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On the 1st of April, All Fools' Day, my maid Kitty and I left Sussex for good and travelled by pony and trap to Dale Cottage, some ten miles or so from Tonbridge in Kent. We had with us trunks containing our personal belongings, a crate of provisions, and three oblong boxes containing the rarest, most precious items from my late grandfather's extensive collection of spanking implements. I should say my collection, of course, since he had willed it to me, but I still thought of it as his and probably always would. I had in addition a bag containing a dozen or so assorted canes, paddles and straps, commonplace items that would serve perfectly well for everyday punishments.

The bulk of the collection remained behind at Grenby Manor for the present, carefully wrapped and stored in boxes identical to these three. Made to my specification by Cole, the village carpenter, they had tightly fitting lids and were lined with thin copper sheeting as protection against boring insects. They would be sent on later, along with further items of clothing and a selection of my favourite books, including all the erotica. The remainder of my wardrobe and books, along with certain other items I had elected not to take owing to lack of space - the whipping stool, for instance - would remain safe in the bedroom that the new Master of Grenby, my uncle Victor, had made mine for all time.

The weather stayed fine and our journey was pleasant if uneventful. Kitty thought it a great adventure, for she had never travelled such a distance nor seen so many villages, towns and people in her life. I was glad now that I'd chosen this method of transport over the quicker, more comfortable and in many ways far more convenient train, though no doubt she would have found that an adventure too.

Kitty's enthusiasm was infectious and my spirits rose accordingly. For a moment I was tempted to call a halt and give her bum a whack or two just for fun, but I restrained myself. What's 'fun' for a spanker is far less so for the victim and I was reluctant to spoil her good mood. Even my grandfather would have understood that, I think.

The sun was out when we arrived, showing the cottage at its best. It was without doubt a most picturesque abode, with its thatched roof and colourful flower garden, though far from spacious. Downstairs was a sitting room, kitchen, washroom and storeroom, whilst upstairs were two bedrooms, each boasting a double bed, along with a bathroom and water closet. Modest, certainly, especially after the grandeur of Grenby Manor, but Kitty seemed delighted with the place nevertheless. Its very smallness was a bonus in her eyes, of course, since she was the one doing all the cleaning. In fact she would be here some four months only, for in August she was to marry a farmer's son back home in Sussex. This temporary arrangement was convenient for both of us, granting me time to find a permanent maid whilst allowing Kitty to go on saving for her wedding.

Immediately upon our arrival I fulfilled my promise to myself, pulling her over my knee in the sitting room before hauling up her skirts and divesting her of her drawers. As my spanking implements were yet to be unloaded from the trap I was obliged to use my hand, though that was no great hardship. This spanking was for amusement only, celebrating our arrival here at Dale Cottage rather as a groom carries his new bride over the threshold.

'Ooo, sir,' Kitty warbled plaintively, 'have pity, please!'

So unexpected was this outburst I froze with my hand poised to strike. Never in our long association had Kitty made such a plea, nor spoken in so sorrowful a fashion. Then I realised she was simply having fun, playing the part of a poor downtrodden maid about to be chastised by her unfeeling master. Clearly the trip had raised her spirits to heights greater than I had imagined.

I was more than happy to join in the charade, needless to say, especially since the role of 'unfeeling master' required no acting skill whatsoever. I'm sure there are women up and down the country who would say I had been training for the part my whole life long.

'Be silent, wench!' I growled. 'This is no more than you deserve.'

I commenced spanking her shapely bum; light, crisp slaps that soon had her squirming and gasping in my lap. This was again untypical, as she always took her punishments bravely and with little fuss. It was more play-acting, of course, though not in an attempt to deceive me, rather she was still in-character as the unfortunate maid. I followed her lead, spanking away as spiritedly as any callous master, though an outside observer might struggle to detect any difference between this and my normal practice.

With her delightful derrière well-pinked I slipped my hand between her thighs and fingered her. She immediately parted her knees and tilted back her hips, for no-one could ever accuse Kitty of shyness. I rubbed her slit until she was again squirming, though this time it was no act, rather a sign that she was nearing climax.

