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Connie is working as a nursing assistant when she falls for the handsome intern John Bentley. In between the heavy demands of hospital work, the two get on well, but their relationship changes when Connie makes a serious medication error... and lets John takes the blame. Later (and much to her initial surprise), Connie shows how remorseful she is by going over Dr Bentley's lap for a spanking. It gives her a sore bottom but it clears the air... and paves the way for their relationship to flourish. Ignoring the advice of her room mate to show interest in any wealthy young doctor with real prospects, Connie prefers to stick with John, an only son expected to become a doctor in his father's small hospital in a poor Appalachian county. Courtship and marriage quickly follow, as do a few bare bottom spankings, and the couple move to Bentleyville to begin their new life together. Connie wishes to advance her career, but what she wants more than anything is to learn how to be a good doctor's wife. As time goes by, she finds that she has to be a disciplined wife in order to become a good doctor's wife, but with John's firm but fair demeanour and his particular brand of loving discipline, she has no regrets whatsoever.
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Chapter One

Before I met John Bentley, I had dreams I didn't fully understand, strange and powerful dreams in which I freely gave myself up to a man. But not just any man; a man who loved me and respected me enough to bring me into his world, a world of purpose and commitment, a man who would discipline me when I needed help in becoming the woman and wife I believed I was meant to be.

Then I met John and discovered that dreams can sometimes come true; at least they did for me. So I can now say, after nearly forty years by John's side, that my life, tempered by uncompromising love and occasional discipline, is better and far richer than anything I could have dreamed when I was young and naive. And although I never would have thought it possible back then, I love him more each day. I love him in spite of the discipline - which I have never enjoyed. Or perhaps I love him because of the discipline. In the end, what difference does it make?

From the beginning, we were an unlikely couple, and even today, I sometimes marvel at how a force apparently beyond our control or understanding brought us together as though we were absolutely meant to be.

I was born in 1958 in Green Tree, Pennsylvania, the only child of Edward and Marian Stapleton. My father was a highly respected and well-to-do banking executive in Pittsburgh who had served in World War Two. My mother, who was nine years younger than my father, was a fourth grade teacher. Needless to say, I had a comfortable upbringing and lacked for very little in the way of material possessions.

However, if my parents ever actually loved each other, they certainly didn't show it. Looking back, I'm not even sure they liked each other. When he wasn't working, my father spent most of his time on the golf course at the country club. Nearly every weekend he was with his friends and business associates either playing golf or talking about golf - or so I assumed since I was never actually invited to accompany him.

My mother, on the other hand, spent most of her free time either shopping or gossiping with her two sisters and her friends from school. Sometimes she would take me with her to the department stores in Pittsburgh; often she would leave me with my two cousins, both of whom were older.

When my father died of a heart attack - while playing golf, of course - two months before my high school graduation, my mother cried and mourned for about two days before cashing in his substantial life insurance policy. By the end of that August, she was already dating some tennis pro named Dirk.

I saw the proverbial handwriting on the wall and realized I would soon be displaced, either by Dirk or some other eager male suitor. So I followed one of my friends and enrolled in the River Valley Hospital School of Nursing, one of the last of the traditional hospital-based nursing programs left in Pennsylvania. I even got a job as a nursing assistant at the hospital and stayed in the nurses' dormitory.

I found, much to my surprise, that I actually enjoyed nursing and set about to learn as much as I could. Between classes and working, I was logging about seventy hours a week at the hospital, making new friends and relishing the patient contact-such a refreshing counterpoint to my sheltered upbringing. I also, I admit, looked over the doctors, especially the interns, who were still almost exclusively young males back in the late seventies. It was at the hospital where I first met John Bentley in July of 1978.

John came to River Valley as an intern, having just completed medical school at Marshall University. As he was only one of fifteen young men who started that July, I'm not sure what it was about him that got my attention. Oh, I admit that in the beginning it was probably his looks: tall with a sturdy build, chiseled features, dark hair, and brilliant blue eyes. Almost like a character straight out of a romance novel.

The first time I heard him talk I could tell he wasn't from Western Pennsylvania but rather rural Kentucky or West Virginia. He tried hard to suppress his accent, but he hadn't quite succeeded. That August, he was assigned night shift duties on the general floors. And because I was working night shift at the time, we saw each other frequently.

One slow night, we bumped into each other in the cafeteria at around two o'clock and sat down together to eat our lunch. While we ate, he opened up about himself. I think he was attracted to me, although he never would admit it. Anyway, I knew he didn't have many friends, if any, and was not well thought of by his colleagues, probably due to his background, which was rather atypical for our part of the world. In me, he found a willing listener.

He said that he was born and raised in Larisa County in eastern Kentucky. His father, Robert, was the only doctor for both the town of Bentleyville (named for the family) and the surrounding hollows - 'hollers,' as he put it. In fact, he said he came from a long line of doctors going all the way back to his great-great-grandfather, Elias, who had been a medical officer in the Union Army stationed in Larisa County during the Civil War.

As the only son, John was expected to become a doctor, help in his father's small hospital, and take over the practice when his father retired. It was a role and a responsibility that he was looking forward to assuming once he completed his internship. However, he hadn't gone immediately into college and then med school after high school. Rather, he enlisted in the U.S. Army and trained as a medic. He served two-and-a-half years during the Vietnam War, working for a year in a hospital in Saigon, an experience he rarely talked about then and still doesn't talk about unless pressed.

I was intrigued. Unlike most of the interns I had encountered who came across as condescending and arrogant, here was a man whose significant life experience had made him both wise and humble, a man with an appropriate level of self-confidence who also knew his limitations. And he was talking with me as though I was a friend and colleague, not just another nurse in training.

After that late night conversation, we talked every chance we got, which wasn't nearly as often as I would have liked. In fact, between his rotations and duties and my work and class schedule, we were lucky to have any time at all. Still, I could sense that a bond was slowly forming between us. And for reasons I didn't understand very well at the time, I wanted that bond to get stronger… so much so that his face began to appear in my dreams.

Although we spent Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year's Eve together (on duty, of course), he never asked me out for a date. But this didn't particularly bother me because I could tell that he was both extremely dedicated to his work and just a little bit timid when it came to women. I don't believe he had more than a professional conversation with anyone else other than me. He even had a reputation for being aloof, which I found a little amusing. I liked to fantasize that I was his one and only.

Our relationship took a dramatic turn near the end of that February, a turn that changed me forever. Looking back, I can say that it was a very good change, probably the best thing that could have happened to me. But I'm sure I didn't think so at the time.

That month, we were both finishing up our obligatory rotations in pediatrics. I didn't particularly care for the experience. At the same time, I was beginning to feel the weight of nearly three years of continuous work and study. To say that I was looking forward to graduation would be a gross understatement. These feelings coupled with being in close proximity to John on a daily basis made me less than diligent.

Without going into detail, I will just say that I made a serious medication error on a patient for whom John was responsible. Fortunately, the error was caught before it became truly life threatening. Because it was John's patient, he was blamed even though it was my mistake. I learned two days later that he was severely reprimanded. To his credit, he apparently never attempted to shift the blame onto me even though he would have clearly been within his rights to do so.

When I heard of the reprimand, I did feel a little guilty. However, because no real harm was done and I certainly didn't want to risk not graduating, I kept my mouth closed about the incident. I never even approached John to thank him and apologize for getting him into trouble. I was pretty self-absorbed in those days, sorely in need of a strong hand to set me straight.

So thoroughly had I put the incident - and the guilt - behind me that I had almost forgotten about it completely. That is, until John confronted me. On the last day of the month and the end of the rotation, John came up to me when I was alone near the nurses station.

"Connie, I think we need to talk," he said, putting one hand on my arm.

I had been trying to avoid him but saw that I could do so no longer as his eyes were insistent. I made a feeble attempt to feign innocence. "Okay."

His expression remained serious, and I knew at that moment he wanted to discuss the error. "Obviously, we can't talk here. Are you off duty this evening?"

This was a Friday afternoon and, remarkably, I was off the entire weekend. "Yes."

"Good," he said. "I'll be off duty in two hours. Meet me in the old intern lounge - room C 420, at 6:30."

I swallowed hard. "That's in the old part of the hospital," I said.

"I know. It's one of the few places around here where we can be alone."

Now I was getting a little nervous. A face-to-face meeting in some secluded and spooky part of the massive hospital complex was not exactly how I had envisioned our first date. "Dr. Bentley, what is this about?"

"I think you know, Miss Stapleton." Then he broke eye contact and his lips curled slightly upward. "It'll be all right. But we do need to talk."

I guess at that moment I felt I owed it to him to at least hear what he had to say. I really didn't think he meant to hurt me. Besides, a part of me was actually intrigued at the thought of being alone with him at last.

"Okay," I said. "I guess it'll be okay. Six-thirty in C 420."

His eyes once again found mine. "Thank you," he said, then turned and walked away, leaving me to ponder what exactly he had in mind. Revenge? Amorous tryst? My mind raced with the possibilities. However, nothing I conjured compared to what actually happened.

I went back to my dorm room, washed my face, brushed my teeth, and changed from my uniform into jeans and an oversize tee shirt, deliberately not dressing as though I was going on a date. At six-twenty, I left the dorm and made my way to the old and largely deserted part of the sprawling complex. When I reached the designated room, I saw the door was open. John was sitting in an old armchair reading a journal. On a small conference table was a square box with River Valley Pizza printed on top. So John had thought to bring a pizza from everyone's favorite restaurant. I began to relax a little. I wasn't sure what he was planning to do, but at least I wouldn't have to endure an empty stomach.

He smiled when he saw me and dropped the journal onto the linoleum floor. "Right on time," he said. "Please come in, get some pizza."

I entered the room, filled with old chairs, lamps, and the table. I got nervous again and suddenly wanted to get the issue out in the open. "Dr. Bentley, I..."

He stopped me with the outstretched palm of his right hand, a hand I came to know very well. "Connie, I think we know each other well enough you can call me John... at least when we're alone."

I nodded. "John, I... know I need to thank you."

"For what?"

As I watched him, I could tell he was playing with me a little. Or maybe he was testing me. Either way, his stolid demeanor was making me a bit edgy. "Well... for... for taking the blame. I heard you were severely reprimanded."

"Yes, I was. In fact, I very nearly got kicked out of here," he said. "But I didn't get kicked out. And I don't plan to stick around here for residency, so it's all water under the bridge, so to speak."

"I'm sorry," I said.

After what he had just said, I more-or-less expected him to brush off my rather hollow apology. But he didn't. "You should be," he said, his voice very serious. "Your careless error very nearly caused that young boy to die."

"Why didn't you report me, if you thought the error was that serious?"

His expression softened slightly. "Perhaps I should have. Most of the other guys around here would have without hesitation."

"Why didn't you?"

"Well, let's just say I think you have the potential to be a good nurse. I know that a bad report from me would possibly lead to an inquiry and could delay your graduation. I didn't want to do that."

"I appreciate that," I said, trying to meet his harsh stare. After a few seconds, I dropped my eyes to the floor.

"So, you're sorry and you're appreciative," he said. "But those sentiments do not mitigate the severity of the error or offer any reassurance the error won't be repeated."

I swallowed hard again and began to get very uneasy. If this was a game he was playing, I was growing tired of it. Whatever he was planning to do, I just wanted him to get to it. "Look, John," I said with impatience in my voice. "I said I was sorry and I appreciate your not reporting the error. What else do you want me to say?"

He stood and raised himself up to his full height of six feet two-inches, towering over my five foot three-inch slender frame. "Connie, how do you feel about the error?"

Now I was a little confused. "How do I feel about it?"

"Yes."

"Well... it was stupid and careless."

"If you really felt that way, why didn't you come forward and admit it? Why did you wait for someone else to discover it?"

Uh oh, I thought. I knew full well why I never came forward. "I... guess I didn't want to get into trouble... and the boy turned out okay. Also, I guess I didn't realize how bad the error was at the time."

John shook his head. "Not much of a defense, is it? I mean, you obviously thought you could avoid discipline by allowing someone else to take the blame - me, in this case."

Although I don't believe I consciously planned it that way, I knew a part of me, the self-absorbed part anxious to graduate, had done exactly what he said. However, if this was supposed to make me feel guilty or remorseful, it wasn't working. Rather, I started to get impatient and a little angry. I glared at him. "John, the incident has been resolved. What exactly do you want from me?"

He didn't back down from the glare. "Contrition," he said.

I'm sure my eyes widened at this point. "Contrition? Isn't that what I've been showing you?"

"No," he said quickly. "I believe you may feel a little remorseful I got reprimanded for your error. But contrite? No."

"Okay, what do I need to do to prove I'm contrite?"

"Where I come from, a person earns contrition through the acceptance of punishment."

So this is a game after all, I thought. But at that moment, I didn't feel like playing. I turned away from him toward the door.

"Dr. Bentley, I don't know what you have in mind, but I don't think I want any part of it. I'm leaving."

He grabbed my hand and held it tight.

Now both angry and frightened, I wriggled free of his grip. "Let go of me!"

He dropped his hand. "Perhaps I misjudged you," he said sadly.

This got my attention. "What do you mean?"

"I thought you could be a very good nurse, a true asset to the profession. But you'll never achieve that if you don't own up to your mistakes."

"I thought I was owning up."

"Do you really believe that?"

As I looked at him and saw myself reflected in his blue eyes, I realized he was right in his assessment. I was attempting to skate by, and if I was successful, I would very likely do it again, perhaps even make a career out of it. This was the proverbial crossroads. Did I want to be the good nurse he thought I could be? Yes, I did.

"Okay. Maybe there is something in what you say. What happens next? Are you going to turn me in?"

"I don't want to," he said. "I think we can resolve the situation just between the two of us."

"How?"


Chapter Two

John took a deep breath, perhaps to calm himself as he was starting to look nervous. "Do you agree you deserve to be punished for the error you committed? And remember that it was actually two errors - the medication error and failing to report it."

Okay, I thought, where was this leading? "Maybe," I said. "I honestly don't know at this point."

"Connie, if you don't think you deserve to be punished, you might as well leave now. You'll never be the person I think you could be."

For a brief instant, I wondered why his opinion mattered to me at all. But he had been a good friend, and I couldn't deny I was very attracted to him both as a doctor and especially as a man. I don't know why, but suddenly I could see myself sharing a life with him. I could feel myself soften. I respected him, and his opinion mattered. "Okay... if I believe I deserve to be punished, how do we resolve that?"

He took another deep breath. "Do you accept that you deserve to be punished?"

I confess that I have little patience for this sort of thing – I'd rather people just say what they mean and get to it. "Yes," I said. "For god's sake, yes."

He wiped a little sweat from his forehead. "Where I come from, the most common punishment is corporal. And I know it works... at least it did for me and my sister."

My mouth gaped open. Did he just say corporal punishment... as in spanking? I had never been spanked before in my life. My parents said they didn't believe in it. Although, in truth, looking back, perhaps they were simply too busy with their own lives to make the effort because I know there were times when I certainly deserved it. "Spanking?" I shouted. "What are you? Some kind of pervert?"

His face fell slightly. "No," he said. "I'm no pervert. I'm just a country boy who was brought up the old-fashioned way."

I wasn't so sure about the country boy part because it sounded like a rationalization more than an explanation. But as I stood there looking at him, strong and handsome but oddly vulnerable, I could actually feel myself getting turned on. I confess that at twenty-one, I was no virgin. After all, I was a child of the free love era. I had been to bed with more than one man in my life and had mostly enjoyed the experience, at least enough to want more experience. And, like many young women in my liberal-minded generation, I took birth control pills - in my case, provided by a doctor who worked at the hospital, one who asked no questions and nothing in return.

I thought, perhaps, in his own strange way, John Bentley was soliciting me. Wasn't this a game anyway? And then I thought, if he is soliciting me, don't I owe it to him to let him sort of take advantage of me and see what happens? Don't I owe it to myself? Yes, in a very brief instant, all of this went through my mind.

Okay, I said to myself, time to make a decision: Do I stay and play along or do I walk out, very likely sacrificing any possible relationship with John and continuing down a sorry path of self-denial. For reasons I'm still not sure I understand, I opted to play along; I have never been sorry.

I looked at John and gave him a little smile. "So... are you going to punish me? I guess I do owe it to you."

John scowled. "Connie, let's get one thing straight. You don't owe me anything. But I believe you do owe something to yourself... and possibly to that young boy your error nearly killed."

That remark sobered me a little, but I was determined to see this through. "Okay, I understand," I said. "What happens now?"

. He wiped his glistening forehead once again and took another deep breath. Then he turned away from me and closed the door.

As I nervously followed his movements, I watched him pull out one of the straight back wooden chairs from the table. He sat down, looked up at me, and patted his lap. "If you still want to resolve this, pull down your jeans and come across my lap."

Moment of truth, I thought. A part of me was very anxious while another part was growing more and more aroused. Although I had certainly bared my bottom to more than one man in my young life, I had never before thought about being spanked - except, of course, in my dreams. I looked at John, noted the serious expression on his chiseled face, and made my decision.

I nodded and unbuttoned my jeans, which were the tight-fitting Jordache jeans popular in 1979. Slowly I pushed them down to my thighs, exposing my bottom encased in a pair of white cotton panties. "What about my panties?" I asked.

He appeared as though he had never before considered the question. "Uh... leave them up, I guess."

