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    Chapter One




    Adrienne always went antique shopping when she needed cheering up, but today it was not helping. As she browsed through the ornaments and bric-a-brac, she wondered what might look good in her bedroom. And that only brought back memories of James.




    It was never meant to be like this. She had convinced herself this was it; he was The One. It was a feeling which had grown over the six weeks she had been seeing him. That was all the more surprising, as she’d never intended to spend that first night with James.




    She and her best friend, Rachel, had been enjoying a post-work drink in the pub opposite Adrienne’s office, when he came in with two of his friends. The bar was getting crowded and the girls were only taking up two seats of a large table, so it seemed a harmless request when the boys asked if they could sit there too. Of course it was impossible for them not to get talking, and after a couple of drinks it was suggested they all visit a curry house. With some pushing from Rachel, Adrienne agreed.




    The meal was good and it led to another bar, one with a late licence. At 1.30, the little group wandered into the street, merry but still in control. Throughout the evening Adrienne had found herself talking mostly to James. She occasionally glanced toward Rachel, feeling guilty at ignoring her friend for so long, but Rachel seemed to be getting on famously with the other two, so she returned her attention to the tall, fair-haired businessman who was paying so much to her.




    When they left the restaurant, he put his arm lightly around her shoulders, catching her long blonde hair and flicking the ponytail. In the second pub, his arm was around her waist, protectively keeping her to himself. When she found a vacant bar stool, he stood beside her and allowed his hand to stray onto her stockinged thigh, then up her short, pin-striped business skirt.




    She did not resist his advances. Although she was aware of her own attraction for men, Adrienne had not had so many sexual partners. Her one long-term boyfriend had been and gone two years ago, bailing out when she suggested it was time to look for a place together, and it had been some months since she had found sensual pleasure in anything other than her own hand. As the night drove toward its inevitable climax, she began to get butterflies and a rising sense of panic.




    They spilled out into the brisk night air, almost the last to leave. It was no great surprise to find all three men claimed to live close to Adrienne and Rachel’s Fulham flats, separated by only half a mile. The five quickly found a black cab and headed south.




    They reached Adrienne’s block first and James announced this was close enough for him too. She was pretty sure it would be even closer before much longer. He paid the driver, then turned to her as the cab disappeared.




    ‘Well …,’ he began, a little sheepishly.




    ‘Er, yes,’ she answered, fishing in her bag for her keys. ‘Coffee?’ she asked automatically. It had been a long time since she had played this game and she hoped she could remember the rules.




    ‘Love to!’ he said with relish, and followed her up the big stone steps of the Victorian terrace which housed her flat.




    Once inside, she pointed him to the living room while she took off her coat and jacket, and left them with her heels. She padded into the kitchen where she went through the motions of making coffee. Only instant; she hoped they would not get the time to drink it. They could have filter in the morning. She also turned the central heating up a notch. It was a chilly night for rolling around in the nude.




    She brought the coffee back to the living room. James had slipped off his jacket and was loosening his tie. She set the mugs down, sat next to him, and undid it altogether. In reply, he slipped his hand behind her head and tugged at the band holding her hair in place. She felt it slide off and shook her head so the hair flowed out across her shoulders. She felt his hand compel her face toward his.




    Instinctively, she opened her mouth. Their lips touched and his tongue reached hers. My God, had her “I’m available” signs been so obvious? Tongues already!




    There was no question of fighting him off. Already her right hand smoothed a path across her chest, the material of his expensive shirt feeling exquisite. Emboldened, he did the same to her, but his hand began to sneak inside after flicking open two of her blouse buttons. She felt his fingertips squeezing her right breast through her bra. She deepened the kiss as her arousal grew. Then he was tugging the hem aside to explore her naked breast. She reached down to help by pulling the blouse out of her skirt waistband.




    She looked down to see her breast, still semi-decent with its white lace covering, pointing out of her rumpled top. Her heart was pounding and it pumped even harder when James’s firm hand gently peeled down the cup. For a moment they both stared at the long, brown nipple, engorged with blood as Adrienne’s excitement grew. Then he smoothed his palm over it, his fingers gently clawing the generous flesh of her bosom.




    She smiled up into his eyes, then kissed him again. She decided that what was sauce for the goose was sauce for her gander, so as he continued to knead her breast she snaked her right hand down into his groin. His legs parted as soon as he divined her purpose.




    She found the hard lump straight away and massaged it through his trousers. She fingered the catch of his zip and pulled it down, teasing him very deliberately. She heard him grunt, even though their mouths were still locked together. Her hand pushed into the gap she had created and felt the heat of his crotch on her fingers. They trembled as she touched his erection through his boxers.




    His squeezing of her breast had become more insistent, but now he let go. Soon both his hands were pulling at the buttons of her blouse, drawing it open and dragging it down her shoulders. To be rid of it completely she was obliged to pull her right hand out of his fly, but as it came out she brought his penis with it. Adrienne gasped as the hard member sprang into the open.




