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  In a Welsh Country Garden




  Following her illness and surgery, John has treated Gwen too gently and they haven’t made love, a source of sadness to them both. On a weekend break at Welsh country hotel a young couple makes Gwen a startling proposition. Can it restore Gwen’s self-belief and John’s desire for her?
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  Chapter 1




  Chickens




  The smell of coffee. Ginny opened her eyes. Peter was holding the breakfast tray.




  “I’m sorry,” she said, struggling to sit up.




  “I’m sorry I woke you. Don’t get up; you look beautiful like that.” He gave her a boyish grin. “Quite beautiful.” He set down the tray and sat on the edge of the bed. “I wish I didn’t have to go back to that empty house. I wish I could wake you up with breakfast every morning.”




  “That’s my job.” Ginny curled round him. “The cockerel didn’t wake me like he usually does. I should have been up hours ago. What time is it?”




  “Maybe you were fast asleep when he crowed. We did have a late night. Can’t burn the candle at both ends. Not at—” He shrugged. “Nowadays it’s a struggle to keep it lit at one end.”




  Ginny laughed. “Nonsense, you’re in your prime. It’s a lovely candle, and sets me on fire. Come back to bed. If one cock won’t wake me then maybe another will.”




  “The eggs will go hard.”




  “Eggs?”




  “Boiled.”




  “I like them hard. I like hard things.” Ginny reached a hand into his lap. “Come here. What I like best is taking my time, so everyone’s ready together.”




  “What about the eggs?”




  Ginny squirmed round until her head was in his lap. “There are plenty of eggs.” Peter’s penis was half-hard already, a lovely smooth, curved scimitar. She took it in her hand. “That’s one thing the cockerel’s good for: pleasing my girls so they lay lots of lovely eggs.” The head of his penis was like a warm egg on her tongue, and his testicles moved in her hand’s clutch like two more. Ginny slid her other hand between her legs and caressed herself lightly.




  “I love you, Ginny.”




  Of course you do. Everyone does, when I’ve got his cock in my mouth. Speaking of cocks… She pictured the big white rooster standing on tiptoe, inflating his breast until he was a feathered football before erecting his neck to its limit, opening his beak and letting out—




  “Ginny!”




  “Oh, sorry, Peter,” she spluttered. His penis was stiff and straight, purple-headed and glistening. The cock was about to crow. As she watched, it wept a pale droplet. “I got carried away. I was enjoying it so much.” She rolled onto her back and he knelt between her opened legs. His beak tapped at her. Ginny nodded, and opened her eyes wide as he entered her, opening and stretching her sheath. At last he was home. “That’s beautiful,” she said.




  But as she smiled at his red, shining face, it contorted in what looked like agony.




  “I’m sorry,” he gasped. He was coming.




  Ginny felt the penis twitching inside her and imagined his seed splashing over her womb’s pursed mouth. I’ll treasure this moment for later. She reached up and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you, darling,” she said.




  “Have you…”




  I could lie. I’ve done it before, with other men, but I owe Peter more than that. I owe him the truth. She shook her head. “Just stay inside me a little longer. It feels so good.” She squeezed him inside and his eyes opened wide. “I’ll be all right now. It doesn’t matter.” She relaxed and allowed him to withdraw.




  “It matters to me.” Peter moved down the bed, between her legs.




  “You don’t have to—”




  “I want to.”




  She felt his breath on her sex.




  “This is the best bit. I love kissing you. You taste so good.”




  He nuzzled into her and she gasped.




  “I want to do this forever, and when I’m too old to make love to you…” He licked between her labia. “When even Viagra doesn’t work any more…” He drew them into his mouth and sucked gently. “I’ll still want to come here and just do this.” A love-peck on her clit-hood. “I love it.”




  He bent to his task and Ginny tried to relax while concentrating on the movements of his tongue-tip. Peter was an accomplished lover. She’d not neglected his instruction and his natural aptitude and love of the work had developed into skilful technique and extreme sensitivity to the needs and desires of his subject. If he’d come to Ginny before his wife had her disastrous affair maybe it wouldn’t have happened, but then Peter wouldn’t have come to her nor she to him. And she’d never even have met his wife. If wishes were horses…




  Ginny sucked in a breath and let it out, shuddering as a minor orgasm rippled through her abdomen. Peter’s eyes twinkled at her over the hump of her belly, and bent again to his task. A man who loves cunnilingus as much as I do. “You’re a treasure, Peter,” she whispered. In response, he burrowed deeper into her vulva, which sought to engulf him in its swollen, slippery folds.




