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Shear Passion

(a look inside)

An unlikely romance blooms in an outback shearing shed when the farmer’s daughter gives a visiting shearer a piece of her mind.

“I never asked for your help.” She had to crane her neck to look up into his eyes. “You just took over.” It had sent her crazy mad before, but now she couldn’t think of anything she wanted more than for Pat to just take over. What if he grabbed her? What if he up and kissed her? She reckoned she already knew the answer—she’d kiss him back.

He seemed to consider her words carefully. “You’d just be finishing now if I left you, you know?”

“And it’d be my own stupid fault.”

He pursed his lips and nodded. “I get it. I should’ve asked. I’m sorry.”

That was the real apology. Not like the half-arsed one when he came in. Sam wasn’t sure how to respond without it sounding corny, and settled for “Thanks.” She brandished the handpiece and offered him a grin. “We should get back to it. They won’t shear themselves, you know.”

Pat smiled, and his eyes darted quickly down to her lips and back. “Hey Sam, would it be okay if I…”

“If you what?” Kissed me?

“C’mon ladies,” Crowbar grunted, walking past the door. “Crochet circle is over. Time to shear some sheep.

“Coming.” Then Pat was gone. And so was the moment.

Dammit. Why did I tell him he had to ask?


Foreword

Shear Passion was first published in Blue Collar: A Boys Behaving Badly Anthology, edited by Delilah Devlin.

The 6000-word short romance in Blue Collar was lifted and edited from this feature novelette, excluding the villainous Crowbar and much of the delicious conflict that ultimately drives Sam into Pat’s arms.

If you’ve read the short version, then I hope you enjoyed it, but rest assured that at 17,000 words, this Complete and Uncut Edition is a different beast altogether, with an epic erotic coupling that is strictly adults-only.

Belinda LaPage

Sydney, Australia (2017)
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Chapter One

Sam was so excited she could almost wet herself. The rumbling quad-bike beneath her wasn’t helping matters, either. The shine would wear off her elation by lunchtime when a brace of pitchforks set up residence in her back, but it was a price she’d gladly pay for her first day as a shearer. Her first real day.

She’d shorn sheep before—what grazier hadn’t? Last summer she’d been a one-woman operation in the shed, shearing, classing, and baling the wool for her own mob of fifty lambs. This was different, though. This time she was on the clock with two professional shearers, a roustabout, and Dad in the classing room.

First things first—pick up some Band-Aids. Dad’s mantra for farming was the Seven-P’s. Prior proper preparation prevents piss-poor performance. Farmer she may be, but at twenty-two and coming off three years at Dookie Ag-College, she didn’t have his lifetime of calluses to protect her soft hands, and she’d die before she tapped out with a blister.

She pulled up at the Mudgiboora general store beside a shiny orange V8 Hilux and switched off the motor, wistful over losing the bike’s vibrating saddle between her legs.

Hey, city girls, have fun with your three-quarter horsepower washing machines.

She didn’t recognise the hot ute. It was the kind not easily forgotten, with roll bars, spoilers, and about a hundred B&S ball decals on the back window. Bogan farmer obviously, but judging by the Queensland plates, not a local bogan farmer.

She was fishing for coins in her jacket when the shop’s fly screen door banged open, and a dusty set of elastic-sided work boots stepped out.

Oh my.

Sam had a dozen mixed coins rolled into the crook of her fingers, and in a boner move befitting a Bollywood romance, she squeezed too hard and sprayed all but two of them over the ground. She didn’t notice the coins. The coins were secondary. Of primary importance in this situation was the bogan farmer.

Holy smokes, did I ever get that wrong.

Stained Hard Yakka work pants: check. R.M. Williams belt buckle: check. Blue Chesty Bonds singlet: oh, please—double check. You might mistake him for a bogan farmer. If you were blind. Or stupid. If you weren’t blind or stupid, you’d have to ignore the chiselled vee of his shoulders, chest, and abs, and you could perhaps be forgiven for bypassing the clean, dark blonde hair, especially if like Sam, you were still dazzled by the dimples and the straight, white teeth. Sam missed none of these things and noticed several more besides. Farmers, in her experience, even the ones at Dookie (especially the ones at Dookie), most assuredly were not this hot. He was like a Norse god.

His Almighty Hotness approached.

Quick Sammy, think of something witty.

“Hi,” Sam said. The stranger was a head taller, and as he came close, she had to crane her neck back. Instinctively, she tilted her head to one side, an unconscious gesture of interest, and it lolled heavily, like she was drunk.

Oh fuck. I’m still wearing my helmet.

She pulled it off and tried to languidly shake out her hair, surprising even herself when it didn’t work on account of her having chopped it back to a short, parted pixie just last week. No way was she spending another summer as a full-time farmer with lank, sweaty hair.

“G’day,” he said, and then before Sam could try out her next come-on line, he went down on one knee in front of her. “You dropped a couple… uh… six, seven coins,” he said, plucking them out of the dirt and almost rising twice before finding another, and another. The last was from between Sam’s boots, and his face was perilously close to her groin as he fetched it. She felt a flush of heat warm her core, and wondered whether he was checking her out down there.

“Hmmm? Uh, thanks.” Sam accepted the coins mechanically when he finally stood up, still not completely aware she’d dropped them.

The stranger looked Sam slowly up and down, an expression of developing interest dimpling his cheeks. “Nice bike,” he said, not looking at her quad-bike at all. “You don’t look much like a farmer.”

She might have been offended, but it was obviously a compliment. Apart from her jacket, she was dressed in the same kind of work gear as him.

“You don’t look much like a bogan.” Oh fuck, Sam. Smooth. Now watch the bogan bitch-slap you.

His face clouded for a moment, and then he burst out laughing.

“Bogan!” he cried, slapping his thigh. He looked between Sam and the hot Hilux. “Yeah, nah, I deserve that. So hey, you live in town?”

“Just out of town.” Sam gestured vaguely over her shoulder without breaking eye contact, flattered and hypnotised by the searchlight attention of his gaze. “With my family.”

“Shit out of luck.” He scuffed his heel in the dirt. “Some fella got the jump, hey? Makes sense—gorgeous sheilas don’t stay single in the sticks.”

He thinks I’m gorgeous. Wait… crap, he thinks I’m married. “No,” she blurted a little too quickly. “I meant, with my parents. Not a… you know… a family kind of family.” Oh, really smooth, Sam. Nice work.

“Huh.” He seemed to consider this as potentially useful but only mildly interesting information, like ‘petrol is cheapest on a Wednesday’. “So, a nice single girl in Mudgiboora…” He paused, looking for positive feedback, which Sam provided in spades with a beaming smile and almost neurotic blinking. “Where might a fella find her of a Friday night if he was looking? In the pub?”

Today’s Friday. Is he asking me out? Sam was planning on soaking in the bathtub after shearing. She didn’t expect to be walking upright by knock-off time.

“The pub? Sure.” Apparently her mouth had other ideas. “Will you be there?”

“I reckon I might,” he said with a smile. Then he gestured at his clothes. “Got no clean gear though. Do you mind a bloke who smells like sheep?”

Sheep? “I love the smell of sheep.” To Sam, they smelled like hot summer afternoons playing in the shade beneath the shearing shed, running the gauntlet beneath the pens and dodging the inevitable rain of droppings through the slats from the easily startled animals above.

And in a flash Sam knew exactly who the handsome stranger was. She’d taken over all of Dad’s accounting and was accruing the shearers’ wages just last night. She opened her mouth to gush something unbecoming, like ‘Hey, you’re Patrick Caldwell’, but then stopped at the last moment. She silently wished herself cleverer to exploit this secret information to her best advantage.

“You’d better hustle,” she said, touching a finger to his chest and offering what she hoped was an enigmatic smile. “Old man Robinson will give you an earful if you’re late.”

Patrick looked at his watch. “Shit, you’re right.” Then he did a confused double-take. “Wait, what? How did you—?” But Sam had already turned on her heel and run into the store.

She leaned back out the door and called, “See you tonight, Patrick.” If not earlier.

Band-Aids: five dollars. Shearing beside the sweating, straining body of the hottest guy in the district: priceless.
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Chapter Two

Sam could hear Dad talking to the shearers as she approached the shed.

“Good news, you blokes. There’s only three hundred and ninety-two ewes in the pens, so we can be finished in time for the weekend. First round at the pub is on me.”

“Far be it from me to knock back free beer, Boss, but unless Pat learned to shear with both hands, that’s forty too many.”

Sam recognised the voice immediately. Barton Crow, (according to his tax details) had been Dad’s head shearer since forever. Barton—that name made her smile. She’d only ever known him as Crowbar.

“Hey Dad. What’s up, Danger?” She climbed the ladder up to floor level. Dad was there with her baby brother Will, who was roustabout today, collecting fleeces and sweeping the boards.

“Stone the flamin’ crows. It’s Sheep-Dip.” Crowbar never used Sam’s name. She fell in the sheep dip when she was six and it was Crowbar who pulled her out, spluttering and half-drowned. The nickname stuck. “How are ya, Sheep-Dip? You’re a bit early for mornin’ smoko. Just leave it on the bales for us, love.”

“Sam’s not your tea lady, Crowbar,” Dad said. “She’s where those last forty ewes are coming from.”

“What?” Crowbar’s eyes boggled and the Winfield Blue dangling from his lower lip dropped to the floor.

“You heard me,” Dad said. “Pat! Get out here and meet Sam.”

“Coming, Boss.”

Sam tried not to beam. She’d only seen him ten minutes earlier, and already she was hungry to feast again on those long, smooth biceps. He came out of the equipment room fitting a shiny, freshly ground comb to his handpiece.

“What’s up, Boss?” He addressed Dad before noticing Sam, and then did a comic double-take. “It’s you. How did—?”

