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Featuring in excess of 100,000 words this box set contains three novels that feature female led relationships:

SCOTT AND THE WOODSHED

Scott is no stranger to discipline as his bare bottom has regularly been on the receiving end of his mother's wooden spoon, but after his mother's death, Scott lacks focus and motivation. When an attractive woman (Valerie) walks into the bank where he works and asks for a loan, he tries to help her. He also lets his mind wander as he imagines being over her lap for a hard spanking. Little does he know that he is to form a special relationship with Valerie, a woman in the final stages of training to be a vet. She occupies his mother's former room for several weeks, and Scott loves her dominance and authority. When she mentions the woodshed on her mother's farm, Scott is curious and starts asking questions. He gets so much more than he bargained for, particularly when he visits the farm and finds out exactly what it's like to be taken to the woodshed for a hard strapping on his bare bottom. Disciplining male members of the family is part of the fabric of life here. Like her mother, Valerie has a strong right arm and knows just how to administer a whipping earned for slacking off or bad behaviour. Although Scott often has a sore bottom, he appears to thrive on it, and his relationship with Valerie blossoms...

JEREMY AND THE WHIPPING POST

Pharmaceutical rep Jeremy has no social life; he spends most of his time driving long distances and his life has become tedious. But all that changes drastically when he gets lost, eventually finding himself in a small town called Scurbin. He inadvertently parks his vehicle in the wrong place and makes things worse for himself by being rude to the female police officer and the female judge - who sentences him to 30 days in jail unless he takes a public whipping. Horrified, he opts for the whipping. It proves to be the first of many, for Scurbin has its own unique way of doing things. Made up of 80% women, the town is run by women, whereas the male residents are disciplined and controlled by their wives. A proposition is soon put to Jeremy - there are many women wanting to sample him sexually. Is this a dream come true? A sex slave to as many women as he wants? There are conditions of course - Jeremy must be subservient and obedient, and when he messes up, his bare bottom receives regular punishment spankings from various dominant women. Ironically, that has always been his secret fantasy. Perhaps he should remain in Scurbin and see how well his fantasy matches his new reality...

TRAINING JONAS WEATHERLY

When 28-year-old Jonas is hired for a job in a university library, he is interviewed by Marcia Danvers and finds himself impressed by her efficiency and natural authority. Marcia hires him, but a few weeks later he finds himself called to her office following a number of complaints made against him for his shoddy work and unhelpful attitude. Marcia is prepared to give him a second chance, telling him he needs 'motivational training', structure and discipline. This strikes a chord with Jonas, as he was previously disciplined by his stepmother, now deceased. He soon learns what type of training Marcia has in mind when he receives a few whacks with her sorority paddle.

And so it begins... a woman who thinks enough about him to take control, a woman who is as attracted to him as he is to her. They begin a relationship, with Marcia calling all the shots. She is the one who makes the rules, and if Jonas breaks them, he is punished, sometimes harshly. Yet Jonas isn't at all resentful; his life has changed for the better, they have great sex, and he has gained a new best friend as well as a lover. So when Marcia tells him it's time for him to ask her the all-important question, he proposes and she accepts, and from that point on Jonas learns how to be a disciplined and obedient husband. He finds it both painful and stimulating... but is more than happy with his lot in this female led relationship.
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Scott and the Woodshed

by W. Arthur

Scott is no stranger to discipline as his bare bottom has regularly been on the receiving end of his mother's wooden spoon, but after his mother's death, Scott lacks focus and motivation. When an attractive woman (Valerie) walks into the bank where he works and asks for a loan, he tries to help her. He also lets his mind wander as he imagines being over her lap for a hard spanking. Little does he know that he is to form a special relationship with Valerie, a woman in the final stages of training to be a vet. She occupies his mother's former room for several weeks, and Scott loves her dominance and authority. When she mentions the woodshed on her mother's farm, Scott is curious and starts asking questions. He gets so much more than he bargained for, particularly when he visits the farm and finds out exactly what it's like to be taken to the woodshed for a hard strapping on his bare bottom. Disciplining male members of the family is part of the fabric of life here. Like her mother, Valerie has a strong right arm and knows just how to administer a whipping earned for slacking off or bad behaviour. Although Scott often has a sore bottom, he appears to thrive on it, and his relationship with Valerie blossoms...

Contents:

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen


Chapter One

Scott Jensen swiveled mindlessly in his leather office chair. Occasionally he would gaze out the window and marvel at the small buds just emerging on the crabapple tree outside. Then when he got bored with that, he shifted to the spreadsheet displayed on the 23-inch computer monitor on his desk. But mostly, he looked at the framed pictures on the corner of his credenza.

One picture in particular captured his attention: a 5 x 7 portrait of his mother, taken five years ago at Christmas, before she began to fight the war against the cancer that eventually overwhelmed her six months ago.

He sat back and allowed his eyes to droop and his mind to wander. He was supposed to be reviewing the loan status of a select group of customers of the First Bank of Union City, for which he was a junior loan officer. However, this morning he had trouble concentrating, just as he had had trouble concentrating for the past several months. He knew that if his mother were here, she would know very well how to get him to focus his attention on work. She had done it so many times before.

But she wasn't there. She would never be there again. Somehow, he would have to develop the self-discipline necessary to continue his upward mobility. He opened his eyes and looked at the picture once more, this time remembering her with a stern look on her face and a large wooden spoon in her hand, a hand that was hard and calloused from years of work cleaning restaurants and businesses, mixing and handling caustic chemicals. She had made many sacrifices so he could finish his college degree in accounting and secure a position in the prestigious bank. Occasionally she had reminded him of those sacrifices and how much she expected him to make the most of his opportunities.

He thought back to the last time she had disciplined him for what she called slacking off. It had been a little over a year ago. He had overslept and was late for a very important meeting at the bank, a mistake for which he received a written reprimand and the threat of termination if he ever did it again.

When his mother learned of the reprimand and the threat she took immediate action, beginning with a stern lecture and ending with a severe bare bottom spanking with the largest wooden spoon she had in her vast collection. It was one of the worst spankings he had ever endured, but it was effective, as he had been early to every meeting since then.

Now, as he found himself drifting on this slow Saturday morning, he understood that he missed that corporal discipline. Sometimes just the threat of such punishment would be enough to curb his tendency toward negative behavior secondary to a certain motivational deficiency. As the sting of his mother's disease and death was beginning to wear off, he wondered how much longer he could go on without getting into trouble once more with his employer.

Scott was about to close his eyes again when he heard a knock on his partially open door. He glanced up and saw Kim, the receptionist, standing just outside his office. Next to her was a young woman wearing a knee-length jean skirt over black tights. She also wore a blue knitted top with a well-worn leather jacket covering it. Tan boots completed the outfit. Her shoulder-length dark blond hair was tied back in a prim ponytail.

"Mr. Jensen," Kim said once she was certain she had Scott's attention, "this is Valerie Gilmore. She has some questions."

Scott stood up and quickly smoothed down his blue dress shirt and burgundy tie. He gave Valerie a long glance, then moved toward her and extended his right hand. "Very pleased to meet you, Ms. Gilmore. Please come in and have a seat."

Valerie looked at Scott, then at Kim. "Thank you," she said, nodding to Kim. The receptionist nodded back and walked away. Valerie accepted Scott's hand with a grip that was surprisingly strong. She appeared to be only three or four inches shorter than his six feet one inch.

Scott felt the skin on Valerie's hand and noted that it was rough and calloused, reminding him a little of his mother's hands. Valerie Gilmore is no stranger to hard physical work, he thought. He released her hand and motioned to the padded visitor chair. He backed away and resumed his seat while she settled into the chair, not crossing her legs, but rather spreading them slightly - but not enough for him to see what lay beyond her knees.

He gave her his best smile. "What can I do for you, Ms. Gilmore?"

She took a deep breath. "I need a loan."

He nodded. "I can certainly help you with that," he said. "If you can give me some information, we'll get started on the process." He gazed at her expectantly, his fingers twitching near the keyboard on his computer.

She took another deep breath, as though collecting her thoughts. "I... I'm a fourth year student at the veterinary college," she said. "I'm set to graduate in a couple of months."

"Congratulations," Scott said. "Perhaps I should have addressed you as Dr. Gilmore... my apologies."

Valerie smiled. "Not yet. I still have to graduate and pass the licensing exam."

"So... how can I help you with a loan? Certainly, you have something lined up after graduation."

"Yes, as a matter of fact," she said. "I'm originally from Linton, over in Goff County."

Scott nodded. He had been to Linton before - typical small town surrounded by prosperous family farms. His bank even held the mortgages on a few of these farms.

"The vet there, Dr. Merle Agnew, is retiring next year. I'm set to take over his practice."

Again, Scott nodded. A part of him was intrigued by this strong-looking soon-to-be vet with the hard hands. But another part of him was already getting bored by the conversation. Get to the point, please, he wanted to shout.

"Ms. Gilmore... if you have a practice waiting for you in Linton, why do you need a loan?" The question was a little more blunt than he had intended, and he immediately regretted it. Tact was not one of his strongest assets.

She smiled again. "It probably does sound a little strange," she said. "After graduation, I plan to pursue a specialty in bovine and equine medicine. While I am doing this, I won't be able to work... at least not enough to support myself and I won't have the scholarships I've been living on."

"How long is your specialty course?"

"Six months," she said. "Normally they last a year, but I've gotten credit for the work I did with Dr. Agnew before I went to vet school. Also, I grew up on a farm and have worked with cows and horses all my life."

"So, how much do you think you'll need?"

She thought for a moment. "I'm not sure," she said. "My truck needs quite a bit of work to keep it running. And I'll need to find a cheaper apartment near the campus and, of course, eat and buy insurance. I'll be able to work in the barns in exchange for my tuition. Perhaps... around twenty thousand dollars to see me through."

"Well, let's see what we can do," he said, shifting his gaze from her to his monitor. "Do you have an account with us?"

"Checking," she said. She extracted a bank card from her brown leather wallet and slid it over to him.

"Thank you," he said, taking the card. He entered the account number into the computer and looked at what was on the screen: checking account balance, $1,104. 35. He consciously resisted the urge to shake his head. "Any outstanding loans?"

"Just a credit card balance... about three thousand dollars, I think."

He swiveled back to face her. This would be a difficult loan; but, as he looked at her, he knew he wanted to help her. He saw the strength in her that he had seen in his mother. He felt something stir inside him. "Of course, I'll have to run your credit through Equifax or Transunion, but I'm not going to lie, Ms. Gilmore. This may not be an automatic loan, especially since you have no collateral. But I do understand the importance of you furthering your education, and I will fight for you." In the back of his mind, he wondered if she would be grateful for his support and if she would show that gratitude in a way that was more than a spoken thank you. It had been a while since he'd been with a woman, and he missed it, especially now that his mother was not around to discourage him from developing a relationship that lasted more than a week or so.

She smiled thinly. "I would certainly appreciate any help you could give me."

As she said this, her legs parted just enough so that he got a glimpse of her upper thighs and the crotch of her tights. Whether or not she intended to give him that glimpse, he didn't know. But in that instant he had an image of her naked body straddling him while he lay on his back urging her to impale herself. This was followed by an even stronger image of lying across her lap while she lit into him with her hard right hand, punishing him for slacking off.

He shook these images from his head. "Let me crunch some numbers," he said. "I'm sorry I can't give you an answer today. I'll have to submit this to the loan committee on Monday. Can you stop by Monday afternoon? I should have an answer for you by then. The bank closes at five, but I'm usually here until at least six." He thought about the loan committee to which he alluded. It consisted of himself and the senior loan officer, John Hardy. They would talk for maybe five minutes.

Valerie considered for a moment. "I understand," she said, clamping her legs together. "I guess Monday will have to do. I don't think I'll be able to get here much before six. I'm sorry."

"No problem. I'll wait for you by the door to let you in."

She pushed back the chair and stood up. "Thank you, Mr. Jensen," she said.

He also stood up and extended his right hand. "My pleasure, Ms. Gilmore." They briefly gripped each other's hand. "Until Monday, then," he continued. "I'll try to have good news for you."

She nodded, pivoted on her right foot, and exited the office, leaving a little of her earthy but pleasant scent behind.

Scott breathed it in as he watched her disappear. Then he walked to the window and looked to his left into the small parking lot. He saw her get into a tired-looking F150. He watched her back out of the parking space and drive off in a cloud of oily smoke. She would need a new truck very soon, he thought.

He resumed his seat and shifted his attention to the computer screen, still displaying her account information. Quickly, he looked up her credit and saw that her credit score was marginal at best; there was no way they could approve her loan request, at least not for twenty thousand dollars. He leaned back in the chair, closed his eyes, and allowed his mind to project more images of the two of them together.

Over the past ten or twelve years, he had dated a number of young women. He had been privileged to have sex with a few of them - when he could get past his mother's resistance ("No woman is good enough for my Scotty," she would say). But no woman he had ever been with had the effect that Valerie Gilmore, in just a few brief minutes, had on him. He wasn't exactly smitten - at least, not yet - but he was intrigued.

He already knew that when the bank closed at one today, he would go home to his three-bedroom apartment - nearly empty except for his mother's sixteen-year-old tabby - and gulp two or three shots of bourbon in an attempt to put his feelings into perspective, made necessary because what he was feeling at this moment was potentially dangerous.

He wanted to see Valerie Gilmore again. He wanted to see her as more than a bank customer. He wanted to help her with her future. But he also wanted a quid pro quo, and that was the dangerous part.

He made some notes, glanced at his desk clock, and cleared the screen. He had a lot of thinking to do.


Chapter Two

As usual, Scott spent the weekend alone holed up in his apartment, eating take-out Chinese and drinking beer and bourbon. He tried to watch the NCAA basketball tournament on television but couldn't concentrate. All he could think about was Valerie Gilmore. Twice, from his home computer, he accessed her account information. Then, using Google, he tried to find out more about her but discovered she didn't even have a Facebook page - or any other social media accounts, at least none under her real name.

So for all he knew, she could have a serious boyfriend or - and he shuddered at this thought - a girlfriend. Still, try as he might, he couldn't get her out his mind. Get a grip on yourself, Jensen, he ordered. But that side of him wouldn't listen. For an instant, he even wondered if the farm on which she had grown up had a woodshed - he had read stories about what happens in rural woodsheds.

He was beginning to understand that he was on the brink of losing control. And he knew that if his mother were here, she would know very well how to get him to stop obsessing over Valerie and concentrate on work. A hundred hard swats on his bare bottom with the wooden spoon or the hairbrush would, no doubt, do the trick nicely. It certainly had in the past.

But once again, he realized Mary Jensen wasn't there, only her ragged-looking cat, Morris, somehow always around in spite of his advanced age, always staring at him, as though acting as Scott's mother's surrogate. Too bad the old cat couldn't wield a wooden spoon, Scott thought.

By Sunday night, he had both given up and given in to the images his overactive and undisciplined mind continued to create in ever greater detail, including a very distinct image of him being in a woodshed, bent over with his pants down. At nine-thirty, he turned off the television and sat down at his desk. Looking at Valerie's numbers one last time, he knew as an experienced loan officer there was no way the bank could approve an unsecured loan for twenty thousand dollars. That was on the one side.

On the other side were her obvious needs as she moved forward with her advanced education. That she needed a new truck was a certainty. He understood that even a good used truck would cost at least ten thousand dollars. She might very well qualify for an auto loan for that amount - one problem solved.

However, she still needed a place to live for the six months. She would need vehicle and health insurance, and she would need to eat. Even a cheap apartment near the vet school would run five or six hundred dollars a month. Then she'd need to add food and insurance on top of that. When he added it all up, he wasn't sure that even twenty thousand would cover her for the duration.

Then, spurred by his own needs and fantasies, slowly he began to formulate a plan that would solve her problem as well as his. The only roadblock that he could foresee was how exactly to present it to her and not get his face slapped or get him into deep trouble at the bank. He went to bed an hour later rehearsing various dialogues and presentation strategies.

---oOo---

At noon on Monday, Scott met with his immediate superior, John Hardy, over lunch at the Claymore Grill. As was their custom, they discussed several recent loan proposals, including three mortgage requests and a re-financing application. Valerie's was the last request they discussed. Scott showed John the numbers he had crunched and suggested that they approve her for thirteen thousand, enough for a new truck and insurance. Scott said that he would work with her to find other sources of income and an inexpensive place to live. John Hardy gave Scott a long look but eventually nodded his approval.

Scott went back to his office feeling a bit elated - the first part of his plan was taken care of. But now he had to face Valerie Gilmore and present the second part of his plan. He anticipated that this part might be a lot more difficult.

By five-thirty, the bank was empty except for the one teller counting receipts, and the cleaning crew. Scott leaned back in his chair with one eye on the clock and one eye on the parking lot. He tried very hard to keep his nerves under control as he rehearsed in his mind what he was going to say to the senior vet student.

At five-fifty, he left his office and moved to the front door. He looked down at his hands and willed them to be steady. Miraculously, they listened to him. Still, he couldn't keep himself from fretting, almost wishing that she wouldn't keep the appointment. Then he could go home and put her out of his mind, chalk the whole thing up to bad karma - or something like that.

But when he saw her old truck wheeze into the parking lot a minute later, he was both relieved and flustered. He could feel his normally slow heart rate escalate and his breathing increase. Get yourself under control, he told himself as he watched her get out of the truck and approach. This time she was wearing old jeans and a sweatshirt under her leather jacket.

When she reached the door, he opened it for her and smiled. "Ms. Gilmore, very good to see you and thanks for coming. I hope you had a good weekend."

She didn't return his smile as she moved through the door. "Thank you for staying late," she said. "Sorry about the way I look. I had to work yesterday and this morning. I haven't had time to clean up or change."

Unconsciously, he sniffed the air as she passed him. It was the same earthy smell she had given off Saturday morning, just perhaps a bit stronger, but not unpleasant. "Let's go to my office," he said, holding out his arm.

She nodded and followed him.

When they were in the office and seated, he made a show of shuffling some papers in front of him. "Okay... I ran some numbers and presented your request to the loan committee." He paused for a few seconds. "They... uh... have approved your loan... but only for thirteen thousand, I'm afraid." He watched her face carefully as he said this.

She leaned forward slightly as if bracing herself to accept the blow. "Only thirteen thousand?"

"Yes."

Her face was a mixture of emotions. She gathered herself together. "Well... that's a bit unfortunate. Is that the final word?"

"I'm afraid so, yes." He continued to watch her, waiting for the right instant to reveal the second part of his plan. When she didn't respond immediately, he knew it was now or never. "Ms. Gilmore... Valerie... I'm truly sorry about the lesser amount. However... I have been thinking about your situation and believe I have a solution... although it may sound a bit unconventional."

Her face brightened slightly. "Mr. Jensen, if you have a way for me to move forward on thirteen thousand dollars, I'm certainly willing to listen."

He smiled and took a deep breath. The words he had been rehearsing since the night before scrolled through his head. "Well... and please hear me out, okay?"

"Okay."

"My mother passed away six months ago."

"I'm very sorry to hear that," she said quickly.

"Yes... thank you... but the point I'm trying to make is that we lived together up until her death in a large three-bedroom apartment not far from the campus. I'm all alone there now, just me and a sixteen-year-old cat named Morris. Her bedroom was the master suite in the apartment. What I'm saying is that I can offer it to you for, let's say, two hundred dollars a month, including full kitchen privileges. I know you don't have the rent money now. You can pay me when you're finished with your program and start your practice." He exhaled. He had said his piece, now he had to wait for the fallout. "What do you think? I assure you this is a legitimate offer... no strings attached. With the remaining loan money, you can get a new truck and insurance."

For a long time, she said nothing, just sat where she was on the edge of her chair. She shifted her gaze from the floor to the ceiling to Scott.

He could almost see the wheels turning inside her head, as though she was appraising him, knowing full well that one never gets a deal like this with no strings attached.

Finally, after at least two minutes of awkward silence, she leaned back and took a deep breath. "Are you serious about this? You barely know me, and I certainly don't know you."

"I understand," he said. "Believe me, I've given this a lot of thought. I don't like rattling around that empty apartment by myself. I was actually thinking seriously about advertising for a roommate anyway."

She continued to stare at him. "And you're really willing to defer the rent until I complete the program?"

"Well... truth is, I don't really need the money all that much," he said. "But, I can draft a rental agreement if it will make you feel better."

She dared a smile for the first time. "You understand my hesitation," she said. "Where I come from, one doesn't get something for nothing."

Scott had anticipated this argument and was prepared. "Valerie, this wouldn't be something for nothing. Think of it as a personal loan. I will expect payment of the twelve hundred dollars once you're established in your career. And in the meantime, I'll have someone in the apartment who can sort of look after Morris. He's an old cat, and I worry about him."

Carefully but discreetly, he studied her face. When she didn't respond immediately, he decided to change course slightly. "I understand your ambivalence. Tell you what, if you have a couple of hours free this evening, I can show you the apartment. I haven't cleaned out my mother's room completely yet; however, I can assure you that I will turn it into whatever space you require. Then, after you've seen the apartment, I'll treat you to dinner and we can get to know each other a little better. How does that sound?"

She scowled. "I'm hardly dressed to go out," she said.

He smiled at her. "No problem. We won't go anywhere fancy."

Again, she considered for a moment, then returned his smile. "Well, I do have the rest of the evening free. I guess there's no harm in seeing your apartment and accepting a free meal."

Suddenly conscious that he'd been holding his breath, he exhaled slowly, aware that she was on the brink of accepting his offer. His plan was actually working. "Splendid," he said. "Let me shut down my computer and get my coat. If you don't mind, you can leave your truck here and go in my car. I'll bring you back here after dinner."

"What about the loan papers for the thirteen thousand?"

He had almost forgotten about the original loan. "I'll have those ready by tomorrow, so anytime this week you will be able to come in, sign the papers, and get your money. Okay?"

She smiled again, enough so he could see the edges of her teeth. "Okay," she said. "I have my eye on a good used truck."

Scott logged out of his computer and shut it off. He stood up and put on his suit coat. "Are you ready?"

She also stood up. "Anytime, Mr. Jensen."

"Oh... my name is Scott."

"Okay, Scott."

He directed Valerie out of his office, turned out the light and closed the door. As they were heading for the entrance, he made of point of saying good evening to the cleaning crew.

---oOo---

Nearly two hours later, Scott and Valerie were sitting in a booth at the Union Family Restaurant. They both ordered the meatloaf with mashed potatoes and green beans cooked with bacon - good country fare, as she put it.

They had seen the apartment. Valerie was impressed with the space, especially the kitchen and the master suite that she would occupy. "This is much bigger than my studio on Eighth Street," she had said. "And the kitchen is perfect. You are definitely pricing it too low."

Scott had smiled at that, knowing full well that she was right. "Well, I'm pretty naïve when it comes to being a landlord."

She had also taken to Morris. "I can see why you're worried about Morris," she said. "If you want, I can examine him more closely."

"I would appreciate that," he said. He had grown up with the cat, but the feline had always been his mother's. Since his mother's death, Morris had appeared lost.

Now, as they awaited their food, Scott and Valerie seemed more like friends than loan officer and customer or potential landlord and renter. "So, Valerie, you were raised on a farm?"

She nodded. "Family farm," she said. "About three hundred acres in Goff County."

He nodded. "And you're going back there after you finish your program?"

"As I believe I told you earlier, I'm set to take over Dr. Agnew's practice when he retires next year. Also... well, my mother needs help running the farm."

"Your mother runs the farm?"

"It's really her farm, or rather her family's. She inherited it from her parents when her mother passed away. It's been her whole life."

"What about your father?"

"Dad grew up in Linton and joined the Navy after he finished high school - a lot of young men in our area did that; they still do. He married Mom in 1989, when he returned home after discharge. He settled on the farm and, with Mom's help, became a good farmer. Unfortunately, he contracted lung cancer and died in 2012."

"What about siblings?"

"I had an older brother, Allen Jr. He was killed in a tractor accident when he was sixteen. Dad never quite got over that. I also have two younger brothers. Neither of them ever liked farming. After Dad died, Mom demanded more and more of them, especially after I went away to school. Mom is a strict disciplinarian who expects everyone to have her work ethic. My brothers didn't appreciate that the way I do. Jeremy joined the Army in 2013 and Matthew joined the Navy in 2015. I saw Jeremy over Christmas. He told me that he has had two deployments to Afghanistan and one to somewhere else in the Middle East but he has found no one harsher or more demanding than Mom."

Scott was intrigued as he realized Valerie's mother sounded just like his own mother. "So... your mother runs a three hundred acre farm all by herself?"

"Not exactly by herself," Valerie said. "That simply wouldn't be possible, even for her. I have two cousins still in high school, sons of my mother's sister. They help out as much as they can. Also, at various times in the year, Mom is able to hire some transient help, especially during planting and harvest seasons." She paused and looked down at the table. "Mom is a remarkable woman, but I worry about her. She's only forty-nine, but looks older. Farm life can do that to a person, especially a woman."

Scott nodded. "Your mother sounds a little like mine."

"Did your mother grow up on a farm?"

"No," Scott replied quickly. "But she did grow up poor, left home when she was seventeen - at least, that's the story she always told me. I never met any of her family. Made a living any way she could. Eventually, she started her own cleaning company and got pregnant with me when she was twenty-nine but didn't marry my father. I never met him either. My mother was a strong-willed woman who, like your mother, believed in the value of hard work. But, she also believed in education and getting ahead. She really pushed me to get my accounting degree and my MBA so I could get the position at the bank. Still, she never let me forget the sacrifices she made on my behalf."

Valerie looked at Scott. "So, did your mother believe in what we might call old-fashioned discipline?"

Scott cracked a smile. "You might say that."

She returned his smile. "I guess that approach really does work... on some people. It did work on me very early in life. My last trip to the woodshed was when I was ten years old. But, it didn't work on my younger brothers, just drove them away. But you seem to have turned out okay."

"Thank you," he said. "I like to think so."

She continued to gaze at him. "So, it seems we at least have that much in common."

Scott wanted to ask more about the woodshed. But the food arrived before he had the chance.


Chapter Three

They ate quickly and mostly in silence. Valerie commented twice that the food was better than she expected.

Once the dishes were cleared away, Scott looked across at his companion. "Ok, so what do you think?"

She wiped her face with her napkin. "Very tempting," she said. "I certainly can't complain about the space or the rent."

"Are you going to accept the offer?"

She hesitated for a second. "I guess I'd like to know a little more about... well, I guess your habits. As you might imagine, I am very studious. I need a quiet environment, which is why I seldom have a roommate. I also work a lot and come and go at odd hours."

Scott nodded. "Sounds like me," he said. "Look, Valerie, I work six days a week at the bank, quite often ten or eleven hours a day. I even work at home on Sundays occasionally. I'm an accountant, and I come close to fitting the stereotype. I do occasionally watch sports on television, but I don't get worked up about it and I don't invite a bunch of drunken buddies over. If you're looking for quiet and boring, you can't do any better than my apartment."

She smiled at that. "Just for the record, you don't drink, smoke, or use drugs?"

"I admit to drinking an occasional beer," he said, although he knew that was a little white lie. He would simply have to hide his bourbon stash. "I don't smoke, have never smoked, and I don't have time for drugs."

"Okay. I had to ask. I was raised in a pretty strict Christian environment. My father smoked when I was a little girl and died of lung cancer. Mom would never forgive me if she thought I was living with a smoker or a big drinker. I guess an occasional beer is okay."

"Well, you can assure her that I am totally smoke-free."

"Scott, I'm sorry to ask so many questions," she said. "But this sounds almost too good to be true. I guess I'm looking for the catch."

"There's no catch," he said quickly. "I'm pretty much what you see. I hope we can become friends, but with our schedules we'll probably not see each other very often - two ships passing in the night, as they say." While he was saying this, in the back of his mind he did have a very strong image of her disciplining him for slacking off at the bank. A part of him understood that this was a silly fantasy that would, more than likely, never become real. But he knew that as long as Valerie was under his roof, he would have the image and that the image alone would possibly sustain him and keep him focused. It was all he could hope for.

She thought for a few seconds. "All right," she said at last. "You sold me. I'd like to move at the beginning of next month, save two months rent before I graduate. Is that okay?"

He tried to contain his excitement. His plan actually worked. "Sure," he said. "It would probably be helpful if you came over before you move in and help me get the room ready. Also, you can fix up the kitchen and living area any way you want. As you saw, I have an office set up in the small third bedroom. I will stay in there most of the time."

Again, she thought for a few seconds. "Looks like this will be a very busy week, with school and work. Plus I need to get the loan money and buy that new truck. I may be able to come next Sunday evening. Is that okay?"

"No problem," he said. "I'll go through Mom's personal stuff before that so all that will be left will be the furniture. You can decide what you want to keep. Or we can go furniture shopping together and get whatever you want."

She pulled out her cell phone. "Let's exchange phone numbers."

They each gave the other their cell numbers. "We don't have to decide on a schedule right now," he said. "You need to come into the bank tomorrow afternoon to settle the loan. We can talk more then."

She pushed back her chair and stood up. "You're right." She glanced at her watch. "I need to get back to study."

He also stood and picked up the check. "Okay. I'm ready. Let's go."

---oOo---

Over the next few days, as Scott set about clearing out his mother's old clothes and assorted personal items, he felt better than he had for a long time. He put in his time at the bank, but all he could think about was Valerie and how close he hoped they would get over the next eight months. But what would happen after that? He told himself he wouldn't think about it, even though he knew that was a lie.

On Sunday evening, Valerie showed Scott her new five-year-old F150. She thanked him for expediting the loan and actually hugged him. He almost fainted as he felt her firm body press into his, but managed to catch himself before he sank to the floor. She decided to keep the furniture left in the master suite, declaring that the queen-size bed, ornate dresser and swivel recliner were newer and in much better condition than the few pieces she had in her studio.

She also rearranged the kitchen to make it more functional, claiming that she liked to cook 'country-style' when she had the time to cook. She said she would cook enough to last the week and that Scott was welcome to share. For his part, he offered to buy the food if she gave him a list of what she needed.

As she was organizing the various kitchen items, she came across the drawer full of wooden spoons. Scott hadn't thought to discard them after his mother's death. "This is quite a collection of wooden spoons," she said. "Do you really use all these?"

Scott looked up from the newspaper he had been reading. When he saw the spoons, he couldn't help blushing slightly, his mind suddenly overcome by memories. "They were my mother's," he replied as matter-of-factly as he could.

"Your mother must have been quite a cook."

He thought for a second. "Well... she used them for cooking sometimes."

Valerie smiled knowingly and put the spoons back in the drawer. "Okay, I get it," she said. "My mother has a similar collection of leather straps. It's funny how mothers collect things."

Scott nodded, and that was the end of the conversation. However, he did have another powerful vision of being bent over the kitchen table, pants down, while Valerie stood behind him, wooden spoon clutched tightly in her hard right hand.

After he managed to shake the vision from his mind, they talked some more and agreed that she would be responsible for keeping the master suite, the kitchen, and the living area clean, while Scott would be responsible for his bedroom, his office, and his bathroom. As they were discussing this arrangement, he was tempted to ask what would happen if he neglected to do his share of the work. Would she discipline him, as his mother had often done in the past?

In the end, he decided not to ask the question. He certainly didn't want to scare her off by seeming needy or indolent. Besides, a part of him wasn't absolutely sure he wanted to find out anyway. Although he sometimes missed his mother's rather heavy-handed support of his career, he really didn't miss the spanking and wasn't all that anxious to relive that experience.

On the first Sunday in April, just as the sun was beginning to warm the land and spring flowers were beginning to emerge, Valerie moved into Scott's spacious apartment. With his help, she only had to make one trip, as she only moved her clothes, books, computer, and assorted odds-and-ends. By Sunday night she was settled.

Scott treated her to dinner at the Union Family Restaurant. And after dinner they went home together but split up as soon as they went through the door - Scott to his office, Valerie to her new bedroom.

Then for the next several weeks, just as Scott had predicted, they rarely saw each other. Valerie was extremely busy preparing for the final exams that would lead to graduation and licensing. Scott was equally busy at the bank, as more and more people applied for both car loans and mortgages. In fact, he became so buried in work he rarely came home before eight o'clock. He even holed up in his office on Sundays.

True to her word, Valerie did cook large amounts of country-style food: beef stew, chicken and dumplings, and chili. He hardly ever saw her, but at least he was eating well. And he continued to have visions of the two of them together, either locked in an amorous embrace or participating in a punishment session during which he was on the receiving end. He even dreamed occasionally about being sent to the woodshed.

---oOo---

On a warm Sunday in mid-May, the day of Valerie's graduation from veterinary school, she was up and dressed early. Of course, over the six weeks they had been roommates, Scott had come to learn her habits; at heart, she was a farm girl, accustomed to being up and productive while the first rays of dawn were just beginning to announce themselves.

He understood the habit although he certainly didn't share it. He was no morning person. However, this particular morning her excitement was palpable and it stirred him to roll out of bed when he heard her in the kitchen.

He dressed quickly and emerged from his bedroom just as she was finishing her breakfast of sausage and eggs. She was actually wearing a light blue cotton dress and had styled her hair. He gazed at her for a few seconds, realizing that he had never seen her like this before. "You... look very nice this morning," he said. "But I didn't think graduation was until two."

She gathered up her plate and put it in the sink. She appeared both excited and a little nervous. She looked at Scott. "Oh... didn't I tell you that my mother is coming to graduation?"

He nodded. "Yes, you did tell me that."

"Well, she wants to stop here first, wants to meet you and see where I live."

He wasn't expecting that. Automatically, he looked around the apartment, assessing its readiness for visitors. "Oh... When is she coming?"

She glanced at the clock on the microwave. It read 7:45. "No doubt she's been on the road since seven, and it's about a two hour drive. I don't think she'll get lost. This apartment's pretty easy to find, plus, even though she rarely travels much past Linton, she knows how to use GPS."

"What do you want me to do?" Scott asked, realizing that Valerie's mother should be knocking at the door in a little more than an hour.

Valerie smiled. "Just relax," she said. "I'll be nervous for both of us, even though there's nothing to be nervous about. My mom is a tough farm woman, but she doesn't bite, at least not without barking a few times first."

Scott looked down at what he was wearing - lounging pants and a gray tee shirt. He hadn't showered yet. "Well, at least I can take a shower and get into some better clothes." He didn't wait for a reply before turning and heading for the bathroom. For reasons he didn't fully understand, he was nervous about meeting Valerie's mother and wanted to make a good impression. Perhaps it was because he had never before met a tough farm woman. Or perhaps he was developing real feelings toward her daughter.

After his shower, he dressed in his best Levis topped with a blue polo shirt. His short hair was combed and his face cleared of all stubble. When he entered the living area, he noted that Valerie had dusted the furniture and vacuumed the carpet. The kitchen was spotless. He found her standing by the window that overlooked the parking lot. "The place looks very nice," he said, noting that it was now ten minutes before nine. "Do you want me to clean my bathroom?"

She gave him another of her hundred-watt smiles. "I already cleaned mine," she said. "But if you want to make sure yours is neat, that would be great."

"Will do," he said. He was, by nature, relatively neat and knew the bathroom didn't need much picking up. But it gave him something to do while they waited for the visit.

At five minutes after nine, he heard a bold knock on the door. He heard Valerie open the door, followed by two women talking. He quickly looked at himself in the bathroom mirror, smoothed down his polo shirt, and moved into the living room. There he saw Valerie hugging an older woman wearing a long white dress. She had shoulder-length iron-gray hair and crows' feet that extended from the corners of her eyes to her ears. The skin on her face was leathery and tan.

Looking at Fran Gilmore and remembering that she was only forty-nine, he knew that Valerie was right - farm life and hard physical work does age a person rapidly, especially women. He shifted his gaze to Valerie, noting that she was about the same height as her mother and had the same sturdy body build. But the daughter's face was unlined and her hair was still dark blond. He tried to imagine her in twenty or twenty-five years, but quickly shook the image from his head. Live in the moment, he told himself.

Valerie broke away from her mother and turned as Scott approached. "Mom, this is Scott," she said.

Fran Gilmore gave him a long look, appraising him as though he was a prize bull or draft horse. Scott tried to match her gaze but couldn't. For the briefest of moments, he had a very strong vision of her leading one of her wayward children to the woodshed, a heavy leather strap clutched in her right hand.

After an awkward few seconds, he extended his right hand and smiled. "I am so pleased to meet you at last, Ms. Gilmore. I hope you had a nice trip."

Fran scowled. "Don't Ms. me," she said. "I endured twenty-two years of marriage and earned the title of missus."

He was taken aback at the boldness of the statement and unconsciously shrank back, dropping his right hand. "My apologies, Mrs. Gilmore."

Valerie chuckled and slapped her mother lightly on the arm. "Oh, don't pay any attention to my mother," she said. "She likes to shock and intimidate. Don't you, Mom?"

Fran smiled for the first time. "My daughter knows me pretty well," she said. She took a step toward Scott. "Please call me Fran."

Scott nodded sheepishly and once again extended his right hand. "Nice to meet you, Fran."

This time, the two shook hands. "So you're a banker."

"Well, I wouldn't say that," Scott replied. "I do work in a bank. But I'm really an accountant who works mostly with loans."

"A bean counter, huh. You look pretty sturdy, but a couple of weeks on the farm would toughen you up."

He wasn't sure what to make of that comment - was it a compliment, an invitation?

Again, Valerie intervened. "Mom thinks everyone should be a farmer or at least have some farm experience."

Fran nodded. "Well, it hasn't done either of us any harm, has it?"

"Mom, do you want to see the apartment?" Valerie asked.

"Of course," Fran said.

For the next thirty minutes, mother and daughter walked through the spacious apartment. Fran looked out every window, including those in Scott's two bedrooms. She even opened a few drawers and glanced in the refrigerator. They ended up back in the living room.

"Very nice," Fran said. "Much better than that last dump you were living in." She turned to Scott, who was trying to stay out of the way. "Valerie says you're charging her two hundred dollars a month for this luxury and that you don't expect payment until she's earning a living. Scott, what's the catch?"

He nearly fainted when he saw her gazing at him expectantly, once again appraising him as though she could read his mind. He quickly shook his head. "No catch, Fran," he said. "As I said before, I'm an accountant who handles loans. I crunched the numbers and saw this as a good investment."

Fran smiled at him. "A good investment? Well, you're right about that. Valerie is gold and she will repay you, just as she will repay everyone she owes, including me." She paused as though she was going to say something else.

However, before she could, Valerie tapped her on the arm. "Mom, if we're going to tour the vet school before graduation, we better get going."

"Okay," Fran said. "Are you coming to graduation, Scott?"

"Sadly, no," he said. "I'm swamped with work."

"Also, I couldn't get him a ticket," Valerie added quickly.

"Then, will we see you later?"

He nodded. "Yes, I promised Valerie a dinner at the Union Family Restaurant. You're certainly invited."

"I'll take you up on that."

The two women, mother and daughter, gathered their purses and left the apartment. After they were gone, Scott retrieved his small bottle of bourbon from the hiding place in his office and took a long swallow. It had been a very stressful morning, but a stimulating one.


Chapter Four

Later that evening, after dinner, Scott and Valerie were alone in the apartment. They sat opposite each other in the living room. She looked over at Scott. "What did you think of my mother?"

He hesitated for a few seconds before answering. In truth, he had thought of little else the entire day. On a strange whim, he had even done an image search for woodsheds. He had had multiple visions of being taken to one. "I liked her," he said at last. "Strong-willed, to be sure." He stopped and took a deep breath. "Did she really take you and your siblings to the woodshed?" He couldn't help himself.

Valerie smiled. "Yes, she really did. Mom is a big believer in that kind of discipline. She told me more than once that she herself was taken to the woodshed many times when she was a girl. Don't repeat this, but I believe she even took my father to the woodshed a few times... although neither of them would ever admit it, of course. In our county, the women don't take any crap from their men."

He thought about asking what it was like to go to the woodshed, but he decided to let the matter rest, consign it to his imagination, which was very active and fertile. "Well, I guess, in comparison, my mother was a pushover."

They shifted the conversation to other areas. Valerie described the graduation ceremony and said that she now had to study even more in order to pass the licensing exam. She was set to begin her advanced program in two weeks.

That night, Scott dreamed about farms and woodsheds. He dreamed that both Fran and Valerie kidnapped him and took him to the farm with the goal of toughening him up. Every time he resisted or complained, one of them would drag him to the shed and whip him unmercifully with a leather strap. It was one of the most powerful dreams he had ever had, and he awoke Monday morning in a cold sweat with an erection he just had to relieve before he could go to work. It left him wondering how he was going to survive the next few months with Valerie so close by and yet so far away.

It was a serious question, and he knew it. He didn't want to try dating again, not while there was any kind of chance that he and Valerie could get together, maybe even become a couple. He didn't dare drink more heavily, knowing how his roommate felt about alcohol. He resolved to take the situation day by day, let it play out and see what happened, perhaps spend even more time at the bank or lock himself in his bathroom and take care of business whenever he had the urge.

Still, he couldn't help wondering what Valerie thought when she looked at him. Was she struggling with the same thoughts, the same anxieties? Or was she like some impersonal machine, able to concentrate all of her energy on one single task? If so, she was lucky.

---oOo---

For the next several weeks, Scott was able to keep his emotions under control, largely because he was still busy at the bank and Valerie was gone nearly all the time. And even when she was in the apartment, she was holed up in her bedroom studying for the licensing exam and learning as much as she could about livestock.

Then, near the end of June she took and passed the licensing exam, thus becoming Dr. Gilmore. She was so excited that after she called her mother and her mentor, Dr. Agnew, she threw her arms around Scott's neck and kissed him on the cheek.

"Let's celebrate," she said in a voice he hadn't heard before. "You helped make this possible and I'd like to take you to dinner." She paused and flashed him a wide smile. "Of course, you'll have to pay because I don't have any money yet. But you can put it on my bill."

He returned her smile and fought with himself to keep his emotions in check while he savored the feel of her hands on his back. "Where do you want to go?"

"Someplace nice," she said. "I'll even put on a dress for the occasion."

He hadn't seen her in a dress since graduation, recalling the image of her muscular legs. In truth, as much as he enjoyed seeing her in the dress, he would have preferred seeing her without it. "How about Italian?" he suggested.

"Ooh... I like Olive Garden, but I can rarely afford it."

He stepped back. "You've got it tonight. Go change and we'll leave as soon as you're ready."

"Thank you, Scott," she said.

Forty-five minutes later, they were sitting in Olive Garden, eating pasta and sipping red wine. It was the first time Scott had seen Valerie touch alcohol. After dinner, she had a glow about her that made her seem even prettier than she was normally.

They ordered extra dinners to take home and sat at their table drinking wine while they waited for the food to arrive. And while they waited, they talked, changing subjects regularly, just as two friends are likely to do. Once, she even reached across the table and touched the ends of his fingers. "You know... you're a very nice man," she said. "And not bad looking either." She paused and gazed at him.

He blushed. "Thank you," he said. "I... think you're pretty special too." He regretted saying that, even though he was being sincere. Mostly, he wanted her to talk, to keep the conversation directed on the two of them. Perhaps she would talk herself into having the kind of evening and night he had dreamed about.

She sat back and absorbed his words. "Why, Scott, I had no idea you thought that." She paused again, obviously trying to fight off the effects of the wine. "You know, my mother was right."

"What do you mean?"

"A couple of weeks on the farm would toughen you up."

"Does that include a trip to the woodshed?" He just blurted that out without thinking.

At first, she scowled. Then, the smile returned to her face. "Well, as my mother said, it didn't do us any harm."

Scott exhaled slowly, relieved that Valerie hadn't taken offense at his question that was so stupidly asked. "It didn't seem to."

He was about to say more, but the food arrived along with the check. He took another deep breath and paid the check while she drained her wine and stood up, staggering slightly. He took her arm and led her out of the restaurant and to the car. She gripped his arm as though she would fall if she didn't have something to hold onto.

By the time they arrived back at the apartment, some of the glow had worn off. She touched Scott's fingers and smiled. "You know, roommate, every once in a while I need a night off. I work hard and don't get out much. I think you're the same way." She hesitated and looked into his eyes. "What do you say we take a night off together?"

For an instant, he stood where he was, not quite believing she had said what she did. Finally, he took her hands in his. "Valerie, do you mean what I think you mean?"

She chuckled. "Scott, what did you think? I may be a hard worker and now I'm Dr. Gilmore with goals and ambition and many people depending on me. But I'm also a woman who happens to be heterosexual. And I'm living with a good-looking man who, unless I'm very wrong, is also heterosexual. It only makes sense that we act on that from time to time. You're not morally opposed to casual sex, are you?"

He couldn't help smiling at that. No, he wasn't opposed, although he would have preferred this to be more than that. He'd had his fill of one-night stands, relationships that went nowhere. But all relationships had to have a starting point. This was something he had dreamed about and he wasn't about to turn it down. He answered her by pulling her into his arms, lifting her chin, and kissing her firmly on the lips.

She responded by opening her mouth and extending her tongue, seeking his mouth. He allowed his right hand to stray to her bottom. When he reached it, he snaked his fingers under her dress and pulled aside the seam of her panties. She began to breathe more heavily and pulled back. "My place or yours?"

He laughed and lifted her dress above her hips. "Neither," he said as he stripped down her white cotton panties. "I think we'll do just fine here in the living room."

He spun her around and unzipped her dress. Then he lifted it off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor. She stood in front of him, wearing only her white bra and a very wide smile. He gazed at her, not quite believing how beautiful her sturdy body appeared.

For an instant, all he could do was stand and stare, his mouth gaping slightly. Finally, he took her hands and urged her to the sofa. When they reached it, she obliged by lying back on the cushions. However, instead of removing his own clothes, he stuck his head between her legs and sought her clitoris with his tongue.

When he found it, she gasped and instinctively tightened her legs around his head. Quickly, he mixed his saliva with her natural lubricant, alternating between her clitoris and her vaginal opening. In less than five minutes, her eyes clamped shut and she shrieked as she was overcome by a powerful orgasm.

When the climax subsided, she relaxed her legs and opened her eyes. She smiled up at him. "That was..." She didn't finish what she was going to say. Instead, she spread her legs as much as the sofa would allow. She pointed to the space between her legs. Boy, I need you inside me. Now!"

He had never had a woman say that to him before - so powerful and commanding. He loved it. He responded by stripping off his pants and briefs and getting on top of her. She helped him guide his penis into her vagina, then clamped down on him with both her hands and legs. He thrust for all he was worth and came within a matter of minutes. It was the most powerful climax he had ever had.

When he was finished, he slumped on top of her, attempting to catch his breath. He very nearly fell asleep in that position. However, before he could, she gently nudged him and he rolled off onto the floor. They both laughed.

She sat up on the sofa and gazed down at him. "Well... that was better than I was expecting," she said. "Scott, would you please spend the night with me?"

He looked up at her, thinking that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his life. He was totally smitten, his dream come to life in the most powerful way imaginable. "I would love to spend the night with you." He wanted to say that he would love to spend the rest of his life with her, but he knew better. Take it as it comes, he ordered himself.

"Get ready for bed and meet me in my room in thirty minutes," she said.

He almost said, yes, ma'am and saluted. But again, he held back. "Sounds good," he said.

They spent the night in her bed, embracing often and making love twice, once with her straddling him. She was a skilled and nearly insatiable lover once she got started, something he hadn't quite expected.

In the morning, he was sore but very happy. On his way to work, he couldn't help wondering what happens now.


Chapter Five

As much as Scott may have wanted their fledgling relationship to become the norm, for the next two months Valerie was so busy she was rarely home. Most nights she spent in the livestock barns. On Sundays she was so tired that all she wanted to do was sleep. He was, of course, greatly bothered by her absence, but he knew better than to press the issue, hoping that her schedule would lighten up and she would need another night off.

Just as August was ending, Valerie was summoned home to help care for an injured calf. Both Fran and Dr. Agnew thought it would be good experience for her and neither had the time. She managed to get four days off from her advanced program. Almost as an afterthought, she asked Scott if he wanted to accompany her, to see what the farm looked like.

He wasn't all that anxious to drive two hours into the country and live on a farm for four days. But as it was Valerie who was asking, how could he refuse? He squared it with the bank by agreeing to look in on the several properties which the bank had helped to finance. Thus, it was settled. He would drive her to the farm and stay in one of the spare bedrooms while she tended the calf.

They arrived at the farm early on that Thursday afternoon. It had been a pleasant drive; Scott had enjoyed the scenery, especially as the landscape changed to more open land. Even though they attempted only a few scattered conversations during the trip, he had enjoyed Valerie's company as well. In his mind, he could see them as a couple driving to the in-laws. He was also curious about the infamous woodshed, and a part of him wanted to see it, although not necessarily from the inside on the receiving end of a sound punishment.

After navigating three country roads dissecting fields that all looked alike, they came to a winding gravel driveway. The mailbox near the road read The Gilmores. "This is it," Valerie declared, her excitement almost palpable.

Scott eyed the driveway and what lay at the end of it before turning in. What he could see was a two-story house made of brick and stone with a shabby-looking front door and a roof with a few bare shingles. Behind the house was a two-car garage that looked as shabby as the house. On either side of the house were vast fields of corn and soybeans.

Valerie shifted her gaze between the house and Scott. "I know what you're thinking," she said. "It isn't much to look at."

He smiled in spite of himself. In his mind, he had imagined a pristine property with a large farmhouse that dated back to the Civil War.

"The farm has been in the family since 1870," she said, as though reading his mind. "It was only a hundred fifty acres then. Apparently, my great-great grandfather, Ezra, acquired the remaining hundred fifty acres around 1919, the result of the flu epidemic that swept through here. According to our family history there was a very nice house at the time but it burned down in 1935, during the midst of the depression. I believe the barn burned as well. The family was able to cash in the insurance and because there were so many unemployed men, got the house re-built almost for the price of the bricks. They also put up two barns, with the milking barn made of corrugated metal. As you can see, the house and property need a lot of work. But Mom simply can't manage by herself and doesn't have the money. We're hoping things will change at least a little when I move back at the end of November. However, I know I'll be busy getting established and have several loans to pay back, not to mention the money I owe you. We need some full time help."

When she said that, Scott had a sudden vision of himself as a farmer, getting up at the crack of dawn, dressing in old overalls and doing whatever it was that farmers do. He didn't like the vision and shook it from his head. He was an accountant with relatively clean hands, nothing more, nothing less.

She didn't follow up on her description as they neared the house. At her instruction, Scott pulled the car around the back. He could see the barns and more fields. He could see a herd of black and white cows - which he later learned were Holsteins - grazing in a large field that was surrounded by a barb wire fence. Off to one side of the milking barn was a fenced-in area with a white chicken coop in the center. Several white chickens grazed near a barrel of water.

The scene reminded him of a poem he had once read in college. The Red Wheelbarrow, he thought, by some poet named Williams. He hadn't understood the poem when he read it; however, he knew now that to make the scene complete, they needed a red wheelbarrow glazed with rainwater. He very nearly laughed at the thought.

When they got out of the car, they were greeted by a large Aussie Shepherd. Valerie knelt and embraced the dog. "Hey, Bo," she said, kissing the dog and allowing herself to be licked on the face. She turned to Scott, smiling. "This is Bo," she said. "He's been around here taking care of Mom and the cows for ten years. We don't know where he came from - just showed up one day.""

Scott joined Valerie and reached down to pet the dog. In truth, he had little experience with dogs - his mother had always preferred cats - but Bo seemed friendly enough. Bo sniffed him up and down.

"He likes you," Valerie said. "I'm glad. He's a good judge of character, saved me from a few would-be boyfriends when I was in high school."

Before Scott had a chance to respond to that, Fran came out of the house. She was wearing faded jeans and a white tee shirt with Cummins Seed and Feed embossed on the front. "So glad you could make it," she said. She looked at Scott. "Welcome to our farm, Scott. Thanks for driving Val home."

He extended his right hand. "I appreciate the invitation," he said.

Fran pushed away his hand and pulled him into a loose embrace. For several seconds, she held him, then released him. "Have you eaten? Got some lunch meat and bread inside."

"I could eat," Valerie said, moving to her mother and giving her a short hug.

Fran took both their hands and turned toward the screen door that led into the house. "Well, let's get you something to eat. There's some lemonade in the fridge. Sorry, it's no cooler in the house. AC's been on the fritz all summer." She paused. "After you eat, we'll go out to the barn and see the calf."

No time to waste on pleasantries, Scott thought. That's farm life.

A minute later, they were in the large kitchen, seated at a round table with a Formica top that probably dated back to the 1950s. The kitchen itself, although clean and tidy, was equally old. The white paint on the cabinets was thin and peeling in spots. The laminate countertops were smudged and cracked. The appliances appeared to be at least twenty to thirty years old. The room was warm but not terribly stuffy thanks to the several open windows and a ceiling fan.

While Scott sat at the table, Fran and Valerie put together an impromptu lunch of bologna and cheese, along with homegrown tomatoes and lettuce. They also served tumblers of cold lemonade - at least the ancient Frigidaire still worked.

For a few minutes, Valerie and Scott ate in silence while Fran was up and down, cleaning the counters and putting food away. "Sit down, Mom," Valerie said, "and have some lemonade."

Fran wiped her hands on a dishtowel and sat down. She took a sip of lemonade. "Sorry," she said. "I lost my company manners years ago."

Scott smiled graciously. "I understand, Fran. There's always something to do."

Fran nodded. "Hard to think of anything besides all I have to do at any given moment."

Valerie smiled and patted her mother's gnarled hand. "We used to be a lot more prosperous," she said.

"That's the truth," Fran said. "Before your father died and your brothers ran off, we had a much larger herd, even had a few goats around here. We had some thought about getting some sheep or even alpacas for the wool and take on a few hogs. We even had an orchard with three varieties of apples. We may still have some apples out there. I haven't had time to check. It's enough just to get the eggs in, milk the cows we have left, and work on the few crops we've got in the fields. Got a tractor that's always acting up and could use some work. Have to borrow a spreader and combine to get the crops in. Can't keep track of the fence. That's how the calf got injured... got into some downed barb wire."

"Sounds tough," Scott said.

Fran huffed. "Rock and a hard place," she said. "But it could be worse. I'm determined to make a go of it, got to leave it to Valerie and her children, when she decides to have some."

Valerie blushed slightly. "Oh, Mom. Don't start that again."

Fran touched her daughter's arm. "Can't help it," she said. "What's the point of having a family farm if you don't have a family?"

Scott looked back and forth between the two women and suddenly felt very uncomfortable. Valerie clearly needed someone to father the next generation. He wasn't at all sure he wanted to be the one, not if it meant marrying both Valerie and the farm. He finished his sandwich.

Valerie also finished her food and pushed back her chair. "Well, we can't sit around here all day. Let's go see that calf."

Both women stood up. "Come along, Scott," Fran said. "While Val looks after the calf, you and I will take the nickel tour."

Scott nodded and also stood up. "I would like that," he said. But he wasn't sure he really meant it.

They walked in silence the hundred yards or so to the milking barn, moving past piles of dirt and discarded machinery. They scattered a few cats that were prowling the area. "Barn cats," Fran said. "We'd be overcome with vermin without them."

Inside the large corrugated metal barn, Scott had to fight the urge to gag at the smell of musty hay and straw mixed with the pungent odor of animals and sour milk.

"We try to keep this as clean as possible," Fran said. "Have to in order to maintain board of health standards. But it's not pretty, just functional."

They moved to a corner of the barn in which a large calf was lying on a bed of straw. She appeared to have several large jagged scratches etched into her black hide. Valerie immediately went ahead and stooped to examine the wounds. "These are pretty deep," she said.

"Found her tangled in the wire," Fran said. "The boys and I managed to get her untangled and back here. We had to fight off her mom to do it. Old Dr. Agnew came out and gave her some medicine for the inevitable infection. As you can see, she's still pretty sick. Needs more attention than I've got time to give her."

"All right," Valerie said. "I'll take it from here. I've got to get these wounds debrided. I think she'll be okay in a couple of days, if I can keep her wounds clean and continue the antibiotics."

Fran turned to Scott. "Good to have a vet in the family. One investment that's going to pay off," she said. "Let's go take that tour."

For a moment, Scott watched Valerie work on the calf, amazed at her skill. It was obvious she knew exactly what she was doing.

Fran touched his shoulder to get his attention, then turned and headed toward the large processing area inside the barn. Scott followed her and soon found himself in the milking area. "This is where we do the milking," Fran said, pointing to parts of the machine that attached to the udders.

She also pointed to a wide door nearby, indicating that this was the entryway for the cows coming in from the field. She then directed his attention to the spot where the udders were cleaned just prior to attaching them to the machine. She concluded by showing him the voluminous stainless steel tank where the milk was stored. "Every two days, the dairy truck comes for the milk," she said. "They take it to the local processing plant for pasteurization and bottling. Some it also goes to the Linton Cheese Factory."

"Very impressive operation," Scott said.

Fran smiled at the compliment. "Time-consuming," she said. "Right now, I've got twenty-six Holsteins that need to be milked twice a day. And the price of milk keeps fluctuating, hard to make much of a profit. The only thing keeping me afloat is that we grow most of our own feed."

"How do you do this all by yourself?"

She smiled again. "Well, the cows and chickens aren't much of a problem... not until calving anyway. Gets a bit rugged in the winter, but I manage. Sometimes my sister Meghan's two sons, Jake and Matt, come over and help out. But they're in high school and both are on the football team this year. Plus, their dad runs a pretty big operation himself. So their time is limited. I'd like to hire some help but can't afford it."

Scott began to think like an accountant. "Any thought to selling some of the land, sort of compressing the operation. That would also reduce your tax and insurance load."

First she scowled. Then her expression softened. "You've never owned any land, have you?"

"No," he said. "My mother ran a cleaning business, which she had to sell when she entered the last stage of her cancer treatment."

"I'm sorry you lost your mother," Fran said. "I'll bet she was pretty upset about losing her business."

"Yes, she was. But by then, she was so sick that the business didn't matter much."

"Didn't you want to take it over?"

"My mother would never have allowed that," he said quickly. "She made sure I went to school so I wouldn't have to do that kind of work."

"So you never got your hands dirty, huh?"

Suddenly, Scott felt defensive and a bit inadequate. "Well, I did help out when I could."

"Okay, let's see the rest of the farm," Fran said, turning away from the milking area. She glanced at the ancient Timex on her wrist. "I can only spare an hour or so."

He followed her out the wide door onto a path that led into a pasture. In the distance, a herd of Holsteins was gathered under a large willow tree. To the left of the path was another, larger barn about fifty yards away. It was made of wood and painted red. It appeared to have two floors and two open doors in the front. He could see an old tractor parked outside.

Not more than ten feet away from the side of the barn was a smaller wooden building with a lean-to front porch upon which was stacked at least one cord of firewood. The woodshed, Scott thought. He couldn't help wondering if the tour would include this building as well.

But it appeared that Fran wasn't interested in the woodshed. Instead, she took him inside the massive barn with straw and hay bales stacked neatly along one wall. The loft was also used for grain storage. "Used to keep a few horses," she said, pointing to three stalls. "But I had to sell those several years ago. Keeping horses is either a full time occupation or an expensive hobby."

She went on to explain that the loft area was used primarily for grain storage and that there was a small corn crib closer to the fields. She said that some of the corn was used for feed, while the rest was sold to a local co-op. She sold all of the soy beans to the co-op.

"Have to keep an eye on the price per bushel," she said. "The price keeps fluctuating, so you never know quite when to sell your crop; it's something of a gamble. But then farming is always a gamble."

Scott nodded. He knew that the bank carried the mortgages on several farms, including a few in Goff County. Although this was his first experience on a farm, he understood that farming was a very risky gamble and that the bank shared the risk.

After they had seen the inside of the barn, Fran nudged Scott out the wide doors. "Well, I guess you've seen as much as you need to."

He scanned the area. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

She smiled. "Can you fix a tractor?"

"What's wrong with it?"

