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1

‘I told you never to come to this house!’ Myra Brent’s eyes blazed with passion. ‘I told you,’ the words throbbed, ‘never, never come here!’

‘Myra, I...’

Quick and stinging her reply a whiplash of words, Myra’s mouth tightened.

‘No excuses, I don’t want to hear them. I told you to stay clear of this place, to stay away from me, I told you but you didn’t listen. You never learn do you, Eden? But perhaps this will help you.’

The final word squeezing between clenched teeth, Myra Brent’s hand struck hard.

Myra had never struck her before. Sitting now in the tiny house which had seen the growing of herself and her sister, Eden Brent seemed to feel again the sharp blow which had sent her reeling.

Why? She stared at the grate, dead and empty of fire for more than a week. Why had Myra’s eyes blazed, why had her whole body shaken; why had she been so angry? It wasn’t as if she had acted boldly; the very opposite was true. She had taken care to avoid the main approach to that house, coming to it by way of the surrounding fields and asking at the stables if one of the hands would let her sister know she was there.

Myra had run across that cobbled yard, the skirts of her dark blue dress flapping beneath the crisp starched cotton of her apron, her eyes throwing darts of fury. She had not even asked the reason of the visit.

Numbed as much by her sister’s treatment of her as by the January frost, Eden made no move as the door to the scullery opened and a thin woman, shawl knotted tight beneath flat shapeless breasts, bustled into the darkened room.

‘C’mon now, wench, it’ll do no good yoh sitting there catchin’ your own death o’ cold. It be over and done, your grandmother be laid to ’er rest and though you mightn’t think so this minute you ’ave to get on wi’ life.’

‘I tried to tell her...’

‘Ar well, yoh done your best, can’t nobody do more.’

Dora Benson drew the closed curtains a few inches apart following the custom of returning the household gradually to the full light of day after the burying of a family member.

‘I would never have gone to that house... never gone against her word...’

‘Like I says, wench, yoh tried, can’t never be said as yoh didn’t. But that sister o’ your’n wanted no hearin’ of what yoh went there to say, so that’s it an’ all about it. A man can lead a hoss to the brook but he can’t push its head ’neath the water.’

‘Gran would have liked her there.’

‘I’ll make no denial o’ that,’ Dora nodded, ‘but it ain’t always given that what a body would ’ave liked be what a body gets.’

‘But why would Myra not listen?’

Fetching sticks and coal from the bucket beneath the shallow brownstone sink in the scullery, Dora set to laying a fire.

‘The answer to that be knowed by none ’cept the wench ’erself and I ’ave no doubt you’ll hear the tellin’ o’ it in time; ’til then you must carry on as your grandmother trusted you would. Now, go fill the kettle from the pump while I gets this fire to lightin’.’

‘I told you to stay away from me...’

Taking the kettle into the yard shared with three other households, the words her sister had hurled at her echoed in Eden’s mind.

‘... you never learn do you?’

Eyes brimming, she swallowed hard. That had been one lesson she would never forget.

‘Who was the young woman paying you a visit, Myra?’

Ava Russell’s sharp eyes stabbed at the chambermaid she had summoned to her sitting-room.

‘I... I’ve had no visitor, mum.’

Ava’s smile was cold. ‘But it was no servant of mine you spoke with yesterday out there beside the stables.’

How did she know? Which one of the staff had told of Eden’s coming to Moorcroft House? Keeping her glance on the beautiful carpet, Myra hid the quick alarm triggering along her veins.

‘It was not any staff of this house, was it?’

Could she go on denying the visit? Myra’s brain sought for a way to do just that but her mistress’s swift intervention gave her no time.

‘I have the right to know the identity of any person calling at this house! You will furnish me with that knowledge or...’

The pause was deliberate, heavy in its meaning. Either Ava Russell got what she asked or a servant got the sack. Myra could not risk dismissal. She kept her glance on the carpet while her thoughts flew desperately in and out of her mind. Without her wage, Eden and their grandmother would be unable to manage, but to tell this woman of her sister...