  The skilful student became the master. Ginny tried to still the quivering of her outstretched limbs as he teased and pleased her while her orgasm built, and built, and broke. She cried out and clutched him briefly with her legs and arms. Her knees fell open but he kept his face pressed to her vulva until the period of sensitivity passed and her shaking ceased.




  Her fingers played on his smooth pate and he looked up. His smiling red face glistened with her moisture and there was a dark curly hair stuck to his chin. Ginny stifled laughter and beckoned him into her arms.




  “You’re a lovely man, and that was just beautiful. I took a long time. Don’t you get tired?”




  “I’ll never tire of you... Ginny, I love you and I wish I could spend all my days and nights in your arms. I wish you would come and stay with me.”




  “Well I can’t. I’ve the animals to look after, and you’ve got to go and see your wife. How is she getting on?”




  “Not much better. The treatment doesn’t seem to be curing her, just preserving the status quo.”




  “Poor Freda. Are they going to let her come home?”




  “It’s too late for that, I’m afraid.”




  “Can I come and see her?”




  “She’d like that. She asks after you, wants me to tell her everything we’ve been up to.”




  “And do you?”




  “Yes. Always. If you’ve taught me one thing, it’s that. I’ve told her that I love you, too.”




  “But you love her.”




  “Of course. We can love more than one person, can’t we?”




  “I know I can. I’m sure Freda did, when she was well. Give her my love when you see her, won’t you?” Ginny kissed him. “I’ve got to feed the hens and let them out. They’ll be wondering what’s happened to me.”




  “If you tell them, they’ll forgive you. Especially if your cockerel’s been pleasuring them while they wait.”




  “You’re very kind, but I guess they’re not that bright. Anyway, in the summer he likes to perch on the henhouse roof while they sleep snug inside.”




  “They lay good eggs, though. Perhaps we’d better eat them before they get any colder.”




  “Do you know you’ve got a hair on your chin?”




  “I have shaved.”




  “Not that sort of hair.”




  Peter took it in his fingers and studied it. “A blessing,” he said, and patted it onto his scalp. “Maybe it’ll encourage the others to grow.”




  “I hope not. I don’t think curly hair would suit you. Anyway, I like you like that—stripped for action.”




  “They say that grass doesn’t grow on a busy street. Breakfast.”




  The eggs were cold and hard but they peeled and ate them with bread and butter. Ginny made fresh coffee while Peter showered.




  They sat and drank it, Peter in his quiet business suit and Ginny in slippers and dressing gown. He had to hurry off.




  “Give my love to Freda.” She kissed him, then watched the silver Mercedes pick its way through the potholes in the farm drive. Like a real wife. Poor Freda.




  As she turned to go into the house, Ginny noticed the feathers. White feathers, drifting across the yard. She ran round the corner, past the herb garden, and through the field gate.




  Chapter 2




  Shotgun




  There were more feathers in the field, like out-of-season snowflakes, with here and there a shallow drift. As she ran through the mud to the henhouse Ginny’s slippers flew off and she continued barefoot. The remains of the cockerel lay in a pool of dried blood, stuck with feathers. His throat had been torn out. No wonder I overslept. Why didn’t I hear this? We were playing music and having a good time. While a dog, or whatever it was, killed Cocky.




  The henhouse was silent. Ginny heard her own breath and the thump of her pulse, but there was no other sound. Did I drop the slide? Were we having too good a time for me to remember? She took a breath and lifted the sneck. The door hinges creaked. Another job neglected.




  The shed floor was covered in bloody feathers, with here and there the hump of a corpse. Ginny stepped over the sill. The usual smell of chickens and chickenshit was overlaid by a sharp, mineral stench. On the highest perch, two hens huddled together against the wall, silently watching her. There were corpses in every corner. Ginny forced herself to count. Eight, plus two still alive. Two missing. Have they escaped? Where are they? The slide was open. I didn’t close it. This is all my fault.




  Leaving the traumatized birds, Ginny went to inspect the slide from the outside. It was still fastened up. She shook her head, mopped her tears, then looked around. A trail of white feathers led away from the slide, across the field. She pursued it, ignoring the nettles and thistles that punished her feet and legs, to a hole in the hedge. On her knees, she inspected it. The thief had dragged his prizes through here, leaving feathers caught up on the brambles. There was a rank odor, too, so that she knew who the night raider was before she picked a tuft of red-brown fur from a thorn: a fox.




  She returned to the henhouse. The survivors were still quiet, still watchful. They flinched when she went near them, so she left them alone and concentrated on pitching stiff corpses out through the open door. Job done, she shut the door, added the dead cockerel to the pile, and went back to the house.