She huffed. "You mean besides being thirty years old? The engine is unreliable, needs to be overhauled."

He shook his head. "Sorry, I can't help you with that." I could help you get a loan for a new tractor, he thought, but didn't say it.

"I didn't think so," she said. "Well, no matter. No one else can fix it either, including my brother-in-law. Got a large garden on the other side of the house. Grab yourself a hoe and a bucket. You can do some weeding and pick the tomatoes that appear ripe. Think you can do that?"

Gardening was another skill he had never acquired. "I suppose," he said. "I know what a weed looks like and I know what a ripe tomato looks like."

She glanced at her watch again. It was nearing three thirty. "Okay. I've got some work to do in the house, then in the barn before milking time. Let's meet back at the house at five thirty. Jake and Matt are coming around six for dinner and to help with the cows. Can you cook?"

He laughed. "Not very well," he said. "Your daughter's been feeding me. But what I can do is order pizza and pick it up."

"Sounds like a good idea," she said. "I'll just take you up on it." Then she turned and started toward the barn. "There's a little shed by the garden. You can find a hoe and buckets in there."

"Yes, ma'am," he said. Somehow, the ma'am just seemed natural.

---oOo---

Around nine thirty, when darkness had settled over the land and there was a slight chill in the air, Scott went out the back door and sat in a folding chair. He looked up at the crystal clear sky. It was a sky he barely recognized, having spent nearly all his life in the city with its light pollution. He was tired but not sleepy. Fran had already gone to bed; Jake and Matt had gone home.

They all had appreciated the pizza, and the fresh tomatoes Scott had brought in from the near quarter acre garden. His hands were slightly sore from handling the hoe. It was his first experience with gardening, but he hadn't minded the physical nature of the work.

While he sat, he glanced toward the milking barn and noted the lights were still on inside. Valerie had said that she was spending the night in the barn in order to tend the calf. He missed her. On a sudden whim, he decided to go out and check on her, see if she needed anything - at least that was the excuse he planned to use.

He found her sitting on a makeshift cot next to the calf. The young bovine appeared to be sleeping. "I thought I'd see how you're doing," he said, smiling.

She returned his smile. "I'm glad you came out," she said. "How do you like farm life so far?"

He found a bale of straw and sat down. "It's been interesting," he said. "A definite learning experience."

She reached over and touched his hand. "Thanks for being patient. And thanks for the pizza. That was a nice gesture that everyone appreciated."

His eyes widened at the touch of her hand on his. "You're welcome. It was the least I could do since I'm not much help around here."

"The tomatoes you picked were good."

"Is there anything you need out here?"

She scanned the area. "Well, I've got a blanket and pillow. I've got my laptop. Got a pitcher of lemonade. I guess I've got everything covered..." She paused and gave him another smile. "Except one thing."

"What's that?"

Her smile widened into a toothy grin. She wound her fingers around his. "Company," she said. She rose from the cot and sat on his lap facing him. She kissed him hard on the lips. "There's something about being home that puts me in the mood," she said. "Are you too tired?"

Too tired for what? he thought. But gazing at her, he didn't need to ask. He'd seen that look before. "No, I'm not too tired."

"Good." She stood up and stripped off her jeans and panties. "Take your clothes off and lie down on the cot."

She said it in such a way that it wasn't a request or an invitation but an order. But Scott didn't mind that. In fact, her commanding nature excited him. He had a brief image of her taking him to the woodshed for disobeying her directive. He shook it from his head. This was one directive he was only too happy to obey.

He nodded and pushed himself up from the straw bale. He took her hand, pulled her to him, and kissed her on the lips. She pulled away from his grip. "Get moving!"

Her voice dripped with lust and need.

Quickly, he removed his shoes, socks, jeans, and briefs. Then he lay down on the cot, somewhat surprised that it wasn't too uncomfortable and he wasn't at all cold. Once he was in position, with his penis sticking straight up, she straddled him, easing herself down until her labia came into contact with his erection. For a brief instant, she remained where she was, suspended, teasing him and herself slightly.

Then, with a flourish, she impaled herself, driving him deep inside her. She rocked back and forth, moaning. Her eyes closed. He reached up and cupped her breasts through her shirt and bra. She rocked harder and harder, faster and faster, until she shrieked as she was overcome with a powerful climax.

She relaxed and allowed her upper body to collapse onto his chest. But she wasn't finished yet, and neither was he. After she got her breath back, she disengaged and stood up. "Get up," she ordered.

He was a bit confused and sorely in need, but he obeyed. Once he was standing, she took his place on the cot, lying on her back with her legs spread as widely as the narrow cot would allow. She beckoned to him with a crooked finger.

This was an invitation he understood very well, and he wasted no time accepting it. In a flash, he was on top of her. He inserted himself inside her, and they moved together until both came at nearly the same time.

For several minutes they lay locked together in a lover's embrace, until his once-proud erection shriveled and slipped out of her. He opened his eyes and kissed her tenderly on her sweating cheek. He thought he should say something, anything. But she put a finger on his lips before he got the chance.

"Thank you," she said, smiling. "I needed that."

He chuckled. "I think we both did."

With a gentle shove, she pushed him off her and onto the straw-covered floor. "You better get back to the house," she said. "I've got work to do out here, and you need to get some sleep. The day starts pretty early around here."

He stood up and dusted himself off. He retrieved his clothes and restored his appearance. "What would your mother think of this?"

She laughed. "Mom knows me pretty well," she said. "And I'm a big girl who knows what she wants."

"What do you want?"

She huffed. "I think you know the answer to that. Now, go and get out of here. I'll see you in the morning for breakfast." She waved him goodbye. She didn't bother to put her jeans and panties back on, but rather covered herself back up with the blanket. She closed her eyes.

Scott left the barn, wondering if he really did know what Valerie wanted.


Chapter Six

The next two days were so busy that time seemed compressed, with one hour flowing quickly into the next. On Friday, between farm chores, Scott did manage to visit three of the properties on which the bank held the mortgages. He also brought home both lunch and dinner on both days, which Fran and Valerie appreciated. At night after Fran went to bed, he visited Valerie in the barn, where they had sex. On both occasions Scott left to go back to his own room wishing she would accompany him. He went to sleep wondering how he would ever live without her, all the while knowing the day was coming when he would have to.

On Sunday morning, Valerie declared that the calf was doing well enough that her work was done and that the calf could return to the pasture with her mother. At nine that morning, after milking and breakfast, Fran dressed in better clothes. She looked at Scott. "We never discussed this, but on Sundays, we go to church... Linton Assembly of God. You are a Christian, aren't you?"

Scott thought about that for a moment. He had been baptized, although obviously he didn't remember it. His mother had taken him to the local Methodist church regularly for a few years when he was growing up. He supposed that made him a Christian. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled at him. "Well then, service is at ten, so you need to get cleaned up."

Scott nodded, noting that Valerie was taking a shower. This was something they hadn't discussed, perhaps because going to church was just assumed and Valerie hadn't seemed all that religious.

At nine thirty, they were in Scott's car, bouncing over the rutted roads for the fifteen minute drive to the small church on the outskirts of Linton. He wasn't particularly looking forward to spending an hour listening to hymns and sermons, but he knew it was a small price to pay for the three nights of sex he had spent with Valerie, not to mention a way to impress Valerie's mother and thank her for her hospitality.

After church and lunch at the Linton Family Restaurant, they headed back to the farm. Valerie looked in on the calf one last time and gave a report to her mentor, Dr. Agnew. Then she and Scott packed up their clothes, said a reluctant good-bye to Fran and the farm, and got back on the road to Union City.

While they were driving, Scott wanted to ask a lot of questions about their relationship. Was the sex going to become more frequent, almost regular? Were they going to actually sleep together? Or was the intimacy they shared merely an aberration, a passing fancy, simply a result of being on the farm?

They did talk about the farm, and he could see that she was as happy as he had ever seen her. Clearly, she was a product of her rural upbringing and needed to be in that environment in order to feel fulfilled.

He, on the other hand, had felt very uncomfortable with just about every aspect of country life, from the smells of the crops and the animals to the near absolute silence at night to the unfamiliar sky. It was a life to which he believed he could never adjust.

And there it was, the proverbial impasse, the gaping chasm between two worlds that could never be crossed. Perhaps if she ordered me, he thought, then dismissed the notion. Instead, he became extremely moody and depressed as he realized she would be leaving him in just three months.

He got part of his answer as soon as they walked through the door of the apartment. They each took their bags and retreated to their own rooms. Valerie had to unpack, do laundry, and prepare for Monday, which was to start at five am. Scott also needed to unpack and write a report on the properties he had reviewed for the bank. He only saw her twice the rest of the day: once in the kitchen getting something to eat and once doing her laundry. He slept alone that night; she didn't invite him into her bedroom.

---oOo---

For the next several weeks, they fell back into their well-established routine. Now nearing the end of her program, Valerie spent more and more time away from the apartment. When Scott did see Valerie, she explained that early fall was mating season for bovines if they want calving in the spring. She further explained that successful mating involved more than simply arranging for a cow and bull to be in the same field together.

He understood, but the knowledge didn't make her absence any easier to accept. He was primed to do a little mating himself. He was definitely getting tired of being alone in his bedroom looking at pictures of naked women on the internet. He needed the real thing; he needed Valerie.

By early October, he could feel himself growing very restless. On those few occasions when he did see his roommate, a part of him was tempted to simply grab her and urge her into his bedroom. He resisted the temptation, of course. He knew that not only was such an approach very wrong, it would drive a wedge between them that could never be removed.

So instead of acting on impulse, he stayed out more, becoming a semi-regular at the Bank Street Tavern, drinking more heavily, sometimes staggering home after ten when he knew Valerie would be asleep... if she was home at all.

This self-destructive pattern came to a head on a cool Friday night in mid-October. He came through the door of the apartment a little after eleven, reeking of alcohol. But not only wasn't Valerie in bed asleep, she was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for him.

She stood up as soon as she saw him. She scanned him carefully. He presented a frightful sight with his tie half off and the top two buttons of his dress shirt missing. His eyes were glassy. He smiled when he saw her. "Valerie, how nice of you to wait up," he said, practically slurring his words.

She scowled, looking more like an angry mother than a roommate. "I was worried about you," she said. "Are you... are you drunk?" She asked the question although his state of inebriation was very obvious.

He leaned against the kitchen counter. "I-I don't know."

Her scowl deepened. "I have the night off and don't have to be at work tomorrow. I thought we could spend the night together. But you don't look like you're in any condition to..." She didn't finish her sentence.

He made a clumsy grab for her but missed and nearly fell to the floor. "You... might be surprised what... I'm in condition for."

"So is this how you've been spending your evenings - getting drunk?"

He slipped to the sofa and looked up at her, noting her angry eyes. "Sure, and why the hell not? You don't love me anymore."

She shifted her gaze from him to the ceiling, then back to him. "I don't believe this," she declared. "Drunk and feeling sorry for yourself. It's pathetic. What a wuss."

His glassy eyes widened, highlighting little streaks of red in the sclera. "I... ain't no wuss."

She folded her arms in disgust. "Because I care about you, there's only one way to handle this," she said.

"What's that, darlin'?" He chuckled to himself.

"I remember my father came home like this a few times while I was growing up. You know what my mother did?"

He laughed as though the question was funny. "Took him to bed?"

"Not hardly," she said. "No, she threw him in a cold shower. And when he was a little more sober, she took him to the woodshed... or at least that's where I think she took him. I never actually saw her do it. All I know is that the next day he was very sober and very contrite."

"You couldn't do that to me."

"Why not, if I was so inclined?"

"No woodshed around here."

She flashed him a small smile. "Oh I think we could figure something out." She paused, then looked at him hard. "Get your clothes off."

He managed to sit up on the sofa. "Now you're talkin'."

"Get your clothes off and get in the bathroom. Now!"

"Wha-what're you goin' do?"

"Nothing," she said. "You're going to take a cold shower all by yourself."

This got his attention. "Oh, no... what if I don't go?"

"You'll go," she said. "Don't make me throw you in. And you know I can do it."

A part of him did know she could do it, especially in his condition. "All right, all right. Don't get your panties in a twist." He pushed himself off the sofa.

She scowled again. "Don't ever say that to me again," she said.

He started to unbutton his shirt. He had already removed his tie. "Or else what?"

"Just don't," she said. She pointed to his side of the apartment. "Now, get in the shower and don't come out until you can apologize. And that water better be cold."

"Yes, ma'am," he managed to say as he was shedding his undershirt.

Fifteen minutes later, Scott reappeared in the living room wearing nothing but a towel. His lips were slightly blue and he was shivering. "Here's Scotty," he said.

Valerie, who had been sitting at the kitchen table, stood up and scanned him. "Are you ready to apologize?"

He took a step toward her. The towel slipped off his body and dropped to the floor. "For what?" He didn't seem to notice that he was both naked and cold.

But she noticed. "If you don't know, then that's unfortunate for you," she said. "Let me educate you on both the etiquette and the dangers of strong drink." She continued to gaze at him while her right hand clutched a large wooden spoon that had been sitting on the table. "Get over here."

Scott's eyes, now not quite so glassy, widened as he saw the spoon. "What's with the spoon? I thought you Gilmores only used the woodshed."

She laughed. "The woodshed is the first choice," she said. "But sometimes if it's raining heavily or in the winter, we can't make it that far. A big wooden spoon in the kitchen works almost as well. Now, get over here and take your punishment. You appear sober enough now to learn from it. And if you learn well enough, we may be able to salvage some of this night."

Scott tried hard to think through the alcoholic fog that still engulfed him. For an instant, instead of Valerie, he saw his mother standing in the kitchen, just as she had many times in the past. He shook the image from his head. Valerie was the one standing there, wooden spoon in her right hand, ready and very willing to apply the necessary discipline.

As he continued to think, he realized and accepted that he had acted very stupidly and that he had hurt himself and her in the process. He knew he deserved to be punished for it. Now it was time to face it and take the consequences. A part of him further understood that, in fact, he should be grateful that Valerie was giving him this chance to redeem himself. It would have been very easy for her to have just written him off, to let him flounder in a deep pool of his own self-pity until he drowned. She really did care about him.

He looked at her, saw both the concern and the determination etched on her pretty face. He would yield; of course he would. Perhaps this was even what he secretly wanted. With all that in mind, he nodded and began to move toward her.

When he was within a foot or two of the kitchen table, she reached out and grabbed his right ear. "Bend over the table," she ordered.

He squealed with the pain and quickly bent his upper body over the wood surface of the table. She released her grip on his ear and stepped in behind him. He gathered himself together and dared to glance over his shoulder. "Wait," he said. "Have you ever done this before?"

She flashed him a demonic smile. "Yes," she said. "After Dad died, Mom put me in charge of my brothers. I was older and stronger."

"Didn't they resent you for it?"

She shook her head. "I was only acting on Mom's orders and only did it when they really deserved it. If they resented it, they've since forgiven me." She clutched the spoon tighter in her right hand. "Now, enough talk. You certainly deserve to be punished and that's what you're going to get. And when we're finished, I expect you to thank me for it. Understand?"

He resolved to be like her brothers. He wouldn't resent her for taking him to task, and he would thank her for it afterward. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled. "I have to say that I appreciate that your mother has already trained you," she said. "Makes my job that much easier."

There was no more talk after that. She stepped back, retracted her right arm and snapped it forward, causing the bowl of the spoon to impact the center of his right cheek. He groaned with the pain and shuffled his feet. He closed his eyes and wondered just how much punishment Valerie would think was enough to put things right between them.

A second later she struck again, this time hitting the left cheek. After that, she began to spank like a machine, delivering stroke after stroke after stroke, making sure that every centimeter of his bottom was covered in red.

At first he tried to count the strokes, but lost his concentration after twenty-five or so because she was spanking so fast. Pain ricocheted up and down his spine. Tears started to well up in his eyes. He was definitely sober now and feeling every bit of the spanking.

Finally, when he didn't think he could take any more, he tried to push himself up from the table. "Hey... that's enough."

She laughed again. "I decide when you've had enough," she said, striking again, this time the upper thighs. "And that outburst just earned you another round."

She followed this declaration up with a flurry of hard strokes that left his knees weak. The tears that had massed in his eyes now spilled down his cheeks. She stopped the spanking and stood back. Her left hand felt what was left of his burning flesh. "All right, Scott. Now do you know what you're apologizing for?"

He tried to get his breathing under control and force himself to stop crying. "I... h-hurt you and myself," he managed to say. "And... I'm very sorry. Won't happen again, I swear."

She put the spoon on the table. "Okay, get up, turn and face me."

He did what he was told. When he turned, he could see once again the look of concern on her face. She held out her arms and he fell into them, allowing himself to be held like a little boy. She patted his back and massaged his wounded bottom.

A few minutes later, she gently pushed him back and gazed into his watery eyes. "Perhaps in some weird way, you needed that. I don't know. I'm a vet, not a psychologist. What I do know is that we have six more weeks together and during that time I better never see the kind of behavior you displayed this evening. Understand?"

Only six more weeks. The thought of it almost made him start crying again. "Yes, I understand," he said. "And I'm sorry. Thank you."

She took his hands in hers. "Sounds good. Now, I think we've got some making up to do, if you're able."

"I would like that," he said, savoring the feel of her fingers wrapped around his. The pain from the spanking was already beginning to fade away.

Hand in hand, they moved slowly but surely toward her bedroom.


Chapter Seven

Scott and Valerie made love deep into the night. And after they were thoroughly sated, they slept locked in each other's arms. He awoke the next morning with a heavy head and a sore bottom. He looked over at the sleeping body of his lover and felt both happy and depressed at the same time.

He sat up in bed and tenderly stroked her leg. In her sleep, she turned slightly to give him better access to her body. He didn't take advantage of it but continued to gaze at her, thinking that he was very fortunate yet unfortunate at the same time. He had found the perfect woman and she was right here with him, sharing the intimacy of this moment.

But in six weeks he was going to lose her. She would be going back to a life he didn't completely understand and didn't think he could ever adjust to. She was going to leave him and he would be all alone again - just him, an old cat, and a lot of memories. Once again, tears massed in his eyes and spilled down his cheeks.

Valerie was awakened by his crying. She rubbed her eyes and turned toward him. "Scott, what's wrong?" she asked. "Was I too hard on you last night?"

He wiped away the tears and gave her a small, pained smile. "No," he said. "You gave me exactly what I deserved. It's just that..."

"What?"

He took a deep breath. He knew what he wanted to say, but he was afraid. A part of him understood very well the limited nature of their relationship - the proverbial friends with benefits, no commitments, no attachments. He didn't want to jeopardize that, to risk losing her now. Live in the moment, he told himself.

But telling himself that wasn't helpful, especially as he felt a slight tingle in his wounded bottom and knew she had cared enough to give him that tingle. What was going happen when he didn't have it anymore?"

He reached over and touched her face. He wanted so much to say he loved her with every fiber of his being. He settled for saying, "You're incredible, and I greatly appreciate what you did last night. It was definitely something I needed."

She returned his smile and took his hand in hers. "Well, it was certainly an interesting scene, and I'm not sure exactly what happened or why. So we'll just say that for some reason you wanted to be punished and for some reason I wanted to punish you. Let's not overcomplicate it. Okay?"

It wasn't the answer he wanted to hear, but it was the answer he would have to accept. She pushed back the sheet to expose her naked body glistening with sweat. She took both his hands in hers and pulled him closer. She reached up and kissed him hard on the lips. "Let's not waste any more time talking."

She pushed him onto his back and straddled him like she had that night in the milking barn. When he was fully erect, she took him deep inside her and rocked herself to a powerful climax.

He simply closed his eyes and savored the feel of her body on his. She rested for a few minutes, then rocked again until they came together. After they disengaged, they fell asleep side by side, old and familiar lovers.

They spent the remainder of that Saturday in bed together, getting up only to use the bathroom or eat. By that evening, Scott was so tired he forgot about what would happen at the end of November.

On Sunday morning after a quick breakfast at seven, Valerie left the apartment to go to work in the cow barn. Scott kissed her goodbye, and the spell was broken. He tried to keep himself occupied by working on a few bank spreadsheets. He tried to watch football in the afternoon and into the evening. He even took a walk around the neighborhood.

However, as ten o'clock approached and Valerie wasn't home, he thought seriously about retrieving his bottle of bourbon in an attempt to quell his mounting desperation. But his thoughts were turning darker and darker. He had a vision that this was the way his life would be from now on, nothing left but work - work without purpose or end.

As he slipped into sleep that night he wondered how Valerie could be so calm, so thoroughly nonchalant about her feelings, as though what they did occasionally was simply a passing fancy, a means to an end; that in the end, he meant nothing more to her than a hired stud, nothing that she couldn't easily walk away from.

For the next four weeks, their lives together went back to what had been normal for them. She spent nearly all of her time at the livestock barns, doing everything she could to finish her advanced program so she could move back to Linton and Goff County, back to the farm and the veterinary practice she was set to inherit.

In a feeble attempt to reciprocate, Scott took on as much work as he could, trying to immerse himself in a pool of convenient indifference. But by mid-November, he could barely hold himself together and began to visit the Bank Street Tavern, hoping perhaps to stagger in the apartment completely inebriated and find Valerie there waiting for him, wooden spoon in hand.

He got his unconscious wish the Friday before Thanksgiving when she came home around ten to find him nearly passed out on the sofa, a half-empty bottle of Maker's Mark on the floor at his feet. She touched his forehead, and he stirred. He managed to get his eyes open. And when he realized it was Valerie who had touched him, he laughed, then coughed and burped, expelling a cloud of alcohol breath. "Well... howdy, stranger," he managed to say. "I certainly never expected to see you."

She sat down beside him and took off her boots. "So I gathered." She stared at him, watched him struggle to keep his eyes open. She picked up the bottle and scowled. "I guess somehow this is my fault."

He shook his head in an exaggerated manner. "Naw," he spat out. "Blame is entirely mine. I'm just an old drunk."

"And feeling very sorry for yourself. Why?"

This question sobered him a little. "You should ask that," he said. "You... who is about to go away, leave me here alone. Just me and Morris."

She turned slightly and touched his hand. "So that's what this is. Just like my brothers, running away from yourself and expecting me to stop you before you get too far. And then, I suppose, you expect me to punish you for it in some feeble attempt to keep you from doing it again. Is that it?"

He wiped a tear from his eye. "I don't know. I don't know anything anymore."

She stood up and gently nudged him until his body slumped on the sofa. She covered him with a blanket. "Sleep it off," she said. "We'll talk about it in the morning.

He looked at her one more time through glazed and glassy eyes. Then his eyes closed and he settled into the sofa, drawing the blanket around him.

---oOo---

The next morning, he awoke slowly and painfully. His eyes felt like they were on fire and his head felt like it was being squeezed between the jaws of a powerful vice. When his eyes had adjusted to the light, he saw Valerie sitting across from him, her attention apparently focused on the tablet in front of her. He stirred and managed to sit up. He rubbed his forehead. "What time is it?"

She looked up from the tablet. "A little after eight."

He stretched and stood up. He needed to use the bathroom badly. "How long did I sleep?"

"All night," she replied. "Go get a shower. When you come back cleaned up, we'll get some breakfast and talk."

He scratched his head. "Don't you have to work?"

She shook her head. "Go do what I told you to do."

He nodded and moved to the bathroom.

Thirty minutes later he returned from his area somewhat refreshed. He was dressed in lounging pants and a tee shirt. His head still hurt a little, but he felt more human. Valerie was sitting at the kitchen table. Two places were set with juice and coffee at each, along with a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon.

"Sit down and eat," she said when she saw him.

He sat down and drank some coffee. He glanced over at Valerie. "Valerie, I... I'm sorry."

She gave him a small thin smile. "What was that all about?"

"I don't remember too much," he said. He took another sip of the coffee. "Feeling sorry for myself, I guess."

"Why?"

His eyes widened. "Why? How can you ask me that? You're leaving in less than a week."

"Yes," she said. "I'm finished with my program, and the time has come for me to go home."

"And that doesn't bother you?"

"For god's sake, Scott, please don't make this harder than it has to be."

"What do you mean?"

"Look, Scott, you've been a good friend and I appreciate all that you've done for me."

He took a deep breath. "Is that all I am to you?"

She sighed. "Please don't make more out of it," she said. "You're a good man and a good lover. But we live in different worlds. Mine is a world of sacrifice and obligation. I thought you understood that. If I somehow misled you into thinking otherwise, I am truly sorry."

He sat back in his chair and let her words penetrate the fog that surrounded him. "You're not going to miss me, miss this, at least a little?"

"Of course, I'll miss it," she said. "But at this point in my life, I can't afford to get sentimental or attached. A lot of people are counting on me." She paused and looked at him, watched the tears well up in eyes. "I really had no idea this meant that much to you," she said. "But Scott, you have no reason to be alone. Tell you what: I don't know if you know this or not, but practically all the students in the vet school are young women. If I put the word out, you won't have any trouble getting another roommate, maybe more than one if that's what you want. And believe me, while they may be dedicated students like I was, I know more than a few that need some time away from studying occasionally, if you know what I mean. What do you think about that?"

The thought of inviting young female vet students to stay in the apartment in exchange for occasional sexual favors didn't stir him. In his heart, he knew there would never be another Valerie Gilmore, that it wasn't really the sex he would miss. He gazed at her and shook his head.

She reached across the table and took his hand. "You'll change your mind when you see the students," she said. "In the meantime, I'm just about finished with the program and only have to go to work on Monday. I don't plan to leave until Wednesday. Let's take advantage of it." She paused and gave him a stern look. "After all, you do deserve to be punished for getting drunk last night and passing out on the sofa, then trying to make me feel guilty about it this morning. Finish your breakfast, then clean up the kitchen and bend over the table. Now!"

He managed a feeble smile. Live in the moment, he told himself. Live in the moment.

Fifteen minutes later, the table was cleared and Scott was bent over it, his lounging pants and briefs down around his ankles. Valerie stood behind him, the largest wooden spoon clutched tightly in her right hand. She felt his bottom with her left hand. "I suppose in a strange way, I will miss this. There is something almost irresistible about punishing a man, very empowering."

He closed his eyes and tried to think only about what was about to happen, not that this was very likely to be the last time. He gathered his breath. "Do your worst."

She laughed. "Believe me when I say you don't really mean that." She retracted the spoon and snapped it forward, striking the crack between his legs. The sound of wood meeting soft flesh echoed through the room. "I will give you something to remember, however."

After that first strike, she began to spank him in earnest, her hand a blur as she moved the spoon as fast as she could, making sure to impact every square centimeter of his trembling backside, quickly staining it deep purple in a matter of just a couple of minutes.

And in that span of minutes, as the pain raced through his body, he did forget about next Wednesday and how he would ever be able to say goodbye. His brain was now caught up in the moment, just as he had hoped.

Finally, just when he didn't think he could take any more, she stopped and set the spoon down beside him. She massaged the burning flesh. "I hope you learned a valuable lesson from that," she said. "One that will stick with you for a while. I won't tolerate any more of this self-pity. Is that clear?"

He fought back the tears. "Yes, ma'am."

"Good. Now, stand up and face me."

He pushed himself up from the table and turned toward her.

She looked at him and smiled. "I really like you when you're nice and contrite," she said. "There's something sexy about seeing a man with tears in his eyes, tears that I provoked. Now, I plan on taking you to bed in a couple of minutes. But first, I want to say something." She paused and continued to look at him. "Like I said before, we live in different worlds. But, if you ever want to cross over, we might be able to find a place for you on the farm. But, be prepared, my mother and I are stern taskmasters. I don't think anyone has used that old woodshed for many years, but it's still there." She glanced down and saw that his penis was standing at half-mast. She smiled again. "Now, let's forget the farm for a moment and see if we can put that penis of yours to good use."

She took his hand and urged him toward her bedroom. He was only too eager to follow, realizing he might very well enjoy being led.


Chapter Eight

By Tuesday night, Scott was exhausted. He had gone to work on Monday because Valerie needed to spend one last day at the veterinary college. He called in sick on Tuesday so that they could be together on her final day in Union City.

During the three days and four nights they were together, he lost count of how many times they made love. And with each time, he prayed it would last while knowing only too well it wouldn't.

Early Wednesday morning, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Valerie was up early packing. She said she wanted to be at the farm by early afternoon so she could get settled and help her mother with the milking and any preparation for the holiday. She also wanted to meet with Dr. Agnew. She said that she and her mother were invited to Fran's sister's for Thanksgiving dinner.

Tuesday evening and again Wednesday morning, Valerie suggested that Scott drive up with her and spend Thanksgiving on the farm. But he declined (as politely as possible). His excuse was that he had to work on Friday (which was true) and he was worried about the weather (possible snow flurries and freezing rain).

However, the weather was not the real reason. He was devastated by her leaving. And this devastation had been exacerbated by the time they had spent together, time he would never get back, experiences he would very likely never have again. He couldn't see how he would ever overcome the loss. The hurt was very deep, but he didn't want to make it worse by prolonging the inevitable goodbye.

So, at nine-thirty, she loaded her truck, gave Scott a kiss and a hug, said goodbye and keep in touch, then walked away, left him standing in the doorway of his lonely apartment. He watched her go before letting the tears fill his eyes and burn his cheeks.

Ten minutes later, when he was sure she was gone, he sat in the living room, put his face in his hands, and sobbed like a little boy. He hadn't cried like that since his mother died. Once again, he was alone. For a brief instant, Morris curled his aged body around Scott's legs but then moved off into what had been Valerie's bedroom. The old cat probably felt the loss even more acutely than Scott did - another doting and caring female gone from his life.

As the clock neared ten, Scott got up, dried his eyes, went into his office, and drank a quarter of the contents of a full bottle of bourbon. Then, suddenly realizing he needed to be at the bank, he put the cap back on the bottle, burped several times and put on his suit. He would go to work as if nothing was wrong and stay in his office for as long as he possibly could. With any luck, the Bank Street Tavern would stay open late. Perhaps it would even be open tomorrow.

---oOo---

On Thursday morning, Scott awoke slightly hung over. He had stayed at the tavern until last call and staggered home after one-thirty. He barely remembered any of the previous evening. He managed to roll out of bed and discovered that he still had his clothes on from the previous day. He laughed out loud even though his head felt like it was full of bricks and his stomach was churning like a washing machine that was unbalanced. He stripped out of his clothes and managed to get to the bathroom, nearly falling twice.

At a few minutes after twelve, he emerged from the bathroom wearing only his underwear. What difference does it make what I have on? he told himself. He made coffee and ate two pieces of toast. The combination sent him back to the bathroom. When he returned to the kitchen, he filled Morris's food and water bowls, then moved to the sofa where he lay down and promptly fell asleep.

When he awoke from his nap, it was dark both outside and inside the apartment. He felt a little better but the darkness disoriented him slightly. He felt totally empty inside, especially when he turned on the lights and glanced toward what used to be Valerie's bedroom. He missed her and, for a brief moment, wondered how she was doing.

Almost as an afterthought, he checked his phone and saw that she had texted him. The text read simply, "Happy Thanksgiving." As he read and re-read the text, he noted that the time stamp was one o'clock. It was now almost six. He wondered if she would be worried that he didn't respond. Or would she think he was sulking?

"Screw it," he said to himself. "Let her think whatever she wants."

But a few minutes later he sat down on the sofa and texted, "Sorry, I was out getting dinner. Hope you're having a good Thanksgiving with your family."

Tears filled his eyes as he read what he wrote before pressing send. The emptiness he felt gnawed him from the inside, and he concluded that this was the worst Thanksgiving Day he had ever spent, even worse than last year, the first Thanksgiving he had ever spent alone, two months after his mother died.

For several minutes, he sat staring at the phone, willing it to display a message from Valerie. But it remained silent. Eventually, he gave up and set the phone on the end table. He arose, went into the kitchen and made himself a sandwich with deli turkey, his rather sad nod to the holiday. He also retrieved his bottle of bourbon – there was no need to hide it anymore.

He turned on the television and watched the end of the second Thanksgiving Day football game. When he was finished eating and had consumed two small glasses of the bourbon, he retrieved his laptop and mindlessly scrolled the internet. At ten, he fell asleep sitting up.

For the next four days, he followed this pattern: eating poorly, rarely showering, and drinking heavily. Then on Tuesday morning as he was nursing another hangover while attempting to stay awake in his office at the bank, he was surprised by a visit from John Hardy.

Without a greeting, Hardy planted himself in the costumer chair and gazed at his junior loan officer. For his part, Scott silently gazed back.

After a minute, Hardy took a deep breath. "All right, Scott, tell me what's going on."

Scott's glassy eyes widened. "What do you mean?"

Hardy sat up straight in the chair. "I think you know perfectly well what I mean," he said. "Look at yourself. You haven't shaved. Your suit and tie are a mess. You're barely here. Everyone is concerned... and I mean everyone, including Lydia."

This got Scott's attention. Lydia was the branch manager and a stickler for maintaining proper decorum. He thought he was hiding his despondence pretty well, but obviously he had failed at that too. He gathered his breath. "Sorry," he said. "Another Thanksgiving without Mom. I guess I took it harder than I thought I would."

Hardy gave him a sympathetic smile. "I understand," he said. Then his expression hardened. "But you've got to pull yourself together. You know very well that we're going to be extremely busy for the next several weeks. We need you to be all in. Can you do that?"

Scott thought for moment. Perhaps being busy was the remedy, help him forget the hurt he felt. He nodded. "I'll be okay. Thanks for the heads up."

Hardy nodded and stood up. "Scott, if you've got some issues, you need to either tell me or get some help. What we're seeing from you can't continue. That's from the top. Understand what I'm saying?"

Scott didn't have to think about that. He knew Hardy and Lydia well enough to understand that his position at the bank was in jeopardy if he couldn't suppress this self-pity. "I get it. Thanks."

Hardy nodded again, turned, and walked out.

When he was alone again, Scott got out of his chair, went to the window and looked at himself in the reflection. He grimaced at the person he was rapidly becoming. John's right, he told himself. Pull yourself together. He straightened his tie and smoothed down his shirt and suit coat.

He resumed his seat and opened a spreadsheet on his computer. He knew from experience that in just a couple of days the bank would be swamped with loan requests as costumers began to panic over Christmas gifts and end-of-the-year bills. No more drinking, he told himself.

---oOo---

And for the next three weeks he held to that. He came to work early and stayed late. He ate his dinners at the Union Family Restaurant and didn't buy any more bourbon. He saw an average of eight or nine costumers a day; he processed dozens of loan requests. He answered questions about taxes, interest rates, and bookkeeping. He was so busy he didn't think about Valerie or the emptiness he felt.

It wasn't until Christmas Eve that the sense of emptiness returned. As the bank began to clear out and everyone wished everyone else a Merry Christmas, he realized he was going home to an empty apartment for the second year in a row. John Hardy had invited Scott to share Christmas dinner, but Scott had politely declined, saying he was going to help serve dinner at the local homeless shelter. Of course, this was a lie. Scott had never been to the homeless shelter; he wasn't even sure where it was.

But as much as he dreaded the prospect of spending Christmas Day alone, he definitely didn't want to spend it surrounded by someone else's family, constantly reminding him of what he didn't have, of how everyone was happy but him.

When he left the bank at six-thirty - the last one out - instead of going home, he went straight to the Bank Street Tavern, where he sat on a barstool at the near-empty bar and consumed four Scotch and Sodas in less than thirty minutes. He also ate a greasy hamburger and two orders of equally greasy French fries.

Finally, at eleven-thirty, he was the only patron left in the tavern. The bartender, a tired-looking woman in late middle age named Carol, stood in front of him, watching as he struggled to keep his eyes open. "Scott," she called.

He raised his head and looked at Carol.

She touched his hand. "Look, it's getting late," she said. "I want to close up and go home. You're in no condition to drive. Let me call you a cab."

The words home and cab got his attention, seeming to penetrate the fog that surrounded him. "I... I'm all right."

She gave him a half-smile. "No, you're not. You need to go home and sleep this off."

His eyes widened. "Why the hell should I go home?" he said. "Nothing there but an old, sick cat that doesn't like me."

"I know," she said. And she did, as Scott had described his empty apartment and equally empty life to her probably ten times during the evening. "But you can't stay here."

He looked at her again and thought that she wasn't a bad looking woman. "Carol, what've you got at home that you're so anxious to get to? Didn't you tell me your husband died last year?"

She seemed to think for a minute. "And left me the bar. Yes, I did tell you that."

"Is it true?"

She looked indignant. "Of course, it's true.

"And I'll bet you live upstairs, don't you?"

"So what?"

He managed to give her a small smile. She was looking better all the time, perhaps even the prettiest woman he had seen in a long time. He wondered why he had never noticed her beauty before. "So how about I come upstairs with you and we can celebrate a lousy Christmas together?"

For a moment, she glared at him. Then her expression softened slightly. Well, you're in no condition to go home by yourself," she said. "And I do have an empty couch. But you better not get sick. And don't get any other ideas."

His smile widened to a silly grin. "I won't get sick," he said. "And I'm too drunk to get any ideas."

Carol came out from behind the bar, locked the outer door, and turned off the 'open' sign. "Give me a couple of minutes to clean up. While I'm doing that, you go the men's room and take care of any business you need to take care of. You might clean it up for me while you're in there... that'll save some time. Can you walk without stumbling?"

Scott managed to slide his body off the stool and stood up. He took a couple of tentative steps to steady himself. "No problem."


Chapter Nine

When Scott awoke and opened his eyes, he was totally disoriented. In spite of a head that felt like a boulder and a body that felt like leftover mush, he managed to sit up. As his eyes slowly focused, he discovered that he was on a strange sofa in a strange room with big windows at one end.

He rubbed his eyes and tried to think. Where was he and how did he get here - wherever here was? Slowly, he remembered being in the Bank Street Tavern. He remembered drinking pretty heavily. He remembered that the movie A Christmas Story was on the television in the corner of the bar. It was all a blank after that.

He looked down at himself and saw that he was still wearing his suit, although his tie was missing. He was partially covered by a blue quilt he didn't recognize. He was cold, thirsty, and badly in need of the bathroom.

He scanned the room once again and saw that, along with the old sofa on which he was sitting, the room contained a brown recliner, two narrow wooden end tables, and a dark wood entertainment cabinet with a flat-screen television on the middle shelf. Again, he wondered where he was.

He managed to stand up and stagger to one of the windows. He looked out at a street that contained several buildings on either side. After a moment, he realized the street was Bank Street - he was on the second floor of the Bank Street Tavern and this must be Carol's apartment.

So, I never made it home last night, he thought. He turned away from the window and glanced at his wristwatch. It was ten minutes after ten in the morning - Christmas morning.

If this was Carol's apartment, he wondered where Carol could be. He walked over to the open doorway, stopped and listened. At first, he heard nothing. Then, he heard what sounded like water running in a kitchen. "Carol?" he called, barely getting the words out.

"In the kitchen," came a woman's voice from perhaps ten feet away through another door.

"Where's the bathroom?" he asked.

"Second door on the right," she replied. "When you're done in there, come into the kitchen."

Holding onto the wall, he navigated the short corridor and found the bathroom next to a small linen closet. Everything about the apartment was old but also clean and functional. He noted that no Christmas decorations were visible anywhere.

A few minutes later, feeling at least more human, he found the kitchen. Carol was standing at a four-burner gas stove. She was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt. She pivoted toward him and smiled. "How do you feel? Or is that a stupid question?"

"I... I don't know yet," he said. "What happened last night?"

She looked at him and shook her head. "You don't remember anything?"

"Not really."

"You must have been drunker than I thought," she said. "You were in no condition to drive home. I offered to call you a cab, but... well, let's just say that neither of us thought you could make it that far. I closed the bar and brought you up here to sleep it off."

"I'm sorry to have put you out," he said. "And I do appreciate it."

She nodded. "Well, it's partially my fault for letting you drink so much. I should've known better. Do you want some coffee?"

His stomach felt as empty as his life. "Yes, please."

She poured two cups of coffee and set them down on a small butcher-block table with metal chairs painted white at either end. "Sit down and let's talk for a minute."

"Thank you," he said and sat in one of the chairs. He picked up the cup and blew the steam away from the brim. "I'll get out of your way. I don't want to interfere with any of your Christmas plans."

She took the other chair and took a sip of her coffee. "No plans," she said. "I'm all alone today, just like you."

He thought for a moment. He had been coming to the tavern for several months but knew very little about Carol except that she was the owner and nearly always tended the bar. "I know you lost your husband, but don't you have any other family?"

She chuckled humorlessly and took another sip of the coffee. "Just a son who lives with his wife in Panama - an Air Force lifer. The tavern has been my life for more than twenty-five years."

He shook his head. "That's kind of sad."

She shrugged her shoulders. "It is what it is," she said. "It wasn't so bad when Jerry was alive. We had this place together, kept it going even though it's never been a wild success. Could be worse."

He thought he should say something, but he couldn't think of anything. He looked down at his hands and saw that they were trembling slightly.

"Scott, what's your story?" she asked. "As you might imagine, I hear a lot of sad stories... not too many happy people come into my bar... or any bar, I imagine. I think you told me your mother died and you're all alone. But there must be more to it than that."

"Do you really want to hear my story?"

She nodded. "Hey, it's Christmas morning and all we have is time."

He took a deep breath and gazed at her from across the small table. This morning in the light from the window over the sink, he could see the care lines extending from her brown eyes, the gray hair protruding down over her ears. He still felt sorry for himself, but looking at her he realized there were people in the world who were much less fortunate than he was.

He drank half of the coffee in the cup, letting the heat and caffeine jolt his stomach. He glanced over at Carol. She was gazing at him expectantly. He sighed and proceeded to tell her the story of his life. He told her about his mother, how she had strong-armed him into finishing his education and obtaining his position at the bank. He told her about his mother's battle with cancer, her death, and how alone and empty he felt as a result.

Finally, he told Carol about Valerie Gilmore, about how he had fallen in love with the veterinarian from Goff County, about how she subsequently left him to go back home and how this had simply crushed his spirit, even though it shouldn't have. He didn't tell Carol about how Valerie had spanked him and how much he missed that.

When he finished his story, he wiped a few stray tears from his eyes and put his heavy head in his hands. Carol stood up, got the coffee pot, and poured more coffee into their cups. She looked hard at Scott.

She resumed her seat. "That is indeed a sad story," she said. "But let me ask you a question."

He shifted his eyes to her side of the table. "Okay."

She took a deep breath. "Scott, what is wrong with you?"

"What do you mean?"

"Your mother may have been hard on you, but she didn't teach you very much, did she?"

Now he was confused as the elements of his story scrolled through his foggy brain. "I still don't know what you mean."

Carol's eyes flashed with little spires of anger. "Look at yourself," she said. "I would say that at least eighty or ninety percent of the people who come into my bar would practically kill to have your life. You're a young and good-looking man; you have a good education and a good career; you earn what I presume is a good salary. Okay, so the woman of your dreams leaves you to go home... where she is most comfortable and most needed - and you knew all along she was going to do that. So what? What are you doing about it? Instead of acting like a man, you allow yourself to wallow in a pit of self-pity."

"What can I do about it?"

"Are you serious?" she asked rhetorically. "Boy, listen to yourself - what can I do about it? If you love her so much, go after her."

"But what kind of life would I have?"

She huffed. "What kind of life? Who knows? It's a risk. Life's a risk. At some point, you've got to take a chance. It's got to be better than drinking yourself to death." She paused and took a sip of coffee. "Look at me. Do you think this is the kind of life I envisioned when I was in my twenties? No. I was young and ambitious. I finished my master's degree in education and just took my first teaching job. Then I met Jerry, a graduate of the Air Force Academy, so dashing in his officer's uniform. Needless to say, he swept me off my feet, changed the whole course of my life. As they say, we got married in a fever.

"Now, if I had known then how my life would have turned out thirty-some years later, would I still have married him? I can't answer that. It's all water under the bridge anyway. You can never know what curves life is going to throw at you. When he left the Air Force, Jerry suddenly decided he wanted to open a bar. Okay, I supported that, because that's what a good wife does. Then he got sick with COPD and I had to spend more and more time preserving his dream. Then he died, and now the bar is all I have left. But I have no regrets. Regrets do no good. They certainly don't pay the bills."

"Carol, I'm sorry. I didn't know any of that."

She shrugged. "Of course you didn't. My job is to listen, not whine. And I'm not whining. I would like to see my son more often, but he seems happy where he is and I'm too busy with the bar to get away."

"Why not take a vacation?"

She laughed. "How? I'm open seven days a week. Christmas is the only day of the year I'm not open, and I'll probably spend some of it going over my books and cleaning up."

"Why not hire a manager?"

"I can't afford it," she said quickly.

Scott leaned forward in his chair. He felt more sober than he had in several days. "Look, Carol, I may be a lousy excuse for a man, but I am a good accountant. And I seem to have some time on my hands. Let me go over your books and give you some professional advice. It's the least I can do to repay your hospitality."

"Are you serious about that?"

"Of course I'm serious. We can start any time you want."

She smiled and reached across the table. Her right hand groped for his, and when she found it, she wrapped it with her fingers. "All right," she said. "But can we do something else first?"

"What?"

Her smile widened into a hopeful grin. "I know I'm old and not much to look at, but... well, it's been a long time since a man has paid attention to me... as a woman, I mean. But, believe me, I still have those feelings."

He looked into her eyes and saw the same need he had seen in Valerie's eyes. He shifted his gaze a little lower. In the late morning light, her care lines became character and experience, not markers of age. Her body glistened with anticipation. "Carol, I'm not entirely sure what you're asking. However, when I look at you I don't see an old woman. Rather, I see a woman whose beauty is only beginning to emerge."

She laughed again and tightened her grip on his hand. "Scott, my apologies to your mother. She taught you well." She released his hand and stood up. "Let's see what kind of Christmas we can give each other."

He returned her smile and also stood up. "I would like that."

She took his hand again and led him through the kitchen door, down the short corridor to the bedroom.

---oOo---

It was mid-afternoon when they emerged from the bedroom, both naked and smiling. Carol had proven to be a very energetic lover, and Scott had done his best to keep up with her. He had lasted nearly two hours before he simply collapsed with exhaustion. He pulled her into his arms and fell asleep.

When he awoke she was lying next to him, gazing at him. She kissed him on his cheek. "Let's take a shower," she had suggested.

He nodded and struggled to get out of bed

After the shower, which they took together, she offered him a bathrobe to wear while she washed his shirt and underwear. She put on a flannel nightgown and moved to the kitchen. "I guess I need to feed us," she said.

He didn't feel hungry. He wasn't at all sure how he felt. He nodded. "I would appreciate that."

She proceeded to fix them an impromptu meal of bread and lunchmeat. "Sorry about the cuisine," she joked. "Most of my food is downstairs in the bar."

He nodded and kissed her cheek.

After they ate, she got out her laptop computer and activated a version of Quick Books. For the next hour or so, Scott went over her expenses and debits, her credits and assets. Finally, when he was finished with his review, he looked at Carol. "I don't think you're in as bad a shape as you believe you are."

She sat down beside him. "Go on, Mr. Accountant."

Directing her attention to a number of credits and debits, he pointed out where she could save money on equipment and supplies. He also told her how she could re-negotiate a loan she had in order to get a more favorable interest rate. He further suggested that a business loan would pay for improvements to the tavern and increased marketing that would drive more costumers to her place. She would also have the money to hire a part time manager.

When he was finished, she kissed him again on the side of his face. "Thank you, Scott," she said. "My accountant never said any of that."

"Maybe you never asked," he said.

"I guess not." She paused. "Scott, will you help me get all these suggestions in place?"

"I would be happy to."

"I will pay you, of course."

He smiled and touched her hand. "I believe you already have."

They both laughed. She gripped his hand and urged him to his feet. "Not entirely," she said. "It's time for the next installment."


Chapter Ten

That day turned out to be one of the best Christmases Scott could remember, and for at least that evening, he forgot about Valerie and the emptiness he felt. It wasn't until the next morning, when he finally checked his phone and saw her Merry Christmas text that he thought about her again. He responded in kind, apologizing for the delay.

For the next several days he spent his evenings at the tavern - not drinking. Whenever Carol had a free moment from the bar, he took her aside and helped her arrange for low-interest loans and low-cost improvements. She appreciated his suggestions and his help so much that just before December 31 she invited him to be her business partner.

He said he was flattered by the invitation but politely declined. At his age, he definitely didn't want to get involved in the day-to-day operation of a tavern. Also, as much as he appreciated Carol and the occasional intimacy they shared, he knew - just as she did - that they would never be a couple. Along with the thirty-year age difference, they both understood that their lives were moving in opposite directions. Their needs were just too different.

He did ask her late one evening as they sat at her kitchen table what kind of man her son was.

"Dedicated to service," she responded quickly. "Much like his father."

"Was he always like that?" Scott asked.

"Perhaps not all the time," Carol replied.

Scott scanned the small kitchen, trying to imagine growing up in this environment. He knew from their many conversations that they hadn't always lived over the tavern, that at one time, before Jerry got too sick, they had a house a few blocks away. They had also planned to have more children; however, after Carol's third miscarriage she had a hysterectomy, thus relegating their son, Jerry Jr. to the role of only child.

Still, as an only child himself, Scott couldn't help wondering if Carol was a strict mother. "Carol, I'm just curious... did you ever spank your son when he was growing up?"

She smiled at that question. "I almost forgot that you said your mother was a strict disciplinarian," she said. "J J was a good kid and I pretty much let his father be the disciplinarian in the family. But I admit I did spank him a couple of times when Jerry was too busy."

"I thought so," Scott said. When he looked at Carol, a part of him was conflicted. She reminded him of his mother - her strength, her dedication to her family and her business. He realized he sometimes missed that strength. But he also realized that Carol was definitely not his mother, especially after all the intimate moments they enjoyed. He knew that she would never regard him as a son or feel any kind of need to discipline him. He would have to seek elsewhere for the strength and the firm hand he missed.

However, after her invitation, he understood that Carol did need a partner if the tavern was going to be more successful and she could take some time off. He remembered that his finance professor in graduate school had been a man nearing retirement. He had also been a fairly successful entrepreneur and was always looking for investment opportunities.

In early January, Scott contacted Professor Jeremy Malinowski and arranged a meeting. During the meeting, Scott presented the financial details of the tavern and what he believed was necessary to make it more profitable. He also described Carol as a lonely but energetic widow in search of a partner.

Professor Malinowski was impressed with Scott's assessment and his numbers and promised to look into it. Scott left the meeting somewhat satisfied with himself. At least he had helped bring two people together and perhaps save a business. But he had done little to help himself.

Still, he was pleased when Carol called him the next week to say that Jeremy Malinowski had visited her at the tavern, that the two had hit it off immediately, and that the professor was going to invest in the business. She also said - with a girlish laugh - that she believed Jeremy was a good-looking man and that perhaps they might have a future together as more than business partners.

"That's great, Carol," Scott said. And he really was happy for her.

But the arrangement between Carol and Professor Malinowski re-opened the hole his brief relationship with Carol had covered over. Once again, he was alone. He couldn't even go the Bank Street Tavern anymore because it contained too many memories; he had lost that connection as well.

To make matters worse, business at the bank slowed down to the point where he was searching for things to do. He missed Carol; he missed Valerie. In response, he found another tavern and started to fall back into his old habits, the habits he had shed on Christmas Day.

However, in spite of the increased drinking and the depression he felt, he was able to put on a brave front at the bank, doing his job efficiently under the suspicious and watchful eyes of both John Hardy and Lydia Jackson.

This illusion of well-being came to a crushing end for him in early February. First, on February 3rd, he came home to find Morris sprawled on the big bed that Valerie had so recently occupied. The old cat had finally succumbed to the numerous ailments that afflicted him.

Although Scott had never really bonded with Morris, he saw in the big feline the last link to his mother and to Valerie. He sat down next to Morris and sobbed. Then he buried the cat in the hard earth outside the apartment, came back inside, and drank three quick shots of bourbon in an attempt to kill the pain. It didn't work.

Three days later, he received an email from Valerie informing him that both she and her mother had incurred some unexpected expenses and that, not only would she not be able to pay him the money she owed for rent, she was in danger of defaulting on her bank loan.

Of course, Scott wasn't concerned about the sixteen hundred dollars Valerie owed him. He had written that off as soon as she left the parking lot. He was, however, concerned about the possible default, and not just because he had approved the loan. The email re-opened the wound of her absence.

That night, he drank half a bottle of the bourbon and lapsed into a near coma. He was late for work the next day, and when he did show up, he was barely functional. He somehow managed to get through the day, which was thankfully not too busy. However, he had noticed that both John and Lydia were watching him closely, observing his behavior. He was in trouble, teetering on the brink of disaster.

After work, Scott went home to his deathly quiet apartment, drank five shots of straight bourbon on an empty stomach, lay down on the sofa, and fell asleep before seven thirty. As he slept, he dreamed that outside his apartment was a large woodshed. While he was sitting on the sofa watching television, Valerie summoned him to the door.

At first he was reluctant to go. But when he saw her angry but concerned face, he got up. "Scott, you're killing yourself slowly," she said. "It's time we got you under control."

He knew she was right, but he did wonder what she meant by we. He followed her outside and to the woodshed. Inside, he first saw a high wooden bench with a heavy wooden paddle resting on the broad seat. Then he saw John Hardy, Lydia Jackson, and Fran Gilmore step out of the shadows; Carol was there as well, remaining in the background. "Scott, time to take your punishment," they said in unison. "You know you need it and deserve it."

He was tempted to say no and run away. But Valerie was behind him, blocking the only exit. And deep down, he understood that they were only trying to help him and that he should be grateful. Instead of attempting to escape, he nodded and scanned each earnest face.

Valerie nudged him toward the bench. She lifted the paddle from the seat. "Scott, take down your pants and briefs and bend over the bench."

Once again, he scanned the faces. The four observers all nodded at the same time. "Do it, Scott, do it," they all said in one voice. "Take your punishment."

He knew there was no way out of this and that he was finally going to get a paddling in the woodshed. He pulled down his pants and briefs and bent over the seat, as instructed. He closed his eyes and waited for the first strike from that awful-looking paddle.

However, just before Valerie struck the first hard blow, he woke up. When he opened his eyes, he almost expected to see the five people in his dream clustered around him; he expected to see the inside of the woodshed. He saw only darkness.

He sat up on the sofa and shook his head in an attempt to orient himself, to shake the dream out of his troubled mind. He glanced at the clock on the end table. It was two-thirty in the morning. He managed to stagger to the bathroom, feeling his empty stomach begin to wretch.

When he was finished in the bathroom, he returned to the living room and turned on the lights. I can't keep doing this, he told himself, conceding that his depression was getting worse. He sat down on the sofa, put his heavy head in his hands, and tried to think, tried to put his life in perspective, to reason out his future course.

By three-thirty, he resolved to change course completely. He retrieved his laptop, opened his email, and found the message Valerie had sent him. He read it over and then typed a reply:

"Hello Valerie,

It was good to hear from you. I'm sorry you and your mother are having a hard time, especially with finances. Don't worry about the rent money. It's not important. Also, don't worry about the loan. I'll take care of it at the bank.

I've been struggling for the past two months or so, but I believe I now know what I need to do, and I have resolved to do it.

I hope you are doing well.

Scott."

He read over twice what he had written, then pressed send. It was true that he knew what he needed to do. He had just taken the first step. Now he needed to muster the courage to take the next steps, which would be more difficult.

He put away his laptop, turned out the lights, and lay back down on the sofa. He was asleep in just a few minutes. This time as he slept, he didn't have any dreams, or at least none that he would remember.

In the morning, he was among the first to arrive at the bank. He was at his desk by seven-thirty, dressed in his best suit with his hair neatly combed and his tie straight. He consumed two large cups of coffee and turned on his computer. He had work to do and he needed to get to it.

By eight o'clock, he had applied five thousand dollars of his own money toward Valerie's loan, thus at least temporarily eliminating the threat of default. He understood as he was doing it that either John or Lydia (or both) would probably castigate him severely if they discovered what he had done. But he didn't care. He knew he had done the right thing.

When John came into his office at one that afternoon, Scott was prepared. John sat in the visitor chair and opened a folder filled with spreadsheets. "What's going on with that loan you made to Valerie Gilmore... the veterinarian?" he asked. "Yesterday, she appeared to be headed for default, but today she's paid up for the next year or so."

Scott leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath to calm himself. "I took care of it," he said.

"What do you mean, you took care of it?"

Scott swallowed hard. "I mean, I took care of it."

John's eyes widened. "Look, Scott, I don't know exactly what you did or why, but it wasn't a good idea."

"Why not? It was my money. I didn't do anything wrong."

"You shouldn't be taking a personal interest in the bank customers."

"It was only for the one customer. I don't see the problem. In fact, it seems to me that it's really none of your business."

"Scott, everything you do here is the bank's business," John said. "And something like this doesn't look good." He paused and gave Scott a long look. "I shouldn't have to tell you that, based on your performance lately, you are skating on some very thin ice. Understand me?"

Scott felt like he had been hit in the gut. He recoiled in his chair. But in a minute, he sat up straight again. This was the moment he had anticipated, the time for the next step. "John, I really don't give a shit anymore," he declared. "In fact, I quit. As of this moment."

At first, John flushed. Then he calmed and gave Scott a small smile. "You don't mean that," he said. "It isn't that bad, nothing that can't be handled. Take a couple of days off if you need them, to clear your head."

Now Scott was resolved. The more he thought about it, the more his decision made sense. "John, I don't need a couple of days off. I need to change the direction of my life. I quit. I'll take the rest of the day to put my accounts in order and type out a formal letter of resignation. But I'm not going to change my mind. Rather, this is something I've needed to do for a long time."

John stood up. "So, there's nothing I can say that might make you change your mind?"

Scott also stood up. "No." He extended his right hand. "Thank you for your support. This is nothing personal."

The two men shook hands, and that was the end of it. Scott had taken the next step.


Chapter Eleven

At six-thirty that evening, Scott left the bank for the last time. He had closed out all of his accounts, turned in his keys, purged his computer, and said a reluctant goodbye to all of the employees. He walked out alone, unemployed for the first time in his adult life.

While he was eating dinner at the Union City Family Restaurant, he made a list of everything he needed to do now that he had advanced to step three of his new life plan. Quickly, he took inventory: he had a little over fifteen thousand dollars in a savings account that he needed to transfer; the rent on his apartment was paid through the end of March; the loan on his car was paid off.

All that was left to do was to sell as many of his possessions as he could in one gigantic garage sale. At that point, he would be free and clear, with absolutely nothing to hold him back or tie him to Union City and his old life. He decided it was unnecessary to say goodbye to Carol, that she wouldn't miss him now that her own life was moving forward - thanks to him.

When he went home that night, he gathered up the few things he wanted to keep - whatever he could easily pack into his car. Once that was done, he dumped the contents of two bottles of bourbon down the drain; he wouldn't be needing alcohol anymore. Or so he hoped.

The following morning, he placed an ad in the newspaper and put up flyers around the apartment complex. He wanted to have the big sale within a week so he wouldn't have time to lose his resolve.

By the end of February, Scott had sold all of his furniture and nearly all of his other possessions. He kept a few of his mother's knick-knacks and a couple of old photo albums. Of course, he kept his desktop computer, his laptop, most of his clothes, and his cell phone. He hadn't made much money from the sale, but it would be enough to get him where he wanted to go.

On a cold but sunny Sunday morning in early March, he packed his possessions into his SUV, got behind the wheel and said farewell to Union City, the only place he had ever called home. A part of him felt extremely free, almost giddy. However, another part of him felt very anxious as he plunged ahead into the unknown.

He knew where he was headed - there was no doubt about that. But he didn't know what would happen when he got there. Was he prepared to accept the consequences if step four of his plan turned out to be a failure? As he thought about it, he realized he didn't have a plan B. Plan A would have to work.

Driving further and further out of the city and into the countryside, he marveled at how different the landscape appeared stripped of its summer finery. He could only hope and pray that the reception he received when he arrived at his destination would not echo the cold and apparent lifelessness of his surroundings.