I told her to stand, whereupon I picked her up bodily, facing me, and invited her to wrap her legs around my waist. She needed no second bidding. I touched my cock to her vulva and thrust up inside her, grunting as I did so. She bounced up and down enthusiastically, gasping once more, but now in fevered delight. As a result of the thorough fingering I had given her it took but a minute or two to 'finish her off', and I finished myself off also, mere seconds later. She kissed me then and hugged me, her arms around my neck. She was no lightweight, but I was happy to hold her there until she was ready to be set down.

Back on her feet once more, Kitty recovered her drawers and straightened her skirts, then immediately set to work with a vengeance. Her first task was to help me carry in the luggage, after which clothes and boots disappeared into wardrobes, personal items into drawers, whilst the crate of provisions was stowed in the kitchen storeroom. I brought in the three precious copper-lined boxes and put them under my bed for the time being.

Leaving Kitty to finish unpacking I went out to attend to the pony, grooming and watering him before turning him out in the paddock. It was too small for a horse, unfortunately, which meant pony and trap remained my sole mode of transport for the present. High on the priority list was locating stabling facilities in the area, riding being one of my great pleasures. The trap stayed where it was, on a square of rough turf alongside the cottage.

And so we settled into a life very different from that we had known. Kitty now had to do everything; cleaning, cooking and washing, along with a myriad of minor chores. Fortunately she had always been hardworking and diligent and I heard no complaints. My problem was the exact opposite, for I found myself with little to do bar read or watch Kitty work. A trip into Tonbridge to arrange for regular deliveries of food and fuel provided a pleasant distraction, but with that completed I was somewhat at a loss.

At Grenby Manor I had been overburdened with running the estate and constantly tired, but now I discovered that having nothing to do was actually worse. I felt restless, disgruntled for no logical reason, and couldn't wait for bedtime and the chance to distract myself with rumbustious sex. Unfortunately even that was soon denied me, for Kitty experienced a sudden crisis of conscience.

'It doesn't seem right, sir,' she said to me one day, 'us sleeping together - not with my wedding just around the corner.'

As might be imagined I was distraught, and tried to talk her out of this foolish notion, pointing out that she hadn't given it a moment's thought back at Grenby Manor.

'I know that, sir,' she said, 'and I'm sorry. It feels different here, that's all, with just two of us in the cottage.'

She then proposed an alternative: we could satisfy each other using our hands, she said, since that didn't count as fornication. Though I doubted the parson and her fiancé would agree, I speedily accepted her proposal.

Mutual masturbation proved very convenient, as it turned out, in that we could and indeed did grab each other whenever the mood took us. Kitty soon took to going about knickerless for this very reason, knowing my hand might shoot up her skirt at any time for a quick feel or a lengthy frigging to climax. Neither was she shy at unbuttoning my flies and pulling out my cock, bestowing upon it a tug or two if she was in a teasing mood or a long slow wank if she thought I deserved a treat. Housework went by the board at times, and a batch of bread cakes was burned to a crisp in the oven, but such minor calamities seemed a small price to pay for manual gratification.

I cannot deny that our nightly romps grew somewhat repetitive after a while, though all that changed when Kitty suddenly decided oral sex wasn't fornication either, opening up a whole new set of possibilities. Having my cock sucked has always been a favourite occupation of mine, and Kitty's skills in that department were outstanding. Those early spring nights were memorable indeed.

––––––––
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I GAVE IT A WEEK BEFORE visiting Fellborough Park to pay my respects. As the major landowner hereabouts Lord Cortendale was entitled to a duty call from a new neighbour. The house itself was actually within sight of Dale Cottage, no more than half a mile of parkland separating our two residences. The gate at the bottom of my garden opened up onto pasture kept short by his lordship's herd of red deer - an easy walk, then, and a most pleasant one on such a fine morning.

