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  Gemstone


  Anastasia Vitsky


  


  Can lies build a foundation for love?


  


  Gemma Parquin has a secret. By day, shes the center of her churchs social life. By night, shes Mistress Lorelei on Kinklife, online disciplinarian of babygirls and all who need spanking, whipping, andher personal favoritefigging.


  


  No one suspects, until neighbor Celine Daniels comes across Gemmas Kinklife profile. Stunned and nursing a secret crush, she creates an account under the name starrygirl793 and catfishes the Mistress…and gets more than she bargained for. Before she knows it, Celine is also leading a double life.


  


  Meanwhile, Gemmas best friend sets her up with an online dating service. Enter Stella, who is everything Celine is notsophisticated, successful, and straightforward. But she doesnt understand the kink Gemma holds dear.


  


  How can Gemma trust Celine, who has lied to her? Or give up Mistress Lorelei in order to be with Stella? Should Gemma give up on love altogether, or can she still find happiness?
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  Prologue


  February 2015


  


  starrygirl793: Hi, do you mind if I ask you a question?


  Lorelei: Who are you?


  starrygirl793: You dont know me, but Im new and wondered if I could ask you some questions.


  Lorelei: Who are you, really? If youre babygirljessica with a new account, this isnt funny. I have better things to do with my time, and its over. Do you think youre cute, with no friends and no profile pic? Frankly, this is creepy. Leave me alone before I report you to the authorities and get your account shut down.


  starrygirl793: Wow, Im not sure what I did to provoke such hostility. Ive never talked with you before. At least, Ive been following you and you always seem nice. I dont have a profile pic because this is Kinklife and I dont want my family or friends to know Im into kinky things. I dont have friends yet because I joined today. I saw you had funny and witty posts, and people seemed to like you a lot. Im sorry Ive offended you with this message. Ill leave you alone now.


  Lorelei: *Sighs* Youre really not babygirljessica?


  starrygirl793: I dont even know who that is. Id put up a profile picture if I could, but I cant.


  Lorelei: You dont have to put up your whole self. Why not part of your body without your face, or even something inanimate? Something that represents you. The blank photo image is creepy, combined with no friends. Im sorry if I snapped at you, but things get weird here very fast.


  starrygirl793: Heres a photo of my pointe shoes. I used to dance when I was little, but I had to give it up when I got older. Is this okay? And how can I get friends? Honestly, some of the other people seem extreme, and Im hesitant to get to know them. You seem normal and friendly. Well, at least before you freaked out.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Okay, fair enough. You have to understand I get a million PMs a day, and I never know whos a 16-year-old boy or some icky old man getting his jollies. The shoes are beautiful. Do you dance now?


  starrygirl793: I wish I could, but I live in a small town. The closest dance school for adults is an hour away, and Im out of shape.


  Lorelei: What a pity. I do find dancer girls attractive.


  starrygirl793: Really? Boy, did I get lucky!


  starrygirl793: Oops, maybe I shouldnt have said that. Sorry, I didnt mean to get creepy.


  Lorelei: *Laughing again* Its fine. Relax.


  starrygirl793: But youre Mistress Lorelei. Im so nervous you wouldnt believe it. Youre also scary when youre mad.


  Lorelei: Me, scary? Trust me, you havent seen scary. You dont see that until you earn the right.


  starrygirl793: Well, actually, could I ask you the questions?


  Lorelei: You can ask, and Ill see whether I wish to answer.


  starrygirl793: Uh. Yes. Sorry. Um. This is kind of embarrassing, but Im new to everything, and I dont understand what you do with your girls. Do you punish them because youre angry at them? But they all seem to adore you. Sorry if thats too personal.


  Lorelei: What I do with my subs is between them and me.


  starrygirl793: Yes, I understand. Im sorry. I wont bother you anymore.


  Lorelei: *Sigh* Youre obviously wanting to ask something. Stop beating around the bush and get to it. And make it quick because Im about ready to sign off.


  starrygirl793: Sorry!


  starrygirl793: This is going to sound stupid.


  starrygirl793: Are you still there?


  Lorelei: You have exactly two minutes to say what you want, or Im leaving this conversation.


  starrygirl793: *Gulp* Promise you wont get mad?


  Lorelei: I promise no such thing. One minute.


  starrygirl793: No, wait! Ill ask!


  starrygirl793: Ive never tried spanking or submission before, but I want to learn. When I look at what everyone else does, it doesnt make sense. When I see you talk to people, it does. Im not trying to assume anything. I wont bother you. But if I wanted to look for someone like you, how can I start? How can I not make people mad while Im learning?


  starrygirl793: Oh, no. Ive made you mad.


  starrygirl793: You left, didnt you?


  starrygirl793: :(


  starrygirl793: Well, thank you for your time. Im sorry to have bothered you.


  Lorelei: Sorry about that, my computer froze and I had to re-boot. Okay. Im feeling generous today. First of all, stop apologizing. It comes across as needy and clingy.


  starrygirl793: Sorry.


  starrygirl793: Crap! I mean not sorry.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Second, like I said, relax. Im a mistress, not God. Although I dont mind a bit of devotion. *Smiles*


  starrygirl793: Um...I dont understand?


  Lorelei: Never mind. If you are new to the scene, dont look for a mistress right away. There are a lot of predators out there, men pretending to be women, and kooks who use D/s as a way to satisfy their twisted desires. I dont mean a good figging or flogging, but seriously hurting people.


  starrygirl793: What is figging?


  Lorelei: Figging! Only one of my favorite things in the entire world.


  starrygirl793: Is it a kind of spanking?


  Lorelei: No, not at all. Its taking a fresh ginger root and inserting it anally.


  Lorelei: Now youre scared off, arent you? :)


  starrygirl793: Maybe a little bit. That sounds painful!


  Lorelei: My girls tell me that the feeling is intense, but it brings enormous satisfaction. Of course, you should never let someone do it unless she has experience.


  starrygirl793: Is that what you do, figging? And you like girls, right?


  Lorelei: I have had a boy now and then but yes, I prefer girls. It depends what the sub needs. Some people like the hazy relaxation of the experience. That goes for bondage, too. Other people prefer something more active, like impact play.


  starrygirl793: Spanking, you mean?


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Why am I sensing youre interested in spanking?


  starrygirl793: Well, I hope this doesnt sound offensive, but I dont get the other stuff. But spanking, I get. I was spanked as a child, so I know what that feels like.


  Lorelei: Oh, no! This is never about spanking children. Consenting adults only.


  starrygirl793: I know, but I mean that its something Ive experienced already. The handcuffs and whips and chains all seem a bit scary.


  Lorelei: You dont need a mistress to try spanking.


  starrygirl793: Really?


  Lorelei: Sure. I bet your town, or a big town near you, has a dungeon or club where you could visit. You wouldnt want to play with someone right away, but youd be under strict supervision and in a safe setting.


  starrygirl793: Well...okay I am embarrassed now, but I read something about spanking online? Is that like cybersex?


  Lorelei: Cyber yes, sex no. I never do sex.


  starrygirl793: Me either!


  Lorelei: *Smiles* I wasnt asking you to.


  starrygirl793: Geez, I keep sticking my foot into my mouth, dont I?


  Lorelei: You do. Maybe I will have to punish you for it.


  starrygirl793: OMG


  Lorelei: That was a joke. Relax.


  starrygirl793: Phew! You are a bit scary. I bet in real life youre just as intimidating.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* I told you Im only scary if youve earned the right to be scared. There, Ive sent you a friend request. I have to go now, but feel free to chat with me later, okay?


  starrygirl793: Thank you! Youre my first friend! Yay!


  Lorelei: *Laughs* You do amuse me.


  starrygirl793: Thank goodness. Have a great day! Thank you for talking with me.


  Lorelei: TTYL.


  starrygirl793: Bye!


  Chapter Two


  August 2015


  


  I brought you flowers, Gemma, so you cant kill me.


  My best friend, Cindy, holds out an intricate dried wreath of red, yellow, and pink. She used to explain the names but gave up years ago. White must be babys breath, but this looks more substantial. Little sheaves of cotton puffs on formerly green stalks, like ears of corn that have popped in the hot July sun. Is that a dandelion, standing out in a perfect halo of white spores?


  You love the dramatic. I take the wreath, holding it close for a sniff. Ive never understood the attraction to dried flowers. Why do I want dead remnants of a past life? And yet Cindy crafts her gifts with enough love and care to make the flower spirits twist in sad dignity. Because Cindy expects it, I take down my wooden Ladybug Parking door sign and hang up the deceased flowers. She is a good friend. The wreath cost her time and money. She meant it as a special favor.


  I carry the ladybug sign into my kitchen, where I wet a paper towel and sponge off the accumulated dirt. Its shocking how fast things get dirty, even with weekly cleanings.


  …and youve already got five hits! Let me show you. Cindy pulls out her tablet, and I frown. The tater tot hotdish bubbles in the oven, almost ready to come out.


  Sorry, were you saying something? Pulling out the hidden trash compartment next to my sink, I drop the dirty paper towel inside and wash my hands. The ladybug sign can dry on the counter until I decide where to put it next. Whatever Cindys done, I prefer not to know.


  This one! Look! With a flourish, Cindy clicks on the screen to reveal a dark-haired stunner. Neve Campbell in all her glory, a wisp of hair trickling next to her right eye. Perfect teeth. Eyebrows arched in a playful, teasing expression. Shes a ninety-five percent compatible match.


  Cindy!


  Shes waiting for your reply now. Plus, if you dont like her there are five others. I just created your profile half an hour ago, too.


  Cynthia Ann Teresa! No wonder her dad nicknamed her Trouble at age thirteen. Holding both ladybug oven mitts to my hips, I glare at her. You swore you wouldnt set me up again!


  Offline. Cindy grins, sniffing. I promised not to set you up offline. Its time for you to get back in the scene and stop chasing after the weirdo baby dykes on Kinklife. Mm, whats for lunch?


  Nothing for you, bad girl. I open the oven door to reveal the perfect steaming goodness in its Pyrex glass pan and set it on the stovetop. You can stand in the corner while I eat. Waving my potholders over the top of the dish, I blow in an effort to cool the food enough to serve onto plates. Want some hot sauce?


  For tater tots? Are you crazy? And stop trying to deflect. What do you think? Her names Aaliyah. Cindy holds the tablet away from her, trying to get a better angle.


  Of course it is. She probably stole the photo from Neves website. In reality, shes eighty-five with dentures. Cutting the hotdish into six-by-six tater tot sections, I serve the pieces onto dinner plates with a floral napkin. Salads on the table. Water?


  If you dont want her, Ill take her. Cindy licks her lips. Shes got a bikini photo. Want to see?


  She stole that from Neve Campbell, too? Get real. Im not going to find anyone, and we should both accept it. Theres only one Lissa, after all. I gather my own plate, napkin, and serving of hotdish before making my way to the table. The glass carafe of ice water stands next to a bowl of fresh salad and fruit.


  Cindys gaze softens, as it does in reference to her partner. Wife, really, but they dont like those terms. Wife means ownership. Were equal partners. Absent-mindedly, she picks up her plate and joins me at the table, accepting a glass of ice water and lemon. I want you to be happy, she says, all traces of teasing gone. I see the way you look at Lissa and me on Saturday nights. I know you had a bad experience with your last girlfriend or two


  Or ten


  Or ten, but youre going after barely legal kids on a weird fetish site. Dont you think its time to give mainstream a try?


  In deference to me, Cindy waits while I bow my head for a quick silent prayer. She attends Faith Lutheran, but as a social club rather than a place of worship. Dear God, will you please make her shut up about this stupid matchmaking business? Oh, and bless us and keep us and everything else. Amen. How was I supposed to know Jasmine lied about her age? I thought she was thirty. More like eighteen going on thirteen. And Kinklife might have creepers, but Im not willing to settle for someone vanilla. You know that.


  Cindy gives a good-natured shrug as she picks up her fork. Smells heavenly, as usual. Why dont you ever make cherry pie filling salad?


  Because you put up dating site profiles without my permission! I cant help laughing. If I didnt know better, Id think you set me up so Id spank you. Cindys stark look of horror makes me laugh more.


  No way! You can keep all those spoons and hairbrushes and whatever to yourself! Cindys the only vanilla friend Ive told about my secret naughty side. She doesnt understand, but she doesnt mind teasing me about it. Of course, the string of catfish and nut jobs Ive found on Kinklife doesnt help my case.


  I crook my finger in a classic Cmere, naughty girl gesture. You swore you would never so much as think of a blind date again. You agreed there are benefits to living a single life. You listened to every reason why I dont want a relationship right now. If one of the girls on Kinklife pulled what you just pulled, theyd be in for a tongue-lashing at the very least. Saying the words, something constricts in my chest. I want a girl to spank. But I want a lover and a partner, too. No matter how much Cindy believes I can find the right person, at some point I have to face reality. Where will I find the woman of my dreams? Sometimes Cinderella has to scrub her pots and pans, grateful to have a home and job and as much happiness as she can.


  The wistfulness must show on my face because Cindy nods in sympathy. Or is it pity? Looking away, I stare at the metal clasp of the sliding glass door leading to the sunroom. I want what she has. I want a Lissa of my own. But how will I find a woman who can love me for who I am? Wouldnt I rather stay single than give up the most important part of me? Its cruel to taunt with visions of what will never happen. Me, bringing breakfast in bed to a gorgeous, sweet creature wrapped in the bedsheets. Me, placing her across my lap for a spanking followed by cuddling and, if she is very good, tender lovemaking. Me, sitting across from Lissa and Cindy in their living room, cooing and holding hands with a wife of my own.


  It will never happen, Gemma. Cindy means well, but married people dont understand. They think they found the right person, so everyone else will, too. Sometimes happily ever after never happens. Sometimes we have to be grateful for what we have. Wouldnt you rather stay single and lonely instead of married and unhappy?


  Cindys talking at me, but I cant hear. Something about not giving up, how Im beautiful and a good catch and would have a dozen dates in a day if Id stop self-deprecating. I put a forkful of sawdust to my lips and try to smile. She means well.


  But lonely is unhappy. Why wont she let it go? Why cant she stop rubbing my singlehood in my face?


  I have lots of friends, I point out. Millys like a mom to us at church, and the Lydia Circle ladies are the sisters I never had. Celine came by yesterday with cookies, and we had such a good chat that she stayed until well past dinner. I have too many friends, actually. I never get my work done. I wish Cindy would take the hint and leave me to my job, but she doesnt believe in hints.


  Celines sweet, she agrees. But who will take care of you when youre sick? Wholl take you to the doctor and help you out when things get rough?


  I frown. Come to think of it, Celine did. I dont want to start an argument, though, so I keep silent. Celine never wants thanks, and she hates to visit if anyone else is over. Sometimes her timing is almost uncanny. When I had a root canal, she drove me to and from the endodontist and made quarts of homemade gelatin in a rainbow of fruit flavors. Im fine


  Just promise me one thing. She takes my hand from across the table. I want to wrench my arm away, but she knows me too well. She gives a little shake. Ill write down your username and password. Look at all the proposed matches. Write back to one, just one. If nothing comes of it, okay. I promise not to bug you about dating again.


  Ever? That might be worth it. Ill throw out a line or two saying Im not interested, and Cindy will get off my back. What do I have to do to convince her I dont need meddling? Im happy, or at least as happy as I can be. The familiar frustration rises in my throat. Does getting married include a brain freeze, making people assume they know better than everyone who is single?


  Pinky swear. She holds up the proffered pinky finger. On one condition.


  Thought I was supposed to be the dominant one. What?


  Send me a copy of the message to the person you choose. So you dont cheat with something like, Contacting you, but dont reply.


  Crap! Fine! Once shes off my back, it will all be worth it. Breathe, Gemma. Maybe shell forget.


  By eight oclock tonight.


  Shed make a good dominant, thats for sure. I hate you.


  Love you, too. We link pinky fingers, and I have to recite the alphabet backward to keep the tears from flowing.


  Whats one more heartbreak? Whats one more reminder there will never be anyone in the world for me?


  Stop it, Gemma. If any of the girls on Kinklife talked like that, youd spank them for self-pity, and rightly so. Put on your big girl panties, write the stupid reply, and move on with your life.


  At least, if I do as Cindy says, Ill never have to listen to her nagging about getting married. That should cheer me up, but instead I wash the lunch dishes while staring out the window. Ill do as she says, but I wont get my hopes up. Fine, I cant help if my hopes get stirred a bit, but I wont take it seriously. Fine, Ill try not to think whether Im hopeful or not.


  Fine, Ill devolve into a basket case and curse Cindy until this whole fiasco ends once and for all.


  


  ****


  


  After Cindy leaves, I sit down at my computer to pound out a draft of a proposal. My latest grant is to get funding for a battered childrens center. The economy has given all non-profits a beating in the past few years, but childrens charities still command sympathy. My job is to transform this sympathy into cold, hard cash to pay for medical assessments, long-term counseling, and case managers who stick around long enough to build trust with their charges.


  My gaze keeps flicking over to Cindys Post-it note, though, and after the fourteenth time I give up and log onto the site. I have to admit that Dreams.com chose well. All five proposed matches are dark-haired, subscribe to Christian faith, live within fifty miles, and want a long-term relationship. On paper, they are everything Im looking for.


  But do they like to be spanked? In a pinch, I might let the right woman spank me, but Ive never found anyone I could trust enough. I like to wield the paddle. Or hairbrush. Or wooden spoon. A flogger or riding crop, perhaps. Stop it, Gemma! Ill have to take a personal time-out if I cant stop letting my mind wander.


  What would I do with the perfect woman if spanking couldnt be part of the relationship? Even Cindy wouldnt understand. Impulsively, I click hide match on all five profiles. No sense getting my hopes up. Find someone wrong for you. Too far away. Just get Cindy to shut up.


  I click on See More Matches and Cupid Express in a never-ending parade of women who want men, women who want friends with benefits, and women who should sign up for a stripper profile instead.


  There! Wow, what was that? After all of the straight-on headshots, a photo of a woman turned away from the camera catches my eye. Her shoulder blades arch in a graceful lift, and a simple white tank camisole accentuates the slight gathers of a cream-colored attached skirt. The darkish blonde of her hair gathers into a figure-eight bun.


  I dont like blondes. Normally. Shes what, twelve? Even better, shes in Seattle and only willing to travel twenty-five miles. I think Citrusville, Florida, qualifies as outside that range. Plus, shes probably a model or a dancer.


  Starsign. What kind of user name is that? Im accustomed to girls messaging me on Kinklife with names like babygirlsara and needsamommyjulie, so perhaps my perception is off. Starsign sounds so…New Age. I bet her name is Sarah Smith and she insists on a nickname instead. Is it a nod to Jefferson Starship or Starbuck from Battlestar Galactica?


  Could any New Ager wear a wisp of a dress with that much grace?


  Spiritual but not religious. Definite deal-breaker. Feeling much cheerier, I click the see more on her profile. I am in charge of a non-profit organization, but I prefer not to say which kind until I know you better.


  Hey! Thats something we have in common! Forgetting Im not supposed to get interested, I read about her family. The first line shocks me. My brother committed suicide when I was fifteen.


  I stare at the screen. Who would put that kind of information on a public dating site? Against my will, something tugs at my chest. This is someone unafraid of putting herself out there. Shed tell Cindy that she hated dead flowers, and shed make Cindy understand without hurting her feelings. Ive tried to find everyone right for me on Kinklife, but maybe I went at this process the wrong way around. Maybe I need to be more open.


  Stop it. You told Cindy one contact, and nothing will come of it. Youll get hurt again, and how will you deal with it?


  The little voice is right, but my heart quickens. What if? What if, in some crazy way, fate or God have led Cindy to intervene? Am I refusing an opportunity out of pride, and will I regret my stubbornness later? Remembering the allegory of the drowning man who refused a boat, helicopter, and life preserver while berating God for not saving him, I chew on my bottom lip.


  How do I know?


  I read the profile again. Starsign has lost her brother, and shes willing to tell the world. Me? Im an only, born to parents almost age forty who dressed me up like a china doll every day of my childhood. They prayed for a baby for more than twenty years, just like Abraham and Sarah. All of my life I wanted a sister to share the burden of my parents expectations. My mother never scolded me, never raised her voice, and never raised a hand to me. I may be an adult, or at least pretend to be, but I need my mom. Having a brother or sister seems the best thing in the world, so the worst must be losing one. My heart goes out to Starsign.


  Pity? You cant build a relationship on pity.


  The next line brings me up short.


  In my free time I like to: Play sports, do woodworking, and have amazing sex.


  Yeah, no. Ive had enough of the trolls on Kinklife who play a great game until things get real. They want to simper through cybersex to get off, and as soon as thats not an option they disappear. Im tired of being a less expensive version of an animatronic life-size sex doll. It never fails.


  The most terrifying thing I have ever done: Break up with my last girlfriend because she couldnt compromise.


  Nope. I wont start a relationship with someone who is wounded. Starsign is an emotional meltdown waiting to happen. I dont need more heartache in my life, even if she is attractive. Shes safe from me, and shes safe for me. I wont get attached to her, if she even responds to me. Ill send her a note, nice enough to satisfy Cindy but with enough impossible details to preclude a reply.


  With as much care as if Im writing a government grant, I click the Connect With Starsign! heart icon and start typing my reply. I feel like a creeper. Usually, on Kinklife, its little subbie girls who approach me.


  Hello, Starsign. I loved your photo and took a look at your profile.


  Ew! Stalker, class one.


  Hello, Starsign. My name is Gemma, and I live in Citrusville, Florida. Thats a teeny-tiny town about an hour west of Orlando.


  Right, and if she is an axe murder I have just given her instructions to find me. Im the only Gemma in Citrusville. Maybe in the US. Mom had a crush on British actresses.


  Hi, Starsign. I love your photo. Are you a dancer?


  Great. Make it obvious Im after her body.


  Hi, Starsign. I dont exactly fit what youre looking for, as Im far away from you and a Christian. Are you a dancer?


  The mention of Christianity will prevent her from replying, and Cindy cant fault me for it.


  I want to be honest with you. My best friend set up this profile for me, and my nickname is not actually Gemstone. She has a crazy sense of humor.


  That will serve Cindy right when she reads the copy. I grin.


  I also work in non-profit. I write grants for charities and sometimes help with fundraising.


  I see that you like sports. I like ladybugs. Actually, my home is named Ladybug Parking. Its an old joke. When I bought my house years ago, my best friend said I should name it. We tried out a lot of different names until we went to a flea market and found a wooden sign that says, Ladybug Parking. No explanation, but it made me laugh. I hung it on my front door and named my home after the sign. To date, however, I have not yet had a Bug parked in my driveway.


  There. Friendly, boring, and about as non-romantic as humanly possible. With more regret than I would have thought possible, I hit send and watch the Cupid animation with exploding hearts.


  What the heck. Its not as if anything will come of this, anyway.


  A soft knock interrupts my brooding. I glance at the clock. The mailman wouldnt knock, I dont have packages on order, and the kids should be at home getting ready for dinner rather than playing outside. For that matter, my rumbling stomach tells me I should warm up some hotdish, too. Ive wasted too much time daydreaming.


  Whos there? When no one answers, I scoot my chair back and wander toward the front door. Anyone I know would walk right in, as the deadbolt broke weeks ago. I keep meaning to get it fixed, but the folks in Citrusville have no interest in my few belongings. If anything, they would enter to leave a baked treat or stitched quilts for me to finish with embroidery thread knots.


  Turning the handle and pulling the door open, I crane my neck to catch a glimpse of the hide-and seek knocker. No sticky note from the deliveryman, and no package on


  Nestled amidst lilac tissue paper lies an embarrassment of flowers. Pink, yellow, white, and purple spill out in between green fronds and babys breath. Ive never received such an enormous bouquet, not even when Dad had a stroke a few years ago and I went home to nurse him. My church friends had a gorgeous bouquet sent to the funeral home, but not like this. I peek around, guiltily wondering if someone heard my silent wish for living flowers instead of Cindys perfect stillborns. No card, nooh, wait! Here it is. A plain business-type card with a blue background and a few twinkling stars dotting the landscape. Instead of picking the flowers up, I nudge them inside the entryway and leave the door ajar. The screen door will keep out the geckos.


  Retreating to my office, I stare at my battered laptop and shiver. Star? Starsign? Am I supposed to take this as a sign, pun not intended? Theres no way Starsign could have sent flowers this quickly, and she doesnt have my address.


  Despite the fierce August heat, I wish I had a sweater. God gave mysterious signs in Biblical times. Is this my modern-day sign?


  Chapter Three


  August 2015


  


  When Gemma peers around the white-painted screen door, I duck behind the box hedge. She rubs the edges of the door as if expecting a note, and she reaches toward the yard. Can she see me?


  Calm down, Peeping Tomasina.


  I should have left the flowers and run, or I should have summoned the guts to knock on her door the way I did yesterday. I practiced the lines inside of my head, the ones I never dare to say.


  Hi, Gemma. These flowers are for you. The cookies didnt work, helping you with church projects for the past year didnt work, and brushing a hand against yours didnt work. Are flowers enough to make you see me as a potential suitor and not a work group buddy?


  At last, she tilts her head toward the front step, stiffening and looking around in shock. She stares at the flowers once more, as if she expects them to disappear. Will she find the card? No, she isnt touching the flowers. Why wont she touch the flowers? Does she think theyre poisonous?


  Yes! She picked up the card! Does she recognize the blue sky, the heaven? Celine, meaning Heavenly. I wait for recognition to wash over her face, but fear crosses her features instead. Does she fear me? Does she consider me crazy to drop flowers in front of her house like a lovesick, out-of-season, May basket girl? No, thats not it. She looks spooked or unnerved. As foolish as I feel for watching her from afar, curiosity overcomes me. When she retreats but leaves her front door open, I take it as an invitation.


  Heck, its not as if another year of waiting will make her notice me.


  Hi, Gemma! Think fast. What would explain showing up at her house now? Knocking on her door, I clear my throat in an effort not to squeak. I can keep calm and confident at work or in my daily life, but Gemmas starry eyes reduce my knees to jelly every time I see her. I dream about her at night, and I think about her all the time.


  Ive tried to give in to this silly crush, but I dont know how. I tell myself that a good friend is better than a bad ex, but my heart thumps with delight and my arms ache to hold her.


  Idiot. Grow up and act thirty-three instead of thirteen.


  Oh, Celine! You startled me! Gemma glances up from her computer, and her slight frown relaxes into a smile. Sorry, you wanted the lesson plans for Sunday. Thanks for taking the adult forum this week. Pastor Mark said to stick to the lectionary. Every time we try to bring up something topical, Nate gets on his soapbox.


  Indeed he does. Millys husband has an opinion about everything and wisdom about nothing. He is certain immigrants are ruining America, kids these days are spoiled brats, and everything would be solved by returning to good old-fashioned times when everyone knew the rules. Poor Milly. She loves him so much and yet at every class she wants to stuff a sock into his mouth. As long as I focus on Milly and Nate, I can keep calm. I try, but I cant help fishing for a response. Oh, you got flowers! I dont say how pretty they are.


  Yes! Gemmas eyes light up before she frowns once more. I wish I knew who theyre from. I just sent a... She blushes.


  My heart leaps in my chest. What did you send? Did she know it was me? Did she send an email already? Had she guessed my intentions? I want to shake my head at my overeager, pathetic desperation. No wonder Gemma doesnt notice me. If I ever earn her respect, I need to stand strong and confident. Gemma likes powerful women. Shes not as intimidating in real life as she is online, but shes unapproachable in a different way.


  Well...promise you wont laugh?


  A secret! I sit down in the chair next to her desk. I wont! Is it something nice?


  Gemma blushes to the tips of her ears. Youll laugh. Cindy signed me up for this online dating thing, and


  My heart thuds. After Gemma broke up with the last girl she met online, I thought I had a chance. Oh. Have you found someone? I hope I sound interested rather than stunned. She misunderstands, defending herself.


  I know, its a silly idea. I dont know why I let Cindy talk me into it, but she persuaded me. She says I should give it a chance.


  Why does Cindy hate me? Irrationally, I curse the best friend for interference. Looking at Gemmas tender expression, however, I reel myself in. Im sorry your last date didnt work out. Not sorry, or at least not sorry for my sake, but it is something to say. Which site is it?


  Dreams dot com. Its for all types. Hey, you should sign up, too! Gemma brightens at the thought. If Cindy bought me a membership, I should do someone else the favor. Do you want to set up an account?


  Uh, no thanks. I pray my flaming cheeks wont give me away. I dont want anyone. Thats not accurate, but the truth will freak Gemma out. What does it take to be seen as a potential girlfriend, not a friend who is a girl?


  Misunderstanding again, she turns to her computer. Dont be shy. Its not just for LGBT. You can look for a man, too.


  For as long as Ive known Gemma, its remained a quiet but unstated fact that she likes women. For as long as shes known me, Ive let her think Im straight. Its easier, especially when Im not dating anyone. If she knew, she might suspect my crush and I could never show my face in church again.


  Thats okay. I back away, leaving her to the computer and Cindys purchased account. I can get the lesson plans later. Just follow the lectionary, you said?


  She gives me a funny look but nods, then rises out of courtesy. As she walks me to the door, she plucks the prettiest, fullest pink carnation from the bouquet and presses it into my hand. Here, she says. Id give you more, but theyll wilt in this heat. Youre probably heading back to work, right?


  Numbly, I nod. Thanks, I say, waving as I step into the fierce sauna of Florida in August. See you on Sunday!


  As I cross the yard and streets back to my house, I cup my hands around the crisp-moist stalk of the carnation. I purchased the flower with my funds, and yet the pink and green life blesses me with her touch. As I let myself back into the coolness of central air, I take out a rosebud vase and fill it with water and an ice cube. This time of year, the cold tap dispenses warm water. I touch the edge of a petal, imagining Gemmas cheek against mine. Her lips brushing my lips, and those sensuous, sweetly cupped breasts begging to be caressed.


  I take a deep breath and flick on my own computer. If Im not brave enough to speak the truth to her, I should stop mooning over the impossible. What kind of girl will she find online? Gemmas photo will attract dozens of inquiries. Once they get to know her, its over. Ill lose my chance.


  Feeling both stalkerish and unclean, I open my Kinklife profile. Its the secret I have never told anyone, not even Gemma. Especially not Gemma. Ever since I found her computer open to her Kinklife page, Ive friended her with a different name. She is Lorelei, the imposing and amazing Mistress of the online realm. I am starrygirl793, the shy, sweet newbie who asks her questions. She thinks Im a bank teller in Michigan, envying her warmth, sunshine, and proximity to Disney World. Ive watched her hook up with one babygirl after another, each one worse than the last.


  If Gemma finds out Ive been catfishing her, shell kill me. But what else can I do when she ignores my advances in person?


  Chapter Four


  March 2015


  


  Lorelei: Hi there, quiet one.


  starrygirl793: Oh, Im sorry! I thought you were busy with your new girl. I didnt want to intrude.


  Lorelei: What did I say about apologizing all the time?


  starrygirl793: Right. I cant help it. Its a habit.


  Lorelei: *Smiles* There are ways to help girls break habits.


  starrygirl793: Really? Is that an offer?


  Lorelei: Dont worry. No, its not. But we had such a nice chat a few weeks ago, and since then I havent heard from you.


  starrygirl793: Wow, you looked for me? I didnt want to take up your time.


  Lorelei: Youre one of the first girls to message me without showing close-ups of your vulva or breasts.


  starrygirl793: Uh. I hope thats good, because thats not happening.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Yes, thats good. Half the time, theyre stolen from the Internet, anyway.


  starrygirl793: I can show you a photo, if you want. Not of my…that.


  Lorelei: Dont do anything that makes you uncomfortable.


  starrygirl793: Heres a photo of my first pair of pointe shoes. I had to sew the ribbons and elastic myself. I didnt realize the thread would show, so you can see blue on one ribbon and white on the other.


