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THE PRIVATE HIRE CAR drops me off just after seven on Friday evening. I lug my suitcase up to the tall wrought iron gates only to find them chained and padlocked. On the left-hand gatepost is a bell push and handwritten sign which reads No admittance without an appointment. I ring the bell and wait. Beyond the gates the driveway curves off to the left and disappears into a broad belt of trees. All I can see of the house through the dense summer foliage is a corner of grey-tiled roof. After a while a thin blonde woman in a yellow shirt and long denim skirt comes down the drive, gravel crunching under her feet.

'Yes?' she says suspiciously. Even though we're outside she reeks of tobacco.

'I'm Kathryn Faulkner,' I say. 'Ms Blake is expecting me.'

She unlocks the gates and lets me in, then locks them again and walks off without a word. I tag along, sensing resentment in the set of her angular shoulders. Hardly the friendliest of welcomes, but that doesn't bother me unduly as I won't be staying long. Find my sister; persuade her to come home with me; phone for a car to take us back to Coventry. Simple and straightforward, like all the best plans.

As we round the bend Griffield Hall comes into view, a big old manor house with lots of outbuildings and extensive grounds. It must have been very grand in its day, but now the buildings have a neglected look and the gardens are overgrown and full of weeds. Inside there's an air of genteel decay, with faded carpets and worn seat covers, but at least the place is clean and tidy. Quiet, too; there's not another soul about as we make our way along a silent hallway to a door marked Office.

The thin woman knocks and pokes her head inside. 'Kathryn Faulkner's here, Caroline.'

'Thanks, Yvonne,' says a voice from within.

My taciturn guide departs without so much as a glance in my direction, while I'm ushered into a room that's so incredibly tidy and well organised it makes the office at work look like a disaster zone. Tidy, but somewhat impersonal, with not a photograph, magazine or knickknack in sight. The one human touch stands on a coffee table alongside two leather visitors' chairs - a vase of red roses.

Caroline Blake looks to be in her mid-forties. She's slim and about my height, five foot six, immaculately dressed in a cream-coloured shirt and ankle length, blood-red silk skirt. I'm invited to sit, then it's straight down to business.

'So tell me again why you want to spend two weeks with us,' she says.

I take a deep breath and launch into my pitch. I've been remarkably calm all day, but now my stomach flutters. Hardly surprising, I suppose, as there's a lot riding on this interview.

I repeat what I'd said in my email: that the closure of so many local authority shelters puts a big burden on charitable institutions such as The Healed Hearts Foundation. Refuges like Griffield Hall are a lifeline to vulnerable young women who might otherwise be forced to sleep rough. What better way to spend my annual holiday than helping to raise money for such a worthy cause?

'Very commendable,' she says, her tone suggesting she doesn't believe a word.

It does sound a bit too good to be true, I suppose. I'd suspected she might not go for it, in fact, and my back-up story is ready and waiting in the wings.

'It's not quite as noble as I make it sound, Ms Blake,' I say, allowing myself a rueful smile. 'I do want to help, but that's not the whole story. I've been under a lot of pressure at work recently. I felt I needed a complete break; get right away from everything, as it were.'

Total nonsense from start to finish, needless to say, but I can hardly tell her the truth. If she learns I'm here to spirit away one of their 'lost lambs' I'll be out the door before I can blink. The girls here are a valuable commodity if the newspapers are to be believed.

'It's Caroline,' she says, 'not Ms Blake. We don't use surnames here. Many of our residents need a degree of distance from their former lives, which were often unhappy. You signed yourself Kate in your email, as I recall. Do you prefer that to Kathryn?'

'Either's fine.'

'Kate, then. You say you need a break, but why here? Most young women would be off to some sun-drenched resort in Spain, or wherever it is they go these days to fornicate and drink themselves senseless.'

'Not really my style,' I say. 'I prefer something a bit more constructive than lying on a beach for a fortnight, to be honest. When I saw the bit in the paper about Griffield Hall I realised I could get my break and help others at the same time.'

Caroline stiffens. 'The article in The Clarion, you mean?' she says coldly. 'The one claiming we force young women to have sex with strangers and beat them in public if they dare to complain?'

'Er, yes... that one.'

'And that made you want to stay with us, did it? Any woman in her right mind would run a mile.'

'I didn't mean it like that,' I say quickly, wishing I'd never mentioned the damn paper. 'Seeing the article reminded me of the good work you do, that's all. I've read loads of testimonials on the Internet from women whose lives you've turned around. People sing your praises all day long, believe me.'