Again, I nodded, a little disappointed, I must admit, although I will also say that was the last time John spanked me over a covered bottom. He extended his left hand. Instinctively, I recognized the gesture and gave him my left hand. Carefully, he pulled me down so that I was now draped over his lap, my hands and feet barely touching the linoleum floor. I closed my eyes and waited, my mind racing.

I could hear him take several deep breaths. "This will not be a pleasant experience," he said. "For either of us."

Speak for yourself, I thought. But I didn't say it. Instead, I opened my eyes and turned my head slightly. "Just get it over with," I said. The position was uncomfortable, and I have never liked long waits.

I saw him raise his right arm high over his head. I watched the arm come down fast and felt a dull thud as his right hand impacted the right cheek of my trembling bottom. I gasped although the pain wasn't as bad as I was expecting. I closed my eyes again.

A second later, he spanked my left cheek, then my right again, then my left - back and forth, slap after slap after slap. After a minute or so, I realized that what may have started out as something relatively mild was rapidly getting serious. I began to squirm and wriggle. How long is this going to go on, I wondered. How much is enough?

If he noted my squirming, he didn't slow down in response. On the contrary, I believe he spanked harder and faster, as though he was now getting into it. I learned later that, although he himself had been spanked many times while growing up, this was the first time he had ever spanked anyone. I guess he needed to warm to the task, as they say.

After about three minutes - I wasn't keeping track of time, I opened my eyes. My bottom felt like it was on fire; tears formed in my eyes. "John... please... stop... please."

He issued ten more hard swats, then stopped and rested his hand on my scorched backside. "Connie, how do you feel?" he asked in a low soft voice.

How do I feel? At the time, still draped over his lap, I thought that just might be the dumbest question I had ever heard. "I... don't know."

He nudged me off his lap and into a standing position. Once I had my balance, he stood and faced me. I looked into his eyes and started to cry, to sob like a little girl. He pulled me into his arms and held me while the tears cascaded down my face. I'm not sure exactly why I was crying. Was it the pain caused by the spanking? Was it remorse over the errors I had committed? Was it something else entirely? I didn't know.

For several minutes, I allowed myself to be embraced until I began to understand that, for the first time in a long time, I felt good; I felt - for lack of a better term - cleansed. And I felt something else. I felt safe and secure in John's arms. He had punished me. Now, he was forgiving me.

When I was calm enough, I reached up and kissed him on the cheek. "Thank you," I said.

I don't think he was expecting either the kiss or the expression of gratitude because his eyes widened. "I'm not sure why you're thanking me, but you're welcome."

It was then I realized that my jeans had dropped to my ankles and I was now standing before him with only my thin panties covering my lower half. But I made no move to restore myself. Instead, the part of me that had been turned on by the experience started to speak to me, louder and clearer and more insistent. I looked at John again and smiled. "John... I need you to take care of something."

I also learned later that, although he had spent two-and-a-half years in the army, two years in college, and four years in medical school, John had very little experience with women. Quite simply, my body was sending him signals that he was somehow missing.

"What is it?" he asked.

As I looked at him, somehow I knew that hinting wouldn't work. I would have to take the direct approach. "John, I... need you to... to make love to me." I didn't think I could make it any clearer without getting crude.

His mouth gaped slightly. "You need me to do what? Make love to you? Is that what you said?"

I reached up once again and kissed him, this time on the lips. "Yes... now." As I said before, I have never liked long waits.

He dropped his arms, releasing me from the embrace. Then he looked at me. In 1979, I was petite and slender with long blonde hair. Many a man had told me how pretty I was as they were coming on to me. John finally recognized the situation for what it was. He bent down and returned my kiss. "I never would have thought that a spanking would provoke a reaction like that," he said. "But... so be it."

He pulled me back into his arms and kissed me again, this one much stronger. Then he allowed his right hand to stray to my bottom. He massaged away the last traces of sting before hooking his fingers in the waistband and slowly peeling my panties down to below my knees. He kissed me one more time while the fingers of his right hand reached around and gently probed my clitoris and vagina. Leave it to a doctor to know and understand female anatomy.

I became so excited I started to pant. I felt like I was lubricating very freely. Suddenly, I needed to feel him inside me. I brushed away his hand. "John... fuck me," I said in a voice that sounded more like a growl. "Fuck me now."

I pulled away from him and stepped quickly out of my jeans and panties. Then I bent my upper body over the top of the table and spread my legs, giving him perfect access to that part of my body requiring the most attention. He wasted no time in complying with my plea. Within a minute or so, his penis found my vagina. He thrust while I simply lay across the table moaning.

When it was over, he helped me to stand and embraced me once again, his hands caressing both my bottom and my face simultaneously. I stood there, limp as a rag doll, my backside still tingling slightly and a small rivulet of his semen trickling down my thigh.


Chapter Three

For more than a minute, John held me close, occasionally kissing my forehead. Then he released me and looked deeply into my eyes. "Connie, I think... I could fall in love with you," he said.

I smiled patiently. I was experienced enough to know that a man often says he loves you immediately after sex - part of the afterglow, I guess. I'll bet Sherman Jeffries must have told me he loved me a hundred times during our senior year in high school. And maybe he really meant it each time he said it. But that didn't stop him from leaving me for Grace Daniels two weeks after we graduated - which was fine with me because he wasn't a good enough lover to make me feel any real love for him anyway.

However, as I studied John's face, I just knew he was being sincere. Or at least a part of me wanted him to be sincere. I wanted him to love me because, at that moment, I was certain he was the man who had been in my dreams. I had made a serious mistake, and John had respected me enough to punish me for it. Then, after he had cleansed me of guilt, he had made my young body tingle with orgasmic delight, something no other man had ever done for me. For a twenty-one-year-old woman in 1979, what could be better than that?

In truth, I had never really felt love for a man before and didn't fully trust my emotions. Rather than answer him in kind, I reached up and kissed him on the cheek. "Thank you," I said.

He smiled and chuckled. "That's a first."

"What's a first?"

"I've never had a woman thank me after sex."

"How about after a spanking?"

He looked away. "I... I've never actually spanked anyone before."

Now it was my turn to chuckle. "You mean I was your first?"

He nodded rather sheepishly. "It's pretty common where I come from," he said. "Certainly a well-accepted form of discipline. My sister and I got spanked numerous times when we were growing up. Celia is now married, and for all I know, her husband may still be spanking her if she deserves it. But spanking isn't something done for fun. It's more a form of communication between two people who love and respect each other, who are committed to each other. Since I left Larisa County, I have not been blessed with such a relationship."

This statement took me aback, and I looked at John again, this time a little more closely, trying once more, I guess, to match his face with the face of the man in my dreams. I thought about the implications of what he had just said about spanking being a form of communication between two people who loved and respected each other. Was this the beginning of such a relationship? I had to find out.

"John, can we go someplace and talk, someplace a little nicer than this?"

He glanced around the small unkempt room and laughed. "That's a very good idea," he said. "There is an empty room at the end of the B wing on the sixth floor that the doctors use sometimes... I mean when they have to sleep over. I've never actually seen it, but I'm told it's pretty well-appointed. This being Friday evening, I doubt if anyone's using it. Anyway, we can go and look." He paused while his eyes roamed over my body. "Of course, you'll need to put your jeans back on."

I blushed slightly as I suddenly remembered I was naked from the waist down - although the oversize tee was partially covering the vital areas. I confess I couldn't help feeling a little wicked. "That goes for both of us," I said, noting that his white intern pants and his briefs were still down around his ankles.

He also blushed slightly and hastily restored his attire while I retrieved my jeans and panties. When we were ready to be seen in public, John picked up the pizza box and opened the door. Hand-in-hand, we ventured into the empty corridor.

A few minutes later, wending our way through the maze of wings and hallways we both knew so well, we arrived at B 640, a room neither of had ever seen, at the end of a long hallway currently unused by the hospital. The door was open.

John went in first and turned on the light. I followed. The room was similar to all the other patient rooms in the hospital except that the standard furniture - metal bed with side rails, Formica-topped bedside table, vinyl visitor's chair - had been replaced by a large twin bed, wooden desk, desk chair, and recliner. There was even a small refrigerator near the sink.

"Isn't this cozy," I said.

John closed the door, remembering to put the makeshift do-not-disturb sign on the door handle. "It's a lot better than the doctors' lounge," he said. He put the pizza box down on the desk while I found two plastic cups in a cupboard over the sink and filled them with water. Suddenly, I was very hungry and thirsty.

John found two paper plates and opened the pizza box. In a matter of minutes, we were happily devouring the best pizza in western Pennsylvania. For a while, we ate in silence. He sat in the desk chair while I occupied the recliner.

Then, with our stomachs now full, we turned our attention toward each other. Clearly, we needed to process the events of the evening up to this point. Although we started off slowly and rather awkwardly, we ended up talking for over two hours, sharing details about our homes and families, about our hopes and dreams for the future.

John told me about his family home in Bentleyville and described the land and the people that made up Larisa County. He talked about his father's medical practice, a practice he had inherited from his father. John made it very clear that, not only was he expected to follow in his father's footsteps and carry on the family tradition, he was anxious to do so.

I told him about my parents, about how my father died three years before and my mother began dating almost immediately after his death. I told him I didn't think my mother had any thoughts about me at all except that I not get in her way.

And as we talked, revealing more and more about ourselves, I could feel that we were being drawn closer together. I could definitely see us sharing a life together, more than likely in what sounded - at least to me - like a very idyllic part of the world, John's hometown.

Finally, just before ten, we were talked out. On a whim, I turned on the overhead television. John invited me to sit on his lap while we watched an episode of Dallas, a show that neither of us had watched before but had heard a great deal about. We watched in silence as the members of the grossly dysfunctional Ewing family sparred with each other, mostly over fortunes and infidelity.

At eleven, after Dallas ended, we suddenly both felt the fatigue of another long day at the hospital followed by all that we had done together that evening. Without saying a word, we removed our clothes, turned out the lights in the room, and got into bed together as though it was the most natural thing in the world to do. With John holding me close, I fell asleep almost immediately. It was one of the best night's sleep I had ever had.

Sometime during the night, I had a dream in which John and I were married and living in Bentleyville. I did something to displease him, and he spanked me for it, long and hard. Then, after the spanking, he took me in his arms and told me that he loved me and all was forgiven. Needless to say, it was a wonderful dream.

We awoke together just before dawn on a cold Saturday morning. We looked into each other's eyes and smiled. At that moment, I was absolutely certain John was the man in my dreams. I don't know if he felt it too, but he did take me in his arms and make love to me, slow and powerful, gently but firmly possessing me. After the dream I had just had, this was the final confirmation, the proverbial icing on the cake.

When our lovemaking was finished, John looked at his watch and scowled. "Seven-thirty," he said. "I have to go on duty at eight." He kissed me on the forehead and got out of bed. He went into the small bathroom, washed his face, combed his hair, and put his clothes back on. "I should be able to break away for dinner around six. Can you meet me in the cafeteria?"

I smiled at him as I too rolled out of bed, giving him a long look at my young naked body, still glistening with small beads of perspiration. I would have liked to spend the entire day with my new lover, but I understood the demands placed on interns at River Valley. It wasn't much better for nursing students. "I'll be there," I said.

He kissed me softly on the lips. "Remember yesterday when I said I think I could fall in love with you?"

I nodded, still standing in the middle of the room naked and not thinking anything of it.

"Well, I don't have to think about it anymore. I know. I love you." He didn't wait for a response, but simply turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.

For at least a minute, I remained where I was, allowing his words to penetrate my brain, to mix with the memory of everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. I turned and looked out the window at the stark late winter landscape, the bare-limbed trees hugging the Allegheny River. I walked into the bathroom and studied myself in the mirror. Except for the tangles in my long blonde hair, I appeared no different than I had yesterday morning at this time.

But I was different. I was in love for the first time in my life.

I dressed quickly and was about to leave when I looked about the room, wondering if I should make an effort to straighten it up, at least make the bed, which was a tangle of sheets and blankets, a result of our lovemaking. After a minute or so, I decided to leave the room as it was, let whoever cleaned the room wonder what took place.

It was about eight-fifteen when I reached my dorm room. I entered the small room and found my roommate, Valerie Campenella, standing next to the closet clad only in her bra and panties. It was obvious that she had just gotten out of bed and was about to get dressed. She looked at me and smiled. "Well," she said, "you look like you had a successful night."

"What do you mean?" I asked as I closed the door, purposely averting my eyes away from Valerie.

She rolled her eyes. "You know perfectly well what I mean. You were out all night and I know you didn't have to work." Her smile widened as she continued to scan me. "Besides, I know you, and I know the look. I just hope the man looks as happy as you do."

I blushed. In the two years Valerie and I were roommates, we had gotten to know each other very well. Although she took her studies seriously enough to pass, her principal career goal was to marry a doctor. Unlike me, she had grown up in a lower middle class family. Before she entered nursing school, she had worked at a country club where she saw how the wives of prominent doctors lived and played. She was determined to get that life for herself.

In the past two years, she had dated and very likely slept with at least six or seven of the unmarried residents. She often advised me to forget about the interns, to go after the residents because they were closer to earning a good living. She concentrated on the radiology and surgical residents primarily because of their increased earning potential. As I recall, in the early spring of 1979, she was zeroing in on Mark Kittredge, the senior surgical resident. In fact, just the week before, she had declared 'a ring is imminent'. That announcement came immediately after they spent the weekend together, holed up in some resort. Valerie made no pretense about using sex to get what she wanted, and apparently she was quite good at it.

When I didn't answer right away, Valerie chuckled. "So, who's the lucky man? One of the residents, I hope."

Now, as roommates and friends, we kept very few secrets from each other. Living in these close quarters, there was simply no point to it. And even if I didn't tell her, I knew she would find out eventually because River Valley Hospital was like a small town. "No," I said. "One of the interns."

"Connie, didn't I advise you against dating the interns? They don't have any money. Besides, you are just as pretty as I am... almost." She paused and laughed at her own joke. "You can get any resident you want, except Mark, of course, if you treat him right."

I nodded. I knew she was right, but I didn't care. I was in love.

Valerie took a step closer. "So, which intern?"

I hesitated, although I'm not sure why. "Uh... John Bentley."

She scowled and her eyes widened. "John Bentley?"

"Yes."

Her scowl deepened. "Oh, honey, we need to talk," she said. "I mean, he's not a bad looking man, but that's about all he's got going for him. Nobody likes him much, and the word is that he won't be offered a residency. Why waste your time on a man who'll never amount to more than a small town doc?"

Leave it to Valerie to listen to all the gossip. I firmly believe that she evaluated and even graded each intern and resident solely on the basis of how much money they were likely to make. Obviously, she didn't know what I knew. And she wasn't looking for the same qualities in a man that I was. At that moment, as I looked at my roommate, I remembered both the sex and the spanking. They had been acts of love. And, although I certainly hadn't enjoyed the spanking, both were what I had needed and dreamed about.

I hesitated for a few seconds as I considered a suitable rejoinder to Valerie's question. Finally, I decided that it would be pointless to argue with her. "Valerie, you may be right," I said at last.

She smiled triumphantly. "Good girl," she said. "Let's go get some breakfast."


Chapter Four

After breakfast, Valerie and I went our separate ways. I believe she had a date with Dr. Kittredge someplace away from the hospital where she could apply her abundant charms with impunity. Thus alone, I spent most of the day in the hospital library, studying - or attempting to study while thoughts of John and the memory of the past twenty-four hours kept intruding, disrupting my concentration. I even had a wild fantasy in which John applied his brand of discipline to keep me focused on my upcoming exam in pediatrics.

Around five, just as I was awakening from a fantasy in which John spanked me with my thick pediatric nursing textbook, I remembered he had asked me to join him for dinner at six. I hurried back to my room and took a long shower.

After the shower, I studied my naked body in the bathroom mirror, a body I had so freely given to John. I rotated so I could see my bottom, hoping perhaps to find a small visible remnant of yesterday's spanking. I confess that I was a little disappointed when I didn't detect a single trace.

Once I was dry, I dressed in a full denim skirt and blue peasant blouse. I dabbed just a very small amount of scent behind each ear. I wanted John to notice me, but I didn't want to overwhelm him. At five forty-five, satisfied with my appearance and the impression I hoped it would create, I left the room and headed for the cafeteria.

I arrived a few minutes early. I didn't spot John inside the massive complex so I waited outside. At two minutes after six, I saw him coming from the stairway. He looked very tired, but he still smiled and gave me a small wave when he saw me.

"Are you okay?" I asked as he approached.

His smile widened. "Rough day," he said. "But I'm okay now that I'm seeing you."

A tired cliché perhaps, but I was happy to hear it anyway. "Are you hungry?" I asked. I hadn't eaten since breakfast, and my stomach was growling.

He nodded. "Yes, I am," he said. "And the least I can do is to buy you some dinner. Shall we go in?"

I nodded in return and allowed him to take my hand. He led me through the door and into the food line. After we had gotten our food, we carried our trays to the most remote section of the large room, a single four-person table with no one around us. "Is this okay?" he asked rhetorically.

"Perfect," I said, flashing him a knowing smile.

For several minutes, we ate in silence while the cafeteria filled and emptied. Then, when we were just about finished with our dinners, I looked at him. "When do you have to go back on duty?"

"Not until morning," he said.

I smiled. "Can we go somewhere and talk?" I was thinking about B 640.

John returned my smile but must have been reading my mind when he said, "Okay... but not B 640. I believe one of the surgical residents has reserved it for tonight."