  She stood on one leg and washed her feet one at a time in the kitchen sink, listing jobs. Hinge; slide; muck out the henhouse; fresh straw; water the horse; deal with the dead chickens; feed the survivors. After this they’ll stop laying, but they’ve got to be fed. Name the survivors? Ginny had never given the hens names; it seemed rather pointless to give names to things she was going to kill and eat eventually. Now she had a pile of chicken meat that needed processing, though she’d have to bury some: there wasn’t room in the freezer. As well as all the other jobs. Hinge… Yes, that was it. To celebrate their survival, and to punish herself for causing the deaths of their sisters, Ginny would name them after a pair of entertainers she’d seen at Brighton: Hinge, and Bracket.




  Ginny tugged on Wellington boots and took a bucket of water and a scoop of pony nuts to her old horse Diamond. He whinnied to welcome her.




  “I’m sorry, Diamond. I’m late this morning and I’ve no time to give you any fuss either.” He’d nearly emptied his water trough, so she fetched another bucket of water. When she returned, he’d gobbled down his snack and was down the field, grazing. He raised his head; she waved; he turned away. “Poor Diamond; you’ve troubles enough, without sharing mine.”




  Ginny took the wheelbarrow and shovel to the henhouse. Hinge and Bracket cowered in their corner while she mucked out their home, removing traces of the atrocity they’d witnessed, and shoveling up caked chickenshit till the floor was as clean as she could manage.




  The last load emptied onto the midden, she manhandled half a bale of straw onto the barrow and pushed it up the yard and round to the henhouse. Hinge and Bracket fluttered down to inspect their new floor covering and scratch through it for stray grain. You’ll survive. She fetched a scoop of barley from the corn store and scattered it in the straw for them.




  Ginny loaded a sorrowful wheelbarrow-full of casualties and took them into the yard, where she carried out a kind of triage. Four chickens had had their heads bitten off; she hung the stiff corpses by their legs in the barn. The others were more badly damaged, so she buried them in the midden, where their smell would be masked from predators and they’d rot quickly.




  All the tasks were carried out dry-eyed, but when she came to pluck the four victims Ginny broke down. She sat on a stool in the barn, with a sack over her lap to catch the feathers, and plucked and cried for two hours. The stiff corpses were contorted and difficult to manage. Blood leaked through the sack and into her jeans; the birds had lain on the shed floor and had not bled empty like a hung bird. By the time she finished, her fingers were sore, her lungs were congested with down, and she’d come to a decision. She had to protect Hinge and Bracket. Following his successful raid, the fox was sure to return for them. If he’d just killed what he could carry, it wouldn’t have been so bad, but he’d slaughtered every chicken he could reach in a frenzy of killing; killing for the sake of it, for the delight of murder. Such wickedness could not be tolerated, he must be punished. Ginny still had the shotgun Charlie gave her to look after before he went to jail. I’m going to shoot the fox.




  * * * *




  Ginny rinsed the dressed chicken carcasses and wrapped them in cling film. Three went into the chest freezer and she left the fourth on the back kitchen slab. Going to be eating chicken forever. Thank God I didn’t name them. I couldn’t bear to eat anything called Clarabell. Or Hinge. Or Bracket. She brushed the feathers into the sack and tipped it and the entrails in a pit in the midden and closed it up.




  Now for the gun. She carried the ladder into the barn and climbed into the hayloft. She’d been Charlie’s mistress for two turbulent, exciting years, but when he married they’d said goodbye. His settlement had helped pay for the farm. He remained faithful to his new wife and she’d not seen him until, out of the blue, he turned up with a sports bag containing a gun and dozens of packets of banknotes and asked her to look after it for him. She’d not argued—one didn’t, not with Charlie—and hadn’t been surprised to hear of his arrest the following day. A week later, one of his associates had collected the cash, but refused to take the gun, so she’d stuffed the bag back between some musty bales at the back of the hayloft. It was still there, waiting for Charlie to get out of jail and collect it. Now it could earn its keep.




  She tugged away the bale. None of the local farmers used small ones. The big bales weighed half a ton, which was all right if you’ve got a huge tractor with a spike on the front. When she’d asked after some straw in the village pub, she’d been put in touch with a hay and straw merchant, who supplied her with lady bales as he called them, but at a price.




  The gun was fatter and shorter than she remembered. The barrels were brown and dull and had been cut short at the end of the stock. The cut ends were red with rust. The butt was sawn off, leaving only a handhold. She picked it up in both hands. It was heavy and unbalanced. How am I going to hit a fox with this? She raised it to her cheek. There was no fore sight or back sight; she squinted along the wavering barrels. How will I see the fox in the dark before he sees me and scarpers? Tape a torch to the barrels. And load it?