That's true, actually. When we received Debbie's letter saying she'd joined Healed Hearts I Googled it, worried they might be just another sect. Reading the testimonials set my mind at ease... for all of five minutes. When I came across the newspaper allegations of beatings and sexual exploitation my only thought was to get my sister out of there. I don't tell Caroline that, of course, I just cite the complimentary stuff and top it off with my most sincere smile.

It seems to do the trick, for she appears somewhat mollified. 'I see,' she says. 'I did wonder.'

'As for the article itself,' I add, striking while the iron's hot, 'I don't believe a word. It's just tabloid journalism at its worst, isn't it?'

'I'm glad you think so,' Caroline says. 'Personally, I'll never trust a reporter again. We invite this man here in good faith and this is how he rewards us, with lies and distortions. No woman here has ever been forced to have sex against her will; the very idea's an abomination. It's true those who break the rules face corporal punishment, however, even visitors such as yourself. Now I've made that clear perhaps you'll want to reconsider.'

I shrug. 'I imagine the answer's not to break the rules, isn't it?'

She gives me a long, thoughtful look. 'All right, then. Did you print off and complete the application form as I asked?'

'I did.' I retrieve the document in question from my bag and hand it over.

She starts to read. Like the story I'd told her it's mostly fiction; my Christian name and date of birth are correct but precious little else. I don't want anyone linking me with Debbie until I've had a chance to talk to her, hence the false surname. The home address I've given is actually that of my boss, Heather, though I haven't told her about any of this. She thinks I'm spending my fortnight's annual holiday sightseeing in Paris.

'You're just twenty-one?' Caroline says. 'You look older.'

'Do I?'

'You seem older, I should say. More mature.'

'Right. My dad left us when I was fifteen and mum couldn't handle it. She had a breakdown, actually. I took care of her and my little sister too, so I suppose I had to grow up fast.'

That's true too. I guess I'm looking for the sympathy vote, but it's risky territory. Siblings is a topic of conversation best avoided.

'You're an Administration Assistant, I see,' Caroline says. 'I confess, I'm not even sure what that is.'

'Well, it's mostly clerical duties, in fact. I work for a property rental agency in Coventry.'

She finishes reading then turns her attention to me, regarding me thoughtfully. Probably trying to decide if she believes my story. When she speaks it seems she does. 'Very well then, two weeks it is. I assume the board and lodging fee I quoted is acceptable or you wouldn't be here.'

'Two hundred pounds, you said. I have it with me.'

I hand over the envelope. Caroline takes out the thin wad of notes, counts them carefully then puts them back. 'I'll enter it into our records in your presence,' she says, 'so it's all above board. Despite what you might have read no one's siphoning off funds to line their own pocket.'

'I never believed that for a minute,' I say as she taps away briefly on her Apple Mac. If it gets me in I regard it as money well spent, no matter how brief my visit.

'At this point,' Caroline says, slipping both envelope and application form into the desk drawer, 'I always remind visitors that Griffield Hall isn't a hotel. We expect you to do your share of the work, much of which is extremely mundane to be frank. Some of our residents get involved with fundraising and so forth, but you'll most likely be doing laundry and general cleaning. Not very glamorous, I'm afraid, but essential to the smooth running of the place.'

'That's fine,' I say. 'I'll do anything at all. I don't mind hard work.'

'Good. I'll also remind you of our dress code for women. I did—'

There's a knock at the door, which opens to reveal the thin blonde woman, Yvonne. 'Sorry, Caroline,' she says, 'didn't know you were still busy. Shall I come back later?'

'What is it?'

'Annie.'

Caroline sighs. 'Let me guess - gossiping?'

'Afraid so.'

'You'd better bring her in. Kate, I want you to stay and watch this. There's a valuable lesson to be learned here.'

Yvonne goes out, returning a second or two later with a slender young woman about Debbie's age. She's dressed in the standard 'uniform' of shirt and long skirt, both green in her case, together with sandals and red ankle socks, bizarrely. Long, straight dark hair frames an anxious face with huge brown eyes. She stands just inside the door, blinking and twitching nervously.

'I hear you've been gossiping again,' Caroline says sternly. 'What did I promise you last time?'

'A proper punishment, in public,' the girl says, so softly I can barely hear. 'Sorry, Caroline.'

'Sorry? You certainly will be when you're into the third dozen and the strap's really starting to sting. Is that what you want, Annie?'