A footman answered the door and promptly showed me through to the lounge, where Lord Cortendale stood with his son Lawrence, who was a year or so older than my thirty years. The gentlemen were no strangers to me, in fact; I'd met them twice previously, having visited with my grandfather in '60 and '62.

Lord Cortendale approached and shook my hand. 'I was greatly saddened to learn of your grandfather's death, James,' he said. 'You have my condolences.'

His use of my given name came as a surprise, though I realised it would be folly to read too much into it. He chose to address me thus out of respect for a lately deceased friend and nothing more, though he was affable enough as he invited me to take a seat and offered a glass of port. His lordship seemed little changed, unlike his son. Lawrence and I had got along quite well as boys, but as we chatted now his manner was decidedly cool.

We were attended by the family's butler, who stood to one side in respectful silence, attentive to our needs. I found the hovering male presence rather strange, for at Grenby Manor such duties were performed by the housekeeper, Mrs Young. My grandfather had never been keen on indoor male staff, the logic being that an all-female household gave him a plethora of bottoms to spank.

When asked how I was settling in I explained my need for a maid-of-all-work. 'My present girl has agreed to stay until mid-August, my lord,' I said. 'I plan to start looking for a replacement immediately, rather than leave it till the last minute. Any advice you care to offer as to likely sources in the locality would be most gratefully received, needless to say.'

'You're in luck, young man,' came the immediate reply. 'Each year I hold a recruitment drive, mostly for maids, though occasionally senior staff get a look-in too. I invite one or two close friends - fellow spankers to a man, naturally - and we interview a bunch of promising young women. It's rare for anyone to come away without a maid or two, isn't that right, Lawrence?'

'Oh, indeed,' his son replied haughtily, 'though the pickings are dreadfully thin this year. Still, I suppose we can always squeeze in another recruiter at a pinch.'

He didn't sound happy at the prospect, but Lord Cortendale was insistent; I needed a maid so of course I must come. It was a two-day event, I was informed, to be held in a fortnight's time, and I was invited to stay the whole weekend. Shuttling back and forth between here and Dale Cottage would prove impractical, he said, since Saturday night played an important part in the proceedings. Naturally I accepted immediately, for this was a godsend, potentially saving me weeks of searching.

With the matter now settled Lord Cortendale went off to attend to other business leaving me in his son's care. When I asked whether the interview process included a practical test of performance under the rod, Lawrence chortled.

'Pretty pointless if it didn't, wouldn't you say? We get to ride them too - in private, I hasten to add. I'm not keen on public sex. I should say the guests and I get to ride them, as Mother keeps my father on a tight leash. He's not even allowed to service the maids, if you can believe that. If dear Mama had her way we wouldn't beat them, but the old man won't budge on that.'

I'd never met Lady Cortendale on either of my previous visits, which was perhaps fortunate for she sounded something of a harridan. I dread to think where it will end if wives en masse start to dictate who their husbands can and cannot sleep with.

'Fancy a bit of fun?' Lawrence asked. 'I don't imagine you get too much of that, stuck in that poky little cottage with just a single maid for entertainment.'

The reason for his aloofness instantly became clear. When last I'd visited it was as the protégé of a very wealthy man, whereas now I was merely James Montague Esquire of Dale Cottage and far from rich. I had come down in the world and Lawrence's opinion of me had sunk accordingly.

'What sort of fun?' I asked, ignoring the gibe.

'The Florence sort, if I remember correctly.' He drained his glass and rose to his feet. 'Let's go up to my room. There's something I want you to see.'

I followed him out into the hall with the butler tagging along silently behind.

'Father insists I have a rota for playing with the maids,' Lawrence said as we mounted the stairs. 'He says it's the only fair way, though where he gets these notions is anyone's guess. When I'm master here there'll be a good deal less "fairness", believe me.'

We entered his bedchamber, which in addition to the usual four-poster, wardrobe and dresser contained a goodly number of chairs. There were two straight-backed chairs, a carver with wooden arms, an easy chair and several stools of varying height. I assumed this surfeit of seating was spanking-related, since chairs and stools facilitate a large range of alternative positions from mundane to highly imaginative.