“Hi Patrick,” Sam said, losing the battle not to grin like a schoolgirl. “I’m Sam. Robinson.” She drank in the look of dawning realisation on Patrick’s face. Surprise, I’m the boss’s daughter. Then she turned to Dad. “We met at the shop.”

Pat frowned. “What are you doing—?”

“Shearing,” Crowbar interrupted, his voice laced with cynicism. “According to him, anyway?” He pointed a thumb at Dad.

“Shearing?” Patrick looked from Crowbar to Dad, and then dubiously at Sam. “But…” He shook his head, as if to clear it, and then turned back to Dad. “But she’s a sheila.”

Sam felt a hot and unexpected spark of anger. As one of the few girls studying Ag-Science, this wasn’t her first brush with sexism—it wasn’t even the worst—but it still ground her gears.

“I think you mean ‘shearer’,” Dad said, a note of warning in his voice. “I’m not leaving forty ewes in the pens all weekend, so Sam’s going to help you finish them today.”

“Yeah, Boss, we’d love that too,” Crowbar said, picking up his cigarette and wiping the butt on his singlet, which was considerably dirtier than the floor. “But the thing is, you see, me and Pat’ll be black-banned if we shear with non-union labour. So it’s not like we don’t want to, or anything—”

“I thought that might be a problem,” Dad said, holding up an interrupting hand. “Which is why I got Sam to sign up online last night.” This was actually true; Sam was a proud, passionate, and paid-up member of the Australian Shearers’ Union. “Now do you want me to pull up the invoice, or are you willing to take my word on it?”

“Nah, she’s jake, Boss.” Crowbar gave Pat a beseeching look. Help me.

“Forty ewes? Can she even shear?”

“I’m standing right here, Pat.” Sam put a little extra something into that last word, letting him know she grouped it with other favourites, like ‘spat’ and ‘shat’. How quickly the tides turned. It was hard to believe she was mooning over him just a minute ago. “I sheared my own mob last summer. Fifty lambs.”

“In a day?”

A professional could shear fifty lambs before smoko, but Sam was no professional, and these boys knew it. It took thousands of sheep to build up that kind of skill.

“Two days,” Sam demurred. “But I had to roust and class myself.”

Crowbar snorted. “Right, so twenty-five lambs in seven and a half hours, and thirty minutes of pissing about with a broom.” He waved his smoke at Sam’s brother. “No offense, Danger.”

“Lambs?” Pat had a pained, constipated expression, like this was all too much. “Have you shorn one ewe?”

Sam felt a chill of doubt and realised he had a point, as unwelcome as it may be. Ewes were bigger, they had a full year of wool on them, and not least of all, they were niggly as a cut snake. Sam knew they took twice as long to shear, but when Dad asked if she could finish forty-odd ewes, like an idiot she’d said yes. How could she be so stupid?

Dad stepped in before she could make a worse fool of herself. “Four an hour, Sam,” he said. “You do thirty-two, and these two will pick up the rest, right fellas?”

“Geez Reg,” said Crowbar, blowing out a cloud of smoke. “More than two hundred? You know a lot of shearers who can do that, do you?”

Sam had seen Crowbar’s returns. Two hundred ewes a day, rain or shine. It was a top pace, and it hurt to admit, but Sam had roused for him before—he was poetry in motion on the boards. Hour after hour, sweat pouring off his body in rivers, but never slowing, and never ever missing quota. Pat was hit-and-miss by comparison, with returns anywhere from one hundred and fifty to one-fifty-six. That was normal though. Crowbar wasn’t normal; he was a machine.

“Don’t care how you do it.” Dad looked at his watch and pushed away from the wool bale he was leaning on. “Thirty-two from Sam. Three-sixty from you blokes. Let’s get cracking.”

Pat and Crowbar exchanged a look. If Sam hadn’t been there, they would have knocked off early, and one of them would have gotten a short day and a free lunch on Monday. Of course, if she failed, Dad would send them home (or to the pub, at least) at four o’clock. So no pressure.

“We’ll do our best, Boss.” Crowbar tapped Pat on the chest with the back of his hand. “C’mon mate. They won’t shear themselves.”

Sam followed the two shearers to the stands, Crowbar at the near one and Pat at the far end, leaving her to work between them. She felt surrounded, penned in like the sheep themselves, and she looked to Will for moral support. Will was fifteen though and didn’t understand what was going on with the shearers and their passive-aggressive sexism. He offered a thin smile, which was as much as she could expect.

She copied the others, testing her handpiece by running the shears for a second, causing the sheep to scuttle in the pens. So this was it. She was ready. She took off her jacket and hung it on a peg.

“Holy smokes!” Crowbar hooted. “Sheep-Dip’s all grown up.” He was leering at her chest with a hungry smile, and Sam wondered whether the regulation blue shearer’s singlet—which she filled out every bit as handsomely as Pat—was her wisest choice. She saw Pat glance over as well and had a rush of mixed emotions, unable to entirely banish her attraction.

Look all you like, pretty boy. You won’t be getting any.

“When you’ve finished sight-seeing,” she said. “Maybe we can shear some sheep.”
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Chapter Three

“Ding-ding. Round one,” Crowbar’s words were flippant, but his tone was flat. Just another day in the office. He strode to the near pen and unhitched the gate, swinging it back like a gunslinger entering a saloon.

The far catching pen was adjacent to Pat’s stand, not opposite, so she’d share the near one with Crowbar to avoid walking around. Crowbar flipped a ewe onto its arse while she waited outside the gate, but instead of dragging it out, he handed it back to Sam and grabbed another.

“Don’t say I never give you nothing, Sheep-Dip.”

That was unexpected. “Um, thanks Crowbar.”

Sam dragged it back to the middle stand and settled it between her legs with its belly up.

“Geez, what’s that smell?” Crowbar had already settled his sheep and cranked his shears. “Did you drop your guts, Pat?”

“I thought it was you,” Pat said. He’d gotten started quicker and was already flipping his belly wool to Will, who snapped it up and tossed it in the alcove where they collect the second-class wool.

Sam looked down at her sheep, and then at the trail of shit and maggots leading back to the catching pen. She clenched her jaw and felt the anger rise up inside.

“Crowbar. You arsehole.”

“What’s that?” He shot her a look of mock innocence. “Geez, girl. You picked a fly-struck one first drop. Doesn’t look like it’s gonna be your day. Crutch her first, love. And Danger, keep her stand clean, boyo. Your dad’ll rip you a new one if you send him a fleece covered in shit.”

Pat glanced up from his work and winced when he saw the state of the ewe’s rear end. Sam waited to see if he’d say something, almost hoping he would so she could cut him to bits, but he only looked back down and muttered, “Geez, Crowbar, you are an arsehole.”

Damn right he is. Maybe Pat wasn’t a complete dick. Or maybe he just compared favourably to Crowbar.

Sam steeled herself. No way was she fading out before even starting her shears. She yanked the old and knotted cord, and the handpiece buzzed to life in her fist. Here goes nothing. Needing to open the angle on its behind, she lifted the ewe’s hoof up to its chest and gagged at the beshitted, maggot-ridden, raw flesh underneath. She swallowed down her gorge. This was not the most disgusting thing she’d ever do as a grazier, but at her age it was a new personal best.

Working towards the trouble area, she touched the shears to the ewe’s leg and earned herself a kick and a tortured bleat. She must be in agony.

“Hold still, darlin’,” she said, taking a firmer grip on the hoof and jamming it into the ewe’s belly. “I know it hurts, but Sammy’s going to make it all better.”

She tried again, with more success this time, and managed to shave the shit laden fuzz all the way down to the flayed, bleeding flesh around the stump of its tail. As she grabbed the other leg, Crowbar snapped off his shears and sent his first pristinely shorn ewe through the chute, frightening her own sheep again to the point that it nearly got away. Thirty seconds later, Pat finished and pulled his second from the catching pen. And then there was Sam, shearing down her second shit-stained leg. Happy days.

Crowbar finished two more by the time Sam was finally able to start on the clean wool. It was so thick. She’d worked with ewes all her life; how could something so familiar now seem so foreign at the end of her shears? After her first few tentative strokes down its belly, she pulled away the shorn wool and saw the creamy carpet of clean fleece underneath, not the pink of sheep-flesh. Shit! Not even close. Her second attempt came closer, but it left parallel tracks of patchy wool down the sheep’s belly, and instead of flicking Will a single mat of belly-fleece, he had to sweep it up as a collection of loose shavings. Some shearer. Sam’s face burned. Thank God Dad couldn’t see.

The ewe was beyond the point of being frightened into submission and had presumably figured out the only escape from this personal hell was to fight. Every time it kicked, Sam jerked back the handpiece, thinking she’d nicked its skin. Sometimes there was blood, but it was impossible to say whether it was the cause or the consequence of the kicking. Regardless, it threw her confidence, and the fleece came off slowly in short, narrow blows that left her stand littered in shavings.

By the time she’d treated the flayed, fly-struck skin with antiseptic, that first ewe had taken her forty minutes. If Crowbar was on track, there’d be sixteen beautifully shorn, happy ewes bleating about their superior shearing experience to the patchy old biddy in the next counting pen with a dozen shaving cuts down her back.

Sam stood up straight and leaned back, pressing her hands into the small of her back. Her target for the session was eight, and she’d be lucky to finish three at this rate.

Will collected the fleece while she returned to the catching pen, her confidence bruised but intact. After all, she’d finished it. Your first fly-struck sheep was like a rite of passage as a shearer, and although she hadn’t nailed it, she hadn’t failed it either. A forty-minute sheep should have been a gold mine of barbs for Crowbar and Pat, but they didn’t say a thing. She suspected they were secretly impressed she’d stuck it out. It was a tough job, and nobody knew it better than them.

She settled her second ewe between her legs, (not fly-struck—she’d checked in the pen) and glanced up at Pat. It wasn’t intentional, his body just naturally drew they eye. He had a nice sheen of sweat on his neck and shoulders, and the smooth curves of his biceps and triceps bulged handsomely from the heavy upper-body work.