When he reached the border of Goff County, he very nearly lost his nerve and turned back. He stopped at Walmart. He didn't need anything at the big store. He just wanted to take the time to clear his head. He went immediately to the small McDonalds inside the store, ordered a Big Mac, and sat down at the remotest table in the small restaurant. It took him an hour to eat it.

He walked the entire store. He walked until he felt like his legs would give out. Then he returned to McDonalds and got a hot fudge sundae and another drink. He went to the bathroom twice.

Finally, he told himself that he couldn't put this off any longer. He simply had to do what he had come to do. Thus, at four-thirty, he got back in his car and drove past Linton, navigating the maze of country roads until he found the Gilmore farm. He parked in the driveway near the front of the house but didn't get out of the car right away. He wished he had a drink, that he had the courage of a soldier in battle.

He sat until he saw a familiar face in the window of the house. It was Fran, and she was gazing at him. Moment of truth, he told himself as he opened the car door and slid out onto the gravel.

Slowly, almost like a man about to be executed, he walked toward the front door. When he reached it, he didn't need to knock. Fran was already standing in the open doorway, a puzzled look on her face.

Scott took a deep breath. "Hello, Fran," he said. It was all he could force out of his mouth.

She scanned him up and down. "Scott?"

"Yes, it's me."

"What on earth are you doing here?"

He paused for a few seconds when they were almost touching. "It's a long story," he said. "May I come in?"

Fran backed up to let him enter the house. "Of course," she said. "Let's go to the kitchen."

A minute later, both Fran and Scott were sitting in the kitchen at the same table he had become familiar with so many months before. For a moment, they just looked at each other. "Scott, would you like some coffee?" she asked.

He looked up as though coming out of a trance. "Yes, please."

Fran arose and poured two cups of coffee. "Why are you here?" she asked. "Did you come to see Valerie?"

"Is Valerie here?" he returned.

"She's out in the big barn."

"Can we call her in? It would be better if you both were here."

Fran nodded and retrieved her cell phone. She swiped a number and held the phone to her ear. "Val, please come to the house. We have a visitor." She pressed end before Valerie could answer.

Fran took a sip of coffee. "So, how've you been?"

Scott smiled. He knew the question was mostly rhetorical, asked primarily to fill the awkward silence. "Not so good," he said.

"That's what I thought," she said. "You look very troubled."

"Yes." It was all he could say.

She put her cup on the table. "Valerie says someone paid off part of her loan so she's no longer in danger of default. What do you know about that?"

He thought about lying, claiming he didn't know anything about Valerie's loan. But he understood that Fran could see right through him and that there was little point in attempting to conceal his action on Valerie's behalf. "I told Valerie I would take care of it," he said. "I didn't want to see her lose her truck."

Fran scowled. "You didn't need to do that," she said. "We have assets we haven't tapped yet. Plus, Dr. Agnew is retiring next month and it will be calving season in another month or so. Lots of money will be coming in then."

"I'm glad to hear that," he said.

He was about to say more when the outside door opened and Valerie appeared. She was wearing old jeans and a dirty jacket over a flannel shirt. Her long hair was tangled and tied back with a rubber band. She stopped and closed the door behind her.

Scott stood up and pivoted toward her. "Hello, Valerie."

Her mouth gaped slightly. "Scott? You're about the last person I expected to see. What are you doing here?"

"I asked the same question," Fran said. "But he said he had something he wanted to tell us both."

He took a deep breath. "Valerie... sit down... please."

"Get a cup of coffee first," Fran said. "You look like you could use it."

Valerie nodded. She loosened her jacket and poured herself some coffee. She took a sip, then brought her cup over to the table and sat down. She wrapped her hands around the cup and gazed at her visitor expectantly. She said nothing.

Scott realized it was time for him to make his speech, the one he had been rehearsing for a week. He took a sip of coffee and looked at both mother and daughter. "The truth is," he began, his mouth suddenly feeling as dry as a desert. "I needed to change the course of my life." He stopped and looked at both women again.

Neither said anything, just continued to watch him. He took another deep breath. They weren't going to make this easy. "I... left the bank."

"What do you mean, you left the bank?" Valerie asked.

"I mean I quit," he said. "I also gave up the apartment and sold all the furniture. Everything I have in the world is out in my car."

Valerie's eyes widened. "Scott, are you serious?"

"Yes, I'm serious," he said. "I could feel my life slipping away. After Morris died, there was nothing left for me in Union City. If I had stayed there, I would have become a raging alcoholic, probably dead in a year."

"So what are you going to do now?" Valerie asked.

He made his lips curl into a small, hopeful smile. "I was kind of hoping you could answer that question."

"What do you mean?" Valerie said.

For Scott, this was the moment, the exact time to say what he meant to say. "Valerie, my life was pointless, without purpose. You're doing important work here and you need help."

Valerie huffed. "So that's it," she said. "I don't have time for this." She pushed back her chair.

Fran put a hand on hers. "Wait, Val. Let's hear him out. What do you mean by help?"

"I mean... I become your farmhand... or anything else you might need. No strings attached. All I ask in return is room and board and a chance to be truly useful."

Valerie leaned forward and gazed at him. "Scott, do you have any idea what you're doing?"

"Valerie, you told me once that your life was sacrifice and obligation. It's a tough life, but you both seem happy and fulfilled. That's what I want, and I have given up everything I had to get it. Does that make sense?"

Valerie chuckled. "No, not really," she said. "But I can see that you are sincere." She looked at Fran. "What do you think, Mom? Should we take him in?"

Fran smiled. "Honey, you've been taking in strays since you were a little girl," she said. "Looks like you've got another one here. But he's your stray."

As though on cue, there was a scratching at the back door. "Looks like Bo wants in," Valerie said. "Another stray." She got up and opened the door. Bo came bounding in; the big dog went immediately to Scott, his long tail wagging.

Scott greeted Bo and scratched him behind the ears. "One stray recognizes another," he said.

Both Valerie and Fran laughed. "I guess if Bo likes you, you must be all right," Valerie said. She took another sip of coffee and watched Scott and Bo admire each other. After another minute, she put her cup down. "All right, this is what we're going to do." She paused to make sure she had Scott's attention.

Scott stopped scratching Bo and looked over at Valerie. Even Fran was looking at her daughter expectantly.

Valerie took a deep breath. "Like I said, I don't think either of us really has time for this," she began. "But you're right, we could use help around here. But you're going to have to be energetic and quick to learn. You will need to do whatever we tell you to do without question. Can you do that?"

Scott dared a small smile. "I understand. I came here to learn and be as useful as possible."

"Good, because I will hold you to that," Valerie said. "Now, I've got a lot of work to do in the barn, but I suppose we need to get you set up." She looked over at Fran. "What do you think, Mom?"

"I don't know what you were expecting, Scott," Fran said, now gazing at Scott. "But, at least for the time-being, you will be treated like a new farmhand. We have a room out in the big barn that our farmhands used. I believe the boys use it sometimes when they come over to help. Allen, Valerie's father, built it when he came here from the Navy."

"Mom, you never told me that," Valerie said.

Fran smiled. "He came here as a suitor and wanted to learn farming. We certainly weren't going to let him stay in the house." She paused and her smile widened. "And there's something else. The first day he was here, I took him to the woodshed. You probably ought to do that with Scott. He might as well get familiar with the way things are done around here. Definitely no nonsense. You learn your lessons, do your job, and take your licks." She paused again and shifted her gaze back and forth between Scott and her daughter. "Well, Scott, what's it to be: the barn and the woodshed or back on the road."

"Not much of a choice, is it?" he said. It wasn't what he was expecting. Or maybe it was. He had to admit, if only to himself, that he had always been curious about the woodshed. He wasn't quite as sure about sleeping in a barn.

Valerie nodded. "Probably not," she said. She glanced up at the big clock in the kitchen. "Look, I haven't got time to mess around. You need to decide right now so we can get settled."

"I understand," he said. "I'll do whatever it takes."

Valerie pushed back her chair. "All right. I guess you're hired. Let's go out to the barn. I'll show you the space and then you can get your stuff. Mom, while we're out there, make a list of all the chores you think Scott can help with or do by himself. We'll get him started in the morning -five-thirty."

"All right," Fran said. "I'll get started on the list while I'm getting supper ready. Don't forget about the woodshed."

Valerie smiled as she stood up. "Don't worry." She turned to Scott. "Let's go."


Chapter Twelve

Both Scott and Valerie put on their jackets and stepped out into the late afternoon. The sun was beginning to descend over the two barns. As they moved swiftly toward the big barn, Valerie turned toward her companion. "Scott, why are you really here?"

He slowed his pace so he was a step or two behind her. "I told you... I want to change the course of my life."

She stopped and turned toward him. She huffed. "Excuse me for saying this, but I think that's pure bullshit." She paused and touched his hand. "Look, I know I owe you a lot..."

He flushed slightly. "You don't owe me anything," he said. "In fact, if we're keeping score, we're not even close to being even."

She started moving again. "Look, if we're going to have a discussion, let's get to the barn first. It's kind of cold out here."

He nodded and followed her silently through the high double doors. He continued to follow her until they reached a door in a corner of the barn, next to a row of old stables. Valerie opened the door and flipped a light switch. She stepped into the room with Scott following dutifully.

Once inside, he was pleasantly surprised. Instead of straw on the floor and dirt on the walls and ceiling, he saw a small but neat space complete with a single bed, a three-drawer dresser, and a rocking chair. In one corner of the room there was a porcelain sink and toilet. Next to these was a towel rack.

"When you get your stuff, we'll get you some sheets and a blanket, along with some towels. As you can see, it's a little rough but you have electricity, running water, and a space heater."

Scott scanned the room and nodded. Certainly not very luxurious, definitely not the bedroom in the house he was hoping to get. But it was a roof and walls, shelter against the cold. He would have to earn the house.

"Scott, sit down and let's talk for a few minutes," Valerie said, sitting on the edge of the bare mattress.

He flopped into the rocking chair.

She looked at him for a few seconds. "I don't know what this all about, but I can guess," she began. "Talk to me, and tell me the truth this time."

He took a deep breath. "I told you the truth," he said. "Nearly, anyway." He paused. "Valerie, the truth is - and this is going to sound very hokey - you awakened something in me, feelings I didn't think I had. And after you left, I was lost. I started drinking again, started not caring what happened to me. I knew I couldn't go on like that."

"So you came here?"

"It was all I could think about."

She laughed. Then her expression became serious. "Scott, I'm going to tell you something that I hope will help. I like you. I like you a lot, more than I've ever liked a man before. You're a good man and a good lover. I've thought about you often. But, I'm trying to build a life and a career here and that requires all of my time and energy. Your being here is a distraction I don't need. Can you understand that?"

"Yes, I understand," he said. "And I thought about that. My decision to come here was not an impulsive one. I truly believe I can help you and your mother. If I didn't believe that, I wouldn't have come. The last thing I want is to be a burden. Now, I do admit that I want to be closer to you. I'm sorry, I can't help that. But if I have to get up at the crack of dawn and sleep in a barn in order to see you every day, that's a price I'm willing to pay."

For a long moment she gazed at him. Finally, she nodded. "Well, you're here... at least for now. But I don't think you're going to make it as a farmer."

He dared a small smile. "I guess we'll find out," he said. "Was your mother serious about the woodshed?"

She nodded. "I'd almost forgotten about that. Yes, she was serious. It's the way she was brought up; it's what she believes and there's no questioning it. However, while I knew she took my father to the woodshed a few times when he'd been drinking, I didn't know she did it before they were married."

"So, are you going to follow suit?"

She chuckled. "I don't think I have a choice. Somehow Mom will know if I don't." She paused and touched his hand. "Besides, it's not like I haven't spanked you before, is it?"

His eyes widened as his mind was suddenly flooded with the memory of being bent over the kitchen table while Valerie spanked him with the wooden spoon. "No, it isn't."

"Okay, then. Let's go get that over with. I have work to do and so do you. Mom will have supper ready by six. Then she'll want you to help with the milking so you can start to learn the process." She stood up and moved to the door. "Let's go."

He nodded and also stood. He was curious about the infamous woodshed anyway, he wanted to see if it matched in any way the woodshed he had dreamed about.

Like a puppy he followed her out of the room, through the barn, and out through a side door. A short path led to the woodshed that he had seen from a distance when he was a visitor to the farm before.

The shed itself was a small building with walls constructed of rough wooden planks and a roof made with wooden shingles. It had a lean-to front porch on which were stacks of cut firewood.

Valerie opened the door made of equally rough wooden planks and beckoned Scott to join her inside. The interior consisted only of two wooden sawhorses. A crosscut saw hung from a nail along the back wall. A large well-worn leather strap hung from a nail on the side wall. "This is it," she said. "Not much to look at. I haven't been in here in years. I'm guessing no one else has either."

Scott scanned the small space, his eyes returning to the strap. "So, what happens now?"

She took down the strap and ran it through both hands before gripping one end tightly in her right. With her left hand, she pointed to one of the sawhorses. "Take down your pants and bend over the sawhorse."

He looked at the sawhorse while noting that Valerie stood between him and the door. He would have to push past her to escape, a feat he knew to be difficult at best. Time to face it. He unbuckled his belt, undid the button on his jeans, and pushed them down to below his thighs. "Underpants too?"

She smiled at him. "Well, I never whipped my brothers on the bare butt. But it's not like I haven't seen yours before, so push those down as well."

He blushed in spite of himself and was suddenly aware of the cold. Get it over with, he told himself. He bent his upper body over the sawhorse, closed his eyes and waited.

She moved in behind him and retracted the strap. "This brings back some memories," she said. "Maybe having you here won't be so bad after all. I have a feeling you will not be a stranger to the woodshed."

Scott wasn't at all sure he liked the sound of that. Perhaps he had underestimated how much she enjoyed being a disciplinarian. He couldn't help wondering how much whipping she felt would be necessary. That question was soon answered.

"I'm afraid Mom will expect me to be pretty harsh," she said.

He gasped in spite of himself. "Um, what does that mean exactly?"

She laughed. "Well, she won't examine your bottom, if that's what you're worried about," she said. "But maybe if you have tears in your eyes and have a little trouble sitting, she’ll be satisfied."

Great, he thought, I'm in for it. He gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the legs of the sawhorse.

"I believe you know the drill. Don't try to get up until I give you permission. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am." He hadn't forgotten that lesson.

She smiled and once again retracted the strap. "I must warn you that the strap packs a powerful punch, in many ways worse than the wooden spoon." She snapped her wrist and brought the heavy strap forward, impacting the center of both his fleshy cheeks. The sound of the impact was like a muffled rifle shot.

The sudden and sharp pain rippled through his body. "Shit, you weren't kidding," he squeaked.

She struck three times in rapid succession with the last stroke hitting his upper thighs. "No talking and definitely no cursing," she ordered.

He realized his mistake and bit down on his tongue. Again, he wondered how much whipping she believed would satisfy her mother, how much whipping could he endure. He no longer felt cold.

Valerie paused and ran her left hand across his bottom. "I hope I'm not losing my touch," she said. "We're not close to being done." She punctuated that statement with six more hard shots.

He grimaced, both with the pain and at her declaration that they weren't close to being done. His bottom already felt like the inside of a furnace.

She took a step back and struck six more times, making sure that he felt the full thrust of the strap. He retightened his grip until his fingers began to turn white. His backside on the other hand, was rapidly transitioning from pink to red to dark red. In a few spots, small bruises were beginning to sprout.

Once again she paused and felt his burning flesh. "Almost there," she said. She moved around so she could see his face, noting that a few tears had massed in his eyes. "Let's finish this. Brace yourself."

She took a deep breath, retracted the strap, and struck. She repeated the action as fast as she could, again and again and again until the tears that had formed in his eyes spilled down his cheeks in a torrent.

His bottom hurt so bad he almost felt numb. He hung his head and cried.

Valerie stopped and placed the strap back on the nail. She felt his bottom and nodded. "You took that well," she said. "Okay, Scott, you may get up."

With an effort, he uncurled his fingers from the legs of the sawhorse and pushed himself up into a standing position. He made a futile effort to wipe the tears from his face.

"Pull up your pants and face me," she said.

Scott flushed slightly as he realized the lower part of his body was exposed. He quickly pulled up his briefs and jeans, then turned around. She held out her arms and he, recognizing the gesture and the invitation fell into an embrace and allowed himself to cry.

She held him tight and patted his back gently until he slowed down. "Scott, it wasn't that bad, was it?"

He processed the question. The actual whipping itself was worse than he had imagined it could be, certainly the worst spanking he had ever endured. But besides the pain, he also felt the emotion of all the decisions he had made over the past few months, the subtle pain of the losses he had experienced, and now the reality of being where those decisions and those losses had led him. He released her and took a step back, nearly falling over the sawhorse. "I probably needed that." It was all he could think of to say.

She gave him a small smile and touched his moist cheek. "We probably both did," she said. Then she got serious. "All right, we've gotten that out of the way. You need to pull yourself together and get settled into your new space. Mom will expect you to be ready to work in an hour. I've got to get back to my work."

"What are you working on, if I may ask?"

"Planting season will be here in less than a month. I think we can borrow Dr. Agnew's tractor, but I need to get the plow blades ready, along with some other equipment."

"Maybe that's something I can help with."

She shook her head. "You need to help Mom," she said. "Remember, your job right now is to do what you're told; no more, no less. Believe me, you don't want to be over that sawhorse anytime soon. Do you?"

He could feel the burn in his bottom. "No, ma'am."

"All right then," she said, turning toward the door. "Go move your car to the back and get your stuff, then report to Mom. Okay?"

He smiled and gave her a mock salute. "Yes, ma'am."

She returned his smile just before exiting the woodshed. "And close the door behind you."

He watched her go through eyes still slightly misty with tears. He wiped them with his handkerchief. Time to get to work, he told himself. Still, as he left the woodshed, making sure to close the door, a part of him wondered if he had made the right decision in coming here.


Chapter Thirteen

Scott was settled into his new space in less than an hour. He caught up with Valerie as she walked from the barn to the house, having been summoned for supper. She gave him a small smile. "You settled?"

He returned her smile. "Yes."

She reached over and gave his bottom a gentle pat. "How are you doing?"

"Not bad," he said. Although in truth, his bottom still hurt and he felt very tired. And as he scanned his surroundings, noting the brown fields and the cloudy darkening sky, he also felt lonely and disoriented. He couldn't help wondering if he had made a huge mistake in coming here.

The kitchen was bright and warm when they entered. Fran greeted them from the stove. "Ah, there you are," she said as she stirred what appeared to be stew. She pivoted slightly and looked at Scott. "Scott, you okay?"

He managed a half-hearted smile. "Yes, ma'am."

Fran nodded at her daughter. "Very nice," she said. "Nothing like a trip to the woodshed to humble a man." She shifted her gaze to Valerie. "Val, get the plates and let's eat. Those cows won't milk themselves. Val, after we eat, will you clean up the kitchen? I want our new farmhand to learn milking from start to finish."

"Sure," Valerie said.

"What can I do to help?" Scott asked. He felt a little better knowing he had passed the first test, the woodshed test. But as he helped to set the table he knew that there would be many more tests ahead. And as he thought about it, he also knew Valerie was right when she said he would probably not be a stranger to the woodshed.

Over the next several days, making the transition from loan officer to farmhand proved to be more challenging than Scott had anticipated - up before five-thirty every morning, working mostly with his hands in the cold. He felt dirty nearly all the time because he barely had the energy to clean himself or his clothes after a thirteen or fourteen hour day.

And to make things worse, he hardly ever saw Valerie, as she spent more and more of her time working with Dr. Agnew, establishing herself as his replacement in his busy vet practice. She ate breakfast at the house around six but was rarely home for supper. Not seeing her depressed him - when he actually had the energy to feel any kind of emotion.

At the end of the first week, he needed new clothes as the ones he brought proved to be totally unsuitable for farm work. He asked Fran if he could take an hour or two off so he could drive to Walmart and buy new clothes more appropriate for the work. However, she countered by giving him several articles of clothing that had once belonged to her late husband.

By Sunday morning, he was actually relieved to accompany Fran and Valerie to church. Fran introduced him as their new farmhand, an itinerant who had known Valerie when she was in vet school. The other congregants - all friends and neighbors - greeted him warmly and didn't ask any questions. He was just accepted in. He had passed another test.

---oOo---

The following week the weather was warm enough for plowing. As Fran explained, the land needed to be prepared for planting. True to her word, Valerie was able to borrow Dr. Agnew's tractor. Scott wanted to learn how to use the big machine, which was top of the line, but Fran reserved that job for herself, relegating Scott to the task of cleaning out the chicken coop and cultivating the large garden. He knew better than complain and set about his work with a determination he didn't realize he had. Do what you're told, nothing more, nothing less.

For nearly two weeks, he had learned and done the work to which he had been assigned. He had made minor mistakes but had managed to avoid the woodshed. However, on Saturday, Fran assigned him the task of repairing the barb wire fence that surrounded the pasture.

He set about the task, after having assured her he knew what he was doing. Unfortunately, he overestimated his ability. In the process of working in the pasture, he inadvertently allowed two of the cows to wander into the neighbor's field. It wasn't a big mistake, as he and Fran were able to recapture the cows and repair the damaged fence. But it was enough to cause Fran to strongly suggest another trip to the woodshed.

Both Fran and Scott were in the big barn when Valerie arrived home around five-thirty. Fran took her daughter aside, described what had happened, and left the barn.

Valerie approached Scott. "Mom says you need a trip to the woodshed."

Scott hung his head. "Yes, she told me that. I guess I really messed up."

She chuckled. "Well, you've done pretty well," she said. "Better than I expected, I have to admit. But a big mistake was inevitable. Basically, it sounds like you need to learn to admit you don't know how to do a job before you set out to do it. Now, I'm pretty tired and hungry, so it's best to get it over with. Okay?"

He stood up. "Okay." He didn't want to go the woodshed. However, he couldn't help being at least a little happy to spend some alone time with Valerie, even if she was standing behind him with the strap in her hand.

She sighed and moved toward the side door in the barn, to the short path that led to the woodshed. Scott dutifully followed.

A minute later, they were in the woodshed. She took the strap down from the nail and pointed to the sawhorse. He nodded and stripped down his dirty jeans and briefs. Neither said a word; they didn't have to. He bent his upper body over the sawhorse and gripped the legs.

She gripped the end of the strap in her right hand and let the length of it hang down. "This is not what either of us needs at the end of a very long day," she said. "But... well, Mom says you need to learn, so here we are."

"Wait a minute," Scott said. "If your mom thinks I need to be punished, why doesn't she do it?"

Valerie huffed. "First of all, it's not your place to ask that kind of question. Second, let's just say you don't want her to whip you, believe me. And third, as she has said, you're my stray and my responsibility. Satisfied?"

Scott bit down on his tongue, sorry he had asked the question. He released his tongue. "I'm sorry," he said in a near whisper.

"Okay," she said, retracting the strap. "If you don't ask any more stupid questions, maybe this won't be so bad, at least not as bad as the last whipping you took in here."

He re-secured his tongue, determined not to ask any more questions or make any more statements of any kind. Take your punishment, he told himself.

Valerie snapped her wrist and struck across both cheeks of his trembling bottom. He grimaced with the sudden pain but held his position. A second later, she struck again, this time impacting the flesh just below the site of the first strike. Once more, he held his position.

Then, after these two strokes, she cut loose, landing stroke after stroke after stroke, staining his bottom a deep red in a matter of a minute or so. Tears massed in his eyes and leaked down his cheeks. He was determined not to break down, to take his punishment without complaint. He thought about the two weeks he had spent at the farm so far, about all that he had learned and all that he needed to learn. It was a process, and being whipped for his mistakes was simply a part of it.

But he couldn't help wondering how much longer he would be able to hold up under the stress. He was a city boy, born and bred. This new life was both difficult and foreign. He had given up everything to be here, but what was his reward? That was a tough question to answer.

Just as he thought he couldn't take any more of the whipping, Valerie stopped and hung the strap back on the nail. In his mind, he firmly believed that she had lied when she said this punishment session wouldn't be as bad as the last one. He desperately wanted to push himself up from the uncomfortable sawhorse and rub out the terrible sting. But he knew he didn't dare until she gave him permission.

She gently rubbed his scorched flesh with her right hand. "I'm sorry, Scott," she said. "I guess I was a little harder on you than I intended to be. Okay, you may get up and please pull up your pants."

Slowly and painfully, he rose. Once he was standing, he pulled up his briefs and jeans, grimacing slightly as the coarse cotton came into contact with his skin. As before, when he turned to face her, she held out her arms. He accepted the embrace, remembering other embraces and what they had led to. It was these memories that had brought him here - these memories and the promise of more.

After a minute or so she released him and stepped back. She leaned toward him and kissed his sweating forehead. She flashed him a small smile. "Scott, there may be hope for you yet," she said. "Let's go to supper." She turned toward the door and disappeared into the surrounding gloom of the late afternoon.

For a few seconds, Scott stood still, thinking about the innocent kiss and her declaration that there may be hope for him yet. Exactly what did she mean by that? He hoped it meant there was a chance they could get together soon, that perhaps she was developing real feelings for him, feelings that would lead to a meaningful relationship. He resolved to continue to work hard, take his punishment when he made a serious mistake, and dare to hope for a brighter future.

Then, when he had internalized his resolution, he followed her out of the woodshed, remembering to close the door behind him.


Chapter Fourteen

After church the next morning, Scott noticed a few of the congregants in a cluster just outside the sanctuary. One of the congregants summoned for Fran to join them. Scott and Valerie followed.

"Fran, have you heard the news?" one of the men, whom Scott recognized as a neighbor named Jack, asked.

Fran shook her head. "Been a little busy for gossip, Jack."

"This ain't gossip," Jack said.

One of the other congregants, a woman named Millie, spoke up. "No, word is Sara Beth has cancer."

Fran's eyes widened. "Cancer?"

"Early stages, they say," Jack said. "But Max will have to take her to Springdale for treatment."

"But that's over a hundred miles from here," Fran said. "How long will she need to be there?"

Both Jack and Millie shook their heads. "Max don't know for sure," Jack said. "She may need surgery and chemotherapy. If so, she'll be gone for weeks, maybe even a couple of months."

"Jack, what're we going to do?"

Jack shook his head again. "Don't know," he said. "We'll have to get together and figure something out."

"Max says he's real sorry," Millie said. "But it can't be helped."

"All right," Fran said. "Maybe we can get together this week sometime. Very poor timing, but we can't blame Max, and certainly Sara Beth deserves the best."

She turned away from the small group. "That's really bad news," she said.

Once they were outside, Scott stopped for a second. "Who's Max?"

For an instant, Fran scowled at him and appeared as though she was going to tell him it was none of his business. But her expression softened. "Max McCormick, among other things, handles the bookkeeping for several of the farms around here. We rely on him and Sara Beth, especially during tax and planting season."

Scott wanted to ask more questions, but as he watched Fran and Valerie shake their heads and walk on, he decided that now was not the time. Still, the news that the person who had been handling the bookkeeping and taxes for many of the farmers in the area would likely not be available during the crucial income tax season piqued his interest.

Later that evening, after supper and milking, he got out his laptop and tried to do some research related to farm income and tax preparation. However, the wifi in the rural corners of Goff County was spotty, and he wasn't able to learn as much as he wanted to. Still, he wasn't totally discouraged and he resolved to try the library in Linton as soon as he could.

The next day, right after lunch and a few chores, he changed out of his dirty clothes and simply informed Fran he needed to go into town for a couple of hours. He left without giving her a chance to respond.

Once in town, he went straight to the library where the wifi signal was more reliable and spent the next three hours learning as much as he could about the local economy. He also made a few phone calls.

When he returned to the farm at nearly five thirty, Valerie was waiting for him. "Where the heck have you been?" she asked in a not-so-pleasant voice. "Mom is livid. She called me to complete a couple of your chores. Fortunately, the vet clinic wasn't too busy." She put her hands on her hips and glared at him, daring him to answer.

He took a deep breath, not quite ready to reveal what he was doing. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to be gone so long."

"What were you doing in town?"

"I'm doing some research," he said. "I'll tell you all about it when I'm sure of what I'm doing. But until then, I'd rather not say."

Valerie hesitated for a few seconds. Finally, she looked at him hard. "Well, I can't think of what could possibly be so important that you neglected your work. And since you won't tell me, I would have to say that you're in trouble. And I mean, woodshed trouble."

Scott swallowed hard. He knew what he was attempting to do would be important to Fran and Valerie, but he wanted to be sure first. So be it, he told himself, take your punishment. He looked at Valerie and nodded. "I guess at this moment, I deserve it." He turned and began to walk toward the woodshed.

"Well, that was easy," Valerie said, following him.

A minute or two later, Scott was standing in front of the now familiar sawhorse. He had already taken the strap down from the nail. When Valerie entered, he handed it to her, then stripped down his jeans and briefs. While she gripped the strap, he bent himself over the sawhorse, closed his eyes, and waited.

She gripped the strap in her right hand. "Scott, I'm almost tempted to say that you're doing this on purpose for reasons I can only guess. Are you?"

He opened his eyes. "Believe me, I'm not doing this in order to get whipped," he said.

She huffed and retracted the strap. "Well, I'm not sure I believe you," she said. "But let's make sure you won't want another whipping anytime soon, just in case."

She followed up this statement with a very hard strike that impacted directly across the center of his two cheeks. A second later, she delivered an equally hard shot to the same location. He grimaced.

After these two hard strikes, she simply swung the strap with abandon, landing stroke after stroke after stroke, hitting every square centimeter of his backside, including his upper thighs. Bruises began to form.

Scott bit down on his tongue to keep himself from begging her to stop. This was the most severe whipping she had administered so far and he was feeling every stroke from his toes to his head. The flesh on his bottom was now a deep red. Tears streamed in torrents down his face.

Finally, her energy spent, she stopped and dropped the strap to the floor. She felt his bottom and scowled. "Well, I hope we won't have to do this anytime soon."

He nodded as the searing pain raced up and down his spine.

She gave his backside a gentle pat. "Okay, stand up and face me."

He gathered his strength and pushed himself up, remembering to restore his appearance. "Valerie, I'm sorry."

"So am I," she said, pulling him into an embrace. "I only hope that whatever you're doing that earned you this whipping is worth it."

"So do I."

She held him and patted his back until the tears stopped flowing.

"Okay," she said, pushing him back. "Let's speak no more of this. Mom has supper ready and, as she says, the cows won't milk themselves."

He smiled at her and followed her out of the woodshed, knowing he would probably have trouble sitting for the next day or so.

Still, the next afternoon, after he completed his chores, he made some more calls and attempted to do more research while sitting on his bed. His plan was coming together the way he hoped.

Around five o'clock both Fran and Valerie called him into the kitchen. They were sitting at the table when he entered. They had very stern looks on their faces. Fran spoke first.

"I've gotten two phone calls from my neighbors today," she said. "They said you've been asking a lot of questions, a lot of personal questions, questions that are none of your business. You better explain yourself before I send you back to the woodshed, or even send you away."

Scott gulped. Moment of truth, he thought. "Now wait a minute, please," he said. He dared to look at both mother and daughter. "Let me explain."

"We're listening," Fran said.

He gathered his breath. "Look, I may not be the world's best farmhand. I concede that. But I am a damn good accountant, as Valerie can attest. As you also know, I was also a very good loan officer."

"So what's your point?" Fran asked.

"My point is, you and your neighbors need help now that Mr. and Mrs. McCormick are not available. I've been doing some research and I've been asking a lot of questions. I now believe I know enough to give you the help you need."

Fran sat up straight, clearly interested. "What kind of help?"

Scott relaxed a little. "I've spoken with Mr. McCormick and a few of your neighbors. I will handle the bookkeeping chores and prepare your taxes over the next month. I also have some other ideas on how to make the farm more profitable so you can hire some legitimate help."

"What's this going to cost?" Fran asked.

"Nothing," he said. "I believe I've arranged a quid pro quo."

"Quid pro quo?"

He nodded. "Yes, it means..."

Fran scowled. "I know what it means," she said. "But saying it doesn't answer my question."

"In exchange for the taxes and the bookkeeping, your neighbors will help you get your fields plowed and planted," he said. "Plus, there may be other perks as well. I'm still working on that."

Fran leaned forward in her chair. "Let me see if I've got this straight. You're going to take over for Max and Sara Beth in exchange for farm help. Does that cover it? And how do you know so much about our situations? And what about Max and Sara Beth?"

Scott smiled. "Fran, I don't blame you for being skeptical," he said. "But I assure you that I can handle the taxes. Mr. McCormick is willing to turn over his books to me. In fact, he's happy to do it. He was worried about leaving all of you without the help you're used to. Now he can concentrate on Sara Beth. And when they return after her treatment, they can focus on their other business interests. The few of your neighbors I have spoken with have no problem with the deal. In fact, Mike Weatherly has offered his son to work as your farmhand this spring. Plus, Nicky Acostas at the bank has offered to let me use one of her offices. She remembered me from when I was here last August."

"And you arranged all this in two days?" Fran asked.

"Like I said, I'm good at what I do. As I see it, this is a win-win."

Fran slumped back in her chair. She appeared as though she was going to say something, but Valerie put her hand on her mother's arm. "Are you sure about all this, Scott?" she asked.

He nodded. "As sure as I can be," he said. "It will work out."

Valerie turned to Fran. "I would trust him, Mom," she said. "It sounds like a good solution."

Fran sighed. "All right," she said. "But I don't like taking charity. It feels like owing somebody."

"It's not charity, Fran," Scott said. "It's neighbors helping neighbors. Everyone benefits and no one owes anyone anything. Isn't that what this community is all about?"

Fran smiled for the first time. "When does all this start?"

"For all intents and purposes, it's already started," he said. "I believe Mike's son will be here tomorrow. He will take my place and do a much better job. I will need to meet with Mr. McCormick tomorrow to get all of his material." He paused and looked at both Fran and Valerie. "Now, pardon me for asking this, do we still need to go to the woodshed?"

Both Fran and Valerie laughed. "No," Fran said. "I think we can forget it - this time."

"Thank you," Scott said.

Valerie stood up, walked over to Scott, and hugged him. "Thank you for this," she said.

He absorbed her warmth and, for the first time, felt as though coming here wasn't a mistake. "You're welcome."

Valerie stepped back and looked at her mother. "Mom, do you think it's about time to let Scott have one of the spare rooms?"

Fran nodded. "I guess he's earned it. Okay, Scott, get your stuff and get moved in. But you still have to do the milking after supper."

"Thank you again. I think," he said, laughing.

As he pivoted toward the back door, he felt very good - at least part of his dream was coming true. But he couldn't help wondering if he had seen the last of the woodshed.

Later that night, Scott settled into his new room in the house, marveling at how much more comfortable the overstuffed feather mattress on the queen was compared to the small bed he had occupied in the barn. The room even smelled better.

The house was quiet. The only sound he heard was the ticking of the grandmother clock in the living room. It was nine thirty. Fran had already gone to bed. He wasn't sure what Valerie was doing. He had heard her take a shower earlier in the evening, then nothing. He assumed she went to bed as well. He felt both good to be in the house at last and lonely.

He lay back on his bed but he was too keyed up to sleep. The last two days had been a whirlwind of activity. And he knew that he would be extremely busy over the next month or so as he assumed the bookkeeping and tax duties for possibly half the farmers in Goff County - or at least the ones who still operated family farms.

He was in the process of creating a spreadsheet when he heard a gentle knock at his door. Before he could respond, the door opened and he could see Valerie standing in the opening. She was wearing a short flannel nightgown with a floral print and a large smile. "May I come in?" she asked.

He looked at her, his mind suddenly filled with memories of other evenings, other encounters. "Of course."

She approached the bed. "Are you busy?"

"Not really," he said. "I can't sleep and thought I would create a few spreadsheets in preparation for the work I have to do."

She sat down on the edge of the bed, so close he could smell her body lotion and her shampoo. "It's a very nice thing you're doing," she said. "Even if she won't admit it, I think Mom is very relieved and grateful."

He dared to look at her. He wanted to reach out and touch her, pull her into his body. "What about you?"

She touched his hand, then moved to his face. "Scott, you know I'm not one to play games," she said. "I wasn't ready before because I've been so busy, so consumed by obligation. But now I am ready." She stood up and stripped off the nightgown, exposing her naked body. "Do you still want me?"

His eyes widened as he gazed at her, the object of so many of his dreams. "Yes, I do."

She walked over and shut the door. "Then get your clothes off and show me."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

He was undressed in less than a minute. She returned to the bed and pushed him onto his back. When he was fully supine with his erect penis sticking straight up, she straddled him and impaled herself in one quick motion. She rocked back and forth, opening and closing her eyes as she pleasured herself.

He kept his eyes open, enjoying the sight of her naked body on top of his, savoring the feel of his penis embedded inside her.

And then it was over all too soon. She had at least two thundering climaxes, the second of which sent him over the edge and he exploded inside her.

Now spent, they relaxed into each other's arms and fell asleep.


Chapter Fifteen

For the next three weeks, while the pace of farm life escalated and swirled around him, Scott was busier than he had ever been before. Day after day, he was up with the sun, either working in his makeshift office at the Linton Bank or visiting area farms.

And in the process of computing and filing tax returns, he learned a great deal about the economics of farming, about crop yields, beef and pork prices, milk production, and asset to liability ratios. He also learned about crop subsidies and insurance. He resolved to examine these issues more closely as soon as tax season ended. There had to be a way to maximize profits without increasing risk.

He was so busy that he rarely saw either Fran or Valerie. There was no repeat of that first night he spent in the house when Valerie gave herself to him. But when he had a minute to think about it, he wasn't concerned. They each had their work to do, as calving season was rapidly approaching and, for the first time, she would be on her own as Dr. Agnew was officially retired. Scott was certain there would be time for them in the not-too-distant future, that she would once again come to him.

As promised, Fran's neighbors pitched in to plow her fields in preparation for planting. Mike Weatherly's youngest son, Connor, came to work every day at the farm, helping with the milking and the cultivation. Fran offered to pay him for his time, but Mike said he would take care of it until the crops were planted.

When April 16th dawned, Scott, as usual, bounded out of bed, took a short shower, dressed, and made it downstairs for a quick breakfast. Fran and Valerie were waiting for him at the table. They had already prepared a plate for him on which was piled scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage links, bacon, and buttered toast. Next to the plate was a large mug of steaming coffee. They both smiled as he approached.

"No rush this morning, Scott," Fran said, pulling out his chair at the table.

"Everyone's taxes are filed," Valerie said. "You've earned a day off."

Scott returned their smile. Outside, he could hear the sound of machinery and realized that Connor Weatherly was already hard at work doing some of the chores Scott had done only a month before. "Thank you," he said. "But I still have a lot of cleanup work to do at the office." He sat down at the table. "Just like a farmer, an accountant's work is never really done. Now we start on next year."

Both mother and daughter came up behind him and hugged him. "Scott, I don't know what more you could possibly do, at least for the next couple of days," Fran said.

He smiled up at her and took a sip of coffee. "Fran, we're just getting started," he said. "We're going to transform this valley."

"Well, we'll see," Fran said.

Valerie kissed him on top of his head. "I've got to go," she said. "I've got four cows about ready to calve and vaccinations to administer. April 16th doesn't mean anything to me but more work." Just as she turned to leave, she gave Scott a big smile and a subtle nod. He knew what that meant - or at least what he hoped it meant – and he nodded back.

"Well, maybe I shouldn't say anything, but I think some of the men are planning a little celebration for you to show their appreciation," Fran said.

"Definitely not necessary," Scott said between bites. "In fact, I think I'm the one who is grateful and should thank everyone."

"Well, whatever you say," Fran said. "But I believe you have found a home here, which is saying something, because people around here don't take much to strangers. You're one of us now."

"Thank you, Fran. That's just about the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me." He finished his breakfast and pushed back his chair. "Since I don't have to go in so early this morning, let me clean up the kitchen."

Fran laughed. "Just a touch of farm humility. I like that," she said. She wiped her hands on her apron. "Be my guest." She removed her apron and pivoted toward the back door, then stopped. "By the way, I think it's about time you and my daughter quit sneaking around."

Scott flushed as he moved toward the sink, his arms full of dirty dishes. "What do you mean?"

She huffed. "For someone so smart, you sure can come across as stupid. In case you haven't noticed, just about all the men around here are married. The women too. That's the culture, and there's no reason to change it. Are we clear?"

He nodded. The message was loud and clear. "Yes, ma'am."

"All right then," she said as she opened the back door. "I expect you to get busy and do the right thing, or I just may have to take you to the woodshed myself. And believe me, boy, you don't want that."

He remembered what Valerie had said when he asked why Fran wasn't the one whipping him. "I understand."

---oOo---

Later that day, Scott was in his office at the bank when Nicky Acostas, the bank manager, approached. "Working hard?" she asked.

He looked up from the monitor. "Just doing some more research," he said. "I've got some ideas on how some of these farms can maximize their profits without increasing their risk."

She stood in the doorway and thought for a few seconds. "You know, as a former loan officer, I would think you might not want to encourage any activity that would potentially accelerate loan repayment."

He recognized the innocent sarcasm in her voice. "Just about every farm in the area has a good asset to liability ratio," he said. "But maybe we can encourage some of the farms to take on more short term debt in order to buy more land, more machinery. Then, along with increased crop subsidies, they can put their extra cash into CDs."

"I like the way you think," she said. "Once a banker, always a banker. How would you like to come to work for me?"

He gave her a large smile. "Thank you for that vote of confidence," he said. "But, I think I'd like to go it alone for a while, if you'll let me rent this office space."

"Oh, I think we can reach an equitable agreement," she said. "By the way, there are some people in the lobby who want to see you."

"Right now?"

"Yes."

He nodded and shut down the computer, remembering what Fran had told him earlier in the morning. He glanced at his watch, noting that it was one thirty. "I'll be right out."

A minute later, he strolled into the lobby where he was met by a group of men dressed in jeans and flannel shirts. He recognized all of them as area farmers, people for whom he had prepared their taxes. They applauded as he approached.

One of the men stepped forward and extended his right hand. "We wanted to officially welcome you to Goff County."

"Thank you, Mr. Hankins," Scott said, accepting the hand.

Another man, who Scott recognized as John Bascom, area farmer and current mayor of Linton, extended his right hand. "Scott, you are now a citizen of Linton, and we've come to buy you lunch and libations."

"Thank you, gentlemen," Scott said. "But definitely not necessary."

John Bascom took Scott's arm and steered him toward the door. "Yes, it is," he said. "It's not every day we get to celebrate." He pivoted toward the small assembly. "Gentlemen, I declare an emergency meeting of the town's prominent citizens. I believe Hal is waiting for us. Follow me."

The men issued a subtle yet pronounced cheer as they followed the mayor out of the bank. They were headed toward Hal's Tavern, the only restaurant in Linton that served liquor. It was well known in the area that the wives in Goff County discouraged the consumption of alcohol, at least anything stronger than beer and wine.

However, on special occasions the wives didn't object when their men assembled at Hal's, as long as their work was done and they were able to make it home without incident. Apparently, this April 16th was considered such a special occasion.

Scott wasn't at all sure how he felt about this. The last time he had been in a bar or tavern was just before he made the decision to move to Goff County. He also remembered what Valerie said about her mother's attitude toward drinking, about how Fran had taken her husband to the woodshed after he came home drunk. He wasn't sure he wanted to risk that.

However, this group of men, including the mayor and Hal Grafton, had made him the guest of honor. He had a draft beer in front of him even before he sat down. When everyone was seated, John Bascom raised his glass and toasted Scott as the newest citizen of Linton. Naturally, Scott took a long sip of his beer - it would have been impolite not to.

Then one sip led to another and another and another. And before he really knew what was happening, he was approaching inebriation. He ate a greasy hamburger - one of the best he had ever had - and a bowl of greasy fries. He washed them down with his fourth beer.

By three thirty, as the party was breaking up, his stomach hurt and he had trouble standing up. "Uh oh," one of the men said. "Looks like Scott is a better accountant than drinker."

From his seat, Scott heard restrained laughter. Then he heard another man say, "He's in no condition to drive or even walk too far. Better call someone to come get him."

"I'll take care of it," another man said. The man, who Scott thought he recognized as Joe Tomkins, the chief of Linton's small police force, approached. "Scott, you sit tight. I'm going to call Fran to come and get you. Okay?"

Scott nodded and began to relax. Then the name Fran registered in his foggy brain. "Wait... no, not Fran."

Joe Tomkins patted Scott on the shoulder. "Just relax, buddy, we'll take care of it."

"Okay," Scott said. He slumped in his chair and allowed his eyes to glaze over.

He was nearly asleep when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes and saw Valerie next to him. Her expression was one of both concern and annoyance. "Scott, are you okay?"

Scott managed to sit up. He looked at her, trying to focus on her face. "I think so."

"Good," she said. "Can you stand?"

He pushed back his chair and rose to his feet, using the table to steady himself.

She took his arm. "Okay. I managed to get a couple of hours free, so I'll get you home. You can come back later for your car." She turned to Hal and one of his servers. "Thanks, Hal. I'll take it from here."

"I'm sorry, Valerie," Hal said. "We didn't mean to serve him so much beer."

Valerie nodded as she steered Scott toward the door.

"Wait," Scott said. "I've got to use the men's room."

"Can you make it by yourself?" she asked.

He managed a scowl. "I'm not that drunk."

Again, she nodded. He staggered slowly in the direction of the restrooms.

He returned five minutes later. The zipper on his pants was still down and the tails of his shirt were sticking out. She huffed. "Let's go."

Not a word was spoken during the fifteen minute drive from Linton to the farm. Valerie drove with the passenger window open even though the temperature was only fifty degrees. Scott sat in the passenger seat, trying to keep his eyes open.

When they reached the farm, he glanced out the window and took a deep breath. The effects of the alcohol were beginning to wear off. "Am I in trouble?" he asked.

Valerie looked at him as she turned into the driveway. "Well, it wasn't entirely your fault," she said. "But we did warn you this morning to be careful. And in light of what Mom told me, I would say you're in some trouble." She stopped the truck in the back, as close to the barn as she could get. "Can you get out of the truck okay?"

Scott opened the door and slid out.

Valerie also got out of the truck and moved around to the passenger side. "Well, I guess you appear sober enough."

"Sober enough for what?"

She chuckled. "Woodshed."

His bloodshot eyes widened. "Woodshed? But you said it wasn't my fault."

"No, I said it wasn't entirely your fault," she said. "But I thought you understood the penalty for drinking in this family, especially drinking to excess and making a public spectacle of yourself." She took his arm. "Are we clear on that?"

He shook his head to clear it. Going to the woodshed was about the last thing he expected. "I don't know that I understand anything right now."

"No problem. Then I'll do the understanding for both of us." She tightened her grip on his arm and urged him in the direction of the woodshed.

He didn't want to go, but he was in no condition to put up much resistance.

When they reached the door, she pushed him inside and closed the door. "Okay, get in position and let's get this over with. When we're finished, we'll have a talk. But hurry up. I don't have much time."

Scott was still a bit foggy, but he was sober enough to know there was no escape. He was going to get a whipping. His only thought was that he might mitigate the severity if he didn't fight it. As quickly as he could he peeled down his pants and briefs and bent over the sawhorse.

Valerie took the strap down from the nail and moved in behind him. "You know, this brings back some memories," she said as she retracted the strap. "I know Mom brought Dad out here when he'd been drinking. He always seemed very contrite afterwards. Let's see if that approach works with you."

Without any additional words, she swung the strap forward and struck the crease where his bottom merged into his upper thighs. He yelped like a puppy whose tail was stepped on. A second later, she struck again, this time landing the blow across the center of his two taut cheeks. She paused and assessed the damage and his reaction to it.

She nodded to herself and struck again. "I hope you're feeling this," she said. "Are you?"

He unglued his tongue from the roof of his mouth. "Yes, I'm feeling it."

She smiled as she struck one more time. "Good." She struck fifteen more times in rapid succession, then let the strap dangle from her right hand. "Because if I ever have to come to rescue you again, you will live in this woodshed. Do you understand me?"

He gathered his breath. The pain was just beginning to overwhelm him. "Yes, ma'am."

She hung up the strap. "Okay, now turn and face me."

He pushed himself up from the sawhorse, pulled up his pants and briefs, and turned toward her, noting that she didn't have her arms out for an embrace.

"We need to have a talk," she said, turning toward the door. "Let's go to the barn where we can sit down undisturbed." Without waiting for an answer, she walked out.

Now very confused, Scott followed dutifully, still feeling the effects of both the alcohol and the whipping. When they reached the barn, Valerie entered and sat down on a hay bale. Scott did the same.

For a few seconds, she gazed at him. "Mom said you have a question to ask me."

He wiped a few stray tears from his eyes and tried to think. What question? Then he remembered the brief conversation he had with Fran that morning when she told him to get busy and do the right thing. Was he ready? Was this the right time? If not, when? He realized that this was the window of opportunity he had been waiting for and that it wouldn't be open very long.

For an anxious moment, he appeared speechless. More tears dripped from his eyes.

Valerie glanced at her wristwatch. "Look, Scott, if you've got something to say, this is the time. I still have two farms to get to before dark."

Scott heard the impatience in her voice. This was no time to be indecisive. Take a chance, he told himself. "Uh, Valerie I..."

She scowled. "Oh, for god's sake, out with it."

He took yet another deep breath and let his eyes drift around the interior of the big barn. He knew what he needed to do, but couldn't figure out how to ask the most important question of his life.

Valerie looked at her watch once again and stood up. "I've got to go."

This got his attention. "No Valerie, wait. Please."

She stopped and resumed her seat on the bale.

"Uh, your mom is right. I do have a question to ask," he said. "A very important question."

"I'm listening."

"I love you," he managed to say. "I think I've always loved you from the first time I saw you." He stood, then got down on one knee in front of her. "Will you please marry me?"

She cracked a small smile. "Do you understand the kind of life you will have with me?"

"Yes," he said. "I love it here. I've found a home, everything I ever wanted. I don't ever want to go back to the city and that kind of empty life."

"Okay. Just as long as we're clear," she said.

"We're clear."

Her smile widened. "Then my answer is yes. I love you too."

She stood, took his hand, and urged him to his feet. They kissed and embraced for at least a minute before she pushed him back. "Again, I hope you realize that the women in this area rule, even if it doesn't always appear that way. Don't get any false notions that once we're married, you think you can get away with anything."

"I understand," he said. "I wouldn't have it any other way."

"Good." She glanced at her watch for the last time. "Okay, we've got that out of the way. I don't want a big wedding or any fanfare. We simply don't have the time or the money for it. You tell Mom. I know this isn't very romantic, but I've got to get back to work." She kissed him on the lips, turned, and left the barn.

Scott watched her go and let out a huge sigh of relief. His bottom still hurt slightly, but it didn't matter. His life was settled. He had everything he had come for.


Chapter Sixteen

The following Sunday afternoon, with more than a hundred well-wishers looking on, Scott and Valerie married in a small ceremony performed at the Linton Assembly of God church. Valerie wore her best dress and Scott wore his best suit. However, apart from that and a few spring flowers donated by Linton Florist, there was very little fanfare or typical wedding decorum.

After the wedding, those in attendance provided a large pot luck dinner in the basement hall of the church. Except for a few small bottles of champagne, there was no alcohol served. Scott was grateful for that.

By five o'clock, the hall was cleared out. Farm life goes on, Scott thought, as he surveyed the empty basement. Cows don't milk themselves, even on Sunday, no matter what the Bible might say about resting on the seventh day.

When they were alone, Scott took Valerie's left hand, the one that had the finger on which now rested a plain gold band - nothing pretentious or impractical. While he played with her fingers, he looked into her eyes. "Thank you," he said.

She gave him a large smile. "You're welcome," she said. "Shall we go? Looks like everyone else has. No doubt Pastor Donahue will want to close up."

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. "Am I moving into your room?"

"No," she said quickly. "Mom is moving into my room. She's giving us the master."

"That was generous."

She pulled away from him and started toward the door. "And there's something else."

He followed her to the door. "What?"

She flashed another big smile. "Ken Larson has rounded up some men. They're going to fix up the house as a wedding present from the town."

Scott remembered that Ken Larson operated the largest contracting company in Goff County. Their specialty was restoring old farm properties. "Wow!" It was all he could think to say.

"I think they're going to start next week," Valerie said. She glanced at her watch. "So, in the meantime, we better take advantage of the time we have. Dr. Agnew is covering for me today and tonight, but not tomorrow."

Scott nodded. He understood now how things progressed in Goff County. "And I need to get to work as well. I have a lot of people's expectations to live up to."

She laughed as they emerged into the bright sunshine of the spring day. "Well said and quite true."

---oOo---

After that Sunday, life for Scott became a whirlwind of activity. As promised, he and Valerie moved into the larger master bedroom where they made love as much as their schedules and energy allowed. On Thursday of that first week of married life, Ken Larson and his crew arrived. They spent four long days on the house, fixing the plumbing, the wiring, and the heating and cooling systems. They also painted the exterior and upgraded the bathrooms In exchange for the work, Scott agreed to handle most of the company's accounting.

Valerie generally worked at least ten to twelve hours a day, visiting area farms and working in the vet clinic. With Scott's help, she was able to hire two assistants, including one who was a certified veterinary technician.

Scott was in his office at the bank usually by seven thirty each day. Through his extensive research and contacts, he was able to arrange increased crop subsidies and negotiated better rates at the grain elevator. He also was able to interest a few entrepreneurs who would help to finance the acquisition of additional farmhands, people who could clear more land and restore some of the old orchards that had lain dormant for several years.

However, his most radical idea was just beginning to come to light. He had read extensively about agritourism. He knew that many people in the surrounding cities, even as far away as Springdale and Union City, had never seen a farm up close and would be willing to pay money to visit or go as far as pick their own fruits and vegetables.

He contacted Max McCormick when he learned that Sara Beth's treatment had been successful. The old businessman was interested in taking on the project of promoting and marketing the idea of agritourism.

For Scott, everything was falling into place. He had almost forgotten that only six months ago he was in grave danger of becoming a serious alcoholic. Now he had everything he ever wanted. The old life with its depression seemed years away, relegated to a bad memory.

---oOo---

On a quiet Saturday evening in mid-June, just as the fields were beginning to show their crops, both Fran and Valerie called Scott to the kitchen table. When he came into the kitchen, he noted that the women had equally stern looks on their faces, looks he had seen before when he was in trouble. "What did I do?" he couldn't avoid asking.

"Sit down, mister," Fran said.

He took a seat and waited. He couldn't help being anxious. He tried to meet their insistent gaze but couldn't. "Am I in trouble?"

Both women tried to continue their hot glare and icy scowl. But in a few seconds, they broke into a wide smile.

"What?" Scott asked.

Fran took Valerie's hand. "My daughter has something to tell you."

Scott shifted his eyes back and forth between mother and daughter.

Valerie took a deep breath. "Scott... we're going to be parents." She exhaled completely.

"Parents? Is that what you just said?"

"That's what I said... Dad."

At first, he was nearly overcome. Then he came to his senses. "What... when... how?"

Now, both women did scowl. "Scott," Valerie started. "I think you already know how. The when is probably sometime near the end of January."

He put his face in his hands and let a few tears leak down his face.

"I told you he would be happy," Fran said. "But tell him the other part."

Scott lifted his head. "What other part?"

"The woodshed," Fran said.

His eyes widened. "What about the woodshed?"

Valerie laughed. "Ken Larson came by the other day. He remembered the old woodshed and asked if we wanted it torn down because it appeared to be an eyesore and he said there is a market for reclaimed wood. I told him no, that it was an important part of the property. I think he got the idea."

"Yeah, I'll just bet he did," Scott said.

"Just so you know," Valerie said. "Fathers sometimes need to go to the woodshed, if they don't behave. Right, Mom?"

Fran blushed slightly. "Well, it never did your father any harm. It's always good to keep a man on the straight and narrow, keep him humble."

"And it never did us any harm," Valerie said, laughing.

Scott thought about the last few months, how he had been embraced by the people in Goff County, how he was on the verge of transforming the area, making it more prosperous. He was proud of himself. Suddenly, he understood how that success could destroy the very humility that helped to create the success. "Good idea to keep the woodshed," he said. "But I'll try very hard not to visit it very often."

Both women laughed and patted his hand. "We'll see," Valerie said. "We'll see."
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Jeremy and the Whipping Post

by W. Arthur

Pharmaceutical rep Jeremy has no social life; he spends most of his time driving long distances and his life has become tedious. But all that changes drastically when he gets lost, eventually finding himself in a small town called Scurbin. He inadvertently parks his vehicle in the wrong place and makes things worse for himself by being rude to the female police officer and the female judge - who sentences him to 30 days in jail unless he takes a public whipping. Horrified, he opts for the whipping. It proves to be the first of many, for Scurbin has its own unique way of doing things. Made up of 80% women, the town is run by women, whereas the male residents are disciplined and controlled by their wives. A proposition is soon put to Jeremy - there are many women wanting to sample him sexually. Is this a dream come true? A sex slave to as many women as he wants? There are conditions of course - Jeremy must be subservient and obedient, and when he messes up, his bare bottom receives regular punishment spankings from various dominant women. Ironically, that has always been his secret fantasy. Perhaps he should remain in Scurbin and see how well his fantasy matches his new reality...
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Chapter One

With the afternoon sun in his eyes, nearly blinding him, Jeremy Alfredson was rapidly progressing from tired and frustrated to angry. The hair metal music he was listening to on satellite radio wasn't helping to tamp down his emotional turmoil.

Neither was the memory of the strange dream he'd had the night before, the dream in which he had been captured by a group of modern-day Amazons. They were holding him prisoner with the intent to use him as a sex slave. Then, perhaps even stranger than the dream itself, was his reaction to it: he had awakened sweating and with an erection he just had to relieve before he got on the road.

Since nine o'clock this morning, he had visited two clinics and five internal medicine offices in this swing through eastern Colorado and western Kansas. He understood that, as a representative for a medium-size pharmaceutical company, it was his job to visit every doctor and clinic he could within his territory, which included parts of four states. However, after two years with the company, he was hoping for the territory he had been initially promised, a territory that included big cities like Denver and Colorado Springs, a manageable territory where he wouldn't have to travel such long distances.

He was on the road five and sometimes six days a week, driving through some of the most remote towns in the Midwest, staying in cheap motels. It had been interesting for a while. Now it was just tedious. Sure, he was making good money, especially for a young man only two years out of college. But he had no social life and no hope of any kind of relationship with a member of the opposite sex that extended past one or two casual dates.

As he continued to drive west on Route 42 out of Tahoma, he spotted the tail end of a traffic jam in the distance. Oh, great, he thought, this is just what I need. His anger rose another notch. He was still forty miles from his next destination and was anxious to get to the motel before sundown so he could get a read on the town and relax a little.

Quickly, he consulted his GPS and saw that there was a two-lane road coming up on his right. It wasn't clear from the screen where the road went to, but on impulse, he thought that it had to be better than staying on 42 and getting stuck in traffic for god knows how long.

When he reached the road, which was flanked on both sides by wheat fields, he made his decision and turned right. All he could see in front of him were fields, asphalt, and the tops of low hills meeting a blue sky. He could see no cars at all. He felt totally alone and he felt good for the first time that day.

Not sure where he was heading, other than north instead of west, Jeremy drove on. For at least ten miles, he saw nothing but recently-harvested fields and an occasional creek. However, far ahead, as the road curved west, the landscape began to change. He could now see that the road seemed to disappear between two hills. He looked at the GPS screen, but it was no help at all. He knew he wasn't truly lost; he could always turn back…but he didn't exactly know where he was either.