I very nearly laughed as I suddenly thought of Valerie and Dr. Mark Kittredge. I tried to think. We knew we couldn't go to each other's room to be alone. We both had roommates, and in 1979 no men were allowed in the nurses' dorm.

"I know," he said suddenly. "The eighth floor visitors lounge."

I remembered that the eighth floor was currently closed for renovation. "Okay."

A few minutes later, we were sitting face to face on vinyl cushioned chairs in the abandoned eighth floor visitors' lounge. Although the lights were on, the atmosphere seemed a little spooky, as though the voices of all the patients who had died on that floor were speaking to me at once. I tried to shake it off.

John took my hand in his and kissed it. "I thought a lot about last evening," he said.

This focused my attention. "So have I." Gone were the voices.

"Good," he said. Then his face grew serious. "You know, when I said I love you I was very sincere."

"I know," I said.

"But... I shouldn't have spanked you."

"Why would you say that? I deserved it."

"Perhaps. But I didn't have the right."

"Why not?"

"I'm not your father or your husband." He paused for a few seconds. "How do you feel about it... the spanking, I mean?"

"I didn't like it," I said quickly. "But I do believe I deserved it. And I have to say that I felt better after."

John laughed. "I think we both did."

"Look, John, I admit the sex was good, very good. But that wasn't I meant."

He took a deep breath as though he was going to respond, but he stopped short and closed his mouth.

I have already said that I am not, by nature, very patient, a fault that has gotten me into trouble on more than one occasion - just say what you mean and act on it. I blurted out, "John, would you have felt better about spanking me if we were married?" I probably didn't mean to be that specific. But as I looked at him I suddenly had another of those visions of being over his lap, bottom fully exposed, waiting for him to spank me, to give me the discipline I needed.

"I thought about that."

"And?"

"And it just doesn't seem right somehow."

"Why not?" I was feeling relentless.

His eyes darted around the deserted lounge, finally resting on the floor. "Because I have nothing to offer you. These other guys will take residencies, become specialists, buy big houses in the suburbs, join country clubs. Oh, yes... I know the lifestyle. But I can't offer you that. All I'm ever going to be is a GP in one of the poorest counties in Kentucky."

"What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing, if that's what you're used to."

"Do you have electricity and indoor plumbing?"

He smiled at that and nodded. "Maybe not in some of the hollers," he replied, deliberately exaggerating his Appalachian accent. "But in Bentleyville, we even have cable TV and a golf course. All the comforts."

"Then I don't really see a problem," I said. "John, it's true I grew up in what you would call a privileged environment. It's also true that I could probably entice one of your colleagues to marry me so I could continue that life. But yesterday, you helped me realize that kind of life doesn't suit me."

"Connie, you say that... and you may even think you mean it. But I can't help wonder if you really know what you're saying."

"John, I..."

He held up his hands to cut me off. "No... please let me finish," he said. "This is a new experience for me, one that I wasn't expecting."

"What do you mean?"

He took a deep breath. "When I left home nine years ago, I always knew I would return. And I just assumed that after I returned, when the time was right, I would meet a woman from Larisa County and get married. That's the way it's always been. I certainly didn't foresee meeting you, doing the things we did, falling in love."

I huffed. "John, don't try to convince me I was the first woman you ever had sex with."

He shook his head. "No, of course not," he said. "I'm no monk. And, my strict Baptist upbringing notwithstanding, I have no problem with casual sex - or at least I didn't use to. But... you're the first young woman I've truly cared about, which is probably the reason I spanked you."

Once again, I could feel myself grow impatient. Where was this leading? "John, what are trying to tell me?"

"I love you, Connie," he said. "I'm sure of that. But we come from different worlds. In four months, I finish my internship and will go back to Bentleyville and join my father's medical practice. I wouldn't change that even I were so inclined."

I nodded. "I know that."

He hung his head sadly. "The point is that I have no business asking you to give up your world for a life with a poor country doc."

"John, don't you think I've thought about that?"

He flushed slightly. "This is happening very fast," he said. "I can't be certain what either of us is thinking."

He was right, of course. However, his logic and his hesitation only made me want him more. "John, let me ask you this," I began. "I agree that your world is probably very different from the one I grew up in. However, I don't want to go back to that world. If I went with you to your world, would you teach me what I need to know to function, discipline me, if necessary?"

"I would hope that discipline never becomes necessary."

"So would I, but there's no guarantee." I paused, realizing I was on the verge of rambling - say what you mean applied to me as well.

John took my hand in his. "Okay... Connie, do you love me?"

I felt it but I hadn't yet said it, even to myself. "Yes, I love you."

He smiled and squeezed my hand tighter. "Let's do this, then. I have a long weekend coming up around the first of May. I planned to visit my parents and begin the transition. If you can get away, I will take you with me and you can see Bentleyville and Larisa County for yourself, see what kind of life we lead there. We can discuss your impressions on the drive back to Pittsburgh - about five hours. When we return, I will ask you to marry me if you truly believe you would be happy there. How does that sound?"

Not very romantic, I admit. Certainly not the elaborate and seemingly spontaneous marriage proposal many young women have come to expect. I had a sudden vision of Valerie scowling at me, telling me that the man should get down on one knee and beg you while he is holding a one carat diamond solitaire, ready to slip it on your finger the moment you say yes.

But that wasn't John's way, and I understood that. Considering our differences, he was offering me the only proposal that made sense. Besides, I was anxious to see his hometown. "I would like that," I said.

And the issue was settled.


Chapter Five

John stood up and offered me his hand. I took it. He urged me out of my chair, then pulled me into his arms. There in the eerie silence of that deserted lounge, we sealed our agreement with a long kiss, one full of passion and promise.

But we went no further, even though I believe both of us wanted to. I'm not sure why we held back. Maybe we were afraid of getting caught; maybe the room just didn't seem like the right place. Or maybe we didn't want to think we were basing our burgeoning relationship on sex alone.

Obviously, we both had a lot to consider as we broke our embrace and stepped back. He had arrangements to make, a family to inform and prepare, while I needed to figure out how I was going to tell Valerie and my mother that I was almost but not quite engaged. That would not be an easy task. I finally decided not to tell them anything until after I had seen Bentleyville and spent time with John's family.

After that weekend, our schedules became so hectic that we were only able to see each other in passing, share a few hurried dinners together in the hospital cafeteria. We barely had enough time for even a quick innocent kiss. But this forced separation only made me more anxious to be with him, to count down the hours until we could be together for a whole three days.

That Friday in early May was beautiful - full sunshine with temperatures in the upper sixties, a perfect day for traveling. John met me in front of the nurses' dorm at noon. He was behind the wheel of a 1973 blue Ford Maverick, a car he said he had purchased with money he saved while serving in the Army. I was a little surprised to see that the car was in relatively good condition considering its age and the rather dubious reputation of that particular brand.

When he saw me, he got out and opened the trunk. At that moment, I realized he was not wearing his intern uniform, but rather Levis and a Marshall University sweatshirt. It was the first time I had ever seen him out of uniform - except, of course, the night we slept together. I liked what I saw. He put my small suitcase in the trunk next to a spare tire and a green duffel bag.

He had advised me to bring a dress, as we would be expected to attend church on Sunday morning. The night before, I spent a great deal of time going through my rather meager wardrobe, finally settling on a white cotton dress with a hem that cut just below the knees. I had a strong sense I needed to be conservative around his parents. John hung my dress on a hook above the backseat door, next to his navy blue suit.

In spite of its age, the car was clean and comfortable. It even had air conditioning, which I appreciated. The interior had a vague pine aroma. John explained that since he bought the car, he had had little occasion to use it. Given his hectic schedule for the past seven years, I could easily believe it.

As we headed toward I-79 out of Pittsburgh, our conversation was very light and casual, focused primarily on the hospital. We shared tidbits about some of the people and patients we both knew. I think we were both feeling nervous and anxious, as we very well understood the importance of this weekend. I imagine we were also each observing the other because, in reality we had never seen each other outside of the hospital.

It is amazing how much you can learn during a five hour car trip. I quickly discovered that John didn't drink alcohol, smoke, or use drugs, as there was no evidence of any of it in the car. I was pleased at that discovery. I admit that in those days, I had taken an occasional drink and even smoked a joint one or two times when it was offered to me. But these were not practices I cared to continue.

I also learned that he was a careful driver, rarely exceeding the posted speed limit and keeping both hands on the steering wheel. He never once reached over to feel my leg or my breast. I wasn't disappointed. I knew there would time for that later, especially if we decided to spend the rest of our lives together.

We continued our casual conversation for about two hours. When we reached Clarksburg, West Virginia, we stopped for a bathroom break. I was pleased with John's consideration, as I didn't have to ask him to stop. At a convenient store next to the gas station, John bought two Pepsis, a large bag of potato chips, and two apples. He said that we should arrive in Bentleyville around five or five-thirty and that his parents were expecting us for dinner. He wanted us to be relaxed when we met them, not starving.

Once we were back on the road again, now heading southeast toward Charleston, the conversation shifted. I learned that his mother, Sarah, was actually an 'outsider' as she was born and raised in Salyersville in neighboring Magoffin County. She went to the University of Kentucky, where she studied education. She began her teaching career in Larisa County, met John's father, and quit teaching after they were married in 1949.

John's father, Robert, had somehow managed to avoid World War Two by going to college followed by medical school. He was just finishing his internship when he married Sarah. He wasn't able to avoid the Korean War, however. He was drafted in 1950, just two months after the birth of their first child, Celia. He spent two years in the army, including a year in Korea. He was discharged in 1952, three months before John's birth, the pregnancy made possible by a short leave Robert was granted six months earlier.

John's sister Celia went to Marshall for three years, but dropped out before graduating in order to marry Warren Prager, a second-year law student. Now she was a housewife with two young children while her husband was the deputy district attorney for Larisa County, the heir apparent to long-serving DA Mitchell Prescott.

I also learned about some of the other people in the relatively small town of 4500. I was tempted to ask if the men routinely disciplined their wives and families, but I kept the question to myself, figuring there would be lots of time for me to discover the answer after I was married.

As we continued moving west through West Virginia, I could feel myself growing bored and restless. Before I went to nursing school, I had traveled quite a bit, but never for long periods of time in the car, as we generally flew to places that were further than a hundred fifty miles. I began to fantasize that I somehow irritated John, so much so that he pulled off the road, stopped in a deserted parking lot, and spanked me long and hard until I felt very repentant. The fantasy was so powerful I almost did something to make it come true. But I didn't. The upcoming weekend would be stressful enough without starting it off with a spanking. I then entertained myself by pondering why I was intrigued by the thought of being spanked. I hadn't really enjoyed it, had I? No, I finally decided. But I appreciated the discipline and the love that followed.

At four forty-five, we passed through Huntington. John pointed out Marshall University, his alma mater. It appeared to be the only highlight. Once we were out of the city, we veered south along Route 52, hugging the eastern shore of the Big Sandy River. We crossed the Madison Bridge into Larisa County at five twenty-five.

My first impression of Bentleyville was that it was absolutely nothing like Green Tree or Pittsburgh or any of the surrounding suburbs that made up Allegheny County. It wasn't even like Mayberry, which is the way I had imagined it. Rather it was a small town with houses and buildings that mostly pre-dated World War Two and quite a few probably World War One - certainly not very prosperous by the standards I was used to.

In all fairness, John had advised me to lower my expectations, explaining that, lacking any major industry or agriculture base, unemployment was relatively high. In fact, he said, many of the young men commuted every day to Huntington or Paintsville in order to find work. Some found work in the remaining coal mines further south. Some were not averse to making and distributing corn liquor (or moonshine), a relatively lucrative business since in 1979 Larisa was a dry county. A few intrepid farmers in the hollers even nurtured small patches of marijuana.

As John navigated the streets, he pointed out a few of the sights, including the old courthouse and the 15-bed Bentley Hospital, which his father owned and operated as a family legacy. To say I wasn't impressed would be an understatement, and I began to wonder if I could ever possibly fit into this community.

After a few minutes, we stopped in front of what had to be the most beautiful house in town, a large three story structure made of brick and stone with a wide front porch surrounded by a colorful flower garden in full bloom. A late model Chevrolet Impala was parked in the driveway.

"Well," John said as he turned off the engine. "This is the old homestead."

For the first time since we crossed the two forks that flowed into the Big Sandy. I felt hopeful. "You grew up here?" I asked.

He smiled patiently. "Yes."

I was about to say something else when the front door of the house opened and a man and woman came out onto the porch followed by a black Labrador retriever, its tail wagging wildly. The woman smiled and waved. She was a very attractive woman who appeared to be in her early fifties. She wore a brightly colored dress that framed her slender body perfectly.

"John, John," she called out.

John's smile widened and he waved back. He walked around to my side of the car and opened the door. "My mother," he whispered.

"So I figured," I said. "And the man must be your father."

John nodded as he made a show of helping me out of the car.

"And who's the dog?" I asked, noting that the big dog was bounding toward us.

"Oh, this is Larry," he replied just as the dog reached us. John bent down and scratched the dog's ears and patted his back.

With Larry trailing us, we made our way up a winding brick walkway toward the porch. The smiles on the faces of John's parents widened the closer we got. I noticed a strong resemblance between John and his father.

When we got to the porch, Sara pulled her son into an embrace. "We missed you," she exclaimed.

Next, Robert held out his right hand. John took it and they held their hands together for a long time. "Welcome home, son," Robert said.

The initial greetings finished, John remembered that I was standing behind him. "Mom, Dad... this is Connie Stapleton."

Sarah looked at me, smiled warmly, and held out her arms. "Welcome to Bentleyville, Connie," she said. "John has told us quite a bit about you."

With my hands shaking slightly, I accepted her embrace with gratitude and a little surprise. I wasn't aware that John had said anything about me to his parents except that I would be tagging along. This was a positive sign.

Robert shook my hand after Sarah released me from the embrace.

I took a step back and smiled, hoping I wasn't flushed. "Dr. Bentley, Mrs. Bentley... I am so glad to meet you."

Sarah took my hand. "Please call us Robert and Sarah," she said. Still holding my hand, she nudged me toward the door. "Let's go inside and get acquainted. John and Robert can bring in the luggage. I put you in the guest room."

"Thank you," I said, feeling a bit overwhelmed but also happy to discover that John's parents were absolutely nothing like mine.

Once inside, Sarah led me through a magnificent living room with period furniture, high ceilings, and crown molding, and into a large well-appointed country-style kitchen. Immediately, I could smell meat cooking and I was grateful John fed me earlier.


Chapter Six

"Sarah, can I help you with anything?" I asked, remembering my manners.

She patted me on the cheek. "Thank you," she said, "but the meat is still cooking and Celia is bringing the vegetables and dessert." She motioned to the old oak table in the middle of the room. "Let's sit down and get better acquainted. Do you want some lemonade?"

Lemonade? This really is rustic, I thought. I hadn't had lemonade since I was about ten, now preferring coffee or soda. "Yes, I'd love some."

For at least ten minutes, we sat across from each other, sipping lemonade, smiling, and chatting about trivial matters. All the while we were sizing each other up as only two women can do. No doubt, Sarah wondered if this young woman from the big city of Pittsburgh, this young woman-not much more than a girl really-with the churning stomach and flushed face would make a good daughter-in-law and a good wife for her only son.

I, on the other hand, didn't wonder if Sarah would make a good mother-in-law. I very well knew she would. In my eyes, she was the perfect doctor's wife: gracious, intelligent, supportive, and completely dedicated to her family.

However, as I continued to study her as discreetly as possible, I couldn't help but wonder if she started out that way thirty years before or if she learned and mastered her role over the years, perhaps through a combination of love and discipline, the same combination John appeared to be offering me.

I was very tempted to ask, but thankfully never got the chance as our conversation was interrupted by the sound of loud excited voices approaching the kitchen. "Must be the kids," Sarah said, rising from the table.

I too stood and turned toward the doorway in time to see Robert enter with a boy and girl behind him. "Look what I found," he said.

The children ran to Sarah. She bent down and scooped them into an embrace. I knew from John that these were the children of his sister and brother-in-law and that their names were Robbie and Annie, ages seven and five.

After a few seconds, Sarah stood up and pointed to me. "Robbie and Annie, this is your Uncle John's friend, Miss Connie."

Robbie and Annie gave me a quick disinterested glance. "Grandma, can we have a cookie?" Robbie asked.

Sarah nodded. "Okay, then go out and play with Larry." She turned toward Robert while the two children happily raided an apple-shaped cookie jar. "Robert, where's Celia and Warren?"

"Warren brought the kids down," Robert answered. "Then he said Celia needed him to help her with something, so he headed back home. Said they'd be here in about half an hour or so, that they'd bring the vegetables and dessert."

Sarah scowled slightly, then quickly regained her composure. She turned back to me. "Well, that gives us more time to talk."

Without going into a lot of detail, I'll just say it was an illuminating weekend. That Friday evening, I met John's sister, Celia, and her husband, Warren. I found both to be gracious and easy to talk with, although Celia did seem a little subdued, especially Friday evening. I asked John about that on Saturday when we were alone. After a slight pause, he told me that Warren spanked his wife Friday afternoon just before they came over.

"Why?" I asked, although in reality it was none of my business.

"I don't know for sure," John said. "My sister doesn't handle stress very well, never has. She begins to lose control of herself to where she does and says stupid things. This may sound strange, but Warren told me that when she gets like that, a long, hard spanking will calm her down." He looked at me and smiled. "I'm no psychiatrist, but that remedy has got to be better than drugs."