The young woman shakes her head, eyes on the floor, while Caroline stares at her with little apparent sympathy. The other woman, Yvonne, looks from one to the other in eager anticipation. We didn't get off to the best of starts, Yvonne and I, and the fact that she's clearly relishing this doesn't improve my opinion of her.

'I'm going to give you one last chance,' Caroline says finally, 'though heaven knows you don't deserve it. Two dozen here and now, and they won't be light ones. If it happens again it'll be three dozen in the common room with everyone watching, you hear?'

'Yes, Caroline. Thank you.'

'Very well. Face the wall and make yourself ready.'

Annie turns away and takes off her skirt, revealing thin white legs. Butterflies start up in my stomach once more and I gulp nervously. I've never witnessed a beating in my life and I don't want to start now, but no one's giving me a choice. I'm guessing Caroline's determined to impress upon me the importance of obeying the rules.

Annie folds her skirt and lays it neatly on the floor, then takes off her shirt and folds that too. She isn't wearing a bra. She pushes her pants down to her knees then stands up straight and clasps her hands behind her head. Caroline goes to the filing cabinet and takes a short thick strap from the top drawer. It's made of leather, black and shiny, and has an almost brutal look. My heart's thumping now and I feel slightly queasy. I really, really don't want to see this.

'Count the strokes,' Caroline says, stepping behind her victim.

She swipes the strap across Annie's pale behind. Though the crack of leather against flesh makes me wince the girl barely moves. There's just a slight jerk of her slender hips along with a faint gasp of pain.

'One, miss,' she murmurs after a moment's pause.

The subdued response is short-lived. As stroke follows stroke Annie's suffering becomes all too plain to see. After half a dozen her legs are shaking and she's gasping louder. I fidget in my chair, unable to keep still. Though just a spectator - and an unwilling one to boot - I feel guilty, as if my presence alone makes me jointly responsible. Judging by her smirk Yvonne has no such qualms.

Caroline doesn't ease off for a second. If anything the strokes become harder as the punishment proceeds.

'Twelve, miss,' Annie says, her voice cracking.

Caroline lowers her arm and steps back. I assume she's taken pity on the poor girl and decided to stop there, but her next words soon set me straight.

'Touch your toes.'

No change of heart, then; only of position. As Annie leans forward a clump of dark hair and shadowy cleft show between her legs. The unbidden, intimate glimpse makes her seem even more vulnerable somehow and I feel even more of a voyeur, though for some strange reason I can't look away.

The punishment continues, the sound of the strap loud in the still room.

'Last three,' Caroline says at length.

'Yes, miss,' Annie says miserably.

I soon understand the significance of the remark, for the final three strokes are much harder than the rest, judging by the effort Caroline puts into them and Annie's loud cries of pain. Finally, it's over.

'Stand up straight and face us,' Caroline says. 'Rub if you wish.'

Annie turns around and rubs her behind vigorously. Her lower lip is trembling and her eyes are full of tears. I feel another sharp pang of guilt, for she looks extraordinarily vulnerable, as waiflike as she is. Her breasts are almost non-existent, with small nipples like little brown buttons. The thick pelt of dark hair between her legs seems strangely at odds with her slender limbs and narrow frame.

She looks from one to the other, perhaps seeking sympathy. I don't know what she sees in my face, which feels to me like a rigid mask, but I doubt she can find much comfort in the others. Caroline's expression is stern and uncompromising while Yvonne's face shows sly satisfaction.

'So,' Caroline says, 'have you learned your lesson?'

'Yes, miss,' Annie murmurs tearfully, a catch in her voice.

'No more gossiping?'

'No, miss.'

'I sincerely hope not. Stand facing the wall, hands clasped behind your head. Think about your behaviour for a few minutes and resolve to do better in future.'

Annie does as instructed. With the show over Yvonne excuses herself and leaves, claiming other duties. I can't say I'm sorry to see her go.

'It's clear you weren't comfortable witnessing that,' Caroline says, turning to me. 'I imagine you thought it a harsh punishment for a minor offence like gossiping.'

I thought it was brutal and callous, but it hardly seems politic to tell her so. I'm here to find my sister; nothing else matters.

'I don't really feel qualified to judge,' I say quietly. 'This is all new and strange to me.'

'Gossiping may seem trivial,' Caroline says, 'but it's extremely corrosive in a place such as this. Some of our residents are suffering from emotional problems, often the result of family breakdown. They need an atmosphere of trust and compassion if they're to recover their mental wellbeing. Gossiping leads to speculation and rumour, which quickly destroy trust. That's why I simply won't tolerate it.'