'I like to keep my weapons close to hand,' he said, pointing to row of implements hanging from pegs on the far wall.

It was the usual stuff: canes, paddles and straps in a range of weights, light to heavy, along with a lash or two and a couple of quirts. Then I spied something out of the ordinary and went over for a closer look.

'Well-spotted,' Lawrence said. 'I've been having a good deal of fun with that of late.'

It was an odd-looking item in black and gold, quite unlike any spanking implement I'd seen before.

'I call it the Awful Hand,' Lawrence said, taking it down and passing it to me. 'Our people hail originally from Galloway in south-west Scotland. There's a range of hills above Loch Trool called the Awful Hand and the name has always tickled my fancy.'

Some eighteen inches long, it was lighter than I expected. For want of a better name I would have to call it a paddle, though not one I would care to use personally as it looked far too flexible. The two end pieces - handle and striker - were of ebony, the middle section a length of slender brass rod. The handle was unremarkable aside from a carved thistle emblem at the base - a reference to the claimed Scottish ancestry, obviously - whilst the striker was in the shape of an open hand roughly half the size of my own. The carving had evidently been undertaken by a skilled craftsman, for the detail work was impressive, down to the fingernails and even the creases in the palm.

It was a beautifully made item, unquestionably, but the fault remained: it was nowhere near stiff enough to apply any significant force. As an experiment I gave a quick flick of my wrist, which sure enough set the thing flapping back and forth like a reed in a breeze. Very strange indeed.

Lawrence must have seen my puzzlement as I handed it back to him, but he merely smiled knowingly and refrained from commenting.

'Florence isn't too keen on it,' he said, 'on account of her remarkable teats, but we all have our cross to bear.'

He was being deliberately enigmatic, of course, wanting me to ask, but I refused to indulge him. Precisely how the Awful Hand related to Florence's breasts would soon become abundantly clear, I had no doubt.

'She's no oil painting,' he said, 'but she's next on the list so we're stuck with her. Fetch the wench, Peterson, there's a good fellow.'

The butler departed, returning presently with a young woman in tow, one who looked decidedly unhappy to be sent for. She looked physically unremarkable, neither short nor tall, slender nor plump. Physically unremarkable aside from her bosom, that is, for even through her uniform her breasts appeared exceptionally large.

'I did warn you she's no oil painting,' Lawrence said, casting a disparaging eye over his victim. 'Why my father insists on employing hideous maids when there are plenty of pretty ones out there is beyond my comprehension.'

I could think of no valid justification for this derogatory observation. Florence was no great beauty, it was true, but she certainly was not ugly. Calling any woman 'hideous' is unnecessarily cruel, in my opinion, though I know certain gentlemen who seem to delight in degrading their victims in this fashion. Words like 'pig', 'bitch' and 'whore' are used repeatedly, presumably with the intention of robbing the woman in question of her self-respect. For myself, I would never wish to demean someone in this manner and I've never understood the motives of those who do. It's possible I'm missing the point entirely, of course, and I've even heard it said there are women who relish such verbal abuse. Never having met one personally, I don't feel qualified to comment.

'Get her ready, Peterson,' Lawrence said.

The butler gave a stiff bow and turned to our intended victim. 'Strip off now, girl,' he snapped. 'Don't keep Master Lawrence waiting.'

As Florence began to unbutton her dress the butler placed a straight-backed chair in the middle of the room, then stepped back to observe the disrobing in company with his master and myself.

Florence clearly found stripping in front of three men a sore trial. Her hands shook, her cheeks flushed pink and she avoided our eyes at all times - an unhappy young woman indeed, but such is life for maids in a spanker's household.

When she stood naked before us at last I saw that Lawrence hadn't lied, for her breasts were indeed remarkable: they were far too large for her frame, truthfully, hanging almost to her waist. As to the rest of her, my initial assessment had been correct, for the only unusual feature was an extremely thick mass of dark pubic hair.