  Ginny laid the gun across her knees and studied it. Two triggers: two barrels. Which is for which? Doesn’t matter, I’m not going to be accurate enough to make any difference. How do you put the cartridges in? There were four cartridges, rolling about in the bottom of the bag. Heavy, red cylinders with bright brass caps and Eley Kynoch stamped on them. How do I get them in? She peered into the barrels. No!




  At the back, where the barrels joined onto the rest of the gun, was a lever with a screw-head in it. Below it were the words Hammerless Ejector. Ginny shrugged, then attacked the lever, pulling up on it, then pushing it left and right. It didn’t move. Maybe it needs oiling? Maybe it’s rusted up? She pushed so hard she thought it would break and it moved reluctantly right, there was a click and the gun bucked in her hands. The barrels fell forward, exposing their ends. Ahah!




  Ginny found two cartridges and slipped them into the gun. It snapped shut with a deep click. She raised it to her cheek and sighted along the barrels. The triggers caressed her finger.




  A car horn tooted twice in the yard. The gun and Ginny swiveled to point towards it. I hate it when people hoot at me. She held in her hands the means to punish whoever it was.




  Ginny slowly lowered the gun and thrust it back in the bag behind the bale, and climbed down the ladder.




  Mick was leaning on his battered Volvo. “You really ought to get that drive resurfaced,” he said. “It’s knocking the hell out of my car.”




  “Do you have any idea how much— You didn’t have to come all the way down here to complain, you know. You could have parked at the top and phoned.”




  “Ginny, you look dreadful. What have you been doing with yourself?




  “Working. A farm doesn’t run itself. If you’ve just come to complain, then I’d much prefer it if you telephoned. It would save both of us a lot of time.” I could hang up on you, for a start.




  “I did.”




  “You can’t just turn up here any time you fancy—whenever you feel like it. I might be—it might not be convenient.”




  “It is convenient then. I’m so glad. And I did telephone. I left a message.”




  “I’ve been too busy to look at those. What do you want?”




  “I need you to pose for me. There’s a picture I’ve got to do.”




  “But you said I look dreadful.” She leant back against the brick wall of the barn. And I feel it, too.




  “I’m sorry. What have you been doing? What’s that on your jeans? They’re soaked. Have you been painting, or servicing the car?




  It only shows dark against my jeans, but it’s blood. The blood of innocents. “Never mind. I’ll get changed.” She pushed off from the barn and walked towards the house. “Are you staying?”




  Mike rushed forward to embrace her. Ginny held up her hand. “No. You’ll get—you’ll get it on your clothes. Let me change.”




  She turned and he grabbed her bottom, withdrawing his wet hand immediately. “Ginny! It’s blood! You’ve hurt yourself. No wonder you look ill.”




  Ginny turned and wiped his hand on her T-shirt, leaving red smears. “It’s not mine, but I’m too tired to explain.” She turned towards the house again. “Come in if you’re coming. I’m going to shower. You can make a cup of tea.”




  Ginny kicked off her Wellington boots in the back kitchen, opened the door at the far end of the kitchen and went upstairs. Mick followed. She turned on him on the landing.




  “I’ll be down in a bit. Make me a cup of tea. Please, darling. I’ll look so much better when I’ve had a shower.” She held up her hand again. “You don’t want to watch me washing blood off my legs. You’re squeamish even when it’s mine.”




  “All right. How many sugars?”




  “You should know by now. I haven’t had sugar since I was a girl.”




  “You’re only a girl now.”




  “It’s a bit late to come over all chivalrous. Make the tea. I’ll have a shower, put these things to soak and be with you.” He turned to go. “I suppose you’re staying for dinner.”




  “Uh-uh.”




  “Well you’re in luck. It’s roast chicken.”




  Ginny threw her clothes in the bath and trod them underfoot while she showered. She wrung out her jeans, T-shirt and underwear, and put them back in the bath to soak.




  Mick came up with two mugs, put them on a bedside table and picked up Ginny’s phone. “See?” he said. “It wasn’t even switched on. You’ve got two missed messages, both of them from me.”




  “Sorry, it’s been a bit hectic here, and the phone’s been the last thing on my mind.”




  Mick sat on the bed drinking tea and watching while she dried herself. “Here,” she said, handing him the hair dryer. “Make yourself useful.” Ginny turned and combed her hair through her fingers while he played hot air over her.




  “You look gorgeous,” he said. “Come to bed.”




  “No. I’ve got to put the bird in the oven. It’ll take at least two hours. If you want to help you can prepare the vegetables.” Ginny’s dressing gown was mud-spattered from the morning, but she put it on anyway. God knew where her slippers had gone.




  She led the way down to the back kitchen. “Go and fetch me a couple of sprigs of rosemary.”




  “What?”




  “Rosemary. It’s at the side of the house. I want to put some in with the chicken. You do know what rosemary looks like?”