I see what she's getting at, but I'm still not totally convinced. Not all gossip is vindictive, after all. I keep my thoughts to myself, however. As I say, it's none of my business.

Caroline addresses her victim once more. 'Very well, Annie, you can get dressed and leave.'

Bruising shows plainly on the girl's pale buttocks. The broad pink stripes have now turned dark red, stained blue in places where the strap's edge and tip have bitten into tender flesh. It's a disturbing sight, though once again I find it hard to look away. I always thought I was immune to the ghoulish fascination many people seem to have with gruesome spectacles, but evidently not.

Annie pulls up her pants and retrieves her skirt, her movements stiff and slow as she dresses. I'm not sure who's unhappier at this point, her for having suffered it or me for having witnessed it.

'So,' Caroline says when Annie has gone, 'where were we?'

'Talking about the dress code for women,' I say.

'That's right. I did mention it in my email so I hope you've come prepared.'

'Shirts and long skirts,' I say. 'I've brought six of each.'

'Please don't wear anything else, certainly no jeans and no hemlines much above the ankle. Shirts to be kept buttoned at all times; we don't want acres of cleavage on display.'

She glances at my chest, lips pursed in disapproval as though I'm personally to blame for having big boobs. My hand moves instinctively to my neckline to check I'm decent.

'On the hall table you'll find a printed copy of the rules, which I strongly urge you to read and memorise. There's an additional rule that you won't find in the book, but it's the most important one of all: while you're here you're not to talk to any outsider. Although it's nowhere near as bad as it was a month ago we still get pestered by reporters from time to time, so I'm confining you to the house and grounds. I expect you have a mobile phone?'

'I do, yes.'

'I need to take it. You can have it back when you leave.'

I'm not happy about this, but again she isn't giving me a choice. I keep a straight face as I hand it over. Though losing it gives me a problem I can see why she insists on it, as worried as she must surely be about further media intrusion and the possibility of spies in the camp.

'One final point. Any young woman as attractive and curvaceous as you is obviously used to male attention. Though sexual attraction is perfectly healthy and normal, this is a place for quiet contemplation and self-healing, not dating. Flirtatious behaviour is unacceptable, as are public displays of affection.'

'No problem,' I say. 'I'm certainly not looking for a boyfriend right now.'

'Just so we understand each other. And that completes the induction, unless you have any questions?'

'Nothing that springs to mind. I'm keen to see the place and meet the others, actually.'

'Of course, though we're rather thin on the ground right now. I've had to send most of our residents away due to the media pressure. We're operating with a skeleton crew at present.'

That gives me a nasty shock, as I'd assumed finding Debbie would be easy. Persuading her to come home with me would be the tricky part, I thought, knowing how stubborn my sister can be.

'Really?' I say, trying for a nonchalant tone. 'Where did you send them?'

'Oh, here and there. Healed Hearts has several refuges dotted about the country. It's just for a month or two, till the press find someone new to hound and things get back to normal.'

I tell myself I might be lucky; Debbie could still be here, part of the skeleton crew. If she left with the others, on the other hand, the simple and straightforward plan I was so proud of is already in tatters.
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Chapter 2
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CAROLINE GLANCES AT her watch and frowns. 'I'm running late,' she says. 'We've got Reward Night in twenty minutes and I haven't even asked Jess yet. Come on, I'll introduce you. Tomorrow's our main washing day and I want you to help her with it. Just leave your suitcase here for now; no one will touch it.'

The laundry room is down in the basement, I discover. There's an industrial sized washing machine and a big tumble drier, along with a domestic combined washer/drier, the smaller appliance being the only one in use right now. A young woman is sitting on a stool in the corner reading a paperback.

'Jess,' Caroline says, 'this is Kate, a visitor. She's with us for two weeks.'

Jess stands up and nods to me. 'Hi.'

'Hi,' I say.

She's a few years older than me, I would say, and really good looking, with high cheekbones, great skin and bright blue eyes. Her long fair hair's tied back in a ponytail. She's wearing the obligatory full length skirt, dark blue with a tiny white floral pattern in her case, but instead of a shirt she has on a white top with the words Bosom Pals across the front in big red letters. The top's tight, accentuating her shapely bust and narrow waist.

'Kate will help you tomorrow with the big wash,' Caroline says, glancing at Jess's provocative top. Though the older woman refrains from commenting I sense her disapproval.

'That's brilliant!' Jess exclaims with a smile.

'I thought you'd be pleased. Also, can you stand in for Yvonne this evening at Reward Night?'

'Sure. One of her migraines, is it?'