  Lorelei: LOL! Do you know this is the first time someones shown me ballet shoes on Kinklife?


  starrygirl793: Glad to make you laugh. :) I was proud of them, too.


  Lorelei: How old were you?


  starrygirl793: 12. I wanted to start earlier, but my teacher wouldnt let me.


  Lorelei: Have you always danced?


  starrygirl793: My mom wanted a girly girl, so she started me in creative movement classes when I was three. We listened to music and pretended to be sunflowers uncurling in the sun. Butterflies flapping around, all that kind of stuff. Then when I was five, she started me in a combo class. Ballet, tap, and jazz but it was mostly playing around with a bit of dance. I didnt really learn until I was about six or seven.


  Lorelei: How fun. I took piano lessons and cello, but only for a few years. I have a lot of gifts, but music isnt one of them.


  starrygirl793: I had to take piano, too, but I hated it. I loved ballet, though. Did you ever dance?


  Lorelei: No, but I like to watch ballet. The shoes, the tights, the pretty skirts...mmm.


  starrygirl793: Do you mind if I tell you one of my fantasies?


  Lorelei: Go ahead.


  starrygirl793: Its probably tame compared to what you usually do, but Id love to put on a leotard and tights and shoes, and stand at the practice barre while my teacher corrects me.


  Lorelei. Mm. Corrects you how?


  starrygirl793: Well, Ive read in ballet stories how teachers would have a stick. Maybe a pointer or something? If I slouched, or if I didnt tuck in my seat, or if I forgot the combination...


  Lorelei: That does sound charming. And how would your teacher punish you?


  starrygirl793: Not with figging.


  starrygirl793: OMG, I offended you. Im so sorry!


  starrygirl793: Please dont be mad.


  Lorelei: Im laughing. And I got a quick phone call. Dont worry, Im back. So no figging, you say? That sounds like an excellent reason to introduce it to your repertoire of punishments.


  starrygirl793: *Gulp*


  Lorelei: You do realize as a student its not your place to say no to your teacher, dont you?


  starrygirl793: Er. I guess so?


  Lorelei: How did you address your teacher?


  starrygirl793: In the books it was always Madame So-and-So, but at my school we called her Trina.


  Lorelei: Thats unfortunate. Formality is a good way to set the tone for discipline.


  starrygirl793: I guess in my fantasy it could be Madame Trina?


  Lorelei: Or Madame Lorelei?


  Lorelei: starrygirl?


  starrygirl793: I, uh, kind of...


  Lorelei: Yes, dear?


  starrygirl793: Is that, um, an offer?


  Lorelei: Would you like it to be?


  starrygirl793: You mean now? Like online?


  Lorelei: Where do you live?


  starrygirl793: Um. Michigan. I live in Michigan. You live in Florida, right?


  Lorelei: Yes, theres lots of heat and beaches and theme parks nearby. Sometimes my naughty girls enjoy a day trip. That is, if they have been good. They usually havent. But sometimes I take them out anyway. They can enjoy walking and sitting while pretending they havent been soundly thrashed.


  starrygirl793: OMG. Dont your neighbors and family ask you about it? Or do they know?


  Lorelei: I am discreet. I let people think I have friends, or business guests, or Im hosting students who want a cheap way to visit Florida.


  starrygirl793: That sounds like so much fun.


  Lorelei: Well, fun is relative. Theres figging, you know.


  starrygirl793: Uh, do you do that all the time? With everyone?


  Lorelei: Only for the naughtiest girls.


  starrygirl793: As a punishment?


  Lorelei: Oh, no. A mistress doesnt need to punish. She can take her pleasure.


  starrygirl793: Wow, we started with pointe shoes and now were talking about your favorite subject.


  Lorelei: *Grins* Indeed.


  starrygirl793: I dont mean to be nosy, but honestly, how do you do it? If my friends or family knew I was interested in it, theyd freak out.


  Lorelei: Well, my friends and family dont know, either.


  starrygirl793: I mean, if anyone at my church knew...


  Lorelei: You attend a church? What kind?


  starrygirl793: Um. Protestant. I think people at my church would think Id gone insane.


  Lorelei. Hm, Id never thought about it before. What I do in my private life is my private life, and what I do at church is church.


  starrygirl793: You dont think your pastor would get upset?


  Lorelei: Maybe, but its not his business. What two consenting adults do in the bedroom is their business. Or in the kitchen. Or in the living room.


  starrygirl793: Wow, you like to use ginger root all over the house!


  Lorelei: LOL. That I do.


  starrygirl793: What if your pastor found out?


  Lorelei: Why does the idea bother you so much?


  starrygirl793: Well, actually, a few of the women at my church read Forty Shades. One person thought it wasnt too bad, but some of the others thought it was awful.


  Lorelei: That book is completely different from what I do, and you know it.


  starrygirl793: Right, but most people dont think that way. Really, I didnt know the difference then, either.


  Lorelei: How did you get interested in this? I did think it was strange how you joined Kinklife and messaged me the first day. Thats why I thought you were babygirljessica.


  starrygirl793: Phew. If I tell you, its going to sound kind of bad.


  Lorelei: Go ahead.


  starrygirl793: Okay. A friend of mine doesnt know this, but she had her Kinklife profile up on her computer. I didnt mean to snoop, but when I went into her office to get a pencil I saw it. I accidentally bumped her computer mouse, so the screensaver turned off and her profile showed up.


  Lorelei: What did she say?


  starrygirl793: Nothing. I mean, I didnt tell her I saw it. I thought if she wanted me to know, she would tell me herself.


  Lorelei: So you joined Kinklife?


  starrygirl793: Yes. I wanted to see what it was about.


  Lorelei: How interesting.


  starrygirl793: I swear I didnt snoop on purpose.


  Lorelei: Why havent you told your friend?


  starrygirl793: I really like her. If she gets mad or embarrassed, Im afraid she wont talk to me anymore. So I wanted to learn more about what she liked, and then Id understand better.


  Lorelei: That is a loving and generous thing to do.


  starrygirl793: The problem is, now its been so long that I cant tell her. It would be awkward. But every time I see her, I think of this secret I know about her.


  Lorelei: Wait a minute. So when we first talked, did you tell me a lie?


  starrygirl793: Oh, no. What did I do? I dont think so! Please dont be mad at me.


  Lorelei: I told you. Mad is for girls who earn that right. You told me you were interested in spanking. Was that a lie?


  starrygirl793: *Gulp*


  Lorelei: I asked you a question.


  starrygirl793: Promise not to be mad?


  Lorelei: I promise no such thing.


  starrygirl793: But you wouldnt have talked to me if Id told you why I really asked. You were already mad thinking I was someone else.


  Lorelei: That is true. But always tell the truth. By lying, you insult peoples intelligence and manipulate them for your purposes. I am a person in my own right, not an object for your use.


  starrygirl793: *Sigh*


  Lorelei: I mean it. Dont ever lie to me.


  starrygirl793: Okay. So you think I should tell my friend?


  Lorelei: Thats not the issue right now. You friended me under false pretenses.


  starrygirl793: Im really sorry.


  Lorelei: What did I tell you about apologizing?


  starrygirl793: Look, Ill try to tell my friend. Will that help?


  Lorelei: Honestly? Im not sure I care about your friend right now.


  starrygirl793: Please dont stop talking to me.


  Lorelei: I am signing off now. And if I talk to you later, I expect the truth.


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam. And I know you hate to hear this, but Im sorry.


  starrygirl793: I really am.


  starrygirl793: *Sigh* If you ever talk to me again, I hope you know how sorry I am.


  Chapter Five


  August 2015


  


  Starsign replied! After waving Celine out the door and returning to my office, I gulp at the new email notification.


  You have received a response from Starsign! Click here to see her answer.


  


  Dear Gemstone,


  I have to admit Im shocked to see your reply. I was about ready to close down my account and go to the local lesbian bar again. Dont take this the wrong way, but are you sure youre a woman and gay? This isnt a big joke, is it?


  Aggressive. Direct, maybe. I should be more put off than I am, but I keep reading.


  Gemstone is a pretty nickname. I chose Starsign because its similar to my real name, Stella. Whats yours?


  Wow, she just met me and wants my actual name already? Feeling uneasy at her pushiness, I give myself a mental shake. Its a dating site for vanilla folk, not kinksters. Vanilla people probably dont have to worry about psychos the way Lorelei does. I shudder at the memory of the latest babygirl who visited me, only to steal money when she left.


  What the hell is Ladybug Parking? Do you rent parking spaces to ladybugs? No offense, but Im not interested in dating someone whos obsessed with insects.


  That makes me suck in my breath. Wow, judgmental. Didnt she realize it was a joke? The point was to discourage her from replying, not invite her to sit as judge and jury of my life. Im ready to close out of the window when her next sentence catches my eye.


  I have to admit, though, it was a great way to catch my attention. I get 10-15 messages a day, mostly from creepy types, and I delete almost all of them. Some who say theyre married and want a little fun on the side. Others ask my bra size or send me pics of their boobs. Seriously. Why do I want to see boobs when theyre not even that great? Im more of an ass girl.


  Shes crass, this Stella. And yet she makes me laugh. I may not have been on Dreams long enough to get the inevitable body part photos, but Lorelei has received more close-ups of male and female genitals than she will want in a lifetime. And the part about what she finds attractive...something tingles inside of me. Maybe? No, Gemma. Stop it.


  Anyway. Ive never had a Bug. I prefer my Prius. Im not much for email, either. Heres my phone number. Give me a call or a text tonight, and we can talk.


  Stella


  P.S. You have soulful eyes.


  


  I stare at the message, wondering whether my brain has comprehended the words correctly. This wasnt supposed to work. What have I done?


  Just as I shut down the computer for the day, Für Elise jangles from my cell phone. Cindy thought she was brilliant, programming her special ringtone. She keyed herself in as number one on my speed dial, too. Subtle. Not.


  Geez, Gemma. Ladybugs? I buy you a subscription to the top dating site, and you blather on about ladybugs? Whatre you trying to do, marry an entomologist?


  Why not? Bet they make more than I do. I hit the speaker button on my silver-and-black phone and place it on top of my office shelf. Pulling out the black elastic I use for tying my hair back while working, I shake out my hair in a sigh of relief. For as long as I can remember, Ive twisted the ends of my hair around my left fingers. Mom used to tell me to stop it, but nothing helped except pulling my hair back. Its a nervous tic, a working off of worry energy, or yet another sign of my neuroticism.


  Reasons Gemma Parquin remains single at the ripe old age of thirty-five, #1: She plays with her hair.


  After all that time I spent setting up a great profile for you, you could have at least pretended to give the site a try. Why not plaster a sign on your forehead that says, Toothless, incontinent, and owner of seventeen cats?


  Nag, nag. Love you too. So wonderful to see you yesterday. And hello. I used to retreat in hurt silence for days after getting on the wrong side of Cindys tongue, but over the years I learned to deal with it. She means well, or at least she means no more harm than a thunderstorm flooding my favorite flower bed.


  Well? Did she respond, or did you scare her off?


  Dunno. The single word will keep Cindy lecturing for at least another five minutes while I concentrate on more enjoyable tasks. Taking my favorite boar bristle hairbrush from the top of the shelf, I tilt my head backward and massage my scalp with long, painstaking strokes. What I wouldnt give to have a girl in my office for the right reasons for once, using my beloved implement across her thrashing, scissoring backside as she pleads for mercy….


  Reasons Gemma Parquin remains single at the ripe old age of thirty-five, #2: She has a psychologically imbalanced fixation on womens butts.


  I cant help it. Some women like breasts, or faces, or even hands. Ive been a butt person since day one, and nothing turns me on like a naked, luscious…


  Reasons Gemma Parquin remains single at the ripe old age of thirty-five, #3: She doesnt want to be cured of her psychologically imbalanced fixation on womens butts. Particularly if they are shapely, with enough padding to squeeze and pinch in between spanks…


  Well?


  Oops. Ive let my mind wander too far. Sure. Agreement is easiest.


  You did! Cindy squeals. Read it to me!


  Uh-oh. Read what? Fortunately, shes not the type to pick up on my inattention.


  Read the reply you got from the Starsign person! I cant wait to hear it!


  Oh, no! I cant refuse without admitting Ive tuned out every word for the past five minutes, so I set down my brush and fire up my computer. Stellas reply wasnt too bad. I can share it.


  Clicking through a mess of heart icons, arrows, red notifications, and an amazing collection of messages, I gasp. I cant process all of the photos and profiles demanding a response, so I click on Stellas message. I wince again at her cussing, but other than that she sounds…almost normal. Friendly, even.


  What did she say? Im dying over here! Cindys ready to explode. I read her the letter, lingering over the ladybugs. She laughs. I stand corrected. You got a good catch, and its thanks to your ladybugs. Good job, Gemma! Im proud of you.


  Im not. I stare at the screen, wanting to cry. What have I done? Ive gotten a woman thinking I messaged her for real, instead of fulfilling an obligation to a pushy friend. How can I get out of this mess? Her comment makes me laugh, though, and something inside of me flares up.


  What if…what if…


  No. It will not happen. The last line is the clincher. No one who says soulful eyes can be serious. It sounds like a bad line out of Pick-up Lines for Women. Shes putting me on, or shes got a friend whos pushing her, too.


  Cindy clicks off after ordering me to write a reply now and meet her at church in an hour so we can drive to Millys for the monthly potluck. Officially its the Lydia Circle Bible study, but really its an excuse to cook and get together. Millys got a new recipe for frozen cinnamon and fireball shots. She says they taste like ice cream. Good old Lutheran women. They look so sweet and innocent, but only until you get to know them.


  Dear Stella,


  Thank you for your lovely reply. I should confess I dont like real, live ladybugs. At least not a lot of them. But ever since I bought the sign for my house, my friends have given me ladybug things. I have tea towels, a welcome mat, a mug, potholders, and even socks with ladybugs on them. Last year for Christmas, my best friend gave me a ladybug wooden spoon. Its too pretty to use for cooking, so I hung it on my wall. I try to convince my friends not to give me more ladybugs as I dont like clutter, but theyre relentless. Once in a while, when I think I can get away with it, I regift a ladybug item to a friend or family member who lives far away and wont tell. Shh. [image: img1.png] Do you want one?


  Citrusville, where I live, isnt the Florida most people think of. Thats closer to the ocean, where rich retirees live. Citrusville is small-town old country, with neighborhood shops and a church or two and people who have lived here for generations.


  What to say next? Much as I should say, It was lovely to meet you, but I wont waste any more of your time, I cant. I cant hurt Stellas feelings. And what if…No. No getting your hopes up. My gaze drifts to the side of my desk, where my hairbrush rests. On impulse, I finish my reply.


  I have this hairbrush given to me by a friend a year or two ago, to replace one Id had for years. Its mixed nylon and boar bristle because my hair is too long for plain boar bristle, and its heavy. I like to spank


  What am I thinking? I select and delete the last sentence.


  It makes my hair soft and shiny, and I keep it in my office.


  I dont dare say anything more without giving myself away. This is a vanilla site, after all.


  I better go. My best friend and I are visiting a church friend for a potluck tonight. I made white chili in the slow cooker. I like making other dishes, too, but everyone complains if I dont bring my chili. Its one hundred degrees in the shade and no one wants hot food, but the entire potluck will be ruined if we dont have Gemmas chili. Ha. What kind of food do you like? Do you cook?


  Thank you again for your nice letter.


  Sincerely,


  Gemma


  Chapter Six


  August 2015


  


  The paperwork cant hold my attention today, not while my mind re-plays every word of my interaction with Gemma. What did she mean by startled? Surprised to see me because she didnt expect it, or startled because its creepy that I go over so often? I try to come up with a good reason for each visit, but sometimes my pathetic obsession gets the better of me and I drop over just to say hi. Or, at least, thats what I tell her.


  I turn off my computer and stretch, wondering what to wear to the potluck tonight. Gemmas already seen my outfit, so will changing into something new make it seem as if Im trying too hard? Or, since it is an evening event, is it natural to put on something pretty?


  Before I can decide, the phone rings.


  Celine! Milly sounds harassed. Nancys oven went on the fritz before she could put in the lasagna. Id let her bake it in mine, but I dont want the house too hot before everyone arrives. Im sending her over. You dont mind, do you?


  Nancy is going on sixty-six and insists on a full meal for every potluck. No one would dream of telling her not to cook. Sure, I say. Im making deviled eggs, so I dont need the oven. Tell her to come as soon as she can, and Ill drive us over.


  Thank you, dear! Could you bring your salad tongs, too? Mamies bringing an extra salad, but she cant find her tongs.


  Yes. I suppress a sigh. Good old Celine will offer her oven and salad tongs and deviled eggs. It will not get her laid. No problem.


  Youre such a dear, Milly croons, but she gets distracted. Hold it! Nate, I said twelve chairs in the dining room, not all fifteen! Were setting up the card table, remember?


  We hang up, and I let out the sigh. If being nice got me what I wanted, Gemma would have tucked me under her arm ages ago. Shed spank me, the way she teases and delights all the babygirls who swarm around her on Kinklife. At first, I didnt understand the kink aspect. I joined thinking it would be a way to get to know her better. I did, but I got more than I expected. Since she never speaks of her alter ego to our friends, it feels like our secret. I am intimate with her, even though she doesnt know its me.


  Does she remember our first meeting? I dont think so as she never brings it up, but I do. Id moved down to the Sunshine State in retaliation against the blizzard of Michigan that forced the National Guard into rescue duty, and the high cost of living made me choose small, affordable Citrusville. Id never heard of it before, but it was less than an hour from Orlando and two hours from the ocean. Best of all, orange groves and fruit stands surrounded the tiny town. What could be better?


  When I arrived in Citrusville with all my worldly possessions packed into a twelve-year-old Nissan Almera, however, I found out the peculiarity of small-town life. People were nice, but they werent friendly.


  No, thats not right. They were friendly, but they werent friends. I received smiles, nods, and hellos from everyone I met, but no one invited me for dinner. Back in Hunterville, Michigan, we welcomed new neighbors with foil-wrapped banana bread and offers to help unpack. In Citrusville, the residents gave a smile and walked right by.


  Then one day, Gemma showed up. She slowed her car while driving past my house. Sticking her head out, she called to me.


  


  Hi there! You must have bought Sally Ledfords house. Hows everything going?


  I looked up from the mailbox that contained bills, advertisements, and more advertisements addressed to Mrs. Marshall Ledford. The wave of loneliness and homesickness surprised me. After three weeks, Gemma was the first person to ask as if she cared about my reply. Its a little tough, I admitted. Its hard getting to know everyone.


  At that, she parked her car in my driveway and popped out. Dressed in a white linen pantsuit with a coral tank top and chunky wooden beads around her neck and wrist, she strode over and took me by the elbow. I know, she agreed, guiding me into my own house. Citrusville folks are the salt of the earth, but they take a while to warm up to you. Im Gemma. Gemma Parquin, and Im usually the welcoming committee. Im sorry Ive been gone, but I just wrote a big grant and had to go to D.C. to deal with the details. The others havent invited you to things because they wait for me do it. I should have told them to go ahead.


  She propelled me into my kitchen, picking up a dusting cloth and wiping off the counters. I stared at her, wondering how this woman could co-exist with the same polite, stiff citizens who hadnt so much as asked me a second question in all my time here. Um, hi. Its nice to meet you. Im Celine Daniels. I moved here from Michigan because I was tired of the snow. I didnt realize it would be this hot, though.


  She laughed and opened my fridge, taking out two bottles of water and handing me one. My own water, and yet she gave it as a gift. August in Florida is miserable. We stay inside as much as we can, or at least until it gets dark. It takes until Thanksgiving for the heat to break, but youll notice a change in the next month or so.


  She looked so cool, so collected in her linen, while I felt washed out despite the air conditioner working overtime. I gulped the cold water. We do get some heat up north, but not like this. The humidity is unreal! How do you live with it?


  Gemma twisted the white cap and took a dainty sip. Her manicured fingernails shimmered against the clear bottle, and her creamy throat swallowed as the soft, luscious pink lips left a kiss mark on the neck of the bottle. Watching her, I understood what it meant to find a woman beautiful. Youll find it easier as you go along. Your blood will thin, and pretty soon seventy degrees will feel chilly.


  Seventy! I gasped. Seventy meant a lovely warm summer day in Michigan. It must be a hundred today.


  She considered. Id say mid-eighties or low nineties. Its the humidity and dew point that make everything seem hotter, but really its not so bad. Sometimes the Faith girls go to the ocean, and the breeze is lovely.


  That did sound nice. Id moved to Florida for beach time, but the polite freeze of my neighbors unnerved me about traveling. Faith girls? That sounds wonderful. Could I go? Dont sound so eager, Celine!


  Oh, youd love it! Her eyes lit up, and she set the bottle down on the counter. Would you like to come with us? Theres a group going next week, and well carpool. You can ride with me.


  I clutched my own bottle, struggling to keep a lunatic grin off my face. Ride with her? Oh, yes! If she had asked me to prom, my glee would have been understandable. Instead, she offered a normal, neighborly invitation that should not have sparked warm shivers of excitement. Yes, please! Id love to!


  Impulsively, she stepped forward and embraced me. Cool honey and vanilla scent wafted from her skin, and her light, tiny bones gripped with surprising strength. The silkiness of her dark hair brushed my cheek, and it was all I could do not to open my mouth for a taste. Gemma could have been the queen of my schools homecoming court, picking me out of all the first-year girls to sit next to her on the dais. Im so glad youre here, she said as she released me. My heart pounded in disappointment at letting her go. Well have fun together.


  


  And we did. From the moment she took me under her wing, I had invitations aplenty and more friends than I could want. She took me to her church, set me up with her favorite hair stylist, and recommended her neighbors teenage son for keeping my lawn mowed and weeds clipped.


  Every time Gemma passed by, I wanted to touch her. And yet, for some reason, I kept the desire to myself. Why? I dont like girls, I said at first. This is an overgrown girl crush. But each time I saw her, the desire grew stronger. I found myself making up reasons to get close to her. Whether that meant joining the new member class or sharing teaching duties for the adult forum, I fell under Gemmas spell.


  I became, not her best friend, but her best attendant. The girl who took care of her plants while she traveled, and brought hotdishes for her illnesses and gelatin molds for her root canals.


  The phone rings again. Celine! Its Cindy this time, gruff Cindy who has never warmed up to me. Gemma tells me to give her time, but I cant see the tender heart Gemma finds in everyone. Its Gemmas birthday next month. How about throwing her a party?


  Im pleased beyond all reason. Not just to do something for Gemma, but that Cindy asked me. Yes! I fight to keep the shout to a decorous level. Here? I can make a cake, and...


  That would be great. Cindy is the most generous woman I have ever met, including even Gemma, but she hates entertaining. She only invites Gemma to her house, and only if Gemma is alone. Ill make a flower arrangement, and I thought you could plan a menu. Millys going to bring frozen shots no matter what we say.


  At the same moment, my doorbell rings and I cross the hallway to let Nancy in.


  Im so sorry! She holds out a pan of cold lasagna. I hate to bother you when you must be getting ready, but you know how it goes.


  Dont worry. I wave Nancy in and nod even though Cindy cant hear me. Nancys here because her oven broke and she needs to bake her lasagna. How about if I ask her and we can all chat tonight? We can get Gemma to look for papers in Millys office or something.


  Gotta go. Gemmas here. Cindy hangs up without answering my question. I stifle my irritation. Thats how she is. She doesnt mean to be rude.


  Nancy follows me into the kitchen. So, tell me about Gemmas birthday party, she says. What do you have planned?


  I turn the oven knob to three-fifty for preheating, and I dont know whether to laugh or cry. I get to be the center of plans for Gemmas special day, but I dont get to be her girlfriend. Or her one-night stand. Stop it, Celine! Or even her best friend. How can I have everything I ever wanted, but nothing I actually need?


  Chapter Seven


  May 2015


  


  Lorelei: That was a lovely post you put up today. Im glad youre coming to a better understanding of yourself and what you want from the lifestyle.


  starrygirl793: Wow, thank you. I didnt expect to hear from you again.


  Lorelei: Here I am.


  starrygirl793: Im sorry things didnt work out with babygirlnessa.


  Lorelei: Thank you.


  starrygirl793: Do you mind if I ask a question?


  Lorelei: Go ahead.


  starrygirl793: Why do you think some relationships work out and others dont?


  Lorelei: In general?


  starrygirl793: Yes.


  Lorelei: Ive worked with many girls over the years. There are a lot of reasons, but generally I think people arent self-aware. They think theyre doing or saying something, but their actions dont match.


  starrygirl793: What do you mean?


  Lorelei: Well, sometimes a girl will tell me she wants strictness. Consistency. She wants limits and to feel safe.


  starrygirl793: I can understand that.


  Lorelei: So she wants me to set rules for her. Basic babygirl rules, like bedtime and chores and so on. But then she finds out she doesnt like having them, after all.


  starrygirl793: I can understand that, too. Im not sure Id want someone deciding those things for me.


  Lorelei: Sure. But instead of saying she wants to reconsider the terms of the relationship, she regresses to infantile behavior. Pouting. Arguing. Talking back.


  starrygirl793: Isnt part of being a babygirl that you act kind of, well, babyish?


  Lorelei: Hm, thats a good question. Not necessarily.


  starrygirl793: But its not really an adult thing, needing someone elses orders to go to bed, right?


  Lorelei: That depends on how you define adult. Sometimes being an adult is recognizing what you need.


  starrygirl793: What if someone doesnt want that?


  Lorelei: Want what?


  starrygirl793: Bedtime, chores, rules. Is that a requirement for you?


  Lorelei: Thats generally part of being a babygirl, yes. Not always. But if someone doesnt want that aspect of the relationship, they need to be adult enough to negotiate the terms differently. Instead I get pouting and tantrums which, frankly, is about as fun as a root canal without anesthetic. Not that Ive ever had one.


  starrygirl793: Me, either, thank God.


  Lorelei: Why are you curious?


  starrygirl793: Youve been talking with me for a couple of months now, and you seem so amazing. Im not sucking up. Really, youre so kind and thoughtful, even if sometimes you ARE scary (no matter what you say). Then I see you break up with a girl, and I wonder why it didnt work.


  starrygirl793: Sorry, I know its none of my business. I just wonder.


  Lorelei: Youve been watching me a lot more than I realized. Also, youre perceptive.


  starrygirl793: Not in a creepy way! I didnt freak you out again, did I?


  Lorelei: No, but I admit youve touched on a nerve. I wonder the same thing. Why dont these girls work out? I think Im being careful and holding back, but I still get disappointed each time.


  starrygirl793: But there are so many people who would love to be with you.


  Lorelei: Its usually not about me. They want this fantasy, or this idea of what they think a mistress will be. They dont want an actual live human being, someone who will care enough about them to do the right thing.


  starrygirl793: Wow, I had no idea. I mean, you are so popular and always have such a crowd around you.


  Lorelei: Its always different on the outside versus the inside, isnt it? *Smiles* But enough about me. What happened with your friend?


  starrygirl793: Um. I still havent told her yet.


  Lorelei: starrygirl!


  starrygirl793: I know! I wanted to. I tried, several times, but she didnt take the hint.


  Lorelei: What did she say?


  Lorelei: starry!


  starrygirl793: If I dont tell you, will you get mad?


  Lorelei: You are always free to make your own choices. You dont belong to me.


  starrygirl793: So you will be mad.


  Lorelei: How many times do I have to tell you? Im only mad at girls who earn the right to receive it.


  starrygirl793: You always say that to me, but I dont understand. Why would I want you mad at me?


  Lorelei: Youre deflecting.


  starrygirl793: No, honestly, I want to know.


  Lorelei: Ill answer your question but then were returning to MY question.


  starrygirl793: Okay.


  Lorelei: If I get mad at someone, it means I care enough about her to care what she does. Even more, its important enough to affect me. If I dont, nothing she does can make me mad.


  starrygirl793: Im sorry, I dont get it. I would hate for you to be mad at me.


  Lorelei: Think about it. Do you get more upset if your mom is mad at you, or some random stranger?


  starrygirl793: Ha! Good point. I HATE when my mom gives me the silent treatment.


  Lorelei: Because you care more about her, right?


  starrygirl793: Yes, I see. But people must make you annoyed in ordinary life, even if theyre not your sub.


  Lorelei: Oh, sure! But thats a quick kind of anger. If someone is mine, her behavior reflects on me. I also take the responsibility to teach her right and wrong.


  starrygirl793: I hope you wont take this the wrong way, but I think it must be a little hard to be your sub.


  starrygirl793: Crap. You ARE offended.


  starrygirl793: I didnt mean it. Lets talk about something else.


  Lorelei: Its okay. Im thinking.


  starrygirl793: Okay.


  starrygirl793: About what?


  Lorelei: Youre probably right?


  starrygirl793: For a change!


  Lorelei *Smiles* Watch it, sassy.


  starrygirl793: Im starrygirl, not sassygirl.


  Lorelei: *Lifts your chin and tilts it up as I gaze into your eyes, watching you silently*


  starrygirl793: omg


  Lorelei: *Waits for you to think of an appropriate reply*


  starrygirl793: Um. I love you?


  Lorelei: Not even close.


  starrygirl793: Are you joking? Or serious?


  Lorelei: *Releases you and stands back, waiting* How did that feel?


  starrygirl793: Like Im back in third grade and the teacher found a dirty comic book stashed behind my math book!


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Good.


  starrygirl793: *Lets out my breath* You must be very good.


  Lorelei: At what?


  starrygirl793: Role play.


  Lorelei: Yes, I would consider myself good at that.


  starrygirl793: Do you think we could try sometime?


  Lorelei: You mean with the mistress who is difficult to be a sub for?


  starrygirl793: Uh. Foot. Mouth. They like each other, I guess.


  Lorelei: LOL.


  starrygirl793: *Phew* At least I can make you laugh.


  Lorelei: Im surprised you havent found someone local to play with yet. Youre new, but you can be charming when you want to be.


  starrygirl793: If I could just get my friend to take my hints...


  Lorelei: Ah, yes. Your friend.


  starrygirl793: Crap. I didnt mean to bring her up again.


  Lorelei: No, Im sure not. Since you have, that reminds me of our previous conversation. You lied to me, didnt you?


  Lorelei: starrygirl, I expect an answer.


  Lorelei: starrygirl?


  starrygirl793: Sorry! My computer froze.


  Lorelei: Honestly? Or you got scared?


  starrygirl793: Crap! How did you know?


  Lorelei: What did I tell you about lying?


  starrygirl793: Why do I always get myself in trouble?


  Lorelei: Why cant you answer a simple question?


  starrygirl793: *Sighs*


  Lorelei: Im waiting, starrygirl.


  starrygirl793: Will you stop talking to me if I tell you the truth?


  Lorelei: I might.


  Lorelei: But if you lie again, I will most certainly stop talking to you.


  starrygirl793: Okay. This is the truth. I lied to you but not for a bad reason. I didnt know how to talk to you, and it was the only way I could think of. And about lying now, I thought youd get mad, no matter what you say about that, if I said yes.


  Lorelei: Why did you lie to me? There are any number of other mistresses you could have talked to.


  starrygirl793: Because...


  Lorelei: Yes?


  starrygirl793: Because I liked you. I cant say more than that. I liked you from the minute I saw you.


  Lorelei: My profile photo is a bouquet of flowers. You were attracted to silk flower arrangements?


  starrygirl793: No! I mean, you seemed so normal. Kind. Gentle.


  Lorelei: Well, there goes my PR efforts. If word gets out, Im finished as a mistress.


  starrygirl793: Phew, youre laughing.


  Lorelei: *Smiles* What I dont understand is how you still get so nervous. Im not your mistress. Youre not my sub. We just chat, thats all.


  starrygirl793: Um...


  Lorelei: Is this your way of telling me you wish to become my sub?


  starrygirl793: No!


  Lorelei: It is traditional for the Domme to ask, but often she will wait for the girl to show readiness.


  starrygirl793: *Sighs* Okay. Ill be honest. There are things about me that, if you knew, would make you not want to take me on.