    Momentarily released from contact with him, she decided to make the most of it before diving back into the fray. She stood and unclipped the front-fastening bra to fully reveal her breasts, then dropped the wispy garment on the carpet with her blouse. Her skirt followed and, seeing no cause for modesty, so did her panties. Her hold-up stockings were academic; she decided not to waste time pulling them off.




    She sank back on the sofa and renewed her kiss with James. Both his hands cupped her breasts and soon his lips began to slide down her neck, then the upper slopes of her chest, and finally onto the ultra-sensitive aureole. Adrienne gasped as his tongue and lips rolled around each of her nipples in turn. She ran her hands through his hair, urging him to stronger and stronger motions, until he was taking a whole bud into his mouth each time.




    After several minutes of sucking, by which time her nipples were throbbing, she decided it was time to return the compliment. She pushed him back against the sofa. He looked up, desire burning in his eyes. He followed her gaze as her eyes wandered down to his penis, jutting proudly from his trousers. He grinned as he guessed what was coming.




    Sliding onto her knees, she took the base of his tool in her left hand, circling it with her fingers. It jumped as she touched it, and she hoped she had not left it too late. Gingerly, she squeezed his testicles. They felt tight, the texture of the skin rough and furrowed. She saw the glans pulsing and decided to get on with her task as quickly as possible.




    Pointing her tongue, she put the tip on the underside of his swollen head. She flicked upwards and was rewarded with a groan. She gave him a couple more licks before planting several gentle kisses on him. A small drop of fluid had formed on the very tip and she gently scooped it off with her tongue. He shivered, and so did she as she tasted his saltiness.




    She knew she had to move quickly to achieve what she wanted. She carefully slid back James’s foreskin. The glans was swollen and purple and she knew he was ready for action. Adrienne opened her lips and smoothed them over the end of his organ.




    It slid easily into her mouth. She closed her lips halfway down and took a deep breath through her nose. Then she began to move her head up and down. At the same time she squeezed his testicles again and began to masturbate the base of his penis.




    His moans grew louder and his breath came in short stabs. His hips began to buck in time with the bobbing of her head. Both movements became faster. Adrienne felt her own fingers brush her lips as her stimulation of his penis reached a crescendo. She gave his balls another squeeze and that was it. He was gone.




    She gagged as the strong, thick fluid hit the back of her throat. There was too much – some even spilled from between her lips and trickled down his shaft. Her head movements slowed as he pulsed three or four times. Then he was still. She gave his length a gentle stroke before swallowing for the last time and pulling her mouth away from the shiny, wet end. It was rapidly becoming limp and as she kissed the tip, then ran her tongue over it, he moaned and tried to pull away. Now it was too sensitive to be any use, for the moment at least.




    ‘Wow!’ he gasped, as she knelt up and looked at him. ‘I didn’t expect that.’




    ‘Don’t raise your hopes too high and you’ll never be disappointed,’ Adrienne said enigmatically. She lifted her neglected coffee cup to her lips. It was lukewarm but it would do.




    ‘That was some blowjob,’ James went on, ‘and I haven’t done anything for you.’




    ‘Not yet,’ said Adrienne, ‘but you will. And when you do, you’ll do it twice as long as you would have if I hadn’t blown you first. I’ll be in the bedroom when you’re ready.’ She got to her feet and headed in that direction. ‘I’ll expect you in about 15 minutes? Condoms are in the top shelf of the bathroom cabinet. Grab a couple.’




    ‘Crafty girl,’ muttered James as he watched her naked bottom retreating across the living room, then saw the door close behind her. ‘Which lifestyle mag did you learn that trick from?’




    Ten minutes later he opened the bedroom door. Adrienne was now completely naked, but half-covered by a single sheet. She had changed the bulb in her bedside light for a soft orange one. Sex might be infrequent for her, but she had not completely lost her touch.




    She saw that James was now completely naked too. He had a good physique. She congratulated herself on making such a catch. He closed the door and padded slowly toward the bed. She could see his right hand gently pumping on his revived penis. In his left he carried two small foil packets. As he reached the foot of the bed, he held them up and smiled. ‘Would you care to do the honours?’




    She sat up, allowing the sheet to fall away, exposing her breasts to him once again, and took the condoms. Tossing one onto the bedside table, she tore open the other packet. He climbed onto the bed and knelt astride her, presenting his erection. Once more she leant forward and took the head in her mouth, but only for a few brief seconds. ‘Extra lubrication,’ she explained, ‘and a good luck kiss!’




    She turned her attention back to the sheath. In a moment she had stretched it down the length of his shaft. Almost eight inches, she judged, now she saw it in all its glory. This was going to be fun.




    Giving James a couple of encouraging tugs, she lay back and opened her legs. He manoeuvred himself into position. She felt the head rub against her inflamed lips before he began to push forward. At first there was a little resistance, but they both wriggled and began to shove against each other. Millimetre by millimetre he slid inside her.