  “I know what rosemary looks like. I’ve just never seen it on a bush before.”




  “You’ll make someone a lousy husband.”




  Mick slouched out and Ginny got a roasting dish and a sheet of tinfoil ready. The chicken lay on the counter, oozing blood in its cling film. He returned.




  “Is this enough?”




  “Well done. Now run it under the tap and then unwrap the bird. Stick it in the dish, with one sprig of rosemary on top and another up it’s—in the cavity.”




  He complied fastidiously, as if the blood was radioactive.




  “Now put it in the oven at one-eighty. Celsius. That’s about a million degrees Fahrenheit.”




  Ginny washed potatoes, carrots and cabbage, all picked yesterday from her garden, while Mick caressed her from behind. He wasn’t in Peter’s class, but Ginny had improved his technique no end. Pity you’ve no wife to benefit from it. At last she could prevaricate no more—besides, his attentions were starting to develop languid warmth in her sex—and let him take her to bed.




  Ginny allowed Mick to shoo her gently through the staircase door and fondle her buttocks as she dawdled up the stairs. She stopped facing the unmade bed she’d shared with Peter. Unannounced guests will have to take me as they find me. Mike’s keenness to take her was pressing into her back. He whisked away the dressing gown and manhandled her onto the bed. She lay snuggled into a pillow and watched him under her eyelids.




  Mick was a younger man than Peter, more muscled. How does he get like that wielding a paintbrush? His hair was fashionably long and artistically tousled, but his beard was short and neat. From his groin sprang a long pink-tipped penis, which waggled from side to side as he posed in the wardrobe mirror. Ginny smiled. If he could get it to waggle like that when it’s inside me… She rolled onto her back and yawned. Get on with it!




  Mick crawled on his hands and knees until he reached her sex. He licked along the groove, finishing with a flourish on her clit-hood. All show and no substance. But Ginny was too tired for foreplay. “Come inside,” she whispered. “Just… Come inside.”




  He knelt over her and kissed her lips.




  “Darling,” she said, and spat on her hand, lubricated the cap of his penis and drew him towards her with it. The long penis entered, and entered, and entered. At last it stopped. Ginny captured Mick’s face in her hands and kissed him. As he kissed he pushed his groin against her, gaining another half-inch. Sometimes, Mick, you’re too much altogether. She kissed him again, enjoying the tickle of his beard on her cheeks, then looked down. Begin.




  “But softly!” Mick paused his withdrawal and continued more slowly. He entered and withdrew with a cadence governed by her eyes, narrowing and widening her gaze. See: you can be considerate when you want to. Ginny wondered how many yards of in and out they’d enjoyed since she first modeled for him. In, two, three. Out, two, three. In… Out… Ginny’s orgasm was going nowhere but it was pleasant simply to feel his restrained enthusiasm and length. In… Out… Unauthorized, his cadence increased, but Ginny went with the flow, happy that he was happy; happy that he’d be finished soon and she could sleep. In, in, in! Mick’s lovely length pulsed inside and his breath puffed in her face. His seed washed over her womb entrance as Peter’s had done. Glad I douched when I showered, so I’m clean inside and out. Shower again tomorrow. Mick detached himself and Ginny rolled over so that they lay like spoons, the wet penis subsiding against her back.




  “That was lovely, Ginny,” he said.




  It usually is. “Yes, darling. Thanks.”




  * * * *




  “Ginny, dinner’s nearly ready.”




  Ginny swam upwards from sleep and opened one eye.




  “Dinnertime,” Mick announced.




  Her eye focused: even relaxed, his penis was long. She smiled at it. “I’ve laid the table downstairs, or do you want it in bed?”




  I’ve had it in bed. Her other eye sprang open. The hens! “What time is it?”




  “Dinnertime.”




  Inconsiderate Mick had snapped on the room light. So it’s dark outside! “The hens!” Ginny fought her way from the bedclothes and ran past him to the door, down the wooden treads of the stairs, across the tiled kitchen—there were pans steaming on the stove—to the back kitchen. She thrust her bare feet into Wellington boots and stumbled outside. It was dark, past dusk. Ginny’s feet located themselves properly in her boots as she ran. Please, oh please, let the fox be late.




  She flung open the door and peered into the dark. A moment, and then an interrogative “Prrrk.” Hinge and Bracket were on the perch, huddled in their corner.