Mmm, I could use some heavy upper-body work.

Maybe he felt her gaze, because he looked up mid-blow and offered her a wink. Sam smiled back, but he was already looking back down at his hands.

Don’t be stupid, Sam. He’s just eye-candy. Pretty to look at, right up to the point he opens his frigging mouth about sheilas in the shearing shed.

She started her shears again.

“Jesus H. Christ, Sam! What the blue fuck is this?”

It was Dad, his voice carrying all the way from the classing room over the sound of three sets of electric shears. He must’ve tried to throw her fleece onto the classing table in a single action. It probably sailed off the end in four separate pieces.

“Sorry Dad! I’ll do better.”

She didn’t hear his response but chose to believe it was something like ‘That’s my girl’. She would do better, too. She had the smell of the fly-struck sheep out of her nostrils, and she was looking forward to a clean shear. Damn right she’d do better.
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Chapter Four

Thirty minutes, twenty-four minutes, twenty-one minutes. Sam improved with every sheep. Her fourth fleece came off in one piece, and she sent that ewe down the chute with just a single nick.

She blinked back the sweat running into her eyes and looked at the clock. Five minutes to smoko. Not enough time to shear another—unless you were Crowbar; he’d do two. He chose that moment to send his ewe down the chute with a slap on its arse and gave Sam a dismissive look as he strode off again to the catching pen.

“Want me to bring one back for you, Sheep-Dip? How’re you doing with those eight your dad asked for.”

He knew exactly how she was doing. Even Crowbar could count to four. He was shaming her, and it was working. It was a simple equation, five minutes to smoko, which was a fifteen-minute break; if she started another now then she’d have to work through. The pitchforks she expected in her back by lunchtime had arrived early and she longed to stretch out on a wool bale with a biscuit and a cup of tea.

Time to grow up, Sheep-Dip.

It sounded like Crowbar’s voice in her head, but it was just her conscience. She hardened her mouth into a grimace and went to catch another ewe. God, her back hurt. Lunchtime would be that much sweeter for having no break. Right?

Pat went off to his own catching pen a moment behind her, and as she took up her handpiece, she saw him come back, look at the clock, then at Sam, then back at the clock. He knew she wouldn’t have time and seemed about to say something, but she stopped him with a glare. On the surface, it said Mind your own fucking business, but underneath there was something else—something every bit as raw as the fly-struck ewe’s backside. She wouldn’t admit it, not even to herself, but it was something like, Don’t say it, I don’t want to cry. By the way his brows drew together in concern, she reckoned Pat knew it, too.

Fifteen minutes, says Dad. Four an hour. She hadn’t even come close yet, but she was getting better. If she could do this one in fifteen minutes, she’d get a five—no, four-minute break.

Challenge accepted.

Sam started her shears and the ewe bleated at her. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “Me too.”

──────

That last ewe was like wading through molasses. In four minutes, she’d sheared its belly, neck, and both left legs, and had just rolled it over for the first of the long blows down it’s back. Meanwhile Pat had lapped her and then some, and Crowbar—Jesus, how does he do it—Crowbar finished two sheep.

“Smoko, ladies. Chop-chop.”

“How’d you go, Crowbar?” Pat asked. “Get any of them extras done?”

“I’ll let the boss do the countin’,” he said, peering out into the yards. “But if there’s not fifty out there, I’ll suck your dick.”

“Charming,” Sam said under her breath.

Crowbar plucked his cigarettes from the shelf behind him and then he was gone. Moments later, Pat sent his ewe down the chute, and he stretched while Will collected the fleece.

“Go get yourself a cuppa, Will,” he said. “You can pick up Sam’s fleece after smoko.”

After the drone of all three machines running together, the noise of just one sounded ominous, accusatory. You’re slow, Sam, said the lonely whine. We won’t finish today, and it’s all your fault.

She saw Pat’s boots in her peripheral vision; he was standing behind her hip, out of the ewe’s eye-line. Still intimidated by his good looks, she was hyper-aware of his presence and found it hard to share her concentration with the job at hand.

Clunk.

The shears fell silent. Pat had switched them off.

“Give me the handpiece, Sam.”

Crouched beneath him, Sam didn’t think about it; she couldn’t. She just did as he’d asked and handed over the shears. Dropping to his haunches beside her, he repositioned the ewe in front of himself and restarted the machine.

What just happened?

Pat sheared her ewe. The handpiece that felt so tentative in her own fist, made long, confident blows down it’s back, and Sam could see the colour change where Pat was cutting so much closer to the pink skin. Without sheep or shears to hold onto, Sam wobbled and had to stand up. She stood there empty-handed, and there was nothing she could do except watch him with a sinking feeling that left her bereft and purposeless. She was a woman with no place in the shearing shed. Not even at her own stand.

“Your comb’s a bit dull.” Pat darted a glance up at her, completely missing the boiling volcano of anger and humiliation. “I sharpened a couple of spares, so grab one after smoko.” He sat the ewe up again, finished the last half-dozen blows down its rump, then sent it scampering down the chute, half pink and half creamy white.

He laid Sam’s handpiece on the boards and stood up, forcibly reminding her of his huge, physical presence. “Let’s get a cuppa. You look like you could use one.”

Sam stepped up close and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Don’t you ever touch my sheep or my shears again.” She took a shuddering breath and figured she had maybe one more sentence in her before the tears. It came out in a low growl. “I don’t need you to shear for me, Pat Caldwell.”

“Sam, I was only trying to—”

She turned and left him. If she didn’t look, maybe she could stop from crying. Twelve minutes. She had twelve minutes to get her shit back together. Tea would help.

“That was quick, Sheep-Dip. You found your groove?”

“Shut your face, Crowbar.” Sam poured herself tea from the thermos. Gran had dropped it off earlier. It was strong and black with leaves swirling through it; it would be a cold day in hell when Gran used a tea bag. Sam crawled up the back of the wool bales to be on her own, but Will followed her with a handful of biscuits to share.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine,” Sam said, although she wasn’t. “Don’t be an arsehole when you grow up, okay?”

“Um? Sure.”

They dunked biscuits in Sam’s tea and nibbled them in relative silence, ignoring Crowbar and Pat’s conversation at the other end of the bales.

“Hey Sam?”

“What, Danger?” Sam didn’t want to talk, but she had a soft spot for her baby brother. At fifteen, he still let her use his nickname, so he couldn’t be all bad.

“You can’t, you know, shear a bit quicker, can you?”

She might have slapped one of the others for the same comment, but from Will it was completely innocent.

“I wish I could,” she said. “It’s a lot harder than it looks, though. If you roust for me in January, I’ll let you have a try on my lambs and you can see for yourself.”

“Hmm, I dunno.” The threat of being shown up by his big sister was probably more confrontation than Will was ready for. “You’re right, but. Crowbar makes it look easy.”

“What, shearing? Or being an arsehole?”

Will muffled a giggle. “He makes that look real easy.”

His laugh was infectious, and Sam had to put her tea down before she spilled it on her lap.

Dad climbed up the ladder into the shed. He’d been outside counting and releasing the shorn ewes. “Nice work, Pat. You ever clear forty in a session before?”

“Couple of times, Boss.”

“Yeah? Well I need three more just like it, today.” He spied Sam up the back of the bales. “And you need to lift, Sam.”

“Still reckon we’ll get ’em all done?” Crowbar asked. “Cause if you want to hit the pub early and knock off the rest on Monday, I’m good with that.”

“We won’t miss by many,” Dad said. “Wouldn’t miss by any if I could get a few more out of you. Might just need one of you to stay back half an hour.”

“Oooh, I see where you’re going there Boss, but the unions are bastards on overtime—’specially on a Friday. I’d hate to see your name on a list.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re full of shit, Crowbar?”

“Not since I last spoke to me mum, Boss. I’m serious, but. They’re dead set about the eight-hour day.”

“Tell me,” said Dad, eyeing him gravely. “How would they find out?”

“Who knows?” Crowbar puffed out a plume of smoke. “Hard to keep that kind of thing quiet.”

“Two hundred, Crowbar. That’s your contract, and that’s what I want. Pat’s gonna give me one-sixty” —that caused Crowbar to shoot Pat an accusing glare— “and Sam’s still down for thirty-two. Aren’t you Sam?”

“You bet, Dad.” She scooted over the bales on her backside and hopped down to the floor to give him a kiss. “Danger worked out what I was doing wrong—shearing too slow he reckons. And Pat’s got a sharper comb for me, so were all systems go.”

That laugh with Will had been just the tonic she’d needed. She knew she’d be able to get him going again with a wink while they sheared, and the prospect of sharing a private joke made her feel less isolated.

Sam went to fetch her handpiece. “I need to get that new comb on,” she called back to Dad. “Nine more fleeces before lunch, Dad. You count ’em.”

“That’s my girl.”

Easy. Now all she had to do was to deliver.

──────

Sam felt a presence behind her—it was a change in the quality of light coming through the door of the equipment room. A sixth sense told her who it was, so she didn’t turn around; she just kept tightening the screws on the new comb.

“What do you want, Pat?”

“I’m not sure what I did wrong, but I want to say I’m sorry.”

She turned around. Holding the handpiece gave her confidence—at the very least she could brain him with it. The anger was all gone, though. “I need to be able to do this on my own.”

“It’s a tough job for first-timers. We’ve all been there,” Pat said. He was standing close, and in the confines of the small room, Sam could smell him. Not the smell of sheep—that was everywhere—it was the smell of a man at work, and it sent a shiver of lust through her chest. He touched her hand. “There’s no shame in asking for help.”

“I never asked for your help.” She had to crane her neck to look up into his eyes. “You just took over.” It had sent her crazy mad before, but now she couldn’t think of anything she wanted more than for Pat to just take over. What if he grabbed her? What if he up and kissed her? She reckoned she already knew the answer—she’d kiss him back.