‘I’m waiting!’

Myra felt her insides twist. She could hear laughter in that voice, the taunt of malice. This woman knew her own power and revelled in it. With one word she could take away another’s living, destroy a family dependent upon work as domestic servants. But there was something else, infinitely more cruel, of far more unmitigated evil, and that something must not touch Myra’s family.

‘I think p’raps you be referring to the gypsy woman, mum,’ Myra answered with the only feasible thought she had, ‘there was one called yesterday.’

Smoothing the skirts of her jade-coloured moiré taffeta gown, Ava Russell observed a few moments of silence, a silence she knew would tear at the nerves of the young woman standing before her, and enjoyed it to the full. The feeling of superiority, of dominance, the thrill of having another at her mercy never dissipated, never failed to set fire to her blood, and today she would feel that burning.

‘A gypsy you say.’ The gown smoothed of its non-existent crease, Ava’s hand rested on her knee, the smile remaining on her lips, frigid and static as if held there by the grip of ice.

‘Yes, mum, called at the house about three o’ clock.’

Poor stupid fool! Ava’s enjoyment heightened. Did the girl truly think she would be believed? Did she expect to fool Ava Russell with so lame an explanation? But what better could be expected of the lower classes? Really... Her inner smile as cold as that on her face, Ava chided herself... You should not have looked for a more intelligent lie – the girl just does not have the brain for it.

‘A gypsy,’ she repeated. ‘And it was she who spoke with you before the stables?’

‘Only for a minute or so, mum.’ Relief at having her explanation accepted, Myra raised her glance to the woman regarding her with dark eyes. ‘I told her she would have to leave, that the mistress didn’t tolerate gypsies calling at the house.’

‘I see.’ Ava nodded. The light shooting blue darts from her elegantly coiffured raven-black hair. ‘Then I must be mistaken, for the person I saw you with was dressed like no gypsy nor did she carry any basket of pegs or laces. In fact, she was dressed quite respectably as I recall, most neat and tidy in her maroon coat and bonnet. You are certain she was simply a gypsy, someone you had not met before that moment?’

She had seen! Myra’s nerves jumped again. She had seen Eden, had watched them together in the yard. How else would she have known of the maroon-coloured coat and bonnet that were Eden’s Sunday church clothes?

All of this reasoning showing clearly in her servant’s blue eyes, Ava Russell’s appetite for vindictiveness sharpened. But she must not satisfy that particular need too soon; she should exercise patience. Fruit savoured most was a fruit one had waited the tasting of. Tomorrow was another day and that would be followed by as many as Ava Russell chose. Lifting one well-manicured hand from her lap, she held it at chest level, each finger splayed in an affected gesture. Her tone conveying none of the satisfaction running inside, she addressed the servant.

‘As you have said, Myra, I do not tolerate gypsies or vagrants. You did right in telling the woman to leave.’

She thought she had got away with it. Ava Russell’s cold smile warmed to one of self-appreciation as she dismissed her maid. But that girl was merely on a leash, one which would be reeled in when the time was right!

The world was no different, the house was as she remembered it; her bedroom was the same small room with its chest of drawers, one plain wooden chair and her bed with a rag rug beside it; yet everything was different.

Unable to sleep, nerves quickening at every sound the night brought, Eden Brent stared at the darkness above her head. Somewhere up there should be a ceiling, to her left should be a door, yet all the knowledge of the past sixteen years of living in this house seemed to have evaporated, to have gone from her mind, leaving a blankness, an emptiness which held no marker, no indication of where she was or where she should go.

She had never thought she would feel like this, to feel so isolated from all she had known; now for the first time in her seventeen years she was afraid.