'Look at that rat's nest between her legs!' Lawrence sneered. 'When I'm master here I'll have the whole damn lot of them shaved, I swear to God. There won't be a hairy cunt on the entire estate.'

When I'm master here was clearly a favourite phrase of his. The young gentleman evidently couldn't wait to see his father dead and buried.

He seized hold of Florence's arm and hauled her to the chair, handling her roughly as he sat her down with her bottom well forward, knees apart and hands behind her back. Peterson brought up a pair of lowish stools and set one down in front of the chair and the other at back. Lawrence chose to sit facing his victim and immediately went to work on her.

He started with her breasts, seizing hold of them with both hands and squeezing hard. Florence whined pitifully as his fingers dug deep, which merely caused him to grin and squeeze even harder. After a time he released her and took hold of her nipples, pinching and twisting them until she cried out in pain. He amused himself in this fashion for several minutes more before transferring his attention to her groin. He took hold of her labia, nipping the fleshy lips and tugging hard until they were distended grotesquely. Florence wailed loudly at this cruel treatment, but sympathy was in short supply.

'Be silent!' Lawrence snapped. 'Any more squalling and I'll have you thrown out, you and your brat!'

He twisted her labia to reinforce his threat, smirking at her obvious distress. As he continued to torment her he explained to me about pregnant maids, which Fellborough Park acquired from time to time. His mother actually sympathised with their plight, he informed me, and went out of her way to 'rescue' them when they were ejected from other households for immoral behaviour.

'Not that I'm complaining, you understand,' he added, 'since it means they have no choice but to submit to me. Isn't that right, Florence?'

The unfortunate girl made no reply. Lawrence alternated tugging and twisting her labia for a good long while before finally releasing her.

'Time now for the Awful Hand,' he told her. 'You know the drill.'

She rose reluctantly and turned around, then sat down once more, straddling the chair. She took each breast in turn and lifted it over the backrest, then leaned forward and clasped her hands behind her as before. Lawrence rose too, switching stools so that he faced her once more, whilst the butler fetched him the strange paddle.

As he started to beat her right breast I immediately understood the reasoning behind the implement's construction. The trick, seemingly, was to get it flapping back and forth freely before attempting to strike the target. Lawrence started it swinging then homed in on that part of Florence's breast directly above the nipple.

Slap-slap-slap it went, the metronome-like rhythm never varying. Florence bit her lip, frowning.

'In the early days I would use the back of a wooden spoon,' Lawrence informed me. 'It did the trick, I suppose, but this is better. Once you get it going it takes no effort at all to keep it moving.'

Slap-slap-slap-slap-slap-slap-slap-slap...

The force wasn't great, judging from the sound it made, but the slapping was relentless. The contact area first turned pink, then deep pink, then red.

'Watch now,' Lawrence said.

One moment he was beating her right breast and the next her left, with no change in rhythm whatsoever. Neither did I see precisely how he'd managed it.

'Apologies,' I said, 'but I missed that.'

Now he alternated between the pair, eight strokes to one breast then eight to the other, over and over. I realised the change was effected by turning the hand, though by a slight amount only.

'I call this "eights",' he said, 'for obvious reasons. Now watch "singles".'

Sure enough, he switched to a solitary stroke on each breast in turn, left-right-left-right, endlessly repeated.

'Fancy a go?'

'Very much,' I said, which was no lie, for the technique intrigued me greatly.

As he vacated the stool I sat down and took possession of the Awful Hand. Getting it swinging was no problem and neither was lowering the striker onto the target. I picked Florence's left breast, the less abused of the pair.

Slap-slap-slap-slap-slap-slap...

'You've got it,' Lawrence said. 'Just keep it going at that same speed. Florence's bum has an urgent appointment with a candle, so I'll leave you to it. When you feel ready to switch, just think about it then make the change. It's easier than it looks.'

I was aware of Lawrence settling onto the other stool, but most of my attention was reserved for the task at hand. I knew to the second when the candle breached her anus, however, for she stiffened and her shoulders drew back, her face showing shock and dismay.