He seemed to consider her words carefully. “You’d just be finishing now if I left you, you know?”

“And it’d be my own stupid fault.”

He pursed his lips and nodded. “I get it. I should’ve asked. I’m sorry.”

That was the real apology. Not like the half-arsed one when he came in. Sam wasn’t sure how to respond without it sounding corny and settled for “Thanks.” She brandished the handpiece and offered him a grin. “We should get back to it. They won’t shear themselves, you know.”

Pat smiled, and his eyes darted quickly down to her lips and back. “Hey Sam, would it be okay if I…”

“If you what?” Kissed me?

“C’mon ladies,” Crowbar grunted, walking past the door. “Crochet circle is over. Time to shear some sheep.”

“Coming.” Then Pat was gone. And so was the moment.

Dammit. Why did I tell him he had to ask?
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Chapter Five

The second session went heaps better. Sam dragged her ninth ewe from the catching pen just before lunch. She was ten minutes late and the others had started without her, but Pat had left a space on the bale next to him, and she took the hint with a secret smile.

Sandwiches had never sounded like such a grand idea—nothing like four hours of shearing to build an appetite. She fished through the basket, wondering whether the others had picked the eyes out of it already. “Jesus, Gran—curried egg? Does she realise we’re spending the afternoon squatting and bending over?”

“Chuck ’em over here,” said Crowbar, his mouth half full of presumably curried egg. “I’m not proud.”

“You know I have to work next to you, right? Sam was in too good of a mood to be precious about it, so she handed over the sandwiches, even managing a smile. She selected a handful of chicken-salad on rye for herself and accidentally-on-purpose managed to settle back on the bale with her arm touching Pat’s, even though there was plenty of room on her other side. His sweat had dried already, but his flesh was hard and rough, prickling with dark blonde hairs. Sam’s muscles were showing from the morning’s work, but her skin was soft and velvety by comparison, and the contrast made his touch feel even more manly—if that was possible.

“Have you done a count, Dad?” She was almost bursting with her own success and couldn’t wait any longer for the praise and laurels to be heaped upon her.

“I have. You did good,” he said, which for Dad was high praise, indeed. “And your boyfriend there is punching above his weight. Forty-one.”

Her inner thirteen-year-old wanted to scuff her heel and say, ‘Awww, he’s not my boyfriend’. The grown-up didn’t bite, although she did nudge Pat with her elbow and give him a smile of congratulations.

“How’d I go, Boss?” Crowbar asked. “Pat and I got a bet on the result.”

Sam almost choked on her sandwich remembering Crowbar’s obscene promise before smoko. She was all in favour of gay blow jobs—in principle at least, and only if she could watch—but not if Crowbar was involved.

“You’ll lose that bet,” Dad said to Pat. “I don’t even count his take twice anymore. Not if I come up with fifty the first time.”

“That’s a relief.” Pat returned Sam’s elbow-nudge. That and the shared knowledge they were joking about blow jobs sent a flush of warmth into her cheeks.

She looked down at her hands, rubbing absently at the reddened skin on the side of her index finger from gripping the shears.

“Blister?” Pat noticed it, and he took the opportunity to touch Sam on that tender spot.

“Not yet.” She rubbed it again, and maybe she slipped and rubbed his finger, too. “I brought Band-Aids though. Prior proper preparation, right Dad?”

Dad rewarded her with a rare smile. “They didn’t teach you that at Dookie, hey?”

“Band-Aids won’t work,” Pat said. He was still touching Sam’s hand. “Need to tape it. Stings like a whore coming off, but at least it works.”

Sam could see she was going to have to grind off some of Pat’s rough edges. He wasn’t a misogynist, she decided, he just didn’t know any better. Probably grew up in a shearing shed.

“There’s tape in the first-aid, right Boss?”

“Believe there is.” Dad’s eyes darted between Sam and Pat on their shared wool bale. The others wouldn’t see it, but Sam could tell he was suppressing a smile.

He knows exactly what’s going on.

“Pat, will you show me?” she asked sweetly.

Pat seemed to consider the offer for a moment, perhaps weighing the wisdom of sneaking off with the boss’s daughter. “Yeah,” he said finally. “I reckon I might.”

“Good.” Sam got up and plucked two pieces of cake from the basket. “Gran makes the best carrot cake. Be nice to me and I’ll let you have some.” She intended it playfully, and only realised how bawdy it sounded when Pat was already following her around the corner.

What am I doing? I’m not even sure I like this guy.

That was a lie. She liked him a lot. She’d only known him a few hours, but she reckoned she’d seen just about the best and worst of him already. A girl could forgive a lot in a man who knew how to apologise when he was in the wrong. And it’s not as though Sam was perfect, anyway. Pat maybe wasn’t the only one at fault that morning; Sam was as much a victim of her own pride as anything.

The first-aid kit was a rusty metal box behind the shearing stands that had probably been white in the 1970s. It might have even had a red cross on the front. Sam was almost surprised to find everything clean and well maintained inside, with gauze and dressings and what-not protected in individual plastic baggies.

Pat found the Elastoplast tape and a little pair of scissors that looked funny in his big hand, and Sam held up her finger, making it clear she expected him to treat her.

“Sammy got a boo-boo?” he teased.

Sam cocked an eyebrow at him. “Not the words of a man who enjoys carrot cake.” She took a bite and chewed it ostentatiously, still holding up her finger for him.

Pat succumbed to a dimply smile and peeled off a length of tape, but he held it up before her with a challenging look until she offered him a bite. “Mmm, that is good.”

“When it comes to carrot cake, Gran knows her shit.”

That made him smile again, and Sam decided she quite liked watching him smile.

When he was done, she turned her finger left and right to inspect his work. “Mum used to kiss it better when she finished.”

He didn’t lunge, but nor did he hesitate. Pat simply cupped Sam’s nape in his palm and kissed her. It wasn’t her first kiss—not even her first stolen kiss—but, just…wow! His hand was so big, it felt like he cradled her entire head, and with that immovable object behind and his lips in front, there was nowhere to go. She was trapped—trapped in the sweetest, heart-thuddingest way imaginable. She’d never forget her first kiss, and she’d remember this one every bit as well for much the same reason—it pushed back the boundaries and laid bare a whole new vista of unsuspected desire. It was the desire to be with a powerful, attractive man who knew exactly what he wanted, and was prepared to go out and get it.

“I meant my finger,” Sam whispered when he let her up for air.

“No you didn’t,” Pat said. And he kissed her again.

“No,” she admitted. “I didn’t.” She kissed back. She wasn’t sure whether she’d done so the first time, but if not, now she was making up for it. It was hard to get her breath. Excitement? Or did she just stop breathing. Meh, breathing’s overrated. She stole another, copying Pat and holding the back of his neck. “You taste nice,” she said, unsure now where to take the conversation.

“Sheepy?”

Sam giggled. “What? No. Cakey.” She nipped at his lip. “What have you been doing with our sheep?”

“Other than shearing? Nothing I’m prepared to admit.” Pat let his hand drop from Sam’s neck down to her lower back and used it to pull her body close.

“You shearers are just crass,” she said. She let her body move against his—her soft curves brushing delightfully against his hard muscles. “If I knew you were so awful, I never would have volunteered for this.”

“Yes you would.”

“Yes,” Sam said. Her lips closed in again on Pat’s. “I would.”
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Chapter Six

It was a bittersweet session for Sam after lunch. Dampening the giddy euphoria of new love was the stress of meeting the count, and the now lancing pain in her lower back, her elbow, and her right hand. So much for prior proper preparation; she hadn’t even brought paracetamol.

Having Pat there made it bearable. She couldn’t resist looking up every now and again for another glimpse of his long, muscular body at work. He didn’t shear as beautifully as Crowbar, but he was a whole lot prettier to watch. She wasn’t above returning the favour, either; she couldn’t offer a portrait of the quintessential shearing woman, but whenever Will was off with a fleece and Crowbar’s back was turned in the catching pen, she’d fan her singlet neck, flashing her bra in Pat’s direction. It was only simple black Lycra, but he didn’t seem to mind.

She drew her last ewe right on the two-hour mark and missed afternoon smoko altogether. Pat, who’d completed another remarkable bag of forty, asked with a glance whether he could help and she waved him off. If she stopped then she’d only want to start kissing him again—then they’d both miss smoko and she’d spend the final session enduring the sodden female equivalent of blue balls.

On his way back to the far shearing stand, he popped a stick of Cadbury chocolate in her mouth, and she was touched almost to tears by the sweet simplicity of the thoughtful gesture.

Amid the pain, exhaustion, and stress, everything else was going swimmingly. Right up until almost the end. Dad missed the excitement; he’d gone into town half an hour earlier and left Will in charge of counting and branding the last of the sheep.

“And no more upside-down R’s, Danger,” he’d said, shaking a warning finger. “Sheep look like a fuckin’ Russian branded them.”

Sam watched the clock race. With just fifteen minutes to go, she had only seven of her nine ewes shorn. She’d need to sprint in order to start the last one before official knock-off time, and God help them all if Crowbar caught an ASU member working overtime. He’d enjoy getting her ticket punched. Rushing was probably what caused the accident—that and exhaustion.

Fifteen minutes. Easy-peasey. Push back the pain. The next ewe might not get the best haircut in town, but if Sam hustled, then she’d have all night for the last one, and Crowbar couldn’t do a thing about it.

She dragged the sheep to her stand and stretched her shoulders, knowing she wouldn’t have the luxury to do so again until this one was finished. The knot in her spine was down low around her kidneys, and it almost audibly creaked when she bent over again to take up the handpiece.

Deep breath. Let’s go. C’mon darlin’, be nice for Sammy, huh?