    Adrienne threw her arms out and savoured the slow entry. She closed her eyes and felt his hand on her left breast, squeezing her nipple to prominence, then his teeth, tongue, and lips as they closed on the sensitive, swollen cherry.




    He had gone in to the hilt and now paused to savour the delicious, soft tightness he found around his organ. But after a few seconds he could wait no longer and withdrew to the bulge, then pushed home with the same force. He grunted, she sighed. He shoved again; the cries became louder. Another stroke and Adrienne reached up to run her hands over the back of his neck, then through the short, neat hairs on his head.




    He ground away, his passion rising. Adrienne looked down between her breasts and saw the joining of their bodies. For a moment it seemed as if she was looking at another couple making love, but the churning in her lower abdomen soon brought her back to reality. She was being fucked, and royally. Taking the edge off his libido really had worked. He would last long enough to take her over the edge for sure.




    She ran her hands down his smooth back and gripped each of his buttocks. She found them pleasingly hard and muscular, clenched in excitement. She squeezed tightly, her nails digging into his flesh as she physically pushed him even deeper inside. She began to grunt through her teeth. ‘G-g-go on! Yesss! F-fuck me! Fuck me!’




    He obliged and, a few seconds later, she felt the wave of relief as all the pent-up emotions of the evening came flooding out. She opened her mouth in one long scream of abandon. She held his rear cheeks in a vice-like grip, not allowing him to pull out. He struggled, believing he needed a few more thrusts to finish himself off, but the hot pulsing of Adrienne’s tunnel soon saw to his needs. She felt his whole body stiffen as he ejaculated into the rubber safety zone, so strong but thin enough to allow them to feel each other’s pulses. He groaned as he orgasmed and she relaxed her grip. He pulled out and lunged a couple more times, somewhat half-heartedly now, before carefully withdrawing. He reached his face down to kiss her before rolling over onto his back. A few minutes later she could hear his steady breathing as he slept.




    She drifted off herself, but was woken as she dreamed of lying in a bath full of soft white feathers. The tickling sensation around her groin was insistent but very pleasurable. Slowly she landed back in reality and sensed a movement below her waist, hands clutching her thighs. She looked down to see James’s head bobbing between her legs and registered his tongue on the outer lips of her vagina.




    She laid her head back again and reflected on what a lovely way it was to be woken up. He was not the best she had ever met, but his enthusiasm made up for what he lacked in style. He obviously felt the need to do a good job, another benefit of her pre-emptive fellatio.




    He licked and sucked hungrily and her loins stirred again. When his tongue found the hard nub of her clitoris the electric jolt of pleasure which shot through her was too much. She came, not as powerfully as before, but a smooth, relaxing release nonetheless.




    James pulled himself level with her and kissed her, giving her a taste of her own muskiness. Then he rolled over again and they both slept.




    They made love once more, when Adrienne returned from a dawn visit to the bathroom to find she had woken James, who was nursing a traditional first-thing hard-on. This time he wanted her from behind, and she was happy to oblige, her head buried in the pillows. She revelled in the extra depth of his penetration as he slammed into her, his thighs slapping against her bottom and his hands reaching forward to fill themselves with her dangling breasts.




    He dressed and left soon after. ‘Visiting my parents in Birmingham, promised I’d be there by lunchtime, so I have to get an early train.’ Looking back, she could see how weak the excuse was, even if it sounded plausible to her as she dozed in the afterglow of really great sex. Now she was running through her mind, listing every unlikely explanation for his dawn escapes, or cancelled dates over the next six weeks. She had never stopped to question why they could never go back to his place, why she could not even have his home number (“really, Adrienne, I only ever use my mobile, I can’t even remember the landline any more!”). She had found out exactly why early this morning.




    He had dozed off after another bout of energetic all-night sex, and she’d curled up on his chest. She watched him sleep in the grey light creeping through a gap in the curtains. His left hand lay across his chest and she began to rub it affectionately. Slowly, she started to examine it more carefully and found her attention drawn to his third finger. Then she was fully awake and studying it closely.




    There could be no mistake. He had been abroad for work last week, to Italy, and was well tanned. All apart from a pale band of flesh just above his knuckle, the mark of a recently – and temporarily – removed wedding ring.




    Adrienne rolled away. Making the best possible use of the large bed, she curled up on the edge. As James slept, blissfully ignorant of the heartbreak he had just caused, a tear trickled down her cheek.




    Two hours later, he woke to find her sitting on the edge of the bed, her head in her hands. The inevitable confrontation led to his confession. His assertion that he had not lied to her because she had never asked him directly if he was married made her feel even more stupid and used. And so what if he was married – to Ruth, he told her, for five years. Why should that stop them having a little fun? Who exactly was getting hurt?




