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Note from the Author

This book is Part 2 of the Emily's Spanking Journey Series.

If you’re new to Emily’s journey, you may want to begin with The First Spanking: A Lesson in Trust for the full experience.

If you’ve already read Book 1, welcome back. Book 2 continues the story right where it left off.
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Chapter 1: Where Honesty Matters

I didn’t expect my life to feel different the next morning. Not after everything that had happened yesterday. Not after the honesty, the correction, the tears, and the strange, steady calm that followed.

But when I woke up on my first day in this new chapter of my life, the feeling was unmistakable.

There was no dread.

No tightness in my chest.

No familiar rush of What did I do wrong? What did I forget?

Just silence.

Soft, morning silence drifting through the room in a way that felt almost… gentle. Like the house itself was breathing quietly around me.

I lay still, waiting – out of habit – for the panic that usually arrived before my feet even touched the floor.

But it didn’t come.

Instead, there was a strange kind of steadiness inside me.

Fragile, yes.

New, definitely.

But real.

And that was when it truly hit me:

Whatever yesterday had been – the discipline, the support, the way Sarah and Mark didn’t walk away when I faltered – something had shifted.

I didn’t know how the day would unfold, or whether I was ready for it, or whether I’d make new mistakes.

But for the first time in a long time, a new day didn’t feel like something I had to survive. It felt like something I might actually grow into.

I sat up slowly, stretching the stiffness from my arms. The memory of yesterday flickered in pieces: the broken bird, the hiding, the truth coming out, Sarah’s calm voice, the spanking… and the warmth afterwards.

The warmth mattered more than anything else.

I wasn’t proud of what happened. But the shame didn’t feel suffocating. It felt… processed. Like I’d gone through something hard and come out the other side, held together instead of falling apart.

I whispered into the stillness:

“Okay. Let’s try again.”

I got out of bed, brushed my hair, splashed water on my face, and took one slow, deliberate breath before stepping into the hallway. When I reached the doorway, Sarah looked up immediately. And her whole expression softened.

“Morning, love,” she said, smiling. “Did you sleep all right?”

I nodded. “Yes. Better than… better than I thought I would.”

“Good,” she said warmly. “Come sit.”

I moved toward the table, and Mark gestured to the chair beside him in a way that felt natural, not forceful.

“How are you feeling this morning?” he asked.

“A little embarrassed,” I admitted. “But also… okay.”

Sarah’s smile widened just a touch. “Embarrassment fades, love. Feeling okay is what matters.”

I sat, and Sarah placed tea in front of me. The three of us ate quietly for a moment, the kitchen filled with the soft clinks of breakfast.

Halfway through my toast, Sarah said gently, “I’m proud of how you handled yourself yesterday.”

My head jerked up. “Handled myself? I cried during half the spanking.”

“And let yourself be comforted,” she replied. “That’s harder than anything else you did.”

Mark added, “Learning to trust people is real work, Emily. You did well.”

I didn’t know how to respond to praise that wasn’t exaggerated or performative. That wasn’t handed out to make me stop crying. This praise felt earned.

Sarah reached over and touched my wrist softly. “And just so you know – today is a fresh start. There’s no shadow from yesterday following you around. You’re not under watch. You’re not under pressure.”

I cleared my throat, trying to steady my voice. “Thank you.”

Mark glanced at Sarah in that subtle, quiet way they communicated – then looked back at me.

“So,” he said, tone gentle but purposeful, “when you’re ready, we’d like to talk to you about next steps.”

I blinked. “Next steps?”

Sarah nodded. “Your life, love. Your future. You didn’t come here just to survive.”

Mark folded his hands. “We want to help you get steady again – not just emotionally, but practically.”

“We’ll go slowly,” Sarah assured me. “But you deserve a life that doesn’t exhaust you. A routine. Some independence. A career path.”

I looked between them – at Sarah’s warmth, at Mark’s quiet steadiness – and something in me settled deeper. Yesterday had changed something fundamental. I wasn’t just living with them anymore. I was being guided.  Held in place instead of slipping through the cracks. It felt like the beginning of something.

Structure.

Support.

And maybe a future.

Mark continued. “Let’s start with something simple. A routine. A rhythm. Something to help you feel grounded.”

I nodded.

Sarah slid a small notepad across the table.

“Let’s talk through a basic morning plan. Something consistent. Something you can rely on.”