'Agghhh!' she groaned. 'Please sir, don't!'

'Oh, shut up,' Lawrence said, his tone for once uncharacteristically mild.

I glanced at him and saw that he was grinning broadly, obviously happy in his endeavours. He winked at me, further proof of his good mood.

I guessed from our victim's utterances and grimaces of pain that Lawrence was working the candle in her rectum, but I could spare her no time as I was about to switch breasts. I did what he recommended: I thought about the move for a few seconds then turned my hand.

No-one was more surprised than I when it worked, if a little jerkily. Feeling rather pleased with myself I immediately swapped back, and that worked too. The changes weren't quite as smooth as those my host had demonstrated and I lacked his perfect evenness of tempo, but all in all I was pleased with my performance.

Next I tried 'eights', which also wasn't bad, though everything went horribly wrong when I tried 'singles'. The Awful Hand suddenly had a mind of its own, flopping about this way and that, entirely out of control and missing both targets completely.

'How are you coping?' Lawrence asked.

'Fairly well,' I said, 'until I got too ambitious. "Singles" is a lot harder than "eights".'

'It just takes practice,' he said. 'Let's swap over.'

We changed places, and soon Lawrence was the one doing the slapping whilst I dealt with the poking. A good ten inches in length, the candle was of the common variety, being white, straight and relatively slender. I touched the tip to Florence's anus and breached her slowly, at which point her torso stiffened and her buttocks clenched. She murmured something, though I couldn't make out the words, given that she was facing away from me.

I forced it ever deeper into her rectum, taking my time, until it would go no further, then just as slowly drew it out again. This fully-in-fully-out cycle was repeated many times, to her evident distress, which seemed rather odd to me. Lawrence must surely subject her to anal penetration on a regular basis, as entertaining as he obviously found it. Her reaction was that of a first-timer rather than an old hand, and I could only assume there was something about this that afflicted her greatly, preventing her becoming inured to the practice.

'Time to swap back again,' Lawrence said eventually.

I withdrew the candle one last time and handed it to him. Probing Florence's bum had proved vastly entertaining, though I doubted the recipient would agree.

Lawrence and I swapped twice more before the end, and by the time we finished Florence's breasts looked very sore indeed, with two dark red 'blooms' above the nipples. Given the state of them, and given the fact that her anus must be very sore, the tears on her cheeks were fully understandable.

Since my grandfather had no interest in spanking anything but bottoms, the practice of beating women's breasts was virtually unknown at Grenby Manor. It wasn't entirely foreign to me, as I had witnessed such 'games' from time to time when visiting fellow spankers. Indeed, I had participated on occasion, though never in such a calculated, deliberate fashion. Here at Fellborough Park, I have to say, I had thoroughly enjoyed the experience.

Some spankers take it further still, targeting their victim's back, belly, thighs and vulva, though I confess such practices never appealed to me greatly. As for twisting and tugging labia, that was all new to me. 'Torment' is one of those areas where the spanking community as a whole has failed to reach consensus, with some accepting it as a legitimate branch of the noble art whilst others reject it completely.

For myself, I was in two minds; part of me was intrigued and wanted to learn more, but I also felt a certain sense of unease. Causing any woman pain in this manner seemed ethically dubious to me, although I realise I lay myself open to accusations of hypocrisy since I'm more than happy to hurt them by spanking their bottoms. A conundrum, unquestionably.

Lawrence clearly had no doubts, for the man was in his element. Although we'd had a somewhat inauspicious start he had definitely mellowed as the session proceeded; certainly he seemed far more amenable when having fun. Then again, that's probably true of all of us.
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Chapter 2
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I stayed for lunch, having been invited to partake of a light repast with the family, and so got to meet Lady Cortendale at last. An elegant, genteel person, quietly spoken and thoroughly charming, she was not at all the harridan I had imagined. I could only conclude that her peculiar notions - notably her concern for pregnant maids and her insistence on her husband's fidelity - stemmed from deep moral convictions. I might disagree with her views but I couldn't disparage her for holding them, delightful as she was.