I had no response to that, but the explanation did give me pause. Celia seemed like her mother, gracious, intelligent, dedicated to her family, and fortunate to have a husband who understood her and was willing and able to give her what she needed when she needed it. If the behaviors I was seeing were the result of love and discipline, I was certainly not averse to accepting that combination myself. At that moment, I knew in my heart that I wanted to be a good doctor's wife, just like Sarah.

Also on Saturday, John showed me around Bentleyville and parts of Larisa County. I met some of the locals. All-in-all, it was not a very prosperous area, but the people were friendly and welcoming. I learned about some of the prevailing medical issues, including drug addiction, which was trending upward, the result of chronic unemployment and depression.

John showed me the inside of Bentley Hospital, which, he said, was temporarily closed because his father was too busy with his office practice to operate both. Plus, he couldn't get a nurse to work there, especially after six o'clock. "That's where we come in," John said, putting a slight emphasis on 'we'.

I nodded, attempting to picture myself administering to patients in a hospital setting unlike any other I had ever seen. I had always thought River Valley Hospital was in serious need of updating. However, it was the Mayo Clinic compared to Bentley Hospital, which was little more than a large converted house that was built around the turn of the century. I kept that opinion to myself.

We saw the Larisa County cemetery in which many of John's ancestors, including Elias, were buried. We drove around the large county, stopping at the massive Bear Lake which, John claimed, was first discovered by Daniel Boone. Now it was a popular tourist attraction. By the side of the lake, John took me in his arms and kissed me for the first time since we arrived the day before. "I love you, Connie," he said.

I smiled and kissed him back. "I love you," I said.

That evening, we ate dinner at Bentleyville's only real restaurant, Dee's Fine Food. It wasn't what I was accustomed to growing up, but the food was good and the service friendly. I couldn't help but notice that there was no bar, the consequence of being in a dry county. I learned that if you wanted a truly good meal and a drink to go along with it, you needed to go to Huntington. The members of John's family rarely traveled to that city.

The next morning, Sunday, we dressed in our best clothes and walked to the First Baptist Church of Bentleyville, just a few blocks away. Now, although I was baptized in a Methodist church, my parents were not in any way religious, at least not in the traditional sense. My mother generally spent her Sundays sleeping late and shopping. My father would best be described as a polytheist. He worshipped three gods: money, business, and golf - probably in that order.

I had never even been inside a Baptist church and wasn't sure what to expect. I was pleasantly surprised to find that the hour passed quickly without a lot of fire and brimstone being hurled from the pulpit. Most of the hundred or so people who made up the congregation were very gracious. They welcomed John back home and acted toward me as though I belonged there.

By Sunday afternoon, I began to feel very comfortable. My stomach no longer churned. Around one, we sat down to a large country-style, good old-fashioned Sunday dinner, which I helped to prepare. The conversation was light and familiar. I felt accepted, even by Robbie and Annie. Larry rolled over on his back when he saw me, allowing me to rub his belly.

After dinner, John announced that we needed to get back on the road, as we both had obligations at the hospital on Monday morning. Once the car was packed, we stood on the front porch and said our good-byes in a flurry of hugs and kisses. As we started toward the car, Sarah called out that she would see us both very soon, again emphasizing the word 'both'. I had apparently passed the test. It was now a foregone conclusion that I would soon be joining the family.

Neither John nor I uttered a word until we crossed the Madison Bridge into West Virginia. I believe we were still feeling the sting of having to say good-bye. Finally, as we made our way up Route 52 toward Huntington, John looked at me briefly. "I thought the weekend went very well," he said.

I recognized the opening for what it was. "Yes," I said, smiling. "I really like your family."

"They really like you too," he said. Then he hesitated and took a deep breath. "My parents didn't come out and say it, but I think they just assume we're a couple and that the next time they see you will be when you move to Bentleyville."

I knew what he wanted me to say, but I kept quiet, waiting for the question.

"So... what did you think?"

Not quite the question I was expecting, but one that demanded a response. "What do you want me to say, John? That I would be happy living in Bentleyville?"

He chuckled nervously. "Yes... I guess that's what I'm asking."

I thought back on the last forty-eight hours. I thought about the vast difference between the culture I found in Bentleyville versus the culture I had grown up with in Green Tree. I thought about spending the rest of my life in a small town in an economically depressed county. I scooted over on the bench seat and put my left hand on his thigh and said, "John, that's not the question I want to answer."


Chapter Seven

Once again, John paused and sighed. He took his right hand off the steering wheel and encircled the fingers of my left hand. "Connie... will you... please... marry me?"

And there it was, the question, now floating through the air like a Monarch butterfly waiting to land. My entire future, the rest of my life, lay before me to be decided in a single one-word answer. I looked up at John. His expression was a mixture of anxiety and hopefulness. I squeezed his fingers and took a deep breath. "Yes."

At first, he didn't respond, as though he either hadn't heard me or wasn't expecting the answer I gave. Then his face broke into the widest grin I had ever seen on a person. "You'll marry me?"

I laughed. The tension that had separated us was now dissolved. "Yes, I'll marry you."

He swerved slightly on the highway and honked the horn. "She'll marry me," he declared to the world.

With that issue now resolved, there remained the logistics. We had to set a date and decide what kind of wedding we wanted to have. Next, we had to decide what we were going to do after the wedding. Were we going to take a wedding trip somewhere? Probably not, as neither of us had any money to take a trip and John's father expected him to open the hospital in early July. Where would we live in Bentleyville? John said his family owned a small house next to the hospital. He said he would ask his father to have it fixed up.

During that trip back to Pittsburgh, we decided to get married in a small ceremony at John's church. I didn't think my mother would care, and a wedding in Bentleyville would give her a chance to meet John's family and see where her only offspring would be living, if she was interested. We agreed on the first Saturday in July as the wedding date.

By the time we arrived at River Valley Hospital, my future was mapped out. And as I thought more about it, I nearly laughed at the apparent absurdity of it all. I was in love with and had agreed to marry a man with very limited career potential, a man who was going to take me away to a small town and plant me in a rickety house next to a rundown hospital. I was going to marry a man who I had never actually dated and who had kissed me maybe a total of ten times and made love to me twice. In my twenty-one years, I had rejected men who had slept with me more often than John and who had far more earning potential. I could actually feel Valerie's contempt, as well as my mother's.

And to top it off, our relationship began with a spanking that perhaps I deserved but certainly didn't enjoy. As I thought about it more, I realized exactly what it was that John was offering me: love, a stable and welcoming family, a chance to do important work in a depressed community, more corporal discipline when I needed it. In short, he was offering everything he had. No other man I had ever met came even remotely close to offering me that much. I knew I was doing the right thing and to hell with my materialistic roommate and my equally materialistic mother.

John parked the car, retrieved my small suitcase and dress, and opened the door on my side. When I was standing on the pavement, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me softly on the lips. "Thank you," he said. "I love you and will do everything I can to make you happy."

"I love you, too," I said. I hesitated for an instant, remembering the significant gap between his world and the world of privilege in which I had grown up. "But more than anything I want you to help me become a good and supportive wife, like your mom and your sister. Can you do that?"

His expression became very serious. "Yes, I can," he said. "I think you already know that."

I gave him a knowing smile, happy that he understood what I meant and what I would no doubt need him to do occasionally. "That's all I ask."

He kissed me again, then stepped back. "When will I see you again?"

"I have class all day tomorrow, then I have to work tomorrow night. Can you meet me for dinner in the cafeteria?"

"Even interns have to eat," he said, chuckling. "How about around six-thirty?"

"I'll see you tomorrow then," I said. I picked up my suitcase and dress and turned toward the entrance to the dorm.

"Wait a minute," John called when I was about fifteen feet away.

I stopped and rotated toward him.

"What about a ring?"

A ring? I hadn't even thought about that. I certainly didn't consider myself like Valerie, who would have accepted nothing less than a one carat diamond. "It's not really important, John."

"It is to me," he said. "Besides, we will need wedding rings."

I shrugged. "But we haven't got any money."

"Don't worry about that," he said. "When is your next night off?"

"Thursday."

He thought for an instant. "Can you meet me in front of the dorm at around six?"

"Sure."

"Good." He blew me a kiss and got into his car.

Another issue settled, I thought, as I entered the dorm. Now, I had to face my roommate and find time to tell my mother. Neither task would be easy.

The next four or five weeks were an absolute blur as the countdown toward the rest of my life began in earnest. On that first Thursday evening, John took me to Frost and Sons Jewelers where he bought me a single-stone garnet ring - my birthstone - to serve as a symbol of our engagement. He also bought two plain gold bands, one for me and one for him. I loved the way the garnet looked on my finger and thought that the two rings went well together. At least I had something to show off.

Valerie was uncharacteristically understanding. "At least he's a doctor," she said. "And not some loser like that lab tech you dated for a while last year." She even liked my ring even though it paled in comparison to the new diamond solitaire that graced the third finger of her left hand, compliments of Dr. Mark Kittredge. She said that she and Mark would make every effort to come to the wedding. She felt certain that, even though the wedding would be small, I would need a maid of honor.

My mother was surprised but also understanding when I told her. She was dating Jeremy Fitzgerald, a corporate vice-president, at the time and asked if she could bring him along. I said yes, of course, and that led to the first long conversation we ever had as adults. I left her home that evening feeling much better about our relationship and my decision to marry John and move away from all that I had known.

During the entire month of May, John and I saw very little of each other, apart from moments stolen from our very hectic schedules. I was working full time and finishing classes and final exams, the last push toward graduation set for Saturday, June 3. John was finishing his last rotation before he completed his internship… and all this while trying to plan a wedding, even a small one.

By the first of June, I was so stressed that I was sorely tempted to do something, anything careless and stupid to get John to spank me, like Warren did for Celia. But, perhaps fortunately, there wasn't even time for that.

After conferring with everyone concerned, including my mother, it was decided that after graduation and the nursing board exams, I would quit my job at River Valley and move to Bentleyville to make the final wedding arrangements and oversee the renovations on the small house next to Bentley Hospital. Then, on July 1, I would return to Pittsburgh and help John move his few possessions back home.

It turned out to be a good plan. I managed to breeze through the nursing exams and applied for a license in Kentucky. On June 20th I packed my few belongings and drove John's Maverick to Bentleyville.

Robert and Sarah welcomed me warmly, as did Larry, who became my constant companion. We quickly made arrangements for a small wedding at the First Baptist Church, with Robert offering to pay for flowers and a local photographer. My mother offered to buy me a wedding dress, something elaborate and expensive. I turned down the offer, but did let her pay for a nice pale blue knee-length dress that I found at a department store in Pittsburgh.

Renovating the small house next to the hospital was easier than I had anticipated. Everyone in Bentleyville and the surrounding hollows was eager to have another doctor and nurse in town. Volunteers from all over went to work and transformed the old house into a home we would be proud to live in. The next project would be the hospital, and I was confident that updating it would go just as well.

Thus, with just about everything arranged, on July 1, I left Bentleyville to pick up my soon-to-be husband. I was excited and nervous at the same time.


Chapter Eight

The wedding on July 7th was beautiful and came off without a hitch. The weather cooperated nicely as did the population of Bentleyville. The small church was filled to capacity. It seemed that everyone was eager to welcome home the next doctor in the Bentley line and his new wife, a registered nurse.

Valerie, wearing a new pink dress, stood up as my maid of honor, while her fiancé sat behind my mother and her boyfriend. Warren served as John's best man. Robert accepted the honor of walking me down the aisle.

After the wedding, the entire population of Bentleyville turned out for the reception, which was a picnic at Riverside Park. As I looked over the crowd and accepted their embrace, I felt happy and loved and appreciated for the first time in my life. Yes, I had made the right decision, even though I knew there would be difficult days ahead.

That night, we moved into our new home, finally completed only two days before. Around nine o'clock, only two hours after we said goodbye to the last guest at the reception, John took my hand and looked into my eyes. "I love you," he said. He pulled me into his body and kissed me hard on the lips, and I knew then exactly what he had on his mind. Which was good because I had the same thing on my mind. We hadn't been alone together since that night in the hospital, and we were both anxious.

He smiled at me. "Okay, Mrs. Bentley. It's time to try out the new bed."

I chuckled and flushed slightly. I lowered my eyes, feigning innocence. "Why, Dr. Bentley... I don't know what you mean."

He laughed and scooped me up in his powerful arms. He carried me into the bedroom and laid me onto the surface of our new queen-size bed. "I'll give you exactly sixty seconds to undress." He made a show of looking at his watch.

I don't know if we made it under sixty seconds, but neither of us wasted any time getting naked. "Please be gentle," I whispered when he was beside me on the bed, again feigning innocence. In reality, I hoped he would simply possess me the way he had before.

I wasn't disappointed. During that first night together, I got it both ways and was more than satisfied each time.

In the morning, I awoke feeling refreshed and alive and happy to be married. That is until John came into the bedroom and reminded me that it was Sunday morning and that church services started in an hour. I scowled at him. "John, do we really have to go to church the day after our wedding?"

He flashed me an expression that was half-smile and half threatening scowl. "Part of the package," he said. "I've made coffee." Then he turned around and walked out. I noticed that he was already dressed.

Reluctantly, I got out of bed. John was right, of course, although it didn't make me any happier to acknowledge it. We had an obligation to the people who had welcomed us so warmly, to the town that bore his family name, now my name too.

Still, I wanted to argue my case for staying in bed but quickly thought better of it. I wasn't about to exchange harsh words and risk getting spanked over something so trivial so early in our marriage. I was dressed and ready for church in forty-five minutes, unaware that this was the first small dark cloud in what had been a crystal clear sky.

After church, several members of the congregation approached us, mostly to offer congratulations and express their gratitude that we had come to Larisa County. The area needed a local hospital and certainly another doctor and nurse. Among the greeters was a middle-aged man I recognized as one of the locals who had helped work on our house. He shook John's hand warmly and then lightly gripped mine with his rough fingertips.

"Dr. and Mrs. Bentley, I look forward to working on the hospital," he said with what appeared to be disarming humility.

"Thanks, Carter," John said with less enthusiasm than I expected.

When we were alone, John pointed to the man. "That's Carter Clements," he said. "Watch out for him."

"Why?" I asked. "He helped with the house and did a good job, as I recall."

John scowled. "He's a slacker... always has been. His family has been running moonshine since prohibition, marijuana too, so I'm told. Be careful around him."

I watched Carter Clements as he got into an old pickup truck, a man wearing a near threadbare wool suit in the middle of the summer. "He seems harmless enough."

John gripped my hand. "Looks can be deceiving," he said. Then he smiled and led me away from the church toward his parents' house.

Later than evening, when we were back in our own house after spending the afternoon with John's family, we melted into each other's arms and made love, just like a man and woman are supposed to do the day after their wedding.

If the previous three or four weeks had been like a fairy tale, real life began early on Monday morning. Robert told us on Sunday that prospective patients would be lining up at the office, eager to see what the new doctor can do. Robert also admitted that he had been so busy with his day-to-day practice, he had had precious little time to keep up with the latest developments in medicine. He had a medical assistant and a receptionist working in the office, but they were woefully behind on their paperwork. They needed to file insurance claims, restock supplies, maintain antiquated lab equipment; there was a never-ending list of chores. Thus, John needed to be at the office by seven.

"What do you want me to?" I asked, almost afraid of what the answer might be.

Both John and his father smiled at me. "We need to open the hospital as soon as possible," Robert said.

"Use what you learned at River Valley," John said. "And oversee the renovations, order whatever you need. We've got some county and federal funds coming in, but watch what you spend and keep me informed."

Not much in the way of instructions, I thought. On the one hand, I was a bit pleased that my husband and father-in-law were placing so much trust in my ability to get their hospital up and running. However, on the other hand, I was very nervous at being given this rather awesome responsibility. I was only twenty-one and had been out of nursing school for a month. A part of me thought that I should be relaxing, taking my first job, perhaps orienting slowly to a med-surg unit. Instead, I was basically assuming the role of hospital administrator without any experience.

Over a light breakfast at six am, John took my hands in his and gave me a weak smile. "Are you okay with all this?"

I relished the feel of his fingers on mine. I nodded. "I guess the honeymoon's over, huh?"

He chuckled. "The honeymoon will never be over," he said. Then he became a little more serious. "It'll be okay once we get everything up and running. Just try your best and have a little patience."

I tried to smile at his attempt at reassurance. However, as I have already said, patience is not one of my virtues. I thought when I agreed to marry John I knew what I was getting myself in for. But at that moment, I felt almost like a missionary in a third world country, ready and eager to willingly sacrifice myself to the betterment of the community. I wasn't quite prepared for that extreme. And as I sat at the table across from my new husband, I knew there would be rough times ahead and I would soon need his firm hand to see me through them.

Incredibly, I dove into the hospital renovation project with the blind enthusiasm of youth. In the first week, a stream of local contractors worked to strip away remnants of the outdated facility-aging plumbing and wiring, patient rooms and beds that pre-dated World War Two. The hospital had been closed for eight years. However, Robert had done little to keep it up prior to its closing. I even had two exterminators working to rid the building of various insects and rodents who had taken up residence.

By the beginning of the second week I could imagine what the hospital must have looked like when it opened in 1900. I could also imagine what it would look like once the renovations were completed. I was pleased with myself. John was pleased. However, we were both working nearly all the time - at least eighty hours that first week with no end in sight.