  Lorelei: Probably true of everyone, and to be frank Im not looking at the moment.


  starrygirl793: I know. Im not asking.


  Lorelei: But there is something more, correct? From you, I always sense so much thats unstated. Its as if you think three thoughts but only tell me one.


  starrygirl793: Maybe more like four. Or five.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Or ten. Still waters run deep.


  starrygirl793: If things were different and if I were in a situation where I could, I would love the chance to try being your sub. As long as it didnt mean bedtime and things like that.


  Lorelei: Sweetheart, youre a thoughtful, intelligent, and funny young lady. And if you were to become my sub, not that Im saying it will happen, we would have long talks about what youre seeking and what I could provide. Its negotiation, not a one-way street.


  starrygirl793: I see. So you wouldnt object if someone didnt want bedtimes and such?


  Lorelei: Id object more if you were married or looking for this as a way to have a one-time fling.


  starrygirl793: Oh, no! Nothing like that. Im single. Wish I werent.


  Lorelei: *Sigh* I hear you.


  starrygirl793: And Im not really a young lady. Im 33.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Yes, I know. But when a mistress calls you young lady, the correct response is yes, maam.


  starrygirl793: Not yes, Mistress?


  Lorelei: You have to earn the right to call me Mistress.


  starrygirl793: I have so much to learn!


  Lorelei: Indeed, you do. I wish I could invite you down for a visit sometime, but I know you arent able to do that.


  starrygirl793: Wow, me? Youd want to invite me?


  Lorelei: I know. Its far from Michigan. Im not pushing anything on you. Ive just enjoyed getting to know you.


  starrygirl793: Wow. I am so flattered.


  Lorelei: Forgive me. I shouldnt have brought it up.


  starrygirl793: No, I wish I could!


  Lorelei: Its all right, dear.


  starrygirl793: Im sorry.


  Lorelei: No apologies, remember?


  Chapter Eight


  August 2015


  


  Gemma! Cindy! Come on in. Lissa must have had to work late. So glad you brought your chili! You can take everything into the kitchen. Nancys riding with Celine because her oven went out. Milly bustles us into the kitchen crammed with guests, bowls, and enough food to feed three times as many women who attend the potlucks. She takes Cindys potato salad and sets it on the counter. I couldnt get the fireball shots to set yet, so theyre still in the freezer. Just to be safe, I made Jell-O shots as well. You dont mind vodka, do you?


  I lift my hand to hide a smile. Milly looks like someone out of Little House on the Prairie, but she insists on alcohol at every get-together. Shes known as the Ambassador for Lutherans because the local Baptists point her out. You must not be Baptist, a new clerk at the Spirit Shop told her once, and the line has stuck with her ever since. Shes our billboard for why people should join Faith Lutheran instead of St. Johns Baptist.


  Then again, Pastor Mark isnt so keen on the idea.


  Oh, thats gorgeous! Setting my enormous blue-rimmed crockpot on the counter and plugging it in, I catch sight of Hannahs latest crocheting project. Two layers of white yarn ruffle from underneath a narrow pink ribbon, attached to a crisscross pattern of pink and white squares. When is your grandbaby due?


  Hannah pushes up her red plastic glasses and peers at her latest stitches. Just after Christmas. Im trying a new pattern, and darned if I cant get the edges to come out even. I was hoping Penny could give it a look.


  Penny, our undisputed queen of all things crochet, waves from across the room where shes arranging mixed nuts into one dish and peppermints into another. She adjusts her cross pendant made of tigers eye. She has a new necklace almost every time I see her. She loved a jeweled heart necklace from her daughter one year, and now she receives necklaces for every birthday and holiday. I told you its fine. Get through the first row, and youll see it works itself out.


  Milly bustles back in, handing Cindy and me tiny plastic cups of Jell-O. Green for me and red for Cindy, with teeny-tiny spoons to match. Go ahead. See if theyre any good.


  Id protest I hate Jell-O shots, but no one will listen. I make a face at Cindy, who downs hers and offers me her empty cup in exchange for my full one. She can handle alcohol better than I, and she prefers Jell-O to creamier shots. Phew! she exclaims. You didnt skimp on the vodka, did you?


  Ill have another one, Hannah calls out. She accepts a yellow cup from Milly, screws up her face, and swallows it in one gulp.


  You guys, I giggle. Were supposed to talk church business. And decide about the Advent schedule. Are you going to get drunk before we pretend to work?


  Teacher Gemmas at it again, Penny chides. The women tease me because theyre a few decades older, but they still expect me to handle the administrative work. Then they tease me for doing so. Herding cats, thats what I call it. Penny continues, scolding in her gentle way. Martin Luther held his meetings in pubs. Its a grand Lutheran tradition to discuss theology while inebriated.


  Everyone laughs, and I give a wry smile. This is why I begin Advent planning in August. Sure, but worship details are hardly theology.


  Penny ignores me. If youd have your own Jell-O shot instead of giving it to Cindy, youd have more fun.


  I blush so hard I dont know where to look, and everyone breaks into laughter. Even Milly.


  Again? You can just say no, you know. She hands me a flour sack dish towel and points me to the sink. If youre not going to get drunk like a good Lutheran, be a good martyr and dry the dishes. Well need three trays for the meat and cheese plus crackers.


  Millys old enough to be my mother, but sometimes she feels more like a sister. Other times, I dont know how I got lucky enough to earn acceptance into this circle of friends. Penny, are you coming to the beach tomorrow or not? We need an extra car if you do. I take the dish towel and pick up the heavy, cut-glass tray. Millys good dishes are a million years old and more valuable than my head. Id rather sweep her floor than handle her precious crystal, but she trusts me.


  Sorry were late! Nancy bursts into the front hallway with zippered insulated bag. The lasagna took extra time, and Celine and I had to discuss plans for She glances at me and pales. I wonder what Ive done wrong this time. Maybe I shouldnt scold so much, but Loreleis voice comes out when I least expect it.


  For the new garden, Celine offers in her gentle way. She takes the bag and unzips the steaming pan of lasagna. Pastor Mark thinks its time we get rid of the annuals for good and invest in permanent flowers. Or shrubs, or something that wont die every time the weather gets too hot. Maybe Nate and a few others could put up a pergola by the childrens play area so we could plant some flowers in the shade.


  What children? Hannah objects. We cant get more than eight kids on a good day for Sunday school.


  We cant get children if we arent equipped for them, Penny points out. Celine nods. We have at least one member die per year, and were not getting enough new ones to replace them.


  Milly hands Hannah the dried trays. The meat and cheese are on the counter, and you can use the serving forks next to the packages. She tosses her own dish towel over her shoulder and slips on an orange mitt before opening the oven. The day a church cant talk about anything besides its own membership is the day a church dies.


  It would help if we could shut down some of the arguments before they happen. Hannah slides the cubes of cheddar, American, and Swiss cheese onto one side of the tray before spearing slices of ham, pastrami, and summer sausage. She arranges the meat and cheese from lightest to darkest in concentric circles.


  Nate gets awful, doesnt he? Milly takes out a bubbling cherry pie, the edges of the pie crust perfectly crimped and the lattices woven into artwork. I wish I could take a photo to remember how a good pie should look, but whats the point? Ill never be allowed to bring anything besides chili, anyway. Here, someone take out the trivet and Ill set this aside for later.


  She returns to the oven to pull out a golden loaf of bread, crusty with three slashes across the top. My mouth waters at the sight of Millys specialty. Shes taught me how to make it a dozen times, but I can never get the same texture or flavor. Maybe thats the real reason I get stuck with chili duty. That looks amazing! I take out a wood-and-ceramic trivet for the baking stone, and she sets down her prize. The bread will be perfect for dunking in the chili.


  Celine unwraps the plastic from her platter of deviled eggs, and everyone stands back to admire the spread of lasagna, four kinds of hotdish, green salads, fruit salads, Cindys beloved cherry pie filling salad, multigrain crackers next to the tray of meat and cheese, my chili, and too many desserts to comprehend. Hannah made her eclairs, and Pennys shortbread cookies decorate her favorite green and white plate. We hold hands, as we always do, and Milly leads us in the Doxology we have sung from the beginning of time.


  Praise God, from Whom all blessings flow;


  Praise Him, all creatures here below;


  Praise Him above, ye heavenly host;


  Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.


  Amen.


  I wince, as I always do, at calling God Him, but I shrug it off. This is my church, my people, and my family. We squeeze each others hands in a circle of connection and community, and something catches in my throat. This is my tribe. My chosen ones.


  Celine sidles up and hands me one of Millys rose-painted plates. I was wondering, she says in that shy, soft way she has of pushing words out one at a time. Im surprised shes approached me in front of everyone else. Normally, she stays in the background. She takes charge to help someone, but that is all.


  Yes? I pick up a pink paper napkin wrapped around a spoon, fork, and butter knife. Milly thinks of everything. I dont know if we have money for a pergola.


  No! I mean, yes, of course. Actually, I read Forty Shades of Gray last week, and it was interesting. What did you think?


  The conversation grinds to a halt. Everyone looks at me, and I could shove Celine into the next room. What is she thinking? Can the Faith women tell my secret from what must be a Rudolph-worthy blush? A few of the women mentioned the book last month, and I avoided the topic altogether. I cant talk about the topic without giving away my knowledge. I dont know.


  I think its a lovely romance, Celine offers. Do you want to borrow my copy? The writing is a bit strange, but I think the bondage and


  Look! I exclaim in a strangled voice. Arent Millys new juice glasses darling? Where did you get them?


  Milly purses her lips as if wondering whether to ask if I have a fever. As a gift for our wedding fifty-two years ago. You know that.


  Right. I, um, Ill be right back.


  Breathing hard, I set down my empty plate and run to the powder room, Millys pride and joy. Everything shimmers with flecks of gold, from the taps to the large mirror and to the gold-leaf wallpaper. Stripes of gold-embossed plant-like swirls stand against a grayish green background, and her ecru towels display their gold-thread monograms of MKJ and NDJ. Mildred Katherine Johnson and Nathan David Johnson. Theyre probably the towels received as wedding gifts, too. Never used. Milly sets out a stack of cream-colored cloths, meant for use as guest towels. One per guest, then laundered and ironed for future use. Staring into the gilt-edged mirror, I open my eyes wide and turn my head from side to side.


  Do I look like the kind of person whos hiding an entire online secret? Two, if you count Stella, but I dont. Cindy bears the blame for that one. On the other hand, babygirljessica, babygirlnessa, all of the other babygirls, and now starrygirl793. Ive kept my lives separate until now, but this starrygirl793 intrigues me in ways the others have not. She is the first not to leap into a relationship and make demands. Despite lying to her friend, that is. But am I any better? Here I am, lying to the women I count as family.


  I could never tell them. What I do isnt wrong, but its not for public knowledge. What would they think, really? The shots and silliness are one thing. Celine might think Forty Shades is interesting, but Id terrify her if she knew.


  Forty Shades. Didnt starrygirl793 mention that, too? I curse the silly book and movie that have brought my secret pleasure into the mainstream. Some of my peers applaud how its increased awareness and acceptance of kink, but I would rather stay in the shadows. As Lorelei, I command and demand obedience. As Gemma, I want everyone to get along. Who needs these selves to merge?


  Lorelei lets me be free. Online, or even when the babygirls visitalthough the visits tend to fail rather than the oppositeI dont have to worry what others think. I strive to be a good and responsible mistress, but I play a role and everyone knows that. Lorelei cant disappoint people, even if she makes them mad by not giving in to their tantrums.


  I wash my hands, although theyre not dirty, and pat dry with the piece of cloth. Thoughtful Milly, anticipating everyones need. Holding onto this bit of her love soothes me, and my thumping heart slows to normal.


  Its okay. No one knows Im Lorelei. I can return to the kitchen as Gemma, slightly prudish church lady who wont drink Jell-O shots and insists on deciding special music and childrens sermons four months early.


  I wish I had Loreleis confidence to uphold me, but instead I smile at my reflection. Gemma, plain old Gemma, will have to do.


  Youre fine, Gemma. Your secret is safe.


  Chapter Nine
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  When Gemma turns white, I could bite out my tongue. Doesnt Lorelei understand how many times Ive tried to broach the topic with her alter ego? Doesnt she see how hard Gemma makes it for me to tell her? Ive tried to talk in every way possible about her secret life, but she shuts me down. I thought Forty Shades would do it. Even Milly and Penny read it! When I tell Gemma its a lovely romance, instead of calming down she makes a nonsensical comment about Millys glasses and bolts out of the room.


  Whats wrong with Gemma today? Milly takes off her bifocals and stares at her crystal juice glasses. Shes come here a million times in the past fifteen years. Why ask about my glasses now?


  It is my fault, of course. Its something I said, I think. I shouldnt have brought up that book.


  Milly shrugs as she pats the bread, testing whether its cool enough for slicing. She does get funny when the books mentioned. Personally, I think the story was a bit harsh, but I dont fault the young folks for wanting fun. Why, when Nate and I were dating, my daddy would have gotten his rifle if he knew what we were up to. Then again, he almost did.


  Milly teases but never tells. She hints at a wild courtship ending in a near-shotgun marriage, but she wont give the details.


  Really? Did you ever try any of…whats that called? What they do in the book. Hannah, baby blanket crocheting Hannah, liked the story the most. Its romantic, isnt it? Shes the one who bought the first copy and passed it around our circle while reading the entire trilogy.


  Milly gets a dreamy look on her face, as if she is remembering her wild days. Time enough to tell when Bella and Liam are old enough to hear it.


  Aw, cmon! Your grandbabies live four hundred miles away. Hannah doesnt mind what her grandchildren know about her. Then again, her oldest is four.


  Cindy remains oddly silent, setting food onto her plate and distancing herself from the conversation. Shes gruff and take-charge in private, but in group settings she prefers the background. Glancing at her, I realize. Cindy knows. She knows, and she doesnt want to lie or give Gemma away.


  Milly picks up the serrated bread knife and slides it through the loaf. While we do have her out of the room, lets talk party. What did you decide?


  She means me. Not Cindy, the best friend, but Celine the best friend-zoned friend. Why not a Forty Shades party? I could smack myself, but the words come out before my brain engages. Its too late to take it back, though, and the others laugh. Even Cindy.


  What do you mean? Handcuffs and whips? Hannah perks up. Think we could get someone to demonstrate?


  Help! If only they knew they had someone capable of demonstrating, right in their midst. Pastor Mark wouldnt like it, I point out. While well-loved, he has quashed many ideas he feels would diminish the dignity of Faith.


  Its not a church party. Hannah takes a square plate and lays each slice of bread in a spiral. Were not holding it at Faith, right?


  Celine offered her house, Cindy agrees. She waves aside Hannahs proffered bread. No, thanks. Docs after me to watch my blood sugar.


  Me, too. Penny hesitates before accepting her slice. Whatever. Ill be good tomorrow.


  I think a Forty Shades theme would be cute, Nancy pipes up. Celine and I talked about a few ideas while my lasagna was in her oven, but we couldnt decide on anything.


  Flowers, I manage in a strangled voice. Gemma loves flowers. We could do flowers from the year she was born until now.


  No one dignifies my idea with a response. Hold on. Maybe shes not comfortable with this whole idea. We dont want to offend her. Wine? Penny holds out a bottle of Zinfandel blush.


  Yes, please. I need something to keep me steady. Penny does a double take but pours me a glass. Im too new to the group to have celebrated Gemmas birthday before, but the Faith women take birthdays seriously. I was feted within an inch of my life a few months ago, and of course Gemma spearheaded that effort. What did you do last year?


  Milly looks to Cindy, who shrugs. She wanted a fleece-making party.


  A what? The sweet wine lightens my head and eases the sickness in my stomach.


  She asked us to all bring fleece so we could finish the edges and give the blankets to the Mary Magdalene House. The one that takes care of kids whore victims of domestic violence. Cindy gets a defensive expression. Dont blame me. That was all I could get out of her.


  Milly nods at me. And why youre in charge this year, Celine. No more work parties! Gemmas getting her bash whether she likes it or not.


  Cindys not allowed to plan any more parties, Penny agrees.


  I never wanted to in the first place! Cindy retreats to resume her conversation with a few of the other women, her Dont talk to me walls in place.


  I sigh. Because I like Gemma, Ive tried to become friends with Cindy. No matter what I do, I still offend her. Just being around other people can offend her, sometimes. Yet she would lie down in front of a bus if it meant protecting Gemma. I envy that. Cindy lets few into her life, and she and Lissa appear separately in public. Something about Gemma elicited her protection, though, and she will do anything for her best friend.


  I dont want to be Gemmas best friend, or Cindys, either. But I wish I could share that part of Gemmas life.


  You could make up a fake name and stalk her, too. Staring down at my full plate, I let out a sigh. How can I expect Gemma, or even Cindy, to care for me when I dont have the courage to say who I am?
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  Lorelei: Are you there?


  starrygirl793: Hi! Yes, I am. I just got home.


  Lorelei: Me, too. I was thinking about something we talked about earlier.


  starrygirl793: Yes? I wanted to tell you something, too.


  Lorelei: Go ahead.


  starrygirl793: I think we shouldnt talk anymore.


  Lorelei: What? Why?


  starrygirl793: I cant tell my friend what I found. Itll embarrass her and invade her privacy, and I cant do it. Ill pretend I never found out her secret and stay friends with her anyway. I was going to tell you before deleting my account. Thank you for being nice to me.


  Lorelei: Wait.


  starrygirl793: Okay.


  Lorelei: I think I was wrong about that.


  starrygirl793: Really?


  Lorelei: Yes, something happened to me today.


  starrygirl793: Its okay. I dont want to pry into your life.


  Lorelei: No, I want to tell you. I cant tell my friends in real life, and the babygirls dont want to hear this kind of thing from their mistress.


  starrygirl793: But you dont even know me.


  Lorelei: I know, but I trust you.


  starrygirl793: I dont mean to be rude, but why do you trust me? Im just someone on the internet. I could be lying to you.


  Lorelei: Thats true. Are you?


  starrygirl793: There are things about me that I cant tell you.


  Lorelei: Thats true for me, too.


  starrygirl793: *Sigh* Okay. Im glad to listen, but I dont want to cross boundaries.


  Lorelei: I went to a potluck for my church, where no one but my best friend knows about the Lorelei side of me, and theres this woman in my circle.


  starrygirl793: Are you sure you should be telling me this?


  Lorelei: Its nothing TMI, I promise. Anyway, she asked about FSOG.


  starrygirl793: FSOG?


  Lorelei: Forty Shades of Gray. You know, the books and the movie.


  starrygirl793: Oh, right.


  Lorelei: Anyway, she asked in front of all my friends and I panicked. I would hate for everyone to find out. Afterward, I realized maybe your friend feels the same way. You tried to tell her, didnt you?


  starrygirl793: Yes. So many times.


  Lorelei: Maybe she didnt listen because she doesnt want to hear.


  starrygirl793: I think so, too.


  Lorelei: This woman at church, she is so sweet. Shed be horrified to find out about me.


  starrygirl793: Maybe not. You said people at your church were okay with it, right?


  Lorelei: Oh, the book is something different. They dont know what its like for real.


  starrygirl793: Im still not sure its a good idea for us to keep talking.


  Lorelei: Why not?


  starrygirl793: Because I cant tell you my real name, or exactly where I live, or what I do. We cant meet in real life. I love talking to you, but isnt the internet this made-up place where nothing is real? After we talked last time, I did a lot of thinking. I thought by coming to Kinklife I could understand my friend better. I did, but for some reason she wont let me in. I think I should respect her secrets. But I wish she knew how much Id love to share them with her.


  Lorelei: Of course. I should have realized.


  starrygirl793: What?


  Lorelei: Youre in love with her.


  Lorelei: Thats why this bothers you so much. Is that why you dont want to visit me?


  Lorelei: starrygirl?


  Lorelei: You dont have to visit me. If this conversation makes you uncomfortable, we can talk about something else or stop altogether. If you need to delete your account, thats okay. I hope you know, though, how much I enjoy talking with you and would miss you if you left.


  starrygirl793: Really?


  Lorelei: Really.


  starrygirl793: Even if we never meet in person?


  Lorelei: A mistress has many girls clamoring for attention. Mistress colleagues for support and mutual education. Not so many friends.


  starrygirl793: Wow, you think of me as a friend.


  Lorelei: Yes.


  starrygirl793: Even though I cant tell you everything about myself?


  Lorelei: Thats enough, starrygirl. I said yes. Continue questioning me, and Ill take you across my knee.


  starrygirl793: OMG!


  Lorelei: Yes, thats an offer. *Smiles*


  starrygirl793: I would love to! Its just that...


  Lorelei: Youre afraid of the big bad Lorelei? Thats fine.


  starrygirl793: Hehe. No. I mean yes, but thats not why. It just wouldnt feel right, not now.


  Lorelei: Okay. I respect that.


  starrygirl793: But, um, could you tell me what might happen if you did?


  Lorelei: *Laughs* You really want to know?


  starrygirl793: Yes, please! If you dont mind.


  Lorelei: It would depend whether you need pleasure or punishment.


  starrygirl793: Punishment, please. I feel so bad about everything with my friend.


  Lorelei: No ballet studio, then?


  starrygirl793: No, maam. Not for this.


  Lorelei: Would you want the setup of a confession and the talk that goes along with it, or just the punishment?


  starrygirl793: I think punishment. Id like to not feel guilty anymore. Ive tried as hard as I can to do the right thing, but it never works out.


  Lorelei: What would take away your guilt?


  starrygirl793: I honestly dont know how. What would you do?


  Lorelei: Since youve expressed interest in spanking, and because youre so new, Id likely take you across my knee to give you some swats with my hand. Over your clothes.


  starrygirl793: That doesnt sound too bad! Okay.


  Lorelei: Id see how you reacted and how well you settled in. Sometimes people are too embarrassed to give in to the scene. Others melt right away. It can be hard, allowing someone else to take control of what happens to you.


  starrygirl793: Honestly? Right now that sounds wonderful. I feel like someone else would make better decisions for me than I am.


  Lorelei: Thats the essence of D/s.


  starrygirl793: Wow. And I thought it was bedtimes and figging.


  Lorelei: Oh, figging! How could I forget! To truly punish you, of course we would need a nice root inside of you to inspire submission and humility.


  starrygirl793: Wait, what?


  Lorelei: Youd squirm, biting your lip in distress while trying not to give away how much it hurt. Youd hate to let me down, but youd feel exposed and oh-so-vulnerable allowing a grown woman to take control of your most secret places.


  starrygirl793: Holy cow.


  Lorelei: Afterward, as the burn faded, you might cry from exhaustion and relief, and Id cuddle you. If youd behaved well, that is.


  starrygirl793: Couldnt we skip the in between and go straight to the cuddling?


  Lorelei: Spoken like a true brat!


  starrygirl793: Im not a brat, I swear. And do you really do figging the first time?


  Lorelei: *Laughs* I was teasing you.


  starrygirl793: OMG! Now whos the brat?


  Lorelei: *Grins* You know the consequences for calling a mistress a brat, right?


  starrygirl793: Um...no?


  Lorelei: Go to the corner, place your hands on your head, and stand there for five minutes.


  starrygirl793: Here? Online?


  Lorelei: No. In real life, in your home.


  starrygirl793: *Gulps*


  starrygirl793: Youre teasing me again, right?


  Lorelei: Do you want me to be?


  starrygirl793: Okay okay, Im going.


  Lorelei: *Waits, watching the naughty girl squirming in the corner while pretending not to peek to see if shes being watched.*


  starrygirl793: Crap! How did you know??


  Lorelei: *Laughs* This isnt my first time.


  starrygirl793: Uh, yeah. Its mine. That was EMBARRASSING!


  Lorelei: *Smiles* Good.


  starrygirl793: Good??


  Lorelei: Yes.


  starrygirl793: Why?


  Lorelei: Because you took it seriously.


  starrygirl793: I felt stupid, to be honest. I closed my blinds but I still panicked, thinking someone might see me and think Id gone crazy!


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Thats okay. Most people feel that way the first time.


  starrygirl793: Lorelei?


  starrygirl793: I mean, uh? Maam? What should I call you?


  Lorelei: Lorelei is fine. Go ahead.


  starrygirl793: Do you ever date the girls who submit to you?


  Lorelei: No, not usually.


  starrygirl793: Why not?


  starrygirl793: Sorry if that was too personal.


  Lorelei: Well, actually, I havent told many people this, but Ive met someone.


  starrygirl793: Oh.


  starrygirl793: Thats great.


  Lorelei: Thank you. I met her on a vanilla dating site, so Im not sure how it will go.


  starrygirl793: Whats a vanilla site?


  Lorelei: People who arent interested in kink. So, not us.


  starrygirl793: Hehe.


  Lorelei: She seems really nice. A bit judgmental and a little more crass. She lives in Seattle, so nothing might come of it. Weve talked on the phone for a few days, and weve hit it off. More than I expected.


  starrygirl793: I hope it works out.


  Lorelei: Thank you. Actually, shes going to call me soon.


  starrygirl793: Oh, I see. I wont bother you anymore.


  Lorelei: No, no. It was wonderful to chat. I was shaken after the potluck tonight, and I wanted to talk to someone about it. Thank you for listening.


  starrygirl793: I didnt do anything, but Im glad if it helped. And I hope you find the person who is perfect for you.


  Lorelei: Thank you.


  starrygirl793: Dont your girls ever get jealous?


  Lorelei: Honestly? As long as I do what they want, Im not sure they care. Its not about me.


  starrygirl793: Can I say something?


  Lorelei: Sure.


  starrygirl793: That sounds kind of sad.


  starrygirl793: I dont mean in a bad way.


  starrygirl793: *Sigh* Ill go now.


  Lorelei: No, you startled me. Its okay. Why do you think its sad?


  starrygirl793: I mean, you take all this time to care about them, but they dont reciprocate? Dont you want to be mistress to a girl who would care about you just as much, if not more?


  Lorelei: Oh, Im not putting them down. Theyre very sweet. Loving, too. They send me gifts and all of that. I hope Im not giving the wrong impression.


  starrygirl793: Not at all! You are always kind. I wish you could get back as much as you give to others.


  Lorelei: Thank you, dear. Oh, sorry. Theres the phone. Thanks again for listening.


  starrygirl793: Anytime.
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  Hello? Im more nervous than I want to let on.


  Sorry Im late, Gemma! Work was a killer today. Stellas voice booms with friendly enthusiasm. Have you forgiven me?


  For being late? Sure. For taking phone numbers from my best friend? Not so much.


  She laughs. Cindy emailed and said youd never give your phone number, but I should call anyway. It worked, didnt it?


  I laugh as well. Ive never talked to anyone online this fast. Usually we wait a good long time, or we dont do it at all. Kicking back in my chair, I turn on the speaker phone and knot my fingers together. Im still breathless from the conversation with starrygirl. Shes new, obviously, but she has such tenderness. No ones ever asked what I get out of a relationship before. I wish I could invite her to Florida, but I sigh. Its probably just as well. If she met me in person, starrygirl would become another babygirljessica or babygirlnessa or any of the girls who have come and gone. Oops! I havent been paying attention. Again. What was Stella saying? Something about her day at work.


  So I told Craig if he ever pulls that stunt again, Ill have his ass on a platter.


  Whos Craig? What did he do? I wince at her crassness, but jumping into the middle of her monologue makes it difficult to judge. Oh, no! That sounds awful.


  Yes. Her voice warms. But enough about me and my rotten day. What about you? How was your chili?


  I laugh. I decided if they insist on Gemmas chili for every single potluck, theyll get the chili Gemma wants to make. So I made white chili instead of red, and you should have heard the complaints. It was as if Id brought cookies and fruit juice for communion.


  Stella breaks into a laugh of her own. It sounds like so much fun. Her voice grows wistful.


  It is. Are you sure you dont want to try a church near you? You never know what youll find. Thats the one sticking point with Stella. I dont mean to push her, but I want to date a Christian. Then again, a few phone calls dont equal dating. I havent even met her in person, after all.


  Its not like that here. People arent religious, not like where you are.


  I consider that. Ive lived most of my life in Florida, and all of my family is religious. I never thought about it, or at least not until I met Stella. Church is church, right? Geez, Gemma. Could you sound more preachy? I mean, its fine if youre not interested. I was curious.


  Thankfully, she doesnt sound offended. Maybe if I found the right church. For the right woman.


  My heart stops. Before I can let myself process her words, I blurt out the one topic Id hoped to avoid. So, you asked about the hairbrush, but its no big deal.


  She pounces on that. Your hairbrush! There was more to that story, wasnt there? I knew it had to be something special if you told me about it on the first day. I mean, its not typical. Though parking for ladybugs isnt typical, either.


  I dont want to talk about it. Great. Sound like an idiot, and a stiff one to boot.


  Gemma, you brought the hairbrush up! Im going to make it my life mission to get that story out of you.


  My mouth grows dry, and I pick up my hairbrush to stare at it. My thumb hovers over the end call button, and I debate my options. Hang up, change my phone number, and delete the online profile? I could change my email address, too. Just one reply, Cindy told me. Thats all. She hadnt warned me about the rest. How dare she hack into my profile to send Stella my phone number?


  She wants your phone number! Do it!


  No way, Cindy! Im not giving my phone number to a weirdo online.


  You do it for those fetish people.


  Thats different!


  Because someone who signs up for a spanking from a complete stranger is normal and safe, while someone else who lives a continent away and wants a simple phone call is a raving lunatic. I swear, give her your phone number or I will.


  I should have taken Cindy more seriously, but I laughed it off. A bid went through, and with it came more requests to write grants. My ladybug collection needed dusting. Everything took precedence except remembering one thing.


  Cindy never makes an idle threat.


  Gemma? Are you still there?


  The deep voice brings me back to the present. Realistically, who looks more dangerous? The woman who has an unhealthy obsession with spanking and spanking implements, or the woman who asks about one of them? Its a hairbrush. And maybe, just maybe…


  No, Gemma. You will not.


  Sorry! A work email popped up, and I had to respond. Fibber. Youd spank any of your girls for lying. What if starrygirl tried that? Im here. Ill tell you the story if you want to hear it, but it will sound silly.


  I wont laugh.


  For some reason, I believe her. Weaving the ends of my hair in between my fingers, I tug to twirl and release. My wrist will ache later, and my hair will get knotted. Without thinking, my fingers close around the hairbrush in question and I rub my thumb across the bristles. How can I explain without giving myself away? And yet, I want to give myself away.


  Actually, Stella, I love my hairbrush because I like to spank naughty girls.


  Amazing! Im a naughty girl! Will you spank me, too?


  Of course! Want to move in with me?


  Idiot. Shall I offer to rent a U-Haul for her cats, too? Then we can get our toaster. Shaking my head with a silent, mocking laugh at myself, I settle for the facts. My hair isnt as long as yours, but its thick. Its just past my shoulders, and its hard to find a good brush that wont frizz or cause static. I must sound like a lunatic, but she waits patiently. Years ago when When a babygirl I met on Kinklife gave me an expensive hairbrush as a gift. A friend wanted to give me something special, so she bought a Mason Pearson brush. You know, the kind that costs hundreds of dollars?


  Wow! Stellas either impressed or ready to hang up.


  I used it until the wood cracked. So I got another one a few years ago. No need to say what its for. But Stellas more perceptive than I thought, and her next question surprises me.


  Okay. Its a fancy brush. I get that part. But why does it matter so much to you?


  Its the million-dollar question. I can still hang up, right? I can change my phone number, kill Cindy, and forget this ever happened. Maybe I shouldnt talk with strangers when I lack self-control. It must be starrygirls fault. Shes good at listening and makes me forget boundaries. I tell her too much, and now I tell Stella too much. What if I tell you later, if youre good? I try to tease, but something of my mistress tone slips in and the line goes silent. Crap. Ive scared her off.


  If Im…good? Do you mean something might happen if Im bad?