“I… okay,” I said quietly.

She wrote slowly, talking as she did.

“Wake up around seven. Have breakfast. Shower when you’re ready. After that… maybe a short walk? Fresh air helps clear the mind.”

“I can try that,” I said, surprised by how manageable it sounded.

Mark leaned forward slightly. “And then, something small in the late mornings. Looking at job listings for half an hour. Exploring what kind of work you want.”

My chest tightened. “Work… feels overwhelming right now.”

“I know,” he said calmly. “But we won’t throw you in. We’ll take it piece by piece. We’re not trying to push you. But standing still will only make you anxious. A slow, steady forward motion is healthier.”

“I… think you’re right,” I admitted.

Sarah smiled warmly. “And we’ll be right here. For every step.”

I looked at them – the calm solidarity, the quiet confidence in their expressions. My throat tightened.

“I don’t think anyone’s ever helped me like this before.”

Sarah’s eyes softened. “Well, they should have.”

Mark’s voice followed, steady. “You’re capable of more than you think. But capability needs structure. And you deserve structure.”

I looked at the notepad again. Simple steps. A simple routine. Basic stability.

None of it seemed scary or impossible – not really.

But another part of me, the scared part, whispered that I’d mess it up… that I’d forget, avoid, freeze – that I’d ruin this too.

Sarah seemed to sense the shift in my expression, because she leaned slightly closer.

“Emily,” she said softly, “we don’t expect you to get it perfect. Honest effort is enough.”

Mark nodded. “And honesty is part of the structure too.”

My breath caught – because we all knew what that meant.

Yesterday’s mistake wasn’t forgotten. It was understood. And today moved differently because of it.

“Okay,” I whispered. “I… I want to try.”

Sarah squeezed my hand. “Good girl.”

After breakfast, I carried the notepad upstairs, placing it carefully on my desk before heading into the bathroom. The shower helped settle my nerves, and the short walk afterward cleared my head more than I expected. The morning air felt cool and steady, and for a moment I almost believed the routine might actually help.

When I came back inside, Sarah glanced at me from the kitchen and gave a small nod. “Good. Now take half an hour for the job listings, love. Just looking. Nothing more.”

I nodded, trying to ignore the sudden weight that pressed into my chest.

Upstairs, I sat on the edge of my bed, opened the laptop and typed “entry-level jobs near me” into the search bar.

The screen filled with listings. Words. Responsibilities. Requirements. All of it pressed forward too fast, too loud, too much. My breath hitched in my chest, and my fingers hovered uselessly over the trackpad.

I wasn’t ready.

Not alone.

The thoughts hit fast: You’ll fail the interview. You’ve never lasted long anywhere. You’ll get overwhelmed and make mistakes. They’ll fire you. You’ll embarrass the Carters. They’ll regret helping you.

My breathing quickened. I clicked another tab. Then another. Then I closed the browser entirely and shut the laptop too quickly, the sound sharp in the quiet room.

I can’t do this.

A minute later, I forced myself to try again. I opened the laptop, typed “simple jobs,” scrolled two listings, felt the same rush of panic – and closed it again.

By the third attempt, I couldn’t even look at the screen without my heart pounding. My palms were sweating. My throat felt tight and narrow.

I pushed the laptop away, hugging my knees instead.

Half an hour. Why couldn’t I even manage thirty minutes?

I tried to breathe slowly, the way Sarah had shown me, but it didn’t help. My mind raced in circles, each thought louder than the next.

You’re already messing this up.

They trusted you with something simple.

You’re going to let them down.

They’ll be disappointed.

They’ll think you didn’t try.

A knock sounded lightly on my door.

“Emily?” Sarah’s voice floated through – soft, warm. “Just checking on you, love.”

“I’m okay!” I called back, my voice a little too bright, too quick, too practiced.

“All right,” she said gently. “Take your time. Come down whenever you’re ready.”

Her footsteps faded. I exhaled shakily, relieved she hadn’t pushed… and guilty, because I wasn’t actually doing anything.

My eyes drifted back to the notepad on the blanket.

Thirty minutes.

Just half an hour.

I forced myself to open the laptop again. The screen filled my vision. Instead of job listings, I opened a new tab, watched a random video, scrolled an old feed – anything but what I was supposed to be doing.

Minutes slipped by. Then half an hour. Nearly an hour.

When I finally checked the time, my stomach dropped. Sarah or Mark could ask about it at any moment.