There had been no sign of her grandmother being ill. Vision lost in the black of moonless shadow the pictures in her mind showed vividly clear. The day had gone as so many before it, the cast iron range blackleaded to a silver sheen, the living-room polished and dusted, the quarry tiles of the scullery floor scrubbed, and the yard swilled down with buckets of water to which had been added the usual copious amount of ‘Auntie Sally’, the strong-smelling, dark, oily liquid bought weekly from the carter and used, Grandmother said, to keep down vermin.

As a child Eden had delighted in watching Grandmother add a little of the liquid to the water with which the floors of the living-room and bedrooms got their weekly scrubbing, laughing her pleasure when allowed to stir the bucket’s contents with a wooden stick, asking, ‘What makes it go all creamy?’ and getting no answer other than a brusque ‘Stop blethering, child, the water be gettin’ cold.’

It had always been that way, Gran being abrupt and pretending to be too busy to answer. It had taken a long time to realise, a long time to acknowledge, that the woman who had been their mother, father and grandmother was not an oracle, that she did not hold the answers to all things. It had come as a shock.

Surrounded by darkness, silence heavy in her ears, Eden remembered. The teacher had asked ‘What are shooting stars?’ The children had looked questioningly at each other, none daring to say aloud the thought in their minds. ‘They be shootin’ stars, just like yoh says.’ The teacher had waited a few moments and, when no reply was forthcoming, had tutted her impatience and told them she would ask the same question the next day. Eden had released the breath caught anxiously in case she was ordered to stand up and give her own answer. Myra would know, her sister knew a lot of things because of being older; and if Myra didn’t know, then Gran would because she was even older. But Myra had no explanation and Gran had grumbled of ‘kids bletherin’ on when they could see a body were busy.’ So she had gone to school the next day with no more knowledge of shooting stars but with an understanding that to her child’s mind was far more profound. Her grandmother had offered no solution, given no definition; she had not taken Eden on to her lap after supper and given a reason as to the why and wherefore of a thing which puzzled a young mind. Could it be that, contrary to her long-held belief, her grandmother was not all-knowing?

Somehow it had seemed like a betrayal. How could she think thus of her grandmother? It was a sin and she, Eden Brent, was the vilest of people.

But once she had not been so. The pictures in her mind changed, flashing from a thin, scraggy eight year old to a taller girl, her shape more defined, buds of breasts soft mounds beneath her cotton frock. Blue-green eyes clear and sparkling with interest in life, fair hair gleaming like a spring sun, thirteen-year-old Eden Brent was a pretty child.

The headmistress of twenty years had retired, her place taken by a middle-aged, gaunt, sharp-featured, razor-tongued woman whose every word conveyed her feeling that her new post was beneath her, that the running of a school whose pupils were the offspring of colliers, nailers and foundrymen was entirely unsuited to someone of her class. Miss Jones! Eden’s eyes closed trying to erase the memory, but it remained, stubbornly imprinted on her inner vision.

Three years Eden’s senior, Myra had already left the all-girls’ church school and secured a post as house maid at Moorcroft House, home of one of the town’s prosperous industrialists. Eden hoped the same might be given herself.

She had missed her sister terribly.

Eyes wide open now, Eden stared into darkness which had no power to hide the visions of her mind.

Myra’s monthly afternoon visits home were something Gran and she awaited with pleasure, her own a tingling excitement that tickled all over. Gran had allowed her to stay off school, calling next morning to state the reason for her granddaughter’s absence in her flat ‘don’t you go arguin’ o’ me’ tone. But on each occasion the headmistress had later summoned a frightened young girl to her private room plying her with questions. What had Myra talked of...? Had she spoken of her mistress...? What did the other servants gossip about? And all the time those keen ferret eyes had watched her face.

Why had she been interested in what Myra talked of? It hadn’t been as though her sister were still a pupil. She had kept her answers brief, resenting what, to her young mind, seemed interference in something not the headmistress’s business. She had said none of this to Gran, and the interrogations had gone on until one day she had been asked if she would like a position as domestic servant.