Five minutes and three miles later, two delivery trucks passed him going southeast. This made him feel a little better. At least he was heading toward some kind of civilization. And then in the distance, he spotted a town nestled in a valley surrounded by low hills. Thank god, he thought. He didn't even know what state he was in, let alone what town; but he did know that it was after three o'clock on a sunny Thursday afternoon in late August. He knew he was hungry and had to go to the bathroom. A town held promise.

A few minutes later, he reached the edge of the town. A small outcropping of houses and a plain white sign that read 'Scurbin' greeted him. He continued on the road until he saw a small town square surrounded by two and three-story brick buildings. A crowd of people were moving away from one of the buildings. As he got closer, Jeremy could see that the crowd consisted of women, mostly wearing jeans and tee shirts. Very curious. A few stopped where they were and watched him as he slowed down and approached the square.

He stopped in front a building with a sign that read 'Scurbin Diner'. It was a quaint-looking red brick building with lace curtains in the front windows and a door painted white. Several pots of various flowers stood guard at the entrance. He parked, got out of the car, and stretched. The women in the crowd seemed to have scattered in every direction. At least they were no longer staring at him, a strange man entering their town.

He scanned the square and the buildings, but now saw very few people. He did see, however, a tall wooden post in front of a building on the far side of the square. A sign over the building read 'Scurbin Police'. A black and white squad car was parked in front.

Jeremy stood where he was for a moment and stared at the police station. He had seen quite a few small town stations in his travels but none with a wooden post in front. He couldn't help wondering what it was for - perhaps a hitching post left over from the nineteenth century.

Finally, he shook his head and went inside the diner. It was small and cozy with a scattering of tables, all with red and white checkered tablecloths and small vases of petunias in the center. The smell was a combination of cooking oil and vanilla. He was greeted by an older woman wearing a long white dress. He appeared to be the only customer.

The woman eyed him carefully. "Yes?" she asked.

Jeremy was taken slightly aback at the greeting. He had been in lots of diners in the past two years - they seemed to be a staple of small town life. However, nearly all had been very friendly. "Uh... table for one," he said.

She looked at him again, then flashed a very small smile. "First time in Scurbin?"

"Yes."

She nodded. "Sit anywhere you like. Menus are on the table. What do you want to drink?"

He looked over the tables, all of which were empty. "Do you have beer?"

"No," she said quickly. "This is a dry town."

The way she had said dry town suddenly made him a bit nervous. "I'll have a Coke then," he said. "Do you have a restroom I could use?"

The woman pointed to a small corridor to the right of a door that probably led into the kitchen. "Back there."

Jeremy found the restroom, which was unisex, relieved himself, and selected a table near the window. The woman brought him a glass filled with ice and Coca-Cola. "Menus are on the table," she said. "I'll be back in a few minutes." She walked away and disappeared into the kitchen.

He perused the menu but didn't see the usual diner fare. Instead, he saw mostly salads, chicken, and fish. He decided on baked salmon with rice pilaf. The meatloaf and mashed potatoes he preferred weren't on the menu. He placed his order with the woman when she returned.

While he waited for his food, he gazed out the window at the town square. He saw very few people. After a couple of minutes, he shifted away from the window and pulled out his cell phone. He tried to check his messages and email but found the service to be spotty at best. He beckoned to the woman in the white dress. "Do you have wifi?" he asked when he got her attention.

She shook her head. "We're working on it, but we're pretty isolated here."

He could see that for himself and thought he needed to get out of this place as soon as possible. He could feel himself growing more and more restless and uneasy.

The food came, and he ate quickly, anxious to put this strange and seemingly unfriendly town behind him. Just as he was finishing, the door opened and a woman dressed in a police uniform walked in. She was at least six feet tall and solidly built.

The police officer scanned the interior of the diner, looked at the woman in the white dress, and nodded. Then she slowly approached Jeremy's table. "Excuse me, sir," she said in a low, no-nonsense voice. "May I see your driver's license please?"

Jeremy looked up from his plate and swallowed the last bite of his fish. He had seen a few female cops before, but rarely in a small town. Her presence unnerved him a little, especially the way she seemed to tower over him. "Why?" he asked. "Did I do something wrong?"

"Is that your CR-V parked in front of the diner?"

"Yes."

She scowled. "Show me your license, please."

Jeremy nodded, pulled out his wallet, and handed her his license.

She scanned it quickly and laid it down on the table. "Well, Jeremy Alfredson, we have a problem."

He could feel himself begin to panic. He took a deep breath. "What kind of problem?"

"For starters, your car is parked less than ten feet from a fire hydrant."

"Oh," he said, trying to remember where he parked. Then he realized that wasn't all of it. "Wait a minute, you said, for starters. What's the rest of the problem?"

"There is more. But that would be better discussed at the station. Please accompany me." The police officer was polite but determined.

Now, Jeremy's fatigue and sense of panic started to cloud his judgment. "This is all I need," he muttered. "Look, officer, I've had a lousy day and I'm tired. I'm sorry about the fire hydrant, but I really didn't see it. Just tell me what the fine is and I'll take care of it and be on my way out of this lovely town of yours."

"Jeremy, you're not going anywhere until we straighten this out," the police officer said. "And I would advise you to curb your attitude. Let's go."

You haven't seen attitude, Jeremy thought. As he looked into the dark eyes of the officer, his face flushed. Common sense told him to go with her and resolve whatever it was that needed to be resolved. However, his quick temper, fueled by his fatigue and frustration, suddenly superseded his common sense. He stood up.

"Damn it," he shouted. "I just came here to eat and take a piss, then back on the road. I'm in no mood to be railroaded by some fucking lady cop on a fucking power trip. Now, just tell me what the fucking fine is and I'll pay it... plus a little extra for your time and trouble."

The police officer never changed her expression. She glanced over at the woman in white. "Martha, you're a witness to this," she said.

Martha nodded. "I sure am, Linda."

Linda turned back to Jeremy. "I warned you. Cursing and disrespecting a deputy are serious crimes in this town; so is attempted bribery. I am placing you under arrest." She withdrew a set of handcuffs from a pouch in her utility belt. "Put your hands behind your back."

For a moment, Jeremy thought he was hallucinating. "What the fuck!"

"You better do what she says, boy," Martha said.

"I don't fucking believe this," Jeremy said.

Linda grabbed his left arm and turned him around. It was immediately obvious that she was bigger and stronger than Jeremy. "I said to put your hands behind your back. Don't add resisting arrest to the list of offenses. And I would advise you here and now to stop using the f-word. Every time you say it gets you into more trouble. Do you understand that?"

He wasn't sure he understood anything that was going on. He wanted to rant and rave. He wanted to push past the deputy and run off. However, he couldn't shake the grip on his arm. He settled for nodding. An instant later, both arms were pinned behind his back and handcuffs encircled both wrists.

"Jeremy Alfredson, you are under arrest for violation of several town ordinances," Linda declared in an official voice. She proceeded to read him his rights. "Do you understand these rights?"

He had never been arrested before. His only knowledge of police procedure came from watching television. He nodded.

"Say it," Linda demanded.

"I understand." He was stunned.

Linda took his arm and led him toward the door. "Martha, I'll make sure he pays his check... plus a big tip."

Jeremy allowed himself to be led, first out of the door, and then toward the police station. He had very little fight left in him.


Chapter Two

When they reached the front of the station, Jeremy was able to get a closer look at the mysterious wooden post he had seen earlier. It was about six feet tall and made of weathered oak. Large iron rings protruded from both sides near the top. "What is the post for?" he managed to ask.

Linda smiled for the first time. "I think you're going to find out. But that will up to the judge."

I'm in the twilight zone, he thought. But he didn't say it. He tried to relax a little, knowing he was in a situation over which he had little, if any, control. Jeremy, whatever happens, keep your mouth shut, he told himself.

With the austere deputy still holding onto his left arm, the couple went through the door of the station and into the foyer of the building. To the right was a door leading into the police area. To the left was a door leading into a small courtroom: a judge's bench, two tables, and a collection of wooden chairs.

Linda steered her prisoner to the left. "We have our own judge in Scurbin," she said. "We can see her immediately and attempt to resolve this matter."

Swift justice, Jeremy thought. I am being railroaded. But at least, with any luck, I won't have to spend the night.

As they entered the small courtroom, Jeremy could see a woman with long white hair sitting at the bench. She was wearing a black robe. A brass plate on the bench read, Judge Marilyn Carter.

The judge eyed the duo as they approached the bench. "Well, Deputy Jacobs, busy day, huh? What've you got me for me now?"

Linda Jacobs pushed Jeremy forward. "Your honor, this is Jeremy Alfredson. We have him for parking too close to a hydrant, plus numerous other violations."

"What other violations?"

"Several witnesses claimed they saw him speeding through town and driving recklessly."

Jeremy shook his head violently. "I wasn't speeding."

Judge Carter rapped her gavel. "Don't interrupt, you'll get your chance to speak when I say so."

"In addition," Linda continued, "as you can see, he is plainly belligerent. Upon his arrest, he cursed, resisted arrest, and disrespected me. I believe he also attempted a bribe. Martha is a witness."

Jeremy opened his mouth to defend himself but bit down on his tongue instead, realizing it was his quick temper that got him here in the first place.

"These are very serious charges, especially the cursing and disrespect," the judge said. She looked at Jeremy. "Okay, Mr. Alfredson, what do you have to say? And I caution you to think carefully before you speak."

He released the grip on his tongue and took a deep breath. He knew he had to be careful in what he said. "Your honor... I am a new visitor to Scurbin. I only wanted to get a meal and use the bathroom before traveling on."

"Traveling on to where?" the judge asked.

He tried to think. What was his next destination, the one he was so anxious to get to? "Uh... Bixby."

The judge and Deputy Jacobs scowled at the same time. "Bixby?" the judge said. "Son, you can't get to Bixby from here. So, you're either lying or incredibly stupid. Which is it?"

Again, Jeremy had to consciously suppress the urge to make a sharp remark. He had lost all patience with the town of Scurbin. "I'm not lying," he said quickly. "Look, Judge, I'm a rep for a pharmaceutical company. I was on my way to Bixby, but there was a big traffic jam on 42. I checked my GPS and saw a road that seemed to bypass the highway. The road led me here."

"Your GPS?" the judge echoed. "Boy, you are stupid. There are no thru-roads in Scurbin. The road you came in on is the only main road. There is a narrow unpaved road that goes through a pass, but believe me when I say you don't want to attempt that road, especially at night." She paused for a few seconds.

Jeremy remained silent, amazed at his own inability to read the GPS correctly.

"Okay," the judge resumed. "Let's resolve this situation."

Jeremy thought for a minute. He didn't know much about the law. However, his experience with small towns was that very few had their own judges and courtrooms. Some may have had mayors' courts to handle traffic cases, but that was about it. "Excuse me for asking, but this seems to be happening awfully fast. Shouldn't I have a lawyer or something if this is as serious as you say? Shouldn't my case be transferred to a bigger town?"

Judge Carter huffed. "We like to handle our own issues here in Scurbin, and we have the authority to do it."

"How?"

Deputy Jacobs gave him a small shove. "We don't have to explain anything to you, boy."

The judge held up her hand and smiled. "I don't see the harm in a little explanation, Deputy Jacobs. After all, he is a stranger here." She paused and shifted her gaze to Jeremy. "Scurbin is not a typical small town. We are unincorporated and we straddle the state line. Over the years, we have turned our relative isolation to our advantage and are now quite prosperous; how we got that way is of no concern to you. However, because of all these factors, the state and county officials pretty much leave us alone. We haven't had a major crime here in over thirty years, and we take care of the petty crimes like yours ourselves. Any more questions?"

Jeremy was amazed. In all his travels through the Midwest, he had never seen a town like this, not even close. "I do have another question."

Both the judge and Officer Jacobs looked at him expectantly.

He hesitated, wondering if he should ask. "Uh... since I've been here, I haven't seen any men... only women."

The judge chuckled. "First, you certainly haven't seen the whole town," she said. "Our population is approaching twelve hundred and the town is more spread out than it appears from the main road. Second, there are men in Scurbin. The cook at the diner; the attendant at the gas station, for example. However, it is true that women make up about eighty percent of the population. And women hold all of the administrative and professional positions. That's the way it's been since the nineteen-forties and even before, to a certain extent, and we've seen no reason to change it. Satisfied?"

I'm in serious trouble, he thought, as he processed the information regarding the town, especially the demographics. While he wasn't exactly a male chauvinist or a misogynist, a part of him did believe that men should hold most of the authority. Now, here he was, a stranger in a town where women were in firm control. "Yes, ma'am," he replied, trying to sound contrite and hoping that would earn him a little sympathy or at least some consideration.

"Okay. Now that we've got that out of the way, let's address the matter before the court," Judge Carter said. "Jeremy Alfredson, you have been charged with a number of offenses and have offered no credible defense. Deputy Jacobs, I believe we'll forget about the unsubstantiated reckless driving allegations and concentrate on the fire hydrant and the cursing, disrespect, and possible bribe. Is that okay with you?"

"Yes, your honor," Linda Jacobs said.

"Good. Now, as to the parking violation, the fine is one hundred dollars, plus fifty dollars for court fees."

Jeremy winced, believing the fine to be a bit steep. But he wisely said nothing.

"Now, as to the other issues. We take public cursing and disrespect very seriously here in Scurbin. Perhaps in other towns, using foul language and disrespecting authority figures is acceptable behavior, but not here. We don't hesitate to punish such behavior rather severely."

Jeremy swallowed hard and waited for the verdict. He didn't want to get himself into even more trouble with another public display of belligerence, especially not in front of a crusading judge.

"So... taking into consideration your ignorance of our laws, I sentence you to five days in jail for the cursing and ten days in jail for the disrespect and for resisting arrest and attempted bribe. Time to be served immediately."

Jeremy practically exploded when he heard the sentence. "Fifteen days in jail? For simply mouthing off to a power hungry cop? That's fucking ridiculous!"

The judge never lost her expression. "Now it's thirty days. Care to try for sixty?"

Once again, he bit down on his tongue. These women are deadly serious, he thought. I'm in the middle of a nightmare. He took several deep breaths. "Look, Judge... your honor... I'm sorry for my outburst. I can't be in jail. I have to be on the road for my job. If I'm not in Bixby by tomorrow, I'll lose that job."

Judge Carter and Deputy Jacobs looked at each other and nodded. "There is, perhaps, an alternative... one we've found to be quite effective in correcting poor behavior such as yours."

"What is it? I'll do just about anything," he said quickly.

"You saw the post out front?"

"Yes."

"It's a whipping post," the judge said. "In lieu of jail time, I could sentence you to be publicly whipped... sentence to be carried out immediately."

"Whipped? Is that what you said? What kind of town is this?"

"I thought I explained that already," Judge Carter said. "We mete out punishment as we see fit, a system that has been proven quite effective over the years. We've had one public whipping already today. It may seem a bit primitive, but believe me when I say that being whipped in public leaves a lasting impression, both on the prisoner and the witnesses."

Jeremy struggled to make any kind of sense out of the rapid turn of events. It had been less than three hours since he made the fateful decision to turn onto the road that led to Scurbin. Now it seemed more like three days.

The judge rapped her gavel to get his attention. "Well, Jeremy, what's it going to be? Thirty days in jail or a public whipping. You need to decide immediately."

He tried to get control of himself. Think, Jeremy, think. "If... I choose the whipping, what happens?"

"Deputy Jacobs takes you outside, secures you to the post, and administers the whipping. After that, you spend the night in jail and are released in the morning... after you've paid your fine and court costs."

Again, he tried to think and wondered how bad a whipping could be, deciding that it had to be better than thirty days in jail and the risk of losing his job. "I'll... take the whipping," he said in a near whisper.

"Good," the judge said. "We don't like to keep people in jail anyway." She turned to Deputy Jacobs. "The prisoner is hereby sentenced to receive fifty strokes, sentence to be carried out immediately. Please proceed."

He shook his head in disbelief. "Fifty strokes! What the hell!"

"Jeremy, you certainly have a penchant for using colorful language and getting yourself into more and more trouble. Now the sentence is sixty strokes. Any more such outbursts will result in a hundred strokes. Deputy Jacobs, please remove the prisoner."

Deputy Jacobs gripped Jeremy's arm. "Let's go."

He was almost too stunned to move. In his mind, he had visions, based on movies he had seen, of his back being ripped to shreds and having scars he didn't dare show in public. But, regardless, the sentence was passed and he had no choice now but to go along.

"We have to make a stop first," Linda Jacobs said. She led him out of the courtroom, across the hall, and into the little office area that constituted the Scurbin police department. She opened a cabinet and extracted two sets of handcuffs and a large leather strap. Then she went to a communication board, picked up a microphone, and flipped a switch. "Attention citizens of Scurbin," she said into the microphone. "There will be a whipping in front of the police station in five minutes."

She put down the microphone and flipped the switch to the off position. She turned to Jeremy. "As the judge said, we have found punishment conducted in full public view to be very effective."

She gripped his arm once again and led him out of the building and onto the sidewalk. A small crowd was already gathering in the street. "Jeremy, stand in front of the post with your back to the street."

Jeremy nodded and moved to the designated position like a man condemned and already beaten. Jacobs removed the handcuffs and secured his wrists to the iron rings on either side of the post. Now he knew it was real; he was going to get whatever they wanted to give him... in full view of whomever cared to watch.

Deputy Jacobs stepped in behind him, unbuckled his belt, unfastened his pants, and pulled them, along with his briefs, down to his knees. She turned and faced the growing crowd, which consisted of almost all women, with perhaps two or three older men in the back. "The prisoner is to receive sixty strokes for public cursing, disrespecting authority, and resisting arrest."

He was nervous. However, he was also a bit relieved that the whipping would be administered to his bare bottom and not his back, as he had feared. He closed his eyes and waited.


Chapter Three

Deputy Jacobs gripped the wooden handle of the long strap with her right hand and moved to Jeremy's left side. She retracted the strap, then snapped it forward. It landed firmly in the center of both quivering cheeks, making a resounding thud sound as it hit.

Jeremy winced as the pain registered in his brain.

"That's one," Jacobs said. "Fifty-nine to go."

He winced again as he realized he was in for a long and painful ordeal. All of a sudden thirty days in jail didn't seem so bad. Too late, he thought.

The strap struck again, this time landing on a spot slightly below the first. "That's two," Jacobs said.

After that, she cut loose as though anxious to get the punishment over with. Stroke after stroke after harsh stroke impacted his bottom, which was rapidly changing color from white to red to dark red. She counted each stroke as she administered it. It was very clear that she had done this before many times and knew exactly what she was doing in order to maximize the effect.

After thirty or so strokes, the pain was becoming nearly unbearable. Tears flooded his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. But not only did he feel the sharp pain, he also felt humiliated. He was being punished by a woman in front of a crowd of women. It was an experience he had never even come close to imagining.

Or maybe it was a variation of his dream coming to life.

At stroke fifty-five, Jacobs stopped and felt his heavily bruised bottom. "You're doing very well... for a man," she whispered in his left ear. "Five more to go, and they will be harsh, so brace yourself."

He wasn't quite sure what she meant by bracing himself. Already he could feel his knees weakening, making it difficult to stand upright. However, his hands being secured to the top of the post also made it impossible for him to slink to the ground. All he could do was wait and endure.

Once again, she retracted the strap and snapped it forward with a force that was stronger than any of the previous strokes. The pain nearly broke him. "Oh... god... please..." he shouted.

But Deputy Jacobs paid no attention to his pleas. A few seconds later, she delivered another thunderous stroke, number fifty-seven. "Three more," she said, mostly to the crowd.

She administered the final three in very rapid succession. Immediately after the last stroke, she announced in a loud voice, "Sixty."

Jeremy barely heard her. He was now sobbing. Every part of his young body hurt, from his wrists and hands to his bottom, now stained magenta, to his knees. His pants and briefs had dropped to his ankles, exposing the entire lower half of his body to the crowd. He didn't care.

Immediately after the last stroke was delivered, the crowd began to dissipate. A few of the women in the crowd gazed for several seconds at Jeremy's bottom and shook their heads. Some whispered to their companions.

Deputy Jacobs set the strap down on the sidewalk and unlocked the handcuffs that secured his hands to the post. "It's all over," she said gently. "Are you okay?"

He tried to gather himself, thinking, it the most unreal experience he'd ever had. The extreme pain in his backside was beginning to ease up a little. He took several deep breaths as he registered the question. Am I all right, he wondered. He glanced at Linda Jacobs, her face reflecting her concern. "I... I guess so," he said in a near whisper.

She ran a hand over the scorched surface of his bottom. "This was a pretty serious whipping," she said. "You better let me take a look at your bottom inside. Maybe I'll put some aloe on it."

Jeremy didn't respond to that. He turned and nearly tripped as his feet became entangled in his briefs and pants.

"Can you walk?" she asked.

"I think so."

"Well, you better either pull up your pants or take them off. We don't want you falling out here on the sidewalk."

He flushed as he realized he was virtually naked from the waist down. Quickly, he reached down and pulled up his pants and briefs, ignoring the increase in pain as the cloth came into contact with his scorched flesh.

Deputy Jacobs picked up the strap and the handcuffs and started toward the entrance to the station. At first, he didn't move. She lightly grasped his arm. "Come on, Jeremy. Let's get you inside."

He nodded and allowed himself to be led into the building. But instead of turning into the police area, she took his hand and urged him up a long staircase to the second floor.

The stairs opened into a large room containing a desk and chair, three jail cells, and a double bed. "Jeremy, lie down on the bed, face down."

He looked at the bed, then back at Jacobs. "Why?"

"I need to attend to your bruising."

Suddenly, he was embarrassed again, although he wasn't quite sure why. "Aren't there any men who can do that?"

"Not in this town. Now, you can either lie down on the bed and let me take care of you, or pick a cell and get in it."

He shifted his eyes to the three cells. Each contained a cot with a blanket, a wooden chair, a sink, and stainless steel toilet - all in full view of the desk. There would be no escape and absolutely no privacy. He lay down on the bed, as instructed.

The deputy laughed. "Jeremy, take your pants off first."

He flushed and once again tried to compose himself. Although the pain had diminished, it hadn't completely gone away. He stood up and stripped off his pants and briefs. What the hell, he thought; she's already seen me like this. He lay down on the bed and closed his eyes.

A minute later, he felt something cool being slowly massaged into his bruised flesh. The sensation was wonderful.

"You know, Jeremy," Linda Jacobs said, "you are both young and not bad looking. I believe you could become quite popular in Scurbin."

He had a sudden vision of being secured to the post, naked from the waist down in front of dozens of women. "Yeah, right. I was the star of the show today."

She stopped the massage and moved to where he could see her. "That isn't what I meant."

"What did you mean then?"

She laughed. "I wouldn't say you're stupid, Jeremy, but you are kind of slow. We are a town where women outnumber the men four to one. And those men we do have were pretty much born and bred here, and they're all over forty with all of them married. Except for a few delivery drivers and repairmen, we hardly ever see a young man for any length of time, at least not long enough to... well, let's just say to take advantage of his natural assets."

He looked into Linda's eyes, trying to make some sense of what she was telling him. "So... what are you saying? Are you suggesting I should stick around here?"

She smiled. "I guess maybe that's exactly what I'm saying."

He opened his mouth to speak, but she held up a hand to stop him.

"Jeremy, what kind of life do you have now? Do you have a wife somewhere, a girlfriend? Do you love your job so much that you can't think to do anything else?"

The questions caused him to think for a moment, to assess his life to this point. He had no social life; he hadn't been with a woman for nearly a year. He didn't even have a pet to come home to. And it was all because of his job, a job he didn't like that much anyway. If he would have to characterize his life, he would say it was empty and unfulfilling, that he was stuck in a deep rut that he couldn't get out of. He couldn't even see over the top of the rut. "No wife; no girlfriend. The job keeps me too busy."

Linda massaged a little more aloe into his bottom. "Sounds pretty vacant. No wonder you have such an attitude problem."

"It is what it is," he said. "I just got my student loans paid off a few months ago and I want to build up my savings. And... I really don't know what else to do."

She stood up and smiled. "I think you need a change."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean a home, a place where you can feel happy and fulfilled."

"Where would that be?"

She was about to answer when the phone on the desk rang. She picked it up, had a short conversation, and hung up. She turned back to Jeremy. "It's starting already."

Jeremy looked at her. "What's starting?"

"The inquiries. That was Kate Garrett, the bank manager. She wants to know if you're available."

His eyes widened. "Available for what?"

Linda scowled. "Boy, you are slow, aren't you? No wonder you don't have much of a life. What do you think I mean?"

He took a deep breath as all sorts of images entered his head. "Wait... do you mean she... wants to sort of get together with me?"

"There's no sort of about it. She's even willing to pay your fine." She looked hard at Jeremy. "Jeremy... you do like women, don't you? I mean, you prefer women over men?"

"If you're asking if I'm gay, the answer is definitely no."

"Are you a virgin?"

"No."

"Okay. Then I don't see a problem here. Let me put it in terms that are a little more assertive so that even you will understand. Kate is a very important person in Scurbin. To refuse her would have consequences, both for you and for me and this department. So, you have a choice. You can either spend an hour or so with an attractive woman who desires your company or you can receive another whipping. Am I getting through to you?"

Jeremy flushed, thinking once again that this whole scene in which he was involved was unreal, that maybe he was having another of those dreams, a whole town of women holding him prisoner. However, the word whipping did manage to make it through the fog. "So... are you saying that if I don't spend some... quality time with this bank manager of yours, I will get another whipping?"

Linda smiled. "Hey, I think you're finally getting it." She laughed derisively. "So what's it going to be? I need to let Kate know."

"Not much of a choice, is it?"

She slapped his sore bottom with her right hand, causing him to wince. "Boy, what is the matter with you? I don't understand the hesitation. You should be grateful. I mean, if you're good enough and lucky, she may even take you home with her to spend the night. That would have to be better than spending the night in one of these cells."

"What do I have to do?"

She slapped him again on the bottom. "Just say you'll do it... then do it. Do it like you're enjoying it... which shouldn't be all that difficult. Make her happy. Is that too much to ask?"

Jeremy glanced over at the digital clock on the desk and noted that it was six-fifty; the sun was disappearing outside. He couldn't believe how much had happened in just a few hours. "Okay...I'll do it," he said at last.

Linda scowled again. "Jeremy, you don't sound very enthusiastic. I believe it only fair to warn you that if Kate doesn't leave happy, I will take you outside, handcuff you to the post, and give you a whipping you'll never forget. Understand?"

He winced involuntarily at the prospect, then nodded.

"Say it," she ordered.

"I understand."

"One more thing," Linda said. "When answering a question in this town, as a newcomer and a male, you will add ma'am to your answer. Is that clear?"

To Jeremy, this order was probably the only thing that was clear. "Yes... ma'am."

"Great," Linda said. Then she turned to the desk, picked up the handset on the phone, and punched in a series of numbers. "Kate... Jeremy says he'll be very happy to take care of you." She listened for a few seconds. "Good. We'll be ready when you get here." She returned the handset back to the cradle and turned back to Jeremy. "She'll be here in about ten minutes. In the meantime, get yourself cleaned up a little, use the bathroom if you need to. Then take your clothes off. When Kate gets here, be ready to do whatever she wants you to do. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Okay. Now move. You only have ten minutes."


Chapter Four

The bathroom in the corner of the upstairs room was small but clean and well-appointed with mostly feminine touches. As he removed his clothes, Jeremy glanced at his watch. No time for a shower, he thought. He settled for washing his face and hands and rinsing his mouth with mouthwash he found in a small bottle next to the sink.

He opened the door a crack. "Uh... Deputy Jacobs, what should I do with my clothes?" he called out.

Linda Jacobs was sitting at the desk. "Just leave them there for now. Are you naked?"

"Yes."

"Cover yourself with a towel and step out. Kate should be here in a couple of minutes."

Jeremy, feeling both extremely self-conscious and slightly aroused at the same time, secured a fluffy bath towel around his middle then walked slowly out of the bathroom into the cool air of the police station.

Jacobs stood up. "Walk over to the bed and stand still," she ordered.

He did what he was told, feeling now like a reluctant model, or a prize bull on display just before the slaughter.

Jacobs scanned him carefully. "Not bad," she said. "I think Kate will like what she sees." She paused for a few seconds, her eyes never leaving his body. "Now remember... do whatever she tells you to do and don't talk unless she asks you a question. Is that clear?"

Jeremy took a deep breath. The whole scenario still seemed unreal, even the pain in his backside. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled. "I think you'll do just fine."

"Deputy Jacobs, may I ask you a question?"

She looked at the clock on the desk. "Make it quick."

"I was just curious... I seem to have arrived in town just after someone else was whipped. Was it a man or woman? And why was he or she whipped?"

Jacobs shook her head. "You don't need to know that."

"Maybe," he said. "But I believe I've earned the right, don't you think?"

She scowled. "Boy, you've earned the right to do what you're told. And you've earned the right to spend the night in Scurbin's version of the Big House. Plus, you've earned the right to receive another whipping if I think you deserve it. Apart from these rights, you've earned nothing. Understand?"

He had to bite down on his tongue to keep from making a very harsh and sarcastic remark. He swallowed hard. "Yes, ma'am. I'm sorry."

A second later, they both heard a door opening and closing downstairs. Jacobs pointed at Jeremy. "Stand where you are and keep your mouth shut."

As Jeremy stood by the bed facing the stairs, a woman came into view. She was mature with a slender, well-proportioned body framed by a form-fitting black dress, the hem of which stopped just above her knees. She had short blonde hair and a very pretty unlined face. She stopped when she reached the top of the stairs and gazed at Jeremy.

After a few seconds, she smiled. "Well, Linda, I must say the rumors going around town were right." She moved closer to Jeremy, her high heels clicking on the wooden floor. "Take off your towel, I want to see what I'm buying."

Jeremy glanced at Jacobs. The deputy nodded. Slowly, he stripped off the towel and flushed slightly.

"What's your name, boy?" the bank manager asked.

"Jeremy," he said. He looked at her and realized that she was a real beauty, a classic.

"Well, Jeremy, I'm Kate Garrett. For now, you will address me as Ms. Garrett. Okay?"

"Yes, ma'am."

Kate's smile widened. "Very good. Now, turn around."

He turned around so now his back was toward the two women.

Kate came a little closer, her eyes fixed on his backside. She ran her smooth fingers over his flesh. "Very impressive, Deputy Jacobs," she said. "It's been a few years since I've seen a backside so well-punished. My compliments." Then, suddenly, without warning, she retracted her right hand and slapped his bottom as hard as she could.

He winced and cried out. He wanted to protest, but caught himself.

Kate placed her hand on his bottom and gently rubbed out the sting she had just caused. "Jeremy, do you know how to please a woman?"

He could feel conflicting emotions. A part of him didn't like this mature but beautiful woman. But another part of him was growing very aroused. "Yes, ma'am."

"I hope so," she said. "No doubt Deputy Jacobs has explained to you the consequences of not pleasing me."

He didn't have to think about that. Unconsciously, he clenched his gluteus muscles. "Yes, ma'am. I will do my best."

Kate abruptly swatted his sore rear twice. "Boy, you will do more than your best. You will do exactly what I tell you to do when I tell you to do it. Is that clear?"

He quickly gathered himself together. "Yes, ma'am."

Kate turned toward Linda Jacobs. "Deputy Jacobs, go get yourself some dinner. And take your time."

Jacobs nodded, pulled a well-worn black leather handbag out of the bottom drawer of the desk, and disappeared down the stairs.

When the door to the outside shut, Kate stepped back. "Okay, Jeremy, let's see what you can do."

Jeremy said nothing, understanding that he needed to wait, to be patient and do exactly what he was told.

"Have you ever undressed a woman?" she asked.

Although he was no virgin, his experience was mostly limited to one-night stands with a few college romances thrown in. He had certainly never encountered a woman like Kate Garrett, so self-assured and very assertive, a woman who knows exactly what she wants and how to get it. "No, ma'am," he said.

She smiled again. "Are you smart enough to learn?"

He thought about this for a second. He had a BS in chemistry and two years of post-graduate work. He knew he was smart. But was he smart enough for Ms. Garrett? "I believe so, ma'am."

"Let's find out." She turned her back toward him. "Okay, come over here and remove my dress... slowly."

He approached her and saw that the dress was held up by a long zipper down the back. Carefully, he found the zipper tab and began to lower the zipper, exposing in the process her back and the strap of a thin black satin bra. He stopped when he had the zipper down below her waist.

"Now slowly lift the sleeves of the dress off my shoulders."

He did what he was told. The dress fell to the floor in a heap of black cotton. Now, he could see that underneath the dress she was wearing a thin black satin bra and black satin bikini panties. He could feel himself growing even more aroused. His first instinct was to grab her, strip off the panties, and throw her onto the bed. Quickly, he suppressed that instinct, knowing that that action would more-than-likely result in a severe whipping and quite possibly several nights in jail. He settled for stepping back and waiting for instructions.

"Remove my bra," she ordered.

Once again, he followed orders, quietly grateful that he had performed at least that much undressing before.

She turned to face him, showing him her full breasts with the nipples erect. "Now, bend down and suck my breasts until I tell you to stop."

Jeremy was nearly beside himself with lust. Kate was a beautiful woman, and his male instinct told him to take her right there and then. Once again, he suppressed the urge. He bent down and opened his mouth, carefully curling his tongue around each nipple, then sucking as hard as he could on each breast.

For at least five minutes, he devoted himself to the task of worshipping her breasts. She closed her eyes and began to breathe faster and deeper. Finally, she put a hand on top of his head. "Stop," she ordered. She opened her eyes and looked down at his penis, which was fully erect. She chuckled. "Nice to see that an old woman like me can still have that kind of effect on a young stud. But, we're not ready for that... at least not yet. Now, get down on your knees, take off my panties, and lick me between the legs."

This was something else he had never done before, but he didn't think it would be all that complicated. He hooked his thumbs in the elastic waistband of her panties and carefully lowered them to the floor, exposing her labia covered by a thin patch of dark pubic hair. The hair was already glistening with natural anticipatory moisture.

She spread her legs. "Get to work," she commanded in a breathy voice.

He stuck his head in the opening between her legs. Immediately, she clamped her legs around him. He stuck out his tongue and began to lick, first finding her vaginal opening, then her clitoris. After a few minutes, she closed her eyes again and became more animated. When she climaxed, her legs became a vice, nearly cutting off all the circulation to his brain. He felt like he was going to pass out.

Then she released him and stepped back. She took several deep breaths to calm herself. "That... that was better than I anticipated," she said. "Altogether not bad." She looked down at him. He was still on his knees awaiting further instructions. She blinked. "Okay... lie down on the bed on your back. Let's see what you can do with that fairly impressive dick of yours."

He nodded, grateful that his head was free of her iron grip. Gingerly, he stood up and moved over to the bed. When he reached it, he lay down on his back, as instructed.

Kate stepped out of the pile of clothes and her shoes. When she got to the bed, she straddled his body. Slowly, she lowered herself onto his penis, which was standing straight up. She inserted it inside her and rocked back and forth while the index finger of her right hand massaged her clitoris. Within a couple of minutes, she experienced another thundering orgasm.

When she was once again under control, she gazed into Jeremy's eyes. "You are everything I asked for, and now I guess it's your turn." She disengaged from him, rolled over on her back, and spread her legs. "Okay, boy, go for it. I want it hard and fast."

He didn't need this order repeated. Within seconds, he was on top of her. His rock hard penis found her vagina and wormed its way inside. He thrust as hard and fast as he could while she lay beneath him moaning. He came almost when she did, yet another experience he had never before had.

She opened her eyes, looked up at him, and smiled. "You can get off me now," she said gently.

He withdrew his drooping penis and rolled off her and onto his back.

Kate turned on her side toward him and kissed him softly on his sweating cheek. "Put your arm around me and cuddle me," she said.

Once again, Jeremy did what he was told, savoring the feel of her naked body up against his. He wanted to say something, tell her how good he felt at this moment. However, the stress of the long and strange day suddenly overcame him. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

Sometime later, he was awakened by the sound of Kate's voice. He opened his eyes and noticed that she was no longer in bed. Rather, she was dressed and sitting at the desk. The handset of the telephone was in her hand.

"Yes," she was saying into the mouthpiece. "He's a keeper." She paused and listened. "Can Del make the arrangements?" Another pause. "Good. I will trust you to take care of it. See you in the morning." She replaced the handset and glanced over at Jeremy. She smiled when she saw he was awake. "I have arranged with Deputy Jacobs for you to come home with me. I have already taken care of your fine, but you still have to spend the night in Scurbin. Now, which would you rather do, spend the night with me or in one of these cells?"

Not much of a choice, he thought. However, after what he had experienced with Kate, a part of him wasn't all that anxious to leave Scurbin. And he certainly didn't want to spend the night locked in an uncomfortable cell. "I... would like to spend the night with you."

She stood up. "Good. I was hoping you would say that. You have some potential, I believe, and I'm not anxious to give you up. Get dressed."

He stretched and rolled out of the bed. He found his clothes neatly stacked on a corner of the desk. He dressed quickly. He noticed that his pockets were empty. Where are my keys? My wallet? he thought. "Uh... Ms. Garrett, do you know what they've done with my stuff... my keys?"

She flashed him a knowing smile as she started for the top of the stairs. "Oh, they're safe," she said. "Deputy Jacobs didn't want you to try to sneak out in the middle of the night-far too dangerous."

I guess that makes sense, he thought. As if anything made any kind of sense.

She took his hand. "Okay, now follow me. I have an apartment over the bank."


Chapter Five

With Kate in the lead, the couple left the municipal building and walked out into the night. The air had cooled considerably, and Jeremy shivered slightly, wishing he had the jacket he had left in his car. They moved quickly past the whipping post. In the distance, he could see a single light in the window of the diner. His car, he noticed, was gone. Impounded probably, he thought.

They crossed the street and moved into the next block, which contained a row of two and three-story brick buildings, most with signs advertising businesses over the main entrance. They stopped in front of a very ornate-looking building. The sign over the double glass doors read, 'First Bank of Scurbin'.

"This is it," Kate announced. "I have an apartment on the second floor." She lifted a panel next to the door, exposing a lighted keypad. Deftly, she entered a series of numbers and the door clicked open.

They entered into the lobby of one of the most ornate banks Jeremy had ever seen, an obvious relic from an earlier time period when outlandish displays of wealth were common. To the right of the lobby was another door. Kate pulled a key from the pocket of her dress and inserted it into the lock on the door. She turned the knob and pulled the door open, revealing a wide staircase.

She turned to Jeremy. "Back when this building was new in 1912, the bank executives had their offices up here. However, when I inherited the bank fifteen years ago, I had the upstairs completely redone."

When they reached the top of the stairs, they were standing at the entrance to a very large and open apartment with high windows and hardwood floor covered with Persian rugs. In one corner was a gourmet kitchen. In another corner was the door to another room. Under one of the windows was an antique oak desk. On the surface were stacked files and a large computer monitor. Under another window were several pieces of matching living room furniture, including a sectional sofa and recliner, all facing a sixty inch HD television. A cherry wood kitchen table and four matching chairs rounded out the furnishings.

Kate turned on an overhead light. "Well, Jeremy, what do you think?"

Jeremy stood where he was and took it all in, realizing that he was in the presence of a very wealthy woman who knew how to indulge herself. "Magnificent," he said.

"I was hoping you would like it. I don't bring many people up here. This is sort of my private sanctuary." She pointed to a door in one corner. "That leads to the bedroom." She glanced at her gold wristwatch. "It's a little after ten. I imagine you're a bit hungry and probably pretty tired. I'm sure I wore you out."

He smiled. "It's been a very strange day," he said. Then he paused and put his hand over his mouth. "Oh... I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. I shouldn't have said anything."

She laughed at his discomfort. "It's okay, Jeremy, we're alone here. Would you like something to eat and drink?"

"Yes, ma'am," he said. He was a little hungry and he was very thirsty.

"I would take you for a beer drinker. Am I right?"

He remembered that Martha at the diner said Scurbin was a dry town. Think carefully, he told himself. "Occasionally," he said. He felt he could really use a beer at this time, or something even stronger. But he knew better than to say it. "But I really prefer water."

She gave him a slow scan, then flashed him a large smile. "Good answer." Jeremy, you continue to impress me. I have flavored water and some homemade lasagna. Is that okay?"

"Sounds wonderful."

Ten minutes later, both Jeremy and Kate were sitting at the table eating lasagna from china plates and drinking raspberry-flavored water from crystal goblets. Throughout the meal, Kate watched her guest.

And knowing he was being watched, Jeremy was careful to display his best table manners. He had grown up in a relatively affluent household, with two professional parents. Although he was now estranged from both of them, he hadn't forgotten the lessons in decorum they had instilled in him.

At the conclusion of the brief meal, Kate stood up. "Do you want me to help with the cleanup?" Jeremy asked.

She nodded. "You can rinse the dishes and glasses and put them in the dishwasher," she said. "I'll put the food away."

With both of them working, cleanup took only a few minutes. "Thank you, Jeremy," she said. She took his hand. "Let's sit down and talk for a few minutes."

She led him to the sofa and urged him to sit down in the middle. She sat down and leaned into him. "You seem like a fairly polite young man. I'm told you're a pharmacy rep. Is that correct?"

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

She laughed. "Jeremy, in my apartment, you don't have to answer every question with ma'am," she said. "Now, which pharmacy?"

"Donovan-Phillips."

She nodded. "Do you travel a lot?"

"That's all I do," he said. "My territory covers parts of four states."

"How did you end up in Scurbin? We only have one doctor here and no hospital or clinic. I certainly don't remember a pharmacy rep ever coming through before."

"I got here because I misread my GPS. Definitely not here on business."

Kate scowled. "What does that even mean? Jeremy, we're thirteen miles from the main road, at the end of a county road not too many people even know about. Nobody ends up here by accident."

As Jeremy listened to the doubt in Kate Garrett's voice, suddenly the full weight of this long and very stressful day began to cave in on him. He looked at Kate, noted her expression. "Well... what the hell do you want me to say? That I came to this fucked up town on purpose? I guarantee you I never heard of Scurbin before I saw the sign... and I wish I'd never come here and hope to forget it even exists by tomorrow evening." He slumped back against the sofa, his energy spent.

At first, the bank manager remained where she was, her face expressionless. Then, she stood up and glared at her guest. "I certainly was wrong about you," she said. "I thought maybe we were going to be friends. But, after this... this tirade, I'm going to have to send you back." She picked up her cell phone off the side table.

Jeremy could feel himself begin to panic as he realized what he had done in a moment of blind rage. "No... please, Ms. Garrett... please don't call Deputy Jacobs."

She looked at him. "I have no real choice. I imagine you will spend the night in a cell and receive another whipping in the morning. You certainly deserve it."

"I... I could just leave quietly," he suggested.

She huffed. "Jeremy, you can't even get out of this building without the security code," she said. "And even if you did manage to get out of here, where would you go? Your car's been impounded, along with your money and ID."

He slumped even further into the sofa as the truth of her statement hit him hard. He was totally at her mercy. "I'm sorry," he said. "So sorry. I didn't mean it. I'm just tired."

Kate gazed at him and a half smile emerged on her face. "Well... I guess there was no real harm done. But that tirade can't go unpunished." She paused for a few seconds. Her smile widened. "Still, I think we can take care of that here and now."

"How?" he asked, partly relieved and partly suspicious.

She walked over to the kitchen, opened a drawer, and extracted a large wooden spoon. She turned toward Jeremy. "It's been a long time since I've spanked a naughty boy. I miss it." She clutched the handle of the spoon tightly in her right hand.

He held up his hands, palms out. "No... please, ma'am. I don't think I can take another spanking."

She approached him. "Stop whining, boy," she said. "You can either take a spanking from me or I call Deputy Jacobs. I would rather be the one to spank you, but it's your decision."

Jeremy's muddled brain flashed back to the whipping post and the sixty hard strokes he had endured. He wasn't anxious to relive that experience. He wanted to get up and run just as fast as he could, out of the apartment, out of the building, out of this town. But he knew he couldn't. He was trapped in a situation he couldn't control. Time to make a choice. "Uh... what do you want me to do?"

"Excellent," she declared, slapping the bowl of the spoon against her left palm. "Get up and strip."

He nodded, thinking it was best to just go along with her and see what happens. Quickly, he removed his clothes. He stood before her naked. He didn't flush with embarrassment. She had seen him like this before.

She smiled and sat down in the center of the sofa. "Okay. Now come across my lap... with your head and upper body on my left side."

Once again, he nodded and awkwardly draped himself across her lap. The cotton of her dress felt soft against his skin. Once he was in position, she shifted his bottom so that it was directly under her right hand. Her left hand gently massaged the already bruised flesh of his backside.

"Deputy Jacobs did do a good job on you," she declared. "I imagine this is going to hurt some. But you do deserve it... and I'm going to enjoy spanking you. And afterward... well, we'll see if you can repeat your earlier performance."

She raised the spoon over her head and brought the flat side of the bowl down hard, impacting his right cheek. He winced and squirmed. A second later, she repeated the action, this time striking the left cheek, eliciting the same reaction.

"Jeremy, you need to stop squirming so much," she said. "If you can't control yourself, I'll just have to tie you to the bed and spank you in that position."

He had a sudden vision of being tightly secured face down. It wasn't a pleasant prospect. He put one leg over the other in an attempt to keep himself from moving. "I'm sorry," he muttered.

She issued a demonic laugh. "Let's see if we can make you even sorrier."

After that declaration, she cut loose, issuing stroke after stroke after stroke, igniting a bonfire in his backside. Tears flooded his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. When he could manage a coherent thought, he wondered if he would have been better off facing Deputy Jacobs and the whipping post. "Please... Ms. Garrett... ma'am... I'm sorry. Please stop."

Kate struck five more times, including two that glanced off his upper thighs. Then she stopped and set the spoon down on the floor. She ran a hand across his scorched skin. "I guess you've been punished enough," she said. "But, I swear, boy, if you go on another tirade or even say one wrong thing, I will make sure you never ever forget this night. Is that clear?"

He already thought he would never forget this night. He gathered his breath. "Yes, ma'am."

She raised her knees and urged him off her lap. He rolled and hit the floor with a thud. She stood up. "Okay, now go into the bedroom and lie down on the bed. I will be along in a few minutes. And, boy... you better be hard and ready to go when I come in the bedroom. Understand?"

He got himself to his feet awkwardly. His bottom still felt like it was on fire. "Yes, ma'am."

She slapped him on the bottom. "Now, move."

He winced and turned. He practically ran to the door that led to the bedroom. Once through the door, he saw a queen-size bed with four wooden posts and a black translucent canopy. The bed itself was covered with a black and purple quilt and several pillows. He lay down on the bed with his head on one of the pillows. He glanced down at his penis and noted that it was erect. So far, so good, he thought.

A minute later, Kate appeared in the doorway. "Very good," she said when she saw Jeremy. She approached the bed, then turned toward a door that led into a bathroom. "Stay just as you are. I'll be out in a few minutes." She entered the bathroom and closed the door.

After what seemed to Jeremy like an eternity, the bathroom door opened and Kate emerged. She had removed her dress and underwear, and was now wearing a black translucent negligee. Under the negligee she was wearing black thigh-high stockings. She flashed him a very seductive smile.

Jeremy's eyes practically popped out of his head when he saw her, a true fantasy coming to life.

She approached the bed, lifted the negligee to above her waist, and got on top of him. "I adore appreciative men. Do you like what you see, Jeremy?"

He gazed up at her with wonder. He had forgotten all about the pain in his backside. "Yes, ma'am," he said. "More than I can say."

"Thank you," she said. She straddled him; however, instead of inserting his penis inside her, she moved up on his body until her vagina was over his mouth. "Do it," she growled.


Chapter Six

Jeremy opened his eyes to small shafts of light coming from a window covered by a wooden blind. He sat up and shook his head to clear it. For a moment, he couldn't remember where he was, then his eyes adjusted to the dim light and he could see that he was in a woman's ornate bedroom. Kate Garrett, he thought.

Instinctively, he reached over in the bed. But there was no one there. He was alone under the covers. He barely remembered yesterday; he didn't remember falling asleep. All he could remember when he re-closed his eyes this morning was the beautiful and assertive bank manager straddling him, pleasuring herself at his expense… not that he was complaining.

He scooted himself up higher in the bed and felt a dull pain in his backside, compliments of a severe whipping and a spanking. Incredible, he thought, that only twenty-four hours ago, he was waking up in a cheap motel somewhere along I-70. Now, he was trapped in the ornate apartment of a wealthy eccentric in this very strange town of Scurbin.

He opened his eyes and suddenly remembered he had a job; he needed to be in Bixby this morning. He glanced at a digital clock on the bedside table. It read 7:20. I need to get up and get moving. Pushing back the covers he rolled out of the bed. He looked for the clothes he had so casually discarded the night before but couldn't find them. Instead, on a hook inside the bathroom door, he saw a black terrycloth robe. He went into the bathroom, urinated, and put on the robe, thinking perhaps Ms. Garrett had folded his clothes.

Wearing only the robe, Jeremy left the bedroom. Kate was sitting at the big oak desk examining something on the computer monitor. She was already dressed in a long purple and black dress.

"Uh... Ms. Garrett," he called gently.

She turned away from the monitor and looked at him. "Ah, Jeremy, you're up," she said smiling. "You were sleeping pretty soundly and I didn't want to disturb you. I'm usually up and working by seven."

"Uh... Ms. Garrett... I think my time is up. I need to get dressed so I can get on the road. I'm supposed to be in Bixby this morning."

She dropped her smile and swiveled in the chair. "Jeremy, sit down... please. There's something we need to discuss."

"Please... Ms. Garrett... look, I appreciate your paying my fine and all, and I appreciate your taking me in. But I really do need to get on the road or else I'll lose my job."

"Jeremy, sit down. I need to tell you some things. You're not leaving here until I do."

With another quick glance at the clock, he sat down in one of the kitchen chairs.

Kate took a deep breath. "We've decided to keep you."

He took a few seconds to process the statement. "What does that mean?"

"We... the sheriff and I, along with a few other prominent citizens of Scurbin, have discussed this already this morning and decided that we need you here. So... welcome to Scurbin, your new home."

Jeremy's eyes widened in shock and confusion. "What? Wait a minute... What do you mean? I can't stay here. I have a job; I have a life."

She smiled at him. "Oh, you poor boy. I know this is coming fast, but you need to listen." She paused for a few seconds and watched him. He remained silent. "Okay, here it is. We need a young man in this town, one with your abilities. So we're not going to let you leave. Believe me, it's for the best."

His mouth gaped in horror. It was his dream coming to life. "But... you can't just keep me here... against my will."

"Well, we were hoping it wouldn't be against your will, but, let me point out a few things. First, we have checked you out thoroughly. You have no life, except for a cheap apartment in Dodge City... which you will be moving out of by the end of the month. You have no job anymore. You sent a letter of resignation this morning. So you don't have to be in Bixby or anywhere else. It was a terrible job anyway, totally beneath you. You have a degree in chemistry and spent a year and a half in medical school. We could use those skills, even if they were wasted working for Big Pharma. We're still tracking down your parents... from which you are apparently estranged. We know your mother was a prominent neurologist in Kansas City but has resigned and moved out of the country. We're not sure about your father, but they seem to have gone together." She stopped and looked at him. "Are we missing anything?"

As he listened to the details of his life, he was astounded. Dozens of strange images swirled through his brain as he heard his life being systematically dismantled. "This... is so... incredible... You had no right to mess with my life." He stood up. "I'm going to report you, all of you."

Kate smiled again. "Oh, dear. This is the best part: you're not going to report anything."

"Why not?"

"Well, besides the fact you no money, no ID, and no transportation out of town, it seems you're a wanted criminal."

"What!? How could that be?"

"Jeremy, don't underestimate a town full of smart and determined women. When we want something, we get it. You've been charged with sexual imposition. Of course, our sheriff, Delaney Foster, hasn't filed the warrant yet and no All-points bulletin has been put out. However, this will be done if you make any attempt to leave. Your only hope is to remain with us."

Once again, he tried to process all that he was hearing. He tried to assess his options only to discover that he didn't have any, at least not right away. "Uh... did you really send a letter of resignation to my employer?"

"Well, the letter's been written and mailed," Kate said. "We would have sent an email but Delaney hasn't figured out your password yet."

"Hasn't figured out my password yet," Jeremy echoed. "How? I mean, I was led to believe you were very isolated here."

"We are isolated geographically, but we do have the latest technology. Who told you we were behind the times?"

"The woman over at the diner."

"Martha? Don't pay any attention to her. She's a traditionalist who thinks progress stopped with microwave ovens. She used to be an elementary school teacher when we had children in town that young. We are very advanced, I assure you. We even have our own cell tower on the Colorado side and our own power plant." She looked at him. "Jeremy, sit down before you fall down. You might as well relax."

Jeremy, his face reflecting his disbelief, slumped in the chair. "What is it you want from me?"

"That's better," Kate said. "You may actually avoid another date with the whipping post. It should be obvious what we want from you. We have no men in this town under forty and no unmarried men, unless you count old Dan Starkey, who is eighty-two and a widower. Apart from being a decent lover, you are young and have a certain expertise that we could use."

"What expertise?"

"That's not for me to discuss. At eight this morning, we're going to meet in the bank conference room to discuss how best to utilize you."

Jeremy slumped even deeper in the chair, inadvertently allowing the robe to open in the front, exposing his penis to Kate. He flushed and quickly covered himself.

The bank manager chuckled. "Your modesty is an endearing quality," she said. "But there's no need for it... not anymore anyway. Now, we've got about thirty minutes before the meeting. I wish that was enough time for another round of lovemaking, but you still need to take a shower, get dressed, and eat some breakfast."

He didn't move; a dozen conflicting emotions clouded his brain.

She clapped her hands to get his attention. "Jeremy, move. We don't have much time. If you're late for your own meeting... Well, let's just say that you'll probably find yourself secured to the whipping post by nine... with Sheriff Foster wielding the strap. Believe me, boy, if you thought Deputy Jacobs was harsh, you definitely don't want to be on the receiving end of one Delaney's whippings."

When the word whipping registered in his brain, Jeremy nodded and stood up. "May I use your shower?"

"Of course," Kate said. "And your clothes will be waiting for you on the bed. I advise you not to waste time."

He glanced at the wall clock and saw that it was now two minutes after seven-thirty. He rushed to the bathroom. He was out of the shower in five minutes. When he exited the bathroom and approached the bed, instead of the clothes he wore yesterday, he found a black pair of briefs, a white polo shirt, and a pair of denim jeans. On the floor was a pair of sandals.

He regarded the clothes for a moment, looked at the ever-present clock, then quickly dressed, noting the snugness of the fit. He was out of the bedroom by seven minutes to eight.

Kate gave him a long scan. "Turn around," she said.

He turned, showing her his backside.

"Not bad at all. I think the committee will be pleased." She pointed to the kitchen table. "There is some toast and orange juice. Help yourself, but make it quick."

He realized that he was hungry and thirsty. Aware of the clock and the consequences of being late to the meeting, whatever that was, he gulped both the toast and the juice without actually tasting either.

She smiled. "Okay, let's go."

He followed her as she descended the stairs and unlocked the door that opened into the bank lobby. There she exposed a panel and entered a series of numbers. The front door of the bank clicked.

"Follow me," she ordered. She turned away from the front door and walked quickly toward a door near the back of the bank. When she reached it, she opened the door and turned on a light, exposing a large windowless room with a long highly polished oak table in the middle. Around the table were ten padded swivel chairs. At one end of the room was a matching credenza.

Before he had a chance to think, Jeremy heard several women's voices approaching the conference room. Kate took a deep breath. "Jeremy, stand in front of the credenza with your hands folded in front of you. Don't talk unless someone asks you a question. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am." He understood very little except that he was in a situation over which he had very little, if any, control. All he really knew was that he didn't want to be handcuffed to the whipping post. He assumed the indicated position.

A few seconds later, six women, all attractive and probably over thirty-five, filed into the conference room. Each gazed at Jeremy as though he was a prize statue.

Kate sat at the head of the table, with her back to Jeremy. "Ladies, let's sit down and get this meeting started," she said. She waited a moment while her guests situated themselves. "Good. Now, for the sake of our newest citizen, I will introduce each of you. Immediately to my right is our mayor, Rhonda Bizet. Next to her is Elsa Jackson, our pharmacist. Then we have Dr. Maribel Perez, the only physician in Scurbin. At the other end of the table is Rebecca Johansson and next to her is Elena Martinez. We'll discuss what they do in a moment. And of course, wearing the uniform is our sheriff, Delaney Foster."

From his position, Jeremy looked as closely as he could at each of the six women. They were all impeccably dressed and coiffed. Even the sheriff looked very elegant in her uniform. He couldn't help noticing that Sheriff Foster had a small but sturdy body, smaller but probably stronger than her deputy.

"Okay, let's get this meeting started," Kate said. She glanced behind her. "Jeremy, pull out a chair and sit down please."

Jeremy did what he was told. Obeying direct orders was becoming more natural to him.


Chapter Seven

The bank manager looked over at the mayor. "Well, Rhonda, I believe it's up to you to get this meeting started."

Rhonda Bizet, a tall, stately woman with dark hair, nodded and shuffled some papers in front of her. She was wearing a black skirt and a white button-down blouse. "We're here to decide how best to use our newest citizen," she said in an official voice. She glanced around the table. "Now, this isn't a formal meeting so everyone please feel free to join the discussion."

Jeremy took a deep breath. "Do I get a say?"

All seven women glared at him. "No," Sheriff Foster said. "And if you open your mouth again without permission, you'll get a whipping. Understand?"

Jeremy nodded, now afraid to speak.

"Say it," the sheriff ordered.

"I understand."

"Who wants to start?" Rhonda asked.

Each woman appeared to scan identical papers in front of each of them. "I could probably use him in the pharmacy," Elsa Jackson said. "I could train him as a pharmacy tech, given his background."

"Well, I might be able to train him as a medical assistant," Dr. Perez said. "Might be nice to have someone who has his medical background." She turned to Jeremy. "Can you take vital signs and do a simple physical exam?"

"It's been a couple of years, but I think I remember how," Jeremy said.

"Good," Dr. Perez said. "He might also be useful in treating some of the anxiety issues I see occasionally."

The other six women chuckled at the mention of anxiety issues. They all knew what that meant and what the best treatment for it was.

The mayor nodded. "Good suggestions." She looked at Rebecca Johansson and Elena Martinez. "What about you two?"

Rebecca Johansson spoke first. She was a thin, wiry woman with blonde hair. She was wearing jeans and a gray tee shirt. "I suppose I could use him in the greenhouse, given his background in chemistry. He might also be useful in interacting with our customers, given his background in pharmaceutical sales."

"I don't think he'll be very useful in the mines," Elena Martinez said. She was a sturdy woman with black hair. She gave a sideways glance to Jeremy and smiled. "Although, I'm sure I could use him in some other capacity."

The mayor laughed. "I'm sure we all could." She looked around the table. "Any more suggestions?"

The other six women shook their heads.

"Okay," Mayor Bizet said. "I will meet with each of you individually over the next day or so, and then we'll make a decision. Let's meet back here on Monday morning at the same time. Agreed?"

Everyone nodded in agreement, pushed back their chairs, and stood up.

Rhonda Bizet turned to Kate. "Kate, can you take care of Jeremy for the next couple of days... orient him to the town?"

Kate smiled. "Of course."

Rhonda patted her on the shoulder. "Thanks." Then, with another glance at Jeremy, she joined the other women in filing out of the conference room.

When they were alone in the conference room, Kate turned to Jeremy. "Well, Jeremy, I think they liked you."

"Is that supposed to make me feel better?"

She scowled. "Be careful, boy. Our sheriff needs very little reason to give you a whipping you won't soon forget. Don't make me give her that reason."

He dropped his eyes to the polished hardwood floor. "I'm sorry."

Kate touched his arm in a sympathetic gesture. "I know this is probably very hard for you," she said. "But, in a sense, we are giving you a sort of fantasy life. I mean, where else are you going to be coveted by a town full of women?"