Two weeks into that flurry, I could feel myself growing restless. I spent more time with contractors than I did with my new husband. One of those I saw a lot of was Carter Clements. He was sort of a jack-of-all trades, assisting first with the demo work, then doing most of the tiling.

That Thursday afternoon, immediately after a quick lunch, Clements approached me in the renovated closet I was using as an office.

"Mrs. Bentley, I need to take the rest of the day off," he said, standing humbly before my desk, an ancient gray Steelcase I had salvaged.

Now, I had no reason to be nervous, in spite of what John told me about him. Up to this point, the man was working hard and certainly hadn't shown any signs of negative behavior.

"Any trouble?" I asked.

He shook his head. "Just a minor situation with my boat."

The word boat got my attention. You can't grow up around Pittsburgh and not know something about boats and rivers. In fact, even though my parents didn't like boating, I had friends who spent every weekend cruising the Allegheny and Ohio Rivers, sometimes going as far west as Marietta. Occasionally, they would invite me to come along. To say that I missed those times would be an understatement. "What kind of boat?"

He gave me a small smile. "Oh, just an old fishing boat I've been fixing up."

I should have simply nodded and said go ahead and do what you have to do, then gone back to my work. But I didn't. I was tired and stressed and believed I deserved some time off. "Really?" I said. "I'm an old river girl from Pittsburgh. I wouldn't mind seeing your boat. Besides, I think we both deserve some time off. How long would it take to get to your boat and take care of your situation?"

His smile widened. "A couple of hours, prob'ly," he replied. "Come along, if you want."

I pushed back my antique rolling chair and stood. "I'd like that."

Together, we left the hospital and went to his battered old pickup. The interior smelled of beer and stale cigarettes. I noticed the ashtray was overflowing. I didn't think too much of that because in 1979 smoking was very common, especially in the eastern part of Kentucky.

I watched him as he drove us west out of Bentleyville, a cigarette pressed firmly between his lips. He seemed harmless enough. Fifteen minutes later, we were parked by a dock at Bear Lake. He escorted me down to one of the boats, a relatively sleek craft made of fiberglass with twin outboard motors that looked new and very powerful. A new blue canopy covered the steering and control mechanisms. Also under the canopy was a small door leading to a hold below deck.

"Small leak in the hull below the waterline," he said. "Got to pump it out afore it gets too bad."

He disappeared below deck while I stood near the wheel admiring the lake and the several small streams that fed it. The whole scene was serene and beautiful, and for a moment, I forgot all about the hospital and the awesome responsibility I had accepted.

About ten minutes after he went below, Clements reemerged. Moist dirt streaked his rough face and hands. He was carrying two cans of Miller beer. He smiled when he saw me. "Want a beer?" he asked

I have to admit I was a bit surprised at his apparent audacity. After all, he worked for me and we were in the middle of a dry county. I checked my wristwatch, noting that it was almost four o'clock. The sun was still high in the sky, and I was hot, sweaty, and thirsty. I took the can from his outstretched hand. "Thanks," I said, popping the top. "Did you get your leak under control?"

He sat down in the captain's chair in front of the wheel. "Sure did. Would you like to see what she can do?"

As I took a swallow from the cold beer, I flashed back to my days on the Allegheny-the wind in my hair, the cool spray on my face. "I would love to," I said. The heat had blunted my thinking.

He grinned and started the engine. The twin Evinrude engines roared to life. He was about to cast off when a pickup approached the dock. It stopped and Jim Waverly, the electrical contractor, got out. "Connie," he called.

A twinge of guilt raced through me. "Yes, Jim. What is it?"

"Your husband is looking for you," Jim said. He didn't say anything else. He didn't need to.

Busted, I thought. The twinge of guilt escalated to near fear. I was in trouble. As I looked at Jim, I could see concern reflected in his eyes. My short excursion away from work was over. I turned to Clements. "Thanks for showing me your boat," I said. I set the near full can of beer on the gunwale.

"Anytime, Mrs. Bentley," he said, revving the engine.

I stepped out of the boat and moved toward Jim's pickup. I'm sure my face was flushed - and not from the heat. During the drive back to the hospital, neither of us said a word. There was nothing to say.

Later that evening, when we were alone in our bedroom, John confronted me, as I knew he would. "What do you have to say for yourself?"

I shrugged. "What do you mean?"

He shook his head in disbelief. "I warned you about Carter Clements," he said. "But you went off with him... alone to some secluded spot. And you left the hospital to do it. Plus a lot of people saw you, including Jim... which is why he came to get you."

I tried to match his stare but couldn't quite do it. He was right to be angry, but at that moment, I felt a little indignant. "I don't see the big deal," I said. "I just wanted to get away from work for a couple of hours. I thought I deserved it."

"Maybe you did deserve some time off. But you should have come to me first and not left the hospital unattended... and definitely not gone off with Clements. He can't be trusted."

I wanted to argue some more. However, as I thought back on the afternoon, I began to realize I had put myself at the mercy of a known moonshiner and all-around shady character. "I'm sorry, John," I said.

In my clouded mind, I thought he would accept my apology and that would be the end of it. However, much to my surprise and horror, he picked up my wooden hairbrush from my dresser and sat down on the edge of the bed.

"So am I," he said. "Connie, I know you're working hard, and I appreciate it. But I believe I need to make a point about staying on task and not making yourself a target of malicious gossip. I was hoping this day would never come, but it has. Take off your jeans and panties and come over my lap."

Even though I knew I deserved it, I definitely didn't want to be spanked, especially with my hairbrush. I shook my head. "No, John, please."

He glared at me and patted his left palm with the flat back of the brush. "Yes, Connie. You asked for this... remember?"

I did remember saying something about discipline before we got married. That seemed like a lifetime ago. For several seconds, I remained where I was, paralyzed with indecision.

"Connie, get over my lap and let's get this over with. You're just making it harder on both of us."

I realized at that moment that my husband was not about to back down. I deserved a spanking; I had asked for discipline when I needed it, and now I was going to get it. I nodded and quickly stripped out of my jeans and panties.

Reluctantly, I offered him my hand. He took it and pulled me down across his knees. "I don't want to do this," he said as he raised the hairbrush high over his head, "but you need to learn."

I closed my eyes. "I know."

He snapped his right wrist and the brush came thundering down on the right cheek of my trembling bottom. I winced and gritted my teeth. The brush hurt a lot worse than his hand. A second later, the brush impacted the fleshy part of my left cheek. I began to squirm slightly, wondering just how much spanking he thought I deserved.

After the first two strokes, my husband cut loose, issuing stroke after stroke after stroke, covering every square inch of my bottom with pain and misery. In desperation, I tried to cover my backside with my left hand. He pinned it to my back. I kicked my legs. He put his legs over mine. I was helpless and was going to get everything he thought I needed.

As the spanking continued, the pain and discomfort became unbearable. "John... please... stop," I implored. Tears ran down my face.

I wasn't actually counting, but I think he spanked me about twenty more times before he finally stopped and set the brush down on the bed. He rested his hand on my scorched backside. "I hope I never have to do that again," he said in a near whisper.

I gathered my breath. "So... do... I."

When my crying had eased up a little, he urged me off his lap into a standing position. He pulled me into his body and kissed my chest. "I love you, Connie," he said.

I wiped the tears from eyes and looked at him. He seemed so sad. "I love you, too."

"Go get ready for bed," he said, smiling.

I knew what he meant. I don't believe the spanking turned either of us on… that was strictly for punishment. But love and forgiveness is a powerful aphrodisiac.

Three things happened as a result of that spanking. The first was a beautiful night of lovemaking, long overdue. The second was that John saw to it that I got some time to myself for the next several days.

The third was that Carter Clements was arrested the next day for moonshining and drug possession. Up to then, his various activities had been simply overlooked by local law enforcement. However, many in the town interpreted his action as attempted kidnapping. I thought that was a bit extreme, but I wasn't sorry to see him go.


Chapter Nine

I learned a valuable lesson that night. However, as I soon discovered, I had many more lessons to learn, especially in the next few months as I continued to adapt to my new life and my new responsibilities.

In early August, as the summer heat in eastern Kentucky became more and more intense, I could see that the hospital was coming together, either because of my stumbling efforts or in spite of them. I'm still not sure which. However, at that time, it became apparent to me that I was truly in way over my head and needed guidance - and not the firm hand kind that my husband would provide. Rather, I needed someone with expertise in managing a small hospital.

John knew even less than I did how to operate a hospital and was much too busy seeing patients to be of much use anyway. Robert had operated the hospital while maintaining an incredibly busy office practice. But what little knowledge he had was woefully out of date. Thus, I was more or less on my own.

Realizing this, I decided to reach out to administrators in the small hospitals that surrounded Larisa County. By mid-August, I was fortunate to have secured appointments to visit two such hospitals. As these hospitals were less than a hundred miles away, I believed I could easily tour both on the same day.

When I presented this to John, at first he was reluctant, claiming I didn't know the area or the people and was likely to get lost as I traveled through the hills. I listened politely at first but soon became annoyed at his lack of confidence. Risking a spanking for questioning his authority, I looked him in the eye and said, "John, if you want to get this hospital operational by the end of summer, I've got to go." Then I softened slightly. "I would love it if you came with me."

He smiled at that but shook his head. "I wish I could," he said. "But I've got a full day of appointments and Dad has to meet with state and county officials about funding."

I kissed him on the cheek and tried to look disappointed. However, in reality, I was looking forward to a day by myself, driving through the beautiful countryside. "I'll be all right," I said.

He returned my kiss. "Okay... but please be careful and call the office when you're on your way home so I don't worry. Okay? Can you do that?"

I smiled sweetly. "Of course." And I had every intention of keeping my word.

Naturally, I overestimated my ability to navigate the tricky roads that linked the various Appalachian counties. I was an hour late for my first appointment and didn't make it to the second hospital until late afternoon. And through visiting both hospitals and talking with the administrators, I discovered I had a lot more to learn. I absorbed as much as I could, especially at the second hospital.

When our meeting was concluded sometime after six-thirty, I was very tired and overwhelmed. I gratefully accepted the invitation of the administrator to dine with him and his wife. I didn't think to call John until I was on the road back to Bentleyville after eight. Then, as it was getting dark, I didn't want to risk getting lost by driving at night.

I arrived home after nine-thirty. John greeted me at the door. "Thank god," he exclaimed, throwing his arms around me. "I was so worried. I even called the state police, thinking you might be hopelessly lost or in an accident somewhere. Are you all right?"

I accepted John's embrace and, perhaps for the first time that day, thought about someone besides myself. "Yes, I'm all right," I said. "Just took me a little longer than I anticipated."

He pulled back. "A little longer? It's after nine-thirty. You should have been home hours ago. Why didn't you call me?"

I looked into his eyes and saw immediately that I was in trouble. Why hadn't I called him? Long distance? No access to a phone? Didn't want to waste time once darkness was settling in? These were simply excuses, and not very good ones. "Well... I. John, I'm sorry. I guess the day just got away from me."

He scowled and took my hand. "Well, I can see that we need to work on our communication skills."

"What do you mean? I said I was sorry."

"What do you think I mean?"

I knew what he meant but definitely wasn't in the mood. "No, John, please. I've had a long day and I'm tired."

He tightened his grip on my hand. "I've had a long day too," he said. "But, you scared the you-know-what out of me today, not to mention others in this town. And for no good reason. You must learn to think of others." He retracted his right hand and gave me a quick swat to my bottom. "Now, we're going upstairs."

My eyes widened. The swat wasn't particularly painful, especially administered over a skirt and panties, but it did get my attention. "What are you going to do?" I already knew the answer to that question.

"Give you what you deserve," he said. He released my hand and gave me another swat to urge me along.

With me in the lead, a minute later we were in the bedroom. John snatched up my hairbrush and sat down on the edge of the bed, just as he had a few weeks before after the Carter Clements incident. I knew what I was in for.

He pointed to his lap. "Let's get this over with."

This time, I didn't have to be told twice. I knew I was going to be spanked; there was no way out of it. Best to get it over with. I removed my panties and lifted the hem of my skirt. With my bottom now bare, I offered my hand and allowed my husband to pull me down over his knees.

Once I was in position, he didn't waste any time. The swats came hard and fast, reddening my backside and causing waves of sharp pain to pinball through my body. In less than a minute, tears formed in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. As before, I wondered as to the price of contrition. Quite simply, what was forgetting to call going to cost me?

Back and forth, the hairbrush bit into my unprotected bottom while I tried to fight through the pain and discomfort and think about what I had done. Spanking is a form of communication between two people who love and respect each other, John had told me so many months before. Okay, I thought, the communication is very clear.

Finally, just as I felt as though I couldn't take any more, he stopped. "I know I was hard on you," he said.

Hard on me? This spanking had been far worse than the one for taking an afternoon off. I didn't say anything.

"But," he continued, "I needed to be clear, very clear. Do you understand?"

I choked back a few sobs and managed to wipe tears from my eyes and blushing cheeks. "Yes."

"Good." He eased me off his lap and pulled me into his body, just as he had before. In an instant, I felt purged and cleansed and loved all at the same time. A part of me was actually hoping he would pick me up and deposit me on the bed as a prelude to a long lovemaking session. However, this time he didn't do that, at least not immediately. Instead, he pulled me down next to him and patted my thigh. "Okay, now that we've got that over with, tell me what you learned today."

"What do you mean?" I asked, still thinking only of my mistake and the spanking I had just received.

"I mean what you learned at the hospitals," he said. "Dad was able to secure some additional federal funding. We have to know the best way to spend it."

Although discussing my experiences at the two hospitals wasn't really what I wanted to do at that moment, I understood why it was important. I nodded and proceeded to relate all that I had learned. I was confident the lovemaking would come later. And I was right. Another lesson painfully learned.

By the end of August, the little hospital was nearing completion. We had seven double occupancy patient rooms and one private room. Each room had its own bathroom and wall-mounted oxygen, compressed air, and suction, just like the rooms at River Valley. Each room was furnished with new electric beds and cable television. The hospital also had a small emergency room and a single bay operating room, all equipped with the latest technology.

In all, the renovations had cost more than a million dollars, with most of the funding coming from federal grants arranged by our congressman. We were almost ready to open. And yet, even as we toured the facility and marveled at the updates, I believe both John and I knew that, at some point in the near future, the entire complex would need to be replaced with a more modern building.

The next problem to be solved was staffing, a problem none of us had seriously considered as we focused on the renovations. I soon discovered that neither my husband nor my father-in-law had any realistic ideas on how to staff a hospital, even a very small one such as ours. In fact, it soon became very clear that Robert thought John and I would basically live at the hospital, thus minimizing the need for other nurses and doctors. Quite simply, John would serve as both administrator and house doctor, and I would serve as staff nurse and director of nursing.

Once we began to discuss this with Robert, staffing became a serious bone of contention during an after-dinner meeting on the first Sunday in September. When I looked chagrined at Robert's very simple plan, he glared at me and shook his head. "I don't see a problem, Connie," he said. "It's only a fifteen bed hospital. How much staff do you need?"

Even though he was only fifty-five at the time, Robert was beginning to look and sound like an old man; no doubt the stress of being the primary physician for most of Larisa County for more than twenty years. I tried to be patient.

"Robert, I'm only twenty-one and I've never actually worked as a nurse. We need someone with more experience to be director of nursing. Plus, we'll need at least two or three nurses per shift, especially if the hospital is full. In addition, to truly serve the community, we will need an experienced OR nurse and anesthetist, a lab tech, a respiratory therapist, and someone to work x-ray." I paused to wait for his reaction.

His eyes widened and he gasped as though what I had just said was some kind of blasphemy. "What do we need all those people for? Do you have any idea how much that's going to cost?"

I glanced over at John to see if I could count on him for support. He was keeping his distance. "Yes, I do," I said. "But if you want to serve the community, you've got to find the money. All the hospitals I looked at or talked with were staffed accordingly."

He shrugged. "Well, hell. We didn't need all that when I ran the hospital."

At this point, I was on the verge of losing patience. I had put my heart and soul into transforming a rundown relic into a medical facility Bentleyville could be proud of, and all with very little support from either my husband or father-in-law. I was tired and feeling the fatigue. I glared at Robert. "Robert, things have changed a lot in the last decade. Plus, we'll have to be realistic about wages. The nearest training programs are more than fifty miles away. We have to be competitive in order to recruit."

Robert folded his arms across his chest and shook his head. "Connie, I think you're being very unreasonable."

This comment was more than I needed to hear, and my anger began to bubble over. I stood and pushed back my chair. "Unreasonable?" I roared. "I have worked like a slave getting your hospital operational, even though I had no idea what I was doing and would have preferred to be home with my new husband. And now that it is ready to open, you don't want to staff it. Instead, you want to continue working me like a slave. I suppose you also expect me to cook and do the laundry. That isn't why I married your son or came to your town. You need to get that through your thick skull. "

After my tirade, I turned and stormed out of the house without looking back or waiting for a response. As I made my way home, I began to cool off a little and think about what I had just said to my father-in-law. I was still angry, but I knew I had behaved badly and probably was in serious trouble.

When I reached our house, I resolved to seek forgiveness from John. With this in mind, I immediately went upstairs to our bedroom, stripped out of my Sunday dress and underwear, and sat down on the bed to wait. I had my hairbrush in my hand.

Five minutes later, I heard the front door open. "Connie?" John called.

"I'm upstairs," I replied.