She started her shears and winced as the vibration ripped through her hand and wrist, straight to the bone. She pushed back the pain and began, concentrating on the shape of her blows, and trying to make them smooth and broad, like Pat’s and Crowbar’s. She tossed the belly wool to Will and gave him a wink; the power of their shared joke had long since worn off, but she did it anyway because he watched for it.

Breaking the job down into movements, Sam counted them off as mini-victories. Crutch and left leg—bang! Chest and neck—that gives me the willies every time, going up their throat. How’re we going? Jesus, is that clock fast? Roll over darlin’ and let’s do your back.

Sam laid the ewe down on its side facing her, and her back chose that moment to give an agonised cramp, unhinging her knees. Using the sheep for balance, she took a fistful of wool in her left hand and pushed her other fist into the shorn flank, instinctively holding the dangerous shears up off the skin.

And then it kicked.

“Oh, you niggly old bitch!” Sexist profanity just seemed to come naturally in the shearing shed.

Unhappy with Sam’s treatment, the ewe had bucked her hind legs like a professional wrestler pinned in the first round, and with her weight balanced so precariously, the shears slipped and tore a long rent in its belly, just forward of the hind leg.

“Serves you right, you stupid cow!” She’d cut a number of sheep already and didn’t notice the seriousness of this one at first. Getting her balance again, she took two more long blows before Will pointed out the damage.

“Um, Sam. You’re getting blood on the wool.”

“What?” Sam had to reposition to see the cut. “Oh crap, what have I done?”

The ewe bleated miserably.

“Fuckety-fuck, fuck-fuck!” Sam pulled the rope to still her shears. There was blood everywhere—staining the wool stubble around the wound, running down the ewe’s teats, and pooling on the floor both in and around the shorn fleece. The metallic smell was hot in Sam’s nostrils, overpowering the shearing shed staples of sweat, lanolin, and sheep shit.

Her breath caught in her throat. “What have I done?” She pressed her hand over the wound, earning another bleat, and blood seeped through her fingers. It was like some scene from a horror movie. She almost expected bloated, grey entrails to come spilling forth.

Dad! I need Dad and he’s not here. Oh God, she’s going to die.

“Pat.” She looked up desperately, but Pat had his back turned. “I’ve cut her, and it won’t stop bleeding.”

Pat took a fleeting glance behind. Sam saw his eyes flash when he registered all the blood. “Fuck a duck, Sam. You want some mint sauce with that?”

If the day had left Sam with any sense of humour, it was long gone, and the joke didn’t even register. All she saw was Pat returning to his work, lifting his sheep into the final position to finish it off.

What the fucking hell, Pat?

Crowbar’s sheers switched off. Thank God. “Stitch her up before she bleeds out, Sheep-Dip.” And then he strode off to the catching pen, leaving her crouched alone over her dying sheep.

(Stitch her up.)

Christ on a cross, she knew that. Dad had told her stories of careless shearers almost killing his ewes, but she’d never seen it happen herself.

I’m so stupid.

As the panic rose up, time fractured, and it broke all her perceptions down into fragments, none of them useful.

—looking down impotently at her red-soaked hand—

—Will sweeping the boards at Crowbar’s stand, watching her with wide-eyed dismay—

—Pat sending off his ewe in a clatter of hooves—

(Pat.)

The tears that had threatened a couple of times already, finally came and transformed the shearing shed into a streaky blur.

“Pat.” She looked up at the shimmering smudge that might have been a blue singlet. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Fuck, Sam. Get the first-aid. Just stitch her up and finish her off.” Then he started back to the catching pen. “There’s only four left. Crowbar and I have got this.”

I can’t—

“Pat!” She shrieked his name. “I don’t know how! You have to fucking help me or she’s going to die!”

He shut the gate to the catching pen and turned around. A moment later he was crouched down with her. Somehow he seemed to already have the first aid.

How did he do that? Part of her brain registered that she was losing time, that her fragmentary perception was because stuff was slipping through the cracks.

“She’s not going to die,” Pat said. “It’s not even that bad.”

Sam was sobbing openly now. “Just help me. Please.”

“I am, see? Hold her still.”

Sam blinked away tears and saw Pat already had the needle and thread ready. The ewe kicked again and bleated as he pierced her flesh, and Sam was forced to take a firmer grip.

“They don’t teach first-aid at uni, huh?”

“No,” Sam said. “Yes… I mean, not like… just with skins.” Veterinary first aid at Dookie seemed a long, long time ago. She hitched another breath. “Not with the blood. They don’t do it with the blood.”

Pat stitched up the wound with neat precision. It only took him a few minutes—long enough for Crowbar to finish another.

“Three left, kids. That’s one each. Better lift your skirts and hustle.”

Sam looked at the clock. Less than three minutes. No way she could finish this one, and no way Pat could do two. She’d catch that last sheep after knock-off, and Crowbar would spread the word. It wasn’t the end of the world, but it was enough to keep her away from shearing with professionals, and that was all he really wanted.

“Sam,” Pat said. “Get another sheep.”

She shook her head. “No, I’m finishing this one.” She was resolute. This was her fault, and Pat wasn’t going to bail her out like in the morning.

“Sam—”

“No, I said!” She almost had control of the tears, but the helpless inevitability of the situation had brought them back. “My sheep, my problem, Pat. Go get your own.”

“Jesus Christ, Sam!” Pat turned on her, suddenly angry. “It’s not all about you, you know. Your Dad hired us as a team to shear sheep. Do you think he gives a flying fuck how we get it done?”

Sam kept her fists balled into her ewe’s fleece.

(It’s not all about you.)

Is that what I’m really like?

With a sinking feeling of shame, she realised that was exactly what she was like. Ripping Pat out this morning, martyring herself earlier to impress Dad—none of it was about the job. It was about her.

She released the ewe. Pat had to work backwards because she was in the way, but he switched on her shears and finished with the clean, perfect blows she’d been jealously watching out the corner of her eye all day.

And still she couldn’t move. She just knelt on the boards, watching the blood dry on her hands.

Pat took a last look at the stitches and then sent the ewe scuttling down the chute. It was probably thankful and surprised to still be alive. “Will,” he said, peeling off his singlet. “Clean up this blood.”

Will pulled the fleece aside and got down on his hands and knees with Sam, using Pat’s singlet to wipe up the blood.

“C’mon Sam,” he whispered. “Crowbar’s watching. Just one to go.”

Sam looked up at him but didn’t answer. This was all a big mistake. She was a stupid, drama queen, and everyone knew it.

Pat dragged another sheep over to her stand. “Sam, get your shit together. I need you.”

She didn’t stand up, but she took hold of the ewe and hugged it to her chest. Surprise, surprise, for once it didn’t try to struggle. Pat went back for the last one just as Crowbar switched off his shears.

“You’re late, mate. Better leave that one.”

Sam looked at the clock. She had to wipe her eyes. It was ten seconds after knock-off time, and Pat was already backing out of the gate with the last ewe. She felt that anger boil up again, burning off the shame and self-pity.

“Give it a fucking break, Crowbar. Swear to God, for as many years as Dad has you back in here, there’ll be a woman in this middle stand, and if it’s not me, I’ll get someone else. So please, for all that is good and holy, just shut… your fucking… trap.”

Crowbar stared at her, his jaw working. Sam doubted a woman had put him straight since he was a child. Certainly never in his castle—the shearing shed.

Pat stayed out of it and started shearing his sheep.

“Go home, Crowbar. Or go to the pub. Danger’ll do the count, and I’ll write the cheque.” The ewe in her arms looked at him and bleated. Sam gave it an appreciative look. “I couldn’t agree more. See you later, Crowbar.”

For a wonder, he left.
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Chapter Seven

The confrontation had left her renewed. She could have stood up and shorn her ewe, but instead she watched Pat. Was he beautiful before? Now he was magnificent. Eight hours of shearing had left his work pants stiff with lanolin and his hard body drenched with sweat, but still he looked fresh, powerful, like he could shear for another eight hours.

“See something funny?” He spared a quick glance down at her, still there on her knees, cuddling her startled ewe, and she realised she was smiling.

“Just contemplating the new shearing shed dress code,” she teased.

“Dress code, huh?” he said dryly, his dimples betraying his enjoyment of this power shift. “So when exactly does that kick in for all staff?”

Sam saw his eyes dart to Will and then back to the job at hand, which was almost finished.

“Hey Danger,” she said. “Why don’t you head out and get started on the branding? I’ll clean up in here when we’re done.”

Will smiled as only a fifteen-year-old boy can when he’s caught on to an adult sexual innuendo in his midst. “You better,” he said, propping his broom against the wall. He took the short-cut through the chute behind Sam, and then she and Pat were alone.

What happens next? He made the first move last time. Does that mean it’s my turn?

Pat dispensed with the shorn sheep and disconnected his handpiece. “C’mon slacker,” he said, tapping Sam on the shoulder. “Get up. We’ve got one left.”

“No, I’ll do it,” she said. “I promised Dad thirty-two, and I want to deliver. It’s not about whether I can or can’t anymore, I just want to.”

“I wasn’t offering,” he said, helping her to her feet. He leaned down and kissed her on the lips, and then with one hand trailing on her waist, he circled behind and held her in a light embrace. Then he whispered in her ear. “But I do insist on enforcing this new shearers’ dress code. After all, what would the union say?”

“Oh no. The union?” Sam said in mock horror. She turned her head to the side so he could reach her lips from behind. “And what if I don’t comply? Will they send an enforcer?”

“That’s exactly right,” he growled in a way that wasn’t even remotely threatening. “Now get that singlet off, or I’ll do it for you.”

“Make me.” Sam gripped the poor, confused ewe between her thighs and held her arms aloft, forcing Pat to make good on his threat.

And he did. Ye gods, that’s sexy in a man.