    She told him to get out, to stay out, and made sure he was in no doubt just how she felt about him. As the door slammed behind him, Adrienne lay face down on the bed and sobbed.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Adrienne set the box on the kitchen table. She could not explain why it had caught her eye, or why she had felt compelled to buy it. A hundred and seventy pounds was a lot of money, even if she was on a good salary and didn’t have the responsibility of a family to spend it for her. But the box would look good on her desk in the lounge.




    She undid the catches and lifted the lid, running her fingers over the red leather lining of its base. The material was rough and spoke of years of use. She wondered who else might have touched it during its long life. How many letters had been written on its smooth surface? By a man or a woman? How many different homes had it graced before finding its way to hers?




    She was brought out of her reverie by the doorbell. At first her heart leapt as she thought it was James, then she recalled how things had ended that morning.




    Adrienne opened the door to find Rachel beaming at her from behind a pair of Ray-Bans. ‘I need coffee. Quickly! But great sex always has that effect on me!’




    ‘For God’s sake, come in. You’ll have the neighbours calling the vice squad!’ Once inside the privacy of the flat, the vivacious redhead flopped onto the sofa. She was still wearing her sunglasses. Clearly she had been up late. Adrienne went to the kitchen and clicked the kettle on, then returned to the living room.




    ‘So where’s James? Worn him out already …? Oh babe, what’s up?’ Adrienne had sunk into an armchair and burst into tears, much to her friend’s shock. Rachel slid onto her knees in front of her and took her in her arms, gently shushing her until she was calm enough to explain.




    It all came out. Rachel listened patiently, then kissed her on the forehead, and went to the kitchen. She came back with the coffees, handing one to Adrienne. ‘I popped a brandy in it – thought you’d need it. So he was a rat – well, he had me fooled, and if I ever get my hands on him …’




    ‘Rachel, I just want to forget about him. If I get angry then he’s won, and he’s just not worth it. No, I want to hear what you got up to last night.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Really. I want his name, and I want to know just what you did with him.’




    ‘Er, actually, it’s them …’




    ‘Them?’ Adrienne clapped her hands over her mouth. ‘How many men did you let fuck you?’




    ‘Just two. And I didn’t let them. I insisted. I found them in the same bar we met – him. They weren’t keen to begin with. You know how competitive men get, and I think they were worried about not performing in front of their mate. But I wasn’t in the mood to be a prize catch of the day. I told them I’d go in the bedroom and they could come in one by one to be blown.’




    ‘What? They must have thought they’d died and gone to heaven.’




    ‘You wouldn’t guess it from their faces. Terrified. So I just went in and started to strip for action. Number One plucked up the courage to come in first, and his courage wasn’t the only thing that was up.’




    ‘So you sucked him?’




    ‘And how! Big and juicy, a good seven inches.’




    ‘And Number Two came in after him?’




    ‘He did. I made him lie on the bed and leant over him with my arse facing the door.’




    ‘Then?’




    ‘I was naked by then, and he seemed to be enjoying himself. I took my time and he was making plenty of noise. Then I heard the door open.’




    ‘Did you stop?’




    ‘As if I could! No, I just carried on. I heard Number One tear a packet open and roll one on. Then his hands grabbed my hips. Then …’




    ‘Oh my God!’




    ‘That’s what I would have said if my mouth hadn’t been full. Anyway,’ Rachel went on, ignoring Adrienne’s look of shock, ‘he was in me and began pumping away and Number Two was in my mouth, so pretty soon my head was going up and down in time with Number One slapping against my bum. I’d have loved it if they’d come off together, but there was no way Number Two was going to last much longer.’




    ‘Well, it was his first shot of the night, Rachel.’




    ‘And didn’t I know it! He filled my gob, and then some. Number One had a couple more minutes in him, so I just let him hump away while I licked Number Two clean.’




    ‘And what about you? I hope you didn’t get left out.’




    ‘Of a performance like that? I should think not! No, I came twice before Number One, first a little one which kind of ignited the other. It was fantastic.’




    ‘The rest of the night must have been a bit of a let-down. I bet they couldn’t look each other in the eye.’ Adrienne was only too aware how jealous men were of their sexual conquests. Richard, her last serious boyfriend, although unwilling to move in, had been possessive to the point of obsession. It had been one of the reasons for their break-up.




    ‘I was a bit worried about that, so I took the bull by the horns, so to speak.’




    ‘You did what?’




    ‘Well, I was in the buff, so I insisted they get their kit off too. And when they were starkers I grabbed a limp cock in each hand and pulled them into the living room.’




    ‘You let two naked guys out of your bedroom? Rachel, you’re slipping.’




    ‘Only to get back to the drinks cabinet. A couple more shots, a bit of gentle coaxing, and they wanted to play again. Right there on my hearthrug.’




    ‘Did you let them take turns this time?




    ‘No, babe. I made them pamper me.’




    ‘Pamper you?’




    ‘Uh-huh. I laid back and told them to choose ends. Number Two got the top half, while Number One went to work down below.’




    ‘Oh, you are good. How do you do it?’