'That's right. I'm sorry about the short notice, but it's been one thing after another today. We've got guests coming so don't be late. You should come too, Kate - the common room, eight o'clock. Jess will explain.' With that she turns to go. We listen to the sound of fading footsteps on the steps.

When all's quiet Jess comes closer. 'Wow!' she says, looking me up and down. 'One peek at you and the guys will be positively drooling. You need to brace yourself for some serious leching, sweetie.'

'Thanks for the warning,' I say.

'I'm drooling too,' she adds with a grin, 'though for a different reason, you'll be relieved to hear. It's been murder round here since the others left; an extra pair of hands is like manna from heaven. Honestly, if the guys had to do the laundry there'd be a mutiny.'

'Like guys everywhere, I suspect,' I say with a smile.

'I guess so, though Shane and Alan are worse than most. They're the ones you need to watch out for, by the way. They'll be slobbering all over you, trust me.'

'Shane and Alan,' I say. 'Got it.'

No doubt the warning's based on personal experience. With a face and figure like Jess's they must surely slobber over her too, especially sporting that particular top.

'I only wear this to annoy Caroline,' she says, seeing the direction of my gaze. 'She thinks it's lewd. She won't let me wear it upstairs, but down here I rule. The laundry queen, that's me.'

I decide then and there that I like Jess, who seems friendly and remarkably cheerful, all things considered. Though I help at home with the housework I leave the washing and ironing strictly to mum. Permanent laundry duty doesn't bear thinking about.

Jess glances at the clock on the wall. 'I'm supposed to have a shower, so we'd better get a move on. Have you seen your room?'

'No, not yet.'

'Come on then. There's just time.'

She pulls on a shirt to hide the forbidden top, then we head up the steps. I retrieve my suitcase from the office and follow her up to the first floor.

'This is your room,' she says, 'number three. I'm next door but one, room five.'

The visitor's room is very small, with just a bed, single wardrobe and chest of drawers, but it's spotlessly clean and the window has a nice view overlooking fields and woods.

'The women's toilets and showers are just along the landing,' Jess says. 'Men's are downstairs. Why don't you unpack while I grab a quick shower? Come to my room when you're done and we'll go down together.'

––––––––
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IT'S FIVE TO EIGHT when I knock on Jess's door. She answers it in her underwear, rubbing her hair with a towel.

'Sorry,' I say. 'I'll wait out here.'

'No, come in,' she says. 'I'm decent.'

I step inside and look around. 'Your room's a lot bigger than mine,' I say.

'Privileges of rank. I've been here longer than anyone except Caroline.'

'How many people live here altogether?' I ask. 'She told me most have gone away.'

'That's right. There's just a dozen or so now, mostly boarders. You'll see some of them tonight, though probably not Keith. Have you met the very charming Yvonne, yet? Fag Ash Lil, I call her.'

'Er... yes.'

'Keith's her husband. She doesn't let him out to play all that often. Gordon never attends Reward Night either.'

'Who's Gordon? Or maybe I shouldn't ask; I know we're not supposed to gossip. Annie was strapped for it earlier.'

'Gossiping's fine,' Jess says, 'as long as you don't get caught. Annie's a sweet kid but she's not the brightest pebble on the beach. She just chatters away to whoever she's with, even Yvonne, who then reports her to Caroline. Hey presto! - sore bum time for Annie. You'd think she'd learn, wouldn't you, but she never does.'

'Right,' I say, my opinion of Yvonne sinking even lower.

'Gordon's our chef, actually,' Jess says, giving her still-damp hair a quick comb before tying it back. 'He's a really nice guy. You can trust him, unlike some I could mention.'

'Good to know.'

She puts on a clean grey skirt and white shirt then slips her feet into black leather mules, glancing at the clock as she does so. 'We're out of time,' she says. 'Come on.'

I follow her down to the common room; a big room at the back of the house with tall double doors that open out onto the terrace, connecting doors to the rooms on either side, plus a door to the hallway through which we enter. The room's furnished with a collection of easy chairs and sofas - all old and worn, with not a matched set in sight - along with a scattering of coffee tables and a big table by the French doors.

The place is deserted, but Jess seems unperturbed. 'Don't worry, they'll be along. Wild horses couldn't keep the guys away on Reward Night.'

Nobody has yet explained what Reward Night is, though I'm beginning to have my suspicions. At that moment Caroline comes in, acknowledging my presence with a nod.

'If you're ready, Jess,' she says, 'I'll bring them in.'

'Fine,' Jess says.