He had a quick flashback to his dream. Then he thought about his life - or at least the life he had known until yesterday afternoon. "I... guess you're right. I should be grateful. But... it's all happening so fast."

She smiled and took his hand. "You just need some orientation. Let's get you back upstairs, maybe give you a proper breakfast. I will fill you in on the town of Scurbin." She paused and put a hand on his crotch. "After I take advantage of you one more time."

"Ms. Garrett... I... don't know if I can. I mean, I'm pretty tired."

She removed her hand from his crotch and issued two hard swats to his bottom. "You won't know unless you try, will you?"

He winced, surprised at the pain from the swats. "No, ma'am."

She wrapped her fingers around his. "Let's go find out."

"Uh... don't you have to open the bank?" He wasn't sure why he asked that question, perhaps just to stall the inevitable. He braced himself for another swat.

But she smiled instead. "Jeremy, I own the bank. I open it whenever I want to. Besides, I have four senior assistants who are perfectly capable of running things in my absence. Now, any more stupid questions?"

"No, ma'am."

Five minutes later, they were back in the upstairs apartment. Kate closed the shades on the windows. "Okay, Jeremy, strip out of your clothes," she ordered. "You know what I'm wearing under this dress?"

He looked at her and shook his head. "No, ma'am."

She laughed. "Absolutely nothing."

He nodded and tried to smile, feeling anxiety, fear, fatigue, and arousal all at the same time. The combination was enough to nearly cripple him. He watched her watch him and knew he had to do what he was told, that this was his new reality, whether he liked it or not. He pulled off his polo shirt, removed his jeans, and peeled down his briefs.

Her smile widened. "I don't think I could ever get tired of looking at your body. In fact, if you were a slave, I would probably buy you and keep you all to myself. After all, I believe I could outbid any other woman in Scurbin."

He considered that. After all, aren't I a slave? If he had to belong to someone, he wouldn't have minded belonging to Kate Garrett. She was the most attractive of the eight women he had seen up close so far. He said nothing.

The bank manager hiked her dress to above her waist, exposing her labia, already glistening with natural lubricant. She sat down in the center of the sofa and spread her legs. "Okay, Jeremy, I believe you know what to do so get to it."

"Yes, ma'am," he said. He got down on his knees and crawled over to her. When he reached her, he put his head between her legs, stuck out his tongue, and began a long session of licking and probing.

When the tip of his tongue swirled around her clitoris, she put her hands on top of his head and shrieked, overcome by a thunderous orgasm. He stopped and pulled back, but she clamped her legs together. "Don't stop!" She gave him a swat on his bare bottom.

Immediately, he went back to work, his tongue alternating between her clitoris and her vagina. She nearly passed out, as her breathing became rapid, then erratic. She climaxed again, flooding his mouth with her juices.

When she came to her senses, she released him and pushed him back onto the floor. He landed in a heap. She managed to get herself up on her feet. The hem of her dress fell down over her lower body. She smiled as she looked at him, obediently remaining on the floor. "Jeremy, you are a remarkable young man," she said. "And I really do wish I could keep you. But, alas, you belong to the town and I will have to share you." She lifted the hem of her dress above her waist. "But in the meantime, do you want some of this?" She pointed to her vagina.

He had a raging erection, and he wanted her. At that moment, it was just about the only thing in his life that he knew for certain. "Yes, ma'am."

Kate chuckled. She stripped off the dress and cast it to the floor. She lay down on the sofa on her back and spread her legs as much as she could. "Okay. Here it is. Come and get it."

He didn't have to be told twice. He leaped to his feet and covered her body with his. He penetrated her easily and thrust for all he was worth. It was over in less than five minutes.

Ten minutes later, Kate and Jeremy sat at the table eating cereal and drinking orange juice. They were both dressed. After they were finished eating, she pushed her empty bowl and glass aside and looked at Jeremy. "Okay, I guess it's time to fill you in on the town. I'm sure you have lots of questions. But let me talk first, then you can ask whatever you want."

Jeremy remained silent. In truth, he was fighting to stay awake.

"The town was founded by Josiah Scurbin," Kate said. "Josiah was born in St. Louis in 1830 and went west when he was about fifteen, according to our town historian. Around 1864, he served as scout and surveyor for the Union Army and came through this area on his way to Colorado. He discovered some caves and two very clear springs near where we are now. He also made friends with some of the local Cheyenne, who were trying to survive the intrusion of the white settlers.

"The war ended, of course, but Josiah remembered the area and especially the caves and the springs. He returned in 1867 with a few other mountain men and began mining operations. In 1868, they discovered gold. They also discovered that the spring water was excellent for making whiskey. The town of Scurbin was, for a time, a boom town. Josiah married the eldest daughter of the tribal chief, thus establishing a peaceful relationship with the local Native Americans.

"The first white women came to Scurbin in 1874, lured by the prosperity. The leader was a woman named Bonita, her last name was never recorded. She established the first brothel. By 1910, Scurbin was a very wealthy town with a population approaching five thousand. However, even then, the women in the town were very influential. The town even elected a woman by the name of Sylvia Springs, as mayor in 1912. Things were going very well, as you can tell by this bank, which was built by my great-great-grandfather…until around 1917."

"What happened in 1917?"

"War, by then the mines were pretty much finished, so there wasn't much opportunity for a young man who didn't want to spend his life farming. When World War One started, many of the young men enlisted. Most never returned. The town fell upon hard times until 1920, when Prohibition began. Because of the relative isolation of the town and because of the springs with their abundant and pure water, some of the men started making bootleg whiskey. They established a customer base in Burlington and Cheyenne Wells and developed roads through the passes. The business was quite prosperous, enough to save the town. However, by 1930, the whiskey makers had attracted the attention of some relatively unsavory characters. Still, these relationships got the town through the Depression. Then World War Two began and, once again, many of the young men enlisted or were drafted. As in 1918, most never returned. So in 1946, there were many more women in Scurbin then men."

"What about now?" Jeremy asked.

Kate shook her head. "After World War Two came Korea, then Vietnam, then the Gulf War, then nine-eleven and the aftermath. So many young men lost to the military and other opportunities." She paused and shook her head again. "But through it all, we women have persevered and prospered. There are presently two hundred thirty-nine men in town, but they're all over forty and married. We can't attract any new men, at least not to stay."

"But... aren't there any children in town?" Jeremy asked. "Don't you have any boys who will stay?"

"Scurbin is an aging community," Kate said. "The last baby was born twenty years ago... and that was a girl. We do have some younger women in the town, but no couples, I'm afraid."

Jeremy thought for a few seconds. He had never heard of a town like this before, a town totally dominated by women. As a young man, he thought he could understand why a man like himself wouldn't want to stay here. "Those men that are here, what keeps them here?"

Kate smiled. "Domination," she said immediately. "The women in this town own everything and control everything."

"But... but... you mean, the men just go along with it?"

"They have very little choice. All the men work, of course. However, their pay is automatically deposited in my bank. Since they're all married, they can't withdraw any money without their wife's signature. So, they would have to leave here penniless. And the men aren't mistreated, just dominated."

"Dominated?"

"Jeremy, most men were raised by their mothers and taught by female teachers. They're used to women in authority. And if they are ever inclined to rebel against that authority, let's just say that every woman in Scurbin has a paddle or at least an old-fashioned hairbrush. Plus, if necessary, there is always the whipping post. As you already know from unfortunate experience, a session there can be very effective in quashing rebellious behavior."

Unconsciously, he nodded, reflecting on his own experience with the whipping post, endured less than twenty-four hours ago. He also thought about his parents. His mother was definitely the stronger of the two. Jeremy didn't know if his mother spanked his father, but he did know that she dominated him.

"Any more questions?" Kate asked.


Chapter Eight

Jeremy was about to ask one more question when the phone rang. Kate picked up the handset and listened without saying a word for at least a minute. Then she said, "Okay, I'll bring him down and we'll meet in the conference room in ten minutes." She hung up and turned to Jeremy. "Things are moving already," she said almost sadly. "We're going to meet with Mayor Bizet, Rebecca Johansson, and Wilma Waring."

"Who's Wilma Waring?" he asked.

"I'll let her explain that." She put their dishes in the dishwasher. "Get your hair combed and smooth down your shirt. I'm going to go to the bathroom and put on some underwear."

"Wait," Jeremy said. "You said Rebecca Johansson. Didn't she say she had some kind of greenhouse? What did she mean by that?"

Kate stopped at the bedroom door. "She can explain it better than I can. However, let's say she has a fairly good growing operation but could use some help." She didn't wait for a follow up question before disappearing into the bedroom.

When she emerged a few minutes later, Jeremy was sitting on the sofa. He had combed his hair and straightened his polo shirt. Kate smiled when she saw him. "Good boy," she said. She started for the door but was stopped by the ringing of the phone. She glanced at her watch and scowled. "It's the sheriff," she said, looking at the caller ID. She picked up the handset and once again listened for at least thirty seconds before hanging up. She turned back to Jeremy. "Well, Jeremy, you don't have to worry about your job."

He stood up. "What do you mean?"

"That was the sheriff. She has hacked into your phone and your iPad. Like a true millennial, you apparently keep all your personal information on these devices and don't bother to protect them with any real security. She called your employer and told them that you quit, that you've taken a job elsewhere. She has also accessed your banking information. It seems you have only twelve hundred dollars in your checking account... which you are in the process of transferring to my bank."

Jeremy flushed with anger. "She had no right to hack into my life!"

"Boy, you forget yourself. You belong to us now. And if you continue to make a fuss about it, I will turn you over to the sheriff... and I think you know what that means."

He knew exactly what that meant. He clamped his mouth shut, realizing that his life, as he had known it, was truly over.

She watched him for a few seconds. "Okay. Now that you've gotten yourself under control, let's go the conference room and see what Wilma and Rebecca have in store for you."

A few minutes later, Kate and Jeremy sat in the conference room. Kate was at the head while Jeremy was off to the side. Rebecca Johansson sat on one side while an attractive middle-aged woman wearing black dress pants and a flowered blouse sat on the other side. Finally, the mayor, Rhonda Bizet, sat at the far end of the table.

Kate turned toward Jeremy. "You already know Mayor Bizet and Rebecca Johansson," she said. "Wilma Waring helps out in the greenhouse but has plans to start her own business. I'll let her tell you about it."

Wilma glanced at Jeremy and smiled. "Jeremy, welcome to Scurbin," she said. "I'm told you like beer. Is that true?"

He thought for a moment. What was the best way to answer that question when he knew he was in a dry town? "Uh... I will occasionally drink beer... but I don't know if I really like it."

All four women chuckled at the same time. "Jeremy, you won't get punished for telling the truth," Wilma said. "Now, we already know you're a beer drinker and that you favor various craft beers. We know that you once bought a home-brewing kit. Did you want to make your own craft beer?"

That had been one of those pipe dreams he had when he dropped out of medical school. He had mostly forgotten about it. "Well... I did think about it."

"Good," Wilma said. "I have a plan to begin a micro-brewery. We have the best water in the Midwest. I've been studying the market. I think we have a good chance of competing successfully. What we need is some dedication and expertise."

All four women looked at Jeremy at the same time. He squirmed in his chair. "Well, I wouldn't say I have any expertise. I mean, I didn't actually make any beer."

"Do you think you could learn?" Wilma asked.

"Well, probably," he said. "But I thought this was a dry town."

"Technically it is," Wilma said. "But, there's no ordinance against making or selling alcohol. And if we create a brewery, I'm sure we can pass another ordinance allowing for the sampling of beer."

Rhonda Bizet nodded. "No problem."

"There it is, then," Wilma said. "I think we could get this started." She paused and looked at Kate. "Kate, do we have the investors?"

"I think they could be convinced," the bank manager said.

"Well, Jeremy, are you interested?" Wilma asked.

He tried to process the request. In a sense, this was another male fantasy coming to life… the chance to start his own brewery. However, he couldn't shake the idea that, in reality, he was little more than a slave in this strange town. Whatever he was given could be taken away in an instant. "What do you want me to do?"

Rhonda held up her hand and beckoned to Rebecca. "Before we get too far into this, I believe Rebecca has something to ask."

Rebecca took a deep breath. "Yes, well, Jeremy, you may already know that marijuana is legal in Colorado."

He nodded.

"We've gotten into that market," Rebecca said. "We have a large greenhouse on the Colorado side and got our license to grow cannabis last year. We're already making a bit of money, but we think we could expand our operation, make it even more profitable."

His head was swimming as he considered the two ideas he had just heard. "Wait... how can I help with that?"

"You have a background in pharmaceutical sales and chemistry," Rebecca said. "We're mostly interested in expanding into the medical marijuana market, which is beginning to boom."

He tried to think. He had taken a few courses in business and had some corporate training in marketing. He looked around the table; all eyes were on him. "Uh... what do you want me to say? You seem to know my background better than I do."

The four women scowled. "Boy, we're offering you the opportunity of a lifetime," Rebecca said.

Mayor Bizet looked at Kate. "Kate, I thought you said you had him under control. But it appears his attitude could use some work."

Kate nodded and glanced at Jeremy. "Jeremy, I'm very disappointed," she said. She stood up. "All right, stand up and bend over the table... right now."

Jeremy flushed. "What? Why?"

She clapped her hands. "Just do it. Don't ask questions... unless you want me to call the sheriff. One of us is going to adjust your attitude. You decide right now which of us it's going to be."

He realized what he had done, the attitude he had displayed. Consequences, he told himself. Remember the consequences. "I'm sorry," he said, hoping that would suffice.

"It's too late for that," Kate said. "Now, you are embarrassing me and yourself in front of some of the most important people in Scurbin, people who are going to help you. Don't make it worse for yourself. And don't make me call the sheriff."

He didn't want Kate to call the sheriff as he understood what that would mean. Whatever the bank manager had in mind for punishment, the sheriff would multiply, probably by a factor of five or even ten. He stood up.

"Pull down your pants and bend over the table," Kate ordered. Then she looked around the table. "Who's got a hairbrush?"

Wilma, who had the longest hair of the four women, rummaged through her handbag and extracted a large wooden hairbrush with a flat back. "Will this do?"

"Nicely," Kate said. She took the hairbrush from Wilma and clutched in her right hand. She turned to Jeremy, who was still standing by the table. "Boy, I thought I told you to pull down your pants and bend over the table. You have until the count of ten to get into position. Then I call the sheriff. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am," Jeremy said, his face reflecting his dismay. He had his pants and briefs down to his ankles and was bent over the table by the count of six.

Kate moved in behind him, her fingers wrapped around the long handle of the brush. "Jeremy, it's your attitude," she said. "But once you're broken, that won't be a problem."

With a sideways glance to the other women, she retracted her right arm and snapped it forward, striking his right cheek. He winced as the blow re-ignited the embers of pain in his backside. A second later, she struck again, this time impacting his left cheek. After that, she became a machine, methodically spanking him, turning his already slightly bruised bottom into a mass of misery.

He squirmed; he danced in place. Tears filled his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. He tried to remember where he was and why he was enduring this spanking. He tried to think about what he could do to avoid spankings in the future. But, in the end, all he could focus on was the pain and how much he just wanted it to stop. "Ms. Garrett... please... please stop," he said in a small voice.

Kate pulled the next stroke and lay the brush down on the table. She gently patted what was left of his bottom. "That's better," she said. "Now, are you ready to curb your attitude and show respect to these women who are trying to help you?"

"Yes, ma'am," he said without thinking about it. He was ready to promise anything.

Kate stood back, smiling triumphantly. "Okay. Stand up, restore your attire, and apologize."

Jeremy stood up. Resisting the strong temptation to rub out the sting in his inflamed backside, he quickly pulled up his briefs and jeans. He turned to the four women, who were still sitting at the table and gazing at him expectantly. "I... I apologize for my attitude," he said. "This is... a new experience for me... and I may be having some trouble adjusting. Please forgive me."

The four women smiled at him. "We're all here for you, Jeremy," the mayor said. "But you need to let us guide you. Okay?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Rebecca, I believe you were asking Jeremy some questions," Mayor Bizet said.

Rebecca cleared her throat. "Yes. Jeremy, my question still stands. Do you think you can help out in the greenhouse and with the marketing?"

He took a deep breath. The pain in his recently spanked bottom was still acute. He definitely didn't want to say anything that would cause him to get another spanking. "Well, Ms. Johansson... I believe I can learn anything and I am at your disposal. You too, Ms. Waring."

Kate beamed with delight and gave his bottom a gentle pat.

"Good answer," Rhonda Bizet said. "Perhaps, Rebecca, you and Wilma could take Jeremy out to the greenhouse and show him what you have in mind. Then get him some lunch at the diner. Is that okay?"

Rebecca and Wilma looked at each other. "Sure," Wilma said. She turned to Jeremy. "Jeremy, are you ready to go?"

"He's ready," Kate said. "But bring him back here for dinner. He can spend the night with me again."

"Wait a minute, Kate," Rebecca said. "You had him last night. Why do you get him again? It makes more sense to take him home with me."

Wilma scowled. "Well... what about me?"

"Wilma, you're married, remember?" Rebecca said.

Wilma scowled. "Oh, yeah. I almost forgot." She chuckled as she gazed at Jeremy. "Still, I think I can make Hal understand."

Rhonda stood up. "Ladies, let's not fight over him. Rebecca, you get him for tonight. Then, tomorrow, he can spend the night with me. As mayor, I need to orient him to the whole area. Wilma, you may get a turn later, but you do have a husband at home. Are you all agreed?"

"Agreed," the three women said at the same time.

Jeremy looked around the table and wisely said nothing. But in his mind, he was desperately trying to process the whole situation, remembering that less than twenty-four hours ago he was in Dr. Patel's office in Tahoma, flirting with his nurse and wondering if he could somehow talk her into going out with him, maybe even take her back his motel room or her place. Now, it seemed, he would never have to worry about that again. The women were lining up and taking numbers.


Chapter Nine

For Jeremy Alfredson, the next eight days were a blur that he would remember only as fragments later on. The days started with a tour of the town and surrounding area. Sitting in the backseat of Rebecca Johansson's late model Jeep Grand Cherokee, he saw that there was a lot more to Scurbin than he had originally thought. There were houses and buildings spread out, extending all the way to a series of hills riddled with caves. He saw the two springs emerging from an underground artesian well, a few operating farms with corn and wheat ready for harvest.

He discovered that, contrary to what Judge Carter had told him, there were actually two paved roads through the passes. Rebecca explained that one road led to Cheyenne Wells and the other to Burlington, both on the Colorado side. He also saw a small nicely maintained airstrip, which Wilma explained was used to transport gold and other minerals, and now cannabis.

Jeremy saw the gigantic greenhouse and the cannabis growing operation. Next to the greenhouse, abutting one of the streams, was a large newly built barn. The barn, Wilma said, was meant to house the micro-brewery. He was both impressed and a little confused. In the back of his mind, he couldn't help but wonder where the money to fund these operations was coming from. But he knew better than to ask any questions, at least at this time.

They treated him to lunch at the diner and dinner at Rosa's Mexican Restaurant, one of only three restaurants in Scurbin. Rebecca explained that if they wanted something different or more exciting, they would carpool to Burlington, which was about a thirty minute drive. Occasionally, when they started to feel particularly 'needy,' a few of them would go to a cowboy bar in Cheyenne Wells, where they would drink, dance, and have a one-night stand with one or more of the locals.

That first night, Jeremy went home with Rebecca, as arranged. Of course, she attacked him almost immediately. However, for most of the night and into the next morning, they discussed the greenhouse. He was impressed with her knowledge of botany and chemistry. What she lacked, she said, was the time and expertise in marketing. That was where he would come in.

On Saturday afternoon, Jeremy was turned over to Rhonda Bizet. She filled him in on the town history, including the use of the whipping post, which dated back to the late nineteenth century. Through their conversation, he discovered that she had a master's degree in public administration and that her mother and grandmother had both been mayor at one time. She also handled most of the town's external affairs and served as a mentor and liaison for a growing number of home-based entrepreneurs.

She lived in a large, well-appointed apartment above the city administration building. When she was a graduate student at the University of Colorado, she met and got engaged to a young professor. However, he broke off the engagement not long after a visit to her hometown, claiming that the lifestyle in Scurbin was grossly unnatural for a man. A part of her regretted letting him go, but another part wasn't sorry.

She turned out to be a patient and relatively non-demanding lover and allowed him to sleep through the night. "As mayor, I will reserve the right to bring you home anytime I wish," she told him as he was drifting off to sleep.

"Thank you," he managed to mutter.

Early that Sunday morning, Sheriff Foster stopped by Rhonda's apartment. She was carrying two large suitcases and a garment bag. "I got these from Jeremy's apartment," she said. "I believe I got all of the clothes that were worth bringing, along with a few personal items. Everything else, and there wasn't much, will get donated to charity or sold when he vacates the apartment next Thursday."

Seeing the suitcases and listening to the sheriff brought Jeremy back to reality. This wasn't just a semi-pleasant diversion. Everything that constituted his life before he came to Scurbin had been systematically dismantled and discarded. He belonged to the town now, and only the town.

He could feel himself begin to panic as he stood behind the mayor and glared at the sheriff. Even though they had told him what was happening and what was going to happen, he still couldn't believe how easy the process had been. He quickly grew indignant. "How could you do that to me?" he yelled. "You had no fucking right to just... just... destroy my life."

Rhonda and the sheriff looked at each other and shook their heads simultaneously. "Oh, dear," Rhonda said sadly. "Jeremy, I wish you hadn't done that."

He was still feeling the rage. "Done what?"

"Gone off like that... especially in front of the sheriff."

Sheriff Foster clutched his arm and held it in a tight grip. "No," she said. "That wasn't smart, boy."

Feeling the sheriff's fingers tightening around his wrist brought Jeremy back to reality once again. "Look, I didn't mean it," he said. "I'm sorry. It's just that... it's such a shock to see what's left of my stuff deposited on someone else's doorstep." His face flushed and he tried to break free of the iron grip.

"I'm sure it is a bit of a shock," the sheriff said. "But I can't ignore your tirade. We have very strict laws about cursing. I'm afraid you'll have to come with me."

Now, he really did panic. He understood only too well what it meant to go with the sheriff. "No... please... I'm sorry. It won't happen again."

Sheriff Foster scowled. "I don't make the laws, boy, I just enforce them." She turned to Rhonda. "Mayor, I'll have him back in time for church... and with the right attitude."

Rhonda nodded and glanced at a large wall clock. It was seven-thirty. "He'll need to take a shower and change his clothes."

The sheriff sighed. "I know that. I said I'd get him back. This won't take long." She turned to Jeremy. "Are you going to come along peacefully or do I have to cuff you? If I have to use force, your punishment will be much worse. I hope you understand that."

He took a deep breath in an attempt to calm himself. Consequences, he told himself. Always consequences. That and little, if any, control. He nodded. "I'm sorry, Ms. Bizet."

"So am I, Jeremy," Rhonda said. "But you need to take your punishment. Del, will you bring him back here when you're finished?"

"Of course. I said I would," the sheriff said. She pulled on Jeremy's wrist. "Come on, Jeremy."

Less than ten minutes later, Jeremy was secured to the now-familiar whipping post. The sheriff, strap in hand, looked at him. "I'm told my deputy was pretty hard on you. Is that right?"

He thought for a moment. What is the best way to answer that question? "I can't really say, ma'am."

She smiled. "Well, let's find out." She unfastened his jeans and pulled them down to his ankles along with his briefs. She stroked his bottom a couple of times. "Well, you still have a few marks left. I won't be that hard on you. I'd say twenty strokes should do it... unless you give me a reason to increase it. You're not going to do that, are you?"

"No, ma'am."

Sheriff Foster gripped the strap and stepped to the side. But then she hesitated. She reached out and touched Jeremy's penis. "I'll bet your little friend has gotten quite a workout these last couple of days."

Jeremy said nothing, silently wanting to just get this over with.

She touched his penis again and stepped back. "You know, I wouldn't mind being in line myself... except I prefer women. I'll bet you didn't know that Linda Jacobs and I are what you might call a couple. What do you think of that?"

Again, Jeremy said nothing, believing the question to be mostly rhetorical. What did his opinion matter anyway?

She gave him a hard swat with her hand. "I asked you a question, boy."

He took a deep breath and tried to think. "True love is hard to find," he said. "When you find it, you need to embrace it."

She smiled. "A surprisingly good answer," she said. "Linda and I have been together since we were girls. From what I was told, my mother and her mother both had relationships with a couple of cowboys over in Cheyenne Wells. They got pregnant at the same time and moved in together. My mother was an accountant. Linda's mother was the sheriff here for thirty years. If you think Linda and I are harsh, you should have seen her work. She could reduce a grown man to tears with five strokes."

Jeremy looked over his shoulder, wondering why the sheriff was telling him all this. He also tried to see if anyone else was watching. But the square and the street appeared to be deserted. He was starting to feel very uncomfortable and wanted to scream at her to just get this over with. He bit down on his tongue.

Sheriff Foster sighed. "Suddenly, I'm not really in the mood to do this," she said. "But... well, it has to be done. Brace yourself."

There was no more talk after that. The sheriff didn't even count the swats out loud as she was administering them, apparently anxious to complete the sentence, which she did in less than a minute. To Jeremy, it seemed to last much longer. She was more forceful and skilled than her deputy, so by twenty, he was definitely in serious pain. Tears rolled down his cheek. He would have begged her to stop, but she moved so fast, he didn't have time.

When the whipping was over, she unlocked the handcuffs and gently massaged his wounded bottom. "All over, Jeremy," she said. "Are you okay?"

He managed to gather himself together. It had all happened so fast, he wasn't exactly sure how he felt. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled. "Okay. I don't think that was too bad; definitely not my best work, but hopefully effective. Pull up your pants. Do you think you can find your way back the mayor's apartment?"

Quickly, he restored his attire. He glanced around him again and saw no one. "Yes, ma'am."

"Good. Go ahead then. But... I'm warning you that if I or my deputy has to do this again, you will definitely regret it. Understand?"

He understood perfectly and resolved to check his temper and his vocabulary. Two whippings were enough. "I understand."

She turned toward the entrance to the police station then stopped. "Jeremy," she called. He and looked at her. "One more thing. You have announced on your Facebook page and on Instagram that you have taken a job in western Kansas and that you will be very busy getting oriented. You didn't appear to have that many friends or followers, so that step was probably unnecessary. But, I know how you millennials cling to social media."

He was about to say thank you in a very sarcastic tone of voice, but checked himself just as the words were forming in his mouth. "I understand," he managed to say.

He was back in Rhonda Bizet's apartment by eight-thirty. She gave him a hug when he walked through the door. "I hope she wasn't too hard on you," she said with real sympathy in her voice.

He shook his head. "No more than I deserved."

"Okay... about church. We have three in Scurbin: Lutheran, Methodist, and Unitarian. We couldn't tell if you're a regular church-goer. You're not Catholic, are you?"

"No, ma'am, I'm not Catholic."

"I didn't think so. As you might well imagine, we don't have a Catholic church in Scurbin. However, we do have about twenty practicing Catholics. Every Sunday morning, Dr. Perez loads them up in a bus she owns and they attend Mass in Burlington. I myself go to the Methodist church, so unless you have another preference, you'll be coming with me. It may seem a bit incongruous to you, perhaps, but Scurbin is a very tight knit community, and attendance at church on Sunday mornings is, more-or-less, expected. You're not an atheist, are you?"

For an instant, he considered the question. His mother had, at one time, been affiliated with the Episcopal church in Shawnee Mission. However, she stopped going when Jeremy was thirteen. Jeremy wasn't sure what his father believed, if anything. He was an anatomy professor who had always been totally devoted to his work and his wife. Jeremy hadn't seen the inside of a church since his mother stopped taking him. "No, ma'am. I'm not an atheist. And I would be very happy to accompany you to the Methodist church."

Rhonda smiled and patted his arm. "Very good. Now, service is at ten, so get a quick shower. I've already gone through your clothes and laid out what I think you should wear."

He didn't even attempt to lodge any kind of protest. He was simply too tired, too beaten down.


Chapter Ten

That first Sunday in Scurbin, Jeremy, his bottom still slightly sore from the whipping he had received earlier in the day, was welcomed into the community. Being with the mayor, he was able to meet at least a hundred people, including some of the most prominent citizens -- all female, of course. He even met a few of the men.

The men, he noted, weren't the downtrodden, zombie-types he was expecting. Rather, they seemed happy and well-adjusted. As Kate had indicated, they were all over forty, with most being over fifty. They welcomed Jeremy like they would a new brother. He learned that they had a men's club that met every Sunday afternoon in the old Masonic Lodge building. Naturally, they weren't allowed to drink alcohol, but they did engage in lively discussions and watched sports on television. A few even played softball or horseshoes. Practically every one of the 239 men in Scurbin participated.

Jeremy was amazed at this. He had never before belonged to any kind of fraternal organization and was flattered by the invitation to join. After church, he asked Rhonda if he could go the Masonic Lodge with the men.

"Of course," she said. "Have fun, but meet me at Millie's for dinner at six o'clock."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

He spent a lively afternoon at the Masonic Lodge. He met most of the men, played some poker, learned to pitch horseshoes, and drank non-alcoholic beer. Through discussions, he found out that many of the men worked in the mines west of town or in the large greenhouse or the power plant. Some worked the surrounding farms while several worked with their wives in town. No one asked him any questions about his background or why he was in Scurbin. There was no need, he realized. It was a small town where everyone knows everything about everyone else.

In turn, although he had about a hundred questions he wanted to ask, including how does one go about escaping and has anyone done so successfully, he kept the questions to himself, assuming either they wouldn't tell him anything or they would get into trouble if they did. He had no doubt that most, if not all, of the men in Scurbin had experienced at least one whipping and were probably routinely spanked by their wives. "Keep them under control through a combination of love and fear," Kate had told him once. An effective combination, he thought.

That Monday morning, the mayor rather reluctantly turned Jeremy over to Elena Martinez, the mine supervisor and the next unmarried woman in line. From her, he learned that a new vein of gold had been discovered about ten years before, along with a few other less valuable minerals, thus resuming a mining operation that had been allowed to lapse and bringing more wealth into the town.

Unlike the bank manager and the mayor, Elena had not grown up with wealthy parents. In fact, she admitted that she was not originally from Scurbin. Rather, she moved there immediately after she received her master's degree in geology from the University of Colorado. She had also been married for five years to an officer in the Air Force. However, they divorced when he received orders to deploy to Korea. She refused to accompany him, and he refused to resign his commission. "Probably for the best," she said. "He never would have adjusted to the lifestyle here, and I have come to enjoy my sense of freedom and empowerment."

He toured the mines and spent two nights with her before she turned him over to Dr. Perez. Both Jeremy and Elena knew that there was no chemistry between them and that he would never be a good mine worker.

He spent two days and nights with the only physician in Scurbin. From her, he learned that the people of Scurbin were, as a rule, remarkably healthy. She attributed this to the fact that both smoking and the consumption of alcohol were banned and that walking and exercise were strongly encouraged. She did mention that, although she was not board certified, she also practiced gynecology and prescribed some form of birth control to at least half the women in the area, (especially the ones who were under fifty and unmarried), and took frequent excursions to Cheyenne Wells. She also mentioned that she saw her share of problems with anxiety.

They talked quite a bit about medical issues, which Jeremy, as the son of a doctor and a former med student, found interesting. She said that she might need him to come to work for her on an occasional basis, but not full time. Like the four women who preceded her, Dr. Perez took full advantage of her two nights with him before turning him over to the pharmacist.

Elsa Jackson owned and operated the only pharmacy in Scurbin. She had an apartment over the store which was very well-appointed and comfortable. Like Elena, she also had been married at one time. However, her husband disappeared six months after moving to Scurbin and was never heard from again. According to Elsa, this happened two days after his third encounter with Sheriff Foster and the whipping post. "He never could adjust to the lifestyle here," she said.

Jeremy was very tempted to make a sarcastic comment like, 'I can't imagine why' but he wisely kept the comment to himself.

Like some of the unmarried women in Scurbin, Elsa was a semi-regular at a cowboy bar in Burlington and engaged in occasional one-night stands. She also admitted that she once had a year-long affair with the UPS driver who delivered her drugs. She said that he proposed marriage, but she turned him down because, although they were good in bed, they had very different goals and ambitions. She still saw him occasionally when he was in town to make his deliveries, but whatever magic they may have had together was gone from their relationship.

Elsa and Jeremy did have a long discussion about him coming to work for her at the store. However, by Saturday night, it was apparent that, while she enjoyed having him around and took full advantage of his skill as a lover, she didn't really need him full time.

Sunday morning, they walked to the Methodist church together. He was very tired but managed to remain gracious as he was greeted by the entire congregation. Even though it had only been eleven days since he had taken that fateful right turn that led him into this strange town, he was beginning to feel almost like part of the community. He even marveled at the fact he hadn't been spanked or whipped in a week.

By arrangement, it was decided that he would attend the usual Sunday afternoon activities with the men, then spend the night with Kate. On Monday morning, he would meet with the women he had spent time with and they would decide his immediate future. He would have a say, of course, but ultimately the decision would be made in the best interests of the entire community.

At six-fifteen that Sunday evening, Jeremy and Kate were eating dinner at Rosa's. At seven-thirty, they were back in Kate's apartment. She was sitting on the sofa with the hem of her dress above her waist, while he was on his knees with his head between her legs.

As he was tonguing her to orgasm, he thought about the past week. He had spent the night with and made love to four different women, all older than he was. Did he have a preference? Not that it would make any difference. Was there one in particular he would want to go back to time and time again? No, he decided. Do I miss my old life? What was there to miss, he realized.

In Scurbin, he was well-fed and appreciated. However, the fact that he was a virtual slave to the community kept nagging at him. The sex and appreciation were coming at the expense of his freedom, and that was difficult to reconcile. He was living a dream. But, at some point you wake up and the dream ends. He understood that, at some point, this dream would end too. He would either have to make a run for it or endure another whipping or two.

Plus, he wasn't really sure what job he would prefer; again, not that he had all that much choice. Nearly all the men, he discovered, worked rather menial jobs with no real responsibility. They may have been paid for their work, but the money went into an account their wives controlled.

He, on the other hand, was being offered an opportunity to actually be a part of a new business venture, one that would be exciting and could be quite profitable. Still, as he considered the history he had learned in college, he knew that in the past some slaves were given a lot of responsibilities and granted certain privileges. However, in the end, they were still slaves, subject to their masters, who could take away all the slaves had on a whim.

While Kate slept nestled in his arms, he continued to think about his situation. At around two o'clock, he fell asleep after having concluded that none of his agonizing mattered. At present, he was in a situation over which he had absolutely no control. The only thing he could do was to go along with whatever they decided for him and do everything he could to avoid another date with the whipping post. Or an over-the-lap date with any of the women, as he learned from Kate that town ordinance 463-2 gave any woman over the age of twenty-five the right to spank any man if she believed he deserved it. Any man who refuses would be turned over to the sheriff and charged with a crime. Every man in Scurbin knew exactly what that meant, including Jeremy.

On Monday morning at nine o'clock, Jeremy was in his customary chair to the side of the big table in the bank conference room. At the head of the table, as usual, was Kate. Sitting around the table were Rhonda Bizet, Rebecca Johansson, Wilma Waring, Dr. Perez, Elena Martinez, Elsa Jackson, and Sheriff Foster. The women he had slept with during the past week all greeted him warmly. Wilma Waring glared at him; Sheriff Foster said nothing.

Once they were all seated, Wilma leaned forward slightly. "Jeremy, I want you to know that I had to spank Hal three times this past week, including last night. In fact, I had to really spank him last night. I don't think he'll be sitting much for a while. What do you think of that?"

Jeremy didn't know what to think. He had seen Wilma's husband yesterday afternoon at the Masonic Lodge, but hadn't noticed anything particularly unusual about him. He didn't answer the question.

"Why did you have to spank him, Wilma?" Rebecca asked. "He seemed okay in the greenhouse all week."

Wilma scowled and straightened up in her chair. "Well, first the idiot wouldn't stop talking about the micro-brewery proposal, even after I told him to shut up. That was Tuesday. Then on Friday, he went on and on again, even said a couple of curse words. But yesterday evening, after he came home from that stupid lodge of theirs, he went on again. Well, that was the last straw. I had warned him. I made him lie down on the bed and paddled him until he was sobbing like a young boy. Believe me, he'll think twice before he says another word."

Rebecca nodded. "Sounds like you did the right thing, Wilma," she said. "Hal does have something of a stubborn streak. I even had to spank him myself a couple of times several months ago."

"Hal never told me that," Wilma said.

Rebecca laughed. "Why would he? He knows he'd probably get another spanking when you found out."

"Quite right," Wilma said. Then she turned to Jeremy. "Jeremy, my question still stands."

Jeremy took a deep breath, understanding full well that one wrong word in front of the most prominent women in Scurbin would very likely result in either an over-the-table spanking or, worse, a trip to the whipping post. "Well... I don't know Hal all that well, of course, but it sounds to me like he got exactly what he deserved. A man has no business disrespecting his wife."

All eight women sitting around the table smiled at him at the same time. "Very good answer, Jeremy," Wilma said. She looked around the table. "I believe that settles the issue. Hal is just jealous, but he'll have to live with that." She looked around the table once again. "Are we all agreed then?"

The other seven women nodded. Mayor Bizet leaned forward and shuffled some papers in front of her. She turned to Kate. "Is the financing in place?"

Kate smiled. "I've set up a large line of credit."

All eight women looked at Jeremy. "Jeremy," the mayor began, "after much discussion, we've all decided to go ahead with the micro-brewery idea. You and Wilma will work together to get it started. From our research, it appears that we can expect actual production in about six months. Also, you will do some marketing work for Rebecca in order to expand the cannabis operation. Of course, you won't be going out on your own to visit various distributors, but you will help to develop a viable plan and perhaps assist in training a couple of female reps. What do you think about that?"

He listened to the words but wasn't exactly sure what to think. The prospects were both exciting and challenging, but in the end, he was still a slave, even if they didn't call him that. "May I ask a couple of questions?"

"Of course," the mayor said. "Naturally, we want you to feel comfortable with this."

Naturally, he thought. "I guess my first question is what happens to me if this venture doesn't work out or I don't live up to expectations?"

"Wilma, how would you answer that?" Rhonda asked.

"First, this venture will be successful," Wilma said. "Second, we have vetted you thoroughly. If you're not living up to expectations, it's because you're not sufficiently motivated or supervised. As the manager of the operation, I accept that you have a lot to learn about the business. But, let's just say that you will learn it. You will be diligent, resourceful, and follow instructions. And, I believe you already know what will happen if you lose your focus. Is that clear enough?"

Jeremy had a sudden vision of being secured to the whipping post. "Yes, ma'am."

"Did you have another question, Jeremy?" Rhonda asked.

He took another deep breath. The image of being soundly whipped in front of the entire town was still fresh in his mind. "Yes... well... since I've been in Scurbin, I have greatly appreciated the hospitality you have shown me." He paused and blushed as he quickly glanced at the women he had slept with. "But... since I'm going to live here permanently and am the only unmarried man, I was just wondering if I will get a home of my own."

Rhonda smiled. "Now, that is an excellent question," she said. "I believe Wilma has an answer for you."

"We anticipated that question," Wilma said. "We are fixing up a small apartment for you on the third floor of the Bentley Building. That is next to Rosa's and only two blocks from me. I will take you to work every day."

"It will be your place," Rhonda said. "But... well, let's just say that I don't think you'll be sleeping there all that often… and, just in case you were wondering, you won't receive a salary directly, because you're already an investor in the operation. When we start making a profit, you'll get a dividend. What did we decide on, Kate?"

"Based on the size of the investment and his input, we agreed on ten percent," Kate said.

The mayor organized the papers in front of her. "Well, if there are no more questions, I believe our business is concluded. Jeremy, Wilma will take you to the micro-brewery site and get you started. Then, this evening, you will go home with Rebecca so you can work with her on the marketing strategies."

Rebecca smiled broadly. "I think we're going to work very well together, Jeremy."

"Thank you," Jeremy said. "I'm looking forward to it." And a part of him really was looking forward to spending the night with Rebecca. Allow yourself to be appreciated... and exploited, he thought. But try to keep your options open.


Chapter Eleven

For the rest of that week, Jeremy was busier than he had ever been in his life, including his year and a half in medical school. When he was with Wilma Waring, the two of them studied micro-brewery techniques and equipment; they looked at how to best configure the large new building. They even made plans to tour several facilities in eastern Colorado in order to determine both brewing techniques and market placement. Jeremy was impressed with Wilma's knowledge and drive to succeed.

He couldn't help noticing that Wilma's husband, Hal, appeared to be brooding almost to the point of being surly. Although he hadn't seen it himself, he heard that Rebecca had had to spank Hal at least once in the greenhouse office in order to keep him focused on his work. Jeremy also heard that Wilma had herself spanked her husband at least once during the week.

For his own part, Jeremy remained diligent and respectful, partly because he found the business fascinating, but also because he didn't want to suffer the same fate as Hal. Go along, he told himself, and remember that every incorrect action has consequences.

On Friday afternoon, Kate visited the site of the micro-brewery. Jeremy and Wilma showed her what they were planning. Wilma shared budget projections.

"Splendid progress," Kate said. She looked at Jeremy and smiled. "Nice work. I thought you could use a break, so I'm taking you to dinner, then you can spend the night with me. Okay?"

He glanced at Wilma. She nodded her approval. He shifted his gaze to the bank manager, thinking she looked beautiful in her brown A-line dress. He was getting tired of Rebecca anyway. "Thank you, ma'am."

"Are you ready to go?" Kate asked.

Once again, Jeremy looked over at Wilma. She nodded. "Yes, ma'am."

"Wilma, tell Rebecca I'll bring him back to the greenhouse tomorrow afternoon."

"Sure, Kate," Wilma said.

Fifteen minutes later, Kate and Jeremy were back in Kate's apartment. As soon as they were inside, she eyed him hungrily. He wanted to ask her some questions but never got the chance, as she pounced on him like a female lion in heat. "God, I missed you," she said just before impaling herself on his penis.

When she had finally gotten as much out of Jeremy as she possibly could, she dressed. "Let's have some dinner," she said. "But you will eat naked."

As they sat at her kitchen table eating angel hair pasta covered with olive oil, Jeremy once again thought about the past week. "May I ask you a question?" he asked.

"Of course," she said.

He took a deep breath, realizing that the question he was about to ask could possibly get him into trouble. "Uh... I was just curious... I mean, everyone talks about pleasing the investors. Now, apparently I am one of the investors, and no one worries about pleasing me. Who are the others, the ones we need to please?" He sat back waiting for the fallout.

Kate put down her fork and seemed to think for a moment. "I guess that's a fair question," she said tentatively. "Your investment comes from your meager savings and what they were able to make selling your furniture and your car; around seven thousand dollars altogether. As the owner of the bank, I control the investments. All the money that is made in Scurbin comes to my bank.

"Of course, the mine and the greenhouse make a small profit. Plus, most of the women in the town operate some kind of business, many of which are home-based. For example, thirty-two women are accountants, while twenty-seven do freelance copyediting. I believe fourteen do graphic design and… I'm not sure of the exact number, many do web design and freelance programming. There are other businesses as well which generate quite a bit of income. We do have some outside investors who occasionally deposit significant sums of money in the bank."

Inside Jeremy's head, an alarm sounded. "Wait... you're not doing anything illegal, are you?"

She scowled. "Watch yourself, boy. It's not your place to ask that kind of question."

He lowered his eyes and tried to silence the alarm. "I'm sorry if I asked a question that was indiscreet. But... well, it appears I have something at stake here."

She smiled and patted his hand. "Look, Jeremy, people deposit money in my bank; I don't ask how they earned that money. My job is to invest the money and pay them dividends. And, if at some time, they want to withdraw their funds, that is their right. Any more questions?"

To Jeremy, that sounded a lot like money laundering, but he realized Kate was right. It wasn't his place to ask questions. It was obvious that the town was prospering and had been for quite some time. Why rock the boat or question a system that is working? "No, ma'am."

She chuckled and clutched his fingers. "Good. Although I might actually enjoy putting you over my lap, I would rather spend the evening doing other things." She looked at Jeremy. "What about you? Do you want to go across my lap?"

He didn't have to think about that question. "No, ma'am."

She smiled once again. "I didn't think so," she said. "Jeremy, you need to trust me. Okay? I learned from the best in the business."

"Yes, ma'am." He said the words, but in his mind, he was thinking that he needed to get out of Scurbin as soon as he could.

After two nights with Kate Garrett, Jeremy was ready for a break. Sunday morning, just before church, Kate and Rebecca showed him his new apartment. It was small and sparsely furnished, but it was his and his alone. He understood that he probably wouldn't be spending much time there, but at least he now had a place where he could be alone.

After church and lunch at the diner, he walked to the Masonic building to join the men in whatever activities they were planning. Because it was now mid-September, he thought they would probably be watching football on the 72-inch television. As a lifelong fan of the Kansas City Chiefs, he was looking forward to it.

But he never got the chance to even find a seat. As soon as he entered the three-story brick building, he was confronted by Hal Waring. The older man moved to within a foot and scowled. "Alfredson, I've been looking for you."

Jeremy stepped back and looked into Hal's angry face. "Well, you found me. What do you want?"

Hal took a deep breath. "I don't like you," he growled.

Jeremy didn't know quite how to respond to this as he found himself face-to-face with an angry husband in a strange town he didn't want to be in. "I'm sorry." It was all he could think to say.

Hal inched forward and put a hand on Jeremy's only good white shirt. "You and me have a score to settle, I think."

Another of the men put a hand on Hal's shoulder. "Take it easy, Hal."

Hal shrugged off the hand. "Fuck that," he said. "This punk's been stealing my wife."

Jeremy could feel his temper rising. "Whoa... I haven't touched your wife... or anyone else's, for that matter."

Hal flushed. "First of all, I don't believe you. But even if you're not lying, it doesn't matter. You're all Wilma can talk about... how you're such a good looking stud who's going to help her get this micro-brewery shit off the ground. I'm sick of hearing about it; I'm sick of hearing about you and getting my ass whipped because of you."

Now it was Jeremy's turn to flush in anger. "Look, you asshole, I didn't ask to stay in this fucked up town where all the men are sheep. I didn't ask to help your wife get her micro-brewery started, so get off my back."

Hal looked confused for a few seconds, then seemed to get angry all over again. "We're not sheep," he yelled. "This is a good town and we've got a good thing going, and we're not going to let you fuck it up."

By this time, Jeremy and Hal were standing in the main entrance to the building where they were on full public display.

Another man tapped Hal on the shoulder. "For god's sake, Hal. Think about what you're doing. Get back inside."

Once again, Hal shrugged him off. "Mind your own business, Slattery. He'll be after your wife next."

Jeremy shook his head. "Look, you idiots, I'm not after anyone's wife."

Hal was now in a rage. Saliva dripped from the side of his mouth. "We're going to make sure you don't."

Jeremy matched his rage. He'd had more than enough of this confrontation and the town of Scurbin. "Oh, yeah? What are you gonna do about it, tough guy?" As he looked at his adversary, he could see that he was about six inches taller and at least twenty years younger.

Hal pushed Jeremy. Jeremy pushed back. Hal was about to answer when the Scurbin police car pulled up in front. Both Sheriff Foster and Deputy Jacobs get out at the same time. Almost immediately, the men, who had been clustered behind the two adversaries, scattered into the building.

"What is all this?" the sheriff asked.

The two men turned to look at the sheriff but said nothing. Hal started to back up into the interior. Deputy Jacobs stopped him. "As you were, Hal Waring."

He froze in place.

Jeremy took a deep breath. "This man accused me of stealing his wife."

"Did he really?" Foster said. She glared at both men. "Well, that hardly matters. You're disturbing the peace and people heard you cursing. Plus, you were about to fight. We can't have that. Cuff them, Deputy Jacobs."

Hal went from being in a rage to near panic. "Uh... there's no call for that. We're sorry. Aren't we, Jeremy?"

The sheriff scowled. "Too late for that. Now, don't make me use force."

"I don't understand," Jeremy said. "Why are you arresting me? I didn't do anything."

"Jeremy, you already know that cursing in public is a crime. So is disturbing the peace and displays of male aggression." The sheriff approached them, handcuffs out. "Now, let's get this settled. Hands behind your back... both of you."

Jeremy hung his head and did what he was told. He'd been in Scurbin long enough to know that resistance to authority was counterproductive. Hal also dropped his head, fighting to keep from snarling at the younger man. Both were quickly cuffed and placed inside the squad car.

"What happens now?" Jeremy asked.

"What do you think?" Jacobs asked sarcastically from behind the wheel.

Before Jeremy could attempt a response, Foster looked at her two prisoners from over her shoulder. "Only one way to handle this," she said. "Either a month in jail or a public whipping. Which is going to be, boys?"

Jeremy and Hal looked at each other, now two men facing a different adversary, one who had real power. "I can't speak for Mr. Waring," Jeremy said, "but... I'll take the whipping."

The sheriff nodded. "And you Hal Waring?"

The older man swallowed hard as he understood for perhaps the first time just how serious the situation was, the situation he had created. "Whipping," he said in a near whisper.

The squad car pulled up in front of the police station. Foster got out and opened the back doors to allow her prisoners to step out. "Okay. Who goes first?"

The two men looked at each other. "It was sort of my fault," Hal said. "I'll go first."

The sheriff nodded. "Deputy Jacobs, take Jeremy inside and bring out the strap, please."

A few minutes later, with Jeremy handcuffed inside, the sheriff secured Hal to the whipping post. She pulled down his dress pants and briefs. "I'm a little disappointed in you, Hal," she said. "You should know that Jeremy is no threat to you or your way of life here. For better or worse, Wilma loves you... although I imagine she'll have something to say after we're finished here."

Hal shook his head sadly. "She's been saying it all week."

Sheriff Foster glanced at Hal's bare bottom. "So I see." Then she gripped the strap firmly in her right hand. "But that doesn't matter. For cursing and that incredibly stupid public display of male aggression, I sentence you to fifty strokes. Maybe that will get you to think twice before going on a tirade."

There was no more talk after that.

Inside the station, Jeremy could hear the sound of the heavy strap meeting soft flesh, one stroke after another after another. He could hear the sheriff count each stroke as she administered it, all the way to fifty. And as he listened, he flashed back to the two whippings he had suffered since coming to Scurbin. He was not anxious to relive those experiences.

"Deputy Jacobs, please bring Jeremy out, then put Hal in cell one," Sheriff Foster called out a few seconds after she said fifty.

Jacobs, who had been watching out the front window, turned and nudged Jeremy. "Your turn," she said. "Let's go."

Jeremy nodded and got to his feet with the deputy right behind him. Once he was outside, he passed Hal Waring. The older man, his head hung low, gave a sideways glance to Jeremy. There was no anger in his expression, just submission. Jeremy watched him pass, thinking what a difference a few minutes can make.

He didn't think about it all after that, because Foster quickly secured him to the whipping post and yanked his pants and briefs down to his knees. Out of the corner of his eyes, he could see Jacobs pushing Hal through the door.

"Jeremy, I know this isn't really your fault," Foster said in a low voice as she gripped the strap in her right hand. "However, you did break the law, even if you were mostly defending yourself, and a lot of people are watching, including some of the men. So, we have to make this look good. I gave Hal fifty strokes. I don't think you deserve that many, so we'll settle on thirty. That should satisfy everyone. Understand?"

Although he had been in Scurbin for more than two weeks now, he still wasn't sure he understood much about the town. "Yes, ma'am." He, at least, understood that much.

The sheriff hoisted the strap, took a deep breath, and began the whipping with a solid shot across the center of his two quivering cheeks. He gasped with the pain and steeled himself, thinking that if Hal Waring could endure fifty strokes without saying a word, he could endure thirty. Then, he very nearly laughed as he realized that what was for the police and the town a whipping was for him and Hal a male pissing contest. Maybe there is a trace of masculinity alive in Scurbin after all, he thought.

Then, as the strokes began to take their toll, he stopped thinking altogether and bit down on his tongue to keep from crying out.


Chapter Twelve

Sheriff Foster administered the thirty strokes quickly and efficiently. Once Jeremy was released, he pulled up his pants and briefs and wiped a few stray tears from his eyes. The sheriff patted his arm. "We'll put you in cell two to recover. That's customary. Generally, we release male prisoners to the custody of their wives. However, since you don't have a wife, we've contacted Kate, and she agreed to come for you in about two hours."

A few minutes later, Jeremy was locked in the second cell on the second floor of the station. He sat down on the cot and drank a glass of water. He noticed that Hal was sitting in the chair in the first cell. He appeared very subdued.

"Are you two boys okay?" Jacobs asked.

Both men nodded.

"Good," she said. "Your women will be here in a couple of hours. In the meantime, the sheriff and I are going on patrol." She didn't wait for an answer before she descended the stairs and exited the building.

Hal stood up and turned toward Jeremy. "Jeremy, I'm sorry."

Jeremy wasn't sure he was in the mood for reconciliation as he still felt slight slivers of pain in his backside. He sat on the edge of the cot and glared at Hal. "What was that all about anyway?"

Hal took a sip from his water glass. "Not sure, really," he said. "I know this isn't your fault, that you don't want to be here. But... well, you are here, and, in your own way, you're a threat."

"How am I a threat?" He scowled. "Look, Hal, I've got enough older women chasing me. I'm not going after anyone's wife."

"I know that," Hal said. "But that doesn't make you any less of a threat."

"You said before that you've got a good thing going here. What did you mean by that? All I see is a bunch of men who are virtual prisoners and who have sacrificed their masculinity."

Hal sat back down in the chair. "It probably does appear that way, but appearances can be deceiving. Let me tell you my story. I didn't grow up in Scurbin. I met Wilma when we were both students at Wichita State. I was struggling to make grades as a sophomore. She was a brilliant senior. She agreed to tutor me in math and biology. I guess she saw some potential in me, because after three months we started sleeping together. Although she was more dominant than any of the other girls I'd slept with, she was incredible and I fell head-over-heels in love.

"That spring, she graduated with honors. She was also pregnant with my child. She told me about Scurbin, about how she was going back to help run a successful business. She said she wanted to marry me and raise our child together. She also said that if I agreed, I would be going strictly on her terms and that she would control every aspect of our relationship. Well, I was still struggling and had no real direction in life, and I was in love, so I agreed. That was twenty-five years ago." He paused and glanced at Jeremy. "Look, Jeremy, maybe my situation doesn't exactly fit your view of what a man should do or be, but basically I'm happy here. I have a steady job; I have two children. And my wife takes care of all my needs. I have no real responsibilities, so it's sort of a carefree life. I think you'll find nearly all the men here feel the same way I do."

Jeremy tried to process what he was hearing. "Okay. Suppose what you're saying is true, then why the jealousy? It still doesn't explain why I'm a threat."

Hal chuckled. "I guess maybe I still have a little of that king of the hill stuff left in me, despite Wilma's attempts to rid me of it. I see another man spending a lot of time with my wife, and I don't like it."

Jeremy nodded. "I guess I wouldn't like it either. But, your wife and this town have assigned me the task of helping her get this micro-brewery up and running. There's nothing I can do about that."

Hal stood up again and looked all around him. He moved a little closer to Jeremy's cell. "Unless..."

"Unless what?"

"One of two alternatives. You could get married or you could leave Scurbin."

Jeremy's eyes widened. "I don't think I'm ready to get married. And who would I marry in this town anyway? So, that leaves escape. But how? They've taken my car, my money, and my ID. I have no life to go to. They've seen to that."

Hal inched closer to Jeremy's cell and beckoned for the younger man to join him. "Would you leave if you had the chance?"

"Yes," Jeremy said in a near whisper.

"It can be arranged."

"How?"

With Hal Waring continuously looking around him as though there were spies everywhere, he proceeded to tell Jeremy about a friendly delivery driver who made frequent trips to the greenhouse. He said that the driver would take Jeremy to Burlington where Jeremy could make contact with a man named Forest Symington. The man, according to Hal, could set Jeremy up with an identity and a job working at a ranch in Wyoming. "If this is what you want, the driver will be here on Tuesday afternoon just before the end of the work day. Tell Wilma and Rebecca that you will help the driver bring the supplies inside. I often do it, so it shouldn't arouse any suspicion. Then, climb into the back of his truck, and you're on your way."

"Next Tuesday?"

Hal nodded. "Next Tuesday." He paused once again. "But, Jeremy, you need to be absolutely certain. There's no turning back."

Jeremy shook his head and cupped his bottom with his hands. "The women in this town abuse me and the men don't like me. What choice do I have?"

Hal flashed a sly smile. "There's always the first alternative."

Jeremy was about to answer when they heard women's voices coming from downstairs. Hal put his index finger over his lips, effectively ending the conversation.

A few seconds later, Deputy Jacobs, accompanied by Wilma and Kate, appeared at the top of the stairs. Wilma scowled. Kate chuckled. "Well, boys, your sponsors are here," the deputy said. "Time to go home. Or would you rather spend the night in your cell?"

Tempting, Jeremy thought as he looked at Kate. He also cast a sideways glance at Hal and saw that the older man appeared nervous. Jeremy suspected Hal was in for another spanking when he got home.

However, when Jacobs opened the cell and Hal stepped out, his wife took him in her arms and kissed him on the cheek. "Let's get you home," she said in a voice that promised more love and tenderness. With Wilma in the lead, the couple moved slowly down the stairs.

Jacobs unlocked Jeremy's cell and turned to Kate. "It wasn't really his fault, Kate."

Kate smiled and took Jeremy by the hand. "I know," she said. She kissed him gently on the lips. "Oh, you poor boy. This is a tough town. But over time you will adapt. Come on with me and let's get you some dinner. You can spend the night with me. Would you like that?"

Jeremy almost thought of that as a rhetorical question. Of course he would like it. What choice did he have? "Thank you."

The following Tuesday afternoon was overcast with a slight drizzle. Jeremy was in Rebecca's office in the greenhouse. He was alone, reviewing marketing strategies for medical cannabis. He had told her he would help Hal unload the truck when it arrived, and she had believed him, happy that Jeremy seemed to be fitting in and getting along well with the other men.

Jeremy had spent the night before alone in his new apartment, agonizing over the decision to attempt escape from Scurbin. A part of him didn't really want to go. That part argued that he could make a good life here, that he had a job and responsibilities, that he had love and acceptance. Why would he want to leave that? And for what kind of life? He wasn't sure he wanted to exchange his identity and security for a new life as a ranch hand.

However, the other part of him argued that the freedom to make his own choices in life was more important than any other consideration. And, in the end, did he really have love and acceptance in Scurbin or was he just being exploited? Would he ever be truly accepted by the other men? Would he ever be able to stake his own claim, have his own family? He didn't think so. Then, he thought of his experiences with the whipping post and made his decision.

So, here he was, waiting for the delivery truck and desperately attempting to keep at least outwardly calm, as he fully understood what was at stake, what he was risking. Life is an adventure, he told himself.

At five-fifteen, he heard the sound of a truck rumbling across the narrow bridge that spanned a wide stream. Although he hadn't seen it himself, he knew the road to Burlington was on the other side of that bridge.

A minute later, a large white van pulled into the newly paved delivery area just outside the gigantic expanse of the greenhouse. Twice a month, the van brought all the supplies needed to continue the cannabis operation - large bags of plant food, pots, hoses, and other paraphernalia. Jeremy got up and moved to the delivery door. Hal joined him from the interior of the greenhouse. He glanced at Jeremy. The younger man nodded.

"Okay, let's do this," Hal said.

It took them four trips to finish unloading. On the last trip, Hal took Jeremy off to the side and discreetly handed him a wad of bills. "We took up a collection yesterday," Hal said. "There's about two hundred dollars there. Use it wisely. Oh... you'll need to give the driver fifty dollars when you get to Burlington." He glanced around to make sure no one was watching. He nodded to the driver, who was back behind the wheel of the van about to start the engine. "Slip in the back. We'll cover for you. I'll tell Rebecca, if she asks, that you weren't feeling well and needed to go back to your apartment. Okay? Good luck."