    ‘I ask nicely. And if they don’t get it, I demand. But it was brilliant, lying there in front of a gas fire, one hunky guy fondling and licking my tits, another kissing the insides of my thighs, then my belly button, then my tummy, then … Oh yes! And as I watched, their hard-ons got stiffer and stiffer, and I could reach out and touch them. And when I did … Hey, where are you going?’




    ‘To the kitchen,’ called Adrienne from the hall, ‘to get a bucket of cold water to throw over you. Or I might put more brandy in my coffee.’




    ‘You took the words right out of my mouth,’ said Rachel, following her. ‘And my mouth’s had a lot in it in the last 24 hours.’




    ‘Pervert!’ Adrienne teased as she switched on the kettle and reached for the bottle. ‘So, after fucking their brains out, did you get their phone numbers?’




    ‘Well … Not exactly.’




    ‘Addresses? Street names, even?’




    ‘Not really.’




    ‘Last names?’




    ‘Not as such.’




    ‘I don’t believe it. Don’t you take any interest in a man once you’ve shagged him?’




    ‘They do lose a bit of their attraction once they’ve gone soft. Besides, what sort of a relationship could grow out of a lust-fuelled Friday night threesome?’




    ‘They probably realised they’d never be able to boast about their prowess to each other again – or the size of their pricks.’ The kettle clicked, and Adrienne picked it up and began to refill the coffee jug.




    ‘They’d nothing to be ashamed of in either department, believe me.’




    ‘I wonder what James told his mates about me? That I’m an easy lay, I should think. Oh, why the hell should I care? I’ll never see him again.’




    ‘And if not, it’ll be a day too soon – hey, what’s that, babe?’ Rachel had turned to see the box on the kitchen table.




    ‘It’s a Victorian writing case,’ Adrienne explained. ‘I picked it up this morning. Do you like it?’




    ‘I don’t know. What do you do with it?’




    ‘It was like a laptop. You kept your pens, pencils, and paper in it, and you carried it around with this brass handle. And when you opened it,’ said Adrienne, clicking the catch and lifting the lid, ‘you had a perfect writing surface wherever you were.’




    ‘Cute,’ said Rachel, ‘but how much?’




    ‘A hundred and seventy,’ Adrienne told her.




    ‘What?’ Rachel looked astonished. ‘You were done! No way is it worth that much!’




    ‘It is to me,’ Adrienne muttered defensively. ‘I like it.’




    ‘So what are you going to do with it?’




    ‘I thought it would look good on my desk or beside the bed.’




    ‘Are you going to fill it with quills? That would be a nice feature.’ Rachel’s red-taloned nails ran across the inner surface of the lid.




    ‘That’s a good idea. I could see if the shop I bought it from has any …’ Adrienne was interrupted by a loud click, then a snap. ‘Rachel! What have you done?’




    ‘I’m sorry! I just touched something and the inside of the lid flew out.’




    ‘A hundred and seventy quid’s worth of antique and you … Hey, maybe you didn’t. What’s that?’ Adrienne peered into the cavity exposed by what was now shown to be a fake lining. She reached in with tentative fingers and carefully pulled out a pile of folded papers, tied together with a faded ribbon. Her touch was delicate, as the paper felt brittle. ‘What did you touch?’ she asked her friend.




    ‘That little bump there. I thought it was a knot in the wood. What have you got there?’




    ‘Something someone went to an awful lot of trouble to hide. Let’s see how.’ Adrienne placed the bundle to one side and lifted the inner section back into place. It was hinged at one end, but the joint completely disappeared when it was folded away, and the whole section closed with a soft click. She pressed the little knob of wood and it sprang open again.




    ‘Oh wow! A secret compartment!’ Rachel’s joy was almost childlike.




    ‘And some secret papers. Still think it wasn’t worth one hundred and seventy quid?’




    ‘Depends what they are. Let’s have a look.’




    ‘Not so fast. Let’s take these in the living room.’ Adrienne picked up the papers and led the way.




    The women sat side by side on the sofa and placed the papers on the coffee table. ‘OK, here goes.’ She carefully undid the ribbon and unfolded the first sheet, fearful it would fall apart in her hands. She stared at it for a few seconds. ‘It’s a letter – at least I think it’s a letter. The handwriting’s dreadful. It’s going to take forever to read.’




    ‘I can make out the date,’ said Rachel. ‘April 13th 1886. Wow, this really is Victorian! What a find.’




    ‘I’ll say. These letters must be worth something.’




    ‘I wonder why they were locked up? I bet it’s got something really juicy in it. Like something about the Royal Family, or who Jack the Ripper really was.’




    ‘I doubt it. That’s exactly the sort of thing you’d put in a fake letter or diary. But if it is Victorian, that would explain the handwriting. No Biros then, just scratchy metal nibs you had to dip in ink every few words.’




    ‘How come you know all this?’ Rachel asked.