Caroline goes to one of the side doors and opens it, whereupon a group of naked men file in. To say I'm surprised doesn't do it credit. I'm so stunned I'm frozen to the spot, at a loss for words. There are five of them in all with a good forty year age span. Two appear to be in their twenties, two are middle-aged with thinning hair and pot bellies, while the fifth is ancient. He looks like somebody's granddad, totally bald with wrinkled white skin.

Though I try not to look lower than their faces, I can't help myself. The younger two have fully erect cocks while the older trio are merely half hard. As the five men see Jess and me waiting there are exclamations of surprise and delight all round.

'Calm down, everybody,' Caroline says. 'Kate's here this evening strictly as an observer. She's a visitor; she'll be with us for just two weeks. Kate, these three gentlemen are our guests for the evening.'

The older men press forward, eyeing me greedily. 'Two weeks, is it?' the wrinkled granddad says. 'I hope we'll have the chance to get to know her better before she leaves.'

As the others leer and nod in agreement all three cocks twitch in unison. I feel a prickling sensation down my back, as though a troop of cockroaches is crawling along my spine. I try to repress a shudder, but all in vain.

Caroline merely smiles. 'Let's make a start, shall we?'

Jess immediately kicks off her mules and begins to unbutton her shirt, at which point everyone's attention switches from me to her. I look too, thinking this can't be right. Though I hardly know Jess at all I know she wouldn't do this.

But she does. She takes off her shirt and lays it over the back of a chair. Skirt, bra and pants follow rapidly. Totally naked, she walks to the middle of the room and stands on the faded carpet with her arms by her sides.

Though my brain is mostly numb with shock the part that's still working registers her lovely figure, all swelling curves and smooth hollows, her fair skin unblemished and unbelievably sensual. I note with surprise that she's shaved off her pubic hair. Normally I'm not too keen on the look, but on Jess it simply adds to the overall impression of flawlessness.

If appearances are anything to go by she's completely at ease being naked in front of others. I'm amazed at her self-confidence and more than a little jealous, truthfully. At heart I'm basically a shy person; the thought of showing my body like this is hugely intimidating. If I were in Jess's place right now I'd be a shivering wreck, covering my boobs and pussy with arms and hands while looking around desperately for the nearest exit.

The five men crowd around ogling her shamelessly. A middle-aged man pats her bottom, while one of the younger guys reaches up quickly and squeezes her left breast. Jess stiffens but makes no attempt to stop them.

'No touching, gentlemen!' Caroline says sharply. 'Remember the rules.'

Hands withdraw guiltily. With some jostling for position a line forms in front of Jess, the two younger men to the fore. Without a word she sinks to her knees in front of the nearest then leans forward to take his cock in her mouth. If I was startled before, I'm now utterly dumfounded. My suspicions didn't include anything remotely like this. I'd guessed Reward Night involved sex, but I was expecting handjobs behind a screen or something equally discreet.

Caroline steps close to murmur in my ear. 'From the look on your face I'm guessing Jess didn't explain what would happen.'

I tear my eyes from the scene in front of me and stare at her. 'That's right,' I say. 'She didn't.'

'My fault,' she says. 'I should have told you myself but I was running late. I expect you're finding this a little... unusual.'

As understatements go that's definitely one for the books. 'You can say that again.'

'Reward Night's a regular event,' she says calmly. 'We hold one every Friday evening. I'll explain properly later, but for now let's just watch Jess perform. She's very good at this; much better than me.'

And that certainly gives me something to think about.

As we stand watching the 'show' I realise she's quite right - Jess is very good. She's imaginative and extremely enthusiastic, slurping the guy noisily, her tongue and lips very active. He's soon groaning and pushing with his hips while the men behind utter encouragement and bawdy comments in equal measure. As for me, I feel a little nauseous and strangely apprehensive, though exactly what it is I'm worried about I couldn't say.

'That's Shane she's servicing,' Caroline says quietly. 'He's one of our boarders.'

Shane is shortish and stocky, with curly black hair on his head and chest and tattoos on both upper arms. He's one of the two Jess warned me about, I remember. The other one's name escapes me for the moment, though I imagine there's an easy way to find out.

'Who's next in line?' I ask.

'Alan.'

Alan, that's it. He's got short hair with a fringe and a wispy beard, both pale ginger in colour. His smirk hasn't slipped once in the ten minutes or so he's been here.

Soon after it's clear from Shane's urgent movements that his climax is close.

'Remember to swallow, Jess,' Caroline calls out, glancing at me as she does, the words clearly for my benefit.