  Holy tater tots on a stick. Did she say what I thought she said? Have I won the lottery? No. Gemma, no! Dont do it!


  Do you want it to happen, young lady?


  Gemma, you suck!


  Definite gasp, followed by some quick breaths. Would you, if I asked you nicely?


  Oh, no. No, no, no! Why do I feel as if Ive called a 1-900 number, the kind that charges several dollars per minute? Cindy, Im gonna kill you. But its a sign! No silly clingy babygirl, no fetish weirdo, just a normal grown-up wholl try out the games I like.


  Before I can respond, Lorelei takes over. She should stay in her Kinklife domain, but Stellas questions have called her out. I writhe in humiliation, but all reason has flown out the window. Not on our first phone call. Youre still in trouble for letting Cindy give you my number.


  Another gasp. And what happens when Im in trouble?


  Its like the conversation with starrygirl all over again, but with a big difference. Stellas given me her real name. I can hear her voice. Lorelei! NO!


  Would you like to come to Florida and find out for yourself?


  No one says no to Mistress Lorelei. Not even Gemma, whos supposed to be her better half. I close my eyes and pray God will save me from my own idiocy. Stella will hang up, block my phone number, and tell her friends about this crazy lady who turned Forty Shades on her. Shell escape to another dating site.


  How soon? Im in the middle of a big project right now, but I could manage a few days off next month. If youre serious, that is.


  Its my turn to gasp. I clutch the brush, wondering how we went from first hello to airline reservations. My schedules open. I flip my calendar with shaking fingers. I keep my birthday private online, so Stella wont know the date. And, frankly, I cant face another celebration. Cindys made vague threats about giving me a real party instead of a charity fundraiser this year, and Ive put her off as best as I can. If I have a visitor that weekend, no one can blame me for being antisocial. How about the weekend of the ninth? Does that work?


  If I shift a meeting earlier in the week, and if you dont mind my coming in a bit late?


  Not at all. Im a night owl. And an idiot. What if shes an axe murderer? If you fly into Orlando, I can pick you up. Its an easy drive for me, and you wont have to fuss with car rentals.


  It sounds as if she is flipping a calendar of her own. Wow, flights to Florida are cheap! Much cheaper than I expected. Theres one that arrives at five fifty-five on Friday. Id have to take off the day, but I havent taken a vacation in over a year. Theres a red-eye out at ten-fifty on Sunday night, but I can rent a car. Is that too much of an inconvenience for you? Can you recommend a good hotel?


  Gemma, be a woman and put your foot down! Tell her this was a mistake and you wont bring home another girl from the internet.


  But Stellas not a girl, is she? Shes all woman.


  Or shes the first woman to show interest in a real relationship, and youre grasping at straws.


  Shut up.


  No, you shut up.


  I sigh.


  You liked talking with starrygirl. Why are you offering a visit to someone you dont know as well?


  Because starrygirl wont go anywhere. Its an online conversation, nothing more. And as nice as that is, I want someone flesh and blood next to me. Its been too long since Ive had anyone but a babygirl visit, and Im not sure I remember how to date in the vanilla world. How will things turn out when I cant command Stella to obey? Cindy, Im going to kill you.


  Right, like the babygirls obey as soon as they realize theyre not getting sex?


  Sigh.


  My church has a potluck on the first Friday of the month, but I think we wont have one then. I can get my work done early that day. Dont worry about car rental or hotel. Ive got a guest bedroom, and youre more than welcome.


  On one condition. I can hear her smile.


  Go ahead.


  That you tell me the story of your hairbrush.


  I smile, wondering if Stella knows what shes asking. Probably not. I switch into Lorelei mode, which is easier. Lorelei knows how to handle any situation, while Gemma stammers and blushes. Oh? You think you can give conditions? When youre in my house, it will be my rules, my dear.


  Stella gives a rather strained laugh, sounding breathy. Oh, please. Tell me more. What kind of rules? Like sex toys?


  Lorelei finishes the phone call for me and hangs up after dancing around another unspecified threat, and I retreat to my computer in shame. I am not to be trusted around adults. I am not to be trusted alone. I should delete my account for Kinklife as well as Dreams.com, and I should volunteer for the next quilting bee to purify my soul.


  Youre a bad girl, Gemma.


  I am. So why does it feel this good?


  At any rate, at least Ive solved one problem. Poor Stella will never contact me again. Shes probably changing her own phone number for fear this psycho Florida woman will come after her with a designer hairbrush.
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  Hi, Celine! Are you here for more flowers? Lissa, Cindys partner, sticks a pen into her apron pocket and sets down an armful of papers. Ive got some gorgeous tulips this morning.


  I give her my best smile, turning over the possible explanations in my mind. I cant give Gemma flowers two days in a row, so this time I need something different. But how to explain? Actually, I wanted to get some fudge. What flavors do you have? Lissa and her helper make batches of fudge in the store and sell a different set of flavors each day. They make a little at a time and try not to repeat recipes, so its a surprise to find each days flavors.


  Fudge! Youre the first person today. Then again, its early. Lissa opens at nine AM, and its a few minutes after. I wanted to beat the weekend rush. I have two flavors for you. One is maple dulce de leche, and the other is mint dark chocolate.


  Yum!


  She cuts a sliver from each slab of marbled goodness and hands them to me on a napkin. Try some.


  Thats the best part of coming to Lissas Fudge N Floral, the free tastes. Sometimes I visit when I dont want to buy anything. The other temptation is Lissa herself. Shes soft, welcoming and friendly in a way thats all the more striking next to her prickly cactus wife. Partner, I mean.


  This is fantastic! How can I choose? The dulce de leche rolls on my tongue, and the maple adds an unexpected depth to the creamy sugar. Ive tasted maple with nuts before, but not with the sweetness of milk. The mint dark chocolate hugs my tongue with intensity, leaving a cooling, refreshing afterglow.


  Whos it for? Lissa, knowing me by now, takes out a one-pound box and places a sheet of wax paper on the bottom.


  I, um... I admitted yesterdays flowers were for Gemma but swore her to secrecy. I pretended it was a thank you because Gemma helped me with a project. I cant admit to a second day of gifts. Theres someone I like...


  Oh, no! Are we thirteen again, whispering to my classmates about going with a cute boy? I liked my fair share of boys, but I liked girls, too. Not that I told anyone.


  Really? Instead of perking up at gossip, she leans forward. And you chose my fudge for a first impression? Im honored! Tell you what. Ill donate this box toward your romance if you stop by with your crush on the first date.


  Trust Lissa. I blush, rooted to the floor and praying no one will enter the store. Its...um...


  Dont be embarrassed! How about half a pound of each flavor? Ill throw in a waffle cookie, too. Lissas fudge is famous, but her waffle cookies are to die for. She pops one into a sleeve and folds the top part down, affixing a gold foil cursive L sticker. I wont even ask who it is.


  Thank God! Thats sweet of you, but please let me pay. I take out my wallet, feeling both churlish and uncomfortable. I dont want to throw generosity in her face, but I cant let her pay for my courting. If it can be called courting, that is. I might stand around and stammer in Gemmas house, or offer to help with something as the Friend.


  Wont hear of it. Lissa slides her metal spatula under each slab of fudge and takes out a piece without weighing it on her kitchen scale. But I admit to insane curiosity who it might be. There goes the cream-colored maple, and next to it lies the chocolate with its light green swirls. She tucks the flaps of the white cover into the slot, secures it with another gold L sticker, and places the box and cookie sleeve in a white paper bag. Next, she threads curling ribbon through the pre-punched holes to tie the bag shut.


  I hesitate. Citrusville is a small town, far too small to keep gossip private. What if I approach Gemma today, and she tells me to leave her alone? I dont want Lissa drawn into awkwardness. Whenever theres a breakup, people feel obligated to take sides or pretend not to, and its miserable. Its... I think of what to say. Its a girl.


  Lissas eyebrows shoot upward. Sweet little Celine! Youve been keeping a secret from all of us!


  If only she knew. Sort of. She might not return the favor, and it will be awkward if she doesnt. You see I cant tell, dont you?


  Lissa looks around at the empty store and takes her apron off. Cmon, she says.


  What? I protest, staying in front of the cash register with my paper bag.


  We need to talk.


  But...your fudge will melt. Its a thousand degrees today, and I want GI mean I want to get your gift delivered right away.


  Lissa gives a knowing smile. Youve never dated a woman before, have you? She twists the key in the cash drawer and takes her purse out from under the counter. Ill buy you breakfast.


  Youve given me too much already, and


  Fine, you can pay. Elsies?


  Before I can reply, Lissa takes me out of the store and toward the popular brunch restaurant next door. I sigh. I could use help from an expert, and Lissa has gone through it all with Cindy. Okay.


  Lissa, youre here on a work day? What happened? The waitress, whose name I never can remember, shows us to a corner booth. Todays special is an avocado, tomato, and kale skillet with scrambled eggs. Gluten free. What can I get you to drink?


  A special for me, with sweet iced tea, Lissa says. She props her elbows on the table and rests her chin in her hands. I cant wait to hear everything.


  Um...scrambled eggs with toast for me, please. Ill take sweet iced tea, too. I hand the menu back to the waitress, who disappears into the kitchen. How did you tell Cindy you liked her?


  Lissa gives an indulgent smile. Youre thirty-three, right? Youve told boys you liked them. Its the same.


  I think back to my myriad of short-lived boyfriends. Dane, a goth boy in tenth grade who convinced me to spend study hall smoking behind the school air conditioner, lasted the longest. I stayed with him because my parents told me Id regret wasting my time on a loser. To prove them wrong, I dated Dane until we graduated and parted ways. I think I suffered more than my parents did.


  Boys are different, I explain. You say sex and they come running. I give a rueful smile. That was almost the literal truth, and its sad I havent kept anyone around for that long again. Then again, no one was like Gemma.


  Lissa chuckles. If you think women arent the same, have another think. You say sex, and we come running, too. She checks herself, probably imagining Cindys reaction to her words. Not me. At least not anymore. So, youre bringing fudge for your crush. Does she know you like women? She accepts the iced tea and tears off the top of the paper protection of the straw.


  No, I admit. How Gemma doesnt know when my silly puppy love must blare like a neon sign, I cant understand. Im grateful to salvage some of my dignity, but at the same time it doesnt make sense. I want her to know, but then shell know I like her.


  Lissa tastes her tea and adds a squeeze of lemon from the dish in the middle of our table. Thats kind of the point, right? How will you get laid if you dont tell her the truth?


  Im so embarrassed I dont know where to look. The most Ive let myself imagine is kissing Gemma, or cupping her breasts, or cuddling as we watch a movie. I havent gotten any further. Even when we talk online as starrygirl and Lorelei, I cant imagine the actual sex. Spanking, yes. At thirty-three I hate to sound like an ignorant clod, but I figure the embarrassment cant get any worse. I hunch forward, speaking low enough that I hope no one else will hear. Um. I know I sound like an idiot, but if that did happen...uh...what would I do?


  Thats it. I will never be able to face Lissa again, or anyone else in this town. But, at the same time, my heart lightens. Over the past year as Ive watched Gemma from afar and wished for her from next door, Ive wondered. I know what a boy and a girl do in bed, but what about two women? Ive searched online and gotten an eyeful of porn that cant be real.


  How graphic do you want me to get? Lissa, to her credit, keeps a straight face.


  Is it wrong to say a lesbian has a straight face? I shake my head. I dont get this liking-girls thing. I think of high heels shoved into places where no shoes should go, girls making tiger faces as they attack the meeting of the thighs, and positions that look, frankly, physically impossible. What if she likes me back and says yes, and I have no idea what to do?


  Lissa leans back as the waitress sets our plates in front of us. Cmon. You had a million boyfriends, right? How did you learn what to do with them? You experimented, found out what felt good, and went from there. Right?


  I nod. Some of it was pretty awful. I was a lot younger then, though. Wont she laugh at me if Im this old and dont have a clue? The videos I watched werent any help.


  Lissa laughs. I bet you found some girl-on-girl porn and thought it looked ridiculous? I nod, shamefaced. Forget what you watched. Think about what makes you feel good. What would you like to do with her?


  I dissolve into a fit of coughing as my buttered toast sticks in my throat. Im not sure I should say in public.


  Lissas eyes twinkle. Well, good. Start with that. But first, you have to let her know youre available. And interested.


  She chats about meeting Cindy in college, how they came out to their families, and how Cindy helped her through rough times. As Lissa talks, Im lost while watching her confidence. She could have laughed at me, but she didnt. She could have told me to get lost instead of bothering her with stupid questions, but she was kind.


  Ill do it. Ill find Gemma today, and Ill tell her.


  After breakfast, Lissa gives me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Go get em, she says. Let me know how it goes.


  Thank you, I say, watching her head back to the store where three people wait in front of the Closed sign. I wont let Lissa down. Its time to be a grown-up.
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  Lorelei: Hi there. Havent seen you around in ages.


  starrygirl793: Hi.


  Lorelei: Is everything all right?


  starrygirl793: Yes. I didnt mean to worry you.


  Lorelei: This is an unusual situation, indeed. Its the girls who ask why I havent been around, not the reverse.


  starrygirl793: Ive been busy with work and stuff.


  Lorelei: Okay, whats wrong?


  starrygirl793: Me? Nothing.


  Lorelei: starrygirl, has something happened? Are you upset with me?


  starrygirl793: No!


  Lorelei: I havent seen you in weeks, you havent posted on your profile, and now youre so quiet Im not sure you want to talk. I wont push you, but Im worried.


  starrygirl793: *Sighs* Im sorry.


  Lorelei: If you dont want to talk anymore, thats fine.


  starrygirl793: No, I do! I just...


  Lorelei: Yes?


  starrygirl793: It feels wrong to take up your time when you want a real relationship, someone you can meet in person. Youve been nice to me, and I became your friend under false pretenses.


  Lorelei: Pretending you were interested in D/s when you werent? Thats hardly a big sin. Besides, its changed now.


  Lorelei: Hasnt it? Or are you having second thoughts? Do you want to withdraw from kink and go back to a vanilla life?


  starrygirl793: Okay. Something has been bothering me, and I dont know anyone I can talk to about it.


  Lorelei: Id be glad to listen, if you wanted to talk. You listened to me before.


  starrygirl793: Can I ask you something first?


  starrygirl793: I know, I know. I can ask and youll decide whether to answer.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Yes.


  starrygirl793: There is something about me you wont like. I think youll be angry if you find out. I cant tell you what. I wish I could. I swear Im not playing games or trying to be mysterious. Can I still ask you for advice, even though eventually youre going to be mad at me?


  starrygirl793: I know, not mad mad. I dont belong to you. But I think mad anyway.


  Lorelei: Are you talking about violence or harm to anyone else?


  starrygirl793: No.


  Lorelei: Violence or harm to yourself?


  starrygirl793: No, nothing like that.


  Lorelei: Is it something illegal or that would jeopardize anyones safety?


  starrygirl793: No.


  starrygirl793: Wait. There is someone who wont like what Im doing, but its not violence.


  Lorelei: *Thinking*


  Lorelei: Saying that so you dont panic and think Ive gotten upset. *smiles*


  starrygirl793: You know me too well!


  Lorelei: Heres what Ill tell you. Youre an adult. If youre doing something I disapprove of, like smoking or getting speeding tickets or hurting your health, at some point if we get closer yes I will dislike it.


  starrygirl793: Its not anything like that.


  Lorelei: Okay. You understand this would be easier if you told me, right?


  starrygirl793: I truly cant. If there were any way, I would. Cross my heart.


  Lorelei: *Sighs* Girls and their drama! Here is my suggestion. You and I have been chatting for a few months now. Thats not a long time. I dont expect to hear all your secrets, and I wont tell you mine. As long as its not illegal or of imminent harm to yourself or anyone else, lets table the discussion until you and I know each other better.


  starrygirl793: Okay.


  Lorelei: Feel better?


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam.


  Lorelei: *Smiles* You dont have to say that.


  starrygirl793: I know, but you get into your strict mode and those words come out.


  Lorelei *Laughs* Fair enough. Now would you like to tell me about your worry?


  starrygirl793: Phew.


  starrygirl793: I think I need a second.


  Lorelei: Okay.


  starrygirl793: I came out to my family when I visited them.


  Lorelei: Wow! Thats huge! You really did it!


  starrygirl793: Thank you. :)


  Lorelei: How did it go? I thought youd decided against it.


  starrygirl793: No, not exactly. But before I joined Kinklife, no one knew I was...what do I call it? Gay?


  Lorelei: Some people call it that, or lesbian, or lots of other words.


  starrygirl793: Lesbian seems like such a dirty word.


  Lorelei: Why?


  starrygirl793: I dont know? Maybe because the kids in elementary school threw it around as an insult.


  Lorelei: Youre in your 30s, right?


  starrygirl793: Yes, were almost the same age.


  Lorelei: Back then, it wasnt the word lesbian. It was the idea that anything to do with women loving each other was dirty.


  starrygirl793: Huh. Id never thought of it that way.


  Lorelei: Dyke was a bad word then, and now lots of women say it with pride.


  starrygirl793: Youre right. Isnt there a dykes on bikes or something?


  Lorelei: Yep! But I get the feeling this isnt what youre really asking. Whats bothering you?


  starrygirl793: *Sighs*


  Lorelei: You dont have to tell me.


  starrygirl793: No, I want to. Okay. My parents took the news a lot better than Id expected. My mom looked sad for a bit, then said shed suspected since I never had a boyfriend for longer than a few months.


  Lorelei: Well, there are a lot of reasons relationships dont last a long time.


  starrygirl793: Yeah. My dad was more upset. He seemed shaken at first, and he went outside to do something with the car. By the time he came back in, he said he was glad Id told the truth and I should be true to who I am.


  Lorelei: Wow. You have amazing parents.


  starrygirl793: I do. Im so lucky.


  Lorelei: When I told my parents, my mom was sad about not having grandchildren. I had to tell her I didnt want babies, no matter what gender I married. That didnt help much, but it did stop those kinds of questions.


  starrygirl793: I think kids are lucky today. They can go online and see people everywhere who come out, and they have celebrities saying that its okay to be Takei and all of that.


  Lorelei: But its harder, too. Back when we were kids, we didnt come out at 10 or 12 or 15. Now kids do it because they see others, and sometimes it makes life hard for them. Their parents kick them out, or they have to deal with backlash. When youre older, youre independent and you have the resources to protect yourself. Its not as if you have to go to school and worry about getting beaten up on the way home.


  starrygirl793: I never thought about it like that! Ive been sad I had to wait my whole life to figure out what this meant.


  Lorelei: What what meant?


  starrygirl793: When I first started talking to you online, this spanking and kink stuff all seemed weird. Sorry, but a little bit looney tunes. But when Ive been talking with you, its helped me understand myself in a way I never could before. Ive liked my friend for a long time, but I never wanted to admit it. I didnt want to do anything about it because I was so embarrassed. When I talk with you, though, you make everything seem normal. I mean, if youre as nice and down-to-earth as you seem online, and you think things like spanking and figging are normal, maybe they really are. And maybe liking girls is normal, too.


  Lorelei: Oh, sweetie. I wish you were here so I could give you a hug. 30s is late in life to come to terms with all of this. I wish you had someone to support you.


  starrygirl793: Youve been great. I hope if you ever get mad at me someday, youll remember how much you helped me.


  Lorelei: You know, you remind me of a friend of mine. Shes close to your age, too. She came out to me recently. Ive known her for over a year, but she never let on.


  starrygirl793: Your friend?


  Lorelei: Yes, at my church. Shes the sweetest person ever, and I did wonder why she never dated anyone. She showed up on my doorstep a while ago with a treat bag from our local store, and she was trembling as if I might hit her.


  starrygirl793: I see.


  Lorelei: I thought she had terrible news, so I got scared. She came in and almost started crying as she gave me candy. She said she liked girls and wanted me to know, and I was only the second person she had told.


  starrygirl793: I hope it wasnt uncomfortable for you.


  Lorelei: Oh, no! I was honored she trusted me that much. Weve had a lot of talks since then, but shes so shy sometimes. Shell do anything to help me, but she gets embarrassed easily.


  starrygirl793: Im glad you were there for her.


  Lorelei: Well, anyway, I just meant that its good to come out. Its nice when you dont have to hide anymore.


  starrygirl793: Lorelei?


  Lorelei: Yes, dear?


  starrygirl793: If I were ever able to visit you, I mean I cant but if, and I asked you to punish me, would you do it? I dont mean for play or fun. A real punishment.


  Lorelei: Why do you need to be punished, dear?


  starrygirl793: I feel so guilty. All the time.


  Lorelei: What have you done?


  starrygirl793: Im sorry, but I cant tell you. :(


  Lorelei: Do you think a punishment would make you feel better?


  starrygirl793: Maybe? The way you talk about it, I think so.


  Lorelei: At some point, would you like to do some exploring online together? Weve talked over a lot of scenarios, but we havent tried acting one out yet.


  starrygirl793: Would you do that? Just pretend, just online?


  Lorelei: I would. If thats what you needed.


  starrygirl793: Thank you.


  Lorelei: Its late now, and I have a visitor coming today. I need to get to the airport to pick her up, but Ill talk to you again soon. Okay?


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam. Sorry to make you late.


  Lorelei: Dont worry, sweetie. *hugs*


  starrygirl793: Ill talk to you again soon, I hope.


  Lorelei: Ill be busy this weekend, but Ill try to say a quick hello if I can.


  starrygirl793: Hope you have a great birthday.


  Lorelei: TTYL.


  Lorelei: Wait. How did you know it was my birthday?


  Lorelei: starrygirl?


  Lorelei: starrygirl, answer me. Now.


  starrygirl793: It was on your profile.


  Lorelei: I have never listed my birthday on my profile.


  starrygirl793: Im sorry. I have to go. Im sorry for everything.


  Lorelei: Dont you dare leave right now.


  Lorelei: Answer!


  Lorelei: Answer me right now. Im warning you.


  Lorelei: starrygirl, when you get back online, you better read this. Whatever game youre playing, STOP. This is not funny.


  The message you sent to starrygirl793 could not be delivered as this user has de-activated her account.
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  I stare at my computer screen, stunned. This starrygirl hinted for months that I might get mad at her. What did she know that I did not? How did she find out my birthday, when I keep that information private? When someones online persona has the same birthday as her public offline persona, smart people can make connections. I have never, to my knowledge, let anyone in Kinklife or Dreams.com know when I was born. Not even Stella, who will arrive today.


  Crap! Stella! I force my mind to focus on other things instead of the rage and bafflement at starrygirl turning out to be a creeper. I should have left earlier, but Stellas room needed fresh flowers. I wanted to wait until the last possible second before going into town for the bouquet. Cindys silk yellow tulips stand in their white ceramic pitcher next to the stack of magazines on country Southern living, but a guest needs real flowers. After debating over every single flower available, I settled on a basketful of pink carnations surrounded by purple and hot pink circular flowers. Someday, Ill get Cindy to teach me the names. Or maybe I wont. She might think Im implying her arrangements arent good enough.


  Speeding out of the driveway and hitting the road, I replay my conversations with starrygirl over and over. There was something odd about her from the beginning. She seemed to know more than she let on. I should have questioned her more closely, but her lack of pursuit of a mistress put me at ease. I should have been more careful. Isnt that how the creepiest people work, posing as normal until earning trust? I lecture my girls all the time about online safety, and I let myself get sucked in.


  I told this stranger my innermost secrets. I told her about Celine coming out to me, and wishing I could find someone long-term. Did I tell her anything that would give myself away? How much harm can she do?


  Citrusville.


  Clutching the steering wheel, I could throw up. I told her I live in Citrusville. No, wait. That was Stella. Thank God. Breathing more easily, I swerve toward the other lane in an attempt to get past a slowpoke car. Nope. Its hard to stay rational, hard to know whether I should file a police report.


  Get real, Gemma. What will you say? Hi, Im secretly an online mistress on a kink site…


  No police reports. But nothing can take away this violation. I should have been more careful. If any of my girls…I feel sick. To make it worse, I will now welcome another stranger into my home.


  Honk! The sunglassed teenager behind me lays on the horn, and I glare into the rearview mirror. Were stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic. What does she expect me to do, turn my Nissan Almera into Chitty Chitty Bang Bang? Idiot. I entertain a flash fantasy of jerking my door open, marching to her Jeep with its too-cute dangling pink fuzzy dice, and hauling her across my knee for a good bottom warming. Shed pucker up that lipsticked pout with wails and promises to behave, but I wouldnt stop until every muscle in her body drooped with exhausted submission. Shed go on her way, chastened and cleansed to live a new life filled with righteousness.


  Honk! Oops. The road ahead of me has cleared up, and I hurry to follow the pack. Which airline was it, again? I promised to meet her at the baggage carousel, but her flight landed at 4:45. She wont wander off, will she? What am I doing, inviting one stranger into my life right after another one turned out to be a creep?


  Stellas a grown woman. Shes not eighteen and playing at a babygirl role. Still, the mistress in me churns with guilt. I should have welcomed her when she stepped off the plane. What a hostess I am! I didnt even get to take the valance down in her room for a dusting. I washed it last week, but I meant to dust again. How many times I walked through the little room, picking up every item and re-arranging it just so! How many times I dragged out every last quilt from Nana, finally choosing the yellow tulip one she made for my high school graduation. In the twenty-three years between my mothers marriage and giving birth to me, her mother stitched enough quilts for each of my lifes milestones. She even made a quilt for my wedding, but Mom wont let me see it. Bad luck, she says. As if it will make me get married faster. Well, with same-sex marriage legal now, who knows what could happen?


  What if Ive missed Stella? What if shes angry Im late? I should call and let her know Im on my way, but something stops me. Shell see me soon enough. What if she doesnt like me in person, no matter how well we clicked long distance? Weve talked late into the night, sipping wine and flirting about the silliest things. Shes made suggestive sexual comments to get me blushing, and Ive made suggestive spanking comments that send her into a flutter of anticipation. Weve agreed to be careful, to go slowly, and to maybe give spanking a try. I dont want to scare her. Shes the closest Ive come to finding an adult willing to try some kink, and she might run away. Why would she want an online mistress stupid enough to get fooled by a poser?


  I smile. Can anything scare Stella? Big, larger-than-life Stella who has an answer for everything? I tuck my phone into my pocket and run through the mental list of preparations. When I bring her home, will she laugh? Will she think Im a fussy old maid?


  Id set out the suitcase rack at the foot of the guest bed, dusted everywhere, and sprinkled baking soda onto the carpet before vacuuming for the second time this week. Stella will have a little basket of individually packaged snacks and bottled water, and theres another basket of personal supplies in case shes forgotten anything. The table is laid for dinner, with lasagna on the counter waiting to cook. I even made a lemon meringue pie for dessert.


  The tables getting laid, Stella would say in that droll, deep voice of hers. What about me? Id laugh, shocked, and tell her off for being crude. You love me anyway, shed retort. Ill show you how much I love you, Id answer. With my hairbrush. Weve talked about my hairbrush and fantasies, and shes surprised me with her own. Shes never tried anything in the kink realm, but shes eager to experience. Maybe Ive hit the jackpot.


  Steering into the airport, I turn into the economy parking lot and dash for the elevator. Or maybe shell turn out to be another starrygirl, another babygirljessica, another babygirlnessa. Cindy tells me to keep trying to find my Lissa, but she doesnt understand the waves of shame that accompany each failed relationship. If I were a desirable person, Id have a long-term partner like Cindy does. Something must be wrong with me that I dont. As I step on the gas pedal to ease the car forward, I make a vow. Ill make things work with Stella. No matter what it takes. Then the worries begin again.


  Maybe Stella hates lemon meringue pie. You know how she gets neurotic about processed food. I squeezed the lemons fresh from the tree outside, though. I sigh. Better not get my hopes up. Wasnt that what I thought ages ago when Cindy talked me into starting this whole circus? Just send one reply, and Ill never bother you about dating again.


  By the time I burst into the baggage claim area, Stellas been claimed by my worst nightmare.


  Pastor Mark.


  God, no!


  Its either blasphemy or the most sincere prayer of my life. God, please make Pastor Mark temporarily deaf and dumb!


  Gemma! Pastor Mark, resplendent in his weekday suit and clerical collar, flashes his famous smile. Every woman at Faith Lutheranwell, all thirty of usis a little in love with Pastor Mark. Barely fifty years old and fresh from seminary after a first career in customer service, he has increased church membership by one-third in the first year of his call.


  Uh, hi. I manage a fake grin. Did you enjoy your conference?


  Wonderful! Seattle this time of year is beautiful. Imagine when I got off the plane and heard someone asking for directions to Citrusville. Who comes to Florida for Citrusville and not Disney or Universal? She must be a special visitor.


  He means well, but hell tell everyone at church Im seeing someone again. One or two well-meaning busybodies have suggested I give a nice boy a try, offering up their nephews to everyones embarrassment. If anything goes wrong with Stella, everyone at church will wag their tongues at Poor Lovelorn Gemma.


  I cannot let Pastor Mark know the real reason for Stellas visit. I cannot and will not. Ill jump off a bridge first. Maybe Ill go find a bridge right now, except were in Orlando without bridges. Or water. Plus, Id miss getting to meet Stella.


  Your pastor has been telling me all about you, Stella says, and in spite of my embarrassment I warm with curiosity.


  Good things? Stella doesnt like church, or at least she doesnt seem to. That she seems to like Pastor Mark surprises me. Then again, Stella hobnobs with all kinds of business types in Seattle. Or maybe…I gulp. What if Stella already explained why shes here? What if hes being nice to her because he expects Stella to become my partner?


  Where is that freaking bridge?


  Id love for you to bring Stella to church on Sunday, Pastor Mark says. Holly will want to meet her, too.


  God! Arent you supposed to be our very present help in times of trouble? Ignoring the hope and caution blossoming on Stellas face, I assume my most brisk tone. Ms. Montgomery is here for a quick business visit. Im writing a grant for her non-profit organization in Seattle, and she needed to bring paperwork. But thank you for the kind invitation.


  I grab Stellas black roller suitcase, ashamed of the hurt and anger she must feel. I can sense the sharp intake of breath, the stunned silence, and her mind whirling at the slap Ive landed across her face. Forgive me, Stella. Ill explain. Thank you, Pastor Mark! We better run before my parking meter expires. Please dont ask where I found parking meters at the airport.


  I fly out of the baggage claim area, hoping against hope Stella will follow. Please dont hate me. By the time I arrive at the elevators, I turn around to watch her striding toward me. Not anger but disbelief clouds her expression. The lithe, supple shoulders tense in self-protection.


  Im sorry, I want to say, but the words wont come. Instead, I stand staring up at her with blurry eyes and trembling chin. Have I ruined everything before she steps into my car? Should I have let her stay in a hotel, the way she offered? What was I thinking?


  You dont want anyone to know, she says, keeping her voice quiet.


  I want to beg for understanding, but Im having too much difficulty swallowing. I wanted the perfect visit, but now shell hate me. I should explain. I should say that Faith Lutheran has fifty members on a good day, and one moment of gossip today will follow me for the next ten years. I should tell Stella that the embarrassment is mine, not hers. How can I let everyone know if yet another dating prospect turns into a failure? I will her to hear my heart, but instead I rise onto tiptoe.


  As weve described to each other over countless text and instant messages, I caress her cheek and grasp the long, long dancers hair as I reach toward the sweet, kissable lips. Her breath is so much warmer, her skin so much softer, and her hair so much richer than in the photos. Weve described our first kiss in too many ways on too many days, but nothing compares to her flesh and blood next to mine. We breathe as one, and her roller bag clatters to the cement as I gasp when her tongue meets mine. Not the sweet, shy poke of a babygirl seducing her mistress, but a confident, powerful adult woman who could take me right now in front of everyone.


