth and unyielding linen lacing, extended from just below our breasts to rest on the outward jut of our buttocks behind, with a stiffened busk flattening our bellies before, and reaching down to almost the tops of our thighs, and, bending to attain the required position for this form of whipping, sent the bottom edge digging into the pad of flesh above one's pubic bone.

And now I could feel the air on those parts, and knew that the position I had assumed, had opened up not only my nether cheeks, exposing my rear opening to the light, but also had made those fleshy lips that guarded my female entrance, to part, and leave all that tender tissue unprotected from either eye or rod. With my head on the seat, my shoulders were near level with my knees, and I was able to put my arms round the back of the chair, digging my fingers into the leather near the bottom of the back.

Now I was positioned correctly for the rod to have the maximum effect.

My buttocks were spread and stretched, so that the flesh was at its most vulnerable, while the confines of my position meant that I could not move one inch to avoid the worst ravages of the cane, but must hold myself steadily to absorb it. The only way I could avoid its dreadful bite would be to let my knees come off the arms, and that was unthinkable. To do so meant extra strokes, or even to take the whole punishment again the next day. On one memorable occasion Marion had slipped, I am sure it was not a voluntary movement, after twenty-three of a two dozen sentence. She was made to take the remaining stroke, then report before breakfast the next morning to take the full two dozen over again. This was the only time I ever remember Marion weeping openly after a correction, and I had no wish to follow her example. I would cling to that chair and keep my knees planted like the roots of an oak, though hell itself was loosed in my buttocks.

Papa approached and checked that my posture was correct. His hands explored my bent cheeks, probing and squeezing to assess their resilience and fitness for the cuts to come. Ordinarily he would probe my previous welts with his finger, to assess what degree of bruising remained, but on this occasion I had been left so long that only brown and green traces remained on the surface, and the swellings had all subsided to such an extent that bruising was patently absent. His hands pressed in further, to expose the fleshy parts around my 'fig', while his thumb pressed against the dimple set behind. I believe he did this to assess my general state of health, with a view to deciding how much punishment it would be reasonable to inflict.

I heard a rattle as he picked up the cane from the desk, where he had laid it while he inspected my person, and looking through the arch of my parted thighs, saw him come into my line of vision. As he raised the yellow length I closed my eyes, and waited, bracing my body for the first shocking blow, praying that the coming agony would help me suppress those parts of my nature that had such a harmful effect on the male sex, driving out the evil inherent in all womankind, or at least rendering it harmless.

My teeth grated as I clenched them tightly to trap my screams before they could rise, and my fingers dug even more deeply into the leather of the chair back. I was set now. The cane touched my nether cheeks, though only to mark where he would set the first line of fire, but to my shame my flesh cringed of its own volition. Papa growled that I was clenching, and to open up. Desperately I forced my buttocks to relax, leaving them open for the rod to do its best work in the soft folds.

My heart beating wildly, I waited.
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Chapter 2
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The Flesh Subdued

––––––––
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I HAD ALREADY FORGOTTEN just how deep that testing cane could bite. One might have been forgiven for thinking that with so painful an experience the memory would remain forever sharp, but I think the mind must soften the outlines of the blazing agony it raised in one's buttocks. Perhaps it was just the female mind that could perform this insidious treachery, evading thereby the lessons so assiduously imprinted in her nether parts, and intended by her master to guide her out of the paths of wrongdoing, into the way of grace. We are unruly creatures; untrustworthy, even in our own minds, and I think it quite likely that we are guilty of this evasion of our duty as of so much else.

Be that as it may, the first blow shocked me. My breath went out in a sharp cry, bitten off almost as soon as started, then returned hissing between my teeth as I felt the full flow of that throbbing agony that floods into the welt with the returning blood. Burning with shame at being so nearly undone at the first cut, I tightened my grip on the chair back, put my head even more firmly into the cushion, thrusting my spread buttocks up and back to greet the rod, and resolved to take the next stroke with better grace.

But it was impossible. If I had Marion's stoicism and bravery I might have done it, though even she had cried out last night. But I was not made of such stern stuff and, though I clung to my position nor let an outright scream pass my lips, I flinched with every cut, choked on guttural cries, and by the seventh or eighth stroke, blubbered like a child rather than the full grown woman that I was. My guardian paused in his measured flogging of my bottom and, to my shame, admonished me for my lack of composure.

'Not only are you snivelling like a babe,' declared he, 'but you are clenching your buttocks against the rod. Loose them at once, and let the rod in. How can your soul be saved if your body will not submit?'

Mortified, I stifled my sobs and let my buttocks relax as ordered, knowing that in this fashion I would receive the utmost benefit from each stroke. Desperately I clung to the chair through ten, through twelve, through sixteen - an Andromeda clinging to her rock. But there was no Perseus with his Gorgon's head to turn the Kraken into stone. Instead the monster was in my buttocks, tearing and rending, inflicting on me the very pains of hell.

At eighteen I screamed, and nineteen too, as the cane dropped just a little to strike, not on the painful crease between buttock and thigh, but on the thigh-top itself. Papa growled his condemnation and I choked into silence, or as near to as my stertorous breath would allow. Plus the creaking of the leather as my body writhed on its perch, seemingly of its own volition and quite outside my ability to control, did not meet with papa's approval either, and he gave me another cut to my thighs to still me.

By now I had received twenty of the two dozen cuts I had been promised, and I was conscious that a desperate effort was needed to restore my credit, if further strokes on top of my present account were not to be incurred.

I dug my nails into the leather, forcing some stillness into my rebellious flesh, and set my teeth in my lip. How often had my sisters and I cling to this doleful mount in this fashion, driving our nails into the thick cowhide? So many times, in truth, that the tough skin had been all but worn through. It was only by dint of our assiduous attention, several times a week, working the best saddle soap into the hide for half-an-hour at a time, that we had managed to make it sustain our agonised assaults thus far. We tried not to think what would happen when inevitably, one of us in extremis, burst the thinning membrane. Now I was in that same extremis, literally clinging on by my fingernails to my position, and my consciousness, through the last four terrible cuts. I knew I was clenching again, for papa barked at me to make myself open, and I tried desperately to meet his requirement.
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