  “Oh, thank you, thank you. Dear Hinge and Bracket, you’re safe.” Ginny took a breath. “Sorry to have disturbed you, ladies. Have a comfortable and quiet night.” She closed the door silently and lowered the sneck. In the loose Wellingtons, she rattled round the shed and dropped the slide. The field was dark and still. “Goodnight to you, Mr. Fox. I’m busy tonight, but I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”




  Mick had switched on the yard light and stood in the doorway, watching her come round the corner. For the first time she realized she was naked, except for Wellington boots. He blocked her way, looking her up and down. He’d got her dressing gown in one hand, but didn’t offer it to her.




  “You know,” he said, “There are people who don’t think that Wellington boots are at all sexy.” He again looked her down and up, slowly. “Those people haven’t a clue what they’re missing.”




  Ginny advanced a knee and cocked her hips. She shook her head, tossing her hair.




  “You look wonderful,” he continued, and sniffed. “If my gravy wasn’t burning, I’d—”




  Ginny put her hand on his lips and took hold of the dressing gown.




  “But it is,” she said.




  Mick turned on his heel and hurried off to rescue the dinner. Ginny pulled on the dressing gown, took off her boots and stood them behind the door. They don’t smell sexy, unless you’ve a fetish for sweaty feet and chicken shit.




  The table was laid in the big kitchen in the middle of the house, and there was a bottle of wine in the centre. Gavi. Ginny smiled at it.




  “Sit down, sit down.” Mick brought in the vegetable dishes. “I don’t know what’s happened to the chicken,” he said. “The breast’s as dark as the thighs.”




  “It wasn’t hung properly.” Ginny stared at the beautifully cooked and carved bird and her appetite disappeared. “No chicken for me, please.”




  “Is it all right?” He frowned.




  “Yes, it’s not the chicken, it’s me.”




  “You’ve not turned vegetarian, have you?”




  “No. I just don’t feel like chicken today. Perhaps I’ve had enough of them. I’m sorry, you go ahead; there’s nothing wrong with it. I’ll have vegetables, with some of your lovely gravy.”




  “All the more for me, then.” Mick helped himself to both drumsticks and several slices of breast.




  Dear Mick, you’ll never starve.




  The gravy was better than Ginny usually managed. The vegetables were cooked to perfection, and she didn’t miss the chicken she couldn’t bear to eat. “Mick, it’s a pity you never married; your wife would be able to concentrate on the housework and bedroom, while you cooked all the meals.”




  He thought about this. “Don’t see the point.”




  “I suppose not; you can always come to me for…bedroom services.”




  Mick shrugged, then made coffee and fetched his sketch pad from the car while Ginny washed up. He’d extracted the maximum flavor for his gravy, and the roasting dish had been deglazed within an inch of its life. It hardly wanted rinsing.




  “I need to do some sketches of you.” He produced a black-and white reproduction of a nude painting. “Titian’s Venus d’Urbino. I’d like you to pose like this.”




  “Upstairs, on the bed?”




  “Yes.” He looked down. “I’ve not sold a painting for a while…”




  So no check for model’s services, then. Just as well Peter pays by standing order from the company account. “Consultancy Services,” that’s what I am. Nice to know I’m tax deductible.




  Mick was still talking. “…I’m going to start teaching, and my agent suggested a how-to book to go with the course. I’m assembling the sketches for it.”




  “What will it be called?”




  “The Classical Nude, and How to Draw Her.”




  “Her? Shouldn’t it be ‘it?’”




  “We had a long talk about it. He said we may as well call a spade a spade. I’m not all that interested in the male nude. Men are too angular and don’t make attractive shapes.”




  Speak for yourself!




  “And you’re going to sketch me like this?” She studied the picture. “It’s very sexy. Her hand’s not just in her lap; the way her fingers are, you’d think she’d been playing with herself.”




  “She’s got an inviting look in her eye, too. What do you think’s on her mind?”




  “She’s thinking about what’s going to happen next. It’s a challenging look to the viewer, saying. ‘Here I am; what are you going to do about it?’ The domestic scene in the background is to show that this sort of thing happens a lot. She’s a lady of leisure and a lady of pleasure.”




  “Yet this is a classical painting of a Roman Goddess, a figure from mythology, painted in the sixteenth century as inspiration to a young bride.”




  “And that makes it all right, I suppose. You want me to pose like this?”




  “Yes.”




  Ginny blew out a breath. “I’ll do my best, but this will take some beating. There’s another painting like this, an Impressionist. That’s got a nude in a similar pose.”




  Mick produced another picture. “Manet’s Olympia. I want to do that as well. It was based on the Titian.”




  “So this book won’t just be of interest to student painters.”




  Mick grinned. “That’s what’s so clever about it.”




  “Let’s get started.” Ginny set down her coffee cup and led the way upstairs.




  Mick settled her into the pose, arranged her breasts and hair, adjusted the position of her fingers until they concealed but didn’t caress her sex, and nagged her about her expression.