  I gasp again, fighting for breath, and she cups my right breast through the sensible, pintucked white cotton blouse that seemed so delicately pretty in my bedroom. Sweet. Maidenly. She gives a soft throaty sigh, and an irrational part of me wants to shout. No! I back away, embarrassed, not wanting to admit her touch makes me crazy with longing. I am chocolate softening in the sun, losing my hard edges as she warms me from the inside out. I want her to have her wicked way with me, right here on the parking lot cement if necessary.


  No! I am a good Christian girl, and I do not take women into my bed on the first date.


  How about the second? Can tomorrow count as the second date?


  Wildly, I wonder whether its too late to book Stella into a hotel and rent her a car. Shed insisted on driving herself to meet me, at least at first. She wanted to get a red Bug and park it in my driveway, she said. Shed be my first and only Bug. Sensibly, I told her to save her money and Id pick her up. With bells on.


  I should spank you, she says, and I have to grip her shoulders with all of my strength.


  Shes kidding, of course. She cant imagine taking a hairbrush to someone, shes said, but she cant wait for me to try it on her. Just the mention, in person, of my favorite secret fantasy makes me wonder how Ill sit through the entire drive home. Ive never ached with this much physical need before, and Ive before never desired a womans sweet tongue as much as I want hers.


  Thats my job, I answer, and I lean in close. She wraps me in her arms, holding my cheek against her shoulder. I am the hostess, but she welcomes me home.


  Forget starrygirl and all the online fakes.
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  With trembling hands, I de-activate my Kinklife profile and rest my forehead in my hands while bent over my computer keyboard. How could I have been so stupid?


  Hope you have a great birthday.


  Of course. Gemma the discreet would never tell anyone her birthday online. Celine the idiot should have remembered. I was flustered at talking with her and caught up in the joy of telling her about recent developments.


  The phone blares in my ear, and I jump while sending papers and pens flying. Its Gemma. She knows. I hold the receiver to my ear, afraid to say a word.


  Celine, I cant get through to Gemma. Shes coming tomorrow, right? Lissa. Cindy should be the one checking on Gemma, but she doesnt like calling anyone but Lissa or Gemma.


  I dont know, I admit. Shes got that visitor coming, and she wont give me an answer.


  Clang. Lissa must have slammed the cash register shut. She cant flake out on us! Shes already missing dinner tonight. Weve got the decorations and snacks. Her fudge is ready, too.


  Lissas making fudge for Gemma instead of a cake because shes better at it and Gemma prefers it. I stare around at the balloons, streamers, crepe paper, and handcuff-themed decorations. I want to cancel, but how can I back out of a party at my own house? Didnt you say this visit is someone Cindy set her up with online? Maybe it will go well, and they wont want to be disturbed.


  My throat closes up. Maybe it will. Maybe this crass but judgmental visitor will be the woman Gemmas waited for all of her life.


  Lissa gives an impatient sigh, unusual for her. Im closing up now, and Ill bring Cindy over in about half an hour. Penny and Hannah had to cancel, and Nancys visiting her nieces until tomorrow morning. Not sure if Milly has to take care of Nate.


  Why, is he sick?


  Lissa laughs. No, but he cant fend for himself in the kitchen. Because hes a man.


  I laugh, too, and give myself a shake. Nates caveman attitude would be funny at another time, but I cant silence my inner litany.


  Gemma wont come to a party if youre there.


  She wont know its me.


  Thats the whole problem, isnt it? Tell her!


  Shell hate me, and everyone else will, too.


  Thats okay. I give a strained laugh. I planned on sloppy joes, so its easy to adjust the amount. Is that okay with you?


  Sounds great! Ill finish closing up, get Cindy, and arrive soon.


  


  ****


  


  When Cindy and Lissa arrive, they bear gifts of fudge, helium balloons, a bouquet of real flowers, and a tiny arrangement of silk tulips. Lissa carries a spring green salad into the kitchen, and I carry the casserole dish of seasoned meat to the table. Lissa prays for us, and Cindy waits but does not bow her head. How many compromises does a couple make in a lifetime? How do they know which argument to fight, and which pride to let go?


  We cant have a party set for when Gemma returns our calls, Lissa points out. Saturdays a busy day for everyone.


  Cindy spoons meat onto the hamburger bun. See what I had to deal with last year? Gemmas stubborn.


  I bite my tongue. Gemmas stubborn? Not Cindy? Then I reconsider. Who refuses a simple party for her own day? She loves celebrating birthdays, I point out. She finds the neatest party themes, and favors, and games.


  For everyone else, Lissa points out, and she offers me the salad tongs. Every year, she finds a reason not to have her own. Cindy came the closest last year by turning it into a charity event.


  Scooping the toasted walnuts and pear bits onto my plate with the mixed greens, I feel even worse. They could have persuaded Gemma to attend this party if I hadnt botched everything. Considering how upset she sounded during our chat, Ill be surprised if she returns anyones phone call this weekend. She cant leave her visitor, I say for the dozenth time. Weve talked strategy, but strategy cant ignore facts. She invited this person for her birthday weekend. Maybe we should let them enjoy their celebrations.


  She never told Stella her birthday. Cindy sips her iced tea.


  Did she say that? Lissa turns toward her.


  No, but this is Gemma. She probably invited Stella this weekend to thwart our party efforts. Shell take care of Stella without letting on.


  Thats one of the longest speeches Ive heard from Cindy. What can I do? Youve known her longer than I have, after all.


  Lissa and Cindy exchange glances. Thats an idea. Before I can ask, Lissa explains. Get Gemmas attention by saying you need her, not the other way around.


  An image of Lorelei comes to mind, reassuring and caring for the naughty girls who dont take her seriously as a person. Okay. How?


  Lissa cuts her bun in half. Dont mention the party tomorrow. Say you need her help with something, and ask her to come over.


  I draw a blank. I go to her, not the other way around. Gemmas come to my home once for every ten times I visit her. Maybe fifteen. Or twenty, but whos counting?


  Lissa nods. True. All the flowers and fudge and… She puts down her sandwich, staring at me. Gemma. Its Gemma.


  What? No! My very vehemence condemns me, as Cindy gives us both an odd look. They hold one of the wordless conversations Ive always envied about long-term couples, and Lissa glances at me before nodding. I should be outraged, but Cindy puts down a forkful of salad to stare at me top to bottom in one sweeping glare. Gemma?


  I nod because my flaming cheeks will give away what my words do not.


  If you hurt her, Ill kill you. Cindys gaze is not friendly. I gulp. If only she knew! I have a gun, and Im not afraid to use it.


  Lissa gives a laugh. She doesnt mean it.


  But Cindy does, and I stare back at her. I might have screwed up with Lorelei, but I care about Gemma as much as Cindy does. More. Would Cindy allow someone else to rake her across the coals in order to get closer to Gemma?


  Ill make mistakes, I say. I have already. Too many. Im new to this, but Im not playing around. Or with her. Id like to play with herStop it!


  Cindy mutters something unfriendly, and Lissa soothes her with praise for her newest floral arrangement. Mollified but not distracted, Cindy emphasizes one more time. You make her cry, play any stupid drama games, or make her care about you and leaveand Ill track you down. Every time you make her cry, Ill take it out of your hide. Ill hunt you to the Sahara Desert or Antarctic if necessary.


  Okay! Im sure Celine gets your point. No need to go cavewoman on her. Lissa gives another strained laugh. Not to mention, dear, whens the last time you showed that much concern and protection for me?


  Cindy turns her gaze toward her lover and life partner, and two decades of commitment melt her intensity into a softness Ive never seen before. No one messes with you. Not anymore, she says, with the gruffness Ive never before realized shows her love. The more she cares about someone, the less she lets it show. Awed, I understand what her threats dont say.


  Ill give you a chance. Almost no one gets a chance from me, so you better not screw up.


  I lift my chin. Wait and see. She might not love me back, but Ill do my best. I want the real deal. I want the white picket fence and happily ever. Or speaking to me again instead of killing me. Whatever.


  Satisfied, Cindy picks up her bun. And what about those handcuffs? Does anyone know how to open them if the keys dont work?


  Chapter Sixteen


  June 2015


  


  Lorelei: Now that was a cheeky comment!


  starrygirl793: Hi! Oops, sorry, was that too much?


  Lorelei: You can see the responses already.


  starrygirl793: Im afraid to look! I was joking.


  Lorelei: You know what joking can get you. :)


  starrygirl793: Unless youre the mistress, and then you get to do whatever you want?


  Lorelei: Pretty much.


  starrygirl793: Next time around, Im going to be the mistress. I want to be right all the time.


  Lorelei: LOL. Ill send you all the babygirls with their insecurities and whining.


  starrygirl793: Haha, am I that bad?


  Lorelei: Nah, not you. But you were sassy.


  starrygirl793: I said Im starrygirl, not sassygirl. :D


  Lorelei: Ill make you pay for that.


  starrygirl793: Promises, promises.


  Lorelei: lol, brat. So, other than provoking sweet and kind mistresses online, how have you been?


  starrygirl793: Great! Well, at least for the most part. Work has been crazy.


  Lorelei: Me, too. I have so many deadlines and cant keep up.


  starrygirl793: I feel guilty for the time I spend online, but its nice to relax.


  Lorelei: I know what you mean. I love my church and my friends, but I need alone time, too.


  starrygirl793: Can I ask you a question?


  starrygirl793: Okay, Ill just ask.


  Lorelei: *Laughs*


  starrygirl793: Have you come out to your family?


  Lorelei: Why do you ask?


  starrygirl793: Its okay if you dont want to answer.


  Lorelei: No, that was a genuine question. Do you want the whole story, or are you asking for another reason?


  starrygirl793: Well...


  Lorelei: Yes?


  starrygirl793: I havent.


  Lorelei: Oh, I see. And youre wondering how other people do it?


  starrygirl793: I havent come out to my friends, either.


  Lorelei: So no one knows?


  starrygirl793: Not at all. Although my last boyfriend did accuse me of being frigid and queer. And some other things.


  Lorelei: Are you attracted to men, or did you date them because you felt you had to?


  starrygirl793: Wow, thats a hard question.


  starrygirl793: Maybe it was both? There were a few I genuinely liked. Sometimes I wonder. Maybe if I found the right man, I could fall in love with him.


  Lorelei: I wonder what thats like.


  starrygirl793: Falling in love with a man?


  Lorelei: No, being able to choose.


  starrygirl793: I dont think I can choose. At least it doesnt seem that way.


  Lorelei: Im sorry, I wasnt clear. I meant being able to choose which gender to date. For me, I knew early on that I liked girls and only girls.


  starrygirl793: Even though youve taken on boys?


  Lorelei: Sure. The discipline isnt sexual.


  starrygirl793: Do you think people choose what kind of kink to like?


  Lorelei: Your turn to ask a hard question! I think its like sexuality. To a certain extent, were influenced by our surroundings and whats available. Also whats encouraged and discouraged. If your family had pushed you to date girls, I bet you would have considered it sooner.


  starrygirl793: My family? LOL. Theyd die first.


  Lorelei: Ah.


  starrygirl793: What?


  Lorelei: Youre afraid.


  starrygirl793: Of what?


  Lorelei: Coming out. Youre afraid of what your family will say.


  starrygirl793: Maybe a little bit.


  Lorelei: Your friends, too?


  starrygirl793: Well, heres the irony. I dont think some of my friends would care, but Id have the hardest time telling the ones who are gay.


  Lorelei: Why?


  starrygirl793: Because they think I only like guys. They assumed that from the beginning, and now its hard to change it.


  Lorelei: Theyd probably be excited about getting a new toaster.


  starrygirl793: A new...what?


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Its an old joke. From the Ellen show. When a lesbian converts another woman to be a lesbian, they get a free toaster. Like the old sales promotions.


  starrygirl793: LOL! I dont think anyone gets a toaster because of me.


  Lorelei: Oh, its not serious. A joke.


  starrygirl793: I know. But if anyone were to get a toaster, it would be this girl I like.


  Lorelei: The shy friend who doesnt pick up on your advances?


  starrygirl793: Yeah. I sort of liked girls before her, but I thought it was ordinary friendship. Or experimenting. Or the wild college stuff we always do. And since I had one boyfriend after another, I didnt think much of it. But when I met this woman, wow.


  Lorelei: Tell me about her.


  starrygirl793: Shes amazing. Sweet and loving. Generous. Funny, kind, beautiful...I cant describe her.


  Lorelei: She sounds wonderful.


  starrygirl793: Every day for the past year Ive wanted to tell her how I feel.


  Lorelei: Why dont you?


  starrygirl793: Shes not good at picking up on hints. Either that, or she knows and is purposely pretending not to see them. Also...


  Lorelei: Yes?


  starrygirl793: Well, when I first started liking her, I did some reading. Joined some groups and talked to people online.


  Lorelei: You cant believe everything on the internet.


  starrygirl793: I know. Some weirdos use ginger for crazy things. :P


  Lorelei: Brat. If we ever do meet in person, Ill teach you respect.


  starrygirl793: Promises, again!


  starrygirl793: Anyway, a lot of women said they wouldnt date someone who isnt out to her family.


  Lorelei: Ah, yes. That can be tricky.


  starrygirl793: So I thought if I were to approach my friend, Id have to come out.


  Lorelei: Seducing a woman would require openness about your attraction to women, yes. :)


  starrygirl793: Now whos the brat!


  Lorelei: Remember what happens to naughty girls who call mistresses a brat?


  starrygirl793: This is so unfair! You know its true.


  Lorelei: I dont have to be fair. I wield the whip. Or, in your case, the ginger root. *grins*


  starrygirl793: Mistress B, thats what Im going to call you. Im not saying what it stands for, but youll know and thats good enough for me.


  Lorelei: Youre lucky Im in an indulgent mood today. But about coming out, thats complicated. Some LGBT are judgmental about it. Others are more understanding because they know not all families are alike.


  starrygirl793: I dont think my parents would get angry. More...disappointed? Hurt. I cant explain.


  Lorelei: No, I understand. I came out young, or at least young for our generation.


  starrygirl793: How old were you?


  Lorelei: 18. Id gone off to college and met the first girl who made me tingle. Id been too busy with books before then. My parents were, overprotective, and I didnt have a chance to look at a boyor girluntil I moved into the college dorm.


  starrygirl793: Wow. I cant imagine coming out at that age.


  Lorelei: I was young and rebellious and tired of being treated like a porcelain doll. I wanted to shock my parents.


  starrygirl793: *Laughs* At 18, I was drinking and partying and dating two or three boys at a time. Didnt understand why I needed to get drunk to be with a boy.


  Lorelei: Oh, honey.


  starrygirl793: Its okay. Im glad I had that in my past. I mean, I feel stupid and ignorant about things now, and thats with all the boyfriends.


  Lorelei: For some women, they find innocence charming.


  starrygirl793: Do you?


  Lorelei: *Coughs* Yes. Yes, I do.


  starrygirl793: Im blushing now.


  Lorelei: Shall we talk about spanking your bare bottom and figging you instead?


  starrygirl793: OMG!


  Lorelei: Just looking out for your best interest, dear.


  starrygirl793: I want a referee! A super mistress who calls YOU out on your bratting.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Dream on.


  starrygirl793: *Sighs*


  Lorelei: Never going to happen.


  starrygirl793: No, I mean...I was sighing because this dream I have, its never going to come true.


  Lorelei: Whats that?


  starrygirl793: That someday I can go over to this girls house to tell her I love her. And shell look at me and see me as a woman instead of a friend. I dont know if I can be a good girlfriend, but Id love a chance to try.


  Lorelei: Im sure you would be a wonderful girlfriend.


  starrygirl793: Now Im crying. :(


  Lorelei: Sweetie, its okay to cry. Its hard when you want something and it doesnt work out.


  starrygirl793: And I feel like such a jerk.


  Lorelei: Why?


  starrygirl793: I cant tell you. :(


  Lorelei: I want you to picture me giving you a gentle hug and kissing the top of your head.


  starrygirl793: Thank you.


  Lorelei: Still crying?


  starrygirl793: No, maam. Can I tell you the other dream?


  Lorelei: Go ahead.


  starrygirl793: I wish things were different and I could visit you. In person.


  Lorelei: Me, too.


  starrygirl793: Do you think...maybe someday, if the situation is different...maybe we could try?


  Lorelei: Id love that.


  starrygirl793: Not as a babygirl or something, but real.


  Lorelei: We have a special connection. No matter what happens, thats going to stay the same.


  starrygirl793: I hope so. Gosh, I hope so.


  Lorelei: starrygirl, promise me one thing.


  starrygirl793: Anything.


  Lorelei: Go find a fresh ginger root.


  starrygirl793: WHAT????


  Lorelei: *Laughs*


  starrygirl793: *Wishes I were there in person to throw rotten tomatoes at you*


  Lorelei: Oh, if I were there in person youd be getting a sound spanking for your naughtiness, young lady.


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam. *gulps*


  Lorelei: Promise me, no matter what happens and what you decide about coming out, youll decide whats best for you.


  starrygirl793: Ill try. But its hard.


  Lorelei: Lots of people have strong opinions about things. Doesnt mean theyre right.


  starrygirl793: Can I ask you a question?


  Lorelei: Yes.


  starrygirl793: Would you date a girl who wasnt out to her family?


  Lorelei: Are you sure you want me to answer?


  starrygirl793: Yes, please. If you dont mind.


  Lorelei: No. I couldnt, but that doesnt mean you should come out to yours. What I need and what you need are two different things.


  starrygirl793: Why?


  Lorelei: First, because were not dating. Second, because the girl youre interested in might feel the opposite way. Third, because you should never change who you are for someone else. Never.


  starrygirl793: You feel strongly about it.


  Lorelei: Only you know if its right to tell your family. If you do it to please someone youre not even dating yet, you might jeopardize your most important relationship for no gain.


  starrygirl793: Wow. That is the least opinionated opinion Ive heard so far.


  Lorelei: *Smiles* I can put it this way, if it helps. I cant date a woman who isnt out to her family because, to me, that means she wont have the support she needs. I can understand it and be her friend, and I wouldnt judge her. Thats why Im not telling you to come out. But when it comes to someone with whom Ill share my bed and home, I need to know she hasat the very leastthe grudging support of her family.


  starrygirl793: But its not her fault if she doesnt have family who can support her. What if theyre dead?


  Lorelei: True. Im telling you what I can do, and whats my boundary. You have to decide for yourself.


  starrygirl793: Youre right. Youve given me a lot to think about, as always.


  Lorelei: Its late, even for you in Michigan! Go to bed, and well talk more tomorrow.


  starrygirl793: Id love that. Thank you.


  Lorelei: *Gives you a good-night kiss on the cheek and swats you hard to send you to bed*


  starrygirl793: *Giggles as I run to wash up and head to bed*


  Lorelei: Sweet dreams.


  Chapter Seventeen


  September 2015


  


  Eighty degrees. I sigh. When will the heat break? I wanted Stella to visit manatees at the electrical plant, but they only swim in when the ocean temperature drops to sixty-eight degrees or lower. I click on the manatee centers live stream webcam, hoping to see the brown lumps that never photograph well but inspire awe in person. I want Stella, lover of all things in nature, to experience the fun of the great sea cows. Gentle and massive, manatees never hurt anyone. The webcam, of course, reads empty ocean. Rats. I should have known the second weekend of September was too soon to hope for cool temperatures, but I couldnt help it.


  Well have to go with Plan B, which Stella preferred, anyway. She loves the beach, and I promised a trip to Caladesi Island. Hot weather means no manatees but great swimming, and I can show her the magnificent sugar sand of Floridas most famous national park.


  Everyone loves Floridas most famous national park, though, and Stellas still on Seattle time. We should leave soon to beat the crowds, but her doors closed. She looked at me funny last night when I showed her to her room. Maybe she hates tulips. Shes allergic to real flowers but wont tell me. She hates fake flowers.


  Stop it, Gemma!


  Eight oclock in Florida is, after all, five oclock in Seattle. But she runs most mornings, so shouldnt she get up by now? Not that I would know, but runners seem to get up at ungodly hours to show off their masochistic drive for bodily perfection. Not that I object to the way running has sculpted those lean muscles and buttocks. I cant wait to get my hands on her delightfully curved bottom that promises at least a little meat for spanking.


  Stop it, Gemma! Youre the one who said to take things slowly.


  The phone rings. I shut it off. No need for distractions today. Cindy and Celine have tried to call six times between them this morning, and I dont want to deal with it. Today is for Stella, who doesnt know this is my birthday. I want to give her a special day, not take one for myself.


  Worrying, I turn back to my computer and pound out a few more objectives and precedents for how the proposed funding will pay for itself in increased efficiency and encouraging community involvement. Blech. I choke thinking about it. Give me money. The end.


  A splash of water catches my attention, and my pointer finger freezes on the computer mouse. Stella? Who else could it be? I brush off the cap sleeved, scoop-necked apricot shirt I paired with khaki shorts this morning, discarding a dozen outfits while trying to strike a balance between flattering and trying too hard. I skim my bare legs, satisfied they are silky smooth in case we…


  Stop it!


  Stopping in front of the hallway mirror, I smooth the flyaway wisps of hair and check for spots, fuzz, or anything embarrassing. I dont wear much makeup as it melts in the heat, but today I added some waterproof mascara, a hint of dark brown eye shadow, and a dusting of powder. Natural, I hope, but enough to make Stella look twice.


  Still, a sense of foreboding fills me. Somethings not right. She may not have said as much, but the quick, angry movement last night meant something. She hid it well, but instincts warn me to proceed with caution. Did she expect a bigger room? I cant think of anything I might have forgotten for her comfort, but why wont she tell me? She is a stranger I met on the internet, after all. I invited her to my home. What will we do if we find out this is a big mistake?


  Padding into the kitchen and through the open sliding glass door to the sun room, I freeze. Panic. Close my eyes, then open and gape.


  In front of me stands Venus being birthed from sea foam, rising from the water with long hair, dark from water, streaming down her back. Only her back. Covering nothing in front, on a body as naked as the day she was born.


  I stare. I shake my head, force my jaw closed, and drop it again. The sunlight streams across the horizon and up through the screens, illuminating the glistening skin. A hint of rainbow sparkles above her head, and she moves with perfect, liquid grace. She is a woman at one with her body, in complete command of every motion. Watching her twist and bend to plunge under the water, my legs transform into impossible blocks of cement. She is a mermaid, a goddess, and a water sprite rolled into one. She consecrates the too-small pool that serves as my substitute in between ocean trips.


  I tiptoe forward, and she turns toward me in one smooth motion. Lifting those darkened eyelashes needing no mascara, lacking self-consciousness. No, not lacking. This daughter of the ocean has never known self-consciousness, self-restraint, or doubt.


  Gemma! Hope you dont mind I used your pool. She ducks her head backward to smooth her hair away from eyes, shaking the water from her ears.


  Mind? I want to photograph her in my minds eye, the glory of human perfection in the morning sun. If I were an artist, Id paint her and call it Goddess Reborn. If I were a musician, Id compose a love ballad to her. If I were a politician, Id decree a National Stella Day.


  But I am Gemstone, sparkly in direct sunlight but dull and unpolished otherwise. I offer, instead, what I have no business to offer. Holding out my hand, I croon the words she begged me to say. Shall I spank you?


  In a flash, she transforms from creature of the earth to an overexcited new sub. Yes! Now?


  Instead of answering, I grab a cushion from a chaise lounge and set it next to the pool. She begged for the hairbrush, the wooden spoon, and every implement I had to offer. Will I scare her if I mention them now? Or will I ruin the moment by having to get them later? Debating, I offer the same choice I give to all of my first-timers. Would you like me to spank you with just my hand, or would you like an implement? Hand will allow more intimacy, which could be good or bad. Implement will allow me to spank longer.


  Please. She gasps. Your hairbrush.


  She has obsessed about my hairbrush ever since I sent her a photo and described the last spanking I gave with it. Nodding, I pick up the white fabric wadded onto the patio table and hold it out to her. Dry yourself off and get dressed. Ill be right back.


  Not that she will need to be dry for what I have in mind, but the anticipation will help her focus. It will heighten the experience, and she will tremble as she wonders what will happen. Every girl I spank wonders the same thing, but Im more surprised than I let on when Stella accepts the dress without protest.


  When I return with my second-best brush, the one old enough not to need careful treatment around water, Stella stands in the classic naughty girl pose with hands clasped behind her back and chin jutted forward in defiance. No, not defiance. Courage. She wants this, but it will be on my terms.


  To make sure, I reiterate what we have discussed in endless phone calls. Stella. I will spank you, because you have asked for it and need help in centering yourself. I will punish you, not because you have wronged me but because you have wronged yourself.


  Her eyes widen, and she licks her lips. She has confessed her sins to me with and without wine, and she has longed for the scenes I describe with my girls. Y-y-yes, Mistress.


  I smile at that. Gemma. Or maam. Im not Mistress until I give you permission.


  She would teeter forward if I didnt put out a hand to support her. Yes, Gemma.


  We have talked this over many times, and you want me to spank you until the point of tears. Have you changed your mind?


  She swallows hard, letting out her breath in a noisy gust of wind. No.


  Taking a chance, I step forward and plant a hand across the flimsy fabric of her dress, squeezing the buttock underneath. She pales. Thats No, Gemma or No, maam. Are we clear?


  No, maam. I mean yes, maam. She stares at me as if in a dream. Is it my dream come true? Have I found my new girl at last?


  Letting go, I hold up the paddle brush. Solid and sturdy, it will inflict more pain than this woman has ever imagined. She might think shes tough, but ten to one I can reduce her to tears before finishing the warm-up. Its the toughest girls who crack the fastest. They cant imagine anyone will take them in hand.


  Then again, I do not dare until she has given permission. With her body as well as her lips. I hold out the brush to her. If you want the spanking you need and deserve, you will take this brush. Kneel at my feet, offer the brush with both hands, and tell me how I should spank you. You will not rise or speak until I give permission.


  She reaches for the brush, but I tug it away. The only way you can stop, once we begin, is to use your safeword. Do you remember what it is?


  Ladybug, she whispers. A prayer.


  I nod, and I allow her to take the brush. Dazed, she accepts the wooden implement and searches my face as if wondering whether I jest. She does not like to kneel. I do not like my girls to kneel. Kneeling should remain for God alone. But, unless she humbles herself in a way she never could imagine, she is not ready for me to violate the inner sanctum of her soul.


  The bruises on her bottomwhich, after my years of experience, should remain minimalwill fade. The scars on her heart will not, if I fail. I must not fail.


  With as much grace as Aphrodite rising from the sea, Stella lowers herself to crouch in front of me. She holds the hairbrush aloft, speaking in an uncharacteristically low tone. Please…spank me until I cry. Ive dreamed about this for so long. Wanted it for so long. I want… After a moment, she gives up. Please.


  This foul-mouthed, cynical, judgmental Stella has transformed into a shining creature of love and trust before Ive touched her. Her breath quickens, and her chest heaves with emotion.


  I sit at the edge of the pool, dangling my legs into the water and adjusting the chaise lounge cushion to my left. Get in, I order. Keep your legs in the water, lie across my lap, and hold onto the cushion for support. I swirl my toes in the pool, luxuriating in the coolness.


  Stella obeys, and the white dress clings to every curve. I help her find the right position, angling her for best aim. Setting the brush down next to me, I start by stroking the quivering, wet fabric across her back. She gives a soft sigh.


  Are you comfortable?


  Yes, she answers.


  Its as good of an opening as any. Flattening my hand and cupping at the wrist, I land a showy but empty smack across the layers of fabric stretched across her bottom.


  Ooh! Surprise rather than pain arches her back. That didnt hurt.


  I suppress a grin. Cheeky thing. When I want it to hurt, youll know. For future reference, when I ask you a direct question I expect a respectful answer. Smack! Also, for future reference, a respectful answer includes the word maam or my name.


  Yes, Gemma. Maam.


  I bite my lip, trying not to giggle at the ridiculousness of this woman four years my senior flailing across my lap in an effort to answer correctly. Judging by her wriggling, however, shes enjoying herself a little too much. You like to be spanked, dont you? Stella? I coo the name into her ear, giving a slight upward lilt to what should be the missing letters. Shifting backward for balance, I grasp her right buttock cheek through the dress and squeeze with a quick upward thrust.


  Ooh! Oh! A desperate high note underscores the movement. No! Maam!


  Fibbing? I expect no less, but I reach down to lift the hem of her sodden skirt. Folding it to lie across her back, I cup my hand in the water and dribble it across her sweet, quivering cheeks. You know what happens to fibbers in my house, dont you? I draw a circle around first the left cheek, then the right. Skim the pool for more water and let it rain across both of us. Youre not enjoying this at all?


  She squeals in a sound far more girlish than I would ever expect, and I alternate noisy spanks with soft rainfalls. Please, she begs, throaty with need.


  I wish I had my wooden spoon to part her legs and spank next to her most sensitive areas, but this is a first spanking. An introduction to kinky life. A good, old-fashioned, clean spanking will have to suffice. If I havent already crossed the line, that is. She begged for this for months. She said, over and over, that she wanted to cry.


  Then again, humans are famous for wanting what they dont really want. I pick up my brush and rest it against the pinkened cheeks. Are we thinking of ladybugs yet?


  She raises her shoulder and shakes her head. I lower the brush with the weight of my arm, and her entire body reverberates with the impact. What the hell are you


  Language, Stella. And I asked you a question. I set the brush against her bottom once more. The first stroke catches girls by surprise, no matter how many times theyve smacked themselves or cried themselves to sleep wishing for a real spanking. The first real spank is when they start to question their sanity and consider running for the hills. Keep in mind what Ive told you every time youve asked for a spanking. Ive drilled it into her head, over and over.


  That a real spanking doesnt start until I wish it were over, she parrots, squirming across my lap in the most lewd way possible. I permit it, if for no other reason than I enjoy the view. What? Im human, too.


  Right. CRACK! Remember what I said about answering a direct question.


  She screams, then cuts herself off. Maam. Okay, I got this. Go ahead. Im fine.


  I have to turn my head away so she wont see me laughing out of the corners of her eyes. Thank you for your permission, I say, when I can resume a serious tone. I promised you tears, and you will get nothing else. This is your last chance, short of shouting Ladybugs, to hop out of the pool, have some breakfast, and head to the ocean. Because I guarantee you wont want to wear your bikini once I finish with you.


  Shes blushing. I cant see it, but the rippling throughout her body registers her shock and titillation. Yes, maam. Uh, Gemma?


  Yes, dear? I want to cuddle her as I would my babygirls, but I let her speak.


  Can you say the stuff we talked about? Her voice trails off in a little-girl whisper. Embarrassed. Ashamed.


  Of course. How could I have forgotten? Anchoring her in place with my left hand, I set to igniting a fire across those bottom cheeks with as much efficiency as possible. Im going to spank you, no matter how much it hurts or how much you beg me to stop, because you need this. The brush skids across her cheek, and I wipe the handle on the side of my shorts before picking it up and aiming again. Over, under, across, in between. The brush thumps in counterpoint to her wild bucking and breathy exclamations of pain. Ever since the first scream shes kept her vocal responses to a tiny gasp here and there, but Im determined to give her what she needs.


  Youve told me over the past few months how much you want to improve. How you beat yourself up for past wrongs, and how you fixate on small injustices at the expense of your career and your friendships. Your girlfriends. Melanie. That swat elicits a howl, or perhaps it is the name. I recite her other girlfriends names, accentuating each one with a blow of the unforgiving wood. Youre exhausted. Driven. Trying to do too much, be too much, and live as someone you are not.


  The sniffles grow louder, but I pretend not to hear. Stella Montgomery, you will let it go. You are safe. Cared for. Loved. Lifting up my right knee to get better aim at her tender sit spots, I drive the next points home with spanks calculated to remind her of this lesson for at least the next week. You are worthy. You are enough. And I love you.


  The last bit slips out before I can think, but its too late to take the words back. I set down the brush to finish with a flurry of gentle hand spanks, but the convulsing sobs wracking her body tell me there is no need for a cool down. Still, I spank in a gentle rain of affirmation, letting her soak in the words she needs to hear. Her skin blazes fiery hot despite the handfuls of pool water I use for her baptism, but it is a good pain. A cleansing pain.