Shane's hips are thrusting rapidly now, but Jess stays with him. Finally he gives a loud groan and drives into her. Jess balks and I guess his cock has pushed deep into her throat. She keeps him in her mouth nevertheless, holding him there till he's done. Wearily he moves away. As Alan steps forward I see Jess's throat move. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand then leans forward and starts all over again.

I turn to Caroline. 'She's expected to service all five of them?'

'Don't worry about Jess,' she says. 'She's done this more times than you can imagine. All the women at Griffield Hall have. I'm something of a last resort these days as the men naturally prefer younger women. Jess is everyone's favourite, as you might imagine.'

I still can't believe I'm seeing this. Though the newspaper accused Healed Hearts of renting out girls they didn't go into graphic detail. I imagined sordid couplings in bedrooms, not a public gangbang. This looks more like some perverted masochistic ritual than business as usual in the sex trade.

'What about you?' Caroline says. 'Could you do it?'

At first I'm too stunned to answer, then too outraged she can even suggest it. And finally, if I'm being honest, too scared. The whole idea terrifies me. Fortunately Caroline doesn't press me on the subject.

She suggests we sit down, which seems a good idea as my legs aren't feeling too steady. I allow her to lead me to the nearest sofa.

'I know you're upset and shocked,' she says in a low voice, once we're seated, 'but you have to understand how important this is to the survival of the group. Our boarders generate a sizeable chunk of our income. If we don't keep them happy they'll just drift away.'

'So you go down on your knees and suck their cocks?'

'Well,' Caroline says with a wry smile, 'it certainly makes them happy.'

I shake my head, irritated by her flippancy. 'What about these other men - these "guests", as you called them. They don't live here, obviously.'

'No. They're local men who support us with donations. This is our way of saying thank you.'

'Caroline, that's—'

'You don't need to spell it out. In an ideal situation this wouldn't be necessary, but we have to be practical. A property like Griffield Hall costs a great deal to run and we don't get a penny of government funding. If it wasn't for the income we receive from boarders and guests, this place would be forced to close and our residents would be back on the streets. We're perilously close to that as it is, I'm sorry to say. Whatever you think of Reward Night, you have to agree it's in a good cause.'

That might well be true, but it still doesn't justify what's happening here. The Clarion maintained that Griffield Hall, which started out as a refuge for vulnerable young women, had turned into a brothel. From the moment I read it I've been hoping they're wrong, or at least exaggerating, but now I see that's not the case. If anything, they understated it. I'm more determined than ever to get Debbie away from here.

'So could you do this?' Caroline asks.

I didn't answer before, so now she's putting me on the spot. It's tempting just to tell her the truth, but I don't know how she would react to an out-and-out refusal. Best to pretend I'm still considering it, therefore.

'I'm not sure,' I say. 'Maybe.'

'All right,' she says, 'we'll leave it at that for now. As a favour to me, though, will you give it some serious thought? And please, please remember why we're doing this.'

When I nod she smiles and pats my hand. This sudden friendliness doesn't fool me for a second; she's just trying to manipulate me. The bad news is, I know she won't give up on this.

A few minutes later, after Jess has swallowed Alan's semen, it's the turn of one of the so-called 'guests'. As he steps forward I have a sudden mental image of Debbie on her knees before a line of naked, leering old men. I want to grab Caroline by the hair and shake her till she tells me where my sister is, but I resist the urge. Getting thrown out won't achieve a thing, other than to put Debbie beyond my reach.

I still can't come to terms with the double standards operating here. Less than an hour ago Caroline was telling me that public displays of affection are frowned upon, yet here we are, calmly watching a naked woman perform oral sex on a bunch of naked men in the middle of the common room. The hypocrisy is simply staggering.

––––––––
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'YOU COULD HAVE WARNED me,' I chide her.

Jess gives a lopsided smile. 'I didn't want to spoil the surprise. You should have seen the look on your face when the five of them marched in with their cocks sticking out. It was priceless! Anyway, if you'll excuse me I need to clean my teeth. Don't leave, though, I won't be long. Then we can have a coffee and a nice chat.'

We're in her room, Reward Night having reached its sordid conclusion just after nine-thirty. It would have been sooner, but the last man - the wrinkled granddad, no less - made Jess work for an eternity before allowing himself to come.

'Are there always five of them?' I ask, when she returns from the bathroom. I've been wondering if the 'customers' have some sort of rota.

'Not really, no,' she says. 'This is the least I've ever had. It's normally eight.'

'Eight?' I say in dismay. 'You're joking!'