Without hesitation, he slipped his callused fingers beneath the fabric and skated them across her stomach, which was totally awesome and ripped from her eight-hour shear-o-robic workout. He caressed slowly upwards, tracing her abdominals in teasing, sensual swirls up to the bottom of her bra. Sam felt sure he was going to cup her breasts—she ached for it—but he skipped around to the sides and lifted her smelly, sweat-stained singlet over her head. What next? Did fair play include her bra?

“Now pick up your handpiece, shearer.”

Sam shivered. She’d never thought of shearing as a sensual activity, but with Pat’s bare chest touching her back and his arms around her, perhaps it was time to re-evaluate. She bent over for her shears, and the movement pressed the cleft of her backside into the hard bulge at the junction of his legs.

If I was a bit taller, he could fuck me while I sheared. Should’ve worn heels.

Like most fantasies, the idea assumed far greater levels of sexiness in her imagination than it ever would in reality. The thought of clopping around naked in the shearing shed wearing stilettos—getting them caught in the grated floors of the pens—it was funnier than it was arousing, but she felt a warmth kindling between her thighs nonetheless.

Holding the ewe for balance, she rubbed her butt happily against Pat’s growing erection. “So what now, union man? Do I need more enforcing?”

Pat bent over her, folding her small body into the angle of his longer frame. He stroked his right hand down her forearm and clasped it loosely over the top of hers on the handpiece. “Let’s shear,” he said, very close to her ear. “Then we can decide what kind of enforcing you need.”

Sam reached back for the rope to start the shears, and with Pat guiding her blows, together they finished the final ewe. He showed her how to stretch out the wrinkles and corrected some of the things she’d been doing wrong, like not protecting the ewe’s teats with her left hand as she worked around them. Moving into position three, he made her rest much more weight on her knee in the animal’s flank than she’d been doing.

“It’s like a dance, Sam. One of you has to lead and the other follows. She wants to know you’re in charge, so let her feel it, okay?”

Pat had his big left hand cupping her bare midriff, just below her breasts. She knew exactly how the ewe felt. The self-assured, independent woman inside her could reassert herself later, but for now, she was completely and utterly his.

As far as foreplay went, ten minutes of shearing was an unexpected first for Sam, but by any measure, it was an outstanding success. When she snapped off the shears and sent her most beautifully close-shorn ewe of the day down the chute, her body was hot with desire and thrumming with desperate want.

Having Pat there and feeling his own growing need swelling against her body removed any doubt about what would happen next. Neither of them would survive a courtship of drinks at the pub, lingering glances, and the awkward decision of ‘your place or mine’. This passion was a fire that for Sam had been smouldering since the moment she saw him. There were moments through the day when the flame guttered, but now it was roaring up to an all-consuming blaze. She had to have him, and it had to be now.

She turned to him and laced her fingers behind his neck, shivering again at the erotic skin-on-skin contact when their tummies touched. Pat kissed her, and for the first breathless time, he took her breast in his hand—not pawing or mauling, just holding her, letting her know he was there. Letting her know he was in charge. Responding almost instinctively, Sam lifted one leg, stroking his hip and thigh with the inside of her knee, then Pat cupped both hands beneath her bottom and lifted her off the floor, neat as you like. Pressed into his upper body, Sam felt everything flex—chest, shoulders, arms—they all bulged and rippled with boundless strength. Oh, the things he could do. He could squeeze her tiny body like a teddy bear, or throw her like a… like a—

A fleece.

“The classing room,” she whispered, breaking their kiss only for the moment it took to announce where he would have her for the first time.

Pat walked. It was the same laconic, unhurried movement she witnessed when she first saw him that morning. Yes, he wanted her—yes, he would have her—but rushing would make the moment no sweeter.

“Hurry,” she pleaded. It just came out; she couldn’t help herself. He didn’t, though, and she loved him for it.

Love? Really? Don’t go falling for him and getting your heart broken, Sam.

Maybe this wouldn’t go beyond today, but Sam sensed something deeply loveable in the shearer. Yes, there were rough edges. There was kindness and humility as well—a sort of gentrified respect for women learned at a mother’s knee rather than from modern society. Sam had missed it at first, mistaken it for the same bitterness that infected Crowbar. Love? Maybe she was naïve, but it was a real possibility. And it didn’t frighten her one bit. Country girls withered on the vine, and good men weren’t so plentiful you could spend your twenties using them and tossing them back.

Pat sat her on the edge of the classing table, which was almost exactly waist high for him. It would do nicely for Sam’s purposes, thank you very much. He unsnapped her bra in just three attempts, which Sam found charming. Expert bra wranglers made her suspicious.

His hands found her bare breasts. He didn’t just hold this time, he stroked and teased, tweaked and squeezed, he discovered all the things that made Sam gasp or squirm with lust and then used them to drive her into a lather of womanly want.

Exhibiting her own inexpert seductive talents, she fumbled with his belt, torn between the need to undress him and the desire for more joyfully accidental touches through his work pants, each one less accidental than the last. Finally, she got him unbuttoned and dropped his pants, leaving only a pair of trunks between her and the object of her desire.

Slowly, Sam. Savour it.

She was better able to explore his length through the trunks—so much more immediate, more responsive than with his pants in the way. She could feel his shape, thick and hard with excitement, straining and heaving with each tentative stroke. It wasn’t enough though; she needed to hold him.

With one last feel from the outside, she pulled back the waistband and dipped her hand inside. Searching, searching… there you are. Like a predator that hunts in darkness, her almost aimless delving transformed instantly into swift and decisive action. She didn’t grab, exactly, but her fingers closed around Pat’s impressive shaft with a purposeful urgency that made them both gasp.

“Not too fast,” Pat whispered.

Sam understood the warning. She’d fallen afoul of over-zealous fondling before, but patience was not one of her virtues and she had yet to learn her lesson. It just felt so goddam good. Her sex life had been confined to one favourite toy for months now, so there was a measure of urgency in her touch.

She broke their kiss with a hungry smack. “If you’re going slow for me,” she said, “then don’t. I’m ready.” Underlining that assertion, she gave Pat’s cock a tight squeeze—a promise of what awaited when he got her undressed.

His hands found the button and fly on her own pants, and Sam laid back on the classing table to give him room. He got them down over her hips and into a tangle around her knees. She helped by kicking off her boots, avoiding the comic tragedy of having her ankles locked together when she wanted nothing more than to lock them around his waist. She longed to stretch her legs wide and give herself completely, to have nothing between them when he plunged inside.

Pat stood between her parted thighs with his cock resting heavily on the gusset of her panties—the only thing now separating their inevitable coupling.

Tear them off. Fuck me.

Pat was working to his own schedule, though. Bending down, he kissed her neck, her collarbone, and then her breasts, sucking and swirling his tongue around the areolae, and then nibbling gently at her nipples when they hardened to stony chips. As exciting as the attention felt, that thick bar of man-flesh teasing her pussy was the burning centre of Sam’s world.

“My panties,” she gasped, ineffectually trying to wriggle out of them, but failing for want of leverage to lift her bottom off the table.

With his lips and tongue still exciting erotic sparks in her nipples, Pat stroked his work-hardened fingers over her stomach and found the flimsy nylon sheathing her sex. Light as a feather, he explored the line of the waistband, slipping his fingers underneath, just far enough to tease, but not enough to satisfy.

Oh God, hurry. Please.

He pinched the fabric at her hips and tugged them an inch lower (yes), but then paused to kiss down past her ribs to her fluttering stomach, and further still to her sex, where he nipped at the loosened crotch to finish the undressing with his teeth.

Sam felt her first pang of reticence. A day of hard physical work wouldn’t exactly leave her smelling of roses down there, and not to mention she still had her un-waxed winter growth. What if he tried it and pulled away? Oh, the shame. Worse, what if he did it and wanted to kiss her on the mouth again?

“Next time,” she said, stilling his head with both hands. “When we’re both showered.”

“I don’t mind—”

“But I do.”

A guy who insisted on going down on her. Yep, he was a keeper all right.

“Pat, can you do something for me?”

“Anything.”

“I’m going to explode. Please, for the love of God, take off my panties and fuck me.”

One thing Pat Caldwell would never be accused of was dithering. Teasing, yes, but not dithering. In a single, fluid movement, he gripped her panties, lifted her bottom off the table, and stripped them down her legs, leaving her gloriously naked and laid out before him, spread and vulnerable with her glistening sex open and pink before his rearing shaft.

“I don’t have a—”

“I’m safe.” She may have been in a drought, but she was still on the pill. Prior proper preparation, and all that shit.

Pat lined up his cock, nuzzling the heavy, purple head between her soft inner lips.

Yes-yes-yes-please.

Sam propped up on her elbows to watch. It was so thick and beautiful, with heavy blue veins and bulging ridges. And in a moment, it would all be hers.

Pat pushed slowly forwards. Sam felt her entrance stretching, yielding, and she wondered darkly whether the dry spell had been long enough for her virginity to grow back. At the last moment, just when she felt herself opening to him, he eased back and released the pressure, sending a hot trickle of her own love juices down over her perineum.

Try again. I’m ready now.

Her heart was galloping at nineteen to the dozen, and she tried forcibly to relax, worried that she might be too keyed up to enjoy it.

Pat danced his cockhead over and around her clit, stealing her breath and making her arch involuntarily into the contact. She had to bite her lip to keep from crying out when he settled back into her entrance, filling her silky vestibule with pulsing, hard cock-meat. She almost did feel like a virgin again, breathlessly counting down the final seconds of her innocence.

Now… no, now… no—

Pat eased forward once more, but he angled his cock so that it slipped free, skating the full length of his heavy shaft over her clitoris. This time Sam couldn’t hold it in, and she groaned and shuddered in what felt like a very unwomanly fashion. Her clit sang with pleasure, but her aching pussy clenched, expecting to close wetly around Pat’s thick manhood and coming up empty instead.

Her nostrils flared. “Pat Caldwell, screw me right now, right this instant, and I’ll let you finish inside me.”