  In our talks online and over the phone, she wanted to know what would happen next. After the spanking. Normally, Id give her an obedience task such as standing in the corner or sitting on her spanked bottom to write lines. One hundred repetitions of I will remember I am loved, or something to that effect. Instead, I help her sit up and cuddle her across my lap, letting her tall frame droop against my smaller one. I stroke her hair and kiss her cheek, telling her that she is the best girl in the entire world and she is loved exactly the way she is. She clings to me, a child in a womans body, sobbing out a lifetime of hurt and self-doubt. Of wondering whether she could ever measure up to the dead child who turned her mother into a living ghost. Of frantic, insane overachievement trying to prove herself to a nameless, faceless judge.


  You dont have to be anything, I croon to her, over and over again. You are my Stella, and you are loved.


  


  ****


  


  Cindy was right. I should have given someone a chance long ago.


  Stella reaches for my waistband and unbuttons the top button before I realize what shes doing. I refasten my pants, but she gives a throaty laugh and unzips the fabric. I jerk away. What are you…dont!


  She laughs. You want to play hard to get? As long as youre prepared to be gotten.


  She yanks at the zipper, and a few stitches give way. My good pants. What are you doing? Shes new. She doesnt understand.


  Gemma, Im trying to touch you. What do you think Im trying to do? You just spanked me senseless. Do you think calling me your good girl and giving me a hug is enough?


  I stare as if this woman has grown horns. Enough? I gave you the scene you said you needed. We talked about this endlessly.


  Look, she says, with a deep chuckle. The chaste country maid act was cute at first, but this is the twenty-first century. Were not nuns. You knew full well spanking would mean sex, so theres no sense leading me on.


  Act? My face tingles with sudden cold. I told you from the beginning I would spank you, but sex was off the table.


  She grabs me toward her, with more pressure this time. Instead of a few stitches tearing, the button pops off my pants and skitters across the tile floor. I pull away, a lump rising in my throat. Shes several inches taller than I am and physically stronger. She will stop, wont she?


  Why would you invite me to your house, Gemma? If you wanted to drag this out and play the abstinence game I would have stayed in a hotel.


  For Gods sake, in Citrusville? Where do you think youll find a hotel? In someones barn?


  So Im here for pity? Whats the point of spanking without sex anyway? You were either toying with me before I came here, or youre toying with me now.


  In the deathly silence that follows, I turn away and my eyes brim with tears. Every word, every moment is like a chisel digging into my heart. I wont have sex before marriage. How many times must I say this before you pretend to hear? Anger is easier than apologies, easier than the confusing spiral of emotions that suffocate my ability to reason.


  I let you do this to me once, your kinky stuff, she spits out. I tried it. Im done. You can go back to your silly games, and Ill find a woman who wants to love me and have sex. You and your weird, frigid rules can live happily ever after together.


  Dont, I whisper. I gave her everything she said she wanted. The babygirls throw me away when they dont get sex, too, but they flounce away. They throw tantrums, but they dont attack.


  She grabs each side of my face and kisses me, angry and hard. I push away, but she grips too tightly for me to move. Her jaw mashes against my lips, and she sucks and tongues with brute force. I push her immovable hands, terror rising. I cant breathe. Before I can speak, before I can summon the controlled nonchalant tone that will submerge this nightmare, she gives a hard, bitter laugh of mockery. Youll spank. Youll kiss. But you wont have sex, oh no, because youre a good girl.


  The tears choke the inside of my throat. I never promised sex. I respect her limits; why must she belittle mine? I dig deep for the last shreds of Mistress Lorelei to protect me. She straightens her spine and reaches for the comment that will stun Stella enough to keep her away.


  So you wanted sex, did you? I charge extra for that. I turn on my heel and disappear into the kitchen, through the hallway, and into my bedroom. I slam the door and enter my private circle where she may not ridicule my beliefs.


  I slide onto my knees next to the bed. I allowed her to kneel in front of me…how long ago was it? An hour? I gave her power over me and bent myself to her wishes. I allowed her to play me for her sex fantasies. Her eyes moved my heart, and I let myself have hope. I let myself think that maybe, just maybe Id found Stella, my star sign in the sky who could make me Gemma. Not just any Gemma, but a gemstoneprecious, rare, real.


  Chapter Eighteen


  September 2015


  


  I know! My voice rises in fear masked as defensiveness. What if Gemma wont listen to me? What if weve put together her party for nothing?


  She must have turned her phone off. You need to go over in person. Lissas traded roles with Cindy since last night, and now she gives the orders. Penny, Hannah, Milly, Nancy, and the others nod in agreement. We cant wait all day.


  She has her visitor, I argue. I meant to call Gemma and say I need help moving my fridge because I dropped my wallet behind it. Its a plausible excuse, and she will help me. But the more I think of seeing her, the less able I am to summon the courage. Gemma, the object of my crush, I can face. What about Mistress Lorelei, the woman with too much intelligence to suffer fools?


  Go, Lissa commands, and she shoves me out the door.


  Indignant, I strut onto the sidewalk like a mistreated hen. Halfway to Gemmas house, though, the heat melts my annoyance. This is my big chance. She can slam the door in my face, or she can come to me. With all of my heart, I hope she will come.


  Ding, dong. After a reasonable amount of waiting, I knock on the outer door and crack it open. Gemma?


  A drop-dead gorgeous blonde scurries past. Although she moves too fast for me to see, her stiff posture speaks of anger or tears, or maybe both. What happened? After a few minutes, a red-eyed Gemma comes to the door. Im sorry, its not a good time, she begins, but I interrupt. Something is terribly wrong, and for once its not about me.


  I hate to bother you, but my wallet fell behind my fridge. The lies keep piling on. I have to get something at the store, and all my cash is in the wallet. If you dont mind, could you help me push the fridge over?


  Gemma, just like Lissa said she would, straightens her shoulders. Okay.


  Im sorry to interrupt. I am, but not for the reason she thinks. I dont want her embarrassed at walking into a roomful of partygoers with tears streaked on her cheeks. I lower my voice. Will your visitor be upset if you leave?


  Gemma turns red, opens her mouth as if to make a retort, and reconsiders. She swallows and says in a gravelly voice unlike her usual sweetness, Weve had some miscommunication.


  Oh, no! Im sorry. I am, even if the selfish part of me is glad. Maybe Stella isnt my competition, after all. Are you okay?


  Gemma shrugs. Shell leave today instead of tomorrow. It didnt work out. Dont worry. Lets go.


  As we walk toward my house, I keep finding reasons to stop and search my pockets, point out a neighbors new decoration, or ask about her visitor. I wait for her puffy red eyes to return to normal, but she spills out a story I never expected to hear.


  She thought she was coming for sex. A first date. Ive known her for a month, and she thought buying a plane ticket entitled her to a booty call.


  The colloquialism sounds odd from Gemma, so prim and proper. For that matter, I dont remember her discussing sex before.


  But of course. As Lorelei. How the girls approached her wanting nothing but sex and threw her away when they didnt get it. Tears come to my eyes, and I stop on the sidewalk. I have to swallow a few times so she doesnt ask whats wrong with me. Celine the neighbor wouldnt understand, but starrygirl the catfishing stalker does.


  Shes an idiot, I say unkindly but accurately. If she thinks your only value is what you can do in bed, shes blind and stupid. Youd be the best girlfriend in the world, and I wish I had her chance.


  Gemma stops next to me, surprised at my passion. She starts to ask something, shakes her head, and lowers her voice. In something closer to her normal gentle manner, she takes my hand. Thats kind of you, she says.


  Its the truth. I lick my lips, afraid Ive given myself away. I want to give myself away, but I cant. Id be her boomerang, preying on a woman vulnerable from a rebound. I love you, I want to say. Ive lied to you, shouts the rest of me. I have no right to love you. Not even if Cindy gave her blessing.


  Youre sweet, she says, raising a hand to my chin. Mistress Lorelei describes caressing my chin this way, making me look at her. But from Gemma in person, the touch is as vulnerable as it is gentle. Youve been so good to me, and I never noticed.


  I have to breathe in and out in order not to faint. These words Ive always dreamed of hearing, she says them now? In public? In the September heat and humidity? How I long to caress her back, stroke her hair, and hold her close to me. How I wish I could nestle her in my arms, letting her cry as I praise her beautiful soul. Youre the best thing thats ever happened to me, I want to say. I love you, I say instead.


  Her lips open, shocked but not shocked. She hesitates, and she leans forward to kiss me on the lips. I meet her halfway, longing to savor the moment, but she pulls away. A hint of tears shines on her lashes, and she gives a smile. I love you, too, she answers, but she says it wrong. She could speak that way to a kid sister or a teammate or a friend, but not to someone with whom she wants to share her life. I turn away, not wanting to explain the tears in my eyes.


  How close I came, and yet how far.


  We walk to my house in silence, conspicuously not touching or holding hands. If she never speaks to me again, I had this moment. She saw me, really saw me.


  I open the front door, and the explosion of balloons, streamers, and church ladies in various Forty Shades garb makes her recoil, stare at me, and give me a push.


  You lied to me!


  I take the chance. Its a Forty Shades party, after all. I did. Are you going to spank me? I pick up the imitation flogger I got at a dollar store, and she looks as if she doesnt know whether to laugh or cry. At last she gives into the former impulse and takes the challenge.


  Happy birthday! everyone says, and Gemma throws me a glance both affectionate and exasperated.


  Dropped your wallet, huh?


  It could have happened, I defend myself. And, anyway, Lissa made me do it.


  


  ****


  


  At the end of the evening, after Gemmas downed wine and Jell-O shots with little food, she corners me in the hallway. This is the nicest thing anyones ever done for me, she says, her words slurring.


  It was just a party. I shrug. Everyone made threats what would happen if I didnt get you here.


  Before I can say any more, she takes me into her arms for a kiss. Not a chaste peck this time, but one that curls my toes and electrifies the roots of my hair. Im sorry, she says, breaking away. I shouldnt take advantage.


  Oh my God. I profane the hallways with my desire. Ive waited for this forever. I open my bedroom door, and she reaches for the buttons on my shirt as I cup her delicious, until now forbidden, breast.


  Chapter Nineteen


  July 2015


  


  Lorelei: Hey, I missed you.


  starrygirl793: Aw. Its nice to be missed. Did you have a good week?


  Lorelei: Busy here. The church ladies are up in arms because one wants a new banner for the fall retreat, and of course the lady who did the original is offended!


  starrygirl793: Haha, I can imagine. The women at my church get like that, too. Youd think it was a mortal insult.


  Lorelei: Exactly. Though, if I put as much time into stitching as they did, maybe Id feel protective, too. I go to all of the gatherings, but I dont sew.


  starrygirl793: I bet youre better at it than you think.


  Lorelei: Now its my turn to say aw.


  starrygirl793: Gosh, Im trying to imagine if I told my friends at church I created an account on a naughty kink site…to talk about quilting.


  Lorelei: Were the prudish church ladies of Kinklife.


  starrygirl793: Speak for yourself. Ive known more carnal sin than half the people at my church.


  Lorelei: The sweet newbie thinks she can out-kink the big bad Lorelei?


  starrygirl793: No, not out-kink. But I could out-sex you.


  Lorelei: Oh, dear. Maybe we need a priest to hear your confession.


  starrygirl793: Im not Catholic, remember?


  Lorelei: Cheeky girl. Weve been talking for how long? Months?


  starrygirl793: I think so. We started in February.


  Lorelei: Its funny how real you are to me. Some of the people I talk to online are too over the top to take seriously.


  starrygirl793: The ones who send you photos of their body parts?


  Lorelei: Lol. Yes. Today some random guy sent me a lovely message.


  starrygirl793: Oh, nice.


  Lorelei: Ha, I was being sarcastic. He said: MY QUEEN, SEND ME A PIK OF URSELF I CN MASERBATE TO.


  starrygirl793: Oh, geesh. You hit the jackpot.


  Lorelei: And when I didnt reply, I got this: PLEASE MY QUEEN I AM DESPERATE.


  starrygirl793: Well. At least he could spell desperate, even if he couldnt switch caps lock off.


  Lorelei: Lol! Bet he had to ask his mom to proofread.


  starrygirl793: Haha, can you imagine?


  Lorelei: Yeah. Lucky, popular me.


  starrygirl793: The more I get to know you, the more I understand your reaction the first day.


  Lorelei: Mistresses attract the winners, yes we do.


  starrygirl793: Hey, you attracted me.


  Lorelei: See above comment.


  starrygirl793: Mistress B. :P At least you dont have creepy men telling you to bend over and ask permission to come.


  Lorelei: Wanna bet?


  starrygirl793: Wow, to you?


  Lorelei: You think a creepo respects anyone? Half the population here thinks they deserve worship because they know how to capitalize the first letter of their name.


  starrygirl793: Oh, right. Im really Starrygirl793. Bow and worship me, peon.


  Lorelei: LOL You are going to pay for that.


  starrygirl793: Promises, promises.


  Lorelei: Youre going to ruin my reputation, you know.


  starrygirl793: Like you didnt ruin mine when you posted that hairbrush to my wall?


  Lorelei: It did stop your sass for at least five minutes, which was a minor miracle.


  starrygirl793: *Giggles*


  Lorelei: For the sake of my reputation, I feel the need to clarify that this is not the kind of behavior I accept from my girls. *Gives you a solemn, Mistress-y glare*


  starrygirl793: Okay. Am I going too far?


  Lorelei: If you and I ever get serious about each other? Youd sass your way over my knee for a special session with that hairbrush you love so much.


  starrygirl793: Mmm. More promises.


  Lorelei: LOL Look whos getting bolder! You used to blush and stammer at the thought of a spanking.


  starrygirl793: Im growing up. Hehe.


  Lorelei: Heaven help me.


  starrygirl793: Can I ask you a serious question?


  Lorelei: You know the drill.


  starrygirl793: I know, I know. Well. What are you looking for in a sub? Or a girl, or girlfriend, or whatever you call it?


  Lorelei: This feels like a loaded question.


  starrygirl793: Maybe a bit, but I dont think Ill ever be able to meet you in person. So maybe loaded as far as fantasy goes, but not real life.


  Lorelei: Thats fair. Youre asking, if the situation were different, whether you and I might have a chance?


  starrygirl793: *Blushes* I know it could never happen, but I still think about it. And maybe wish it could happen.


  Lorelei: Well…the first thing I have to say is that youre the one whos set that limit. Not me. My home is open to you, should you change your mind.


  starrygirl793: I wish I could.


  Lorelei: Unless or until you are able to change your mind about meeting, a real relationship between us does have to remain fantasy.


  starrygirl793: This feels more real than anything Ive had in my real life. Is that crazy? I have friends and family and a social life. Im happy. I dont think Im one of those weirdos who gets so sucked into the Internet that they cant distinguish fantasy from reality.


  Lorelei: I told you, people can try to pose online for a while, but their real self shines through in the end. Theres something about us that calls to each other.


  starrygirl793: Sometimes I feel like we wouldnt know each other this way even if we saw each other every day. I dont tell the people in my daily life the things I tell you.


  Lorelei: Me, either.


  starrygirl793: Do you think this connection is special because its only fantasy? Or do you think it could happen in real life?


  Lorelei: Well, to be brutally honest with you, while I do respect your limits and boundaries about remaining vague, not knowing about your life circumstances makes it difficult to give you an answer. Sometimes people say they want online only because theyre married and hiding their cheating from their spouse.


  starrygirl793: Oh, I promise Im not!


  Lorelei: I know. But Im pointing out there are vast gaps in the knowledge I have about you.


  starrygirl793: What if the person you see online is the most me I can be? And if, even if parts of me in daily life were a bit different, you had to evaluate whether we could have a relationship based on that?


  Lorelei: Thats not a fair question to ask.


  starrygirl793: Why not?


  Lorelei: Because it leads to expectations that wont be fulfilled.


  starrygirl793: Im not going to get creepy. I just…it cant happen in real life, so I wonder if I can let myself fantasize.


  Lorelei: I shouldnt answer this question.


  starrygirl793: But you will?


  Lorelei: I will.


  starrygirl793: *Waits*


  Lorelei: Yes. If we got a chance to meet in person and the starrygirl I know here is the girl I met, I think we could.


  Lorelei: starrygirl?


  Lorelei: Sweetheart?


  starrygirl793: Im sorry.


  Lorelei: Why?


  starrygirl793: Because Im crying. Again.


  Lorelei: Because it cant happen?


  starrygirl793: Yes.


  Lorelei: And you wish it could?


  starrygirl793: Yes.


  Lorelei: What would have to change to make it possible?


  starrygirl793: Id go back in time and live my life differently. Id have been more honest about who I am.


  Lorelei: In what way?


  starrygirl793: Ive been so afraidof so many things. I didnt give people a chance. I made things more complicated than they should be.


  Lorelei: *Draws you in close and hugs you to me, kissing away your tears and patting your cheek*


  starrygirl793: *Sniffles*


  Lorelei: When the time comes, I know you will be the brave and truthful girl you are now.


  starrygirl793: Can I tell you something thats going to sound weird and clingy and maybe a little over the top?


  Lorelei: *Sighs* If we ever do meet in person, Ill spank you every time you ask a question with a question.


  starrygirl793: Sorry. Its just that…well, youre the nicest person Ive ever met. Maybe the wisest. I hope someday I can be more like you.


  Lorelei: Dont idealize me, sweetie. I have my faults. I have bad days and make mistakes, just like anyone else.


  starrygirl793: I know, but even so. I hope someday youre not disappointed when you find out I made more mistakes than most.


  Lorelei: Shh. Thats enough of that talk for today.


  starrygirl793: Thank you. For everything.


  Chapter Twenty


  September 2015


  


  Seriously? You bring me out here, you spank me, and thats all? Why didnt you tell me sex was off the table before I took vacation days and bought my ticket? Do you know how much that cost?


  Stellas arms wrap around me as she kisses and strokes with eager, clumsy abandon. She cups my breast as if afraid to do so, then brings her lips to theWhat am I thinking? This is Celine, not Stella! Aghast, I push away and Celines face crumples.


  Im sorry, she whispers, stricken. Im not good at it.


  Stupid freaking Gemma, taking advantage of a new baby dyke. No, I protest. Its not you. Its me. Great. Clichés will make this better.


  I shouldnt have…youve had too much to drink. I thought…


  Youre a virgin. Lesbian virgin, anyway.


  The hunger in her eyes gives me chills. Ive tried to get your attention for the past year.


  Stunned, I allow her to close the bedroom door and pull down the primrose window shade. She blushes as she puts a hand to the collar of her sky-blue shirt. Her words sink through the alcoholic haze. Me? You wanted me?


  No offense, but do you think Id buy that many flowers for a friend? She runs her hands over the plain cotton bra I had the misfortune to wear today. Dealing with unwanted advances would make anyone choose the spinster bra. Can I, uh, take this off?


  No! Gemma, dont do it! With one hand, I unhook the plastic clasp and whip the bra to the floor. It hits the carpet next to my white blouse. I thought you were loving your neighbor.


  Oh, yes, she croons in a ragged sigh as she sheds her own delicate floral bra. Pink, to match her lampshades, the edging on her bedspread, and the tip of her tongue poking between her lips. How much Ive wanted to love my neighbor.


  You told Stella no, and you dated her online for how long? You didnt know Celine likes girls until a month or two ago, and now youre letting her…Oh God, that feels so good. How did she learn to kiss like that? I close my eyes, hugging her to me and enjoying the skin-to-skin contact Ive hungered for…but not from Celine. I wanted Stella.


  It feels good.


  No. Its not fair to her.


  But it feels good!


  Youre using her, like Stella used you.


  Dont, I moan, but Celine misunderstands and eases the pressure of her lips. She travels up the front of my neck, nibbling and tasting each inch. She makes me arch my back at each touch, a shock of pleasure traveling down to my toes. We shouldnt do this.


  Shh. For someone whos never been with a woman, she knows how to weaken a girls knees. She slides her hands down to my hips, hooking her thumbs into the waistband of my khakis. Off?


  No. Youre a baby, I protest as she unbuttons the front of my pants and pushes them down. Dont know what youre doing. She lowers the zipper and exposes my super-sexy white granny panties. Another not-so-subtle signal to Stella and her sex entitlement. The brush across the front of the white cotton belies my words. The khakis puddle around my ankles, and I step out. She knows, and all too well.


  The last thought brings me to my senses, and I wrench myself from Celines embrace. No. I cant look at her.


  Forgive me. Her voice pitches high, as if she might crumble. Ill take you home. Well forget today ever happened.


  Its not… Celines soft, cool fingers slide underneath the ridiculous prim underwear and stroke downward. She pauses to push the fabric down and out of her way before resuming her service. Closer and closer, where she will discover my need. I tremble at her touch, placing my hands on her shoulders for support. A fingertip finds its way where Stella wanted to touch, and I open my legs further in a straddle. We must look ridiculous, my leaning into her as she explores with quick, furtive movements.


  Just tell me one thing. Does this feel good, at all? Is it because I dont know what to do? Or is it me?


  Holding on for dear life, I rest my head on her shoulder and give a small gasp as she delves further.


  I know what to do with a boy. I can suck and lick and


  Oh my God! My mind explodes with brilliant colors as she teases my clit. Sucking? Licking? I want to throw her onto the bed and show her what those words mean, but she continues with her uncanny skill. How does she know?


  Oh my God its bad? Or oh my God its good? She pauses, reaching for my panties as if debating whether to pull them back up.


  You didnt let Stella do this. Why are you letting Celine?


  Shut up. It feels good.


  For you.


  Taking control of my last functioning brain cell, I meet her gaze for the first time. Are you sure you want to do this? Youre not doing this to please me or to make me feel better?


  She cradles me against her, releasing the dance of blissful torment. Ive loved you from the first day I met you. It just took me a few months to realize it. Ive waited for you to see me as more than the Girl Next Door.


  Youre down the block and across the street, I point out. Not next door.


  She ignores my quibbling and kisses me. Slowly, tenderly, as if our lives depend on it. Maybe they do.


  I thought you were new at this, I accuse. What have you been hiding?


  She startles, releases me, and shudders as guilt crosses her face. Nothing.


  Her words ring hollow, and my head pounds. Whether its confusion or the second Jell-O shot, I cant tell. I think back to my first girlfriend, Sandy from human biology. Shed had more girlfriends than the years of my life. I stumbled through our first encounters, unsure how to translate my forbidden romance novel reading into real life seduction. She was patient, never belittling my inexperience.


  Standing up straight, I pat Celines shoulder in a gesture both protective and, I hope, suggestive. Dont let me rattle you. Youre wonderful. Please continue.


  Her eyes shutter closed, as if a power outage killed the lights. She winces, takes a deep breath, and leans in for a kiss. A sweet, soulful gesture of longing so deep it shatters me. Because I can feel, before she speaks the words, that this is her last. This moment, before I could realize it happened, has finished.


  We cant. She emits a choking noise at the back of her throat. I cant let you.


  She sounds so self-assured, so sad, and so resolute that I ask for explanation rather than giving an argument. Why not?


  She gazes at me with an expression both soft and desperate. Because all the other girls, they want sex from you. They dont care about you. If Im going to earn a chance with you, its not by giving sexual pleasure.


  A stupid tear wells up in my right eye. I blink, and the hot liquid spills onto my cheek.


  Ive loved you since your first hug. Ive wanted you since your hand shook mine. Ive waited for this moment longer than I thought endurable, but I cant let you. If I earn your love, it has to be for who I am.


  I shiver, trembling with hot and cold. I sway, and she helps me sit on the bed. She licks her lips, picking up her own clothes and handing mine to me.


  If you dont mind, maybe not staying in the bedroom is a good idea? Each movement shuts herself further behind the clothes barrier.


  I couldnt disagree more, but I nod. My head understands her gift. She doesnt want to be Stella. My heart, however, is bereft rather than consoled. It wants warm, tender kisses to erase the memory of this mornings shame. I dress in silence, grasping at the connection that didnt quite happen.


  She takes me into the hallway, and I hang back. Maybe nothing can happen today, but the ghost of what could have happened lingers amidst the primroses. I want her. But in her place, I would do the same thing. Despite the sadness overwhelming me, she is right. How could I have missed her intentions all of these months? She has cared for me from afar. Not afar. From next door, but she has loved without letting on.


  The realization shakes me, and I blink at the empty hallway. Scurrying to catch up, I glance at a partially open door. Like my house, her house has a second bedroom for use as a guest room. Unlike my house, its never hosted a guest. Curious in spite of myself, I push the door open to find a shrine to her childhood. Family photos line the walls and trophies stand next to mementos on plain two-by-four painted shelves.


  Step, step. She pads toward me.


  Ive never seen this before.


  She nods. Embarrassed. Its a little silly.


  Not at all. My parents saved all of my memories, but they keep it safe in their house. At thirty-five, Im still not old enough to have my baby book or high school yearbooks. Is this your best friend? I pick up a stuffed elephant with several patches and a missing tail.


  She laughs. Ella Faunt. Like Ramona Quimbys elephant.


  I loved those books! I tiptoe around the room, touching her green Girl Scout sash and high school letter jacket. I didnt know you swam.


  She shrugs. Breaststroke. I was terrible. Dancing was more my thing.


  Hm, guess youve learned new appreciation for breasts. I roll my eyes at her, and she giggles. Next to the swimming trophy hangs a series of recital photos. In each, she wears an elaborate costume. A stiff pink tutu, a long purple dress attached to a leotard, or a gray mouse suit complete with ears and a tail. In each, she wears a bright, overexcited smile. Ballet?


  Yes. Those were my first real shoes. She picks up a pair of satin hard-tipped shoes wrapped in long ribbons. I smile, until something blue catches my eye.


  Do you mind? She shakes her head, depositing the shoes into my hands. Unwrapping the ribbons, I stare at the childish stitches attaching the ribbons and elastic to the satin of the shoe.


  Blue on the right.


  White on the left.


  Oh my God.


  Thats how she knew my birthday.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  September 2015


  


  Gemma stares at my shoe, color draining from her face. I start to ask whether the alcohol is making her dizzy, but she lifts the ribbons and pulls them aside to finger the uneven, lopsided stitches placed by my twelve-year-old self. Uncomprehending, I chatter about overprotective mothers, expensive shoes, and a cranky tap instructor who didnt understand I only wanted to learn ballet.


  She rubs the crooked blue and white dotted lines, and her words come out in a shaky undertone. Your first pointe shoes.


  Yes. She might accuse me of murder. I give an uneasy laugh. I took horse riding lessons, too. But youre tired of hearing about me, arent you? If you come out to the living room, Ill get you a glass of iced tea. Something to make your head feel better. Youve got a headache, dont you? How much wine did you drink?


  Three glasses, she answers. She shakes her head and brushes away the question, setting the shoes back onto the shelf. How much did you drink, starrygirl? Thats your other name, isnt it?


  I grab for the shoes and miss, hitting my knuckles on the sharp edge of the shelf and scraping tender skin. She puts a hand toward me and withdraws it, as if shes afraid to touch me. Maybe disgusted. Maybe both. I was going to tell you.


  When?


  The room turns black, and I sit down before forgetting there is no chair. I fall to the floor, and she does not catch me. She stands over me, hands on hips and her placid, soft-spoken demeanor transforming into the Mistress Lorelei who accused me of posing so long ago.


  When, starrygirl? Or however many other names youve used.


  Just... My throat closes. Just that one.


  Oh, good. Just one.


  Im sorry!


  Her lip curls, and she takes a step away. What have I told you about apologies?


  She turns on her heel, and when she crosses the threshold I pull myself into a crawling position. I cant stand, not with the hurricane swirling around my ears, but I can put one hand on the floor and drag a knee to draw myself forward. Right hand. Right knee. Left hand. Left knee. Crap! I lower myself onto the dusty carpet, and it seems more suitable than not. Prostrate in front of the woman I wronged, abject before the object of my adoration. Of love, or cant I call it that?


  I was going to tell you, I croak. Plead. Beg. When you came out to the living room and sat down, I was going to explain.


  Right. Sarcasm drips from the truncated syllable. The anger of Mistress Lorelei, frightening online, becomes downright terrifying in person. Easy to say, now that it never happened.


  I swear. Thats why I didnt let you...I didnt...


  She pauses at the end of the hallway, the setting sun shining on the top of her dark hair. You withheld sex, and that makes you a good person.


  I cant win. Please. I cant move. Punish me. Ill do anything.


  She recoils. Punish you? I wont touch you. Were through, Celine.


  We are. I deserve no less. But please, punish me first. Im begging you.


  She waits long enough for me to push my elbows off the floor and sit back on my knees. If the posture speaks of penitence rather than physical weakness, its a point in my favor. She hesitates, and in that moment my heart leaps with hope.


  It will mean nothing.


  No, I agree.


  It will not earn you forgiveness.


  No, maam.


  Or a second chance.


  I understand.


  She stares at me, her jaw working as if to spew anger and hold it back at the same time. What do you have?


  I rock back on my haunches, considering. How often have I fantasized about this moment? How often have I wished for her to deliver the punishment I need? And how devastating, now the moment has come. H-h-hairbrush, I stammer. Wooden spoon? Ruler? She has mentioned all of the implements before.


  Hollow plastic hairbrush? No. She thinks to herself and nods. You have your bath brush, correct?


  She has inventoried my ordinary household items, describing how they could be used. Yes, maam.


  Good. Get it and bring it out. She stalks into the living room.


  Unsure whether to gush my thanks or cry from nervousness, I grasp the doorknob and draw myself into a standing position. The bathroom lies hundreds of feet away, and the bath brush looms as large as the moon. Carrying the weapon to the living room, I note with relief that Gemma has closed the curtains. I offer her the object of my correction, but she seats herself in the corner rocking chair.


  Bend over that chair. She points to the white stuffed armchair my parents gave me for my thirtieth birthday.


  Should I...


  No.


  Confused, I stumble toward the chair and grip the brush while situating myself across the top of the chair back. Lorelei likes spankings applied to a bare bottom, but perhaps Gemma finds it inappropriate for the first time. I hold the brush in her direction, but she waves it away.


  Grip the brush and smack yourself firmly against the right cheek.


  Id argue, but her snapping eyes dare me to speak one word. I bury my face in the back of the chair, humiliated as I bring the brush against my own bottom. I miss, and the edge of the brush strikes the back of my knee. The brush thuds to the floor as I scream in pain. Crap!


  Impassive, she waits for me to retrieve the brush. I suggest you aim more carefully next time.


  Why wont she do it? Why do I have to, when I dont know what Im doing?


  Other hand. Harder this time, and hit the fullest part of your left cheek.


  I switch the brush to my other hand, cringing. The swing starts out with enough force, but self-protection kicks in and the brush bounces off the outside of my thigh instead. Ow!


  It would hurt less if you hit the right place.


  The only thing keeping me going is that her anger has softened a tiny smidge. Perhaps she finds justice in reducing me to a quivering, humiliated mess. Please, I beg again. Will you do it?


  She considers. You do not want me spanking you right now.


  Please! Id fall onto my knees again if I werent afraid of angering her. I cant do it. Not wont, cant. Im sorry. Ill take whatever you think is fair. Just please, please, dont leave without letting me show you Im sorry.


  She softens a teeny bit more. My intention will be to cause pain. Without any pleasure whatsoever. Do you understand?


  Yes, maam. Oh, no! I cant! But my answer must please her, because she rises and accepts the brush.


  I will spank you as retribution for your lies, deceit, and violating my boundaries. I will not forgive. We will no longer see each other, and our friendship is over. Do you understand?


  I turn my head away so she cant see the tears trickling down my face. Her words hurt more than any blow from an implement, but they are as I deserve. Yes, maam. If you give me this punishment, Ill never bother you again. I can move again. Gemma deserves to have her town without me in it.