I heard the footsteps and then saw John standing in the doorway. He was about to enter but stopped short and gazed at me as though he had never seen anything like it before. And maybe he hadn't… a young naked woman sitting on the bed holding a hairbrush.

"What is this?" he asked.

I shifted my eyes from my husband to the brush to the floor. "John, I'm sorry. I know I shouldn't have yelled at you and your father, and I know I deserve a spanking for it. So let's just get it over with and maybe we can talk after. Okay?"

He continued to gaze at me as though transfixed, for so long I thought I just might wilt into the bedspread. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he came into the room and held out his hand. "Give me the brush," he said.

I handed him the brush and slid off the bed as a prelude to going over his lap.

But he didn't sit down as I thought he would. "Connie, you were right in what you said. Dad understands that now."

My face brightened. "So... if I was right and your dad understands, you don't need to spank me. Right?"

He shook his head and gripped the handle of the brush tightly in his right hand. He sat down on the edge of the bed. "I need to spank you," he said. "But not for the reasons you think."

Now I was confused. "Why then?"

"Two reasons," he replied. "First, when you're sure you're right about something, you don't yell and then storm out. That's very rude and counterproductive. Second, only I determine if you deserve a spanking. It's not up to you. That's part of being the head of the household. Are we clear on that?"

Nothing was very clear at this point, but I knew it would not avail me to argue. "Yes."

He patted his lap, a gesture I understood only too well. "Okay. As you say, let's get this over with so we can talk."

I nodded and allowed myself to be pulled down across his knees. As with the times before, once I was in position, John wasted no time blistering my backside with that terrible hairbrush. It had been my mother's brush, and now I was almost sorry she had given it to me.

John spanked me for at least a minute, causing me to writhe and squirm and bite my tongue to keep from cursing. Tears rolled down my cheeks and into the corners of my mouth. He was definitely making his point, and I resolved never to raise my voice or question his authority again.

When he was finished, he eased me off his lap and kissed my hands. "I'm sorry I had to do that, Connie," he said.

I gathered my breath. A part of me was actually a little angry he was apologizing for disciplining me when I needed it. I kept that thought to myself. "I'm sorry too," I managed to say.

He took my hands and urged me to sit down next to him on the bed, effectively ignoring the fact that I was completely naked. He gave me a small smile. "You've done a remarkable job," he said. "I know the last two months haven't been easy, and sometimes I forget you're so young." He paused, leaving me to wonder what he was thinking. "But I believe you underestimate yourself."

"What do you mean?" I was actually beginning to believe I could do anything.

"I mean, I believe, as does Dad, that you could be a very good DON and maybe even administrator, in spite of your youth and lack of experience."

I smiled and sighed at the same time. "John... I appreciate the compliment and the vote of confidence. I really do," I said, attempting to measure my words carefully. "But, contrary to what you and your father might believe or wish, I don't want to be a DON or administrator, even if I thought I could handle it."

He looked surprised. "Then, what do you want?"

I took another deep breath to clear my head. "What I've wanted since I met you."

"What's that?"

Okay, I told myself, this is your chance to get it out in the open... what you've wanted to say all along. "I want to be a good doctor's wife."

His eyes widened slightly. "You mean like your friend Valerie?"

I shook my head. "No," I said quickly. "Valerie wants the prestige and the country club lifestyle that goes along with being married to a prominent physician. I've never wanted that. I want to be a good doctor's wife... like your mother."

"But you're also a nurse," he said. "I thought you liked being a nurse and wanted to work at it."

"I do," I said. "But... as your wife, maybe at your side as you see patients. I don't want anything more than that. Can you understand?" I think I was pleading with him. This was a pivotal moment in our fledgling relationship.

He smiled and kissed me on the cheek. "Dad will be disappointed, I think. But I'm not." He kissed me again, very gently. "I love you, Connie. I want you to be happy. I also, I have to admit, like the idea of you being a good doctor's wife. I guess I'm a little old-fashioned that way."

I was so happy I fell into his arms and kissed him on the lips. "I want you be old-fashioned," I said. "And I love you just the way you are."

We stopped talking at that point. The issue that had created tension between us was resolved. John finally noticed that his young wife was naked and eager for a makeup session.


Chapter Ten

The following day, Monday, Robert came by the hospital and apologized for being, as he put it, reactionary and intractable. I apologized for yelling at him and storming out of the house. We hugged and then got down to business. I shared with him my desire to be a good doctor's wife, nothing more and nothing less. He said he understood and would support that desire.

Thus, over the next two weeks, by working together, we were able to recruit the necessary personnel, including a director of nursing and part time house physician. Robert agreed to serve as administrator on the condition that John assume the bulk of the office practice, which he was doing anyway. We also decided that I would work with John in the office and perhaps do some work for the county. I also agreed to help out in the hospital, if necessary.

The newly renovated Bentley Hospital officially opened October 10, 1979, accompanied by much fanfare. Patients who once had to go across the river into West Virginia for treatment could now stay closer to home. By Halloween, all fifteen beds were occupied and pretty much stayed that way. Robert proved to be an effective administrator, managing to find the necessary money to not only keep the facility operational, but also put some funds aside for additional personnel and equipment. We were all quite pleased with the way things were developing.

John and I were still very busy, but not as stressed. I spent most of my time working with him in the office. At the request of the county commissioner, we did occasionally make house calls to the surrounding smaller communities -- the hollers, as John put it. Seeing the rather primitive conditions in which some of these people lived was quite a learning experience for me, a girl born and bred to privilege.

I wanted to protest the apparent injustice of people living without clean water or even electricity. But I bit my tongue and accepted that, at that moment in history, we were doing the best we could with limited resources. And, as I saw a whole different way of life, I realized that some of these people really didn't want to change. The life that was good enough for their fathers and grandfathers was good enough for them. The men went to work, doing what they could to scratch out a living, while their women stayed home, raised kids, and remained in the background.

It wasn't until the following February that my sensitivity and lack of understanding got me into trouble. On a relatively slow Wednesday afternoon, Ellie Rorick came into the office for a routine pelvic exam. Ellie was married and, although only twenty-three years old, had three children, the last one nine months ago. Her husband Mitch was a laborer who worked all over the county, doing whatever someone would pay him to do.

I escorted her to the examining room, gave her a gown, and stayed with her while she undressed. She didn't seem at all embarrassed by my presence, even though we hadn't met before. She turned away from me as she removed her old floral housedress and plain white panties. And, just before she put on her gown, I got a good view of her bottom and could see the unmistakable marks that could only have been caused by a recent paddling.

I'm not sure why since I was certainly no stranger to corporal punishment, but I became concerned. Even in Larisa County in 1980, we were required by law to report domestic abuse-although we never did. "Ellie, how did you get those bruises on your bottom?" I asked as gently as possible.

"Bruises?" she said, as though she didn't understand the question.

"Yes. You have bruises on your bottom. How did they get there?"

Her facial expression never changed. "Oh, them," she said. "It weren't nothin'."

I scowled. "It doesn't look like nothing to me. I may have to report it as abuse."

She flushed and shook her head. "No call to do that," she said. "It weren't no abuse."

Just then, John came into the room. I took him aside, out of earshot. "John, Ellie's got bruises on her bottom. Looks like abuse to me. I think we should report it."

He shifted his gaze to Ellie, who hadn't bothered to fasten the gown in back, then back to me. "There's no need for that," he said. "I'll take care of it."

I wasn't happy upon hearing that, but I did help Ellie up onto the examining table, wincing for her when her bruised bottom came into contact with the paper. The exam went okay. Upon its conclusion, Ellie got down from the table. John touched her hand. "Ellie, everything okay at home? Kids? Mother? Mitch?"

Ellie smiled as she stripped off the gown and began to dress. "'Bout the same," she said. "Winter's been rough."

"Mitch been drinking?" John asked.

"No more'n usual," Ellie said.

I wasn't satisfied. In my world, certainly, a husband has the right and the responsibility to discipline his wife, if he believes she deserves it, but he has no right to abuse her, especially if she has three small children to take care of. "Ellie, I think we should report this," I said in a voice tinged with righteous indignation. "Your husband has no right to beat you."

Ellie was about to respond, but John stopped her and glared at me. "Connie, will you please see to the next patient?"

I was about to protest; however, I could tell by the look on his face, that I was in trouble and better not argue, especially in front of a patient. I turned and left the room.

We saw two more patients that afternoon before closing up the office. When we were finally alone, John confronted me. "Connie, I know you were only trying to help, but don't ever do that again."

I was still a trifle indignant. "Do what again?"

"I told you I would take care of it, and I will. When I say I will take care of something, that's the end of the discussion. That's the way it has to be. Understand?"

I understood what he meant, but for some reason I was in no mood to agree. "No, I don't understand."

His eyes lit up with anger. "Then I'll show you." He grabbed my arm and bent me over the desk in the office. In one swift motion, he lifted the hem of my white uniform dress, ripped down my white pantyhose and panties, and began to spank me with his right hand.

"Ow, John, stop," I yelled.

But he didn't stop, just kept on spanking me, swat after swat after swat. At first, it wasn't that painful. After all, I was used to the hairbrush, which was many times worse. However, after several minutes of steady spanking, I was ready to beg for mercy.

When he did finally stop, I was sobbing. The harsh spanking left me both hurting and confused. In a moment of clarity, I pondered the apparent irony of being mercilessly punished for believing I should report a hard paddling as domestic abuse.

John helped me stand and then pulled me into his arms. He kissed my sweating forehead. "Connie, look at me," he said.

I wiped a few tears from my eyes and met his gaze.

"I know you think what I just did was unfair," he said. "And I know you believe you have an obligation to report what you saw with Ellie. I know you only want to do what you think is the right thing." He paused to give me a chance to respond.

But I didn't say anything, thinking it best to just let him finish.

"You're probably right about what happened to Ellie. But people around here don't make a big fuss about it. Sometimes the husbands are too hard on their wives. I think we both understand that. I'm sure that Ellie does. Anyway, that's not why I spanked you."

"Why then?" I asked between sobs.

"First of all, you questioned my judgment in front of a patient," he said. "That can never go unpunished. Second, you need to learn that when I say I will take care of something, I will, and that's the end of it. You have to trust me. Does that make sense?"

Yes, it made sense. I had questioned both his judgment and his authority, mostly because I still didn't quite understand the vast difference between the culture in Larisa County and the culture in which I had grown up. Clearly, I had more lessons to learn and still required occasional discipline, which my husband was not hesitant to provide. "I understand," I said. "And I'm sorry."

He took my hands in his. "Okay. Let's close up and go home."

A week later, I learned from my sister-in-law that John had talked with Mitch Rorick. Celia didn't know specifically what the two men discussed, but she did know -- mostly from her ties to local law enforcement-- that Mitch had quit drinking and was known to be working more regular hours in neighboring Bullit County. Apparently, John had kept his word and quietly taken care of the problem between Ellie and Mitch; yet another lesson learned.

February gave way to March, and spring arrived in an explosion of warm weather and blossoming flowers. And the positive change in weather brought a change in the mood of the people. There was less illness, less inebriation and drug use. Many of the men who had spent the three winter months growing increasingly bored and irritable were now finding jobs and plowing fields.

John and I were less busy in the office. Even the hospital census decreased. We were able to spend some quality time together and catch up on county work. I felt that my adjustment to life in our small rural county was nearly complete, although I hoped (secretly, of course) that someday soon our income would come close to matching our responsibilities. That hope proved to be rather elusive.

Around the first of April, Valerie called me to tell me that she and Mark were getting married on Saturday, May 10th and that she wanted me to be her matron of honor. The wedding was to be at St. Marks Episcopal Church in Pittsburgh. We ended up talking for a long time, catching up on our lives since graduation.

I told her that my life with John was progressing exactly the way I thought it would: busy and happy, but poor. She laughed at that but also, in a more somber tone, said that she envied me a little. "Sure," she said. "Mark loves me. And the money and status are great. But he's busy all the time. Once we're married, he doesn't want me to work. Rather, he wants me to get pregnant right away. He wants lots of kids, says we can afford it."

That started me thinking. John and I had never really discussed children. At that point, I was still taking the pill, mostly out of habit. Obviously, starting a family was a subject we would have to broach very soon perhaps, as yet one more aspect of being a good doctor's wife.

John and I did attend Valerie's wedding. As we drove toward Pittsburgh early on Saturday morning, I realized that it was the first time I had been out of Larisa County since before my own wedding. That past July seemed almost another lifetime ago. To put it simply, I was a different person, no longer the near ingénue Connie Louise Stapleton, but rather Connie Bentley, the wife of a general practice doctor in a poor Appalachian county.

But even as I took my place -- wearing a dress Valerie bought for me -- in my former roommate's very elaborate show wedding, even as I spent a nice evening with my mother, I didn't miss my old life. I believe John was nervous about that, but was reassured when we crossed the Big Sandy the following Sunday. "It's good to be home," I said.

"Yes, it is," he responded, flashing me his biggest smile. "Especially when you're home with someone you love."


Chapter Eleven

It would be more than a decade before I once again crossed the river that separated Kentucky from West Virginia. The harsh realities of life have a nasty way of intruding, of imposing their will upon our daily routine, of shaping and sculpting our hopes and dreams. The acceptance of these realities is also a prerequisite for being a good doctor's wife.

John and I spent our first anniversary working in the office, then doing rounds at the hospital. We did manage to eat dinner at Dee's and he surprised me with a dozen red roses, my favorite. That night, just before going to bed (where we planned to reenact our wedding night) we discussed the future and agreed that it was time to work on producing the next generation.

I discarded the remainder of my birth control pills. And, although we both knew it would probably take several months for my body to clear the drugs that inhibited conception, we made love with the thought of conception in mind.

Unfortunately, after that night, finding each other in bed with enough energy to complete the task at hand proved troublesome. That summer of 1980 was hot and humid, a combination that soured moods, drained energy and desire, and exacerbated illness. Because of the high rate of smoking, Larisa County, like most of Appalachia, had more than its share of residents with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. The incidence of asthma was also increasing.

And, although the number of miners in the county was decreasing, we also saw our share of men with black lung disease. Thus, the office and the hospital were nearly full all the time. In addition, in spite of the increase in illness, there was an increase in fertility. That summer we saw at least four pregnant women a week and, between John and our part time hospital physician, Kumar Patel, we delivered twenty-one babies.

Participating in these deliveries made me want a baby of my own, of course. But it also gave me a greater appreciation for the process of childbirth and made me realize the county could benefit from a professionally trained midwife, a career path it took me nearly twenty years to complete.

During that second year in Bentleyville, I continued to learn new skills and new elements that enhanced my role as John's wife. I also continued to build upon lessons I had already learned. The majority of the time, we worked together, although not always side by side. I learned when to alert him to issues he needed to address, and I learned when to bite my tongue and turn a blind eye to issues that still ran counter to my cultural heritage. Ellie Rorick wasn't the only wife we saw with bruises on her bottom. Quite simply, I had learned that John would take care of such issues in his own way. And my love and respect for him grew as a result.

Also, in spite of our very busy schedules, I did find myself over John's lap more than once. This shouldn't be too surprising. After all, I was quite young at twenty-two, and I was and still am a disciplined wife. For the most part, the spankings I received were not too serious, but rather reminders of lessons I had yet to learn or hadn't learned completely. Lessons such as forgetting to order new supplies or filing paperwork in a timely fashion or sometimes saying the wrong thing at the wrong time.

One such incident took place about two weeks before Thanksgiving. John's old Maverick was nearing the end of its useful lifespan with winter rapidly approaching. First, we argued over the need to replace it. Then, after John spanked me for raising my voice and using words I shouldn't have, we agreed to at least shop for a new car, even though money was still tight.

During this time, my lack of patience combined with my thinly disguised disgust over what I considered to be John's undue caution cost me two more spankings, with the second one being quite harsh, at least harsh enough to keep me quiet while John made up his mind. However, in the end, the process was worth it. Somehow, John found the money and was able to negotiate with Vince McCormick, the only new car dealer in Larisa County. So, on the day before Thanksgiving, we drove off Vince's lot in a brand new Chevrolet station wagon. As I sat next to my husband basking in the new car smell, I felt proud.

In early December of that year, things quieted down a little, at least enough that John and I were able to spend some quality time where it mattered the most, the bedroom. And sometime during those two or three weeks just before Christmas, I got pregnant (although we didn't realize I was pregnant until early February) with what turned out to be our first child, a daughter whom we named Janice.

I was very happy during that time but still quite busy. I discovered that as both the doctor's wife and his nurse, life doesn't stop or even slow down just because you're expecting a baby. Patients came and went; babies were born. We even had our share of emergencies: a serious car crash on highway 23, Carl Simpson accidentally shooting his brother Abe with an arrow, Pearl Ogden stabbing her husband in the gut with a steak knife during a heated argument.

We successfully dealt with these emergencies; however, they did make us realize that the county needed a more advanced EMS. The world of medicine was changing rapidly, new technology and new specialties were rendering our antiquated services obsolete. This was reinforced by the Joint Commission on the Accreditation of Hospitals when they made their inspection in July of 1981.

Thus, not long after I delivered Janice in September, John and Jeff Slater, the county commissioner, formed a committee to modernize both the hospital and the surrounding support services. They appointed me to the committee, along with Robert and Dr. Patel, who had studied emergency medicine and was now a fixture in our small community.