Jeremy wanted to say something, maybe thank you. But he didn't get the chance. Hal quickly walked away, continuously watching the area. Jeremy understood and climbed into the back of the van through the partially open door. He closed the door and lay down on the dirty metal floor.

The driver started the engine, and they were off, over the bridge and onto the two-lane road that led to Burlington. Once they were over the hills and out of sight of anything related to Scurbin, Jeremy sat up and dusted himself off. He noticed that his heart was racing and his respiratory rate neared thirty. He tried to calm himself, but it was no use.

Thirty minutes later, the van slowed down and Jeremy dared a glance out the back window. He saw they were entering a town, probably Burlington. He knew from a very brief conversation with Hal that the delivery van would pull into a business garage and stop. There, Jeremy would pay the driver. Then, he would go to the Burlington Hardware Store, apparently owned by the mysterious Forest Symington. He was to ask if they had any hitches for a horse trailer. That was the password. He had no further instructions.

The van stopped. While Jeremy waited, the driver got out and moved around to the back. The door opened. "Fifty dollars," the driver said, looking down at his passenger.

"Is it safe?" Jeremy asked.

"No one here but us," the driver said.

Jeremy stood up and counted out two twenties and a ten. He handed the bills to the driver. "Can you tell me where the hardware store is?"

"Go out the side door. The hardware store is three blocks up the street. Did Hal tell you what the code is?"

"Yes."

"Okay. Get out and be on your way. Good luck, buddy." The driver turned away.

I'm free, Jeremy thought as he stepped out of the van into the semi-darkness of a large garage. In the near distance, he saw a side door. He didn't see the driver. Okay, he told himself, let's do this.

Looking all around him, he unlatched the side door and saw that it opened into a narrow alley. It was still daylight. The drizzle had stopped. Stealthily, he made for the street. When he reached it, he saw the sign for the hardware store, hoping it was still open. He saw a few cars in the street. Several people passed him on the sidewalk. They may have glanced at him and recognized him as a stranger to Burlington, but they didn't yell for the police or stop him with a citizens arrest.

He smiled and tried to appear as though he belonged or at least as though he wasn't an escaped convict. In his mind, he was replaying images from one of his favorite reality TV shows. As he walked swiftly toward the hardware store, he suddenly pictured himself as the subject of one of the shows. He reached the big double glass door of the hardware store and saw that there were several men inside. So far so good, he thought, as he turned the handle, pushed open the door, and moved through the entrance. He walked up to the large wooden counter at the back and approached a burly man wearing jeans and a flannel shirt.

"Can I help you?" the man asked, eyeing Jeremy up and down.

"Uh... I was wondering... if you have any hitches for a horse trailer," Jeremy replied.

The man flashed a small knowing smile. "You'll have to see the trailer hitch man about that." He turned around. "Hey, Symington, you've got a customer."

A moment later, another burly man dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt came out of what appeared to be a small office in the back of the store. Like the other man, he eyed Jeremy up and down. "You're asking about a hitch for a horse trailer?"

Jeremy tried desperately to control his breathing, drawing on his two years as a sales rep. "Yes, sir."

"Okay. Let's go in the back and see what we've got that will fit your needs." He turned and started toward the small office.

Jeremy followed him into a room filled with an antique desk, a padded office chair, several file cabinets, and a pile of boxes.

Symington cleared a box off the chair. "Have a seat," he said. "You wait here while I go check our inventory." He turned and left the office.

Jeremy followed him with his eyes and took several deep breaths to get himself under control. He had never been so nervous in his entire life. He sat down in the chair and tried to focus on the furnishings. But it was no use. All he could think about was what the next step would be.

Several minutes passed, and his anxiety mounted. He could actually feel his heart pounding in his chest. He stood up and went to the door but saw no one. He turned away from the door and went to a small window but could see very little outside either.

"Hello, Jeremy." It was a woman's voice and it was familiar.

Jeremy whirled around and saw Sheriff Foster standing in the doorway. He opened his mouth but no sound came out. Instead, his eyes glazed over and he slumped into the chair.

The sheriff entered the small office and touched his cheek. When he opened his eyes, she smiled. "You left without saying good-bye, and with a lot of unfinished business to take care of. I'm sorry to cut your trip short, but we need to get you back home." She paused and turned toward the door. "Mr. Symington, thank you for alerting me to Jeremy's location. I will take him off your hands."

"Glad to cooperate, Sheriff," Symington said. "We don't need his kind around here."

Jeremy's eyes widened. He was now alert and very confused. "What? How?"


Chapter Thirteen

Sheriff Foster gently nudged Jeremy's head and arms. "Time to go," she said. "Back of the squad car will have to be more comfortable than sitting on the floor of that dirty van."

Jeremy moved as though he were waking up from a dream. He looked up at the sheriff. "How... how did you find me?"

She pulled on his left arm to get him to his feet. "We'll talk about it on the way. Let's go."

Now standing, he nodded. Busted, he thought. And the nightmare continues.

When he was secured in the back of the squad car, Sheriff Foster got in behind the wheel, started the engine, and drove down the main street to the road that led back to Scurbin. For several minutes, neither driver nor passenger said a word.

After they left the Burlington city limits and were out into the countryside, Jeremy twisted in his seat and leaned forward. "How did you find me? Did Hal Waring turn me in?"

"Don't underestimate us, Jeremy," Foster said, chuckling mostly to herself. "No, Hal didn't turn you in. Apparently, the honor code among you men is still valid."

"How, then? And what did that man at the hardware store mean when he said, 'we don't need his kind around here?'"

"So many questions," Foster said. "First, Wilma saw you get in the back of the van. We thought you might try something like that. Then, as soon as the van took off, I issued an APB. It seems you've been accused of stealing money from the greenhouse."

Jeremy flushed. "I didn't steal any money."

Foster smiled. "I know that," she said. "But they don't. We do a lot of business in Burlington and have a very good relationship with the local police and business owners."

"That was pretty low," Jeremy said. He thought for a moment. "What made you think I would get into that van, if Hal didn't alert you?"

Foster laughed demonically. "Jeremy, we know all about that refugee pipeline."

"How?"

"Who do you think set it up?"

Now he was really confused. "Wait... you set it up? Why? I mean, do you want men to leave Scurbin?"

"We set up that pipeline four years ago. We certainly don't want all the men to leave. But if a man doesn't really want to be in Scurbin, we would rather he left. So far, only three men have taken advantage of the pipeline. Not that many men really want to leave. But it makes them feel better to know there's an out."

Jeremy leaned back in the seat and shook his head. "I don't want to be in Scurbin. You know that. So why come after me if you let others leave?"

"First, we're not convinced you don't want to be in Scurbin. My god, boy, we're offering you everything you didn't have before, even if you're too blind to realize it. Second, this may sound a little bizarre to you, but we need you in Scurbin."

"What do you mean?"

Sheriff Foster turned on the headlights as she continued to pilot the squad car toward the distant hills that ringed Scurbin. "Believe it or not, only the week before you bungled your way into town, all the prominent citizens met to discuss the future. At that time, we all realized and agreed that if we don't attract more young people, especially men, we will be a ghost town in fifteen or twenty years. We need more young men like you to attract more young women. Even the daughters of many of the couples don't return after they go to college. Now, you already know my situation with Linda. But obviously not every woman wants that kind of relationship. We need young couples; we need children. You are the start, the answer to our collective prayer, and we're not giving you up."

Jeremy closed his eyes and tried to process what he was hearing. But suddenly he was too tired to think clearly.

"There is one other thing," Foster said. "We were thinking of you, of your future. We set up the pipeline as far as Burlington. We know that Mr. Symington connects the men with a broker who sets them up with a new identity and gets them a job somewhere."

"Hal said a ranch in Wyoming."

She huffed. "He doesn't know that for certain. The broker specializes in undocumented migrants. That's what you would have become. You could have ended up working on a ranch or a farm or a chicken processing plant... working long hours for low wages, always with one eye over your shoulder. That's no way to live, especially for the son of two doctors. It's certainly not freedom."

He took a deep breath as he considered what Foster was telling him. "I... suppose I should be grateful then."

"We understand your feelings, Jeremy," Foster said. "Things will get better for you, I promise. We have a plan that will benefit everyone."

Jeremy looked out the window and saw mostly darkness all around him, like driving into a black hole. "So, what happens now?"

"Once we get back to town, you get a nice hot meal and a shower; you need one after riding in that dirty van. Then you will spend the night in one of the cells."

"And after that?"

She smiled. "Ah... you mean, will you get a whipping? That's not up to me to say. It's up to the judge. But you did try to run and you did break the law. The penalty for that will be swift and probably pretty severe."

He swallowed hard as he relived in his mind his earlier experiences with the whipping post. Consequences, he told himself, always consequences. There was no more talk after that.

An hour later, Jeremy was in the first cell on the second floor of the police station. As promised, he had eaten a hot meal prepared by Rosa Rivera. He had also showered and dressed in clean clothes. He lay down on the surprisingly comfortable cot and fell asleep before ten o'clock. No one came to visit him.

Deputy Jacobs woke him up the following morning at seven o'clock. "You need to wash your face and hands and straighten up your clothes. You go before Judge Carter in thirty minutes. No time for breakfast." She unlocked the cell and beckoned to him. "Okay, step out. You can use the bathroom to do your business."

Jeremy moved slowly out of the cell and into the bathroom. By seven twenty, with his hands cuffed in front of him, he walked down the stairs toward the small courtroom. Deputy Jacobs was right behind him.

She nudged him into the room and toward the bench, behind which was Judge Marilyn Carter. Several women, most of whom he recognized, sat in the gallery.

The judge shuffled some papers in front of her and then gazed at Jeremy over the top of reading glasses. "Well, let's cut to the chase, shall we? I've been reading the sheriff's report and listened to some of the women you've been staying with since you've been in Scurbin. A couple have urged me to go easy on you, that you haven't had time to assimilate. However, I'm not so sure of that. But before I pass sentence, I want to give you the opportunity to speak for yourself." She paused and looked at him expectantly.

Realizing it was his turn to talk, Jeremy took a deep breath and swallowed hard. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Kate, Rebecca, and Wilma, among others he recognized. Sitting next to Wilma, however, was a very pretty younger woman he hadn't seen before. He took another deep breath. "I... don't really have much to say, your honor... except that I'm sorry if I caused a lot of trouble. I... have appreciated what you all have tried to give me. I guess I didn't understand and lost my head."

The judge smiled. "Do you understand now?"

"I believe so, yes."

"Well, we're going to make sure of that. Jeremy Alfredson, I find you guilty of the crimes of which you have been accused and I sentence you to a public whipping... seventy strokes, after which you will spend four nights in jail. Sentence is to be carried out immediately." She rapped her gavel for effect.

He flushed as he listened to the sentence. It was harsh, but, in truth, it was less than he was expecting.

Jacobs took his arm and turned him toward the door. "Let's go. The sheriff is waiting for you outside."

Together they walked out of the courtroom and onto the sidewalk. Sheriff Foster was standing next to the whipping post, the familiar heavy strap clutched tightly in her right hand. The sun was low in the sky, heralding a beautiful day in mid-September. A crowd was already gathered in the square across the street. The women who were in the gallery soon joined them.

Jacobs made a show of passing Jeremy over to her superior. "The prisoner is ready for execution of sentence," she said in her best official voice. "Seventy strokes."

The sheriff also made a show of securing Jeremy to the post. As she was pulling down his pants and briefs, she whispered in his ear. "I'm sorry, son, but this has to be done. I'll try not to be too hard on you, but I have to leave some marks."

A tear formed in his eye. He glanced at the sheriff, noting the sincere expression on her face. "Do what you have to do."

Foster turned to the crowd which practically filled the square. "The prisoner has broken the law and is sentenced to receive seventy strokes. Watch and learn."

As was her custom, she said nothing more as she turned back to Jeremy and retracted the strap. With a snap, she brought it forward, impacting the soft center of both cheeks. He winced and involuntarily wriggled his wrists inside the restraints that held him to the post.

A second later, Foster struck again, shouting out two as soon as the strap found its mark. Then came three, four, and five in rapid succession. Six and seven hit the upper thighs, causing him to yelp like a wounded puppy.

After that, she cut loose, landing stroke after stroke after stroke, nearly faster than she could count. Tears stained his cheeks. His bottom reddened in less than a minute. She stopped at sixty-five and gently rubbed his bottom in order to assess the damage so far done. "Five more to go," she said. "And they will be unforgettable."

Numbers sixty-six and sixty-seven bit into his upper thighs, causing him to cry out and squirm. Sixty-eight and sixty-nine were very hard against the upper part of his backside. She paused again for a few seconds as if to prolong the anticipation and the misery. Then for the last time, she retracted the strap and snapped it forward as hard as she could against the center of his two cheeks. "Seventy," she said and lowered the strap to her side.

Jeremy sobbed uncontrollably as the pain ricocheted through his body.

Foster turned to the crowd. "Sentence is completed. Hopefully, the lesson is learned and need not be repeated. Let's disperse and go about our daily routine."

She turned back to Jeremy. "Are you okay?" she asked quietly.

He needed at least a minute to even hear the question. "I... don't know for sure."

"Well, let's get you down and back into your cell. Deputy Jacobs will get you some breakfast. How about toast, eggs, and orange juice?" While she was saying this, she released his hands from the restraints.

As soon as he realized his hands were free, they flew to his scorched bottom. "What?" he said in response to her question about breakfast.

Foster chuckled. "I asked if toast, eggs, and orange juice was okay for breakfast?"

He sniffed several times and wiped away a few stray tears. "Oh... I guess so."

She scowled. "Pull up your pants, take a deep breath, and try that answer once more."

At first, he tried to think through the fog brought on by the harsh punishment he had just endured. Then he realized the mistake he made. He pulled up his pants and briefs. "I'm sorry," he said. "Yes, ma'am. Thank you."

The sheriff smiled and patted his bottom very gently. "Much better," she said. "Maintain that attitude and demeanor and only good things will happen from now on, I promise."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

At five thirty that afternoon, Jeremy was awakened in his cell by the sound of female voices approaching. He opened his eyes and sat up on the cot, reigniting the flame in his backside. While he was clearing his senses, three women came up to the bars. One was Rebecca, one was Wilma, the third was the young woman who had been sitting next to Wilma in the gallery.

Jeremy looked at her and saw that she was perhaps his age or a little younger. She was a true beauty with an unmarked face and long dark hair, secured in back with a small clip. She was wearing a short jeans skirt and a white tee shirt. And she was smiling at him.

"Jeremy, this is my daughter, Caitlyn," Wilma said. "She wanted to meet you."

"Hello, Jeremy," Caitlyn said in a soft voice.

He pushed himself off the cot and straightened his shirt. "Hello, I'm sorry about the way I look." He was very close to being smitten already.

"Caitlyn just came back from college. She graduated from Colorado State with a master's degree in botany. She's had some job offers and is trying to decide whether or not to stay in Scurbin."

Jeremy couldn't stop gazing at Caitlyn, thinking she was one of the most beautiful young women he had ever seen in his life. It was then he remembered that Hal told him he had two children, obviously both adults. For an instant, he wondered about the other child.

"We were thinking that maybe you could help her decide," Rebecca said. "I sure would like to have her working for me in the greenhouse."

Wilma nodded. "We're going to leave you alone for a while to get better acquainted," she said. She nudged Rebecca. "Come on, Rebecca, let's go get some dinner. Honey, we'll come back for you in a little while."

Jeremy watched the two older women disappear down the stairs, then shifted his gaze back to Caitlyn, thinking this is what Hal meant when he said there was another alternative. "Probably not the best way to meet," he said.

She flashed him a wide smile. "Oh, I don't know. Remember, I grew up in this town. I kind of like seeing you this way."

And the conversation moved on from there. By the time Wilma returned two hours later, it was very clear to both Caitlyn and Jeremy that they were meant to be together. They were to be the young couple who would begin the change Scurbin so desperately needed and wanted. It was also clear that Caitlyn had learned from her mother how to deal with men, definitely her mother's daughter.


Chapter Fourteen

On a picture-perfect Saturday in late October, with the leaves on the trees showing the last of their brilliant fall colors, Jeremy Alfredson, dressed in a new black suit, crisp white shirt, and blue tie, stood to one side of the altar of the First Methodist Church of Scurbin. Next to him was Anton Grabowski, a co-worker in the greenhouse. He was also dressed in a black suit. Both had white carnations pinned to their lapels.

The wooden pews with the purple cushions in the massive hundred-year-old church were filled to capacity. Flowers in fall colors lined the aisle and graced the altar. The church and the people were ready to witness the marriage of Jeremy Alfredson to Caitlyn Waring, the first wedding to take place in Scurbin in more than twenty years.

The mother of the bride, wearing a long silver dress, sat in the first pew. On her left was Rebecca, wearing a long blue dress. On her right was a man dressed in a dark suit who looked very much like a younger version of Hal; it was her son Andrew.

Carla Watters, the long-serving pastor of the Methodist church, stood behind the altar. She was smiling broadly. In her nearly twenty years as pastor, this was her first wedding. She looked at the assembly, now beginning to quiet. She glanced over at Jeremy. He nodded. She nodded back and signaled the organist.

Immediately, the opening notes of the traditional wedding march filled the church. While Jeremy watched nervously, two young women wearing identical red dresses entered from the back and started a slow procession down the aisle while the assembly stood.

A minute later, the bride, wearing a long, white, full wedding dress and a white veil and holding a bouquet of orchids, entered and followed the two young women down the aisle. She was accompanied by her father, who was wearing a black suit. All eyes were on her as she processed slowly and purposefully toward the altar.

When the two young women reached the altar, they moved off to the side. When Caitlyn reached the altar, both she and the music stopped. Hal Waring lifted her veil and kissed her tenderly on the cheek. Then he took her right hand and gave it to Jeremy. Simultaneously smiling and wiping a tear from his eye, he turned away from the altar and sat down next to his wife.

Even though everyone understood that the marriage was mostly arranged (which explained the very rapid courtship) they could see that both Jeremy and Caitlyn were very happy and seemed to belong together. They all knew this marriage would be a success, both for the couple and for the town. Certainly, neither Jeremy nor Caitlyn had expressed any doubts.

In fact, the hastily arranged union between the town's two young adults had already attracted precisely the attention the town had sought. This included Hal and Wilma's twenty-two-year-old son, who had just completed four years in the Navy and was trying to decide what to do with the rest of his life. The marriage of his older sister brought him home, hopefully to stay.

The marriage had also brought Caitlyn's two best friends, Annie Burwell and Carmen Dimitri, to Scurbin. It was already decided that they would live with the newly married couple in a large recently restored farmhouse just to the north of town. The farmhouse and three acres of land was a gift from the town, arranged so that the three young women, already experts in organic farming techniques, could start a small-scale operation that would grow over time.

Everyone in town also understood that the primary function of the three young women was to produce not only organic herbs and vegetables, but also the next generation. It was clear from that understanding that Jeremy would never spend another night alone.

Upon the conclusion of the ceremony, the newlyweds kissed quickly, then turned and processed up the aisle toward the back of the church, perhaps thinking about their wedding night since they had not yet slept together. The assembly applauded loudly as the couple passed.

The reception was in the church hall across the street. Rosa Rivera and Martha and Jim Spinelli provided the food. Alesha Jefferson provided the four-tier wedding cake. Her husband, Shawn, served as Master of Ceremonies and DJ.

After dinner but before the cake was cut, Kate and Rhonda brought out a large cart loaded with gifts. The couple, flanked by Annie and Carmen, sat at the head table and opened the gifts one by one. Most were useful household items such as dishes, flatware, and linen. However, one of the last gifts Caitlyn opened was a large thin cutting board in the shape of a paddle. Etched in neat script on one side of the board were the names of the couple and the date of the wedding.

Wilma laughed when her daughter held up the board. "Do you know what to do with that, honey?" she asked.

Caitlyn smiled knowingly and glanced at her new husband. "I think so," she said. "After all, I learned from the best." She stood up. "Okay, Jeremy, stand up and bend over the table."

Jeremy laughed as though the order was a joke. But when he saw the eyes of his new wife, he dropped his smile. "Certainly you're not serious."

Caitlyn scowled and continued her hot glare. "I am very serious," she said. "Don't embarrass yourself and me in front of all these people."

Jeremy looked around him helplessly. Everyone was staring, waiting to see what he would do. Suddenly, he had a vision of himself secured to the whipping post, bottom fully exposed to everyone in Scurbin. He nodded his head and stood up.

"Bend over the table," Caitlyn ordered.

He didn't want to but knew he had little choice, not if he wanted his wedding day to end well. Regardless of any other consideration, the women are in charge, he thought. That's the way it's always been in Scurbin, and that's the way it will always be. He bent over the table.

Caitlyn approached him from the side, the handle of the cutting board clutched tightly in her right hand. She paused for a few seconds, apparently deciding whether or not to bare his bottom. "Since this is our wedding day, I think I'll leave the pants up... for now." She turned to her two best friends. "This is how it's done in Scurbin."

After that, she delivered five hard strokes to his bottom in rapid succession. It was very clear that she had learned how to administer an effective paddling. When she was finished, she patted her husband's bottom. "Thank you," she whispered in his ear. "Let's hope we don't ever have to do this for real."

Jeremy pushed himself up, smiled, and accepted the warm embrace of his new wife. The assembly applauded, now assured that the marriage was off to a great start.

That night, once they were firmly established in their new home, Caitlyn carefully removed her wedding dress while Jeremy watched. His eyes bulged as he saw that she wore no underwear, only white stockings. She was even more beautiful naked than he had imagined. As she stood before her new husband, she flashed a wide smile. "Let's see how much you've learned from the women in this town." She snapped her fingers.

At the signal, Jeremy quickly stripped out of his own clothes, exposing a large erection. However, instead of taking her in his arms and casting her down on the bed, as he would have done four months before, he dutifully lay down supine on the bed and waited for her to make the next move.

"Very good," she said as she climbed up on the bed, straddled him, and impaled herself. She came within minutes.

All-in-all, they made love three times that night. After the second time, while she lay cuddled in the nest of his arms, she looked at him. "You know I'm not using any birth control, don't you?"

He knew that was part of the deal: not just a wife but a family. It was everything he had ever wanted. "Yes, I know."

She tickled his cheek. "And you know that Annie and Carmen aren't using birth control either."

He had understood that, in the absence of any other young, unmarried man, he would serve, at least temporarily, as lover to Caitlyn's best friends. "Yes."

She reached down and fondled his penis. It sprang to attention almost immediately. "Good," she said. "Now, roll me over and get to work."

Jeremy did what he was told. He would always do what he was told. After all, his wife and the town had his best interests at heart.


Epilogue

This first day of May was beautiful with a clear blue sky. Flowers bloomed all over the area. New leaves graced the trees. Jeremy sat at his desk in the office of the Scurbin micro-brewery and gazed out the window. As he watched, Jerod Johnson, Jorge Graciela, and Andrew Waring loaded a truck with cases of Scurbin's own honey-flavored craft beer.

When they were finished loading, Jeremy stood up and walked out onto the paved parking pad. "All loaded up, gentlemen?"

They nodded. "I've got several stops to make," Andrew said as he turned toward the driver side of the truck. "Tell Liza I'll be home by Friday and I'll bring her back something from Denver."

"Have you got your cell with you?" Jeremy asked.

Andrew smiled. "Of course."

"Have a good trip."

Andrew waved, climbed up into the seat, started the engine, and drove off in the direction of Burlington. Jeremy waved as the truck rumbled across the newly constructed bridge over the main stream, the stream that provided the pure water that made Scurbin's Own the talk of eastern Colorado and hopefully beyond. Wilma Waring had been right.

Jeremy went back to his office while Jerod and Jorge went into the main part of the brewery. As he sat his desk, he looked at the collection of framed photographs that surrounded his pile of files, spreadsheets, and his laptop computer. First, there was the photo of him and Caitlyn on their wedding day. Then there was the photograph of him holding his new son, born ten months after the wedding. Next to that photo were the photos of Annie and Carmen holding their babies. Three children in eighteen months. He never would have believed it possible two years ago as he was driving endless miles, going from one small town to another representing a second-rate pharmaceutical. A part of him wished his parents were here to see it. But they were off somewhere in Africa.

He leaned back in his chair and contemplated his good fortune. For an instant, he remembered the time he was so anxious to escape, to climb into the back of a van and trade all this for a life on the run. He shuddered at the prospect. Here he had a good life, the best, and he never wanted to leave again.

The ringing of the phone on his desk brought him back to the present. He picked it up, said hello, and listened. "Okay. I'll be there in a ten minutes." He put the phone down and found Jorge tending one of the gigantic stainless steel vats. "I need to go into town," he said.

"Okay," Jorge said.

Ten minutes later, Jeremy parked his new Jeep Grand Cherokee next to the Scurbin police squad car. He got out, giving a sideways glance at the whipping post, and entered the building, veering to the side that contained the courtroom. When he was inside, he was greeted by a collection of the town's prominent citizens: Kate Garrett, Rhonda Bizet, Judge Marilyn Carter, and Sheriff Foster. He tried to smile. "Okay... what have I done this time?" he asked, trying to sound funny. However, inside he was nervous.

All four women wore very serious expressions. "Jeremy, sit down please," Rhonda said.

Jeremy sat down and faced the group.

The judge shuffled some papers in front of her. "Uh... Jeremy, we've been reviewing some of the town's ordinances... some that date back to the early twentieth century. We've found one that might concern you. It certainly concerned us."

Now Jeremy became very nervous. Things are going too well, he thought. "What is it?"

"Ordinance 351-2," the sheriff said, reading from a text in front of her. "'No married man shall have conjugal relations with a woman who is not his wife within the town and township jurisdiction.' I guess you might say that adultery is against the law here in Scurbin."

"You know what that means for you, don't you?" Rhonda said.

Jeremy swallowed hard. Of course, he knew what that meant. Not only had he had conjugal relations with women to whom he was not married, he had fathered children by them. He opened his mouth to speak but could form no words. He had another of those visions of being secured to the whipping post.

At first, all four women glared at him sternly. But then they started to laugh.

"What's funny?" he asked. "This sounds very serious."

The judge stopped laughing and gave him a smile. Rhonda patted his knee. "It might have been serious... in 1920," Judge Carter said.

"But we've taken the liberty of amending the ordinance. We're calling it the Alfredson amendment."

Jeremy was still trying to process the situation. "The Alfredson amendment?"

"Oh, we don't mean to encourage out and out adultery here in Scurbin," Rhonda said. She waved her left hand at him, momentarily exposing a plain gold band on her third finger. She had married six months before to the new town veterinarian, Todd Asimoff.

"But we're making an exception in your case, as you have saved this town, and we're grateful," Kate said. "And we certainly don't want to interfere with what you have on the farm."

"Thank you," Jeremy said.

The sheriff scowled, then smiled and patted him on the back. "I was kind of looking forward to whipping you," she said. "But... what the heck. Let the whipping post rot. We're moving forward."

The four women stood up as a group. "Go home, Jeremy," Rhonda said. "It's all right."

Jeremy stood up and looked at each of the four women, now his friends. "I am home," he said.
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Training Jonas Weatherly

by W. Arthur

When 28-year-old Jonas is hired for a job in a university library, he is interviewed by Marcia Danvers and finds himself impressed by her efficiency and natural authority. Marcia hires him, but a few weeks later he finds himself called to her office following a number of complaints made against him for his shoddy work and unhelpful attitude. Marcia is prepared to give him a second chance, telling him he needs 'motivational training', structure and discipline. This strikes a chord with Jonas, as he was previously disciplined by his stepmother, now deceased. He soon learns what type of training Marcia has in mind when he receives a few whacks with her sorority paddle.

And so it begins... a woman who thinks enough about him to take control, a woman who is as attracted to him as he is to her. They begin a relationship, with Marcia calling all the shots. She is the one who makes the rules, and if Jonas breaks them, he is punished, sometimes harshly. Yet Jonas isn't at all resentful; his life has changed for the better, they have great sex, and he has gained a new best friend as well as a lover. So when Marcia tells him it's time for him to ask her the all-important question, he proposes and she accepts, and from that point on Jonas learns how to be a disciplined and obedient husband. He finds it both painful and stimulating... but is more than happy with his lot in this female led relationship.
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Prologue

Jonas stood with his face against the light blue wall of the bedroom. An occasional stray tear leaked from his eyes and rolled lazily down his cheeks, dampening his closely trimmed beard. His trembling hands were behind his back, holding up the lower edge of his white tee shirt, keeping his bare and bruised bottom fully exposed.

His mouth was closed; his tongue was still. But inside his head, he was muttering words that echoed his highly ambiguous thoughts. It isn't fair. She set me up. He took a deep breath and swallowed hard. Twenty minutes after the spanking ended, he could still feel the sting and the heat radiating from his backside. She was way too hard on me, and I don't know why.

In reality, he knew very well why Marcia had been hard on him. His brown eyes shifted to the small piece of yellow lined paper taped to the wall next to him - his to-do list for the day. The list contained seven items, items that he should have been able to accomplish in three or four hours, if he had been diligent and not allowed himself to get distracted.

But he hadn't been diligent and had only completed two of the items by the time she came home from work. Instead of finishing the laundry and starting dinner, like he was supposed to, she had caught him sitting in the den reading a book. He had been so engrossed in what he was reading that he hadn't greeted her at the door (yet another rule violation), hadn't even heard her come in.

She was already perturbed when she stepped through the doorway. "Jonas, tell me you finished everything on your list," she said, her blue eyes blazing.

At first, he seemed a bit disoriented as he looked up from his book. "Huh?" he muttered. Then he saw the look on her face and closed the book.

She took a few steps into the den. "Where is the list I gave you this morning?"

Jonas tried to think. Where had he left the list? "Uh..."

Marcia scowled as she took another step closer to her husband of less than three weeks. "Never mind, Jonas," she said. "Obviously, you didn't get your work finished, did you?"

Now he was fully oriented, the book on his lap forgotten for the moment. "Uh... no, I didn't."

She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. "I don't understand," she said. "I thought my training method had worked and you were pretty well trained. Clearly, I was wrong." She paused and took a deep breath. "Okay. I knew this day would come and I can see that another more intense training session is necessary. Go into the bedroom, strip off your pants and briefs, and bend over the bed. Let's see if you can at least follow those simple instructions."

His eyes widened as the reality of his situation fully registered. "But Marcia... honey... I can still get the work done. I'll just get the list and get started. What do you want for dinner?"

"Yes, you will get your work done, I'll see to that," she declared. "But after the training. Now, I don't want to hear another word from you. You have your instructions and you better get to it. If I have to repeat myself, the training will be much harder. Do you understand?"

Jonas understood only too well. "Yes."

Marcia was angry again. She moved to where he was sitting and, grabbing him by his right ear, pulled him out of the chair. "Yes, what?"

Tears filled his eyes. "Ow, that hurts."

She twisted his ear, eliciting another shriek of pain. "You better answer the question, while you still have an ear. Yes, what?"

Jonas swallowed hard. "Yes... ma'am," he said. This was a side to his new wife that he hadn't seen emerge or fully appreciated.

She smiled triumphantly. "Good. Now, get going. I'll be there in a few minutes."

Pausing only to look sheepishly over his shoulder, Jonas moved fast toward the hall and into the bedroom he shared with his wife. He muttered to himself that she was being unfair but, when he heard her footsteps in the kitchen, quickly removed his jeans and briefs. Then he stood by the bed and waited.

Five minutes later, Marcia entered the bedroom. In her right hand was the heavy leather strap she had given him on their wedding night as a warning and a means to instill a healthy fear. She stopped when she saw Jonas. "I thought I told you to bend over the bed," she said.

His eyes practically bulged when he saw the strap. He tried to bolster his flagging courage. "Uh... I... don't think so," he managed to say in a near whisper.

She huffed. "I can't believe you just said that. As the Borg are fond of saying, resistance is futile, not to mention stupid and counterproductive. Now, get over the bed before I lose my temper."

He could feel his knees weaken, but he stood his ground. "But... Marcia... this is unfair."

She chuckled humorlessly. "What's unfair about it?" She looked at him with piercing eyes. "Jonas, what was the most important vow you made at our wedding?"

He thought for a minute, realizing that how he answered this question may very well influence the severity of his punishment. "Uh... to love and to cherish."

Her smile faded. "And...?"

He gulped. "And to obey."

"Good answer. Jonas, I know you have a doctorate in English and are quite capable of arguing semantics. However, there is only one definition of obey in this household, and that is for you to follow my orders. What did I order you to do when I left for work this morning?"

Jonas hated this interrogation. However, as he stood there, naked from the waist down, he had to admit that she was right, she was always right; she would always be right. That's the arrangement he had agreed to, the price he paid for her love, support, and companionship, the better life she had promised him.

"I know, Marcia, I know," he said. "I got distracted by the book and didn't finish the list of chores."

She pulled a sheet of lined yellow paper from her pocket. "From the looks of this list, you maybe accomplished two items." She set the paper down on the bedside table and shook her head, ruffling slightly her shoulder-length dark blond hair. "I don't even know why we're having this discussion. Get over the bed right now and take your punishment. You have a lot of work to catch up on." She slapped her left palm with the leather strap for emphasis.

He knew he was defeated. Once again, his wife was right: resistance was futile. He nodded and bent his upper body over the bed. She approached and kicked at his legs to get them spread, making his bottom a very inviting target. She clutched the end of the strap tightly.

"Don't move until I give you permission. Do you understand?"

He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. "Yes, ma'am."

"This will be a very harsh lesson," she said. "But if you learn the lesson well, further lessons may not be necessary."

Once again he gritted his teeth and tightened his jaw. He wanted so badly to scream out another senseless protest, bring his legs together, stand up and confront her. But he knew he didn't dare. She was in control, and what she was doing, what she was about to do, in the end, really was for his own good. At least that's what he told himself as he waited for her to commence the spanking.

It was a short wait. The first strike came quickly, a solid stinger that impacted the center of both cheeks. He grimaced. This strike was quickly followed up by the next, this one hitting a centimeter lower.

After that, the strokes came hard and fast, one after another after another after another, relentless and merciless, turning his once pristine bottom into a vast sea of red flesh. He began to rear up. She pushed him back down.

"God damn it, Marcia, that fucking hurts. It's enough!" he screamed clearly without thinking.

Marcia replied by striking his tender upper thighs ten times in rapid succession. "I would expect more refined and creative language from a PhD," she declared calmly. "From now on, keep your dirty thoughts to yourself."

The whipping went on for at least another two minutes. To Jonas, it seemed like two hours. Tears streamed down his face as he started to cry like a little boy.

Finally, she stopped and tossed the strap onto the bed beside him. "Okay... go stand with your face against the wall. Don't move from that position, don't even turn around, until I give you permission. Is that clear?"

At this point, very little was clear to Jonas except that his bottom felt like it was on fire. It took at least thirty seconds for her words to penetrate the fog surrounding his brain. He took a deep breath to steady himself and stuttered, "Ye-yes, ma'am."

She touched his bottom. "Okay. Go on then." Her voice, which had been shrill and harsh, was now a little gentler, momentarily reminding him of his stepmother after she used to punish him.

Slowly, he pushed himself up from the bed and scurried over to the designated spot, cupping both hands to his heavily wounded bottom as he moved.

She followed him, holding the to-do list. "Get your hands off your butt and hold up the ends of your tee shirt," she ordered. "I want to be able to see that bottom of yours at all times."

He immediately complied just as he reached the wall. She taped up the list, touched his burning backside again, then turned and walked out of the room.

That was twenty minutes ago. Now, as he was still muttering under his breath, he felt a presence behind him. He didn't dare turn around, but he knew Marcia was there, watching him.

She put a soft hand on his bottom. "Still pretty warm and red," she said. "Jonas, you need to be careful what you mutter. I can hear you, and I don't like what I 'm hearing... I believe you need some more time to think about things, think about your place in this relationship, think about why you need me, why we need each other. I'll be back in thirty minutes. I've already ordered take-out, so you don't have to worry about dinner. However, I will expect you to finish the other chores on the list before bed time, which will be no later than eleven. And when you do come to bed, I will expect you to take care of me. Nod if you understand."

Jonas nodded.

Once he was sure she was gone, he felt the flesh on his sore backside. It was still warm to the touch. Then he thought about her instructions (no, her order) to think about things. He certainly hadn't wanted to be spanked, especially so harshly with the leather strap.

However, he had to admit two things. First, he had vowed to love, honor, cherish, and obey. In fact, he knew perfectly well that the obey part was put in just for him. He had understood beyond any doubt what he was vowing as he said the words at the altar in front of witnesses. Second, she had given him his instructions in writing this morning, and he hadn't followed them. In other words, he had disobeyed her orders. Thus, she had every right to punish him in order to train him to obey in the future. Today's lesson was one he was unlikely to forget any time soon.

Finally, as he thought about their relationship, he remembered how his life was before Marcia entered into it. His life up to that moment had been largely vacant and directionless, especially after his stepmother died. He closed his eyes, and the recent past came roaring back to him like a speeding freight train.


Chapter One

"Jonas Weatherly." The voice echoed through the massive auditorium, filled to capacity.

When he heard his name, Jonas stood and moved piously toward the stage, his black robe billowing slightly. He mounted the three steps and shook hands with both the Dean of Humanities and the president of Kilgore University as he accepted his diploma and hood, streaked with purple and gold, symbols of his new status as a PhD.

As he walked to the other side of the stage, his brief moment of recognition over, he instinctively scanned the vast audience. But he saw no one cheering or even smiling for him. After the tragic death of his stepmother two years ago, he had no family left. At the age of twenty-eight, he was all alone, an orphan in a cold world.

And while everyone around him seemed excited and happy, he felt alone. At this moment, when he should have exulted in the ultimate academic success, he wondered why he had even bothered to endure the rigors of graduate school in pursuit of a degree he wasn't convinced he had ever truly wanted.

Then, in his mind, he saw the thin and wasted face of his stepmother, Martha, as she lay dying of breast cancer. He remembered the promise he had made to her to complete his degree, an accomplishment that she herself had always wanted but never had the opportunity to fully pursue. He promised her because she had raised him and disciplined him when necessary, the sessions becoming longer and more frequent after he turned eighteen and began to stray further off course. She had never wavered in her support, even after his father disappeared when he was ten.

Although she had been harsh at times with her application of discipline, he had loved her and respected her. Now, he missed her terribly. It was as though all the joy and structure and purpose went out of his life when she closed her eyes for the last time. He looked down at his new diploma and thought, This is for you, Mother.

Later, after the pomp and the speeches, the graduates rose and paraded out as Elgar's Pomp and Circumstance played in the background. They were followed by the faculty bedecked in their academic regalia and then the audience, flowing in brightly colored groups of twos and threes.

The long happy parade snaked its way to the student union where the people were met by representatives of food service serving punch and finger food. Jonas, caught up in the momentum, maintained his place in line until graduates and audience members converged into one gigantic celebratory mass.

He stood aside and watched as proud family members and graduates hugged each other. No one was there to hug him, and yet he was too fascinated to quietly slip away to bask in his loneliness and sense of alienation.

Just as his feelings of despair were beginning to peak, Ed King, a fellow graduate of the English Department, approached with his right hand extended.

"Congratulation, Jonas," Ed said, smiling broadly. "It was tough, but we made it."

Jonas regarded the extended hand for a moment, then reached out his own. "Thanks, Ed," he said. "We made it." Now, as he thought about it, he barely remembered the struggle which ended successfully only a few weeks ago. He only remembered the promise he made to his stepmother that drove him to spend countless hours in the library, eschewing all personal relationships. Now that promise had been fulfilled.

Ed moved in beside him. "Well, Jonas, what are you going to do now?"

This was a question that Jonas hadn't seriously considered. The pursuit of the doctorate had been a life unto itself with nothing after it. "Get a job, I guess," he replied. Even as he said this, he was well aware that others with PhDs in his discipline were working as bartenders or Uber drivers or even less glamorous professions. He chuckled humorlessly. "But I don't suppose there is much demand for Poe specialists, especially after the first season of The Following."

Ed smiled. "Probably as much demand as there is for Milton specialists, but I'm not sticking around to find out, especially with my student debt hanging over my head. I've been offered a position teaching English in Kenya. I leave next week. They could probably use another teacher, if you're interested."

"That is very interesting," Jonas said. "I'll think about it." He didn't sound very convincing, especially to himself.

Ed King apparently understood and extended his right hand again. "Well... it was good knowing you, Jonas. Good luck."

Jonas managed a strained smile as he shook hands with his fellow graduate and one of the few students with whom he had been friendly. "Thanks, Ed. I hope all goes well in Kenya." They withdrew their hands, and Jonas watched as Ed turned and was soon swallowed up by the jubilant crowd.

He felt very alone again and was about to sneak off toward the exit when another man approached. This man was older with long graying hair and a full gray beard. He was wearing the academic regalia of a professor.

The man smiled as he got to within five feet of Jonas. "Hello, Jonas," he said cheerfully. "I thought I would find you alone, holding up the wall. Congratulations."

Jonas returned the older man's smile. "Thank you, Dr. Ramos. I couldn't have done it without your help."

The old professor seemed to consider the statement for a moment. "Well, we did what we could, especially after your mother passed away. But you most definitely earned your degree, especially with that rather unique approach to Poe."

Now, as he looked back, Jonas wasn't all that certain why he had been attracted to Edgar Allan Poe in the first place. What he knew was that for the past two years, he had read every word Poe had ever written - perhaps some attempt to find meaning in madness, he thought. Ultimately, he had forgone the madness and settled for writing a dissertation titled, The Unintended Symbolism in Poe's Narrative of A. Gordon Pym. In fact, he had devoted the last year of his life to writing and polishing a manuscript that perhaps three people in the world would ever read.

"You and Dr. Montgomery... and my mother, of course, inspired me to finish, and I really do appreciate it."

"What are you going to do now, Jonas?" Dr. Ramos asked. "Do you have a job lined up?

"Not yet."

The professor's expression became a little more serious. "It's a bit challenging out there right now, especially for recent grads. But we could always use another classroom assistant. If nothing comes your way in a couple of weeks, stop over and see me. I might be able to get you a post-doctoral fellowship."

"Thank you, Dr. Ramos. I might just do that."

They shook hands, and Dr. Ramos melted back into the crowd, now beginning to thin a little.

Once again, Jonas stood alone, his robed back rubbing up against the brick wall. He watched graduates, professors, and family members consume punch and chocolate chip cookies while they chatted idly, perhaps discussing the future.

And for the first time, he really considered his prospects. He was finally finished with school. It was time to move on to the next phase of his life, whatever that was. He thought about Ed King going to Kenya; he thought about Dr. Ramos's offer of a post-doctoral fellowship. Neither appealed to him,

He had tried teaching and didn't like it as a grad student, knew he wasn't much good at it. Teaching required concentration and discipline, dedication to purpose. He didn't mind talking to others about Poe or some of the other American nineteenth-century writers when asked. But he didn't want the responsibility associated with handling a classroom, managing students. No, he wouldn't be going to Kenya or any other school to be a teacher.

Still lost in thought, he moved away from the security of the wall and made for the nearest exit, grateful that no-one else approached him to ask what he was going to do now. When he got outside, he breathed in the fresh warm late spring air and walked briskly to a remote parking lot where his ten-year-old Hyundai Elantra awaited.

The door creaked when he opened it. The engine sputtered slightly when he turned the key. All he had in the world was the car, his parents' fifty-year-old ranch style house fifteen miles away, and a little less than five thousand dollars in his checking account, which was all that remained of his stepmother's life insurance payout. He knew that none of this would last very long. He had to get a job. Any job.


Chapter Two

Two weeks after graduation, Dr. Jonas Weatherly sat outside the office of Dr. Katherine Connolly, Chairperson of the English Department at Kilgore University. He was very nervous, and for good reason. As a scholar, Dr. Connolly was well-known and highly respected in her particular discipline. As an administrator, she was generally thought of as fair, but also strict and demanding. As an accomplished middle-aged woman, she was regarded as aloof, virtually unapproachable, never having been married. No-one knew for sure if she was attracted to men or women or neither. In all likelihood, no one would ever find out.

His anxiety was peaking when the door to the inner office opened and Dr. Connolly appeared. She was wearing her usual long formless black dress and black hose. She smiled when she saw Jonas.

"Ah, Jonas. Please come in."

He stood up and followed her into a large well-appointed office, filled with books and framed diplomas, certificates, and photographs. The large window behind the polished oak desk had a commanding view of the campus quad.

She sat down behind the broad expanse of desk. "Please sit down, Jonas," she said, still wearing her smile like a crown.

Jonas lowered himself into the padded visitor chair and glanced around him. He had only been in this office one other time and that was two years ago, when they were discussing the possibility of a research assistantship. He had gotten the position but was only able to keep it for eight months. Money was drying up, they told him. But in reality, he lacked the proper focus to do research for others and would have, in all probability, been dismissed anyway.

Dr. Connolly glanced down at a manila file folder. "Ken Ramos tells me you haven't found a job yet."

He nodded. The truth was he hadn't been seriously looking. "Yes. Dr. Ramos said that you might be able to use me as a classroom assistant."

She looked up at him, never losing her smile. "It's a tough job market right now," she said. "As you know, we graduated seven of you this spring, but so far only Ed King has gotten a real position, and that is in Nairobi."

"Yes, I know. He told me. He said there might be more jobs there."

"I wouldn't count on it," she said. "He's in for a tough time of it, I imagine." She paused and glanced again at the folder. "Now, let's talk about you. With most of the grad students gone for the summer, we could use another assistant. But I have to tell you that it may only be for the summer term. I also have to tell you there may be some teaching involved, especially as a substitute. As I recall, you weren't very much interested in teaching."

Jonas suspected she was being diplomatic when she said he wasn't interested in teaching. They both knew he wasn't very good at it. He had to think carefully before he responded.

"Well," he started. "I may not be the best person to handle a full load of classes but with the right direction, I believe I could be an effective fill-in." He could tell from her reaction that he had said the right thing.

"Okay," she said. "We have fifteen upper division level classes this summer, plus four research projects, so you may be very busy, probably at least thirty hours a week. We are working with soft money so the pay isn't great. Since you are post-doc, I might be able to get you a little more, but no promises. Can you start next Monday?"

Jonas smiled and breathed a sigh of relief for the first time in two weeks. "Yes. Thank you, Dr. Connolly."

Her smile faded a bit. "You're welcome," she said. Then her face became very serious. "Hopefully this will work out. But, Jonas, this is an important job and you will need to maintain your focus. Do you understand what I'm saying to you?"

He understood. His tendency to get distracted and veer off course had created problems for him in the past, especially since his stepmother's death - that lack of the discipline that she had provided.

"I understand," he said. "I'll do my best."

Dr. Connolly stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. "Good. We'll see you on Monday then." She extended her right hand across the desk.

Jonas also stood up. He reached out and grasped the hand offered him. The hand was warm and firm. After a few seconds, he released the hand and turned toward the open door.

"Jonas," she called after him. "It's okay to call me Katherine."

He nodded, feeling suddenly very uncomfortable, then quickly moved into the outer office.

During the long drive home, Jonas thought about what Dr. Connolly had said regarding the job market. To career academics like Katherine Connolly, the only true measure of success was obtaining a position on a university faculty, publishing, speaking at conferences, teaching graduate students instead of freshmen. He knew that in her world, the world he had just left and to which he would be returning, she was right.

But then he considered himself and his six fellow graduates. Of these seven, only he and Ed King were what might be politely termed traditional students. They were also the only males, which is one of the reasons they had become friends. The other five students were women in their thirties.

Two of them were instructors at a community college seeking advancement and the security a doctorate provided. One was an adjunct at another community college. One was a career high school English teacher. Clearly, they all had positions already so a tight job market wasn't an issue.

The fifth, Camilla Sanchez, was married to a prominent physician. She already had a MFA from Kilgore, was a published author, and was fulfilling a lifelong dream. She directed a couple of writer groups at her local community center and would continue to do so, as money and prestige meant very little to her - the luxury of having married well.

This left Jonas as the proverbial 'odd man out'. Story of my life, he thought.

When he got home, he loosened his tie and looked at the shaggy-appearing front yard before closing the garage door. Until Monday came, his primary occupation would be to work on the house, a job he had neglected for the past two years, much to the chagrin of his neighbors.

He got himself a glass of water and moved to the small den. There he gazed at a framed photograph of his late stepmother. She appeared very prim and distinguished, her face unlined and her long dark hair nicely styled. She was smiling at the camera, her struggle with cancer still five years away.

Tears formed in his eyes as his brain tripped over old memories. He didn't remember his birth mother, who supposedly died of unknown causes when he was only two-years-old. His father Carl had been a defense contractor who had made a career out of traveling to military hot spots around the world.

Jonas didn't remember when his father married Martha, his mother's cousin. Although he hadn't understood it at the time, looking back, Jonas realized that theirs was probably a marriage of convenience. His father got someone to look after his son; Martha, who was eking out a living teaching first grade in a private school, got a home and financial security.

Jonas never got close to his father, never really had the opportunity since Carl was gone so much, most often for several months at a time. When Carl disappeared, Jonas didn't shed a single tear. The disappearance (and probable death) of his father just made the young boy that much closer to his stepmother.

Martha had been strict but loving. She saw in Jonas a spark of rare intelligence, a hope for the future. She did everything she could, including occasional sessions with her wooden hairbrush, to keep him on the straight path to success. Now, while he didn't necessarily miss the hairbrush, he did miss the discipline and the structure she provided, even if he was sometimes loath to admit it.

He continued to gaze at the picture. "What am I going to now, Mother?" he asked.

When the picture didn't answer him, he turned away and sat down in the old recliner that had been hers. In the quiet of the den, he allowed himself to cry.

And then, he forced the emotion to pass. Pull yourself together, he ordered himself. Or, if you're not careful, you'll end up like Poe, dead at the age of forty of unknown causes in some impersonal hospital. With that in mind, he got a pen and a yellow tablet and wrote out a list of what he needed to accomplish over the next few weeks.

When he was finished with the list, instead of getting up to get started on the first item (number one: mow the lawn), he closed his eyes and eased back in the recliner. He thought about his stepmother, remembered the last time she had spanked him with the hairbrush, only eight months before she died. He had told her he was sick of school, that he might drop out. She reminded him of the support she had given him and the sacrifices she had made on his behalf; she reminded him of the promises he had made. They argued briefly, the argument ending the way all their arguments ended, with him over her lap with his pants down.

He smiled painfully at the memory. I could use some of that now, he thought. Then the image of Katherine Connolly somehow entered his mind. He wondered if she could ever be a strict disciplinarian. The thought made him chuckle. He knew that the English faculty at Kilgore consisted of eleven full time professors and nine adjuncts, along with perhaps thirty or so graduate students. That was a lot to supervise - all those freewheeling but career-minded people trying to carve out a reputation in the rarefied world of academia.

And yet, the department ran very efficiently and effectively, altogether one of the most successful and prestigious departments on campus. She must be doing something right to maintain order, he thought. He suddenly had an image of one of the eight male professors - Dr. Ramos or Dr. Montgomery perhaps - bent over her big oak desk, pants down, silently awaiting a harsh disciplinary session. Perhaps if I mess up this summer, I'll be next, he thought.

Then he shook all thoughts of discipline from his head. His stepmother was dead and buried. She wasn't coming back. Katherine Connolly had more important things to do than train Jonas Weatherly to be an effective classroom assistant. He was on his own now. He would have to make his own way.


Chapter Three

A month into the summer, Jonas was managing somewhat effectively. He had done some preliminary legwork for a project Dr. Montgomery was working on and he had done fill-in for some of the other faculty members. He was momentarily satisfied - at least he hadn't been fired or forced to face the wrath of Katherine Connolly.

But he knew it wouldn't last. His old car and house both needed work, work he couldn't afford. Plus, he suspected that he wouldn't be retained when fall came, even if he did an excellent job. He needed something full time, something with a future he could depend on. He scoured the academic websites, but positions were scarce. In desperation, he sent resumes to a couple of colleges out of state and was politely rejected. One publication stated quite frankly that the ratio of applicants to positions was running about ten to one, tough odds by anyone's measure.

He could feel a sense of despair and worthlessness begin to set in. But then, in the middle of July, just as he was about to abandon all hope for any kind of future in academia, he saw a brief ad in the local newspaper: Wanted: assistant reference librarian at the Philip Roth Osmond Library at Kilgore University. Full time position with benefits. Prefer someone with library experience but will train the right person.

To Jonas, it was like an answer to a prayer, coming at precisely the right moment in his life. He'd spent the better part of the last ten years in that library, and probably knew it as well as anyone. He immediately called the phone number and got an interview with Hanna Welsh, the director of the Kilgore library system.

The following Tuesday, wearing his best shirt and tie and carrying his newly printed resume, he presented himself at the office of Hanna Welsh. However, instead of the legendary and long-standing library administrator, there to meet him was a younger woman who introduced herself as Marcia Danvers, reference and satellite library supervisor. She said she was filling in for Dr. Welsh, who had been unexpectedly called away.

Jonas gazed with disguised interest at Marcia and was struck by how much she resembled the stereotypical image of a librarian, so much so that he believed they could put a picture of her next to librarian in the dictionary. She was relatively tall, at least five feet seven inches in low-heeled shoes. She had an attractive unlined face upon which she wore no apparent makeup, not even lipstick. Her dark blond hair was combed back and secured in a bun. She was wearing a dark green flannel dress that covered her knees and framed her stately body perfectly. All that was missing were big wire-rim glasses.

As she beckoned him into the administrator's office she said, "Since you would be working under my supervision, Dr. Welsh has left the hiring decision up to me."

Jonas nodded as he followed her into the office, momentarily struck by the way her bottom moved inside the dress. It had been a long time since he had been with a woman who wasn't a colleague. He had tried to bury his prurient nature in scholarship. Now, that nature was beginning to emerge once more, in spite of his efforts to suppress it. He had to accept that he was neither a priest nor a monk, even if he appeared to live like one.

Once they were seated - she behind the large Steelcase desk - Marcia took the resume and looked it over. She sniffed and glanced up at Jonas, her blue eyes shifting above her small reading glasses.

"Well, I suppose in some academic circles your resume would be considered relatively impressive," she said. "But obviously you have no experience working in a library."

He swallowed hard as the words - and the way they were stated - stung a little. "That's not entirely true, Ms. Danvers," he said. "I have spent a considerable amount of time in the Osmond library. I know practically every book and every shelf, at least in the Language Arts section."

She opened her mouth to respond, but paused. She started to look at him as though she was appraising him as a man and not an applicant. After several seconds, she smiled. "No matter, perhaps you can be effectively trained to do the job. Are you willing to be trained, Jonas?"

To Jonas, the question, asked so abruptly, seemed a bit odd, definitely not what he was expecting, and he wasn't sure how to respond. But as he looked at her, he could feel himself being drawn to her. Maybe it was her appearance; but more likely, it was her quiet air of authority.

"Ms. Danvers, the library is one of my favorite places to be. I believe I would enjoy working here very much and could effectively help patrons appreciate the tremendous resources this library contains."

Marcia put her hands together and continued to gaze at him. "Jonas, I wasn't asking about your love of the library, which is obvious. I was asking if you are willing to be trained."

Jonas dropped his eyes. She was very sharp and very direct - definitely no pushover. "Yes," he said. "Whatever it takes."

Her smile widened; she separated her hands. "Okay, good. There is a lot more to working in a library than looking at the books, especially in our online age."

All of a sudden, he felt like a freshman, entering his first college class. "Yes, I understand that."

"Okay, I think you'll do," she said, almost as though she was hiring a student assistant. "Let's talk about how the library operates. First, although this building and the three satellites are funded through the college budget, the staff salaries, which are quite generous by university standards, are funded through a separate endowment administered by the Kilgore Foundation. Mildred Kilgore, Dr. Kilgore's wife, was herself a librarian. Apparently, she believed librarians were underpaid and underappreciated, so she set up a very generous endowment that, over the years, has been effectively managed. We are paid out of the proceeds from that endowment."

She paused and consulted a sheet of paper off to her side. "Now, my biggest need at present is at the music library. That is where you will start. Your hours will be eight-thirty to five, Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday. On Wednesday, your hours will be ten to six-thirty. You will also work nine to noon on Saturday. Your position is budgeted for three weeks of vacation, which you must take when the college is closed between semesters. Your starting salary will be - let's see - twenty-five hundred dollars per month to start with a possible increase in a year, plus medical insurance. Before we proceed, is all of this satisfactory to you?"

Jonas tried to absorb all the information. In his twenty-eight years of life, he had never had a full time job. Quickly, he processed the salary amount and determined that it would cover his monthly expenses with a little left over. He wasn't particularly excited about working in the music library, which he had never seen before, but it was, after all, a library. Maybe he could learn a little about music.

"Yes, quite satisfactory."

"Good. When can you start?"

He thought about the question. "I am currently working as a classroom assistant for the English Department. I'm supposed to finish out the summer term."

Marcia glanced down at a desk calendar. "Summer term ends in three weeks. I have a grad student manning the library at present. She may be able to manage for the next three weeks. Will you be available for orientation and training any time before the end of the term?"

He thought about his schedule, which was flexible. "Yes, I believe so."

"All right then. It's settled. You will need to go to HR and complete the application and paperwork. Call me when you're finished and we'll set up the times for your training." She pushed back her chair and stood up.

Jonas, recognizing the gesture, also stood up. He was about to say thank you and prepare to shake hands, when she suddenly resumed her seat.

"Wait a minute," she said. She withdrew a smart phone from the side pocket of her dress and swiped it. "I almost forgot. Amy, the grad student, has requested next week off in order to prepare for comps. I need you to start on Monday."

Jonas was concerned. "But I already told you..."

She cut him off. "Yes, I know... you're working as a classroom assistant." She signaled for him to sit down. "Would you like to start next week if it can be arranged?"

"Well, yes, of course."

Marcia calmly picked up the handset from the phone on the desk and punched in four numbers. Then she put the phone on speaker.

After two rings, a familiar voice came through the speaker. "This is Katherine Connolly."

"Katherine, this is Marcia from the library," Marcia said.

"Oh... Marcia. So good of you to call. I wanted to thank you for collecting those documents for me," Dr. Connolly said.

"That's what we're here for," Marcia said.

"Now, what can I do for you?"

"I have Jonas Weatherly here." She paused for a few seconds, but the chairperson of the English Department said nothing. Marcia resumed. "He has applied for a position as assistant reference librarian, and I believe with the right training he could have potential." She paused again as though waiting for some kind of response. But once more, there was no reply. "I need for him to start next Monday, but he tells me he is committed to finishing out the term working for your department."

The sound of computer keys clicking came through the speaker. "Yes... he has been working as a classroom assistant. But I think I could release him early. Is Jonas there?"

"Yes. We're on speaker," Marcia said.

"Jonas, I can shift you to fill in for Dr. Stewart instead of Dr. Kashinsky. Dr. Stewart has a couple of classes in the evening next week. Is that okay with you?"

Jonas was amazed at the nature of the conversation. "Yes, I believe I can do that." Then he thought for a second. "What about the research I've been doing for Dr. Montgomery?"

"Give your notes to the secretary," Dr. Connolly said. "We'll get it covered. Is that okay with you, Marcia?"

Marcia smiled. "That will work. Thank you, Katherine."

"Glad I could help." Then there was silence as Dr. Connolly cut the connection.

Marcia returned the handset to the cradle. "There, it's all settled."

Jonas was both impressed and a little nervous at the display of power he had just witnessed. He would never have believed that librarians could command so much respect. Or maybe it was Marcia Danvers and her quiet air of authority. He himself had consulted the reference librarians several times while doing research for his thesis and then his dissertation. He couldn't even remember the names of the people who had helped him. He looked at her again, this time with awe.