'No, 'fraid not. The press have driven off a good few of the guests. I expect they're scared at the thought of being photographed driving in through the gates.'

'I can understand why.'

'Yeah. I doubt their wives would be too pleased to open the paper and see hubby's face staring out at them guiltily. It's starting to pick up a bit now the reporters are getting thin on the ground, so I don't suppose it'll be long before we're back up to eight. That's the absolute maximum, though. If more than that turn up Caroline splits the group in two and drafts in an extra girl.'

Jess has a small electric kettle. While it's boiling the water she spoons instant coffee into two mugs.

'She told me she does it too, on occasion,' I say. 'A last resort, she called herself.'

'Yeah, she's game enough, I'll grant her that. She never asks us to do anything she won't do herself. It was better before the big exodus as there were more women around to share the duty. Right now it's just Annie and me, with Caroline helping out in an emergency. Yvonne's supposed to, but more often than not she conveniently develops a migraine and cries off - not that the guys want her sour puss wrapped around their cocks.'

I shake my head slowly. 'There's no way I could manage eight. No way. I mean, you're obviously okay with it and that's fine, but just thinking about it gives me the willies.'

'What makes you think I'm okay with it?' she says. 'I hate it, between you and me.'

I don't know how to respond to that. I can hardly call her a liar, but I know what I saw. 'Sorry,' I say cautiously. 'It's just that... well, you didn't look like you were hating it.'

She shrugs. 'I decided early on that if I was going to do it, I'd do it right. It's not about me, anyway, it's about keeping the guys happy - boarders and guests alike. It wouldn't be much fun for them if I looked miserable as hell, would it? They get enough of that from Yvonne.'

'I suppose so,' I say. 'Her husband wasn't there, was he? You said he wouldn't be.'

'No, Keith's only allowed off the leash once in a blue moon. There's another boarder who sometimes attends - Mark. He hangs around with Shane and Alan, but he's not creepy like them. He's okay, actually.'

I still can't come to terms with this. Probably I should just let it go as it's no concern of mine - I'm here for Debbie, nothing else - but the image of Jess on her knees is burned into my brain. The idea of her agreeing to do this when she claims to hate it keeps nagging at me until I just have to ask.

'What I don't understand is why you do it at all,' I say. 'Why does Annie? I can't see why the pair of you don't tell the men to go to hell.'

'I can't answer for Annie,' she says, 'but in my case it's all down to Jonathon, the guy who founded Healed Hearts. He saved my life, so I feel I owe him. Doing my bit to keep this place going is my way of paying him back.'

'Saved your life how?'

'He got me off the streets. For as long as I can remember my dad used to get drunk and knock my mum about. When he started on me I walked out and headed for London, though God knows what I thought I'd find there. Living rough is pretty grim, I soon learned. One night three guys grabbed me in the alley where I slept and... let's just say there are things you don't want to talk about. Then Jonathon found me and brought me here. I was so grateful I couldn't do enough for him. If he wanted to spank my bum that was fine by me.'

'He spanked you?'

'God, yes; loads of times. When I first arrived he was forever giving me OTKs.'

'OTKs?'

'Yeah, you know - over-the-knee. I never met a man who enjoyed spanking girls' bare bums as much as him. Half the time the crafty devil was inventing reasons on the spot, but it took me a while to figure that out.'

She smiles almost fondly at the memory, though I can't imagine why. Jonathon sounds like a dirty old man to me and nothing more.

'He was never cruel, mind you,' she adds, 'and he only ever used his hand. You knew you'd been spanked, don't get me wrong, but somehow he made it seem like a game. Caroline's a different kettle of fish entirely. Her punishments are no game.'

'I believe you,' I say, remembering how she dealt with Annie.

'Caroline's a closet dominatrix, if you ask me. She puts on her poker face when she's dishing it out, like it's strictly official business, but you can see she's enjoying herself deep down. Not that a control freak like her would ever admit it. When Jonathon was here he gave OTKs for trivial offences while she dealt with the serious stuff. I've had three punishments from Caroline over the years and I'll be a very happy bunny if it stays at three, truthfully.'

The kettle clicks off and Jess makes the coffee.

'Were yours in public?' I ask. 'The serious ones, I mean.'

'No, thank God. I had mine before the rules changed. I definitely wouldn't want to perform in the common room with those turds Shane and Alan grinning like idiots and making comments. I didn't agree with it when they brought it in and I don't now. I'm damn sure Jonathon wouldn't approve. He's a dyed-in-the-wool spanker, right enough, but it's always just you and him in private.'
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