  She pats my back. Once. The touch, so much and so little at the same time, causes a fresh wave of tears. Ive longed for this every day for most of the past year. And now that its arrived, I would give anything to take it all back. Because you are new, I will only give you ten strokes. They will be full force. You will not stand up, speak, or fight me. If you move or speak before I give you permission, I will walk out of here without finishing. Am I clear?


  I wait, unsure whether thats permission to speak, before she draws in a noisy, irritated breath. Yesm, I blurt.


  Without acknowledging my answer, the first impact hammers out my breath and slams me into the chair. The injunction against speaking is unnecessary. I cant breathe, let alone make a sound. I give frantic half-gasping motions, and she waits while I teach myself how to breathe. The pain, as horrific as it might be, is nothing compared to the light-headed rush squeezing out my ability to perform basic life functions.


  Im sorry, Gemma. I cant speak the words out loud, but I think them over and over again. The second hit follows, and this time Im better prepared. My teeth rattle, and I tell my diaphragm to work in and out. I let my breath out in a small O, and my knuckles grow white as they grab the armrests.


  This changes nothing. She cracks the heavy, bristled plastic across the seat of the pants she watched me unfasten a few short minutes ago, and my breath has returned enough to make me bite my tongue. She didnt specify whether I may scream.


  Ive lost count as the pain washes over me in a relentless gale, and the lump in my chest tightens. I want release, I want to sob, and I want to throw myself on her mercy. I wanted Mistress Lorelei, but I wasnt prepared for her.


  At the end, I clutch the chair in an effort to remain in position. She speaks in a tone just as hard as before she began. Re-activate your Kinklife account. Tell everyone you are a fake. And never come near me again.


  She lets herself out the front door. I sink to my knees, weeping with the tears I could not let fall in her presence.
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  When I return home after the party and fiasco at Celines, the house echoes with the presence of absence. Hello? Maybe I should have taken time to explain, but Stella jumped at the chance for me to leave. She told me to go and not rush back.


  A good hostess would have insisted on staying, but I let Celine take me away. This is my judgment for abandoning a guest.


  Stella? Are you hungry? I walk around the empty house, unable to look toward the sun room where the hairbrush still rests after our failed encounter. I offered Stella a five-course, four-star meal, and she threw it in my face demanding an all-you-can-eat buffet.


  Eat. I wince at the clumsy metaphor. The guest room door is ajar, and the yellow tulip bedspread lies across the empty bed. A jagged sheet of paper lies on top.


  Left early. Dont worry. No sense in us both being miserable.


  She didnt sign or address the note, but I hold the piece of paper anyway. I thought…what did I think? That she could understand, overnight, what it meant to live a lifestyle of kink?


  The dizziness I felt at Celines house has dissipated into a haze of fury and shock. I want...I dont know what I want. For Stella never to have arrived. For Celine to be a different person. For...


  So many things. I wander into the sun room, stripping my clothes despite the screened walls. The lone light from the hallway wont show too much, and I dont care if anyone is watching. I have been bared for all to see today, and I have no more shame.


  Sliding into the pool, I let the shimmery surface rise to my chin as I tilt my head back. I stretch onto my back, kicking my legs upward until I float with chest arched and arms spread. Dead mans float, my swim teachers called it. I breathe in through my mouth, the rasping of my breath echoing in the cavern of water in concrete. Even though the water is walled off from nature, it is my connection to the ocean, waves, and heartbeat of Mother Nature who welcomes and washes us all. I turn onto my stomach, gliding my arms forward in a sloppy upside down heart.


  Breaststroke.


  Pastor Mark once said repetitive anger at others masks anger toward ourselves. He preached a sermon based on the Scripture about logs in our eyes and specks in others, but the description of anger stays with me.


  Im a good person. I dont often lose my temper.


  Im a bad person. When I do, I have no self-control.


  Blowing a few bubbles, I turn my head to the side and breathe in and out. Hunching my knees as close to my chest as I can get, I tread water and shake the moisture out of my ears. This tiny pool, this haven, speaks of todays failure and Stellas demands for what I could not give.


  Slowly, I set first one foot and then the other onto the bottom. Standing armpit deep in the water I must clean and chlorinate on a regular basis, I blink. The sun has set while I was lost in my thoughts, and the cicadas whirr their late summer evening song.


  Normally, I would shower after a swim to take the chlorine out of my hair and skin. Tonight, I crawl out of the pool and lie facedown, naked, on the tile flooring. A strange dream comes to me, a vision of dancing and candles with Lissa and Cindy. Celine, shivering and naked.


  I was naked, and you clothed me.


  Stella. I wanted Stella.


  Celine rises, and I cover her with my jacket.


  In the morning, every joint aches with the stiffness of a night spent on a hard floor. I stumble to the shower, letting the warmth of fresh water rinse away the chemicals and stiffness. Despite the late morning humidity and heat, I turn the hot water on and stand in the spray until the stream runs cold. Ive missed church, a first in many months. And yet, Ive been baptized and visited by the Spirit.
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  Compose an apology. Post telling everyone I am a fake.


  The pain should absolve my sin, but instead I struggle with words that wont come.


  I apologize to everyone on Kinklife, but especially Mistress Lorelei who befriended me...


  Dare I mention her name? Wont she get angry at being associated with me?


  I apologize to everyone for my deception.


  What deception? I was honest to everyone on Kinklife, just not to Gemma.


  I will delete my account because I have used it for dishonest means. Removing myself from Kinklife is my attempt to apologize for the hurt and embarrassment I have caused. While no apology can make amends, I hope this separation will ease some of the pain and discomfort.


  Thats as good as I can manage for now.


  What would Mistress Lorelei say? If I werent Celine, would she have a kind word for the new girl who got in over her head? Or would she relegate me to the category of old men who demand photos for personal pleasure, fit only for banishment?


  What would Gemma say, sweet laidback Gemma who blushes at the mention of Forty Shades and opens her heart to a newcomer who bought the neighbors house?


  The pain she inflicted numbs a bit of my guilt, but not enough. Why didnt I defend myself? Why didnt I remind her of everything she said to me as Lorelei? Why didnt I assert that every word I spoke as starrygirl was true?


  We had a special connection. I made it under false pretenses and deserved to be punished, but losing Gemma is more than I can bear.


  Lose her? You cant lose what you never had.


  Wandering around my house, I avoid the room stuffed with childish brag items and the bed where I almost got to know Gemma in a way I had never dreamed.


  Because she was upset about Stella, and she was drunk. You took advantage of her.


  For that, I deserved more than she gave me. I struggle to sit comfortably, and yet I would go back over the chair for more.


  I stare at my computer screen, scrolling through random pages and clicking on every site that pops up. I read about weight loss tricks, a new secret baby, and theories about the latest television show.


  In the morning, I wake up with the keyboard pressing into the side of my cheek. Its been too long since I slept properly, and images of a dream haunt me. Something about dancing. Gemmas arms around mine, wrapping me in the jacket she always wears.


  Instead of traveling to church, I wet a pile of tissues with my tears. If I could have one wish, I would take it all back. Or would I? Would I take back knowing Gemma on the inside, and not the soft-spoken head of church affairs? Whatever she takes away from me now, I had that. For most of a year, I got to know the real Gemma. The soul behind the public smile, and the vulnerabilities of a woman who hates personal attention.


  I post the apology to Kinklife, and I hold my breath. I had Gemma for almost a year, and its time to let her go. I can move to a different town. Maybe a different state. Why stay here when there is nothing left for me? I will miss Lissa and Milly, not to mention the others, but maybe its time to start over.


  When I poke my head outside, Im surprised to see Pastor Mark exiting from Gemmas house. He laughs and smiles, tapping the edge of the door and making a promise I cant hear.
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  Lorelei: Your apology is acceptable.


  starrygirl793: Hi. Um, if you still want to talk to me.


  Lorelei: Im not sure if want is the right word at the moment.


  starrygirl793: Im not making excuses, but I tried to tell you. Dozens of times, and as Lorelei you told me to.


  Lorelei: Are you sitting down?


  starrygirl793: Yes. I accept my responsibility for my lying to you, but I tried to make it right.


  Lorelei: Are you sore?


  starrygirl793: *Blushes* Yes, maam.


  Lorelei: Good.


  starrygirl793: Dont my efforts count at all?


  Lorelei: You mean, does it take away this past year when you lied to me? No.


  starrygirl793: But youre still willing to talk to me?


  Lorelei: I warned you Id make the spanking as unpleasant as I could.


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam. I think you succeeded. But...


  Lorelei: Yes?


  starrygirl793: Youre going to get mad about this, but I was relieved.


  Lorelei: Why?


  starrygirl793: You told me it wouldnt mean anything, but you were wrong. Youre still talking to me, even if youre mad at me. And you told me, so many times, you only get mad at people you care about.


  Lorelei: Stop psychoanalyzing me.


  starrygirl793: Sorry.


  Lorelei: Taking a bath brush to your backside does not excuse your behavior.


  starrygirl793: No, maam. What else can I do?


  Lorelei: Tell me, from the beginning. Why did you deceive me?


  starrygirl793: Youve made me tell you this so many times. Do you want the same thing again?


  Lorelei: Youve told me as Celine, my neighbor and friend and fellow church member. I want to hear it from starrygirl, the person I thought lived in Michigan and shared a part of my soul.


  starrygirl793: I thought we did, too.


  Lorelei: Tell me. When did you decide to lie to me?


  starrygirl793: When I went into your office last year and found your profile, it was an accident. I thought I could find out more about what you liked. Id get information so I could approach you better.


  Lorelei: Why didnt you come to me right away?


  starrygirl793: I didnt know I liked girls! I mean, not for real.


  Lorelei: Why didnt you come to me after you found out?


  starrygirl793: Because youre different here.


  Lorelei: Youre trying to blame me?


  starrygirl793: No, I swear! But...when were at church or when Im at your house, you didnt listen to me the same way. Or tell me the same kinds of things. I watched you date all these other women and couldnt understand what I had to do to get noticed. I thought if I learned more here, Id understand what kind of woman you wanted.


  Lorelei: So you stalked me.


  starrygirl793: Yes. I tried to tell you. So many times! I didnt log on for weeks. I discouraged you from talking about Celine since you didnt know it was me.


  Lorelei: And yet you kept up the deception. For months. Thats what I cant forgive. One time, okay. A week, maybe. But months? How long ago did you go into my office?


  starrygirl793: A little after my birthday? So about seven months ago? And I know. Each time Id promise to tell you, and then you didnt seem to understand. Or Id try to tell you here we couldnt talk anymore, but wed have an amazing conversation.


  Lorelei: I dont know whats real anymore. I dont know what was starrygirl and what was Celine.


  starrygirl793: Theyre both me. Celine meant everything starrygirl said. It was just easier to tell Lorelei than Gemma.


  Lorelei: Why?


  starrygirl793: Because...you were so open. So willing to listen. And you took me seriously.


  Lorelei: You dont think I took you seriously as Celine?


  starrygirl793: Not in the same way. I mean, when I came out to you as Celine, you were nice about it...but as Lorelei you understood. You saw what a big deal it was. And...


  Lorelei: *Sighs*


  starrygirl793: And I kind of came out to my family because you said you couldnt date a woman who hadnt.


  Lorelei: Oh my God! THATS why you did it!


  starrygirl793: Yes, but it was good! Im so glad I did. Id never have had the courage to do it without your help.


  Lorelei: Im still so angry with you, I cant even explain.


  starrygirl793: :(


  starrygirl793: Would it help if you used the bath brush again?


  Lorelei: You liked it?


  starrygirl793: No. *shudders* Not at all.


  Lorelei: Then why would you want me to do it again?


  starrygirl793: Because its the only thing I can do. You can spank me all you want. I deserve it. Its probably selfish, really, because it helped me feel better. Im sorry.


  Lorelei: It was not for sexual pleasure. I made sure you didnt enjoy it, and you think you were being selfish?


  starrygirl793: Yes. Because you said youd only spank someone you cared about.


  Lorelei: *Sighs*


  starrygirl793: Should I go now? I can delete my account for real this time, instead of de-activating it. I know our town is small, but I can keep out of your way. Ive already told Pastor Mark Im resigning from the adult forum.


  Lorelei: *Sighs some more* As angry as I am at you, I dont want to lose this connection.


  starrygirl793: I think you should be angry at me.


  Lorelei: I need some time to think.


  starrygirl793: Okay.


  Lorelei: Im going to take an hour to take care of laundry and some other housework. After that, if youre serious about showing youre sorry, come to my house.


  starrygirl793: Wow. Thank you.


  Lorelei: Dont thank me yet. Im going to take my paddle to you, and this time I wont stop at ten.


  starrygirl793: *Gulps* Yes, maam.


  Lorelei: *Small smile* Youre not afraid?


  starrygirl793: A little. Im still sore. But not as afraid as when you found my ballet shoes.


  Lorelei: Im going to spank you until you cant sit down, put you in the corner, and spank you again.


  starrygirl793: *Swallows hard* Now Im afraid.


  Lorelei: But you still want to go through with it?


  starrygirl793: Yes.


  Lorelei: Why? Do you think youll get sex out of it?


  starrygirl793: No! Because, even if you dont forgive me, maybe this will help ME to forgive me. Im sorry to sound selfish again, but thats why. And because I hope, at least in some way, it will make you feel better, too.


  Lorelei: Very well. Im logging off now.


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam. Thank you.
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  I close my laptop and sit with my hands in my lap while I reflect on the events of the past few days. Lorelei knew what to do. Lorelei could be open, communicative, and responsive no matter what wrong starrygirl committed. Can Gemma?


  Stop wallowing in your own perceived injustices, and start thinking about someone else!


  Cindys words were harder than usual to brush off, especially because her siding with Celine was so unexpected. Cindy takes few under her protection. Lissa. Me. One or two others, but never Celine. She tolerated Celine, rather than Lissa who reached out with warm fuzzies. Cindys harsh words affect me more than I can explain.


  You think youre the only one who got hurt? She tried to get your attention for a year while you chased after your fetish weirdos!


  With a weirdo you found for me. I want to argue with the Cindy in my head, but I cant win that argument. Cindy chose local people. Christians. I decided on Seattle and Stella because I thought it would be safer.


  Remembering Loreleis words to starrygirl, I find my way to the bedroom and gather socks and underwear. I grab a few towels and washcloths from the bathroom and toss everything into the washing machine before adding liquid soap and bleach.


  When did everything become so complicated? How much am I at fault for not seeing Celine, really seeing her, until now?


  Her pale, determined face rises in my memory. Even in anger I measured the strokes, left her jeans on, and stopped long before I was ready. To a newbie, it must have been shocking. Traumatic, even. I warned her of pain without pleasure, making it clear this wouldnt be the smack-and-screw Stella expected, but Celine agreed anyway.


  Closing the lid of the washing machine and turning the dial to normal, I bang my forehead against the wall. What am I doing? If she comes over, instead of doing the smart thing and avoiding me for the rest of our lives, shell be spanked past the point of endurance. Its wrong, and I know it. A mistress should spank for care, compassion, and guidance. She should nurture. But I want to inflict pain and hurt. I cant take away the humiliation of being stalked for the past months, but I can make her cry. Again.


  Für Elise rings from my phone, and I hit the speaker button. Hi, says a voice so hesitant I almost dont recognize it. I wanted to apologize.


  Theres no need, I say, but Stella interrupts me.


  I was an ass. I was so sure when you invited me, when you spanked me…that it meant…


  I rub my aching temples. I told you I wouldnt. From the beginning, I said not until after marriage.


  I thought you were teasing. Before I can point out her faulty logic, she continues. I know now that you werent. I didnt know you were serious. If you… She clears her throat. If you ever want to give it a second chance, come to Seattle. No sex. But maybe fish, if you like that.


  A laugh ripples from my chest. I dont think so, I say with regret. Im not sure we can move forward after what happened, but thank you.


  I think I knew, she says, softer this time. Ive played over my visit a thousand times in my head, and I cant believe I got carried away. I thought Id found the right connection, that we had it all. I thought…


  I know, I say, because I do. I wanted to give you everything.


  I guess I dont understand what this kink means to you, after all. She sighs. I could try to learn.


  No, I say. Youd resent it, trying to fit into my way of life.


  Come to Seattle anyway, she says. Let me make it up to you. No expectations.


  No sex? I tease, and she laughs.


  Never mind. I take back the invitation.


  Hearing the smile in her voice, I rub the hairbrush that sits again in its spot on my desk. Stellas bombastic and self-centered, but she never pretends to be something she is not. She is honest to a fault, no matter who gets hurt. Okay, I say. When?


  To her credit, she misses only a beat before answering. Anytime. Let me know.


  


  ****


  


  When I show up at Celines house ten minutes before our agreed time, she answers the door in a panic.


  Am I late? Ill be there in a minute. I cant find


  I step inside uninvited, forcing myself to dismiss memories of the last time I crossed into her inner sanctuary. Come, I say, leading her to the living room. Do you have a leotard? And you have ballet shoes, correct?


  She frowns, confused. Yes, the ones I showed you before. Should I tell the story again?


  Put them on.


  Throwing another confused look over her shoulder, she disappears into the second bedroom and re-emerges with a black leotard, pink tights, and a pair of floppy canvas slippers along with the satin pointe shoes. I think theyll still fit, she explains. Its been a few years, though.


  She is so eager. So obedient, so anxious to please. Can I fault her for inexperience? I close the window blinds and pick up the wooden pointer I brought with me. Change.


  Yes, but I dont understand…


  Now, please. Or do you feel it wise to keep Madame Lorelei waiting? I tap the stick against the floor, but the carpet muffles most of the noise.


  Her eyes widen, and she sheds her tank top and shorts in a movement so artless and innocent that I feel justified in watching rather than averting my eyes. She slides the tights up first one leg and then the next, shimmying into the translucent beige-pink nylon and spandex. Next is the black leotard with its crisscrossed strips over an open back and cap sleeves. She fishes a ponytail holder out of a candy dish on an end table, swirls her hair into a makeshift bun, and tugs the stretchy canvas shoes onto her feet. She straightens up, gives a self-conscious smile, and dips an exaggerated curtsey. Like this?


  I meant to punish, not give enjoyment. From the way she keeps glancing at the pointe shoes, she must think the embarrassment is part of her punishment. What would you do in your class? I step back, allowing her to turn around.


  Its kind of hard on carpet. Maybe in the kitchen or sun room?


  I nod, picking up her pointe shoes and following her into the kitchen where she holds onto the top of a chair and straightens her back.


  Do you want me to do a little bit? Or the whole barre? She sticks out one foot, rotating it at the ankle. I havent done this in at least five years. I might not remember how.


  I set the pointe shoes on the table next to her and tap the fullest part of her bottom, or perhaps I should say derrière. You are to tuck in your seat, are you not?


  She catches her breath at my touch, shivering as she refuses to meet my eyes. Yes, maam.


  Thats Yes, Madame Lorelei. I place my other hand on her stomach and apply pressure until she lifts her spine. Thats also your second reminder. I squeeze her right buttock cheek, and she yelps.


  Yes, Madame Lorelei! If her breath grows raspier, I ignore it. It is hard without music


  No excuses.


  But I will do my best. Humming, she lifts her right arm from her thigh out in front of her and to the side, thumb tucked in and elbow rounded. She bends at the knees, shaking with the effort. I havent practiced.


  Whack! She cries out as I pick up my pointer and rap the backs of her calves. She hops in pain, shaking out her legs. I have eyes, Miss Daniels. Continue.


  She bends a second time, dipping her arm and circling it outward in a movement lacking in confidence. This time, I lift her elbow with my right hand and swat her sticking-out bottom with my left.


  Ow!


  If it doesnt hurt, youre not doing it right.


  She swivels her head to stare at me, open-mouthed. I return her gaze until she blushes and slides her right foot to the side and shifts her center of gravity. Second position, she murmurs. Demi plié, demi, grand, passé relevé, and balance. Cambré to the left, cambré to the right. Relevé, fifth position, and turn.


  She keeps up a running commentary, and I apply encouragement as needed. She blushes more and more, her tongue sticking out in the effort to concentrate. By the time she swings her leg like a Rockette, she glows with happiness and exertion. I didnt know I remembered this!


  Come here, I say, pointing to the space in front of me. She releases the chair and walks forward, toes pointed and shoulders lifted. I step forward to kiss her. Not on the lips, the way we did the last time I entered her home, but on the forehead. A benediction. We had something special.


  Quick on the uptake, her chin quivers. She understands, without being told, the significance of the past tense. Had. Thank you. She throws her head back, squaring her hips and lifting up. For giving me…


  For giving, and getting. I caress her chin one last time. Dont blame yourself, I say. Youll find someone better.


  I lay my pointer across her table before walking out the front door, and her tears match my own.


  I can forgive. I can forget. But some things were not meant to be.
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  We had something special.


  Gemmano, Loreleiaffirms our connection as she breaks it. When she walks out of my front door, the blast of mid-September heat chills the tight-fitting leotard from years ago. I performed as required, but it wasnt enough.


  You had no right to hope for more.


  But she remembered. She gave me the fantasy we talked about.


  The phone rings, and I have to swallow several times before picking it up. Cindy. Come over.


  No explanation, no request. Just an order. I assume its time for her to flog and send me out of town. Yesm, I mumble, searching for my car keys. My little Honda Civic can make the trip, if Im careful. Its wheezed its way through more than one trip. I should replace it, but its the first car I bought with my own money. It took me ten years to pay off the loan, and then I held onto the car for its nostalgic value.


  When I arrive in front of Cindy and Lissas house, the engine dies. I kick and twist and curse, all to no avail. The Civvie has done its duty, and now it abandons me when I need a getaway car. Lissa greets me, sees the alarm on my face, and calls for Cindy who examines my car and pronounces it dead. She offers to drive me to the local car dealer, and I take her up on it. Intending to choose another Civic, I wander into the lot and gasp. There it is, larger than life.


  A sign.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  April 2015


  


  Lorelei: Do you ever feel cursed in relationships?


  starrygirl793: Oh, hi! I didnt see you online.


  Lorelei: Hi there!


  starrygirl793: Oh no, what happened? The visit from babygirlnessa didnt work out?


  Lorelei: No. Guess what she wanted.


  starrygirl793: Sex.


  Lorelei: *Rueful laugh* Cant imagine how you guessed that one.


  starrygirl793: If youd stop being such a hot, sexy babe…


  Lorelei: Great. Now what do you want from me?


  starrygirl793: Undying love and devotion?


  Lorelei: Good luck with that.


  starrygirl793: Undying love and devotion for a month?


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Maybe a day.


  starrygirl793: Im sorry it didnt work out.


  Lorelei: I have a dozen other girls begging for attention. I shouldnt mind, but I cant see anything changing in the future.


  starrygirl793: Can I say something?


  Lorelei: *Sighs*


  starrygirl793: Sorry. Whoops, again. Anyway, I think the babygirls never work out for you because you dont really like them.


  Lorelei: Thats a bold thing to say!


  starrygirl793: Youve never sound interested in any of them, and when it doesnt work out its as if you expected it.


  Lorelei: Wise words from a girl whos never hooked up with anyone.


  starrygirl793: Me? You know, Im seventy-five, have full dentures, and wear adult diapers.


  Lorelei: Right. Thats why youre in your 30s and remember wearing Loves Baby Soft to school.


  starrygirl793: Ah, that was the best!


  Lorelei: Gotcha. :)


  starrygirl793: Hehe. Hope you smiled.


  Lorelei: Yes, I did, sweetheart. Are you my cheer-up committee?


  starrygirl793: The lollipop guild without lollipops.


  Lorelei: What do you look for in a domme, if you were to want one?


  starrygirl793: Uh. I dont think you want me to answer.


  Lorelei: Why not? Ive heard it all by now. Im pretty hard to shock. Figging?


  starrygirl793: No! lol…what I want is…well…something I cant have.


  Lorelei: And that is…?


  starrygirl793: Someone like you.


  Lorelei: Someone like me, or me?


  starrygirl793: Maybe.


  Lorelei: That was an or question, brat.


  starrygirl793: You know my answer, and it cant happen. My hospice nurse says making fun of you is good for my health.


  Lorelei: OMG!


  starrygirl793: Im kidding.


  Lorelei: I know that, brat! If you were here, Id spank you until you couldnt sit down.


  starrygirl793: Always promises, never a follow-through.


  Lorelei: Have I told you about Ladybug Parking?


  starrygirl793: No?


  Lorelei: I got the sign at a flea market, and I hang it on my front door. I havent found a ladybug in all of my years living here, but it was going to be the sign.


  starrygirl793: Of what?


  Lorelei: When it was the one.


  starrygirl793: I dont understand.


  Lorelei: Ive spoken too much already.


  starrygirl793: A ladybug would be the sign?


  Lorelei: Yes. But I was being silly.


  starrygirl793: I think its neat to have a sign. Mine is the sky.


  Lorelei: The sky?


  starrygirl793: Yes. Starrygirl is in the sky. Like that.


  Lorelei: Well, I hope you get your sky. And I hope I get my ladybug.


  starrygirl793: Heres hoping.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  September 2015


  


  Cover on the pool. How anyone would get into my house and fall into the pool, I have no idea, but it never hurts to take precautions. Electrical outlets unplugged, except for the fridge and the main clock. Laundry washed, dishes washed, counters scrubbed, and floors swept or vacuumed.


  I check my list for the umpteenth time.


  Empty trash cans. Check.


  Double-check locks. Check. Quadruple, by this time.


  Write down an extra copy of flight and confirmation numbers. Check. One in my wallet, one in my pocket, one in my suitcase, and yet another card in my purse.


  Stellas address and phone number.


  At that, I pause. What am I doing? What can we say to each other, after all? And yet, I pick up my well-worn leather shoulder bag and pull out the rubber grip extendable handle on my suitcase. Red, like a ladybug.


  Honk! Cindy leans out of her Prius to shout through the open window. If youre going, we need to leave now.


  Cindy doesnt want me to go. Disapproval radiates from every angle of her body, but she still worries whether I will arrive at the airport on time. A glance at my wristwatch tells me otherwise, but theres no telling Cindy that. All right! Hold your horses.


  She lopes onto the front porch, wrests away my bags, and carries then to her car. One under each arm, ignoring the wheels on the suitcase. Get in! Her trunk swallows up my belongings, and I turn the key into the lock I keep meaning to lubricate with WD-40.


  Wait, I say. I take out a tissue to wipe the door handle and straighten the mailbox. The Ladybug Parking sign hangs in its usual place, a reminder of Stellas first message to me. She thought it was stupid.


  Against my will, an image of Celine rises in my mind. Shy. No, not shy. Unassuming. Ladybug Parking. Wouldnt that be cute? There could be a line of ladybugs waiting to visit you. Sweet Celine. I wish you could have ladybugs park in your driveway. Just once.


  I wont cry. But when the key makes the correct turn, my stomach sinks. Stupid, lying idiot. Going after Stella is the right thing to do. She has her life together. Shed never chase after her neighbor for a year, creating a fake account and lying to all her friends.


  She also left in a huff because you didnt give her sex. I jiggle the key in the lock for an extra few seconds, trying to buy myself time. But she apologized. Stellas the right one for me. Shes never lied, never taken advantage, never…


  Never belittled you because you couldnt give what she wanted?


  I turn toward Cindy, ready to make the foolish choice. To go after Stella, so right for me on paper but wrong in real life. Ive made my choice. Ive sent Celine packing. Theres no going backward from here.


  And yet, purring up the street is a red Bug with black circles attached to the roof. Celine pulls into the driveway and gets out. She trembles all over. I know you dont want to talk to me again, she says. Defensive? No. Hurt. I wont contact you anymore. But I wanted, just for once, to make your dream come true. A dream of a real Bug in your driveway. Ill go now.


  She steps back into her car and starts the engine. She eases her car into reverse, and Cindy motions for me to get into hers.


  Stunned, I say words without sense. No, I say. Command. Stay.


  Celine brakes and turns toward me, eyes alight with hope but wary at the same time. Anything.


  My traitor heart knew, all along. It wouldnt let me travel to Seattle. It let me pretend until the moment of truth. Ill tell Celine she doesnt deserve another chance. Im doing her a favor; she should thank me. I open my mouth.


  Marry me.


  She cracks her car door open and slides out, joined by Cindy who stares at me.


  Thats the least romantic proposal Ive ever seen. Cindy scoffs, as if shes seen more than her own. You shouldnt


  Yes! Celine whispers as if afraid Ill change my mind.


  I open my arms, and she comes toward me.


  Youre a fool, Cindy says, but she turns toward her car. And dont schedule it on a first Friday of the month. Youve wrecked enough potlucks already.


  But the edges of her mouth tip upward, and she gives an approving nod toward Celine. Took you long enough.


  Cindy disappears before I can say any more, and Celine stares at me. Really? For sure?


  I lead her toward my front door and turn the doorknob. As she crosses the threshold, I swat her bottom in a noisy, assured movement. She turns her head toward me, her mouth a perfect O of surprise.


  Mine, I tell her. Youre a crazy fool, Gemma. Never forget.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  December 2015


  


  Pastor Mark buzzes his electric drill to take off Gemmas deadbolt and replace it with a new one.


  Thank you! we chorus, and Gemma links her arm in mine. Its the most important gift.


  He nods toward the pile of gifts in the corner. For certain. A married couple needs their privacy. He winks and rubs the plate clean with a cloth.


  Lissa hands us her gift in person. You promised to stop by on your first date, she scolds. I apologize, but she waves for me to hurry and open the bag. Inside, a box of raspberry vanilla fudge shines with temptation.


  Hannah elbows Penny while working through the second layer of crocheted ruffles on her baby afghan. I knew theyd get together.


  Penny agrees while examining the stitches on Nanas wedding quilt. Moms wedding gift is a hand-carved quilt rack, large enough to display the stars and diamonds on a pale blue background. Gemstones and the sky, together forever. So did I. It was obvious from the way they looked at each other.


  I stifle a snort. The same Penny and Hannah who tried to set Gemma up with every unmarried male within the county?


  Gemma sorts through a pile of pastel envelopes, dealing them onto the table like playing cards. Wow, she says. Ive never gotten this much mail, ever. Oh. She tenses up when she comes to a large, cream-colored envelope decorated with multiple stamps.


  Whats wrong? I peer at it, and she gives a sigh. Stella Montgomery. I shrug. You told her?


  She avoids looking at me. Sorry. Hope you dont mind.


  Maybe I should feel threatened, but Im wearing Gemmas wedding ring and Stella is not. I dont mind, I reassure her. Unless you do? Gemma said Stella called to apologize, but it doesnt seem like enough. How could words make up for hurting someone that badly? Glass houses. Stones. I put the thought away.


  Here, you open it. Gemma thrusts the card toward me, as if absolving herself of its contents.


  I slide my thumb underneath the gummed flap and pull out a subdued, no-frills card that might be found at a dollar store. Dear Gemma and Selena, congratulations on your wedding. Best wishes to you. Stella.


  Selena? Gemma cocks her head.


  I shrug once more. Nothing bad. I kiss Gemma on the cheek, saving the special kisses for private. Youre mine, I assure her. No card from Stella or anyone else will change that.


  She blinks, her cheeks turning pink. Thank you, she whispers.


  I want to reassure her that its no big deal, but I hold my tongue. For Gemma, it is. I wont diminish what this moment means for her. Then I spot our mothers chatting, and the view strikes terror in my heart. Gemma!


  She rests her hand on my bottom, and I squirm with both pleasure and discomfort. The day she proposed, she promised a daily spanking until we grew tired of it. Three months later, I still wake up to the kiss of the wooden spoon, hairbrush, paddle, pointer stick, or her hand. Sometimes she slaps with leather or rubber, but I start every day with just enough soreness to remember who is my mistress. In public, or at home with guests, she only has to let her hand accidentally on purpose touch my bottom to remind me of her ownership.


  Cindy and Lissa hate wives and being owned. Me? I want to wake up every morning, shouting with pride at belonging to the girl next door who finally saw me as someone to claim as hers.