"Thank you, Ms. Danvers. I think I can get to HR today."

She smiled at him. "Please call me Marcia," she said. "We try not to get too formal here."

He nodded, but in reality he was still waiting for that magic moment when someone addressed him as Dr. Weatherly. Then he remembered the legendary library administrator. He couldn't imagine anyone addressing her as Hanna.

"What about Dr. Welsh?" he couldn't help asking.

Marcia smiled. "Well, perhaps she is the exception to the informality, at least for most of the staff."

He looked at Marcia, apparently sitting comfortably at Dr. Welsh's desk, almost as though she belonged there, and asked, "What about you?

Her smile widened. "Oh... I address her as Aunt Hanna. She is my mother's sister." Before Jonas had a chance to respond to that revelation, she glanced at her wristwatch. "Jonas, I have other appointments. Go to HR today and get your paperwork completed, then call me on my cell and we'll set up a time to begin your training, perhaps as early as tomorrow evening, if possible. Okay?" She wrote a phone number on a small piece of paper and handed it to him.

He wasn't sure why, but at this moment, Jonas almost felt like saluting. "Sounds good," he said. "Thank you."

She stood up again and extended her right hand, all the while gazing at him with a whimsical little smile, as though he was the butt of some inside joke.

Jonas also stood and grasped the hand. Like Katherine Connolly, she had a surprisingly firm grip. She was obviously stronger than she looked. Then her hand released his, he turned and walked out of the office, leaving a little of his dignity behind.

As he was walking to the Human Resources building next door to the library, he thought about the interview, how Marcia Danvers had taken immediate control, how she had looked at him as though he was first prize in a turkey shoot. In his life, no woman had ever looked at him like that. Her display of calm authority made him feel like a young schoolboy instead of a grown man with a doctorate, especially when he considered her liberal use of the word 'training'. Surprisingly, he was both unnerved and just a little aroused as he entered the HR department.


Chapter Four

On a cool and cloudy Monday in mid-September, Jonas was sitting at the reference librarian's desk in the Cambridge Music Library. He was deeply engrossed in a biography of Gustav Mahler when the telephone next to him rang. The sudden ring startled him. He looked up from the book and grumbled. "Cambridge Library, Jonas speaking," he said into the handset in a voice that hinted at annoyance.

"Jonas, Marcia here." The voice of Marcia Danvers came through calm and direct.

He tried to smile. "Hello, Marcia," he said. "What can I do for you?"

"I want to see you in my office after you close the library. Can you meet me?"

He swallowed hard, thinking that this probably wouldn't be good. "Sure."

"Good. I will expect you at five-thirty." The connection went dead.

He replaced the handset in the cradle and glanced at the wall clock. It was three o'clock. In his mind, he began to review the possible reasons for her wanting to meet with him. And as he thought more and more, he didn't think she wanted to invite him to dinner or discuss Edgar Allan Poe. More than likely I've messed up, he concluded. Although he enjoyed seeing Marcia and was more aroused by her presence than he cared to admit, he didn't think this meeting would be very pleasant or that he would still be aroused when the meeting was over.

The hands of the clock moved slowly while he fretted. He put away the biography of Mahler and concentrated on re-shelving books and answering a few inquiries. Then, at precisely five o'clock, he announced rather brusquely to the four remaining patrons that the library was closing for the day and for them to pack up and leave, saying that the library would open again at nine the next morning.

After the last patron was gone, Jonas straightened up the chairs, put away books and journals that had been left on tables and shut down the library computer. When he was finished, he glanced again at the clock. It was now five fifteen. He had just enough time to gather up his personal belongings, put on his light jacket, and go to the bathroom before he made the five minute walk to the main library building.

Marcia's small office was in the basement of the Osmond Library. She was sitting behind her very cluttered desk when he reached her partially open door at precisely five-thirty. He knocked gently. She looked up but didn't smile.

"Come in and close the door please," she said.

Jonas did what he was told, his eyes directed to the concrete floor.

"Sit down," she said in a voice that made the instruction sound like a command.

He immediately lowered himself into the wooden visitor chair. He said nothing.

Marcia shuffled some papers in front of her, then glared at her employee. "Jonas, I'll get right to the point," she began. "I've been reviewing complaints directed toward the reference librarian at the Cambridge Library, directed at you."

He opened his mouth to respond, although he wasn't quite sure what he was going to say.

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. "Basically, the complaints can be put into three categories: either you're rude to the library patrons or you're not very helpful in finding the right material or you seem too distracted to even offer assistance when asked. Now, I could overlook this if it was just two or three complaints. Some people, especially in academia, simply can't be satisfied no matter how much you try. But I've received emails from thirteen individuals, including four from the music faculty. And we're only three weeks into the semester." She paused and took a deep breath.

Jonas wisely said nothing as he reviewed his recent behavior in his mind and realized the complaints were probably accurate.

She leaned forward in her chair. "When I trained you to handle the position, I thought you understood that our patrons are our customers and, as such, deserve good service, the best that we can provide. Then, two weeks ago, when we discussed a couple of complaints I received, I thought you understood. But apparently I was wrong. So I am forced to conclude that either my training methods are ineffective or you're untrainable. Or perhaps you just don't care enough to put forth your best effort." She watched him, her eyes blazing. "Tell me, do you believe you are putting forth your best effort?"

Recognizing that it truly was his turn to talk, he scratched his head and cleared his throat. "Marcia, I'm not sure exactly what to say." It was lame, and he knew it. But it was also honest.

She huffed. "Jonas, having no answer is, in itself, an answer. Okay, let me tell you what I think. I think you're not doing your best and that you believe, because you have a PhD, that you're somehow above the training required to do the job."

Once again, he opened his mouth to respond. Once again, she cut him with a wave of her hand.

"Let me finish," she said. "I should let you go. But I like you in spite of your performance issues, and I still believe you have potential. So, because of that, I'm going to ask you a question and I'm only going to ask it once: Do you want to continue working here?"

His eyes widened. He couldn't believe it had come to this, especially this fast.  He didn't hesitate in answering. "Yes."

She dared a small smile. "Good," she said. "Because I really would like to give you a second chance. Now, I have another question. Do you agree to be retrained, regardless of the method and without asking any questions?"

He did think about this question for a moment. It just seemed sort of weird, all this talk of training and re-training. "I... guess so."

"Jonas, there can be no guessing about it. Do you agree or not?"

He knew he needed the job, and he didn't want to go out as a failure. He also realized, as he looked furtively at Marcia, he wanted to please her. "Okay... yes... I agree."

Her smile widened. "Before we begin, I want to tell you that I realize all you scholars think you know everything, that we librarians are simply lackeys here to serve your needs. But I think now you know better than that. In fact, it may surprise you to know that, besides my MLS, I have Masters in industrial psychology and I'm taking classes toward my doctorate. My interest is in alternative training methods."

Jonas was a little surprised. Although he didn't want to admit it, up until the time he met Marcia Danvers, when he thought about the librarians at all, he more-or-less assumed they were sort of the second-class citizens of the academic world, there to serve the needs of the elite. Now, he realized that she was right, that somehow, in his own way, he had assumed the attitude that he was superior to both the regular librarians and the patrons.

Still, he couldn't help being a bit bothered by her repeated use of the word train. You train chimpanzees, he thought. You train plumbers and truck drivers and soldiers in boot camp. You don't train PhDs. At the same time, he was curious as to what she had in mind, at what she considered to be an alternate training method. And a part of him was aroused by the stern and determined look on her face. It reminded him of his stepmother when she was about to apply necessary discipline.

He could feel himself growing smaller, wilting under her hot glare as though he was a flower in the desert and she was the unrelenting sun. He felt he needed to gain control of the situation, if possible.

"Marcia, I understand what you're saying. I know I've not lived up to your expectations and I appreciate your giving me another chance. I assure you I know what I need to do." He smiled at her hopefully.

She didn't smile back. "Maybe you do," she said. "But I wonder if you're sufficiently motivated to make the necessary improvements. Jonas, I know you can catalog and shelve books. I know you can help patrons navigate the library computer system. That's not the kind of training I'm talking about. No, I believe you need to receive motivational training to keep you focused on the needs of the patrons. You need structure and discipline."

That struck a chord. How could she possibly have known, he wondered. "Marcia, I..."

Yet again, she cut him off. "Jonas, nobody gets through graduate school without structure and discipline, without being motivated. Once, during our first training session at the library, you mentioned your stepmother, how she could keep you on task."

He nodded, amazed she remembered such a casual and trivial remark made in passing.

"That's what I'm talking about," she said. "Now, I know I can't replace your stepmother. But, I believe I can train you and motivate you to think and behave like a good assistant reference librarian." She paused and looked at him closely. She nodded to herself. "In fact, you might even be a good test case."

Her look unnerved him almost as much as it had the first time, during that initial interview. Part of him wanted to get up and run, while another part, the part his stepmother had known, was fascinated. He didn't get up. "What do you mean by test case?"

"That doesn't need to concern you," she said. "Jonas, I am your supervisor, your boss. Do you agree?"

"Of course," he said quickly, although in truth he had never really thought of her that way.

"Okay. I've been watching you. And, in spite of your inadequacies in the library, I like what I see. So, while I'm your boss, I could also be your friend. I have a feeling you don't have too many, if you have any at all. Do you understand what I'm saying to you?"

Jonas nodded reflexively.

"I need you to say it."

"I understand."

"I wonder. Jonas, if you want to move ahead with me helping you, you need to go all in. Are you willing to do that?"

He was astounded. Marcia Danvers, like a good psychologist, had looked deep within him and seen him for what he really was: a lonely, confused, and anxious adolescent boy in search of someone who could provide the direction he needed to make his life meaningful. He wasn't sure what exactly she was offering him other than a second chance at a job he didn't particularly like. However, he understood, given his current state of mind, even that much was better than what he had.

"Yes," he said. "I'm all in."


Chapter Five

Marcia glanced at her wristwatch. "That's what I wanted to hear," she said. "Okay. No point in wasting any more time. Are you ready?"

"Ready for what?" Jonas asked.

She sighed. "For the training session. What do you think?"

"Oh," he said, surprised. He had assumed that they would go together to the Cambridge Library. "You mean here, in your office?"

"Yes, I mean exactly that," she replied. "So, are you ready?"

"I guess so."

She scowled. "There you go with the guessing. When I ask a yes-no question, I expect a yes-no answer. Now, are you ready?"

Jonas looked up at Marcia and realized, perhaps for the first time, that she was deadly serious. "Yes, I'm ready."

"Good. That was lesson one, with several more lessons to go. Now, stand up, face the door, and put your hands on the back of the chair. And remember, no questions."

His eyes widened. He wanted to ask questions, as none of this made any sense. Or maybe it did, and that's what was bothering him. He stood and assumed the indicated position. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that she too had stood up. In her right hand was a dark brown sorority paddle with 'G' printed in white letters across the broad front.

She was smiling as she clutched the paddle. "This will help with lesson two," she declared. "A component of the alternate training method I'm experimenting with. You're my test case." She moved out from behind the desk, her long blue dress flowing behind her. "Now, I'm going to ask you questions. If you don't answer immediately or to my satisfaction, I will give you a swat from this paddle." She held up the paddle for him to see. "And I assure you I know how to use it. During my senior year, I was the sorority disciplinarian." She paused and stifled a chuckle. "I have to admit that I miss it a little." She stepped in behind him. "Do you understand what I just told you?"

At this point, Jonas wasn't sure he understood anything that was happening. It was just too weird to understand. He settled for nodding. A second later, he felt a harsh pain as the paddle impacted his backside. Although he was certainly no stranger to spanking, he was a bit surprised at how much the paddle hurt, especially through two layers of cloth.

"Nodding is not an acceptable answer," Marcia said. "Do you understand?"

Now, he thought he understood the nature of the exercise. "Yes."

Marcia struck again with the paddle. "Yes, what?"

He tried to think fast. What did she mean by what? "Yes, I understand," he blurted just as she was retracting the paddle for a third strike.

But, in spite of his answer, she struck again. "Think again," she ordered. "Yes, what?"

His bottom was awash with pain, and he wanted to scream in protest. A part of him thought he should just turn around and leave, walk out and never look back. He didn't need this - whatever this was. But another part of him somehow knew that he did need this. That part kept him where he was. "Yes... ma'am?" He braced himself for another strike.

But it didn't come. "Good answer," she said. "See, you're learning already. When patrons, especially faculty, ask you questions, you need to give them polite answers. Does that make sense to you?"

This time he didn't hesitate. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled. "All right. Let's try something a little more advanced.  I am Professor Jackson from the music department. I'm looking for the score to Haydn's 94th Symphony. Can you help me?"

Jonas ran the symphony number in his mind. He wasn't sure where the scores were kept.

Two seconds later, Marcia struck yet again with the paddle. "You took too long in answering," she said. "Can you help me?"

He gathered his breath. "Yes, ma'am," he said. "Let me just look up where the scores are located."

"Good," she said. "Although you should know that information already. When you're at work, how should you be spending your time?"

"Uh..."

The paddle bit into his bottom with the hardest blow yet. "You shouldn't have to think about that, Jonas," she said. "Now, how should you be spending your time, time for which you are being paid?"

He understood at last. "Learning where everything is in the library," he declared through gritted teeth."

Her smile widened. She patted his bottom gently. "I knew you had potential," she said. "And I had confidence in my training method." She patted his bottom again and laid the paddle on the surface of her desk. "Okay. That's probably enough lessons for this afternoon."

Instinctively, Jonas looked over his shoulder to determine if Marcia really was finished, that it was okay to release his grip on the chair and stand up.

She caught the look. "I think your stepmother taught you well," she said. "We really are finished with the lesson. However, to show you that I'm not a completely insensitive witch, I would like to treat you to dinner at Barney's. What do you say?"

The sudden shift in her demeanor surprised him. When he stood and turned to face her, there were a few tears glistening in his eyes. She saw the tears, held out her arms, and pulled him into an innocent embrace. While he shed a few more tears, she gently rubbed his back.

"It's okay, Jonas," she said. "I know at heart you're a good boy and you mean well. Now, straighten up and let's go get some dinner."

When she released him from the embrace, he rubbed his hands over his eyes and backed up a step, nearly tripping over the chair. They both chuckled. Then, for the first time, he felt the ache radiating from his wounded bottom and cupped his cheeks with his hands. The pain began to dull enough so that he realized he was also incredibly aroused, his erect penis poking at the constraint of his boxer shorts. He flushed and turned his face away from Marcia.

She flashed him a large knowing smile. "I'm flattered, Jonas. I really am. I have to admit that I'm feeling a little warm myself." She chuckled and reached for a light North Face jacket. She pushed past him and opened the office door. "Okay, let's get some dinner. And remember, what happens in the office, stays in the office."

Jonas followed her out of the office and closed the door behind him. As before, he admired the way her shapely body moved inside the dress. In spite of the harsh lesson he just experienced, he felt good for the first time in a long time. A woman had thought enough of him to take control, and he had let her. He understood that perhaps his life was finally moving in the right direction.


Chapter Six

At Kilgore University, Barney's was an institution, having been a campus gathering spot for as long as the university had been in existence. Of course, Barney Sims, the original Barney, was long dead, as was his son, Barney, Jr. Now the old restaurant was owned and operated by Barney Sims, the Third. But it still retained its old world charm with its dusty tile floor, wooden tables, unpolished bar and quiet booths.

Marcia and Jonas chose a booth next to a window and away from the noisy bar area. They sat across from each other in seats made of red leather that probably dated back to the nineteen eighties or earlier. The table itself was much older. On the sides, generations of Kilgore students had carved their initials. The oldest was JP '52.

The waiter identified himself as Mike. He was young, probably a junior or senior. Everyone knew that Barney didn't hire anyone who wasn't a student at Kilgore. Most moved on after graduation, but a few stayed to work in the busy kitchen or help train the novices. Marcia ordered a glass of the house white wine. Jonas, who rarely drank alcohol in deference to his stepmother, ordered iced tea.

While they sat sipping their drinks and waiting for their dinners, Marcia looked over at her companion and gave him another of her unnerving smiles.

"Well, Jonas, you don't look none the worse for wear. How do you feel?"

How do I feel? That was the million dollar question. In truth, he wasn't quite sure how to respond to the question because he wasn't entirely sure how he felt at the moment. "I thought you said what happens in the office stays in the office."

She gave him an uncertain look. "I'm not asking you to relive the experience. I'm asking how you feel about it."

At the moment, he was feeling like a petulant child. "How should I feel about it?"

Her expression hardened as she fixed him with her eyes. "Jonas, don't tempt me to take you back to the office for another lesson, this one a little more intense." Her mouth shifted into a sly smile. "Or is that what you want?"

He realized that a part of him was foolishly testing her. He liked being with her, being the object of her attention. But he didn't want to go back to the office. "I'm sorry," he said, dropping his eyes to the tabletop. "But honestly, I don't really know how I feel right now."

She reached across the table and patted his hand, just like his stepmother used to do sometimes. "I understand," she said gently. "I imagine it is a bit confusing. But... you need to be careful with what you say and how you say it."

He nodded, accepting that Marcia Danvers was firmly in control.

Just then, their dinners arrived.  Marcia had ordered a chef salad. The plate in front of her appeared to contain enough food for two people. Jonas, who had been living on ramen noodles, macaroni and cheese, and canned beef stew, was tempted to order a steak but settled for the fish and chips. His portion was also large enough for two people.

For a while, the two ate in relative silence, content to watch the ebb and flow of the busy restaurant. Then, with her salad half finished, Marcia put down her fork, took another swallow of her wine, and glanced up at her companion and employee.

"Jonas, tell me more about your stepmother."

He finished chewing the last of his fish. "What do you want to know?"

"You told me that she supported and encouraged you as you moved through school and that she died a couple of years ago. I would like to know what kind of woman she was and the kind of relationship you had with her."

Jonas felt both uncomfortable and a little petulant again. "Why do you want to know?"

Marcia scowled. "Jonas, if we're going to be friends, you have to learn to communicate with me. When I ask you about something, I expect a direct answer, not a question. Understand?"

He felt like a schoolboy again. He took a deep breath and swallowed what was left of his defensive arrogance.

"Well... her name was Martha and she married my father after my mother died. I was really young and don't remember my mother or my father marrying Martha." He paused and saw that she was watching him intently. "My father was a defense contractor. He disappeared when I was ten. I think he had been working somewhere in the Middle East at the time - at least that's what we were told. He was presumed dead, although his body was never found."

Marcia reached across and patted his hand again, this time leaving her hand on his. "That must have been awful for you."

He nodded. "It was rough for a while," he said, relishing the feel of her hand. "But in truth, I wasn't that close to my father because he was gone so much. My stepmother raised me. We got a pretty good settlement from the government and my father's company, but my stepmother had to go back to work as an elementary school teacher. She pushed me to do my best in school and, I guess you could say, kept me on the straight path. I don't think I would have finished the doctorate if I hadn't promised her."

"She sounds like my kind of woman," Marcia declared. "So, was she a strict disciplinarian?"

Jonas flushed slightly. He wanted to ask Marcia why she wanted to know, but he checked himself - another lesson learned.

"When she had to be, I guess," he replied.

Marcia sensed his discomfort. "She spanked you, didn't she?"

His blush deepened. Although he wasn't exactly ashamed that his stepmother spanked him, he certainly didn't want anyone else to know about it. It had been a part of his life that he had guarded, kept deep within himself. He nodded sheepishly, somehow realizing that she would see right through a lie.

She smiled. "It's okay, Jonas. Nothing to be ashamed of. A lot of men need to be reeled in by the strong hand of a woman who loves him. In fact, if you put yourself in the hands of a loving woman, there's no limit to what you can accomplish. You're a good example of that - and probably could be again. Just imagine how successful Poe would have been if Virginia or her mother had taken control of him, applied harsh discipline every time he took a drink or lapsed into depression."

Jonas thought about that for a moment. He knew from his research that Edgar Allan Poe had been a victim of his own self-destructive tendencies. He tried to imagine Poe's young wife Virginia or her mother, his Aunt Maria, whipping him with his own belt or spanking him with one of their hairbrushes. It was just too bizarre to consider.

He smiled in spite of himself and announced, "Well, I guess we'll never know the answer to that." Marcia didn't respond to that comment, and Jonas sensed it was time to shift the conversation. "I've told you practically everything about me," he said. "But I know next to nothing about you."

"Fair enough. Would you like the full story or do you want me to measure out my life with coffee spoons?"

Jonas couldn't help smiling at the allusion to J. Alfred Prufrock. Although he favored Poe, Eliot had always been one of his favorite poets. "I don't know about the coffee spoons, but I would like to know a little more about you."

She put down her fork, took a sip of wine, and leaned back against the seat. "My parents split up when I was pretty young. I remember they weren't exactly hippies, but neither could hold a job for very long and I think they were both into serious drugs. After the split, my mother and I moved in with her older sister Hanna, who was by then a reference librarian and finishing her doctorate. She got my mother a job here on campus, which remarkably she was able to keep until I was in high school. Then I think the demons took possession of her again. She met some loser and they went on the road, I guess searching for Jack Kerouac's America. I stayed with my aunt and have, more-or-less, followed in her footsteps, with one exception."

"What's that?" Jonas asked.

"Aunt Hanna never married and has, in fact, little use for men. I don't know for sure, but I don't believe she's a lesbian or anything. She's always been too dedicated to the library to have any kind of relationship. I, on the other hand, like men - or at least a certain type of man. I was even married once."

Instinctively, Jonas glanced at the third finger of her left hand. There was no ring on it. "Really?"

"We dated off and on through our undergraduate years. And after we graduated, it just seemed like the thing to do. We lasted six months." She paused and looked over at Jonas.

He wanted to ask what happened, but he thought better of it.

Marcia smiled. "It was a control issue," she said. "As you no doubt realize by now, I need to be in complete control of my life and of the people I allow in it. Miller never quite got that. He wouldn't even let me discipline him when he needed it, wouldn't let me train him to be a better man. So, we split up. I'm open to the possibility of another relationship, but it has to be on my terms. End of story."

Jonas couldn't help wondering, by the way Marcia kept looking at him, if she didn't see him as that 'certain type of man'... he wasn't sure how he felt about that. He took a quick glance at her. She was very attractive in her own unadorned way - nothing pretentious about her at all. And she certainly knew who she was and what she wanted out of life. These were qualities he had always admired in a woman, qualities his stepmother had possessed. Now he was both aroused and confused at the same time.

Marcia signaled to Mike to bring her the check and a couple of to-go boxes, effectively ending their dinner conversation.

A few minutes later, they were standing on the sidewalk outside the restaurant. The sun was setting and there was a chill settling in, more than a hint of fall. Jonas pulled his jacket tighter around him.

Marcia clutched her box of leftover salad. "Well, Jonas, I think we made some progress this evening," she said. "However, I must warn you that I will tolerate no backsliding. I'm going to be watching you very closely and if I receive any more complaints we will have another more serious training session. Do you understand?"

He understood, but he couldn't help feeling just a little cheeky. "Do I need to say yes, ma'am out here on the sidewalk?"

She chuckled. "I guess you really did learn something today," she said. "No, I won't have you embarrass yourself." She took a step closer to him and gave him a quick innocent kiss on his cheek. "Good night, Jonas. Get some rest. Tomorrow is a new day." She turned and walked away.

Jonas was momentarily stunned. For at least a minute, he stood where he was, watching her walk away. Then he moved in the opposite direction, heading for his old car that would take him to his old house.


Chapter Seven

For the next two weeks, Jonas Weatherly was focused and dedicated to his job. He came early and stayed late, acquainting himself with every resource the vast library had to offer. He even received compliments from two members of the prestigious music faculty. He felt proud of himself for the first time in at least two years.

On a rainy Friday in early October, just as he was about to close, Marcia stopped by. She smiled broadly when she saw him in a corner of the library cataloging some new music scores.

"Hi, Jonas," she called.

He paused and looked up. Even though he knew he had no reason to be nervous, he was anyway. Just the sight of Marcia, wearing her usual formless knit dress with a raincoat casually thrown over her shoulders, caused flutters in his stomach. Still, he was happy to see her, happy that she was smiling at him. He hadn't forgotten the gentle kiss on the cheek she had given him outside the restaurant. "Hi, Marcia," he replied.

She walked over to where he was standing. "Keeping busy, I see."

"Always something to do."

"I can't tell you how pleased I am to see you taking this position seriously," she said. She paused and gazed at him, giving him the same look he had seen twice before, the look that had unnerved him. "You know, it may be time to begin training you for a new and better position. But not tonight. Aunt Hanna has tickets to the theater. But soon." She paused again and touched his hand. "Close up and go home, Jonas. We don't pay overtime, you know."

"I know." It was all he could think to say.

She chuckled at his apparent discomfort, then turned and walked away.

The following Sunday dawned clear and warm. The rain had moved on to the east. Jonas slept late and didn't bother to shower or trim his beard. At one-thirty, he was sitting in his recliner, eating a ham sandwich and watching football on television. He was wearing a blue Kilgore University tee shirt and blue lounging pants that hung on him like a limp sail.

When the doorbell rang, he jumped. The last time someone rang the doorbell had been early June. It turned out to be one of his neighbors asking him, in not so polite terms, when he was going to mow his lawn. The doorbell rang again while Jonas flashed back to that unpleasant encounter.

For a minute or two, he contemplated ignoring the ring, pretending that he wasn't home (or at least not home to any visitors). However, in a moment of clarity, he realized that whoever it was at the door either wouldn't go away or probably would be back. Might as well face it, he thought as he reluctantly got out of his chair and moved toward the door.

He opened the door and was shocked to see Marcia Danvers standing with the sun behind her. She was wearing a bright blue dress with a hem that stopped just above her knees. "Hi, Jonas," she said, smiling broadly.

Jonas was nearly stunned speechless. A part of him was happy to see her and even happier to see her natural beauty in the warm light of day. However, seeing her on his doorstep also filled him with dread.

"Marcia... this is a surprise. Is everything okay?"

"Of course," she said. "It's such a nice day that I decided to take a drive after church and ended up here. Can I come in?"

He nodded and backed up, clearing a space for her to enter. He wanted to ask how she knew where he lived, but he didn't. Once she was inside, he closed the door.

"I'm... sorry about how the place looks," he said, glancing around him at the dusty furniture and cluttered floor. He had never been much of a housekeeper. "I wasn't expecting company."

She too surveyed the front part of the house. "I can see that." She paused and shifted her gaze to her surprised host. "I hope you don't mind me dropping in like this. Are you busy?" Somehow she knew he wasn't.

And he knew that she knew. "No," he replied. "Just relaxing, having a sandwich and watching a little football."

She took a step toward the kitchen. "So this is where you live, huh?"

"This is the place, my ancestral home."

"Doesn't look very livable with all the dirt and clutter," she said. He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him off. "But I didn't come here to criticize necessarily, but to help."

"What do you mean?"

"Do you know how to clean?"

Although his stepmother had handled most of the housekeeping chores, even up to her last few weeks, he did know how to dust and run a vacuum cleaner. "Of course," he replied.

"Good," she said. "Tell you what. I am going to leave and return around four-thirty. While I'm gone, you are to clean this place thoroughly, including the kitchen and bathrooms. I simply can't abide a dirty house."

She was so direct that he wasn't at all sure how to respond. "Uh... what happens when you return?"

She flashed him a sly smile. "Well, that depends on how clean the house is," she said. "Do you want me to return?"

At that moment, Jonas realized just how lonely he was. He wanted Marcia to return and he wanted to please her.

"Yes, I do."

"Good. I was hoping you'd say that," she said. "Then you clean the house. I'm going to the grocery store. When I return, we'll make dinner together. I have a feeling that you don't cook much, if at all. We'll start with something simple, like pasta. Do you like pasta?"

"Yes," he said.

She glanced at her wristwatch. "Okay. You've got three hours, so you better get started and stay focused. You only get dinner if I think this place is perfect - or at least as perfect as you can make it. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am," he said. It somehow seemed almost natural for him to say it.

She patted his cheek. "Good boy," she said. "I knew you had potential." Then she opened the front door and walked out, leaving him with his mouth open.

After she was gone, he checked the time. It was one-forty. "Shit!" he said aloud. "I better get started."

For the next two hours, he moved through the house like a man possessed, like a man on a critical mission. While he worked, the image of Marcia in her bright blue dress dangled in front of him like a carrot on the end of a stick. He pictured himself standing next to her in his clean kitchen preparing dinner, dinner they would eat together. And after dinner, who knows? He had never felt like this before, so alive, so aware. It almost made him giddy.

When he finally stopped working at ten minutes after four, he felt happy and proud, aroused at the prospect of an attractive woman coming into his home to be with him. He couldn't remember the last time the house looked this good. Then he looked at himself and scowled.

"I can't let her see me like this," he muttered. Quickly, he moved to his bedroom, washed his face and hands, and changed into the only clean jeans and polo shirt he had.

At exactly four-thirty, the doorbell rang. This time, Jonas didn't hesitate. He opened the door and Marcia entered, carrying only her small canvas purse. Immediately, she glanced around and sniffed the air.

"Quite an improvement. I'm impressed." She motioned toward the open door. "I left some bags in the back of the car. Please bring them in while I get acquainted with your kitchen."

Jonas beamed as he said, "Yes, ma'am." He moved out into the bright fall sunshine to where Marcia's late model white Kia Soul sat in his driveway, putting his old Elantra to shame. In the back were four plastic bags filled with groceries. For an instant, he hesitated, wondering if he should bring in all the bags. She said bring in the bags, he thought. She didn't say which ones. He decided to follow her instructions as he understood them.

She smiled when she saw him struggling with the four heavy bags. "Put them on the counter next to the sink," she ordered. "Then we'll put everything away. I had a feeling you didn't have much to eat around here, let alone anything remotely healthy. That changes today."

For the next several minutes, working together, they stocked Jonas's nearly empty cupboards and refrigerator. When they were finished, Jonas was amazed.

"Thank you, Marcia," he said in the most sincere voice he could muster.

She chuckled and gently patted the side of his face with her right hand. "You're welcome," she said. "Now, it's time for your first cooking lesson. Can you boil water?"

He laughed in spite of himself. "Yes, of course." He'd been making ramen noodles practically every day for the past two years. He picked out a large plastic bowl and started for the sink.

She laughed along with him. "I meant not in the microwave."

His face flushed. He put the bowl down on the counter. "Oh." He dug out a large aluminum pan, filled it with water, and set it down on the front burner of the stove. "Like this?" he asked.

She nodded her approval and gently patted his backside.

Thirty minutes later, they were sitting at his now clean kitchen table eating angel hair pasta with meat sauce, garden salad, and garlic bread. It was the first good meal Jonas had had at home since his stepmother died.

When they were finished, Marcia pushed back her chair and stood up. "I trust you know how to clean a kitchen," she said.

Jonas also stood up. "I do."

"Good, because I'm going to leave you to do it." She picked up her purse off the counter and started for the door. "I hate to eat and run, but I have some work of my own to get done."

"Well..." Jonas started, a bit disappointed that she wasn't going to stay. "Thank you for the food and the lesson."

She stopped at the door. "Do you have plans for next Saturday evening?"

"No," he replied.

"Then I will see you here around five or so," she said. "We'll have another lesson. And Jonas, I expect the house to be spotless when I arrive. Okay?"

"Of course," he said, already excited at the prospect of another evening with Marcia.

She took a step toward him and kissed him on the cheek, just like she had outside the restaurant. "I like you, Jonas," she said. Then she opened the door and moved out into the cool fall air, leaving a little of her scent behind.

As he watched her get in her car and back down the driveway, he felt happy and ambivalent at the same time. A part of him couldn't help but wonder if she was merely teasing him, toying with him as though he was not a man but only some kind of plaything.

He touched the part of his cheek that she had kissed and realized that he didn't care what her motives were. An attractive woman was paying attention to him, and he liked it.

The last woman to do that had been Gretchen Cook, a fellow graduate student. That had been two years ago. Not long after his stepmother's funeral, Gretchen had taken him aside and given him a long hug. And after the hug, she had looked him in the eye and told him that if he ever needed anything, she was there for him.

He hadn't followed up on that, and six months later she was engaged to be married. He received an invitation to the wedding but chose not to attend, the memory of the hug and the possible lost opportunity still fresh in his mind.

If this time with Marcia Danvers was an opportunity, he was determined not to let it pass.


Chapter Eight

From Monday on, as the week progressed, Jonas became more and more anxious. So much so, in fact, that he could barely function. When Marcia called at four-thirty on Friday afternoon, he was worried that she had received a complaint about him and was ordering him to her office for another training session - or worse.

He was very relieved to detect a congenial tone in her voice when she said, "Hello, Jonas."

Still, he was a bit ambivalent when he responded with, "Hi, Marcia. Is there a problem?"

There was a slight pause at the other end of the phone. "No problems, Jonas. What makes you think that?"

"I'm sorry," he said. "I've just been a little... anxious this week."

He could hear her smiling at his discomfort. "Understandable," she said. "I was just calling to remind you that I'll be at your house at five tomorrow. I'll bring the groceries. Do you like chicken?"

"I love chicken."

"Good. I won't ask about potatoes because all men like those. How about broccoli?"

He rolled his eyes. His stepmother had loved broccoli, calling it nature's perfect food. It didn't stop her from getting cancer, he thought. "It's not my favorite, but I can eat it."

She chuckled. "Well, maybe I'll bring a different vegetable. I'll see you tomorrow afternoon at five. And, Jonas, remember, the house better be spotless." Then the phone went dead before he had a chance to respond.

He remembered very well her instructions regarding the house. He had cleaned all evening on Monday and Tuesday. Since then, he had been almost afraid to touch anything. He knew he would be cleaning again tomorrow afternoon, probably all the way up until five.

Saturday was a beautiful day in early October. The air was crisp and clear; the leaves were just beginning to take on their fall colors. Jonas finished his nine-to-noon shift at the library and hurried home, barely noticing the brilliance of the weather. He only had one thing on his mind: another lesson from Marcia Danvers and her injunction that the house better be spotless.

As soon as he arrived home, he inspected every square inch, from the front porch to the bathrooms to the three bedrooms to the kitchen. Everything was as perfect as it was going to be. He had even mowed the lawn, raked the leaves, and cleaned off the back patio.

When he was satisfied with the house, he studied himself in the bathroom mirror. His beard was neatly trimmed. His khaki pants and oxford shirt were neat. His hair was combed. He was ready for the visit.

But by four-thirty he was restless and anxious. He wanted a bottle of water but was afraid to touch anything in the kitchen. He settled for getting a drink of water from the bathroom and throwing the disposable cup away in the can in the garage. He settled in his recliner and found a college football game on television.

Finally, just as he was about to lose his mind, the doorbell rang at precisely five o'clock. He turned off the television and rushed to the front door. He opened it to find Marcia standing on the stoop wearing a gray loose fitting tee shirt dress and black Mary Jane shoes. Her dark blond hair was combed down over her shoulders. She was carrying a large white canvas tote bag.

Jonas's eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets when he saw her - a plain-looking but beautiful woman standing there smiling at him. She pushed past him into the house, almost as though she lived there. "There are two bags in the back of the car," she said. "Will you bring them in please while I get the kitchen set up?"

"Sure," he said.

When he returned to the kitchen, carrying two plastic bags filled with food, Marcia had already laid out a large baking pan and several utensils. Among the utensils was a heavy wooden spoon with a long handle.

"What's the wooden spoon for?" Jonas asked as he unloaded the bags.

She smiled. "Well, I noticed last week you didn't have one," she said. "Among other things, it's good for stirring spaghetti sauce."

"I thought we were having chicken."

"We are."

Jonas eyed the big spoon suspiciously. "So what other uses does the spoon have?"

Her smile widened. "Let's just hope you don't have to find out." Then she quickly opened the trays of chicken breasts, thighs, and legs that she had brought. "Have you ever baked chicken?" she asked.

"No," he replied, his attention momentarily diverted away from the spoon.

"Okay, Jonas, it's time for your next cooking lesson. I'll walk you through it step-by-step. But first, you need to wash your hands. Then turn on the oven and set the temperature at 350 degrees."

For the next fifteen minutes, under Marcia's watchful eye, Jonas carefully coated each chicken piece with breading, placed it in the baking pan, and put the pan in the oven, along with two large potatoes. When he was finished, he turned to his guest. "How long does it need to bake?"

"About an hour and a half," she replied.

"Well... what do we do while it's baking?"

Marcia flashed another smile at him, this one a little wicked. She extracted a bottle of white wine from her tote. "We have a glass of wine and move on to the next lesson."

"I don't drink," he said.

She opened the bottle and took two glasses out of the cupboard. She poured a small amount of the wine into the glasses. "Jonas, if you're going to be with me, you need to at least share some of this wine." She took a sip and handed the other glass to Jonas.

He nodded and reluctantly accepted the glass. He took a very small sip and was a bit surprised as to how good it tasted. "What's the next lesson? Or is this it?"

She set her glass down on the counter. "No," she said. "The next lesson is a little more personal." Then, while he watched in shock, she pulled the tee shirt dress over her head, exposing her lean but sturdy body, completely naked. She laughed and picked up the wooden spoon. "Let's find out how much you know about women and how much I need to teach you about pleasing me." She looked at him. "You have been with a woman before, haven't you?"

Jonas thought for a moment. Although his experience was limited, he was no virgin. But the last time he had really been with a woman had been when he was twenty and a junior at Kilgore. He could only remember that her name was Stacy (or had it been Susan?) and that she had sat next to him in a couple of his advanced literature classes. She wanted to be a poet, he recalled, but her poetry was pretty bad.

Of course, he was smart enough not to tell her that. She flirted with him and he flirted back, even though she was not the most attractive woman in the world. They went out on a few dates and finally ended up in bed together just before the end of the fall semester. He had enjoyed the sex, which was pretty basic and predictable. But he didn't think too much of her as a person. She was brash and talked only about herself. When spring semester came, they weren't in any classes together and eventually drifted apart and lost contact with each other. He wasn't sorry to lose her, although he did miss the sex... but not enough to pursue another relationship.

As he looked at Marcia, standing in his kitchen, her blue eyes beckoning and her body glistening with anticipatory sweat, he felt almost like a schoolboy again, totally in awe and very unsure of himself. "Of course, I've been with a woman before," he stammered.

She took his hand. "Not so recently, I imagine," she said. "Well, let's go to the bedroom and find out how much you remember." She glanced at the clock as she was draping her discarded dress over the back of a kitchen chair. "We have about an hour to see how many times you can make me come. You do have clean sheets on your bed, don't you?"

Although there was no way he could have anticipated this outcome, he had changed the sheets on Wednesday. "I... uh... changed the sheets on Wednesday," he managed to mumble.

"Good enough," she said. She touched his fingers, which were trembling slightly. She scowled. "Don't tell me you're afraid."

This statement got his attention. He wasn't necessarily afraid; he just couldn't believe this was really happening, that the beautiful naked female in front of him wasn't some kind of illusion or a dream from which he would awaken frustrated and lonely.

"No, I'm not afraid."

"Good. Because I certainly don't offer my body to just any man. You have to prove you're worthy. You have to prove you're trainable. I believe you've done that." Without any warning, she retracted the wooden spoon and struck his bottom twice in rapid succession. "Now, wake up and quit wasting time. Are we going to your bedroom or not?"

Jonas winced slightly although, in truth, the spoon hadn't hurt that much. But it did wake him up and convince him he wasn't dreaming. He took her hand and led her to the largest of the three bedrooms, his eyes never leaving her body.

Once they were in the bedroom, Marcia shook free of his hand and looked the room over. In the center under the window was a queen-size bed covered by a brown quilt. On either side were small tables. There were also a six-drawer dresser and a rocking chair. A door in one wall opened to a closet.

She stood in the middle of the room and nodded, mostly to herself. "This will do nicely," she said. Jonas stood by her side like a puppy waiting for instructions. After a minute or so, she turned to him. "Do you have any condoms?"

His eyes widened. "No."

"I had a feeling you wouldn't. In fact, I think I would have been disappointed if you had," she said. "Inside the tote there is a zippered pocket. Look in there."

For an instant, he didn't move, still in denial that a naked woman was actually in his bedroom, telling him to get a condom.

Once again, she struck him across his backside with the spoon. "Are you deaf?" she said. "Go get the condoms."

Like the puppy he resembled, he scurried out of the bedroom. He found three foil-wrapped packets and scurried back. When he entered the bedroom, he stopped. Marcia was lying on the bed. She was on her back and her legs were spread, exposing her neatly trimmed pubic area. Her labia were already glistening with natural lubricant. His eyes bulged and his mouth gaped open. He had never seen a woman like this before, at least not in the flesh. Even when he and Stacy (or Susan) were having sex in her tiny apartment, he hadn't seen her naked body spread out before him, not like this anyway.

Marcia smiled at what she took for his admiration. "Thank you, Jonas," she said. "Now, take your clothes off and show me what you've got under there. Let me see what I've got to work with."

He flushed and was a little embarrassed, although he didn't know why he should be. It only made sense that at some point he would need to remove his clothes. He pulled his shirttails out of his khakis and began to unbutton his shirt.

She held up a hand to stop him. "Wait," she said. "Have you ever seen the Chippendales?"

He had a vague awareness of who the Chippendales were. "No, I haven't."

"Well, no matter," she said. "Do a slow striptease for me."

He nodded as though he understood and finished unbuttoning his shirt. When he had it completely unbuttoned, he pulled each sleeve down and off his shoulder. Then he turned and removed the shirt. He tossed it on the rocking chair. He did the same with his white undershirt, exposing his bare chest and soft abdomen. Again, he was a little embarrassed, this time because he was no well-muscled athlete and he knew his body reflected that sad truth.

But, as he stole a glance at Marcia, he noted that she was still watching him, one finger tracing the nipples on her firm breasts. Okay, Jonas, he told himself. Go for it. He unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his pants and very slowly peeled them down to his feet, revealing his white boxer shorts and the erection they held back. He kicked off his Crocs and removed the pants completely, leaving them bunched up on the floor like a dead animal.

Finally, with his back still to her, he wriggled out of his shorts and let them fall to the floor. He stepped out of them and rotated so that he was facing her again. His erection was pointing directly at her.

She smiled once more. "Not bad," she said. "I knew you had potential." She pointed to her labia and clitoris. "Now, come over here, get up on the bed, and put your head between my legs. Have you ever tongued a woman before?"

He had read about it, but it was definitely not something he and Stacy had ever done. "No."

"Well, no matter," she said. "I think once you get in position, you'll know what to do. And if you don't..." She picked up the wooden spoon and clutched it in her right hand. "I'll teach you until you get it right."

Jonas wasn't too sure about doing what she was asking him to do. It just didn't seem natural. But then again, as he gazed at the fleshy space between her legs, he understood that he would do just about anything she told him to do. She had complete control. She was the teacher, and he was eager to learn.

Almost as though he were someone else, he moved to the end of the bed and climbed up onto the quilt-covered surface. Marcia spread her legs as far as she could and bent them slightly at the knees. "Bend down with your butt up; stick out your tongue and lick my clitoris and labia until I tell you to stop."

As instructed, he got on his knees and lowered his head toward her pubic area. The subtle but mildly pungent aroma of her sex nearly overpowered him, and he hesitated.

She raised the spoon and struck his upturned bottom twice. "Get started," she ordered in a voice thick with lust and need.

He winced, realizing that the pain inflicted by the spoon over bare skin was much worse than it had been over two layers of cloth. Fearing another strike from the spoon while at the same time curious as to what her sex tasted like, slowly he extended his tongue until it made contact with her labia. He was pleasantly surprised to find that the taste, although perhaps a bit salty, wasn't bad.

Very carefully, he moved his tongue upward, but stopped when he felt another shot from the spoon. "Quit messing around and lick me like you mean it," Marcia said.

Jonas extended his tongue and this time found her clitoris. Then his mind just went blank, as his tongue seemed to know what to do without any additional instruction or interference. For several minutes, he licked vigorously, swirling his tongue around her clitoris and labia, occasionally straying beyond the folds into her vagina.

He was so fixated on what he was doing that he didn't notice that her body was becoming more animated and her breathing more heavy. Finally, she shrieked in pleasure and clamped her legs together around his head, nearly choking him.

"Jonas... stop," she ordered in a voice he barely recognized.

She relaxed her legs, and her whole body seemed to go limp. He raised his head and took a deep breath. Slowly his conscious self began to return, and he wondered what he should do next. He didn't have long to wait.

After a couple of minutes, Marcia got her breathing under control. She gently touched his head with her hand. "That was pretty incredible," she declared. "I like a man who's a quick learner. But we are far from finished." She scooted back away from him and drew her legs together. "Get up and get a condom, but don't put it on. Then lie down on your back on the bed. When you're in position, I will put the condom on you and ride your dick for all you're worth. I will be on top. I will always be on top."

She paused, took a breath, and picked up the spoon. "But, Jonas, I must warn you that if you come before I do, I will give you a spanking you're not likely to forget. And then we'll start all over again. Understand?"

He pulled himself up to his knees again. He looked at her, savoring the sight of her naked body glistening with sweat. And with her taste on his tongue and her smell in his nose, he could only think of one thing. He wanted to please her so she would please him. "Yes, ma'am."

He followed her instructions to the letter. Less than a minute later, she had rolled a condom down over his penis, then straddled him and inserted the penis deep within her. Like a woman possessed, she rocked back and forth; she bucked and moaned, obviously caught up in world all of her own.

Jonas tried desperately to hold back until she was finished, although he wasn't quite sure he would know when that was. He attempted to divert his mind, think about something, anything other than the naked woman riding his penis and how much pure pleasure her motion was giving him. For a moment, he thought about Poe and his young wife Virginia. She was so young when they married and she never got pregnant. Jonas couldn't help wondering if they ever had sex. Maybe that was Poe's problem, he mused. Or at least one of them.

While he was contemplating what kind of lover Poe was, Marcia shrieked, then shrieked a second time as her body became even more animated. In some part of his brain, he took this as the sign he was waiting for and let loose, attempting to insert himself even deeper inside her. A minute later, he too groaned and flooded the condom with his semen.


Chapter Nine

Now both spent and sated, Marcia lifted herself off his body, letting his flagging penis droop. Then her body went limp and she stretched out next to him, resting her head on his shoulder. He responded by wrapping her in his arms and kissing her forehead. For several minutes they lay together silently, her hand stroking his chest. He could feel himself falling asleep, relaxed and happy for the first time in a long time.

"That was pretty amazing," she said in a near whisper, the lust all gone from her voice. "Better than I was expecting, I have to say."

He gathered his breath and smiled. "Well, you're a pretty good teacher."

She returned his smile. "I am, aren't I?" She kissed him on the cheek, extricated herself from his embrace, and stood up. She glanced at the digital clock on the bedside table. "I wouldn't mind doing that again," she said. "But the chicken will be done in less than thirty minutes and we still have a cooking lesson to complete." She picked up the wooden spoon and headed for the door. "I need to use your bathroom. Get rid of the condom, get dressed, and meet me in the kitchen."

"Yes, ma'am," he whispered as he watched her naked backside wiggle slightly and her tangled hair bounce on her strong shoulders as she walked away from him. He slipped out of bed, re-dressed, and moved to the kitchen. He saw that the bathroom door was closed as he passed.

When he reached the kitchen, he noticed that Marcia's dress was no longer on the chair. He also smelled chicken baking, and he realized he was hungry and ready to resume the cooking lesson.

Marcia joined him a few minutes later. She was wearing her tee shirt dress and had smoothed down her hair. She smiled when she saw Jonas. "Okay, let's progress to making salad and opening a can of green beans and heating them in the microwave." She picked up her glass of wine and took a long sip.

After dinner, Marcia began to pack her tote bag while Jonas cleared the table. "Aren't you going to stay for a while?" He was hoping she would spend the night with him, perhaps going another round in the bedroom.

She shook her head. "No, I can't stay," she said. "I have church in the morning. Besides, it's too early for a sleepover." She smiled when she said sleepover. She snapped the tote bag closed and kissed him on the cheek. Then she turned toward the door. "I like you, Jonas Weatherly," she declared. "I like you a lot. Perhaps we can have another cooking lesson next Saturday... if you're not busy."

His face brightened. "I'll have to check my calendar," he said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. "But I'm pretty sure I'm not busy."

"Good," she said. "How does the lasagna sound? It takes a while to bake."

"Sounds good."

He walked her to the door and watched her get in her car and pull down the driveway, remembering that she was naked under the dress. When he went back into the kitchen to finish cleaning up, he noticed that she left the wooden spoon on the counter. He chuckled when he saw it, thinking to himself how truly effective her training method was, at least on him. He also recalled that his stepmother had always used the hairbrush on him. It too was effective.

The next day, Sunday, Jonas was surprisingly tired after having spent a restless night attempting to sort out his disjointed feelings. As he puttered around the house, tidying up, he also felt truly lonely. Marcia had sparked something deep within him, a desperate longing, and he knew he didn't want to be alone anymore. He tried to fill the long afternoon with professional football, then yardwork, then reading. But the feelings of emptiness remained.

Monday morning was busy at the library. The semester was now half over, and the students, especially the graduate students, were getting anxious to complete projects and prepare for exams.

Jonas got so involved helping a student with a project on Samuel Barber that he didn't notice Marcia sitting in the small librarian's office. It was nearly one o'clock by the time he managed to break away. He smiled when he saw her waving at him.

"Hi, Marcia," he said when he entered the office.

She returned his smile. "Hi, Jonas," she said. "Don't worry, you're not in trouble. I thought you might need a break so I brought some lunch. Close the door."

Jonas closed the door and sat down in the wooden chair next to the desk. "It's good to see you," he said, not able to take his eyes off her, remembering what she looked like naked and riding his penis.

Marcia opened a bag and extracted two plastic bowls and two bottles of water. "I got us a couple of salads from the student cafeteria. I don't know what you normally eat for lunch, if anything, but I want you to start eating a healthier diet. I hope you won't take this the wrong way, but I couldn't help noticing that your body looks a little soft. You will need to work on that."

Even though he knew exactly what she meant, he didn't particularly like hearing it. "What do you mean?"

She lifted the top off the bowl of salad and handed him a plastic fork. "It's very simple, Jonas. If you want to be with me, you need to be physically fit. Are you happy with the way your body looks and feels?"

He remembered how embarrassed he had been when he did the striptease for her. It was very obvious that he was no Chippendale. "Not really."

She smiled again and patted his hand. "It's not that you weren't good the other night," she said in an attempt to mitigate the critique. "But you really need to get in better shape - you know, eat better and exercise. In fact, I think you need to start this evening. When I come on Saturday, I will expect to see you do ten pushups and ten sit ups. Is that asking too much?"

Perhaps this is part of the training she mentioned earlier, he thought. "No."

She pulled a sheet of paper from her tote and laid it on the desk. "I won't be bringing the food on Saturday. Here is the list of items you will need to have. I assume you know how to shop."

"Yes, I know how to shop." The tone of his voice reflected the sarcastic way he felt.

Marcia scowled and paused for a few seconds to give him a cautionary look. "Okay. Look over the list, make sure you understand it."

He took the list and scanned it, a bit surprised to find items that didn't seem to have anything to do with lasagna, such as eggs, bacon, and condoms. "I understand everything on the list," he said. "But I'm not sure I understand their use in making lasagna."

She smiled and patted his hand again. "You poor naïve soul," she said. "You need to stock up on a few items. Now, eat your salad so you can get back to work. You have patrons needing help and you don't want to appear lazy in front of your boss or get a complaint that would require another training session."

Although he knew she was teasing him, he understood the underlying threat. He definitely didn't want to experience another training session. He picked up the plastic fork and dove into the pile of lettuce, carrots, and tomatoes. "No, ma'am. I don't want to upset the boss."

Marcia stood up and loaded her salad bowl into her bag. She kissed Jonas on the cheek. "Aunt Hanna is away again this week, so I'll be pretty busy in the main library. I'll be over on Saturday around four. Don't forget to get all the items on the shopping list. And start exercising. I plan to test you on Saturday." Then she walked out of the office without waiting for a reply.

When he got home that evening, Jonas got down on the floor in the pushup position. He hadn't done a pushup since he was in high school and it showed. He managed to do four before he collapsed in a heap. After he recovered, he tried to do a sit up with the same result. "I'm in trouble," he said aloud.

Next, he thought about his diet, which still consisted mostly of cheap processed food. He had enjoyed the baked chicken on Saturday, and he had to admit that the salad Marcia had brought him wasn't bad. Time to get with the program, he thought.

For the rest of the week, Jonas ate salads for dinner and established an exercise regimen. By Friday, he could do seven pushups and eight sit ups. He was feeling pretty good about himself when he remembered the shopping list at eight o'clock. He knew he probably wouldn't have time to shop on his way home from the library tomorrow. Quickly, he grabbed the list and headed to the supermarket. He was very relieved to find it open. He was able to get everything on the list, including the condoms (although he was a little embarrassed to put those on the conveyor).

Along with the items on the list, he also bought a dozen fresh yellow roses. He had never before given a girl or woman roses. Am I in love? He couldn't help wondering.


Chapter Ten

By three-thirty on Saturday, Jonas was practically exhausted. He had cleaned every room in the house, including both bathrooms, changed the sheets on the bed, and stocked the cupboards and refrigerator. He had placed the condoms he purchased on the bedside table and arranged the roses in a red vase he found in the basement.

Satisfied that he could do no more, he sat down in the den and waited, knowing that Marcia was the most punctual person he had ever known. This afternoon, she lived up to expectations as the doorbell rang at precisely four o'clock. When he opened the door, he was somewhat surprised to see that she was wearing a white Kilgore University sweatshirt, black yoga pants, and white Reeboks. She was holding a large canvas tote bag.

Without saying hello, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and made her way inside, obviously quite comfortable in the house. Once they were in the kitchen, she turned to Jonas. "Have you been exercising?" she asked.

"Yes," he replied, still a bit taken aback at her more casual attire. He realized at that moment that, except for the time when he saw her naked, he had always seen her in a dress.

"Can you do ten pushups and sit ups?"

He was tempted to lie, but thought better of it when he saw the determined look on her face and watched her take the wooden spoon from the utensil drawer.

"Not yet," he admitted.

"Well, let's see how many you can do."

"Right now?"

She scowled, clutched the spoon tightly in her right hand, and gave him a hard smack on his bottom. "There you go being stupid again. Of course, right now."

Still feeling the sting, he immediately dropped to the floor. He was able to do eight pushups and eight sit ups. When he was finished, he looked up at her hopefully. "I'm sorry," he said. "But this is an improvement since Monday."

"I can believe it," she said. "Okay, I won't punish you... this time. Get up off the floor and we'll progress to the next phase of your training."

Slowly, he raised himself up into a standing position, eyeing the wooden spoon as he moved. "What's the next phase?"

"Walking," she said. "We're going to take a brisk walk around your neighborhood. Do you think you can walk a mile in less than fifteen minutes?"

He thought for a moment. He had walked the extensive Kilgore campus, but he had never measured the distance or timed himself.

"I don't know."

She smiled. "Well, let's find out."

He almost blurted out right now, but stopped himself. "Okay." Marcia led him out of the house and onto the sidewalk.

"I took the liberty of measuring a course for us on the street. It may not be exactly a mile, but it will be close." She glanced at her watch. "Are you ready?"

"Lead on," he said. He couldn't help noticing how firm her backside appeared through the thin tight cloth of the yoga pants. He didn't see a panty line and wondered if she was wearing any panties. He could already tell that she wasn't wearing a bra.

Almost exactly fifteen minutes later, Marcia and Jonas were back on his driveway. She appeared cool, while he was sweating and out of breath.

"That was pretty good," she said. "At least you kept up with me. But you need to walk every day to get in better shape. And you have a nice neighborhood to walk in, I must say."

He gathered his breath. "What do we do now?"

She took his hand and turned him toward the front door. "Now you give me a bath," she said.

"Is that part of the training?"

She chuckled. "You might say that."

"I've never given a woman a bath before. I hope I don't disappoint you."

"Don't worry," she said. "I won't let you. I'm a very good teacher, remember?"

"I remember."

Ten minutes later, Marcia was sitting naked in the white porcelain bathtub Jonas's stepmother had used. Her body was covered with scented bubbles from the bath soap she had brought with her. Jonas was sitting on the side of the tub, washcloth in hand, gently rubbing every inch of her tingling flesh, lingering over the parts that she indicated.

"That feels really good," she said in a near whisper. After several more minutes, she looked at him and stood up, now breathless. "Dry me off," she ordered.

Jonas got a plush terrycloth towel and carefully wiped away the beads of water and bubbles. When she was completely dry, she sat down on the side of the tub and spread her legs as far as she could, exposing her very clean and glistening pubic area. "Get on your knees, come over here, and bring me off."

Once again, like the puppy he resembled, Jonas complied immediately. This time, he knew exactly what to do and did it quickly and efficiently. She came within minutes, squeezing his head between her thighs.

When she was recovered, she pushed him back with her foot and stood up. "Your turn will come later," she declared. "We still have lasagna to make. Go get out the ingredients while I use the bathroom."

He was a bit disappointed that she was dismissing him so casually, but he understood that she was firmly in control and that his turn would eventually come. He nodded and left her alone in the bathroom.

Later, she joined him in the kitchen. She was wearing only a long silk robe tied together with a thin cloth belt. He had trouble concentrating, thinking of the naked body contained within a few millimeters of soft silk. But with the help of a few well-placed strokes from the wooden spoon, he got the lasagna ready and in the oven.

When he had set the temperature, she stripped off the robe and took his hand. "Let's take advantage of the baking time."

"Yes, ma'am," he said and let himself be led down the hall and into the bedroom.

After the lovemaking, which had been intense, and the lasagna, Marcia and Jonas sat at the kitchen table, sipping red wine. She took his hand in hers across the cleared table and gazed at him with a serious expression on her pretty and unadorned face and said, "Jonas, I know we're still learning about each other, but I want to ask you a question."

He looked up at her. "What is it?"

She squeezed his fingers a little tighter. "Would you like for me to spend the night?"

He couldn't believe she was asking him that question. At that moment, he couldn't think of anything he wanted more than to sleep with Marcia and wake up with her in his arms.

"Yes, I would like that very much."

Her face broke into a large smile, then turned serious again. "I would like to spend the night with you as well," she said. "But there's one provision."

"Anything," he said.

"I want you to come to church with me in the morning. Church is very important to me, and I have a feeling it's probably not a high priority in your life. Do you even consider yourself a Christian?"

For an instant, Jonas wondered if this was yet another test. In reality, although his stepmother had gone to church fairly regularly up until a few years before her death, he himself had never considered it important. He took a deep breath and carefully considered his next words.

"Well, I was baptized, although obviously I don't remember that. My father was a non-practicing Catholic. My stepmother took me to church while I was growing up. I made first communion but not confirmation. So I would say I'm a Christian, but I confess I haven't thought much about church since I've been an adult."

"I am a Methodist," she said. "I've been involved with the Deacon Road Methodist Church since I was a teen. Since you don't seem to be a committed Catholic, I hope you don't see any conflict. So the question stands: will you come to church with me?"

As he thought about it, he realized that he would accompany her anywhere at any time. He just wanted to be with her. "It would be a privilege," he said.

Her face broke into the biggest smile he had ever seen. "Wonderful," she said. "I have a small overnight case and a dress in the back of my car. Will you get them for me please?"

He returned her smile and pushed back his chair. "Yes, ma'am."

"Jonas, one more thing," she said just as he was getting up. "Church is at 11. It looks like it's going to be nice in the morning, so we're going to take a walk before we go. Also, in the morning I will teach you how to make an omelet the way I like it. Okay?"

Jonas turned toward the door. "Whatever you want."

"I was hoping you'd say that," she said. "I just hope you really mean it."

As he looked back at her, saw her smiling at him and making herself comfortable in his house, he knew he really meant what he had just said.