I was not anxious to serve on this committee, mostly because I was a new mother, which reinforced my desire to be simply a good doctor's wife. Plus, I believed that my relative youth and lack of experience would render my input less than valuable. I must admit that during that fall of 1981, Sarah and Celia helped out tremendously by taking care of Janice whenever necessary.

So, as the baby was no longer a viable excuse, my only roadblock was my lack of desire to serve, a roadblock John swept aside by pointing out that I was the only woman on the committee and as such, my input was important. Still, just prior to the first meeting, I argued so vociferously and petulantly that John was compelled to take me over his lap for a pretty harsh spanking. An hour later, I attended the meeting with a new attitude and a sore bottom.

We met at least twice a month for the next year, a long time by most standards. However, the outcomes were a new professional EMS for the county and some added technology for the hospital. We still sent all of our critical patients to Huntington, but at least they were stable when they were transferred.

The new system was tested to the fullest in November of 1982 when the straw stored in Ed Blinn's century-old barn caught fire. The result was four burn victims and a cardiac arrest. All were treated successfully, although the barn and surrounding outbuildings were a total loss. John and I were both called to the hospital to help out, so we were able to see firsthand the results of our work. I was very proud and felt very much a part of the small community.

And life in Larisa County stabilized. We experienced a slight uptick in population and managed to attract three new fast food restaurants and a Walmart. We were able to fix most of the problems with the antiquated Bentley Hospital, but it was becoming increasingly obvious we needed a new building. Thus, two things happened in the winter of 1984. The first was that John again appointed me to a committee to study the feasibility of replacing the hospital. The second was that I became pregnant with our second - and ultimately last - child.

Being now used to the extra burden of pregnancy, motherhood, and committee service, I made no serious protest. In fact, I had pretty much come to believe that I had learned all I needed to learn to be absolutely the best doctor's wife.

Two days after the Halloween of 1984, I gave birth to the son we were hoping for, Jonas, destined to be the next doctor in the long line of succession. John and Robert were so happy that they gave little Jonas a stethoscope for Christmas instead of a football. Of course, at only two months old, the baby didn't know what to do with his new present. However, as it turned out, three-year-old Janice did. "Maybe we'll have two doctors," I suggested, fearing that such a suggestion might get me into trouble.

John only laughed and nodded. "Two doctors would be excellent," he said.

I was settling in to a life of motherhood and routine and was very happy as a result. Our hospital committee wrapped up its work, somehow finding the money to replace Bentley Hospital with a brand new state-of-the-art building, a building Dr. Robert Bentley would have been proud to serve had he lived to see it.

Unfortunately, just as the flowers were beginning to bloom in the spring of 1985, Robert became weak and lost weight. Sarah took him to a specialist in Huntington who diagnosed pancreatic cancer. In spite of aggressive therapy, Robert died the following November at the age of 61.

John, Celia, and Sarah were all devastated by the loss. For several months, Sarah became a virtual recluse, often missing church and refusing to spend any time with her four grandchildren. I tried to understand what she was going through; however, my only experience with this kind of death was my mother, who seemed to blossom like a rose after her husband died.

Happily, Sarah did eventually emerge from her self-imposed exile to once again take an active role in the community. Also during that time, she decided she no longer wanted the responsibility of that big grand house and decided to move into a small apartment in the back of Celia's house. She gave the old family home to us. We were happy to accept it and move from our small house to the nicest house in Bentleyville. However, we were also sad because of the circumstances.

Robert's struggle with the cancer that eventually killed him sobered me a little, caused me to look at our rather frenetic life. Robert had lived such a life, a life of uninterrupted service to his community, and died at a relatively young age. I thought about John, who had not taken a full day off in more than five years. Even though he was only 34, he was already beginning to show signs of aging. I worried about losing him.

Thus, when it became obvious he would assume the role of hospital administrator, which would mean piloting the transition from the old building to the new one, I put my foot down. "Absolutely not," I said one night after the kids went to bed. And when I saw that need-to-discipline look in his eye, I added, "You can spank me for saying it, if you need to, but it won't stop me from standing my ground. You're too busy as it is."

He didn't spank me. Instead he sat down on the bed and looked at me in bewilderment. "What are we going to do then? I'm assuming you don't want to be the administrator."

"No, I don't," I said quickly. "You'll have to hire someone from outside the county, someone who knows what he's doing."

John gazed at me for a long moment, then nodded. Operating a hospital, even a small one, was getting more complex all the time, as regulations and reimbursement patterns were changing faster than we could keep up with. He knew we needed someone with a lot of expertise; he knew that person would command a legitimate salary. It was simply a matter of admitting it to himself and finding the money.

A month later, just as the architects were ready to draw up plans for the new facility, John found Rodney Dunbar. Rodney was an assistant administrator of a large hospital in Ohio and had recently completed his MBA. He was eager to accept the challenge and advance his career. We were eager to let him.

In June of 1987, to much fanfare, the new 25-bed Bentley-Larisa County Hospital opened. It was a state-of-the-art facility with a 24-hour emergency department and updated surgical suite. We were very proud to show it off to the community and proud of ourselves for helping to make it happen. I was especially happy that neither John nor I would have to run it.


Chapter Twelve

For the next three years, John and I settled into a routine. John maintained his very busy office practice. I helped out as his nurse three days a week. I also did some work for the county-health assessments, education, and inoculations mostly. First Janice then Jonas started school, and in the afternoons they would spend time with Celia and Sarah.

Thus, for the first time, by 1990, I had some time on my hands, as we were no longer responsible for the hospital or the county EMS. As a result, I started to become complacent. I believed I had become the perfect doctor's wife and forgot completely that I was also a disciplined wife, as I hadn't required discipline for some time.

My deterioration as a disciplined wife who had lapsed came to a head in the early fall of 1990. After some discussion with Abby Watterson, the DON at the hospital, I realized that, in order to advance as a nurse, I needed to obtain a bachelor's degree in nursing. I did some research and discovered that Marshall University in Huntington granted advanced standing in their nursing program. So, on a Monday morning in early September, after the kids went off to school, and without consulting my husband, I crossed the Big Sandy River into West Virginia.

I had a very nice meeting with the dean of the nursing program and decided to enroll. By taking one one-day class per week, I learned that I could complete the degree in two years. I became so wrapped up in my excitement that I spent the afternoon on campus, exploring the buildings and the bookstore. I completely lost track of time.

I didn't arrive home until after six-thirty. By then, John was home and beside himself with worry. Where was I? Why hadn't I called? I apologized and said I would explain after dinner and the kids were in bed. That evening we ate McDonalds hamburgers while I began to fret about how much trouble I was in.

Once the kids were in bed, I discovered the answer to that question. John and I sat in the kitchen. I calmly explained where I was and what I wanted to do. He said he understood and would support my ambition. However, he also pointed out that I had crossed a line in our relationship.

"Your first priority is to be a wife and mother," he said. "It's a priority you assigned yourself when we got married eleven years ago. Have your priorities changed?"

I thought about that for a moment as he continued to glare at me. No, my priorities hadn't changed, not really. I had a good life with a good husband, great kids, and a good community. I wouldn't change that for anything. I shook my head. "No," I said.

"That's good to hear," he said. "I love you, and I want you to be happy. However, I believe perhaps it's time for a reminder that your primary focus needs to be on your family." He paused, stood up, took a large wooden spoon from a canister on the counter, and pointed to the kitchen table. "We haven't done this for a long time, perhaps too long. But I haven't forgotten how. And if there was ever a time when you needed a spanking, this is it. Get your dress up and your panties down and bend over the table."

I was shocked, even though I shouldn't have been. "But, John... I don't need a reminder. Besides, I'm too old for this." I was all of thirty-one at the time.

He shook his head. "What a crock," he said. "If you're going to act like an irresponsible child, you're going to get punished like one."

I couldn't argue with that logic, so I tried one last strategy. "But, John... the kids will hear."

Again, he shook his head. "Maybe you should have thought of that," he said. "Anyway, they're upstairs asleep in their rooms with their doors closed. Unless you scream, they're not going to hear anything. Now, we're wasting time and you're just making it harder on yourself and me."

John was clearly resolved. I had seen that look before and knew exactly what it meant. I knew I deserved a spanking and had no arguments left. I nodded, raised the hem of my jumper, and lowered my white cotton panties to below my thighs. My face burned with shame as I bent my upper body over the kitchen table.

While I waited the few seconds before John delivered the first swat, many thoughts went through my mind. The first was, of course, how bad the spanking was going to be and how much it would hurt. In all the times he had spanked me since we'd been married, he'd only used the wooden spoon once. The spanking hadn't been quite as bad as when he used the hairbrush, but it was close.

The second thought, which was very fleeting, was that the spanking was unfair. After all, I was a grown woman and should be able to do whatever I wanted with impunity. I quickly rejected this thought. Yes, I was a grown woman. But I also was a wife and mother with commensurate responsibilities, which I had failed to live up to. I deserved the spanking.

The third thought, which lingered long after the spanking ended, was that I (at least subconsciously) wanted this to happen. It is a rather incredible admission, wanting to be spanked. But there it was, undeniable. And there I was, bent over the kitchen table, bottom fully exposed. I could have told John I was going to Huntington and why. I could have called when I knew I was going to be late. I chose not to do either of those things, knowing full well what the consequences would be.

I thought about what a spanking represented, at least in our world: a form of communication between two people who love and respect each other. We hadn't been engaging in that form of communication for a while and a part of me missed it, missed the love and security it represented. Quite simply, I didn't want John to spank me, but at the same time, I did. Sometimes love can be complicated.

I don't know for certain; however, I believe John had some of the same thoughts. He was relentless with that spoon, delivering strike after strike after strike, reddening every square centimeter of my backside from my upper thighs to my coccyx. I reared up twice; he pushed me back down, determined that I would get every last bit of the lesson he was teaching me.

I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from screaming. Tears rolled down my cheeks. My fingers turned white from gripping the tabletop. The stinging pain shot through me like jolts of electricity. When it was over, I definitely knew I had been disciplined and resolved never to forget to call or have dinner ready when he came home from the office.

After the spanking, John helped me to stand up. He pulled me into his arms and held me until I was steady. Then he looked deeply into my eyes, something he hadn't done in a long time. "I love you, Connie," he said.

I managed a small smile and kissed him on the cheek. "I love you, too," I said. "Thank you."

He didn't ask what I was thanking him for; he knew. Sometimes even veteran wives and mothers require reminders in the form of discipline. He had given me that, and I felt cleansed, just as I had when he spanked me for the first time so many years before. He kissed me back.

I looked up at him and my smile widened. "John, please take me to bed."

My husband returned my smile, scooped me up in his powerful arms, and carried me up the stairs.

For the next two years, I performed the same delicate balancing act shared by so many women in my generation. I loved my husband; I loved my family. But I also loved nursing and enjoyed being in school. I was truly blessed to have a sister-in-law and mother-in-law who were supportive, picking up the slack with my children whenever I needed them to.

John was also supportive, letting me get by with less work. He even found the money to hire a maid once a week. Still, there were a few times when I lost my balance and slipped off that tightrope. And when I did, John was there to remind me that, above all, I was a good doctor's wife and expected to behave as one. And I never failed to accept the discipline for what it was, a sign of his love.

I graduated at the end of the fall semester, 1992. Now armed with my BSN, I took on more duties on behalf of the county, becoming more and more plugged into the local community. So much so, in fact, that I forgot what my life was like before I moved to Bentleyville. I talked to my mother on the phone perhaps once or twice a year, but I hadn't actually seen her since the wedding. I didn't have either the time or the desire to visit Pittsburgh, and she didn't care to come to Bentleyville, preferring to become the grandmother no one talks about. She had carved out a new life for herself, just as I had.

In fact, we were so estranged that I didn't learn of her death in 1995 until after her funeral. I took the death in my stride, remembering my mother only as a single fragment of my youth another lifetime ago. She apparently hadn't forgotten me, however. In her will, she established a sizable trust for Janice and Jonas, one that eventually enabled them to get through medical school without accumulating large debts.

In the years following my graduation, life once again stabilized. Our children progressed in school, and both John's practice and the hospital continued to flourish. We had our crises, of course, but they were crises we were well prepared to manage. One of them involved the over-prescription of opioids, rampant in eastern Kentucky. This crisis kept all of us busy, including local law enforcement, as it overshadowed the production of moonshine and marijuana.

We also had an increase in childbirth, enough to nearly overwhelm our relatively scarce medical resources. This triggered my long-suppressed desire to become a nurse midwife. Thus, in 1996, after an extended discussion with John, I enrolled in the graduate program at Marshall, intending to obtain my certification as a nurse midwife, a process that would take another two years of full time work.

Because of my schedule and various commitments, it took me three years to finish. I graduated in the spring of 1999, the same year Janice graduated from high school. We celebrated both events by taking an actual vacation as a family, something we had never before done. John arranged coverage for a week, and we spent the time sightseeing around the east coast and basking in the sun at Virginia Beach. It was a wonderful experience, one that we weren't able to repeat for another five years.

When we returned, I split my time between my county nurse duties and nearly all of the ob-gyn patients in the area. I even did a few home deliveries. I loved every minute of it and knew I had made the right decision in becoming a midwife. John was pleased too, because he no longer had to handle those cases. And, best of all, even though we weren't exactly working side by side, three days a week we were in the same office.

For the most part, those were happy years, with the exception of September 11, 2001. After that terrible tragedy, we felt fortunate that Jonas was only sixteen, as he, like many of the young men in eastern Kentucky, was struck with patriotic fervor and would have enlisted in the military if he had been old enough. By the time he graduated from high school in the spring of 2003, the fervor had passed and he enrolled at Marshall, following his sister, who had graduated in 2002 and was in her second year of medical school.

And once again, while I didn't exactly become complacent, I began to forget that I was a disciplined wife as John it had been some time since John spanked me. However, that was about to change…


Chapter Thirteen

One thing I have learned over the years is that life goes on, mostly following a routine of our own making with a few surprises thrown in here and there just to keep it interesting. In 2006, Janice graduated from medical school, right on schedule. However, the surprise came when, just two months before graduation, she announced she was marrying Ross Kamen, a fellow medical student and a young man we had met only twice.

Janice further informed us that they wanted to get married sometime in June, after graduation and before they began their internship, because they had both been accepted at a large medical center in Lexington. This announcement affected me in ways I never would have predicted.

First, I was both happy and sad. I was happy because Janice was marrying a nice young man and a doctor; Valerie would have approved. I was sad because I was afraid I would lose her, as I remembered the strained relationship I had with my own mother. However, I was also excited because I finally had the opportunity to plan a wedding.

For her part, Janice said she wanted only a small wedding with no frills or extras. But, as the mother of the bride, I wasn't having any of her disinterest. I had a vision of an elaborate wedding followed by an equally elaborate reception. I saw my daughter walking down the aisle of the Baptist church in a gown such as no one in our part of the country had ever before seen. In short, I, who had always been very practical and minimalist, went just a little crazy playing mother of the bride.

So much so that I became somewhat obnoxious and unfeeling. I didn't worry about cost or how my vision was affecting others, most notably my daughter and my poor husband, who wasn't at all sure what had come over me.

This came to a head near the end of May when John saw the bills I was accumulating. After a hastily prepared dinner, he sat me down. "This wedding thing has gotten out of control," he said.

I opened my mouth to protest, but he stopped me.

"You're spending way too much money, money we don't really have," he said. "Furthermore, you're letting it get in the way of your duties at the clinic."

I should have listened to what my husband was telling me, but I didn't. "John, this will only happen once, and it will be over soon. You need to calm down and leave me alone."

Did I just tell my husband to calm down and leave me alone? Yes, I had forgotten completely that I was a disciplined wife, or even a considerate wife, for that matter.

John's eyes widened and his mouth gaped slightly. "What did you just say?" he asked as though he couldn't believe what he had just heard.

This was my chance, my one and only chance, to walk back what I had said, to attempt redemption without serious consequences. I didn't take it. Instead, I glared at him. "I have it all under control," I said.

He stood up, once again towering over me. "No, you don't have it all under control," he said in an eerily calm voice that brought back memories. "But we're going to take care of that right now. I know it's been a long time, and you probably think you're too old, that I'm too old. But as I've told you before, if you're going to behave like a spoiled and irresponsible child, you deserve to be treated like one."

This got my attention. "John... you wouldn't... not after all these years."

He gave me a sinister half-smile. "It has been a long time, hasn't it," he said. "And we both probably thought we were done with it. But obviously not. Not when your behavior has gotten so many people upset, including our daughter. Now, I can't think of any other way to nip this before you alienate everyone. In fact, I probably should have done this a couple of weeks ago when you first started down this path." He paused and wrapped his hand around mine. "Okay, let's see if we remember how to do this. Stand up and bend over the table."

I was stunned, although in retrospect I should have seen it coming. My behavior was totally out of control, and I clearly needed the firm hand to set me straight. Still, although his words had sobered me a little, I needed to mount a final protest. "John... I'm sorry I've upset everyone. I guess I just got carried away. I promise to be more considerate." It sounded feeble even as I was saying it.

John must have thought so too, because he scowled and tightened his grip on my hand. "It's far too late for that, Connie," he said. "Now, let's get this over with. Don't make it any more difficult than it already is."

When had I heard that before? I knew then that any further protest would be futile and counterproductive. I definitely didn't want to be spanked, but I understood I could no longer avoid it. You're a disciplined wife, I reminded myself as I pushed back my chair and stood.