This had been Eden’s dream. Not that she wanted to leave Gran... but to have a smart uniform, to be able to bring money home as Myra did, that was all she wanted. Miss Jones had said that were she prepared to work hard, a post could most probably be procured for her. A week later she had been summoned again.

Eden shivered at the memory. Dressed in a thin cotton frock her grandmother washed at the end of every school day, drying it before the living-room fire and smoothing it with the heavy flat iron to ensure a neat clean appearance the next day, she had tapped at the door bearing the name ‘Miss Jones’ above the awesome title ‘Headmistress’.

‘You have a neat hand with the sewing needle, so I am informed.’

The girl had nodded, hands held behind her back, as school required, eyes nervously lowered to wooden floorboards that shone from nightly polishing by a caretaker and his wife, both of whom viewed the headmistress with the same trepidation as did the students.

‘That is a quality which will serve well in a position of ladies’ maid.’

Ladies’ maid. A jolt of pleasure had raced in her blood. Did this mean a post had been found for her?

‘But a girl of your years, and with absolutely no experience of the requirements of a finer way of life...’

Miss Jones had paused and the pleasure had dropped away from Eden like a stone.

‘... however...’

Again that dreadful pause, animal-sharp eyes assessing the girl whose fingers twisted anxiously.

‘... however,’ the thinly marked lips compressed before her next words, ‘if you are prepared to do as you are taught then it is possible to get you to that standard of requirement. Are you willing?’

She had been more than willing. She had danced all the way home in a dream of smart uniforms and deliciously frilled caps and aprons, bubbling her words until Gran had told her sharply to ‘Stop your fidgetin’, you be jumpin’ like a flea on a dog’s back.’

It had been agreed, Gran giving her blessing. But within a month the bubble had burst.

Turning her face into the pillow, Eden hid the trembling tears.

The bubble had burst, but the shards of it were still stuck in her heart.
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‘That be the lot, there be no more in the copper.’

Beads of perspiration glistened like diamonds in the light of several candles on the flushed face of the scullery maid. Her cheeks deepened to a further shade of red as she emptied a bucket of steaming water into the bath housed in an exotically appointed room adjacent to her mistress’s dressing-room.

‘It’ll take time to boil another copper...’

‘No need for that Letty.’ Myra Brent glanced at the girl whose breath heaved noisily in her lungs. ‘I will let you know when the bath is ready to be emptied.’

‘Fill the bath, empty the bath, fill it, empty it! Be the same one day after t’other! Why for ’eaven’s sake? Why do a woman need to wash all over every day? T’ain’t natural...’ Empty bucket in hand, Letty Holden grumbled her tiredness. ‘... t’ain’t as though ’er does anything to soil even ’er ’ands; ’ain’t never ’ad to do nothin’ for ’erself, not in all ’er born days, ’er would even ’ave a body wipe ’er arse for ’er, supposin’ any o’ we was willin’.’

The door closed on the girl’s ire. Myra Brent gazed into the whispering flames of a fire around which she had draped white fluffy towels.

‘... ’er would even ’ave a body wipe ’er arse for ’er, supposin’ any o’ we was willin’...’

Letty Holden’s words echoed in Myra’s mind but immediately became swamped by her own, saying what they had so many times before: ‘There are worse services than wiping another woman’s backside.’

Worse services! Myra’s eyes screwed tight against the thought. Worse services! And she, Myra Brent, had to perform them.

‘I think perhaps Desert Dreams – the perfume is so very sensuous.’

Myra’s eyelids flew open. She had not heard the footfalls of the woman now standing behind her, a woman whom she knew watched with spite-filled eyes. But spite was not all Ava Russell desired.

Hands shaking, Myra reached for a pink crystal flagon from the cabinet and emptied a little of the heavily scented contents into the bath.

‘Yes, it was the right choice.’ Ava Russell, the hem of her silk robe whispering against the floor, swayed across the room and halted before her maid. ‘The perfume is so alluring, so heady... so full of promise.’