  “No, don’t smile. She’s not smiling. She’s waiting to see what’s next; not anxious, just reserved. Not giving anything away to the observer. Enigmatic, I suppose.”




  “I’m always enigmatic.”




  “Ginny, behave yourself.”




  I like it when you come over all assertive.




  Mick glared at her.




  All right; I’ll behave.




  Mick the painter was a different man from the lover. He focused on her body as if it was a problem of geometry, not an increasingly aroused and impatient woman. He talked quietly to himself, sometimes encouraging, sometimes scolding. Ginny could have been made of marble, for all the attention he paid to her feelings. His charcoal scratched at the paper and was rubbed out with a sooty thumb or a lump of rubber.




  Ginny thought about Titian’s model, her predecessor, hundreds of years ago, lying as she now lay, carefully arranged by the artist, scolded when the temptation to touch herself became too great, waiting all the day for the moment when the light faded and he said, “Enough,” and she could move. All that day she’d think of her body, of sex, of the artist so carefully delineating her curves, her hair, her breasts, the fingers that curve so enticingly. At the end of it the artist would take her in his arms and make love to her till dawn and the light returned.




  She drifted away into a world of her own, imagining the response of the sixteenth century wife, presented with the erotic painting. Was she supposed to behave like this painted courtesan, to tease and entice her husband to the marriage bed? To strip for him and prepare her body for his attention, perhaps to take the lead in their lovemaking and demand that he serve her needs as well as his own? She pictured the husband, coming in from a day’s falconry or boar hunting, to find his young bride naked and aroused, ready for him to fling off doublet and hose and plunge between her—




  “Keep your fingers still,” Mick demanded. “And stop smiling.”




  Ginny bobbed her head guiltily and corrected her pose. He worked on and she slipped slowly back into her reverie. Now she was the powerful and sensuous goddess, intent on the seduction and destruction of mortal men. Her sex radiated heat and her fingertips yearned to delve into it.




  “That’s it,” he announced, looking at his watch. “Forty minutes.”




  Is that all? It seemed an age.




  “Thank you, Ginny.”




  Ginny sat up on the edge of the bed and stretched. “Can I see it?” He nodded and held it out. The girl on the bed was enticing, and much more beautiful than Ginny. “You’ve made me look very nice.”




  “You are very nice.”




  “I love what you’ve done to my boobs. Do they really look like that?” Ginny held them in her hands.




  “I think your breasts are wonderful. Magical. They kept changing shape, and at one point your nipples just grew and grew.” She looked down. “I’m going to have to make a series of quick sketches of your breasts, to catch them in all their moods.” He gazed into the distance. “Yes, I’d like to do that very much.”




  “Is that it, or do you want to do another pose?”




  “Can you stand by the bed and put your hands on it, as if you were smoothing the sheet?”




  Ginny complied, “Like this?” You’re going to paint me from behind?




  “Move your hands about six inches forward and put more of your weight on them. Put your feet further apart. Yes, that’s it. Now look up into the distance. Good. Your breasts look great like that.”




  “Great as in huge?”




  “Pretty much. Oh, so pretty. Hold it like that.”




  “I hope you don’t want me to pose like this for long.”




  “Not long.” Mick moved out of sight behind her and she could hear him moving about. Choosing the ideal viewpoint. I wonder what scene from classical mythology this is?




  “Keep still; not much longer.”




  Mick grasped her hips and his penis tapped upwards between her legs.




  “Oh!” Ginny grinned, and tried to keep still as he sawed his cock-tip to and fro along her vulva. “Which goddess am I now?”




  “You’re the Goddess of Love. I haven’t decided on the Roman Venus, or the Greek Aphrodite.”




  Her labia, already wet, began to part under gentle pressure.




  “I think I must be Aphrodite, because Venus seems to lie down a lot.” She remained passive as his penis eased itself between her labia and slid to and fro between them. The excitement that started as she posed grew stronger. “Excuse me.” One hand sank further into the bed as the other trapped his cock-tip and tucked it inside her.




  “That’s good,” he groaned. His penis slid to and fro within her sheath. He leant forward and captured her gently swinging breasts, holding them loosely so that they moved against his fingers.




  Was this what the wife looked forward to, what the goddess desired? As her orgasm quietly approached, Ginny rather thought it was.




  Chapter 3




  Venuses




  Ginny woke at dawn. She snuggled against Mick’s warmth in the bed, tempted to wake him with a kiss on the lips and a hand on his penis, but duty called. She slipped into the cool air and carefully loaded her breasts into a bra, feeling cold-hardened nipples rasp against the fabric and shaking her shoulders to settle everything into place. “Never go without your bra,” her mother had told her, to which she added “unless someone’s watching.”