    ‘I did Victorian social history as an option in my degree. Looks like it’s finally going to be useful!’ She grinned to herself. ‘It was a fascinating time. I’ve always wondered what it would have been like to live then. It’s only just beyond living memory but so much has changed. Think about it, Rachel – no TV, no National Grid to heat and light your home, no fridge-freezer to keep your food fresh for months. You and I would have been married off by our families just after we hit adolescence. The only work we’d do would be raising a family and maybe a little seamstressing.’




    ‘A bit of what?




    ‘Sewing.’




    ‘Ugh! I’ve never been any good at that. I think I’ll stick to looking after the kids if that was the only other choice.’




    ‘With eight or nine, you wouldn’t have had much choice.’




    ‘What? Look, maybe I want to settle down and have a couple later, when I find the right bloke, but …’




    ‘That’s another thing. No trying before you buy. The Victorians were very prim about marriage. After last night’s performances you and I would be branded fallen women. Of course, you fell much further and harder than me.’




    ‘Cheeky tart! Just ’cos you’re jealous. Anyway, if the women were domestic slaves or baby machines we can assume the letters were written by a man. Who else would have anything to write about or the time to do it?’




    ‘Maybe. Let’s see what the name at the end of the letter is.’ Adrienne turned the three pages over and searched for the signature. ‘Well, well,’ she exclaimed after a few seconds’ careful examination, ‘I’m afraid your theory’s wrong, if “from your dearest friend and cousin, Catherine” is anything to go by.’




    ‘Maybe she was one of the lucky ones,’ Rachel mused. ‘A woman who bucked the trend and did her own thing. A woman just like us.’




    ‘No, she was probably just very rich,’ said Adrienne. ‘But why speculate when the answers are all here? Let’s read.’




    She turned the pages back over and the two women began to study the document in earnest. An hour later, they had finished, and were staring speechlessly at each other.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    My dearest Connie,




    It has been so long since I have written to you. I really must offer a thousand apologies, but my new tutor has been working me so hard I simply have not had the time to pick up my pen for anything other than Latin or Greek!




    Father says he has engaged Miss Prior as a last resort. He says my chances of making a good marriage are fast disappearing. Already 19 and still unwed! He believes my only chance is to find a respectable young clergyman, and for a man of the cloth I must be educated. Not to be his equal you understand, but to be able to converse politely and intelligently. Oh, how I wish I could go up to university like my brothers! But it is not for us, sweet cousin. The gentle sex must play its natural role.




    So Miss Prior arrived a month ago. She is a handsome woman, not yet 35 but so well-travelled and learned. In many ways I would aspire to be like her. But she is also a woman of hidden depths.




    For the first fortnight she was like any other governess or teacher. She set me tests to find the extent of my skills and knowledge, and I began to rediscover the joy of learning I know we shared as children when we schooled together. However, she declared herself unhappy with my efforts and told me that stricter methods would be applied from then on. I little knew just how strict she would be!




    At the start of our third week I entered the library which serves as my school room at eight, as was my custom. Miss Prior was there as usual, but today she carried more than her text books. Imagine my horror when I saw in her hands a cane! Yes, Connie, a long, thin cane, just as is used on errant children! I was too shocked to speak for some moments but finally found my voice. I demanded to know what she intended doing with the beastly object. She replied that from today it was to encourage me in my studies, a system advocated by all educationalists since the beginning of civilisation. I replied by telling her I was a grown woman and not a child. I would certainly not be beaten!




    My words seemed to wash off her like water. She told me she had Father’s express permission for this course of action. For far too long, she said, I had been spared the rod. Shaken to my core, I began to sob but my tears left her unmoved. She merely ordered me to stand in front of my desk.




    I did so, my tears still falling and my legs shaking, and was then told to bend forward in the traditional fashion for punishment. Thus presented, I gripped the far edge of my desk and prepared myself. I felt the cane tap the seat of my dress and I closed my eyes in terror. Then the cane was drawn back, there was a pause and a whistle and the most incredible pain I have ever known. I tell you, Connie, I had forgotten how excruciating the cane is. I cried out, my sobs coming unabated now, but Miss Prior gave me little time to recover before landing the second, then the third.




    And what do you think then? Was my humiliation complete? Not for Miss Prior! I was preparing myself for the next stroke when I heard her move behind me. Thinking I was to be spared further mistreatment, I looked over my shoulder to see my tutor, with the cane tucked under her arm, taking hold of the hem of my dress. I called her to ask what she thought she was doing and was curtly told that I could not expect the whole of the caning to be given over such a thick muslin garment. The skirt was raised, exposing my drawers and stockings and I made to stand, but was rewarded with a sharp slap across my buttocks from Miss Prior’s free hand. She told me not to move on pain of extra strokes. The first three had been given on my protected bottom; now only the thin material of drawers was to be allowed to stay in place.