A minute later, I was bent over the table with my slacks and panties down below my knees. Memories of long ago spankings flooded my mind. I heard John open a drawer and watched him extract the largest wooden spoon we had. I shuddered in anticipation.

He moved in behind me, the long handle of the spoon gripped tightly in his right hand. "I will not tolerate this kind of behavior," he said. "Is that clear?"

I closed my eyes. "Yes," I said in a small voice.

After that, he cut loose with the spoon, apparently not forgetting how to spank his wife. Again and again and again, he struck my defenseless bottom, reddening it and sending shock waves through my entire body. Knowing I was going to get all of the lesson he thought I needed, I forced myself to remain in position. I had forgotten how much a spanking hurt.

After a minute or so, I didn't just cry, I sobbed, my chest heaving. Tears rolled my cheeks. It wasn't just the pain, I realized as I endured the spanking. It was why John was spanking me. I had hurt and disappointed a lot of good people, people I loved and cared about. I deserved to be punished for that.

Finally, John stopped and set the spoon down on the table. Very gently, he caressed my burning backside while I buried my face and continued to cry. He kissed the back of my sweating neck. "I'm sorry I had to do that," he said in a near whisper.

I took several deep breaths to calm myself. "So am I."

Carefully, he helped me stand up. He pulled me into his arms and embraced me. After a few minutes, I stopped crying and nestled my face into his shoulder. It had been a long time since I had felt thoroughly cleansed by punishment. It felt good. "John, thank you," I whispered.

He smiled at me knowingly. "You're welcome," he said. Then he got serious. "I sincerely hope you learned your lesson. But if I ever see this behavior again, I will not hesitate to give you a spanking you won't soon forget. Understand?"

I looked up at him, resisting the urge to smile. "Yes." In truth, I was happy. I felt almost like a little girl, not a forty-eight-year-old wife and mother. I liked the feeling, although I paid a high price for it.

He released from the embrace and looked at me. I looked back and nodded. We were due a makeup session.

I awoke early the next morning with a new attitude, like the spanking and the lovemaking had worked to lift a veil from my eyes. I saw clearly now, and I was happy. I was also slightly amazed that after twenty-seven years of marriage I still had lessons to learn. That day, I spent my time between patients apologizing to as many people as I could, including Janice, Ross, and his parents.

Three weeks later, my daughter and Ross married in a small but elegant ceremony. It was a beautiful day, and the church was full of flowers. In response to the lesson John had imparted, I toned down the expense and the extravagance. However, our community, much to my delight and surprise, got together and arranged a reception even more elaborate than even I had envisioned. I can't begin to express how good it felt to experience this genuine outpouring of love and support bestowed upon us. The people of Bentleyville and Larisa County were truly grateful for all we had done on their behalf, and they wanted to show it.

Of course, it may very well be possible they wanted to entice and encourage Janice and Ross to return once their residencies were complete. If that was the case, it worked.

After a short wedding trip to Williamsburg, Virginia (also paid for by the community) the new couple moved to Lexington. I was sad to see them leave. However, Lexington is only a two-and-a-half hour drive from Bentleyville. And in 2006, we had cell phones and email, even in Larisa County.


Chapter Fourteen

After the wedding, life went back to normal. The new couple made a successful move to Lexington and began their internships. Jonas finished his undergraduate work at Marshall and entered medical school, enthusiastically following in the footsteps of the many generations of Bentley men who had gone before him.

All seemed to be proceeding according to plan until the spring of 2007. It was then that Sarah suffered a massive stroke. Up to then, she had been in what appeared to be good health, still living in the small apartment behind Celia's house. Of course, she had no more grandchildren to take care of. However, Robbie Prager, Celia and Warren's son, married a local woman in 2003 and now had two children, so Sarah had two great-grandchildren she saw frequently.

At first, Sarah was admitted to our small hospital. Dr. Patel stabilized her and attempted to reverse the damage. However, as a precaution, she was transported to a larger hospital in Huntington. She did manage to recover but needed many months of rehab in a skilled nursing facility. There she died peacefully in the spring of 2008 at the age of eighty-three. I miss her even to this day.

In 2009, Janice and Ross completed their residencies and relocated to Bentleyville. Janice decided to specialize in pediatrics and obstetrics; Ross specialized in emergency medicine and took over management of the emergency department at the hospital as well as the county EMS. To say that they were a welcome addition to our community would be a gross understatement.

I was especially relieved because their presence meant less pressure on both John and me. We actually had time to take short vacations around the area and fell in love all over again. We celebrated our thirtieth anniversary at the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville. When we returned, Janice and I worked together to develop an enviable ob-gyn service in Larisa County. We even started to get patients from neighboring counties.

In 2010, Jonas finished medical school and took an internship in Cincinnati. During his residency he specialized in internal medicine and preventive health, something our county desperately needed.

Also, near the end of 2010, I became a grandmother. I can't adequately describe the emotions I felt as I delivered my own grandchild, a healthy girl. Afterward, I made such a fuss about it that I honestly thought John would have to spank me to get me under control. But my behavior never got to that point. I guess the vision of me bent over the kitchen table, bottom fully exposed, waiting for the sting of that wooden spoon was enough to get me back on the straight and narrow.

Jonas returned to our community in 2013 and dutifully took his place as the heir apparent to the Bentley legacy. John was able to reduce his hours at the office and accepted the role of adjunct professor of medicine at Marshall, a role he thoroughly enjoyed.

So now, I had to be more than a good doctor's wife; I had to be a good doctor's mother as well. That wasn't easy, although it is a role I enjoy. Just for my own satisfaction (or perhaps in keeping with my long-suppressed competitive nature), I completed the Doctor of Health Science program at an online college in 2014. I wasn't a physician like John or my children. But I was a doctor.

Also, during that time, like John, I accepted an adjunct faculty position in the nursing program at Marshall. I'm still not sure what gives me more satisfaction, seeing patients or helping to mentor the next generation of health professionals. Of course, I did get quite a thrill watching Laurie Sheffler graduate from high school with honors this past spring. She was the first baby I delivered after I became a midwife.

In 2014, once he was settled into his practice, Jonas met one of the nursing students I was mentoring, a very nice and attractive young woman, Rose Peterson. Six months later, he asked her to marry him and she said yes. Aha, I thought, another wedding to plan.

John, to his credit, must have recognized the look in my eye. Two days after the newly engaged couple set a date for the wedding, John confronted me as we were getting ready for bed. With my old hairbrush clutched in his right hand, he grabbed me, lifted my nightgown above my waist, and spanked me long and hard, just like the old days.

I was so stunned by this unexpected experience I was speechless. Tears formed in my eyes and trickled down my cheeks. After a minute or so, he stopped, set the brush down on the bed, and proceeded to rub the sting out of my wounded bottom.

"Wha...what was that for?" I managed to ask, still not quite believing what just happened.

He gave me that sly smile with which I was so familiar. "Call it a preemptive strike," he said. "This is our son's wedding, and it is up to Rose's parents to plan it. You will do what you are asked to do, nothing more, nothing less. Is that clear?"

"Yes," I said.

"I'm not taking any chances this time," he said. "I'm just letting you know I'm watching you very carefully."

I managed a small smile. "Why, John," I said. "I wouldn't think of interfering. I learned my lesson the last time."

"I hope so," he said. "But consider this a warning if you begin to backslide."

And I took it as a warning and a reminder. Above all things I may have become: mother, grandmother, nurse, nurse midwife, professor, community leader, I was a disciplined wife and was expected to behave as such.

The wedding was beautiful. As the mother of the groom, I stayed in the background and did what I was told to do.

So now, as I look back on the thirty-nine years we've been married, I can see a lifetime of accomplishment. The small community that welcomed me so warmly back in 1979 now has a modern hospital and EMS. While it is true that there are still some remote hollows in the county without full electrical service, we have made great strides in that area. I have helped to bring into the community three doctors and a nurse.

I also have three grandchildren of which to be proud and thankful. The next generation of Bentleys is assured.

This year, the community once again showed its gratitude. The entire county took up a collection to pay for a two-week European vacation for John and me to celebrate our fortieth anniversary next June. We can't wait to go.

In the movie, Doc Hollywood, one of my favorites, the old small town doctor, Dr. Hogue, tells young Ben Stone that Dr. Stone doesn't know what it's like to be beloved. I think we can relate to that sentiment. In all the years we've been here, we've never made much money, just enough to keep our house and pay for two cars. But the satisfaction that comes from seeing what our presence has meant to this community is more than enough compensation.

I began life as a confused near-ingénue, the product of two parents who didn't like each other much and who paid little attention to me, especially when it came to discipline. Then I met John Bentley, and everything changed. It is, of course, interesting to note that our relationship began with a spanking, one that I so richly deserved. And it was that spanking that gave me a sense of purpose and belonging. I wanted to be a good doctor's wife. Being a disciplined wife has helped me succeed in that regard.

Two years ago, I connected with my old friend, Valerie, on Facebook. She had been married and divorced twice, both times to a surgeon. She was still working as a staff nurse. It was obvious she had grabbed for the wrong things. I was sad for her.

We have a good life. John is now sixty-six and full of energy. He has outlived all of his predecessors. I am sixty and feel younger than I did thirty years ago. We are both looking forward to the next phase of life, whatever that might be.

I do, however, sometimes miss that one particular and unique form of communication, as incredible as that sounds. I was thinking just the other day that maybe it's time for me to learn another lesson in how to be a good doctor's wife.


Also from LSF Publications...

A Good Country Wife by W. Arthur

Claudia meets Adam at college, and the pair subsequently fall in love despite their very different backgrounds... Claudia with her comfortable upbringing and feminist mother, and Adam from a tough and demanding family of no-nonsense farmers. Given that farming is in his blood, it quickly becomes obvious that Adam won't be happy away from the farm, so Claudia makes the decision to spend the rest of her life with him on a farm in southern Ohio. It proves to be a huge culture shock in more ways than one: firstly getting up at five-thirty to immerse herself in hard, physical work; and secondly, getting used to the spanking. Being married to Adam introduces Claudia to domestic discipline. In the Paisley family, the men do not hesitate to discipline their wives when needed - as Claudia finds to her cost on a number of occasions. Leaving the gate open causes the cows to escape and wander over the road, and earns her a bare bottom spanking - the first of many. Adam proves very proficient at spanking her bottom, but far from resenting the correction, Claudia is happy with her lot. That first punishment initiates her into a new way of life - a life that embraces the rhythmic consistency of farm life in all its seasons, and the loving, enduring guidance of her husband. And through it all, she learns how to be a good country wife.

Ellen by Robin Harrington

Expertly crafted, this substantial and wonderfully engaging read tells the story of how Ellen, the daughter of a London seamstress, came to be Lady Dutton. The main storyline is augmented by two other women's histories wound into it: those of Ellen's mother-in-law, Grace Dutton, and Ellen's mother, Alice Walsh. Gradually, all the pieces slot into place in this epic historical tale of love, lust, and discipline. Corporal punishment is woven into the mix in a skilful and realistic way, as is loving domestic discipline between husband and wife. The mildly erotic scenes are enhanced by the spanking, which is a theme that runs through the book - but you don't have to be a kinkster to enjoy this happy ever after masterpiece from Robin Harrington, depicting rich slices of life in Regency England.

A Dominant Man for Callie by W. Arthur

Following the death of her mother when Callie was sixteen, Callie has run wild, giving in to hedonistic pleasures and drugs and behaving like a spoiled princess. Recognising that his only daughter's life is spiralling out of control, Callie's father gives her an ultimatum: he will cut her out of his multi-million fortune unless she marries no-nonsense, dependable young lawyer, Brent Watterson.

At first, Callie is horrified, but grudgingly accedes and marries Brent... only to find her life changes in an unprecedented way. It is difficult making the transition from Daddy's princess to submissive wife, and doubly difficult when she finds out how dominant Brent is. As Head of Household, he expects Callie to be obedient, and when her behaviour isn't acceptable, he punishes her by spanking her bare bottom.

But Callie is becoming increasingly attracted to Brent; he's good looking, intelligent and protective, he can be romantic and loving, and she admires the way he takes control... and for the first time in many years she experiences stability in her life. Though she ultimately agrees she needs Brent's discipline, it isn't always easy for her, as the 'old Callie' surfaces from time to time and gets her in bother.

Will this be merely a marriage of mutual convenience, or will it develop into something loving and enduring...?

Hester at Ewefield Farm by Robin Harrington

The spirited Hester Reede brings disgrace on herself and her well-to-do family when she bursts out laughing in church, during a sermon delivered by the overzealous Reverend Coundon. Unfortunately for Hester, the pastor demands she be punished for this grave offence by suitable chastisement - a whipping on her bare flesh to be administered by the pastor himself. It takes place in the vestry, and while the lecherous pastor takes great pleasure in delivering Hester's punishment, Hester finds it both painful and shaming. When later taunted about the incident, Hester flies into a tantrum and her mother and brother take the decision to marry her off. This does not please Hester one bit; at almost nineteen, she has no desire to be married to a man she has never met. Yet when she is introduced to the prosperous farmer, Nathaniel Kenrick, a spark is ignited between the two of them. After agreeing to marry the big, handsome land owner, Hester travels to Ewefield Farm to begin the next phase of her life as a married woman.

To the delight of her new husband, Hester enjoys the romps in the marriage bed, and quickly settles down to her new role. It seems that a great many wallopings are doled out at Ewefield, and Hester is not exempt. It is not long before Nathaniel puts her over his lap and tans her bare bottom with hand and strap for her disobedience. And yet, painful though these occasions are, Hester learns that being disciplined makes her very aroused, and her husband too! Some spankings are delivered purely for fun in the bedchamber, but Hester must pay the price when her foolishness causes great trouble for her new family.

The story is set in the English Midlands in 1648/49 during the turbulent times of Oliver Cromwell. It focuses on Hester's initial acceptance, and ultimately her enjoyment of domestic discipline from her loving husband.

Diamond's Tale by Susan Thomas

Diamond is in her first year at university when her mother marries Ralph, the new man in her life, and moves in with him and his daughter who live in a private community at Frugal Valley. Imagine Diamond's surprise when she finds out that Frugal Valley is a domestic discipline community. She is shocked but also elated, as she's had spanking fantasies since adolescence. As time goes by, Diamond even suggests her new stepfather should spank her in the way he does his own daughter - but she quickly changes her mind when she experiences the painful reality of a harsh spanking on her bare bottom. However, in spite of her misgivings, Diamond appreciates that a dose of corporal punishment does help motivate her behaviour and her mediocre performance at university. Gradually, she learns the value of loving discipline in this warm-hearted and close-knit community, and when she meets Dominic, a boy from Frugal Valley who will also be studying at her university, she looks forward to being disciplined by him as their relationship progresses...

Delia's Tale by Susan Thomas

Following her divorce from an unfaithful husband, Delia takes off on her own to enjoy an inexpensive holiday in a pretty village deep in the heart of the English countryside. Out walking on Sunday, she discovers a valley where, acting on impulse, she attends the eleven o'clock service in the local church. Though she receives some odd glances, everyone is friendly towards her, particularly an attractive man named Paul, and his three-year-old daughter, Milly. As the conversation continues, Delia finds herself accepting an invitation to lunch, and learns that Paul is a widower. She also learns a little about Frugal Valley, which Paul explains is a domestic discipline community. Though Delia is against corporal punishment and cannot for the life of her imagine how modern wives could submit to their husbands that way, she nevertheless enjoys getting to know Paul better. The feeling is mutual, and a relationship begins to develop.

Later on, Delia makes the decision to resign from her job and take up a teaching post at the school at Frugal Valley. Paul also proposes marriage, but Delia is unsure of herself and has to make various lifestyle choices. Though confident that Paul is 'the one' for her, does she have what it takes to be a dutiful, obedient wife? How will she react to her 'correction'? How can she overcome her foolish pride? This is her story...

Bob & Wendy's Domestic Discipline by W. Arthur

Bob and Wendy enjoy an unconventional lifestyle of kink and discipline. Married for six years, their relationship is one in which Bob is the dominant partner and Wendy his submissive wife. As Head of Household, Bob takes charge and doesn't hesitate to enforce discipline when needed for poor behaviour or disobedience or disrespect. Wendy doesn't like punishment spankings but accepts that she needs them ... however, she loves the fun kind, which inevitably lead to great sex. Theirs is a partnership embracing love and discipline; it works well for them and they wouldn't change a thing about their lifestyle. Although the discipline aspect of their relationship is something they carry out in private, they are pleasantly surprised to discover they are not the only ones who practice it...

Punished by the Priest on Paradise Island by W. Arthur

The year is 1542, and when the Spanish ship, La Clava, bound for Minorca flounders in a storm, Rodrigo Cantrell is flung overboard and is eventually washed up on the island of Cabrera. To his surprise and delight he discovers the island is populated exclusively by 21 women from a religious order.

Seizing his opportunity, Rodrigo lies and tells Sister Margaret he is a priest... she has no way of knowing that the reason he was on board La Clava was because he had been exiled for lewd behaviour. Thus the self-ordained Father Cantrell truly enters paradise as he becomes the spiritual leader of his female flock. No sin goes unpunished. No act of contrition goes unrewarded. Rodrigo enthusiastically grants absolution by discipline, followed by the deflowering of virgins. It seems that several of the sisters feel so much better with regular sex and a throbbing, well-spanked bottom.

Having taken a particular interest in Sister Margaret, Rodrigo is hopeful that in time, she too might come to him...
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