  She let out the chickens and scattered a little corn outside to encourage them. There were twelve eggs in the nesting box. Ginny gasped, then realized that in yesterday’s tragedy, she’d not thought to collect them. She placed them one-by-one in the scoop. I wonder if there’ll be any tomorrow.




  Hinge and Bracket were already pecking happily at the scattered corn, so Ginny put the eggs in the tray in the back kitchen and went to feed and water the horse. At her approach he set his ears forward, whinnied, and trotted to down the field to greet her. “Not limping today? That’s good.” The feed trough was by the open stable door, the water trough just outside. He rarely went inside unless it was wet. She held the scoop behind her while he snuffled and nuzzled at her T-shirt. She rubbed him between the ears and stepped back quickly when he tossed his head and shook it.




  “Poor Diamond,” she said. He whickered in response. She topped up his water and tipped the scoop of pony nuts into the feed trough. “I’ve been neglecting you. Your coat’s all shaggy. Would you like to be groomed?” His nose scratched against the metal of the trough as he munched his breakfast. “That’s a yes, is it?” While he ate, Ginny brushed his shoulder and flank with strong, sweeping movements, chattering all the time.




  “They say stroking a cat is good for the blood pressure, though I don’t know if it’s the cat’s blood pressure they’re talking about. I think it’s the same with horses, grooming you calms me down. Does it calm you down? How’re you feeling today, old chap?” She worried at a patch of mud. “I’m having a busy time of it. I’m sorry I couldn’t spend more time with you. The fox got into the henhouse—” She cut herself off; this tale wasn’t likely to cheer anyone up. She patted his rump and went round the other side. “Peter was with me the night before last.”




  Diamond stopped snuffling along the bottom of the empty trough and raised his head.




  “I’m very fond of Peter; do you like him too?”




  Diamond nodded and she laughed. “He’d no sooner gone than Mick turned up.”




  The huge head swung round and sniffed at her hip, in case she’d brought another treat.




  “Can you smell him on me? I like Mick, too, though he’s not as thoughtful as Peter. He’s a bit selfish, really. But then I suppose we all are.”




  Diamond was nudging and nibbling at her jeans.




  “I know you are.” She put a protective hand on his nose and brushed his cheeks then carefully down between the eyes. “You’re my favorite, though.” Ginny moved to the side and hugged him, feeling the weight and hardness of the skull. She could tell he wanted to toss his head, but he kept still while she caressed and kissed him.




  “That’s a beautiful sight,” said Mick, lowering a compact camera.




  Ginny released Diamond and leapt out of his way as he tossed and shook his head till his ears rattled.




  “Of course, it would be better if you were naked.”




  “You would say that.”




  “I meant it, what I said last night. I’d like to paint your portrait nude, with Wellies. I think it would look great. Can we try some shots?”




  “Later. After breakfast. The chickens have had theirs, and Diamond has had his. I’m ready for mine.” She turned to the horse. “You’d better go and eat some grass. Off you go.” She slapped his rump, and he trotted off. “I’m a bit worried about Diamond, Mick. He’s not his usual self.” The horse bent his head and started grazing. “Nothing wrong with his appetite, though. What gets you up at this hour?”




  “I woke up, and there was this hollow in the bed, and the smell of you in it, but you weren’t there. I wanted—I missed you.”




  You were just feeling horny. “Let’s have breakfast. How soon have you got to be back? How’s your mum?”




  “Oh. She’s… Fine.” He looked up and to one side. “Finding it a bit difficult, getting about, of course, but she can manage on her own. I’d better ring her, later on.” He looked Ginny up and down, and took her hand. “Come on, let’s get you some breakfast. And afterwards, I want you in your Wellies. Hugging that horse.” He looked down. “Tell you what: I’ll cook you my special scrambled eggs while you wash your Wellingtons. You’ve got plenty of eggs; I saw them.”




  Not for much longer, I haven’t.




  “Surely dirty boots are more authentic?”




  “Doing farm chores in the nude is hardly authentic. No, those will be just fine. Lumps of crap on them would be distracting. They don’t look shiny and new, which is the main thing. ”




  “Neither do I.”




  “Precisely.” He blushed. “I mean, I couldn’t comment—I mean I love the way you look. Darling.”




  Ginny allowed him to kiss her. “What about make-up?”




  Mick stared, like a rabbit caught in headlights.




  She smiled. “Cook the breakfast.”




  Ginny scrubbed her boots and leant them upside down to dry, then showered. She was drying her hair when Mike called up the stairs.




  “It’s ready.”




  When Mick’s scrambled eggs are ready, they’re ready. She wrapped a turban of towel round her hair and tucked another round her body and padded barefoot downstairs.
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