Pat just looked at her. His expression didn’t change, but his pupils dilated to deep black pools. He slid one hand beneath her lower back and repositioned his cockhead with the other, and then after a short moment for them both to mentally snapshot the erotic perfection of their almost-coupling, he pushed into Sam’s tight, burning core.

Pat groaned as he buried three-quarters of his manhood in a single slow thrust, squeezing first through the tight, clinging tunnel behind Sam’s entrance, and then plunging into the silky cauldron of her vagina.

Sam gasped. There was some pain, but it was only for a moment; she was so wet, so ready. That fleeting discomfort when her pussy peeled open was also wonderfully satisfying, a feeling of being breached, being taken. It gave her a dizzying sense of fullness—a false one, as it turned out. Deliciously filled by that first stroke, she wrongly imagined that she had it all, and the way her pussy muscles twitched and rippled adjusting to his girth made it feel deeper perhaps, than it really was.

The second thrust knocked the breath from her, plunging into recesses she’d almost forgotten existed, and when on the third, Pat drove it all the way home, Sam’s pussy convulsed and exploded in a shower of ecstatic sparks.

“Oh fuck, I’m coming already.” She could barely speak, and the words came out as a squeak through her pursed lips. “Hold me.”

“I’ve got you.” He sat her up and closed his arms around her trembling body. Putting his lips to her ear, he whispered his reassurance. “It’s all right. I’ve got you.”

Sam wrapped her legs around his waist and drew him in, forcing him deeper and riding that over-stuffed wave of climactic passion. Whimpering with each peak, she pumped her hips spasmodically, grinding her soft pussy lips against his root and mashing his cockhead into her cervix. The orgasmic waves of pleasure crested and finally ebbed, and Sam’s hips slowed to gentle circles, stirring, swirling, but keeping Pat buried deep in her sex.

“Holy smokes,” she panted, squeezing him with her core muscles. “That’s never happened so quickly. Was I awful?”

“You were incredible.” He stroked her hair back from one temple and kissed her there. “Do you want to keep going?”

It was sweet of him to ask. Sam wondered what he’d do if she said no. Maybe he’d be a gentleman, but maybe he’d just take her anyway. She realised with an erotic shiver that once a big man like Pat had her undressed, he could take her any way he pleased, and there was almost nothing she could do about it. That was a game for another day, though.

“Yes, I want to keep going,” she said. “I made you a promise. Don’t you have something for me?” She wriggled her hips and felt his cockhead stirring somewhere up in her tummy. She’d never let a guy come inside her before, but the idea fanned a deeply erotic flame in her core.

“I thought you were kidding,” Pat said. “You don’t… you know. You don’t have to.”

His words belied his intent. Sam could hear how much he wanted it in his voice.

“You want to, though. Don’t you?” She tried not to tease, but she couldn’t help it.

“Are you kidding?”

Pat held her weight wrapped in his arms, and while it was hard for him to move his cock with Sam’s heels locked behind his back, he was able to lift her body, using her like a men’s sex toy to slowly fuck her up and down on his rampant shaft. Sam squeezed tighter and tried to resist, but she couldn’t; he was too strong.

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You have to tell me.”

“God, you’re sexy when you do that.” Pat worked her small body harder along his dick, kissing her shoulder where it curved into her neck. “I’m going to squirt you full of cum. Is that what you want to hear?”

“Yes.” Sam gave voice to a wanton moan. “Tell me again.”

Pat’s voice dropped to a growl. “I’m going to fuck you ‘til you squeal, then I’m going to fill you so full of cum you can taste it.”

Sam did squeal—just a little one. Her pussy was responding again to the thick incursion and she thought she might experience her first ever double orgasm. She loosened her hold around his waist, and Pat sat her back onto the table, using the new freedom to fuck her in long, powerful strokes.

“Oh. God. Yes.” Each word was accompanied by a euphoric cry, driven almost physically from her chest by the heavy shaft ramming into her from below. Every stroke threatened to lift her off the table, with almost her entire weight depending from the soft junction between her thighs. Sam’s stretched, pink lips bulged out around his root, and he was so deep and so thick, it felt like not just his cock but his balls as well were squeezing through her tortured opening.

This… This is what hard fucking is all about.

Thighs quivering, breasts lolling against his chest, and her mouth agape, uttering wordless exaltations to fuck her harder—Sam had never been so thoroughly reamed by a man. She wanted to give as good as she got, to drive herself down onto Pat’s rampant dick, but it was all she could do to just cling to his shoulders and take what she was given.

With the heat and the words of encouragement in her ear, (that’s it, lift your legs, oh God yes) Sam felt another climax building, this one much more powerful than the last. She arched her back like a gymnast, grinding her clit down onto Pat’s shaft. She just needed a little… just a…

“Please,” she rasped, pressing her lips into his ear. “I’m almost there. Do what you said.”

“Sure?”

“So sure.”

Changing his angle, Pat found some extra length and ploughed his swollen cock all the way home, lifting her backside off the table and making her breasts bounce against his chest. Faster and harder, with long, powerful thrusts, he pistoned straight upwards into Sam’s yearning cunt until she cried out, Please, in one long, continuous syllable, for him to finish her.

She bore down on her pelvic floor, squeezing him with her sex, her arms, her legs—everything and anything to fan that incandescent ember into flame.

Pat groaned. “Again. Oh God, do that.”

Sam squeezed again, and he jerked abruptly, driving deep inside and holding there, grinding his pubic bone against her clitoris. She worked for her reward, circling her hips and tightening her cunt, anticipating the moment based on his rising gasps.

And then he was there. With the cords in his neck taut and his lips peeled back from his teeth, Pat uttered a final, stuttering F-f-f-fuck, and he came. He was completely engulfed her with his balls snugged up close to her pussy, and she felt them nestle even tighter in the base of her cleft as they rose, ready to deliver their creamy load. His cockhead swelled against her cervix and then exquisite heat bloomed inside—white, liquid fire pouring forth in powerful sprays, straight to her most intimate core.

It was beyond anything in Sam’s safe-sex experience. Beyond her ability to imagine. So hot, so vital—to be connected in a way she knew her body was made for, but never had the courage to consummate. It made their bond complete. The work, the emotional conflict, the exhaustion, they all fell away and showed her the truth hidden underneath. The truth was she’d fallen in love, and with that realisation, Sam herself finally erupted in an ecstatic, searing orgasm.


Ж
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Chapter Eight

It was the longest and the shortest night of Sam’s life—long sessions of talking and kissing in Pat’s caravan, interspersed with brief but sweet bouts of lovemaking that marked off the early morning hours. The hours before she would lose him.

Pat tried to tell her about his home town of Toowoomba, but Sam changed the subject. Following his ute back to the caravan park, those Queensland numberplates had burned an image on her retinas. She’d done the maths; there were only a handful of other graziers in the district and they’d all finished their shearing. No more shearing meant no more shearers. Pat would be off to follow the work, and she wouldn’t see him again until after Christmas, assuming Dad got him back for the lambs.

They fell asleep at dawn, and Sam awoke at lunchtime in his arms. She basked in the warmth of his naked body for as long as she could, smiling to herself, but weeping as well. Finally, she succumbed to the temptation to wake him, by slithering down and taking his soft cock in her mouth. Afterwards, she folded back into his embrace. She liked being the little spoon with Pat.

“Are you going today?” It was easier to ask when she wasn’t looking at him.

“I’m in Colac next,” he said. “But I don’t have to be there ‘til Monday.”

A spark of—well, not hope, but joy at least—ignited in Sam’s breast. Another day. “So you’ll stay?”

“Is that what you want?”

Sam rolled over and moulded their warm, naked torsos together. She touched her nose to his. “I don’t ever want you to leave.”

That’s not fair, Sam. You can’t lay that kind of guilt trip on him when you only just met.

Pat regarded her for a long moment, and Sam silently willed the tears welling in her eyes to ebb, even though she was too close for him to focus.

“I love you too, Sam.”

What did that mean? She cast her eyes down to see if he was smiling, but his dimples were still and flat.

“That’s not a funny thing to joke about.” Her voice was low. Civil, but laced with warning. One of her tears chose that moment to spill.

Pat leaned his head back to get a better look at her. “I wasn’t joking. Why would I do that?” He raised a hand tenderly to her face; she thought he was going to wipe the tear—which might have opened the faucet wider—but instead he just smoothed back her hair. “Did I misread this?”

Sam couldn’t answer, so she buried her face in his neck and shook her head.

Pat held her tight, and he didn’t speak again until her breathing slowed. “What do you want to do today?”

He loosened his hold around her shoulders and Sam was enticed into coming up for air. She rolled onto her back and stared up at the low ceiling through bloodshot eyes.

“You mean you don’t want to just stay in bed?” she asked. He was good at that—very good, in fact—and Sam could think of worse ways to spend the day.

“I want to take you out,” Pat said. “I’ve seen you shear, and I’ve seen you make love—you’re really good at one of those, by the way.”

Sam smiled.

“But I haven’t seen you be you. I just…”

“You just, what?”

Pat turned his head towards her, perhaps to see if she was making fun of him. “I want to see you in the sunshine,” he said. “If we’re not together for a while”—he swallowed audibly—“or again, then I want to remember you with sunshine in your hair, not with sleep in your eyes and morning breath.”

“That’s not morning on my breath.” Sam pinched him on the hip, down near where her face was earlier.

“Touché.”

One more day. Sam jumped out of bed with renewed vigour and pulled on her panties. Pat was right, they needed to get out. There was always tonight.

“Let’s go back to the farm. I’ll show you around. And besides, I need to pick up my toothbrush.”

Pat laughed. “Oh, so you’re staying another night?”

“Try to stop me.”

──────

That was two months ago. They talked most evenings and sent photos, but Sam preferred the ones they took that day on the farm. In those ones they were together.