Chapter Eleven

By mid-November, with the trees now stripped of their leaves and summer only a distant memory, Jonas Weatherly was almost fully trained (at least according to Marcia Danvers) and completely smitten. He treasured every moment he spent with Marcia and thought about her constantly when he wasn't with her. He had responded well to the training regimen and understood (or at least didn't protest) both times she had given him a serious spanking.

The first time was in the kitchen when she was showing him how to prepare a casserole. He hadn't bought the right kind of meat and made a sarcastic remark laced with a profanity when she called him on it. In an instant, she ordered to him to drop his pants and briefs and bend over one of the chairs. Once he was in position, she spanked him hard with a cutting board. Afterward, with his bottom glowing bright red, he vowed he would never make either mistake again.

The second time she spanked him they were in bed. As usual, she was on top with his penis deep inside her. However, this time, she took longer than usual to climax and he couldn't hold back. Very disappointed and just a little angry, she got off him and ordered him to kneel on the bed with his bottom up. Then she spanked him long and hard with his leather belt. While she was spanking him, he couldn't believe how much his simple belt could hurt.

After she was finished with the spanking, she made him tongue her to multiple climaxes until he was near exhaustion. Another lesson learned, he thought, as he studied the bruises on his bottom in the bathroom mirror.

Still, Jonas knew he was now a much better man than he had been only four months ago, when he had met Marcia for the first time. Somehow, it seemed longer than four months, almost another lifetime. He felt better than he had ever felt before in his life. He was eating healthier food and exercising regularly. He could now do twenty-five pushups and thirty sit ups. He could walk two miles in thirty minutes and was friendlier to his neighbors. His chest and abdomen weren't as soft as they used be. He had Marcia to thank for that.

At five o'clock on Friday two weeks before Thanksgiving, Jonas was closing up the library when Marcia came in, wearing a winter coat over her dress and leather boots over her tights. She went into the little office and beckoned him to join her.

Once they were seated, she took off her coat. "Jonas, I think it's time you actually met my Aunt Hanna," she said. "So, instead of me coming to your house tomorrow, I want you to come to my aunt's house - you already know I still live with her. Okay? Can you do that?"

As always, he knew he would do anything she asked of him. "Of course," he said. "I would love to meet Dr. Welsh and see where you live."

"Great," she said. "Aunt Hanna is anxious to meet you. I've told her all about you, so don't be nervous." She kissed him on the cheek. Then she stood up, put on her coat, and handed him a slip of paper. "This is the address. It's not too far from here. We'll expect you at one, and we'll have lunch. You won't even have to cook." She chuckled when she said that and gave him a little wave as she left the office. "See you tomorrow."

Her kiss still fresh on his cheek, he waved back. Don't be nervous, he thought as he remembered what she said. Right!

At two minutes before one o'clock, Jonas was standing at the front door of a very well-kept two-story colonial in an old but picturesque neighborhood only three blocks from the Kilgore campus. He took several deep breaths, then rang the doorbell. The sound of chimes echoed inside. He told himself not to be nervous, that everything would be all right.

Less than thirty seconds later, the door opened and he saw Marcia standing on the other side, resplendent in a knee-length brown dress and brown tights. Her hair was combed down over her shoulders. She flashed him a very warm welcoming smile, one that made him practically melt and fall to his knees. "Hi, Jonas," she said, stepping back. "Please come in."

Telling himself once more not to be nervous, Jonas stepped across the threshold and into a large light blue foyer with a gilt-edged mirror on one wall. On one side of the foyer was a spacious and airy living room in which there were a stone fireplace and several pieces of antique furniture. On the other side was a formal dining room. In the middle was a winding staircase leading to the second floor. The house appeared to be almost exactly as he had imagined it, a house worthy of the esteemed library administrator.

Marcia took his coat and hung it up in a closet under the stairs. She took his hand. "Aunt Hanna is in the kitchen. Let's go meet her."

She led him through the dining room and into a large country kitchen with updated appliances, cabinets, countertops, and flooring. Off to one side, near a door that led to a deck outside was a round oak table with four chairs. Sitting on white lace placemats on the table were three china plates.

Standing at the gas stove was a slender woman with straight gray hair that spilled down her back like a waterfall. She was wearing a long blue dress with a white apron over it. She turned when Marcia and Jonas entered and smiled.

"Aunt Hanna, this is Jonas Weatherly," Marcia said.

Hanna's face, obviously mature but relatively unlined, brightened even more. She extended her right hand. "Jonas, I am so pleased to finally meet you," she said in a calm clear voice. "Marcia has told me so much about you, and I'm sorry I haven't had the chance to meet you sooner. This has been a very busy semester for me. I've had to travel a lot."

Jonas extended his own hand and firmly grasped the warm fingers offered him. "It's a privilege, Dr. Welsh," he said. "You have quite a reputation at Kilgore."

"Not too bad a reputation, I trust," she quipped.

Instantly, Jonas wondered if he had made a mistake. "A very good reputation, I assure you."

She laughed and her blues eyes danced. "You're a gem, Jonas. I'm just teasing," she said. "And please call me Hanna." She turned back to the kitchen. "Now, please sit down both of you at the table. Lunch is ready."

Lunch was fairly simple: chicken salad sandwiches on toasted wheat bread accompanied by a tomato and vinegar salad. The beverage was iced tea. While they were eating, Hanna asked Jonas how he liked working at the library.

"I love it," he said diplomatically. The truth was that, while he didn't love the job, he thought he just might be in love with the boss.

"Good to hear it," Hanna said. "You know, you're the first PhD we've hired as an assistant... and the first male we've hired in a long time."

Jonas couldn't think of a suitable response to that revelation. He hadn't really noticed that he was the only male in the library system, but he did remember that Marcia had said that her aunt had little use for men. "I guess I should feel flattered," he managed to say.

Hanna took his comment seriously. "Yes, you should," she said. "My niece is a very good judge of character and thinks a lot of you." She paused for a few seconds and gazed at Jonas. "Tell me, do you think you'll stay with the system or is the library some place to be until something better comes along."

Suddenly, Jonas felt like he was close to dangling at the end of a long rope. He glanced over at Marcia. She was smiling at him. "Hanna, I'm not looking for anything else right now, better or otherwise. And I don't think I ever will."

Hanna also glanced at Marcia and smiled. "That was a good answer," she declared. Then she finished the sandwich she was eating and pushed her chair back. "I hope you don't mind if I leave the kitchen for you to clean up. I have a lecture to give this afternoon. Then, I'm off to a meeting with the trustees. I'm having dinner with some people at Carswell and I'll be spending the night at Becky's. I'll go to church with her in the morning, so I probably won't be home until afternoon - the frenzied life of a celebrity library administrator." She stood up. "Jonas, it was very good meeting you. I hope to see you more often."

Jonas stood up and was surprised when she pulled him into a light embrace. Her body was slim but definitely sturdy. They broke apart and she left the room without saying another word.

When they were alone in the kitchen, Jonas turned to Marcia. "Is she really as busy as all that?"

Marcia chuckled. "Yes and no," she said. "Not everyone knows this yet, but she is planning to retire from the library at the end of next semester. But she doesn't plan to sit around and read Shakespeare. She is writing a textbook and is making contacts all over the country and in Europe. I think she will be highly sought after as an expert on library science and the integration of technology." Marcia stood and picked up a couple of plates. "Besides, I don't think she really needs to spend the night at Becky's. It's just her way of leaving us alone for the night."

"Oh," Jonas said. "That was thoughtful of her."

"Yes, it was," Marcia said. "In fact, I need you to do what I have trained you to do. But first, clean up the kitchen, then join me upstairs, first bedroom at the top of the stairs. Okay?"

He could feel himself stir. "I'm not in trouble, am I?"

She touched his cheek. "I'll leave you guessing on that," she said. "Let's just say you better not disappoint me this afternoon."

"No, ma'am," he said as he watched her disappear toward the stairs, her firm bottom pressing against the material of her dress.

Two hours later, tired, sated, and clearly not disappointed, Marcia, her naked body glistening, sat up against the headboard of her double bed. Jonas was still on his back and nearly asleep. She reached over and lightly touched his head. "Jonas, please sit up. I want to talk with you for a moment."

He stirred as if rousing himself, then nodded and sat up next to her. He didn't say anything.

She kissed him gently on the cheek and touched his inner thigh. "Jonas, did you mean what you said when you told Aunt Hanna that you aren't looking for anything else?"

Jonas shook himself lightly to get oriented. He glanced over at his lover. "Yes, I did."

"So... what does that mean exactly?" she asked.

Recognizing that this was the probable onset of a serious discussion, he tried harder to get himself oriented. "I guess it means... if I've been looking for anything, I think I've found it."

"So then... how do you see yourself in, say, five years?"

He scowled. "That sounds like a job interview question."

"Interpret it any way you like," she said. "But please tell me."

"I'm honestly not sure I know how to answer your question. What are you looking for?"

"Comfort," she said quickly. "I want to be taken care of."

He looked at her. "So, you want a servant?"

"No," she replied. "I want a full partner, but one who will support me. And by that, I don't mean financially. I love my job, and I make a good living, certainly enough to support a household. And it will get better when my aunt retires, as I expect to be promoted to her position, which is what I have wanted for as long as I can remember." She paused and took a deep breath. "Because my career is so important to me, I want to be taken care of when I get home. I even believe I deserve to be pampered a little. Does that seem unnatural to you?"

Jonas wasn't entirely sure of anything at this moment. He settled for shaking his head.

"It probably does seem a little unnatural to a man," Marcia said. "But why should it? I mean, women have been doing the same for men for decades, even centuries. Men often trained their wives to take care of them, and no one thought anything of it. Why can't a man support a woman's ambition for a change? I'll bet your stepmother took good care of your father when he was home. You said yourself that she gave up her career for the two of you."

"I'm not disputing anything you're saying," Jonas said. "But what about love?"

"What about it?"

"Where does love fit into the equation?"

"What is love anyway?" Marcia asked. She held up her hand to stop Jonas before he could attempt a reply. "Jonas, I know you're a well-educated academic. You can probably give me ten different definitions of love. But who cares what the textbooks or novelists say about love? We're talking about two people now. We're talking about us, so let me ask you a couple of questions. Are you happiest when you're with me?"

He didn't have to think about how to answer that question. "Yes."

"Do you miss me when you're not with me?"

"Yes."

"Are you happy working at the library every day? And please don't lie because I'm also your boss."

"If I have to be honest, then not really."

She smiled at him. "And yet you're not looking for anything else because you think you've found it. Sounds like love to me. So, tell me: Do you want to keep what you've found?"

"I don't know what you mean exactly."

She touched his fingers. "I think you do," she said.  "Jonas, in spite of my ambition and my desire to be taken care of, in some ways, I'm an old-fashioned girl. So, if you want to keep what you've found, you need to ask me a question. After that, we can talk about moving forward." She closed her mouth and gazed at him expectantly.

At first, Jonas was confused and very nearly asked what the question was. But in the next moment, it struck him like a bolt of lightning. At that instant, his life, both his past and future, flashed inside his brain. His life before Marcia had been bleak, desolate, and virtually meaningless. His future without her appeared even worse.

In Marcia, in spite of the training (or perhaps because of it), he had found purpose, direction, and fulfillment. Did he want to keep what he had found? The answer to this question was absolutely.

So all I have to do is ask her the question I never thought I would ask any woman. Am I ready for the commitment?

He swallowed hard, leaned into her, and took her hand in his. This was one of those once-in-a-lifetime moments, and he considered his next words very carefully.

"Marcia Danvers," he began. "I love you, and I hope that you love me. I can't imagine a life without you. Will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?" He gathered his breath and held it.

Marcia smiled at him and tightened her grip on his fingers. "That was very nice," she said. "Better than I was expecting. My answer of course is yes."

He let out his breath slowly. "Thank you."


Chapter Twelve

"Okay, then, it's settled," Marcia said. "Now, Jonas, if you've learned anything about me at all it's that I'm practical-minded and ambitious, certainly no hopeless romantic. So, like reasonable, rational, and intelligent adults, let's discuss how our life will be going forward."

Jonas sat up a little straighter against the headboard. He wasn't sure what he had been expecting after she accepted his proposal, but he probably should have known that she wouldn't just fall into his arms and profess her undying love for him. She had made it very clear that wasn't who she was. He knew she was right when she said she wasn't a hopeless romantic. It was one of the things he appreciated about her.

"Okay," he managed to say.

"First, you need to know, if you haven't already figured it out, that when I commit to something, I am all in. My first husband never understood that about me, which is one of the reasons why he left and I didn't pursue him. Second, since you already said you don't particularly like working at the library and don't seem to have much of a career plan, once we're married, you will quit your job and become a full time house husband." She paused and smiled. "Think of it as still having the same boss, just a different work place and job description. Also, although you are pretty well-trained now, I will continue to train you or re-train you, as necessary, to accommodate my needs and wants. You already know what my training methods are. Are we good so far?"

At first, he was a bit taken aback at what appeared to be more like a business negotiation than a life plan. Still, he thought, it is probably better to enter into this marriage with both eyes wide open and knowing exactly what to expect. But do I really want to be a house husband? he asked himself. The answer to that question was yes, if no meant living without Marcia. She was right, he had no career plan.

"Good so far," he said.

"Good," she said. "Now, we have two more things to settle. The first is a wedding date and the second is where we're going to live. Let's discuss where we're going to live first. Okay?"

"Okay."

"Obviously, we can't live here. Now, we could rent an apartment or buy a house. But neither of these seems very practical. Is your house paid off?"

"Yes," he replied, letting her control the discussion the way she controlled (and would control) every other phase of their life together.

She nodded. "That's what I thought. So that's settled. I like the house and I really like the neighborhood, so your house will become our house. Of course, I will want to make some modifications before I move in. I will give you more details next time I come over. Can you handle doing the modifications?"

This was happening so fast his head was beginning to spin a little. "I guess so," he said. "Depends on what you want. You already know I don't have very much money."

"Don't worry about the money," she said. "I'll take care of the expenses."

"Okay," he said without asking her how she could afford it. Practical minded and probably very thrifty, he thought. He already knew she didn't have an extravagant wardrobe, drove an inexpensive car, and lived with her aunt, most likely rent free.

"Now, as to the wedding date. I would prefer to have a very small ceremony at my church, with just a select few in attendance. Is that okay with you?"

He nodded. "That's fine. You know I don't have any family left and I sure don't have any friends."

She clutched his hand. "You have me," she said. "Now and forever."

He relished the feel of her fingers on his. "Yes, I have you."

"Then, let's set the date. Any thoughts?"

"Whenever you want."

"Well, I don't see much point in a long engagement," she said. "I don't think the modifications I want will take more than a few weeks to complete, if you're diligent. By next weekend, I will give you a detailed list of what I want done. You get cost estimates and then I'll give you the money. Also, tomorrow after church, we'll go the mall and pick out rings - nothing expensive; just a couple of gold bands you can afford." She paused for a moment. "The campus, including the library, is closed between Christmas and New Year, so that will be the best time. I think I can get Reverend Morris to perform the ceremony during the week. How about the Wednesday of that week?"

Again, he was amazed at how fast this was progressing, his entire future life planned for him in a matter of minutes. "Well," he began smiling. "I don't have my calendar with me, but I think that day will be okay. At least I don't have to worry about my boss giving me the day off."

Marcia leaned over and kissed him gently on the lips. "I like it when you show a sense of humor." Then she rolled out of bed and stood up, showing him the full length of her sturdy naked body. "I'm going to use the bathroom. When I come back, I will want you to take care of me like you did earlier. You won't disappoint me, will you?"

His greedy eyes roamed all over her body, the body that was now his to please forever. "No, I won't disappoint you... at least I hope I won't."

She gave him a mock scowl. "You know what will happen if you do disappoint me, don't you?"

He knew very well what would happen. "Yes, ma'am."

"Good." Then she turned and walked out of the bedroom.

Later that evening, after another marathon session of lovemaking, Marcia sat at the kitchen table. She had her laptop open in front of her. While Jonas cleaned up the kitchen after their simple dinner of spaghetti and meat sauce, she made up two to-do lists, one for her and one for him. She included after each item a completion deadline. As she was making up the lists, she didn't consult Jonas. She saw no need to.

The first item on both lists was buy rings. That was something they would accomplish together tomorrow. When she was finished with the lists, she printed them out and also e-mailed a copy of his list to Jonas. She stood up and walked over to where he was standing at the sink rinsing a pot.

"When you get home tomorrow evening, you need to study your to-do list very carefully. If you have any questions, call me immediately." She put a hand on his bottom and gave him a hard look. "Jonas, every item on your list is very important. You will need to focus and not get distracted. I will review the list with you at intervals. If you falter at all or miss a deadline by even one day..." She paused, retracted her hand, and gave his bottom a hard smack. "There will be serious consequences. Do you understand?"

The spank and the tone of her words got his attention quickly. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled and rubbed his bottom. "You're a good man, Jonas," she said gently. "But, like all men, you will occasionally get distracted by things that aren't important to your relationship with your wife. When that happens, I will remind you."

Keep your focus at all times, he told himself. But in reality, he knew she was probably right and that he would get reminded occasionally. As long as I don't mess up too badly and she doesn't leave me, I can handle being corrected, he thought. No risk, no reward, it really was that simple. He turned away from the sink and faced her.

"I love you and want to be with you always," he said. "You do whatever you need to do to help me become the man you've always wanted."

Her smile widened. "Do you really mean that, Jonas?"

"More than I've ever meant anything in my life."

She reached up and kissed him on the lips while keeping a hand on his bottom. "We complement each other," she said. "And we're going to be very good together and have a great life."

"Yes," he said in an almost dream-like voice. He was already thinking about the long stretch of years ahead and how his future seemed so much brighter than it had four months ago.

On Sunday afternoon, after church and lunch at Camden Roadhouse, Jonas and Marcia went to the jewelry store inside the Crystal Springs Mall. There they selected two matching yellow gold bands that Marcia was certain he could afford. The jeweler sized the bands, and Jonas paid for them.

When they left the jewelry store, Marcia asked Jonas if he had a good suit in which to be married. He said he did and that he would show it to her next weekend. She agreed and said that he could cross off the first two items on his to-do list. Only twelve more items to go, he thought as they were leaving the mall.

They both wanted to have another quick session of lovemaking when they returned to Hanna's house. However, they knew they couldn't when they saw Hanna's car in the garage. They settled for going inside and telling Hanna that they were engaged and had set a date for the wedding.

Hanna told them congratulations and hugged them both. "I will miss having Marcia around here," she said to Jonas. "But all I've ever wanted for her is to be happy. Now I can see that she is and will continue to be. You're my family now. Don't be a stranger, okay?"

Jonas nodded while Marcia looked on, smiling. "Hanna, it is a privilege to be included in your family."

When he arrived home an hour later, he moved through the house, the house that he had inherited from his stepmother who had inherited it from his father.

It's going to take a lot of work to fix this place up. But I will never be alone again.


Chapter Thirteen

The following weekend, Marcia went through the house and made a detailed list of everything she wanted done prior to the late December wedding. The list was extensive, including such items as re-doing the kitchen and bathrooms, replacing the flooring in the living room, replacing the windows and doors, and painting the entire interior. She also wanted to make changes to the outside, but knew these would have to wait until spring.

As she gave the list to Jonas and observed his reaction, she said, "This is not as daunting as it appears. Go to one of the big home improvement stores on Monday. They will help you arrange everything you need. Once you've done this, send me the cost estimates. Come to my office after you close the library on Thursday. We'll go to the store together and finalize everything. Then we can get a completion plan in place and I'll arrange for you to take some time off. Okay? Can you do that?"

Although he didn't say it or show it, Jonas was feeling almost sick to his stomach as he thought about the amount of work involved. No more free time at all, but he told himself over and over again that it would be worth it.

"I can do it," he said.

"Okay," she said. "But you know what will happen if you're late on your deadline."

He knew very well what would happen. "I know," he said.

He knew and wasn't surprised when Marcia appeared at the entrance to the Cambridge Library at precisely six-thirty on Wednesday, just as the last patron was packing up to leave. She wasn't smiling and didn't give him a friendly wave as she moved to the office. She watched as the last patron left and Jonas locked the door.

When they were alone, she approached him. "Jonas, I didn't get the cost estimates," she said, looking him in the eye. "Did you send them yesterday or perhaps this morning?"

Jonas cast his eyes to the floor. "Uh... no."

"Why not?"

"Uh... because I don't have them yet?"

Marcia's stare was relentless. "Why don't you have them?"

Jonas began to shuffle his feet like a little boy who knows he's in trouble. "Well... I..."

"Did you go to the stores on Monday like you were supposed to or did you get distracted?"

"I didn't get distracted... necessarily," he said quickly. "It's just that I... well, I went to one DIY and they were real busy. I did get to the bathroom and kitchen sections, looked over some products and..." He couldn't finish because the rest was obvious.

Marcia scowled. "So, in other words, you either lost your nerve or got impatient and blew off the assignment. Is that it?"

"Well, I wouldn't put it that way exactly."

She shook her head. "How would you put it, exactly?" she asked, then shook her head again. "Never mind answering that. The point is you didn't do what you were supposed to do and don't have a good reason for not doing it." She paused, opened her large canvas tote bag, and extracted the sorority paddle she kept in her office. "I was afraid this was going to happen, that you'd lose your focus. Time is short and we can't afford to waste any more of it." She pointed to the nearest library table. "Drop your pants and briefs and bend over the table. Afterward, we'll go together to the home improvement store."

Jonas's eyes widened in horror. "Wait... you're going to spank me... right here in the library... just for missing the deadline by one day?"

Marcia clutched the paddle tightly in her right hand. "Yes, I am," she said. "I told you what would happen if you missed a deadline. You said you understood. Now, get into position. We're wasting time, time we can't afford to waste."

"But... we don't have to do this. I'll make it up to you."

She shook her head one more time. "Jonas, let me make one thing very clear. Either I'm in complete control or I'm not. Which is it?"

Jonas dared to look at her, saw the determined look on her face, a look he knew only too well. He saw his own happy future slipping away with every moment he resisted. After a few seconds of reflection, he nodded.

"You're right," he said. "I'm sorry." He started to unbuckle his belt, but stopped. "Wait... right here in the library?"

She huffed. "What are you worried about? We're all alone, you locked the door, and the custodian won't be here until later this evening."

Once more he nodded. He had played his best cards and lost. Might as well get used to it. Sometimes you have to lose in order to get what you truly want. A minute later, he was bent over the wooden library table, his bare bottom up and vulnerable.

Marcia approached him from the side, the heavy paddle still clutched in her right hand. She rubbed his bottom gently with the polished surface of the paddle.

"I fully intend to be very harsh in the hope that you get the point and we don't have to do it again any time soon."

He closed his eyes and grimaced, bracing himself for what he feared would be a long and painful ordeal. The first blow came hard and fast, the paddle impacting both cheeks of his quivering bottom. He reared up; she pushed him back down.

"We have a long way to go," she declared.

The second strike came a few seconds later, this one impacting the surface just below the first. He bit his tongue to suppress a scream. He couldn't believe how much pain the paddle was creating, certainly much more than the wooden spoon or his stepmother's hairbrush.

After the first two blows, Marcia cut loose, landing harsh strikes at the rate of about one per second, just as fast as she could retract her right arm and bring it forward it again. His bottom went from pink to red to dark red to dark purple in less than a minute. The pain escalated dramatically until it broke him and he started to cry, the tears cascading down his face in a torrent of misery. She had spanked him before but never like this, never even close to this. Her intent was very serious, and he knew it.

He gathered his breath and tried to get his crying under control. "Ma...Marcia... please... please stop."

She pulled her next stroke, but held firm to the paddle. "Have you learned your lesson?"

He choked down a sob. "Yes... yes."

"Do you understand now why the deadlines are so important?"

"Yes."

"And do you understand the consequences associated with missing those deadlines?"

He understood only too well as the pain raced through his body like a pinball. "Oh, yes."

She rubbed his bottom gently. He winced at the touch. He knew he would have bruises and may possibly have a little trouble sitting for the next day or so.

"All right, then. Get up and pull your pants back up. You may want to wash your face before we go out."

Slowly and carefully, he pushed himself up from the table. Before he pulled up his pants and briefs, he cupped both cheeks with his hands and tried to rub out the terrible sting. The effort was useless. He restored his appearance while Marcia put the paddle back into her tote, out of sight for the moment.

He turned to face her and just fell into her arms. They embraced for a moment, and she kissed him tenderly on the forehead.

"I'm sorry, Marcia," he said after a minute.

"I know," she said in a near whisper. "But please don't disappoint me again."

"I'm trying very hard not to," he said.

"And I appreciate it," she replied. "It's probably not going to be easy for you, but I promise you that the effort will be worth it."

He managed a smile in spite of the pain radiating from his heavily wounded bottom. "It already is."

She patted his bottom gently. "Okay, then. Let's go to the store and get the renovations arranged."

Jonas straightened up. "Yes, ma'am."

For the next three weeks, Jonas was a blaze of focused energy. With the quick infusion of Marcia's money and the skilled planners at the home improvement store, Jonas's house, which had been sorely neglected for many years, was rapidly transformed into a virtual showplace. The kitchen was completely redone with travertine flooring, granite countertops, oak cabinets, and stainless steel appliances. Both bathrooms were likewise updated.

The master bedroom was repainted and refurnished and the closet expanded to accommodate Marcia's clothes. One of the other bedrooms was made into an office for Marcia while the third bedroom became a spare room that could be used for reading or doing crafts. The living room and den received new carpeting and furniture. Finally, all the windows and doors were replaced. All that remained to be done were improvements to the exterior of the house and to finish the basement. These changes would come in time.

By mid-December, as Jonas moved through the house in which he had grown up, he was simply amazed. It didn't seem like the same house. But best of all, he had stayed on task and ensured that all the work was completed to Marcia's specifications. She was very pleased as she slowly moved her personal items into the home they would share, and he was proud of himself.

Now, as Christmas approached and the upcoming wedding was fully planned, he could relax a little and dream of the future, of sleeping with Marcia every night, of spending his time taking care of her and then himself. He thought he might even have time to write a few articles on Poe.


Chapter Fourteen

By the morning of the wedding, Jonas Weatherly was ready. He had successfully completed all the remaining items on his to-do list, and by their deadlines. During that frenzied six-week period, Marcia had playfully swatted his bottom a few times but had not had occasion to really spank him since the serious paddling he'd endured in the library. That terrible spanking had, at least for the time being, awakened his long dormant sense of responsibility (as well as a healthy fear).

The wedding was set for two o'clock at the Deacon Road Methodist Church. His instructions were to arrive, with the rings and the marriage license, no later than twelve-thirty. There he was to meet with Reverend Morris, the pastor of the church, and Hanna Welsh. Then the three of them were to ensure that the flowers were in place and the photographer was briefed.

While he dressed in his suit that had been recently altered to accommodate his trimmer body, he watched the Weather Channel for any updates. He could see from the bedroom window that, although the air outside was cold, the sky was clear, no rain or snow in the forecast. Thank god, he thought.

By ten minutes before twelve, he was very anxious and nervous. He alternated between looking at his watch, looking at his cell phone, and looking out the window. Finally, just as he thought his head might actually explode, he decided it was time to go and get it done. He put on his new wool overcoat and leather gloves, gathered up his keys, and moved into the garage.

However, before he got into the car, he slapped his forehead. "Nearly forgot the rings," he said. He could almost see Marcia's face when he told her at the altar that he had forgotten the rings. He would be spending their wedding night alone in the spare room, standing because it would be too painful to sit or lie on his back.

Back into the house. He found the rings, then double-checked to make sure he had the marriage license. He nodded to himself as he went back into the garage and got in the car. Perhaps reflecting his anxiety, it took three attempts before his old Elantra started. When it finally did, he said a silent prayer to his newly found god and backed out of the driveway into the street.

Fortunately, traffic was relatively light and he arrived at the church right on time. There he was met by Reverend Morris. The flowers were on the altar and Hanna was briefing the photographer, who was a graduate assistant in the photography department at Kilgore. He saw no sign of Marcia. However, he was assured that she was somewhere in the church getting ready.

Around one-fifteen, Reverend Thomas Morris, a distinguished-looking man with graying hair, took Jonas into his office. They sat down next to each other in the cushioned visitor chairs.

"Jonas, are you nervous?" Morris asked.

Jonas looked at his hand, which was trembling slightly. "I didn't think I was but I guess I am a little."

Morris smiled knowingly. "Understandable," he said. "Any doubts?"

"No doubts at all," Jonas replied.

Morris became a little more serious. "Jonas, before we perform the ceremony, now that we're alone, I wanted to ask you about the vows."

Jonas shifted his eyes from his trembling hands to Morris. "Okay."

Morris gathered his breath. "It's a bit unusual in today's world to include obey in the vow... especially for the groom to say it. You understand that you are making a promise to God. Are you sure that's what you want?"

Jonas thought for a few seconds. He recalled the conversation he and Marcia had regarding the exchange of vows. The inclusion of obey had been her suggestion, but he had readily agreed.

"Yes," he said.

"Okay, then. Your vow will be to love, honor, cherish, and obey." He paused for a moment, then patted Jonas on the knee. "Jonas, I've known Marcia since she was a teenager. I've watched her grow up into a fine successful woman. I've seen her through some good times and some rough times. But this is the happiest I've ever seen her, and I know it's because of you. I believe I speak for all the congregation of Deacon Road Methodist when I say thank you and welcome."

Jonas, who six months ago had no family, no friends, and no vision for the future, could feel himself begin to tear up. Embarrassed, he put his hand over his face and took several deep breaths to steady himself.

"This... means the world to me," he said in a near whisper.

"I know, son, I know," Morris said. "Are you ready?"

This was the moment; perhaps for Jonas Weatherly, the single most important moment in his life up to this point. He nodded.

"I'm ready."

The reverend stood up. "All right," he said, smiling broadly. "Let's get the two of you married."

Jonas nodded again and also stood up. With Morris leading the way, they walked through a short corridor to the large sanctuary. Already seated near the altar were Hanna, Reverend Morris's wife, and three older women Jonas recognized as members of the church congregation. Tyler Garza, the photographer, was stationed near the back in order to get photos of the bride as she entered.

The time was now one thirty-five. Jonas scanned the large sanctuary, including the balcony and the ornate altar and choir area. It was a church he had come to know well and appreciate for its welcoming atmosphere and simple message of love and peace. There may have been times when he regretted his decision to stop going to the Catholic Church. But today was not one of those times.

He glanced nervously at his wristwatch and tugged at his uncomfortable tie. Hanna approached him, gave him a short hug, and pinned a red rose to his lapel saying, "You look very nervous, Jonas. It'll be all right, I promise."

He thought about that for a moment, the irony of being reassured by someone who herself had never been married. "Thank you, Hanna," he said. "I know."

Time seemed almost suspended as he waited for his bride to appear. Then, finally, at five minutes before two o'clock, Reverend Morris, dressed now in his vestments, entered through a side door. He approached Jonas and urged him to stand up. "It's time," he declared.

Jonas moved to the altar while Morris stood in the center of the aisle, his small marriage book in his hand. The organ began to play the Trumpet Voluntary and the five witnesses stood up and turned toward the rear entrance of the sanctuary.

As everyone watched, Marcia appeared in the doorway. She was wearing a long flowing white gown, white stockings, and white low-heeled shoes. She had a string of pearls around her neck and long pearl earrings. Her dark blonde hair was styled down over her shoulders. She wore no veil or tiara. In her hands was a small bouquet of red roses. She was smiling as she moved through the doorway.

Jonas's eyes widened as he watched her approach, and he had to control his mouth to keep it from gaping open. He had always known she was pretty and that he was very lucky. But he had never seen her like this, a vision of loveliness, of absolute beauty who would soon be joined with him to form a couple. He almost felt like he was in his bed, dreaming of this moment, and that he would wake up alone.

But this was no dream. Rather, it was a wondrous glimpse of his life to be. Embrace it, he told himself. He glanced over at the reverend, who was also watching closely, a broad smile pasted on his face.

A minute or so later, with the one-person procession nearly concluded, Jonas was suddenly reminded of the Walt Whitman poem, I Sing the Body Electric: "All is a procession, the universe is a procession with measured and perfect motion." What he and the others in the sanctuary had just witnessed fit that description perfectly.

When Marcia reached the altar, she moved in next to Jonas and they joined hands. Reverend Morris opened his book while the witnesses resumed their seats. In his best pastor's voice, he began, "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the joining of this man and this woman into the holy bonds of matrimony."

Marcia and Jonas smiled at each other and tightened their grip on each other's hand.

The ceremony proceeded and concluded with the exchanging of rings. Jonas had indeed made the vow to love, honor, cherish, and obey. Finally, after the vows were said and after the rings were in place, Morris proclaimed, "I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss."

The newly married couple turned toward each other and pressed soft lips together while the witnesses stood and applauded. Then they broke apart, rotated away from the altar, and, hand-in-hand, began their journey as a couple by slowly traversing the red carpet of the main aisle, while the traditional wedding music of Felix Mendelssohn filled the church.

When they reached the back, they stopped and kissed again. This time they held the kiss long enough for the photographer to get a good shot and for the five witnesses plus Reverend Morris to join them in the open gathering space. It was a joyous occasion, and everyone there felt the happiness.

Later, the small wedding company gathered at Hanna's house for wine and light refreshments. After a short meal, Marcia disappeared to change her clothes and pack the few personal items she had remaining.

Jonas sat in the living room near the fireplace in which a brilliant fire crackled. He took occasional sips from his glass of wine and graciously accepted the welcoming congratulations from the other guests. He understood how lucky he was and realized that this was and may very well be the happiest day of his life.

At four-thirty, just as the cold winter sun began its very rapid descent, Marcia, now wearing a long blue dress with a white sweater over it, appeared. She was carrying two tote bags filled with small personal items. She found Jonas and signaled for him to join her.

"I think it's time we got home. We have things to do," she declared in her matter-of-fact voice.

Jonas put his wine glass down on the coaster next to his chair and stood up. He smiled at his new wife, especially pleased that she had now thought of the house they would share together as her home. He put on his coat and joined her at the door. Then, amid a flurry of hugs, kisses, and wishes for a happy life, the couple departed the house in which Marcia had grown up.

When they reached their separate cars, which were parked side by side in the driveway, they kissed.

"Thank you for this day, Jonas," Marcia whispered.

"Thank you for giving me life," he returned.

She nodded and opened her car door. "Drive carefully. I'll see you at home."

By five, the newlyweds were safely inside their freshly renovated home. When they were planning the wedding, they decided that no wedding trip would be necessary. They would spend their first night as a married couple in their own house in the queen-size bed they had bought together.

Once inside the kitchen, Marcia grabbed Jonas's tie and pulled him into her body. She gazed into his eyes. "I need you right now," she said. She released her grip on his tie and pushed him back. "Get your clothes off and join me in the bedroom when I call you." She flashed him a sly smile. "And that's an order."

Jonas returned her smile. "Yes, ma'am." He watched her move out of the kitchen, shedding her sweater as she went.

A few minutes later, Jonas was naked and standing outside the bedroom, waiting for her signal to join her. They hadn't had sex for three weeks, and he was very anxious and eager. "Okay, Jonas, come in," she called.

Slowly, he pushed open the door and immediately stopped where he was. Marcia was lying in the middle of the bed on her back with her legs spread. But instead of being completely naked, as he had anticipated, she was still wearing her white stockings and garter belt. She was also wearing a white translucent silk peignoir that was pulled up above her waist, exposing what appeared to be a freshly shaved and glistening pubic area.

She smiled when she saw his reaction. "I'll bet you didn't know that I went through the wedding ceremony with no panties on," she said.

He could only shake his head.

"The sensation was both liberating and wicked," she said. "Now, get over here bring me off. I trust you remember how."

Jonas remembered. He licked his lips, climbed up on the bed, and got down between her legs. When his tongue found her bare clitoris, she shrieked with pleasure. Less than five minutes later, she experienced her first climax.

When her breathing was under control, he began to sit up in order to slide out of bed and allow her to get up. "Where did you put the condoms?" he asked.

But she wasn't moving. "I threw them away," she said. "Jonas, now that we're married, we won't be using condoms." She paused for a few seconds, still not moving. "And, at least for today, you will be on top. We're going to try the missionary position." She beckoned for him to lie down on top of her.

He wasn't sure what had prompted this change in their lovemaking pattern, but he wasn't about to resist or ask questions. Rather, he did what he was told. After all, he had promised to obey.

An hour later, wearing matching silk robes, husband and wife were sitting in the kitchen eating cold roast beef and veggies. After a few minutes, Marcia reached under the table and brought up a large blue gift bag; the handles were tied together with thin blue ribbon. She placed it on the table in front of Jonas.

"I got you something," she said.

Jonas looked at the bag. "Thank you," he said. "But... I didn't get you anything."

She reached over and touched his hand. "Yes, you did," she said. "You gave me yourself and everything you have. I couldn't possibly ask for anything else. Now, go on and open your present."

With trembling fingers, he untied the ribbon and opened the bag. He reached down inside and, with a confused look on his face, withdrew a black leather strap. He held it up and glanced over at Marcia.

"I... don't understand."

"It is as I told you before, Jonas. I know you're a good man and that you will try your best to keep me happy and satisfied. But there will be times when, either consciously or unconsciously, you rebel or resist. Sometimes a little healthy fear can keep a person on the straight and narrow path. I wanted you to know in advance what will happen if you stray from that path. And I didn't want to use the old sorority paddle but rather something that was yours and yours alone. Do you understand my reasoning?"

He ran the strap through his fingers, measured it with his hands. "I... think so."

"Well, let's just say that all you have to do to avoid having the strap used on you is follow my instructions to the letter. It really is that simple. Now do you understand or do you need a demonstration?"

He gazed at the wicked looking strap. It was all very clear now. "I understand." He didn't think he needed a demonstration. In fact, as he continued to study the strap, he was absolutely certain he didn't need a demonstration.

Marcia stood up. "Good," she said. "Now, leave the strap here and let's go back to bed."


Chapter Fifteen

For the next two days, the newlyweds didn't leave the house and barely left the bedroom, except to eat and go to the bathroom. By Saturday, Jonas was so tired that Marcia had to spank him with the wooden spoon because he fell asleep with his head between her legs.

The spanking aroused him long enough to bring her off yet one more time, and then they both fell asleep late Saturday afternoon and didn't wake up until Sunday morning, just in time to eat a quick breakfast and shower before heading off to church.

In church, they were greeted warmly and congratulated by nearly every member of the large congregation. In spite of his happy fatigue, Jonas felt like he was on top of the world. After church, they had lunch with Hanna at Sammy's Roadhouse, then went back home where Marcia quickly stripped off both her clothes and those of her new husband. It seemed as though her marriage to Jonas had made her virtually insatiable.

By Sunday night, as he lay in bed, tired but unable to sleep, he thought he was beginning to understand why Marcia had been so specific and unyielding in her training, why she had insisted that he increase his stamina. Still, while he certainly wasn't complaining, he couldn't help wondering just how long he could keep up this pace. A part of him was actually looking forward to her going back to work so he could get some rest.

Tuesday marked the end of the holiday season. The library was re-opening on Wednesday and Marcia had to go back to work. She was up and showered by seven Tuesday morning. After she was dressed, she roused Jonas from a deep sleep. When he issued a small, nearly inaudible grumble, she scowled. She waited until he was out of bed, then gave him two quick hard slaps on his bare bottom.

"Welcome to the new normal," she said. "I will expect a full breakfast every morning no later than seven fifteen. At breakfast, I will give you your orders for the day. Is that clear?"

Although Jonas shouldn't have been surprised, he was anyway. His job now was to take care of his wife, accommodate her needs and wants. He had agreed to the arrangement and vowed to obey. She was putting him to the test.

"Yes, ma'am," he said. "Just let me get dressed."

She slapped his bare bottom again and pointed to the clock, which read seven sixteen. "Think, Jonas," she said. "You're already late and you're going to make me late. You haven't got time to get dressed. Just throw on a robe and get started on breakfast."

I guess the honeymoon is truly over, he thought as he looked at her face and saw that determined look with which he was so familiar. Not wanting to incur her increased wrath which could very likely result in a severe paddling, he quickly found his silk robe and scurried out of the bedroom. He had her breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, and fruit on the table in front of her in less than ten minutes.

After she finished eating, she got up from the table, kissed him softly on the cheek and patted him on the bottom. "I should be home by three-thirty," she said. "Remember, we have appointments at the bank and with the lawyer, so make sure you're ready and have all the necessary documents, including the marriage license. We have to get this done by this afternoon. Afterward, we will get dinner out, then come home and spend some quality time. Okay?"

He had almost forgotten that today was the day they were going to merge their bank accounts, change their insurance policies, and add her name to the house deed. He didn't like bureaucracy but he understood the need for it. "I'll be ready," he said.

She smiled. "Good." She put on her heavy jacket, collected her purse and keys, and headed for the garage.

Jonas waved good-bye and watched her leave. Once he was certain her car was out of the garage and into the street, he sighed with relief and sat down at the table. He opened the morning newspaper for the first time. This is not going to be as easy as I thought it would. But she did warn me and I said I understood.

While he was reading the paper, he quickly reviewed in his mind what he needed to accomplish before three-thirty: clean up the kitchen, do the laundry, make the bed, straighten up the bathroom.

"No problem," he told himself and relaxed, enjoying the quiet time.

By the time Marcia walked through the door at three-thirty, Jonas was dressed and ready to go. He had completed his simple tasks by one o'clock. He was proud of himself and Marcia was very pleased.

For the next week or so, they settled into a routine. Marcia went to her job at the library full time while Jonas stayed home and completed the list of chores she gave him. He got used to getting up before seven and getting her breakfast ready and on the table by seven-fifteen. They still made love every night, sometimes experimenting with different techniques and positions, but with her always in control.

She was very happy, apparently satisfied that her training methods had been successful. She told Jonas a few times that she was proud of him. She even told him once that she loved him. Seeing her happy made him happy. But, while he certainly knew better than to complain, there were times when he felt that accommodating her needs and wants was becoming a burden (albeit a pleasant one). There were times when he just wanted to sit and read a book or a journal, when he missed thinking about Poe and the extensive research he had done for his dissertation.

Then, on a cold and windy Monday night, nearly three weeks after they were married, Jonas was restless. He was very tired, but sleep just wouldn't come. Around midnight, he propped himself on his pillows against the headboard, listened to the wind and looked at Marcia, sleeping peacefully, her naked body only partially covered by the quilt.

He smiled as he watched her breathe, her breasts moving up and down rhythmically. He was happy that she was happy; he was happy that she was content, her new life in marriage bringing her the joy she had always wanted. For her, the training and the control had paid off, perhaps even better than she could have hoped for when she began.

But for Jonas, it wasn't that simple. He knew that the training and control had given him a new and better life, a much brighter future than the one he had seven months ago. He knew he should be perfectly content with what he had - and for the most part he was. He was living in a re-furbished house that she paid for; he had sex every night; and he got to sleep with a beautiful woman. And all he had to do to keep all of this was to do what she told him to do, to keep her well-satisfied. He was truly living out a fantasy.

And yet, here he was wide awake at midnight, obviously worrying about... what? He wasn't sure what he was worrying about. He only knew that he was worrying; something wasn't right. He was tempted to wake Marcia and talk it over with her, but he knew he didn't dare. In his mind, he believed she would be so angry at being awakened that, instead of listening to him, she would very likely give him a paddling he would not soon forget.

Perhaps that's part of the problem, he thought. Not the paddling itself so much, although it was certainly something he wouldn't enjoy and never wanted to endure. Rather, it was his lack of courage in approaching her, that he wouldn't dare to ask her to listen to him. After all, wasn't she his best friend, as well as his wife?

He looked at her one more time, reached out with his fingers and gently stroked her back. She stirred but didn't wake up. At that moment, he resolved to talk with her in the morning while they were eating breakfast, to get his feelings out in the open and see what happens.

Marcia rolled over onto her back and sighed in her sleep. Jonas allowed his body to slide down into the bed and got as close to her as he could without disturbing her. Her warmth made him feel warm, and within a few minutes, he too was asleep.

The next morning, he had breakfast on the table just as Marcia entered the kitchen. Once she was seated, he decided that now was the moment to ask her to listen to him as he voiced his concerns, whatever they were. However, he never got the chance.

While she ate, she didn't look up. Instead, she was busy scribbling something on a yellow pad. And after she was finished, she tore off the page and set it in the middle of the table.

"Jonas, this is your to-do list for the day," she said. "Very important that you finish these items by the time I come home. Okay?"

Jonas swallowed his request to be heard, picked up the paper and scanned it quickly. Except for maybe the laundry and getting dinner started, he didn't see anything on the list that was particularly important or urgent. He put the list on the counter, then picked up the frying pan and put it in the sink to soak.

Marcia stood up and moved in next to him. "Jonas, can you get everything on the list done?"

"Yes," he said quickly without looking at her.

She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. "Are you okay this morning? You seem kind of distracted."

This statement got his attention. "Sorry," he said. "I guess I'm a little tired this morning, that's all."

She gave him a concerned look. "Okay. Get this stuff done this morning, then rest this afternoon. You know I won't be home until after five-thirty."

"I'll do that," he said.

Marcia kissed him again, put on her winter coat, picked up her big canvas tote bag, and opened the door into the garage. She turned toward Jonas and smiled.

"I'll see you tonight," she said.

He returned her smile. "Have a good day."

After she was gone, he quickly cleaned up the kitchen. Then he sat down at the table and reviewed the to-do list, his scowl deepening. He tossed it aside. "This is just so much bullshit!" he said... and suddenly, without thinking, he had perhaps uncovered the root of what was bothering him. He had a strong feeling that this day would not end well.

That night, Jonas and Marcia sat up in their bed. His bottom was still a bit red and sore from the severe whipping he had received earlier for blowing off most of the items on the now infamous to-do list. And having to stand for more than half an hour with his face against the wall had humbled him, quashed most of the defiance he had felt in the morning.

After dinner and after he had completed the chores he was supposed to do during the day, she had stripped off her clothes and they made love as though all was forgotten. But there was still a small gap between them, and they both felt it.

Marcia reached over and touched his hand. "Jonas, do you want to tell me what today was all about?"

"I don't know what you mean?" he replied without looking at her.

She huffed. "Yes, you do," she said. "You were distracted and distant this morning, and I don't believe it was just from being tired. Tell me what's going on."

Jonas now dared to look over at his wife and, instead of the determined look he expected to see, saw a look of concern, a look of sympathy. For a moment, he couldn't say anything. Then it all just poured out of him, beginning with, "I love you with all my heart," and ending with, "I'm an intelligent adult; I know what my job is; and I guess I get a little offended at these to-do lists. Let me figure out what to do and give me a day off every once in a while."

After he said his piece, he slumped against the headboard and waited for the fallout, waited to feel the full force of her wrath. But there was no wrath, no fallout. Instead, she took his hand in his and kissed it.

"You're right, Jonas," she said. "I guess I've been more selfish than I intended. I've been so focused on my own needs and wants that I haven't really considered yours. Starting tomorrow, I will not write out any more lists. We will discuss our roles and expectations and how these can best be accomplished." She paused for a moment and tightened her grip on Jonas's hand. "But, Jonas, just so you know. Once these are in place, I will hold you accountable. I believe you know what that means. Also, if there is some kind of problem, don't wait to discuss it with me. Let's get it out in the open right away. Do you understand?"

He smiled at her. "Yes," he said, knowing that the most important part of him still wanted her to be in control and for him to be held accountable. "I love you."

She returned his smile and leaned into him, urging him to wrap her up in his arms, arms that were much stronger than they were in September. "I love you, Jonas Weatherly."

That was all he needed to hear.


Epilogue

The end of April brought the mixture of rain and sunshine the earth needed to awaken the grass and the flowers. It was truly a beautiful time. At the home of Jonas Weatherly and his wife, Marcia Danvers-Weatherly, things were progressing right on schedule. A crew had put a new roof onto the house while another had installed vinyl siding. A third crew had put in a new deck and patio.

Jonas had done his own landscaping, planting a new tree and creating a vegetable garden in the backyard. On a few warm nights, he and Marcia sat on the patio while he actually grilled chicken or steaks. He was proud of the fact that he had taught himself these new skills.

In the four months since their wedding, their relationship had blossomed. He had settled into a quiet routine as a house husband. He knew exactly what to do and when to do it in order to give himself some much needed time to spend on literary projects. He had written two articles on Poe for a local magazine and even gave a short presentation at the neighborhood library.

Since that bad day in January, Marcia hadn't needed to use the strap on him and, in fact, hadn't had occasion to spank him at all. He didn't miss it.

Then, on a rainy Friday evening after dinner, she told him to join her in the den after he was finished cleaning up the kitchen. She seemed unusually serious when she made the request (which sounded more like an order), and he was a bit concerned, wondering what he'd done.

With these concerns hanging over him like a dark cloud, he dried his hands after putting the dishes in the dishwasher and walked to the den. When he entered, he saw Marcia sitting on the sofa. In her right hand was the leather strap.

"Come over here, Jonas," she said as soon as she saw him.

Jonas shifted his eyes from Marcia's face to the strap and back again. He took a tentative step toward her, then stopped. "I... don't understand," he said. "What did I do?"

She scowled. "I didn't say you did anything. I said to come over here."

He shook his head. "Wait a minute. Don't I deserve an explanation?"

Her scowl deepened and she stood up. "Jonas Weatherly, you vowed to obey me. Now, get over here, drop your pants and briefs, and kneel in front of the sofa. And if you say another word, you will be very sorry, I assure you."

He looked at her and saw that same fixed and determined look on her face, the one that said, 'don't question me'. He hadn't seen that look for four months, but he knew better than to challenge her. He clamped his mouth closed and did what he was told. Once he was in the designated position, he closed his eyes and allowed the questions that were racing through his mind to go unasked.

Marcia moved in behind him, the wooden handle of the strap clutched tightly in her right hand. "Jonas, I have two things to tell you, two things that will change the way we live. But before I tell you, I need you to be quiet and humble and obedient. Nod if you understand."

Jonas nodded although he couldn't think of anything she might tell him that would change things so dramatically.

She retracted the strap and landed a solid strike that impacted both cheeks simultaneously. He moaned as the pain rippled through him. He had almost forgotten how much the strap hurt.

Quickly, she struck again, then again and again and again, deepening the color and the pain with each stroke. Clearly, she hadn't forgotten how to administer an effective whipping. Tears filled his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. He had to bite down on his tongue to suppress either a scream or a violent protest.

Finally, after more than fifty harsh strokes of the strap, she stopped and laid the strap on the floor next to him. Gently, she rubbed his bottom and nodded to herself. Then, she leaned over and kissed him on his moist face.

"I know that was harsh," she said. "But it was something I needed to do." She kissed him again while he choked down a sob. She stood up. "Okay, Jonas, you may get up, pull up your pants, and sit down on the sofa."

Slowly, he pushed himself up into a standing position. He wasn't entirely sure he wanted his briefs to touch his burning bottom, but he complied with her request. Once his pants were in place, he sat down on the sofa and waited for the explanation, a few stray tears still trickling down his face.

Marcia continued to stand. She gazed at him and took a deep breath. "I have two things to tell you," she said and paused as if to gather her thoughts. "First, it's official. I have been appointed head of the library system at Kilgore." Her face broke into a huge smile.

He returned her smile, still a bit confused as to why she felt the need to whip him in order to tell him news that was hardly a surprise. "That's wonderful, Marcia," he said. "Just what you wanted."

"Yes," she said. "But it will mean more work and more hours, although I'm going to try to do more of the work from home because of the second thing I need to tell you."

"What is it?" he asked.

Her large smile got even larger, lighting up her entire face. She took another deep breath. "I'm... pregnant... I think about eight or nine weeks."

Jonas was stunned. Although they hadn't used birth control since their wedding night and had, in fact, had intercourse practically every day since, somehow he hadn't expected this. He gathered himself and stood up.

"You mean... I'm going to be a father?"

She laughed. "There you go, being stupid again. Of course that's what it means."

He pulled her into an embrace, the whipping he had just endured now completely forgotten. He had a quick glimpse in his mind of his own father, almost never there for him. He vowed that he would be different. Suddenly, his future seemed even brighter.

"I... I mean, we have a lot to do. I'm so happy. Don't worry about a thing. I will take care of you."

Marcia stepped back and kissed him on the lips. "I know you will," she said. "Now and forever."

He kissed her back, realizing that they really were now joined together for life, a life that would be full and rich.

"Now and forever."


Also from LSF Publications...

Women in Charge by W. Arthur

Set in the near future, a new order has emerged in North America which has toppled centuries of male dominance. In this regime, men have diminished rights and privileges and are subjected to rigorous corporal punishment. Women hold all the power, controlling government, public services and law enforcement, and they mete out discipline with hand, hairbrush, paddle and wooden spoon. Kyle is at first bewildered by the changed world and slowly adjusts to the dominance of this female utopia. He is 'motivated' into obedience by appropriate disciplinary measures. However, the harsh reality is tempered by the fact that Kyle has to serve five mistresses. Is this not the ultimate male fantasy? Kyle proves he is more than up to the demands placed upon him...

The Disciplined Male Anthology Two by W. Arthur

This anthology features a collection of 18 femdom stories and includes the following:

To Catch a Panty Thief: After discovering that some of their panties were missing, room-mates Jill and Bethany go round to Stacey's apartment asking if their laundry has got muddled with hers. But when Stacey tells them she too is missing several pairs of panties, the three women decide to catch the panty thief in the act. They do exactly that, and the perpetrator of the crime is severely paddled with a hairbrush, given an enema, and shoved out of the apartment with a threat never to return.

An Evening at the Theater: The last thing college student Jason wants to do is see Hamlet with his mother and Aunt Susan. At the theatre his frequent flippant remarks threaten to ruin the experience for everyone until one of the actors suggests that his mother should do something about it. So, with his pants pulled down, his mother and aunt take turns to spank his bottom with a hairbrush, an act that results in wild applause from the transfixed audience.

Spanked by His Therapist by W. Arthur

Dr Sylvia Beltran is not only a highly respected psychologist, she is also a fully licensed therapist who treats her male patients in a somewhat unconventional manner... by meting out harsh discipline. Under her specialist motivational guidance, many males have been helped to see the error of their ways. Jason is a fine example of a man helped to overcome his faults by experiencing the feel of Sylvia's hard spanks on his bare bottom. At the start of the therapy he was filled with conceit and arrogance, but at the end of it, he has seen the light! After talking to Sylvia's husband, Tom, Jason begins to understand what is meant by giving up control to a strong, assertive woman. If only he can find such a woman for himself...

Punished Husbands - Book Ones to Three by W. Arthur

Includes the following and a great many more:

Behind Every Great Man: Gretchen is married to the president of a prestigious college. Behind the scenes, it is Gretchen who is in charge. A master with the paddle, she knows just how to apply it for maximum effect to punish and motivate her husband.

Judge Henry: Judge Henry is the most feared man in the county and has a formidable reputation for showing no mercy to miscreants. However, once he is home, he is totally subservient to his wife, Joyce, who dispenses her own brand of justice. Forgetting to buy steaks and put the trash out earns the judge a hard paddling.

Coping with Early Retirement: Mike isn't sure what he's going to do when he retires, but his second wife has her own ideas and plans to do what Mike's first wife did - spank him! She proves more than capable with the paddle, and it's exactly what Mike needs.

Spanking Stepmothers 1 to 4 by W. Arthur

The 3-volume series includes the following and a great many more:

Double Trouble: The relatively innocent prank that Tyler and Jacob play on their stepmother backfires, and the two college boys are not too big to go over her lap for a painful spanking with a hefty hairbrush. Their stepmother is a recently retired middle school principal, a woman who stands no nonsense, a woman who knows how to spank!

The Antique Dealer: Adam helps his stepmom, Jane, go through an abandoned estate to salvage anything of value prior to house clearance. They find an interesting room - a dungeon, full of equipment and spanking implements. Jane thinks it is time for Adam to face up to his submissive side, and has him bend over the bench for a sound whipping with a razor strop. And there is more to come...

Our Stepmother Was a Nightmare: Jason and his brother find their lives spin out of control when their strict ex-Army stepmother takes control. Carla is deadly serious about corporal punishment, and demonstrates her technique with wooden spoon and paddle.

The Punished Husband by Ken Burke

Brenda is thinking of getting married and seeks her mum's advice, given that her parents have enjoyed a long and happy marriage. Gradually, Brenda learns that her parents' marriage is so successful because Mum spanks her husband, though it has remained a big secret so far. Brenda decides to introduce her boyfriend Ken to real disciplinary spankings thinking it will be a good way to cure him of his emotional immaturity and disobedience. A disciplinary regime is established with Brenda proving to be a capable spanker. Ken gets very embarrassed when his future mother-in-law spanks him, and other people are listening or observing his spanking and other punishments. Though he often has a very sore bottom, he wouldn't change a thing!

Strict Ladies Anthology by Peter Martin

Includes the following and a great many more:

Hospital Appointment: Danny finds himself in big trouble for smacking Nurse James on the bottom. As punishment, he has to go over the attractive Nurse Hamilton's lap for a hairbrush spanking, witnessed by another pretty nurse.

Mrs Howard: 18-year-old Johnny makes sure he studies at home on cleaning day, which is the day Mrs Howard comes in to do the housework. She also offers disciplinary services, and her hairbrush and slipper are put to very good use.

Josie and Her Daughter in Charge: Ron marries Josie, an assertive older woman who is very much in control, a woman who spanks Ron's bare bottom when his behaviour merits it. Ron's stepdaughter has similar traits to her mum, and she also disciplines Ron.

Discipline Restored! by Michael Sharpe

Set during the Sixties at a time where a smacked bottom never did anyone any harm, this story revolves around a few main characters at a grammar school. In one short term, Lakeside Grammar School for Boys has slid into chaos and anarchy, ruled by rebellious, bullying schoolboys, such as Biffer Billings. The headmaster, Mr Robinson, is simply not cut out to dispense much needed corporal correction; fortunately he has his secretary, Miss Siddely, to do the necessary, aided by a feisty young lady called Janice. Janice is an older girl still at school but with clever makeup, pretends to be Miss Jugson from the local newsagents shop. Both ladies are very keen on dispensing CP, and school swot Skeffington, Biffer Billings, plus Ronnie and his best friend Simon all feel the might of hairbrush and slipper on their bottom. It is especially irritating for Ronnie as Janice is his older sister... who is also given disciplinary rights over him at home. And when schooldays are over for good, Janice and Miss Siddely still find male bottoms to spank...

The Spanking Court by Jack Crawford

Charles Davenport (Charlie to his friends) is a ridiculously rich, good-looking guy who enjoys a lavish lifestyle. But the world has changed, and men no longer have the upper hand. Charlie finds himself up in court for being sexist and disrespectful to women, where he receives the comeuppance many believe he so richly deserves. A painful and humiliating switching is followed by a sentence of 're-education' at the Briarwood Facility. Once at the facility, Charlie cannot buy his freedom, and has to endure endless rounds of corporal punishment and harsh discipline. The tables are truly turned as the women guards call all the shots, and sexual favours are demanded...

Punished by Miss Honeywell by Gary Kane

David's life changes drastically when his headmaster is replaced by Ms Jacobs, a formidable headmistress, skilled in caning bare bottoms. She demonstrates her prowess on the 18-year-old David for his persistent lateness, awarding extra strokes when it is discovered he has robbed Miss Honeywell's apples. Ms Jacobs orders David to apologise to Miss Honeywell and pick up every single apple in her garden. However, David gets far more than he bargained for... it appears Miss Honeywell is some sort of pervert! An attractive woman in her mid-thirties, she makes it clear how much she enjoys spanking a naughty young man's bare bottom, and proceeds to do so at regular intervals, with hand, hairbrush, and cane. In spite of a persistently sore backside, David is captivated by the deliciously deviant and assertive Miss Honeywell, and also by her friend Karen, who is later brought in to participate in their Saturday spanking sessions...
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