After lunch I made my way back across the park to Dale Cottage where I found Kitty busy ironing. The weather being fine and exceptionally warm for April, I decided to take a stroll about the lanes. Leaving Kitty to her chores I set out briskly, whistling as I strolled along, light of heart and full of general wellbeing. I thought I might come upon a country inn, which would prove a convenient lodging should guests ever wish to visit, especially if it was within easy walking distance. Leaning over his front gate I saw one of my neighbours, with whom I exchanged affable greetings before asking directions to the nearest village.

Lingborough proved to be small, but it did at least boast an inn - The Black Bull - and they catered for visitors, so the landlord assured me. The two guest bedrooms of which he seemed inordinately proud couldn't cope with even a medium-sized party, but that didn't concern me as Dale Cottage was hardly suited to gala events.

Declining to sample the local ale I sauntered down the village's main street where I was soon accosted, predictably, by a clutch of rather grubby urchins begging for coppers. I delved in my pocket for change and handed out a few coins, more than a little surprised to receive grateful thanks rather than derision at the paucity of my offering. Clearly these Kent ragamuffins were more mannerly by far than their Sussex counterparts.

With that charitable deed accomplished I moved on once more. I had no plan except to wander where my feet took me, following the road, turning this way and that whenever I came to a junction. I trusted I could find my way back, but my confidence proved misplaced for I was soon well and truly lost. The clouds melted away to leave a clear blue sky, and with the temperature climbing relentlessly I grew hot and thirsty. Already regretting my decision not to partake of a pint or two of The Bull's finest I decided to call upon one of the residents.

Up ahead I saw a thatched cottage somewhat smaller than my own. I went through the gate and along the path to the front door, which stood ajar. As I was about to knock a voice came from the shrubbery to my right.

'A lovely day for a walk, sir.'

I stopped and turned. A woman with rosy cheeks and dark brown hair rose to her feet from behind a bush, trowel in hand.

'It is indeed, madam,' I replied, 'though a trifle hot for my liking, I confess. Might I trouble you for a cup of water, Mrs...?'

'Shaw,' she said. 'Una Shaw. Water I have in abundance, fresh from the well, or we could share a pitcher of cool ginger beer. I find it quenches the thirst admirably.'

'You've saved my life, Mrs Shaw,' I said. 'Ginger beer sounds marvellous.'

Once inside I introduced myself, explaining that I was the new owner of Dale Cottage. Rather shamefacedly I owned up to being lost and asked if she could point me in the right direction. This caused some slight amusement, for my own dwelling was apparently a mere quarter mile away, down the road and first right. All unknowing I'd gone around in a circle.

At her invitation I took a seat in her parlour, which was positively tiny. Through the open door to the kitchen I watched her take a brown jug from the cupboard then reach up to a shelf for two glasses, wincing as she did so. She appeared to be in pain, though I could hardly enquire about her health on so short an acquaintance.

She set down a tray on the small table and proceeded to pour. The ginger beer was cool and delicious, its sharp taste taking me straight back to my childhood. When I told her as much she smiled and confessed it was home-made.

'My late husband Tim would never touch anything but ale,' she added. 'That came from serving overseas, since drinking the water could be risky. That was his excuse, at any rate. He was killed fighting in Abyssinia in '68, at the Battle of Magdala.'

I nodded in sympathy, saying nothing. After nine years the wounds must surely have healed, though one can never be certain with the loss of a loved one. I knew I would never fully recover from my grandfather's passing, no matter how many years rolled by.

While we sipped our drinks I studied Una Shaw, albeit in a surreptitious fashion. Of medium height she was slimly built, though her bosom looked by no means small seen through her cream-coloured blouse. A black skirt and black shoes completed her ensemble, which was slightly dusty from her travail in the garden. Her round face was comely, and I imagined she had been very pretty as a girl. Without a doubt her brown eyes were her best feature, for they were warm, friendly and full of humour.