She was outside putting up the Christmas lights around the veranda when she heard the V8 turn in from the main road onto the long farmhouse driveway. The summer sun was in full bloom, and the heat haze coming off the gravel made it hard to see the colour of the orange Hilux until it got close.

Oh my God, it’s Pat.

“Mum, Dad,” she cried, wanting to share the news immediately. “It’s Pat!” She dropped the fairy lights and bolted for the front yard, almost getting herself run over as he aimed for the shade of the cypress grove. She tore open the driver’s door and pulled him out by the lapels. “Come here,” she ordered, dragging him close for a kiss. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? You’re supposed to be in Griffith.”

“Finished a day early,” Pat said. “The cocky got this flash lady shearer in yesterday to show us how it’s done.”

Sam kissed him again with the ferocity of a slap in the face. “You’re a terrible liar, Pat Caldwell.”

“You’re one of a kind, Sam Robinson.” Pat pushed the door shut with his heel and walked her towards the deep shade of the veranda. “There was this one sheila—in a shed in Moree. She was good, too.”

“So you put the moves on her, I s’pose.” Sam was jealous of a woman getting to work next to Pat. Not suspicious, though.

“At smoko, she pulled me aside.”

“Oh yeah?” Sam sensed a joke. Pat’s dimples gave it away.

“Asked me to give it a rest talking about you all day.”

Sam laughed, because Dad had given her the exact same advice. “And what did you do?”

“Didn’t talk at all. Fuck her.”

“You’re adorable.” She hugged him around the waist. “Sun’s over the yard arm. You want a beer?”

“After a five-hour drive from Griffith? Yeah, grab two. And one for yourself if you’re thirsty.”

He plopped into an old sofa on the porch while Sam floated inside into the kitchen on a cushion of air.

“Pat’s here, is he?” Mum said while Sam fetched two beers from the fridge. She was hiding a big smile.

“Are you making fun of me, Mum?”

“Never in a million years, love. I’m happy for you.”

Sam went back outside and sat next to Pat. They held hands and took the first mouthful of beer in silence, looking out on the winding driveway where the dust was still settling from Pat’s arrival.

“Something’s different about the ute,” Sam said, cocking her head at Pat’s Hilux. “What did you do? Is that spoiler new?”

“Nope. Stock.”

“Clean it?”

“Beg your pardon?” Pat bridled and gave Sam a hurt look. “The Beaut is always clean.”

She looked a bit longer. The decals on the back window had all been removed, but that wasn’t what was different.

“You didn’t have to get rid of the B&S stickers for me, you know.”

“I didn’t have to,” Pat said. “I wanted to, though. You know some girls take those to mean you’re single?”

“Imagine that.” Sam smiled to herself. It was true; he’d probably never thought about it.

They gazed at the ute some more. Sam’s eye kept returning to the front grille. “You sure that spoiler’s not new?”

“I reckon I’d remember something like that.” Pat took another slug of his beer. He looked down at Sam’s hand, their fingers intertwined. “Can’t stay long,” he said. “Got to get back to Toowoomba to see some solicitors before they shut down for Christmas.”

“The law finally caught up with you, huh?”

Pat didn’t rise to the joke. “Nah. I’m selling the house. I need the money for a business I’m looking at.”

He seemed serious, sober, and his grip on Sam’s hand was tight. This was it, then. Goodbye? Being in love with a shearer was bad enough, but at least it took him all the way up and down the country, sometimes to Mudgiboora, and sometimes just close enough for a visit.

Sam felt sick. “So, what’s this new business?”

“Shearing supplies,” Pat said. “It’s only small, but it comes with stock and a good turnover. My numbers guy reckons it’s a goer. Reckons I could convert it to a drop-ship and triple my margins.”

“That’s nice.” Sam couldn’t swallow. Her mouth had gone dry, and the beer tasted bitter and stale.

“Yeah. It’s right near the Pioneer Settlement. The guy who owns it now does shearing demos in there for the tourists at lunchtimes. He reckons he could get me the same gig.”

Pioneer Settlement? Sam had been to Toowoomba a couple of times. “Do you mean the Cobb and Co. Museum?”

“No. You know, the Pioneer Settlement,” Pat said, as though everybody knew it. “Swan Hill.”

Swan Hill.

Sam knew what was different about the ute. It had Victorian numberplates. She turned her head slowly to look at him, not quite ready to believe what both her eyes and ears were telling her—that Pat was buying a business… just an hour away.

“Swan Hill is close,” she said, her eyes wide and sparkling, pupils dilated. “Close enough for a day trip.”

“Geez, I hope so,” Pat said, grinning and obviously enjoying having surprised her. “’Specially if I have to do it every day… living in Mudgiboora, that is.”

Sam didn’t know what to say. Her lips were shaking, so maybe it wouldn’t have come out properly anyway.

Pat was scratching her between the knuckles with a sharp fingernail, drawing her attention to their clasped hands. Except it wasn’t a fingernail, it was a ring. And it wasn’t just sharp, it was a diamond point.

Where did he pull that from?

She looked back up at his face. It was blurry, now. Dammit. She’d spent more time blubbing around this man than ever in her life.

“Pat, what is this?” she asked quietly, hoping to God he wouldn’t say April Fool… in December.

“Did he ask you yet?” It was Dad, looking out through the fly-screen door.

“Go away, Dad.”

“What did she say? Has he asked her?” Now Mum was crowding behind him, looking over his shoulder.

“Fella can undress a hundred and sixty ewes in a day. Reckon he’d be done with this one a bit sooner.”

“Will you two please, for the love of God, go back inside.”

“Sam?”

“Pat?”

“You haven’t known me long, but I’m not the kind of bloke who mucks about when it comes to making a decision.”

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t mean I make bad ones. It just means I work out what I want, then I go do it, instead of just thinking about doing it.”

“Yes.”

“When I first saw you outside the shop, I decided I’d talk to you. That was just ‘cause you were pretty, but.”

“Yes, Pat.”

“Then when you showed up at the shearing shed, I thought you were… geez, I don’t know, like some kid playing farmer—”

“I see.”

“But when you crutched that fly-struck sheep without chundering, and you ripped me a new one for shearing your sheep, I reckon I knew everything I needed to.”

Did you really? Sam didn’t warm up to him until after that—after he apologised.

“I fell in love with you in the shearing shed, Sam. I only needed to work next to you for a morning to know I wanted you beside me for the rest of my life.”

“Yes.”

“I want to move to Mudgiboora. I want to work in Swan Hill, and you can stay here on the farm. Working, that is. Not living in this house. I want you to live with me. Will you marry me, Sam?”

“Fuck’s sake, Pat. Girl said ‘Yes’ half a dozen times already.”

“Dad!”

Mum and Dad came out onto the veranda, grinning like a couple of Cheshire Cats. Dad was holding a short, galvanised rod with a kind of miniature horseshoe attached to the end. It had a red bow tied around the middle, and it was obviously a gift, whatever it was.

“Sam?” Pat was trying to get her attention back, and the sparkly ring he was holding didn’t hurt his cause one bit. “Will you?”

Sam kissed him loudly on the lips. “Hell yes, I will.” She offered her left hand, fingers waggling, eager beyond description to see what it looked like on her finger.

Pat slipped it on, and it fit perfectly, no doubt because he’d been conspiring with Dad, who’d stolen one of her dress rings for sizing. Mum came close for a better look, and Sam allowed her to take brief ownership of her hand while she tried to get it in the sweet spot of her vision.

“Ooh, it’s lovely, Pat.”

“How did you two know about this? And why am I the last to find out?”

“Pat asked for our blessing,” Dad said. “I told him he didn’t need it, but if it made any difference then he ought to know we were both thrilled.”

Sam took her eyes off the ring long enough to look at Pat. “You’re a sneak.” What a sweetie. Who would have thought he was so old fashioned? Pat was maybe getting some dust in his eye, so Sam shifted back to Dad to give him a moment to wipe it clear.

“What is that thing, Dad?”

He held up the little horseshoe stick. “This? It’s your new paint brand, you goose. You’ll need to re-brand your own mob of ewes next spring, assuming you can find a decent shearer, of course.”

Sam tilted her head to the side. Ohhh. It was a letter C, for branding sheep.

Mrs Samantha Robinson-C-for-Caldwell.

Pfft, yeah, right.

Sam Caldwell.

“Thanks Dad.” Sam took the gift. She couldn’t remember ever being this happy. She was literally giddy. She pretended to brand Pat’s chest. “You’re mine.”

They kissed again, and when Sam came up for air, Mum and Dad had gone back inside. She stood up and pulled Pat to his feet as well.

She gave him the paint brand and said, “Let’s take this up to the shearing shed. You get the car started.”

“Where are you going?”

“Changing into a dress,” she said, giving him a wink. “You took the whole day to get my pants off last time. I’m not making that mistake again.”

Sam ran inside. She couldn’t take her eyes off that ring, and she knew she’d still be looking at it when Pat sent her to heaven again (and again) on the classing table.

Roll on the summer shearing season. Roll on.
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I’d never watched a couple having sex before and was surprised at how erotic it felt. Spellbound, I gaped at Evelyn’s tiny opening stretched rudely around Evan’s thick manhood, her pink folds rippling over the bulging veins and ridges that glistened with her juices. At the top of every stroke I could see Evelyn’s opening contract as she flexed her muscles, closing up her soft sheath and holding it tight for Evan’s iron manhood to open anew with the next thrust.

Without thinking what I was doing, I moved behind Evan and closed my arms around his broad chest, hugging him to my breasts and resting my chin on his shoulder. With an extra squeeze, I felt the power of the idol coursing through me and joining us, first mentally—as I channelled his manly lust—and then physically as with another dizzy lurch my body melted and merged into his.

I could feel Evan in there with me. We both heard Evelyn’s soft cries as she approached orgasm and we both felt the hot paradise of her love canal squeezing down on his cock, but now it was me in the driver’s seat.
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