    Bending forward once more, I held my breath before the cane sliced into me. Oh Connie, it was agony! I screamed so loudly I expected the whole household to come running to see what was amiss, but they did not, and Miss Prior seemed to know they would not. She simply delivered two more burning strokes of the hateful cane before passing her left hand over my cheeks, no doubt feeling their heat even through my underclothes. She told me I could now stand and cover myself before sitting down and commencing with my Latin lesson as normal. For my part I sat somewhat carefully, still crying pitifully for some minutes, my eyes fixed on the cane which she left across the top of her own desk, a deliberate ploy to frighten me, I believe.




    But what do you think? After such a humiliating and painful ordeal, was I downcast and terrified? Indeed, but only for a time. So concerned was I with escaping further punishment that I concentrated extra hard on my verbs, making only three errors of conjugation all morning. Later, when alone in my room preparing for bed, I lifted my nightdress and examined myself in the dressing mirror. Even by the light of a single candle the lines left by the cane were clearly visible. The pain and fear had long since gone, but something else had replaced it.




    Connie, my cousin, can you keep a secret? Oh, I know you can! Ever since last summer when you came to stay and we had to share a bed for lack of space. You will remember how we talked of what a man and wife would do when they were abed, and showed each other our private spots. And the stickiness which grew there when we allowed our fingers to linger too long? Well, Connie, as I examined my bottom for damage I began to feel the strangest sensation in my spot. The slightest touch of my forefinger, on lifting my nightdress, revealed a moistness far greater than any you witnessed!




    What has caused these strange feelings, Connie? As I write to you I am awaiting Miss Prior’s arrival for my afternoon lesson. She gave me this morning to myself as she wanted to fetch a parcel from the village post office, but at the conclusion of our class yesterday she promised me three strokes of the cane at the commencement of our work today, one for each of my mistakes yesterday. Yet in my heart there is nothing like the fear I know I should have.




    I know not what Miss Prior has planned for me over the coming weeks, but will continue to write to you so that you may share my adventures and feelings. I long for the day when we will meet again. Until then, adieu.




    From your dearest friend and cousin, Catherine.




    ‘I don’t care what you did at university, that is not real!’ Rachel was the first to break the silence. ‘Even today I wouldn’t tell you if I got my kicks from something as kinky as being caned. And I certainly wouldn’t put it in a letter where anyone could read it.’




    ‘No, you’d text me on your mobile, email me, Twitter me, or post it on your blog. Not all Victorians were clichés from a Gothic novel. It rings true to me. Besides, if someone went to all the trouble of faking this stuff, why hide it in the writing case?’




    Rachel snorted. ‘To make some gullible idiot like you believe it’s genuine?’




    ‘And since when were you an expert on Victorian literature? This speaks to me. It tells me about a girl just coming to terms with being a woman, and a woman ahead of her time.’




    ‘And a woman who seems to have a thing for other women, if it is true. Lesbianism doesn’t sound like the kind of thing respectable 19th-century girls got up to. Had they even invented it by then?’




    ‘Come on, Rachel, our generation didn’t invent weird sex!’




    ‘I just don’t think she’d have written so explicitly about being a lezzy. She’d have been ashamed, surely?’




    ‘Maybe she didn’t think she was a lesbian. She thought she and Connie were just playing.’




    ‘They were. With each other. Very naughty. If you ask me, they both deserved to be thrashed. Anyway, I’ve got to go. What are you going to do with all this stuff? Hold on to it till The Antiques Road Show hits town?’




    ‘I don’t think they’d consider these suitable for teatime broadcasting. No, I’m going to read them, of course. Then I’ll decide what to do.’




    ‘Mind if I pop round for a look every now and then, babe?’




    ‘Of course you can, even if you don’t think they’re real. But where are you off to in such a hurry?’




    ‘Last-minute shopping, something for the date I’ve got tonight.’




    ‘Who’s this with? I thought you weren’t going to see Numbers One and Two again?’




    ‘I’m not. This is a date I made last week. A chap called Mike; I met him in the bar of the sports club after my aerobics class. He’d been playing squash. Come to think of it, his partner was pretty tasty too. Shall I ask …?’




    ‘No!’ said Adrienne emphatically.




    ‘OK, I’ll leave you to your bodice ripper. I’m not sure I’d give up a night out with a real man for a night in with a kinky Victorian pussy-licker, but each to her own.’




    ‘It’s called educating yourself. I’ll call tomorrow,’ said Adrienne, following Rachel into the hall. ‘Good hunting.’




    ‘He’s as good as fucked!’ Rachel giggled, giving her friend a kiss on each cheek before she disappeared. ‘Bye, babe!’




    After closing the door on her hyperactive best friend, Adrienne returned to her lounge and picked up the next letter.




    My dearest Connie,




    Having promised to keep writing to you I am now at something of a loss as to where I should begin. The events of yesterday are still fresh in my memory, as are the strange feelings my caning inspired in me. Vivid as they are, I shall not describe them again: Today has given me enough to write about.




    I arrived in the school room before Miss Prior. I shudder when I think of what might happen if I am ever late for a lesson. She was carrying the cane I knew would be used on me before long, and I could not suppress the fluttering in my belly as I laid eyes on it. She set it down on her desk, then ordered me to stand.