Returning the delicately wrought stopper to the flagon, Myra’s nerves jerked. The pause between words had been fleeting, subtle, but the inference was heavy. Tonight was to be no different to so many others.

‘The water is the correct temperature? You have tested it?’

The voice was soft, smooth as the silk its owner was wearing, but each word rubbed like gravel against Myra’s heightened nerves. Replacing the flagon among others equally pretty, struggling to control the quiver in her voice, Myra answered quietly. ‘It is hand-warm, mum, just as you like it.’

Just as she liked it. Ava Russell’s inward smile spread. But all of her life was just as she liked it... and it would never be otherwise. Allowing the robe to slip from her, she twisted and turned to admire her naked body reflected in mirrors draped about with vibrant silks. Yes, life would always be as Ava Russell wanted it.

Stepping into the bath, lowering luxuriously into the perfumed water, she watched the slim figure of her servant take the robe and drape it carefully across a blue velvet chaise-longue half-hidden by sweeping drapes echoing those partly concealing the mirrors. Then as the figure turned, she waved a hand languidly.

She glanced at the soap Myra had brought from the cabinet. ‘Rose of Shalimar! A perfect accompaniment for Desert Dreams; they both have that captivating enchantment of the Eastern world. Together they breathe love and desire.’

Love... What did this woman know of love? Myra’s glance rested on the palely tinted soap. Love meant caring for people around you, whether servant or kin, yet Ava Russell harboured such feelings for none other than herself. But desire... yes, her mistress knew that well enough: it ran as permanently in her as the blood in her veins, desire which had to be satisfied in whatever manner she chose... but the desires of Ava Russell were merely pacified, quieted for the moment, never totally satiated.

‘There will be no need for this.’ A fingertip flicked the pink face flannel Myra held with the soap. ‘We will use our hands, it is so much more enjoyable.’

Laying the flannel aside, Myra felt the breath bubble in her chest. If only she could run from this house... But she couldn’t... she could not bring more hardship to her grandmother and sister. Bending to dip the soap into the water, her teeth clenched as Ava’s hand rose once more.

‘No, my dear...’

The affected sweetness of the tone brought a sickness to Myra’s throat.

‘... not like this, they get in the way. We enjoy our bathtime much more without their hindrance, do you not agree?’

How could she not agree? How could she tell this woman of her true feelings, of the disgust, repugnance and loathing that filled her each time she was made to partake in Ava Russell’s nauseating self-satisfying pastimes.

Sickness solidified into a choking lump in her throat, Myra looked down at the fingers touching the frilled apron covering her dark blue dress. Like the claws of a hunting hawk. And she was the prey. She shuddered.

She could not look into those taunting eyes, must not look into them! Putting the soap into a dish shaped like a wide-open lotus she forced her trembling fingers to release the ties of her apron, then the buttons of her dress, removing each of her undergarments until she too was naked.

Eyes resting avidly on mirrors which portrayed every angle of Myra’s slim body, Ava Russell breathed approval. She had done well in getting rid of her previous ladies’ maid. This one was younger and prettier, altogether more to her taste... and when it palled? Then she would find another. Money was the key that opened any treasure box... or the legs of any poverty-stricken girl!

Relaxing her head on the towel placed for that purpose against the rim of the bath, she let her eyelids close slowly. Ignoring Myra’s half-choked sob, smiling as she slid a little further beneath the water, she purred, ‘Now we are both ready, my dear, let us begin.’

There was no way out. Myra touched the bar of soap to the scented water. Hadn’t she tried, hadn’t she applied for another position, any position that would take her away from this house? But without a reference no mistress would employ her, and Ava Russell would furnish no such paper; even dismissal from her service had never been tainted by that particular brand of spite, as others who had once laboured under this roof had testified. This woman kept folk beneath her thumb even though she had no further use for them; that was how it would be with Myra Brent. Yes, she could walk out, turn her back on this demeaning life... and take what? Perhaps she could accept abject poverty, even the workhouse... but Eden and their grandmother? She could never inflict such terror on them. She must accept the horror, continue in this house and in the abomination of its mistress.