At first glance I had put her age at forty or so, but on closer inspection I guessed she was a good five years younger than that. The fine lines on her face were caused by the sun, I thought, rather than the passage of time.

'Do you know Lord Cortendale?' I asked after a while. 'I had the pleasure of visiting Fellborough Park earlier today.'

'Ah, but you're a gentleman, Mr Montague; your voice and manners make that plain. I fear his lordship has little interest in a common soldier's widow. Some years back my niece worked for him as a maid, but she didn't stay long. She wasn't happy there, though she never would say why.'

It took no imagination whatsoever to guess what the niece's problem had been and it was commendable that she had declined to inform her aunt. Tittle-tattle about the goings-on at the big house are harmful to the whole community in the long run.

As Mrs Shaw lifted the jug to refill my glass a spasm of pain passed fleetingly across her face. Presumptuous or not, I asked if she was feeling well.

'A twinge in my right shoulder,' she said, 'nothing more. I'm afraid I overdid the weeding yesterday. Having no-one to rub my aching joints is one of the drawbacks of widowhood, for men are so good with their hands.'

No calculating look or coy smile went with those words, but I felt sure I'd heard an invitation. Something my grandfather once said came back to me... 'Fillies, Jamie, whether two-legged or four, should be ridden often and ridden hard. If ever you get the chance to put a new one through her paces, don't pass it up. Life's pleasures are to be savoured, not squandered.'

In this case I didn't attempt to mount right away, for I might be completely mistaken. I needed to question her further and learn the truth of it. Perhaps I could have a little fun with her into the bargain, for I do so enjoy verbal games.

'By a remarkable coincidence,' I said, keeping a perfectly straight face, 'I have some practical experience of orthopaedic massage.'

'Is that so, sir?'

'Indubitably. Last summer I was careless enough to fall off my horse, bruising my elbow. I was living in my grandfather's household at the time, and after just three sessions of massage from the family nurse the stiffness was entirely gone.'

That was an utter lie, needless to say. I've fallen from a horse precisely once in my life, at the age of eight - a skewbald pony named Lady - and found the experience so thoroughly disagreeable I resolved never to do it again. And whilst it was true Emma Wood had several times laid hands on me it wasn't for medicinal purposes; indeed, her insistent manipulation of a certain organ had actually increased the stiffness rather than easing it.

'I was intrigued as to how this near miracle had been achieved,' I continued, in full flow now, 'and asked the nurse to teach me. She demonstrated the basic techniques, after which I practised daily on my grandfather's maids. The nature of their work is such that the poor creatures suffer perpetually from sore muscles and minor strains, as you know.'

'Very true, sir. It's a hard life for those in service, as my niece would testify.'

'Hard,' I agreed solemnly, 'yet these brave souls never complain, do they? Their suffering was not all in vain, however, for it allowed me to enhance my skills. Over the following weeks and months I spent as much time as possible with my hands on their young bodies, rubbing here and kneading there, listening to their gasps and soft moans of relief. You cannot imagine how gratifying I found it, knowing I was easing their tension.'

'What a kind gentleman you are, sir,' she said, with a decided twinkle in her eye. 'And are you now an expert in the field of massage?'

'Hardly that, madam,' I said, smiling modestly. 'I've managed to achieve a degree of competence, if it's not too boastful to say so, but I cannot claim my abilities are on a par with Nurse Wood's. Her hands truly are precision instruments.'

My story, outrageous fabrication though it was, did contain an element of truth. Though entirely lacking in formal training, I've rubbed no end of female bodies in my time. That must count for something, surely?

Una Shaw smiled at me in turn. 'I'd wager you're selling yourself short, Mr Montague. I reckon those clever fingers of yours could work wonders on this poor weary body of mine.'

There was no doubt in my mind now that the invitation was real. The filly was champing at the bit and eager for a gallop, just as soon as I could hop into the saddle. First, though, I should give her a good rub down, in accordance with her wishes.
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