    I rose to unsteady feet, my hands clutched desperately in front of me. Miss Prior gave me a short lecture about how she regretted having to use such extreme measures to teach me, but that if I refused to learn my verbs properly I would feel the results on my bottom. By the time she told me to turn around and gather up my skirts, tears were prickling my eyes.




    I bared my drawers to her satisfaction and was told to bend forward. As I did so I felt my cheeks poking through the slit. I flushed with embarrassment as I felt the cold air tickle my spot. But I also felt a tinge of excitement as I realised Miss Prior would certainly be looking at me down there. I wondered what she would see. A few of the hairs which nature provides for my womanly modesty? Or perhaps even the slight pouting of my nether lips?




    My reverie was interrupted by her hands. I felt them first on my drawers, then they rudely pulled the garment further apart. I wriggled and gasped but made no attempt to stand as Miss Prior told me to keep still and not make a fuss. Evidently she intended to make sure the cane landed on far more of my naked flesh than it had last time. My fear and trepidation rose, but so, in equal measure, did my anticipation.




    The cane was laid across my bottom and I gripped the edge of the desk, tensing my muscles. Miss Prior spoke again. Three verbs incorrectly conjugated, she said, meant three strokes of the cane. She drew her arm back. The first stroke landed, a line of fire across my seat, eliciting a fierce yell from me. I sniffed back my tears and waited for the second. It was not long in coming. My bottom was scorched again, slightly below the first stroke. I screamed my agony, the very act of doing so a release for all the emotions trapped within me. Then the third stroke was delivered and I cried again as it crossed skin already damaged by the first two.




    My tears flowed fast as I realised my punishment was over, for today at least. As she had done yesterday, Miss Prior put down the cane and ran her fingers over my behind. My head was still a maelstrom of pain, but I could swear she lingered just a little longer today, before telling me to stand and make myself decent. Our lesson resumed, today with some success – tonight, Connie, as I sit here writing this letter I need have no fear of tomorrow. My diction and conjugation were perfect and invoked no penalties. Even so I feel somewhat empty at that prospect, and wonder if I shall perform as well in class without the sting of the cane on my bottom. I shall write again soon and tell you of any further adventures.




    Until then I remain your loving and loyal cousin, Catherine.




    Adrienne looked up from the letter. Her heart was pounding, her breathing heavy. Just the effect of making such an important historical discovery, she told herself. But still she could not get the images conjured up by the writing out of her head.




    She had already given the author a face. A pretty one, with shining green eyes and a delicate button nose. Her hair hung in brown ringlets and her trim figure was hidden under the voluminous layers of her Victorian costume. Adrienne imagined it being exposed at the orders of Miss Prior, a prim but handsome woman with her hair in a bun and a simple black dress. She could even imagine the sadistic smile on the older woman’s face as she humiliated her young victim. And those feelings Catherine described – what a strange reaction to such a dreadful experience!




    Adrienne walked to the window. Looking out into the darkening streets, she wondered whether life was easier for women then. Your family more or less chose your husband, so there was no playing the dating game, which sometimes felt like a war of attrition. Women did not have careers, so there was no pressure to succeed. Now you were expected to do something with your life, and because it was still a man’s world, succeeding was twice as hard. If you do, she reflected, it’s at the expense of any kind of home life, yet you are still considered weird if you don’t have a husband and babies by your mid-30s.




    But at least I have the freedom to microwave myself a meal, she thought. She plodded into the kitchen and selected a “serves one” lasagne from the freezer.




    An hour and a half later she was still feeling low. Saturday night television on all 40 channels was dreadful; surely a conspiracy between breweries and TV executives to drive people to drink. Once that thought was in her head there was no shifting it.




    There was a small pub a couple of streets away. She had been there once or twice with Rachel. For a moment, she baulked at the idea of going alone, but she thought of Catherine and how it would have been impossible for her to contemplate even leaving her father’s house without a chaperone. Over a hundred years later, Adrienne was not going to bind herself with the same restrictions.




    She went to her bedroom and pulled out what she called her “sloppy sweater”. Baggy, long, and red, with blue and white stripes across the middle, she normally just wore it around the flat. It would be perfect for tonight when all she wanted was a quiet drink. It hid her figure completely, coming below her bottom and almost big enough to fit double her bust size inside. Slipping it on, she looked at herself in the mirror, decided against even the slightest trace of make-up. She gathered a pair of ankle boots, her three-quarter length leather jacket, and her bag, and she was off.




    Ten minutes later, she walked into the pub. It was quiet for a Saturday night, even in a backstreet boozer like this. Most of the customers seemed to be couples, and that suited Adrienne just fine. She went to the bar and ordered a glass of white wine. She thought about getting a pint too, to make it look as if she was waiting for a man, but dismissed the idea when she saw how unlikely it was she would get any unwelcome chat-ups.
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