Tears sliding over her cheeks, teeth clenched against the repugnance of the ritual she had to undergo, she soaped her hands then, mouth trembling, passed them over the other woman’s breasts, squeezing gently, playing over the erect nipples as she had been instructed.

Eyelids lifting, Ava Russell’s dark animal eyes glinted a pleasure which spoke of more than physical satisfaction; they glowed with the deeper gratification of knowing the humiliation her maid was suffering.

‘You have such soothing hands, their touch is so seductive, you give pleasure... a pleasure we both share, one we can share now... like this.’

Her glance riveted to the reflections of the many mirrors, Ava stretched a hand to the trembling girl. Cupping each of the tight breasts for a moment she trailed a finger over the taut stomach to nestle in the soft silky hair of the vee at its base, her free hand pulling that of Myra to touch between her own parted thighs.

One candle lit the room given as her own, its pallid glow flickering over a narrow bed while, beyond its reach, shadows enveloped a chest of drawers and a washstand. Myra Brent’s eyes, drowned in tears, saw nothing of these, she saw only a naked girl an older woman’s hand caressing her slender body.

She had tried, as she did each time, tried to wash away the touch of Ava Russell’s hands, scrubbing at her breasts and between her legs, scrubbing until the bite of carbolic soap stung the lacerated skin; but the touch refused to wash away, the horror of it remained, a vileness which caused her flesh to creep.

Had it been like this with the girl who had previously filled the post she held now? Had some other maid been subjected to the same terrible degradation? None of the household staff had ever spoken of her. The few times she had enquired of the girl, mouths had firmly closed and backs had turned. It seemed as if no such person had existed, yet there had to have been someone, a woman like Ava Russell would not deny herself a ladies’ maid. Then why dismiss her? Was it that she refused to take part in her mistress’s games? Had she resigned rather than be abused as she herself was?

If only she could do the same. Trembling from the effects of the treatment she had been made to endure, her flesh crawling with the memory, Myra snatched up the candle, carrying it to the washstand where she began the scrubbing all over again. Doused in icy water, skin raw and bleeding from the harsh brush, she sank to the floor oblivious of everything save the tearing of her heart. Curled into herself, her face hidden between frozen fingers, she sobbed brokenly, ‘Lord, please! I can’t go on... I can’t... I can’t...’

But the words, whispered so desperately, were swallowed by the silence. There was no one to help her, no way to escape the evil of Ava Russell; Myra was trapped at Moorcroft House, trapped by the love of a grandmother and a sister.

The girl had visibly trembled on being informed her assistance would not be required with tonight’s bathing. Shivers of relief? Ava Russell watched through her table mirror as her maid lifted a heavy satin gown from the wall-length cupboard of the dressing-room. Yes, the quick look darting over the girl’s face had told beyond doubt the trembling was that of relief. But it had needed no shaking limbs, no quick look of thankfulness crossing that drawn face, to tell her that.

It had been amusing at first; the shyness, the blushes, the obvious sense of unease at what she was instructed to perform. It was that way with each girl at the beginning but they had all learned, learned that Ava Russell must be satisfied in all things... but satisfaction was waning!

Stepping into the gown, standing still whilst deft fingers fastened the back of the close-fitting bodice, fingers which no longer sent the swift arrows of desire shooting along her veins, Ava’s lips tightened. Myra Brent had proved amenable and docile, but mere compliance was not enough.

Seating herself at the dressing-table, Ava looked at the young woman adding a spray of feathers to the coiffure she had painstakingly arranged. She was clever with the duties of ladies’ maid, she took good care of gowns, saw to it that every aspect of her mistress’s wellbeing was taken care of... But maids to do only that could be found anywhere; the maids she relished needed to have fire, needed to have desires that matched her own.

‘Which necklace will you be wearing, mum?’