  Shh, love, Gemma says, with a slight frown.


  I give the tiny shake that means Im serious. Theyre threatening to share our baby bath time photos! And my parents didnt believe in covering up with cute smiley face stickers, either!


  Gemma laughs. Im the only child of parents who waited more than twenty years for a baby. Do you think your mom can be any worse?


  


  ****


  


  After the reception, our families and friends crowd around my new red Bug decorated with streamers, glass marker, and of course ladybugs. A ladybug topper decorates the antenna, a metal ladybug frame protects the license plate, and someone found magnetic black stickers to decorate the roof like wings. The vanity license plate, a gift from our Lydia Circle, reads LADYBUG. Someone even stuck a rainbow, clouds, and sky decal onto the back window. I giggle at the ridiculous lengths our friends went to, and Milly thrusts a zippered insulated bag into my hands.


  Save your money, she scolds in her gentle way. Heres a few snacks to get you through the first day, at least. You wont want to search for food tonight.


  I hold my laughter inside with the greatest of efforts, and Gemma peeks inside the bag. A veritable buffet of food storage containers must contain enough nourishment for a week, if not more. Thank you, I murmur, and Milly hugs us both to her.


  Go have a wild time. She winks. Youre only young once, and youre legal now.


  We are, indeed. Although we are not the first lesbian couple to marry in the state of Florida, we are in the first wave. Unlike Cindy and Lissa, married in spirit but not law, Gemma is mine before God, the courts, and the highest law of the land. No one can take me from her.


  Maybe Milly doesnt realize how close we skirt that line, Gemma says sotto voce. She brushes against my bottom as she sets the food bag into the back of the car. I jump and blush. What shes proposed for our honeymoon isnt illegal. At least I dont think so.


  Everyone gives us hugs and kisses, and Pastor Mark places a hand on each of our heads. May God bless you and keep you, and may God guide you safely through your journey as a married couple.


  Penny scolds with a glint in her eye, You got married in December just so you wouldnt have to change all the altar settings for Advent services.


  Thats why I had to start preparing you in August! Gemma laughs and slides into the driver seat. I scoot into the passenger side, blowing kisses and waving to everyone, and she punches the buttons on the GPS.


  Hey, I protest. It is my car, you know. I dont mind, but it seems appropriate to establish ownership.


  She looks up from keying in Apollo Beach and the manatee viewing center. She grins. Whats yours is mine, she explains.


  And whats yours is yours? I stick my tongue out, and she reaches across the divider to pinch my cheek.


  Such a naughty girl. I will have to punish you tonight.


  When? I peer at the GPS. An hour! It might as well be forever.


  As soon as we get to the hotel. She pulls onto the main road, and we wave back at the honks, cheers, and whistles.


  Okay. Five seconds later, I break out my best whine. Are we there yet?


  She brakes at a stop sign and pulls her seatbelt loose to give me a kiss. Brat. Ill punish you for that.


  Oh, yes, please!


  Chapter Thirty


  December 2015


  


  starrygirl793: Im glad you convinced me to keep my account.


  Lorelei: Are you ready to change your status?


  starrygirl793: To married? Owned? Guided by? Protected? I dont know what to choose.


  Lorelei: How about spanked on a daily basis until death do us part?


  starrygirl793: Mmm.


  Lorelei: And to think, a year ago, you pretended interest in this lifestyle to get close to me.


  starrygirl793: I kneel in abject shame for my sins, O Great Wise One.


  Lorelei: Brat. Ill make you kneel, all right.


  starrygirl793: But what would Pastor Mark and sweet Milly think if they knew your sins? Thats why you kept this secret from everyone, right?


  Lorelei: Oh, you want openness? Should I tell them how you cried like a baby when I took my favorite hairbrush to your bare bottom last night? Or how wet and excited you got from it? How can I punish my naughty girl when she likes it so much?


  starrygirl793: Im shocked at a nice church lady like you, talking such filth.


  Lorelei: I could wash your mouth out with soap.


  starrygirl793: Hey, Im not the one talking filth!


  Lorelei: Really? You havent described the porn scenes you watched, trying to learn how to impress me?


  starrygirl793: Er...


  Lorelei: The real question is, soap before or after your next spanking? And how uncomfortable for you to go to the beach and wear shorts over your swimsuit! Poor dear.


  starrygirl793: Youre enjoying this. :P


  Lorelei: Of course I am. Youre not?


  starrygirl793: Maybe.


  Lorelei: Are you packed for tomorrow?


  starrygirl793: Yes. My moms set up to take care of my house. She thinks the B&B idea is great.


  Lorelei: Yeah, since we dont have any hotels nearby and weve gotten this many visitors.


  starrygirl793: Maybe not anymore, now that the Great Playgirl has settled down and become an honest woman.


  Lorelei: LOL. How can you cry for forgiveness across my knee and sass with such lack of repentance a few hours later?


  starrygirl793: Youd be bored if I behaved.


  Lorelei: Maybe.


  starrygirl793: I still cant believe quiet, sweet Gemma is Mistress Lorelei, singing on the Rhine while sailors crash to their deaths.


  Lorelei: Ouch, that hurt.


  starrygirl793: I dont mean literally.


  Lorelei: I know. :)


  starrygirl793: You said we should talk about rules. Changes.


  Lorelei: Yes. It wont be easy, you know.


  starrygirl793: As opposed to the past year, when things were smooth sailing?


  Lorelei: Point taken.


  starrygirl793: You forgave me after I lied to you for most of a year. I thought you were going to kill me. Then I thought you were going to kill me again. Frankly, Im relieved to be alive.


  Lorelei: Thats why Christians believe in resurrection. We need to get revenge more than once.


  starrygirl793: :( I dont like scary Gemma!


  Lorelei: *Smiles* Good, then youll behave.


  starrygirl793: Okay, so what will the rules be?


  Lorelei: Honesty. Faithfulness. And accountability.


  starrygirl793: Weve talked about that. No bedtimes.


  Lorelei: *Grins* Oh, I have ways of convincing you to go to bed.


  starrygirl793: I cant wait!


  Lorelei: Are you prepared for the ginger tomorrow?


  starrygirl793: It sounds crazy and painful, but if thats what we have to do...


  Lorelei: Well do it once, and if you hate it we can stop.


  starrygirl793: Yeah, right! Your favorite thing in the whole world, and youd quit?


  Lorelei: Until you are ready to try again.


  starrygirl793: So, the next day?


  Lorelei: *Laughs* I love you, sweetie.


  starrygirl793: Dont think I love you right now.


  Lorelei: Stand up, take your bath brush, and smack yourself once on each bottom cheek for that.


  starrygirl793: *Grumbles* I hate when you make me do this.


  Lorelei: Good.


  starrygirl793: Ill take whatever licks you dish out, but this DIY stuff stinks!


  Lorelei: Im waiting. Now you can make it three times on each side.


  starrygirl793: Okay, okay.


  starrygirl793: Ouch. :(


  starrygirl793: Im done. :(


  Lorelei: Now do it again, but dont wimp out.


  starrygirl793: *Sighhhhhhhhhh* Stop spying in my window.


  Lorelei: A mistress does not need to spy. And that wasnt as much complaining as you usually do.


  starrygirl793: OW OW OW OW OW that HURT!


  starrygirl793: Better?


  starrygirl793: :P


  Lorelei: Im thinking the mistress needs to make a house call.


  starrygirl793: YAY!!!!!


  starrygirl793: I mean, oh no! Im so sorry. Ill behave.


  starrygirl793: *Crosses fingers behind back*


  Lorelei: Kneel in the corner, brat. Ill be over in five minutes.


  starrygirl793: Gemma?


  Lorelei: Yes, dear?


  starrygirl793: I love you.


  Lorelei: Love you, too.


  starrygirl793: *Puppy dog eyes*


  Lorelei: Into the corner!


  starrygirl793: *Skips to the corner to daydream about my very own Gemstone, come to sparkle and brighten my life*


  Lorelei: Well, rats. Howm I supposed to punish you now?


  starrygirl793: Thats your problem, not mine. Love of my life.


  starrygirl793: *Goes to the corner for real*


  Chapter Thirty-One


  December 2015


  


  All right, miss, I say, detaching myself from Celines embrace. My wifes embrace. I still cant believe were official. Were hitched, partnered, till-death-do-us-part married and feted by the entire family of Faith Lutheran, not to mention half of Citrusville. Ive grown tired of the endless dinner and party invitations, as much as I love my community for giving them. They accept us as a couple, and I love them for it. But right now, I relish having that sexy body to myself in the kitchenette of our honeymoon suite. No more guilt about what we want to do to each other. The gold bands on our left hands proclaim to the world we are legal, Biblical, and ready to sin.


  My wife is a bad influence on me. I must punish her for that.


  Enough stalling. Paring away the last bit of peeling, I run the knife along the ginger root to make it smooth. No jagged edges, no protrusions that could tear her delicate skin. I want to cause temporary discomfort, not actual pain. Well, at least not yet. Bare your bottom and bend over the table.


  The manatees were amazing, she chirps with false cheeriness. She keeps her eyes averted, but the aroma of fresh garlic is inescapable. I didnt know they are only in Florida.


  Washing my gloved hands, I carry the fresh root to the bedroom part of our suite, setting the object of her dislike on top of a plastic bag. You know what else is in Florida? Brides getting figged and spanked on their wedding night.


  No. The sullen tone fools me until she ducks her head in a grin. She rustles off the bed and trudged toward the round corner table that will have to serve as our play area.


  I grab a few towels, one to put under her feet and another to cover the table. Cheeky. Youll pay for that, miss. Hold the edges of the table, or youll slip.


  Lorelei is back, but this time Im happy to let her take over. I am me, wholly kinky and wholly safe. The love of my life can balance her own checkbook, declare her feelings to the girl next door, and stand up to my temper. All these years I thought I wanted a babygirl, but I was wrong. I needed a woman, and I got one. Who knew the sweet, shy girl next door hid such delicious naughtiness inside? She is almost too much woman for me, like a tsunami crashing into the beach and asking to be disciplined. And yet, she does ask. She crashes and breaks, and she has chosen me to guide her.


  After Celine situates herself, I pat the insides of her thighs. Wider. She struggles to obey, parting her legs. Wider, or youll feel my wooden spoon next. She whimpers, and I grab my favorite spoon.


  Tap!


  The pressure of clear maple between her legs sends her into shivers, and I smile as I set the spoon down. This strong, vibrant force of nature could throw me to the ground if she wished, straddling my thighs and sending me into waves of pleasure unlike anything I, the revered mistress of Kinklife, have experienced. There is no reason for me to command and for her to obey, except that Celine chooses to submit.


  Every breath in her body, she gives to me. I wake up wondering what Ive done to deserve her, and I go to bed praying God will forgive my sins of lust and depravity.


  Being married to Celine makes a woman eager to experience that depravity.


  Since you sassed after I warned you not to, Im going to play with your clit until you want me to do something more. Then youll stay bent over the table with the ginger sticking out of your bottom, thinking over what happens to naughty girls in this house.


  Im glad were not Catholic. Pastor Mark would die if I confessed this sin to him.


  Says… Celine grunts as I spread a thin layer of lubricant around her bottom hole. Says the woman who pretends to be all innocent and holy.


  And because you argued again, Ill use my tongue. Im very good with my tongue. For an innocent. Oops. Maybe I should spank myself next.


  Once the warming jelly glistens in readiness, I check my gloves to make sure I havent snagged the latex. I want all the burning for Celine, not for me. At least not yet. A mistress enjoys playing with her food before eating it.


  How does a nice, sweet church lady know how to eat pussy? Celines panting in the effort to hold still, and I pat her back with my left gloved hand. She says the words with a jerk, as if trying to prove she can be tough. Im not as pure as you think, she said. Stop thinking Im a nun.


  Well. We are Lutheran, after all. We dont have nuns.


  Relax. Youre getting what I want to give you. Theres no reason to push. Celine asked for a scene, so shes getting one. She didnt ask for logic; I can be a hypocrite if I want to. Or, for your own good, Ill find one of my ball gags. You dont want to earn more punishment than you can take. And once this ginger takes effect, youll cry in your desire for relief.


  Her bottom cheeks wriggle as she stamps her feet in desperation. She parts her legs as wide as she can, and her naughty fingers creep between her legs. Do it now! I cant wait anymore. Ill cry now.


  She is. Or she will. All right, sweetheart. If thats what you want. I should have known better than to issue a threat when I dont have the heart to follow through. I want to hear every moan, every cry, and every whisper as the ginger takes effect. I settle for pulling her hand toward the small of her back, picking up the spoon, and slapping it against the backs of her thighs. Not on the soft fleshy curve of her bottom where nature intended me to spank, but the taut former dancers muscles devoid of any fatty protection. When Celine howls, I slide her further forward until she rises onto her tiptoes. Ill spank the crease where thigh meets buttock, as I did with the bath brush months ago. This time, she knows what to expect. This time, her pleas are more knowledgeable.


  Okay! I wont argue, you bathead!


  At the same moment, I drop my spoon and we burst into laughter. I have to hold onto the back of the chair to stay upright, and she sinks to her knees. She glares up at me. That wasnt funny!


  You could at least pretend to be sorry. Unsympathetically, I haul her back over the table. The ginger will burn, and you might cramp a bit or suffer some discomfort. The worst of it should be over within a few minutes, but well leave the root in for about half an hour. Heres a tip. If you clench your buttocks, youll squeeze your muscles around the ginger and make things worse. The more you relax, the easier it will be.


  She lets out a deep breath. Okay.


  Afterward, its going to feel amazing. I promise. You might beg me to put a new root in, but we wont do more than one for your first day. I run my hands along her back, kissing along her spine. Because youve been so naughty, you will remain in position for the half hour. I set my wooden spoon across her back, drawing its outline with a red body paint marker. I add wings and a few dots, turning the spoon into a ladybug fairy. If you let my favorite spoon move outside these lines Ive just drawn, youll sleep alone tonight. If you hold still, you can take me to our bed and do anything you want. I raise my eyebrows. Anything.


  She turns her head toward me. At the incredulity on her face, I fight not to laugh. No way! I watched porn, remember?


  Yes. You can give me a back rub, borrow my crochet hook, put on your cute maid outfit and dust the shelves…


  She growls like a tiger ready to spring. Just start, already!


  Ill make you regret you said that. I slap the inside of her left thigh, and she gasps. If you think thats sensitive, just imagine if I get closer to… I slap the inside of her right thigh. And now I must prepare you for the ginger again. Dont move. Spreading her legs in the lewdest way possible, I work the fresh, juicy root inside the pinkness of her bottom. When she squirms and mewls, I whap the back of her thigh. I said, dont move. Drop that wooden spoon before I get the root in, and youll sleep in the guest room for a week after we get home.


  Gemma! Like you would actually do it.


  The threat has its desired effect, however, and Celine shudders into stillness. Once the ginger is in place, sticking out like a tiny flag planted in the soil of my woman, I pull off the gloves and settle into an armchair across the room. Id love to get out my pink pearl vibrator and enjoy the sight of her, but shed get too much virtual satisfaction from my pleasure. I, too, will have to wait. My groans match hers, and our agonized sighs exhale in unison.


  She gives a high-pitched whine a few minutes in, drumming her fingertips against the table. The ginger must have reached peak effect, but the spoon lies in place across her back. Impressed, I wonder if shell actually best me at my game. Anything you want. I have a feeling Celines anything wont stay within normal Gemma comfort. Then again, I doubt Celine pictured a figging when she asked, months ago, about my hairbrush.


  Is it half an hour yet? The whines have changed to soft grunts.


  Ninety seconds. Its actually been closer to five minutes, but she rewards me with the clenching of her fists, the curling of her toes, and the exquisite undulation of her body. Like magic, the spoon flies its proud flag of unyielding womanly strength. Im proud of my Celine, even when I mess with her mind. Hold still, girl. Lorelei might as well have her fun.


  Celine lowers her head onto the desk, moaning. Damn, it hurts!


  Making sure she can see me, I step toward her with the famed hairbrush in my hand. Thats enough, Celine. She grows quiet in an instant.


  Sorry.


  Excuse me?


  Sorry, maam.


  At that, I duck down to kiss the top of her forehead. Mistress. Youve earned the right to call me your mistress.


  


  ****


  


  Later when the spoon falls, as I knew it would, she bursts into tears. This time, Im prepared for her explosion of emotions and cuddle her next to me. She protests, tries to argue, and complains, but I hold firm.


  No, Celine. I kiss her, a chaste peck on the cheek as I lead her to the extra bed. She whines and cries out that I cant spoil our honeymoon and first night together, but I persuade her with a few spanks of the hairbrush.


  


  ****


  


  In the morning, fresh with the rising sun, I sit by her bedside until she stirs. She opens her eyes, sees me, and lies still. Quiet. Waiting.


  Ive been a naughty girl, I coo. She lifts her head, puzzled. I might have tricked my wife yesterday about a bargain I knew she couldnt fulfill…


  Before I can finish, she drags me into bed with her. The hotel bedspread slides to the floor. My turn, she growls.


  Are you going to spank me? She shouldnt get to have all the fun of being cheeky.


  You wish. She throws the top sheet back, rolling on top of me and dropping kisses onto my stomach while stretching my arms onto the pillows. Unused to letting another woman take charge, I shake off her hold and pull my hands toward my face. She gives a light slap on each wrist before placing my arms back onto the pillows. I didnt say you could move.


  I giggle as she hikes up the silky pink and black camisole she gave as my wedding gift. Ooh! Kissing down the front of my chest, she nips at the outermost edges of each breast. She sucks and licks before letting go, then sits up so she can massage both breasts at once. When I relax into her touch, she bends down to apply her teeth and tongue to my nipples in a maddening cycle of slow and fast. Never predictable, she keeps me off-balance with every touch. Wheres my shy neighbor Celine?


  Wheres my innocent Lydia Circle chair Gemma? Working her way down my stomach, patting and rubbing almost like a masseuse, she slides the tiny pink and black panties down and off. The scrap of fabric hits the floor as she spreads my legs and curls them around her waist. She takes the pearl pink vibrator from the nightstand and switches it on, humming as she teases it across my goosefleshed skin. I tighten my legs around her in an effort to bring her touch closer to my neglected clit, but she tsks. Too bad you didnt get any ginger. Youd have this lovely afterglow of heat and arousal.


  Im going to paddle that smart mouth out of you. My threat would come across as more effective if I could speak without panting. Not there…not there. I reach for the vibrator to push it downward, but she tsks some more.


  Youre not telling me what to do, are you? Naughty. How would Mistress Lorelei react if starrygirl did that to her?


  Groaning with unmet need, I haul myself into a sitting position and snap my fingers, before pointing my finger downward. I take the vibrator from her and shut it off, then set it aside. Disbelief, annoyance, and finally sulky resignation crosses her face as she lifts her own black lace camisole and lowers herself across my lap. This is totally cheating. Its my turn.


  My hairbrush, I say, with admirable patience. A mistress doesnt cheat; she pulls rank.


  She slides of the bed, crosses the room to pick up my treasured brush, and hands it to me. You promised I could have fun, she complains. Pulling rank is cheating.


  I cant help it. Its my honeymoon, and my wife just seduced me. Im allowed to cheat. Stroking her back, tanned from our afternoon at Caladesi Island last weekend, I lower the brush in a rapid fire of sharp blows. She gyrates across my lap, and my own body burns with desire. Think of how much more youll enjoy this experience, basking in the warmth of a freshly spanked bottom. The brush connects with her softly rounded buttocks, making her cry out with each impact. But this doesnt turn you on. Not at all.


  Nooooo…Gemma, Ill make you pay for this!


  Fibber. And you know what happens to naughty girls who fib. She has received so many spankings in the past few days that I stop after a few swats. I could listen to her breathy cries all day, but I dont want her bruised. Sore and squirming, thats how I want my girl. Not injured for real.


  Ow, she whimpers, exaggerating for effect.


  I laugh and slap her red-hot bottom with my open hand. I think its time for your next figging lesson, my dear.


  She shakes her head, the pout clear in her tone. I want my way with you. Mistress B. You reneged on a promise.


  I give a helpless shrug. I let you have, what, fifteen minutes? Thats fifteen more than Ive given anyone else. Cmon. Let me take care of you. I pause. How much more youll enjoy bringing me to satisfaction if you feel the heat inside of you, too.


  She considers for a second before popping up, retrieving the kit I set out last night and handing me fresh gloves. I peel a fresh root and motion for her to lie in front of me. Kneel facing forward, and spread your legs.


  She steps out of her panties and obeys, and I squeeze a generous dollop of lube onto my fingertip. Spreading her legs wider, I thrust my gloved finger into and around her entrance. You like this, dont you? Naughty girl, youve been waiting for another root to satisfy you. Ill have to start buying more ginger at this rate. She squeals at the coldness of the gel but relaxes at my touch. After a moment, I try to work the finger of ginger inside but am stymied by her clenching. Relax.


  A sharp spank, and her tense muscles loosen. The ginger slips inside, and I give it a gentle tug to make sure it will stay in place. Im not sure how wild she plans to get with me, but we dont want the ginger to fall out or cause pain. At least other than Mistress Lorelei ordered.


  She whines, breathing hard as her face flushes almost as red as her bottom. Ow, ow! That burns! Its worse than last night. She doesnt tell me to take the ginger out, but the desire is clear.


  Taking my gloves off and cleaning my hands with a wet wipe, I pick up the hairbrush and chastise each bottom cheek. I told you, dont clenching. Plus, the lube blocks most of the effect. Stop playacting.


  Ow!


  I set the brush down and lean against the headboard, surveying the wriggling, bouncing, cherry-red bottom with its ginger. I giggle to myself. Its like having a stick of cinnamon in my apple cider, or a tiny umbrella in my piña colada. Extra spice for an extra nice time. Your turn. I spread my legs open, inviting her to touch. She lowers herself to her elbows, whimpering and gasping as she makes a slow, uneven circle to face me.


  It hurts! Her eyes shine extra-bright, and her face is flushed.


  Relax. Let the ginger work its magic. I take her hands and help massage the insides of my thighs. In the meantime, there are ways to distract yourself.


  She gulps, licking her lips. I cant sit up. Not with…not with that…


  I crook my finger at her, and she travels up my body for kisses, stroking, and a tap on her nose. Lissa warned me about her inexperience, telling me to take it slowly. I was so floored to receive sex advice from the fudge lady that I agreed. Who says you have to sit up? She blushes, still waving her bottom as the ginger releases its juices inside of her, and lowers her cheek to rest on the inside of my right thigh.


  I…I dont know what to do. She blushes, this time from her words. She pats my thigh as if afraid to get closer.


  I groan, lifting my hips toward her. Sweetheart, at this point all you have to do is touch. Please!


  Giving me a worried glance, she bends down to lick. A spasm of pleasure makes me groan, and she jerks away in alarm. Did that hurt?


  Dont stop! I grab her shoulders and pull her toward me again. This time, her tongue explores my clit as I encircle her with my legs. As the ginger takes effect inside of her, she grows more frantic in her ministrations. She laps with precision, and each lick draws out pleasure Ive never before imagined.


  


  ****


  


  Afterward, as she cuddles into my side, she murmurs just loud enough for me to hear. It was a nasty trick you played with the wooden spoon. I shall have to repeat your lesson tomorrow.


  Oh, really? I raise an eyebrow, which is impressive since the rest of my body has lost ability to move. For a newbie, she knows a lot. More than I expected, honestly.


  Yes. She nods. No arguing.


  I burrow into the pillows and kiss her nose. What if I said tomorrow was too far away?


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  December 2015


  


  Lorelei: Good morning, dear. Did you have a nice nap after our…ahem…playtime?


  starrygirl793: You startled me!


  Lorelei: Thats my line. :) Do we have a guilty conscience?


  starrygirl793: You should! Ive had every bit of naughtiness spanked out of me.


  Lorelei: Thats a pity. What excuse shall I find for spanking you this afternoon?


  starrygirl793: *Giggle* Youre sending me messages from the next room?


  Lorelei: Maybe. Youre naked and typing on your phone in bed, arent you?


  starrygirl793: Maybe. Were not all early birds AND night owls. Do you ever sleep?


  Lorelei: My wickedness keeps me vibrant.


  starrygirl793: Ill say. That was a nasty trick with the spoon and setting me up to fail.


  Lorelei: Im so sorry. Did I give you the impression you had a voice in these decisions?


  starrygirl793: Im sticking my tongue out in your direction, Mistress B.


  Lorelei: Thats Mistress Lorelei to you, and Ill show you whos the brat. Lets see. Youve felt my paddle, the hairbrush, my hand...what else. Oh, my wooden spoon! Such a sweet little tool, and such a powerful impact.


  starrygirl793: Ouch! My mom used that on me.


  Lorelei: Because you behaved perfectly as a child.


  starrygirl793: Are you going to come back to bed so we can screw and smack, or will you torment me for the rest of the day?


  Lorelei: I was planning on ordering lunch, but tormenting you sounds more fun.


  starrygirl793: Lunch! In bed? I thought Milly packed us a week of meals.


  Lorelei: True. You can eat leftovers while sitting on a hard metal folding chair.


  starrygirl793: Er...


  Lorelei: *Evil grin*


  starrygirl793: I think Gods going to punish you for your sadism.


  Lorelei: And you thought sweet little Gemma was afraid!


  starrygirl793: Sweet little Gemma is a lot different with a paddle in her hand.


  Lorelei: So is sweet little Celine.


  starrygirl793: Sore Celine. Im never going to sit again.


  Lorelei: I hope not. :)


  starrygirl793: Sticking my tongue out again.


  Lorelei: All right, thats enough banter. You wanted a whole day of submission, right?


  starrygirl793: Lunch in bed sounds better. Ill submit to food.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Brat.


  starrygirl793: You say that like its a bad thing, Mistress B.


  Lorelei: Im warning you...


  starrygirl793: Im being warned.


  Lorelei: Watch it or Im posting on your wall.


  starrygirl793: Now Im scared. Whatll you do, post a picture of a cat?


  Lorelei: You think I wont do it?


  starrygirl793: Im trembling in terror.


  Lorelei: That does it. Just a minute.


  starrygirl793: Uh-oh.


  starrygirl793: Gemma?


  starrygirl793: Hey Gemma, I take it back!


  starrygirl793: OMG!! You did NOT!


  Lorelei: *Smirks*


  starrygirl793: *Dying*


  starrygirl793: You are evil.


  Lorelei: Why, thank you! Ive gotten three likes already.


  starrygirl793: Gemma!


  Lorelei: Thats Mistress to you, young lady. What, are you embarrassed for all your friends to know youve been soundly spanked and figged, and youll prepare yourself for some more figging and bare bottom spanking today? Or that you protested about figging for ages, but in bed you squealed like a little girl afterward?


  starrygirl793: OMG! OMG! Just...OMG! Take it down!


  Lorelei: Did I give you the impression you have a say in this?


  starrygirl793: What if Pastor Mark sees? Cindy? Someone from church?


  Lorelei: Id say youre the one who signed up for Kinklife in the first place.


  starrygirl793: Theres got to be a more effective way to fight back than sticking my tongue out at the hotel wall.


  Lorelei: *Laughs* Sweetie, just accept it.


  starrygirl793: Accept what?


  Lorelei: Im right. Ill always be right. Darling.


  starrygirl793: I shouldve married a switch.


  Lorelei: Ooh, a switch! What an excellent idea. Ill send you into the yard to pick one after your first spanking.


  starrygirl793: Gemma...cmon. Its our honeymoon, and you promised some fun.


  Lorelei: Im sorry. Did I give the impression *you* would have the fun?


  starrygirl793: Im sitting here laughing, shaking my head, and groaning.


  Lorelei: Cmon out, sweetie. And bring my hairbrush.


  starrygirl793: *Gulps* To brush my hair?


  Lorelei, Sure, why not?


  starrygirl793: I love you.


  Lorelei: Love you, too. One more thing.


  starrygirl793: Yeah?


  Lorelei: Thats, Yes, maam?


  starrygirl793: Yes, maam?


  Lorelei: Change your status message.


  starrygirl793: Okay, to what?


  Lorelei: Spanked happily ever after.


  Epilogue: The Dream


  September 2015


  


  Cindy enters stage right, wearing a police officers uniform and brandishing a billy club. Celine crouches in the center of the stage, folding her hands across the back of her neck and kneeling down as if for a tornado drill. She is naked. The stage is dark with a small spotlight on each actor.


  Cindy: I warned you. If you hurt her, Im taking it out of your hide.


  Lissa enters stage left, wearing a white gown and holding a candle aloft.


  Lissa: All relationships have their ups and downs.


  Cindy: You lied to her and betrayed her trust.


  Lissa: You made mistakes, but you made them out of love.


  Cindy leaps toward Celine, holding out the club to strike Celines neck. Lissa glides forward, holding out her candle. Cindy darts forward several times, and Lissa deflects in a spinning, twisting dance while holding onto the candle. Celine flinches but stays in position. After a few unsuccessful attempts, Cindy takes the candle from Lissa, who holds her arms in the air. The other two freeze. The billy club clatters to the floor, and Cindys candle shines over the three in a tableaux.


  Narrator: 1 Peter 2:9 But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, Gods special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.


  Cindy and Lissa each take a side of the candle holder, circling around Celine in a slow, graceful dance. Cindy steps heavily, and Lissa spins while switching her side of the candle holder from one hand to the other.


  Cindy: You will pay the price.


  Narrator: Act 26:17b-18 I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.


  Cindy: And you will hurt her no more.


  Cindy exits, taking the candle with her. A faint spotlight remains on Lissa, standing over Celine. Lissa stands behind Celine, holding her arms over Celines head. Celine rises slowly, one arm crossed over her chest and the other covering her pelvis. Lissa holds one arm out to the right, and Celine sways in that direction. Lissa holds her other arm to the left, and Celine follows.


  Narrator: Matthew 25: 35-36a For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me.


  Gemma rises from a trapdoor, clothed in schoolmarm attire and holding a yardstick. She taps the stick against the floor, rising onto the balls of her feet as she lowers into an arabesque while holding onto the stick for balance. She stands up straight and lifts the yardstick with both hands and motions as if to spank Celines buttocks with it. Celine stands still, waiting. Lissa takes the stick, kisses Gemma on the cheek, and glides offstage. Gemma stands next to Celine, facing the audience and speaking in a loud, rapid voice. Celines words begin soft and grow in both volume and intensity.


  Gemma: I am Mistress Lorelei.


  Celine: I am starrygirl793.


  Gemma: I hid my identity from my friends and family because I wanted to protect my privacy.


  Celine: I hid my identity from Gemma to find a way into her good graces.


  Gemma: I am the only daughter of an almost childless couple, the sole bearer of a new generation.


  Celine: I am the youngest of three children, and no one expected me to take responsibility.


  Gemma: I am a woman of dominance who leads and protects.


  Celine: I am a girl confused, wanting to submit but not understanding how.


  Gemma: I stand before you, fully clothed and with my darkest secrets bared for all to see.


  Celine: I stand before you, fully naked and cloaked in secrets and shame.


  Gemma: I cannot forgive.


  Celine: I cannot expect forgiveness.


  Gemma and Celine turn toward each other, talking over each other.


  Gemma: And yet, seeing you there...


  Celine: And yet, seeing you there...


  Gemma: I must ask your forgiveness...


  Celine: I must learn to forgive...


  Gemma: I told you we had a connection that couldnt be broken...


  Celine: I reached out to you when no one else could...


  Gemma: You have become part of my soul...


  Celine: I must learn to forget you...


  Gemma: I am the mistress.


  Celine: I am the confused.


  (Together) We are connected. Forever.


  Gemma takes off her jacket and drapes it around Celines shoulders, patting it into place and reaching from behind to fasten the top button. She pats Celines cheek, and Celine raises her hand to hold Gemmas hand. Celine kisses Gemmas fingertips.


  They freeze, and the stage goes dark.
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