The question brought Ava’s glance to the jewellery box held out to her and suddenly she wanted to chase away that expression of relief she had seen flash over the tired face, to see it replaced by uncertainty and... and yes, by fear. Touching a hand to Myra’s she pressed gently her reply a whisper of soft intimacy.

‘I will leave that to you, my dear... whichever you choose will please me, just as you please me in other things, as I know you will be eager to do again when I return this evening.’

The box had almost dropped from the girl’s hand and the look as their eyes had met had been one of revulsion, and despair.

Seated in a box at Wolverhampton Theatre Grand, Ava smiled to herself. Maybe she should wait a while, keep Myra Brent a little longer; to act hastily, to dismiss the girl now, could have its disadvantages.

Raising her fan to her mouth, Ava hid the smile reaching her lips. A change of entertainment, a small divertissement, it had its attractions; after all, instilling fear could be as amusing as tipping the skirt.

‘I agree entirely...’

The whisper behind its own covering fan brought a swift colour to Ava’s cheeks. Had she spoken aloud? Had her thoughts somehow found their way to becoming words?

‘... I too find this whole thing boring.’

She had not spoken aloud. Ava’s startled nerves subsided as the second whisper emanated from behind the fan.

‘I had hoped my feeling did not show, but now I feel so terribly guilty.’

‘I know that feeling only too well.’ The fan fluttered with the woman’s reply. ‘But we must all be seen to do our duty... unpalatable as it sometimes proves. But for myself, well let us say this is not to my taste; no, not my idea of a pleasurable evening.’

What was her idea of a pleasurable evening? Closing her own fan, Ava directed her glance to the stage on which three overdressed and over-large women were singing the maids’ chorus from the Gilbert and Sullivan operetta The Mikado but her attention was concentrated on the figure beside her.

Lenor Medwin was plain. Her skin faintly sallow, red-brown hair owing more than a little to the henna bottle, she tried to hide these obvious shortcomings beneath gowns of outlandish styles and a deluge of expensive jewellery, the result of a husband’s manufacture of iron. They had met several times at dinner parties given by Wednesbury’s industrial élite, and also at occasions such as this – charity evenings – the proceeds of which were given in aid of comforts for soldiers serving abroad.

With the curtain lowering for the interval, the house lights glittered on jewellery adorning every woman in the audience. Real or paste? Ava mused, her gaze wandering over the crowd. Whichever, they were worn as much to impress as to dazzle... each gleaming piece a testimonial to a man’s wealth. Had those gems been earned by a wife’s love shared in the marital bed or were they a salve to the conscience of a man indulging himself outside?

Fidelity! Ava’s mouth twitched, holding back a laugh. It could be betrayed in so many ways... and not every one of them by the husband; a wife too could play that game of chance. But her own – which carried more risks than simply playing mistress to some man – that behaviour was frowned upon. Yet when it came to the push infidelity was somehow overlooked by society, the man being smiled upon as an ‘old dog’ while, at worst, the woman lost a few friends. What Ava Russell played at would not, if discovered, be overlooked; society would not turn a blind eye. Being mistress to a man was accepted, being lover to another woman was not.

How many of the folk in this theatre could possibly guess? How many could have the faintest idea of her particular proclivities? How many, looking around at the beautifully gowned and coiffured women, could have any notion she preferred sexual pleasures not with her husband, or any other man, but with a female? Lesbian! Her breath slid through nostrils flaring with the thrill of all that the word entailed. Woman in love with woman. But Ava Russell was never in love with her companions in fornication, she was in love only with the sensual pleasures they afforded.

A whore! The fan rose to hide a breaking smile. Yes, she supposed she was. A whore, whom if found out, would be hounded from the country, shunned by the so-called respectable; therein was the danger... but danger was the cream on the cake, adding flavour to an already enjoyable sweetmeat.

A whore! Ava applauded quietly as the curtain rose for the second half of the operetta. She was all of that... and she would enjoy the fruits of being so again tonight.
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