My chest tightened at the thought. The idea of admitting I'd frozen – that I couldn’t even start – made humiliation rush hot through my veins.

Just say you tried. Say you looked. Say you’re thinking. It’s not really lying… right?

But underneath that excuse was a quieter voice: You’re doing the exact thing Sarah warned you about. The realization only made the panic sharper.

I scrambled to make the screen look productive – opened a random job listing, copied the title onto the notepad so the page wouldn’t look empty, clicked another listing without reading a single line. Pure busywork. Pretend work. Pretend progress.

A soft knock sounded at my door. A moment later, Sarah’s voice came through it, warm and gentle.

“Emily? Come down when you’re ready.”

My stomach twisted. I glanced at the laptop, at the empty notepad lines, at the fake scraps of “progress” I’d scribbled earlier. My pulse thudded hard.

I closed the laptop and stood quickly, smoothing my hair as if that could hide anything.

“I’m coming!” I called back.

As I walked toward the stairs, a quiet thought rose – one I tried to push away but couldn’t.

You didn’t break anything this time.

You didn’t hide an object.

But you were about to hide the truth.

And in this house, that had never gone well.


Chapter 2: Kneeling for the Truth

When I walked into the kitchen, trying to look perfectly calm, Sarah was pouring tea into three mugs. She glanced over her shoulder at me with a soft, warm smile.

“Here she is,” she said lightly. “Come sit, love.”

I smiled back – too quickly, too brightly – and moved toward the table.

Mark looked up from something he was reading. “Did you get a chance to look at a few options? Just to get a sense of what’s out there?”

I could have said I panicked, or I froze, or I tried but couldn’t, or even I need help. Sarah had told me that dishonesty was the only real way to disappoint them.

But fear surged harder than logic. Before I could stop it, the words slipped out:

“Yeah. I… I looked at a few.”

“What did you see, love?” Sarah asked softly.

“I… uh…” My mouth felt dry. “Some basic roles. Admin. Retail.”

Mark nodded slightly, his expression unreadable. “Any that interested you?”

My mind scrambled. “Um… maybe. I’m… still thinking.” Even I could hear how weak it sounded.

Sarah exchanged a tiny glance with Mark – that quiet, wordless kind of understanding couples have after years together. Not anger. Not disappointment. Just silent confirmation:

She’s lying.

Sarah stepped closer to me, wiping her hands on a towel as she did. Her expression was soft – painfully soft.

“Emily,” she said carefully, “you know you don’t have to tell us what you think we want to hear.”

My throat constricted. “I’m not… I just… I really did look.”

The lie only deepened, settling into place. And they both heard it.

Mark’s voice stayed calm but firmer. “Then walk me through it. Tell me what you saw.”

Panic clamped around my ribs. The words in my head scattered and fell apart.

“Just… the usual stuff,” I muttered. “Lots of listings.”

“Which ones? Which companies?” Sarah asked gently.

“I don’t remember exactly,” I said, hearing how weak it sounded.

A silence followed. Longer this time. Not heavy, but intentional.

Sarah drew in a slow breath. “Emily,” she said softly, “love… look at me.”

My pulse hammered as I lifted my eyes to hers.

Her eyes were warm and sad – not disappointed in me, but disappointed for me.

“You’re lying,” she said gently. Not an accusation. A truth spoken carefully, like she was afraid it might break me.

My throat burned. “I’m not–”

“You are, sweetheart,” Sarah said softly, stepping even closer. “And you don’t have to. You never have to hide from us.”

Mark closed his laptop fully now, his posture upright and attentive, his tone steady but serious.

“Emily,” he said, “this isn’t about job searches. It’s about honesty. That’s the rule you broke yesterday. And it’s the rule you’re breaking now.”

My face flushed hot. “I just– I didn’t want to let you down. I didn’t want you to think I’m useless. I couldn’t even start properly and I – I panicked.”

Sarah’s voice softened even more. “And instead of saying that, you lied.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m really, really sorry.”

Sarah reached out, cupping my cheek gently. “I know, love. But hiding isn’t how we do things in this house.”

Mark nodded once, his expression calm but unmistakably firm. “We talked about this after the bird. We warned you that honesty is part of the structure.”

My chest trembled. “I know. I didn’t mean to– I just… got scared.”

“And instead of coming to us with the fear,” Sarah murmured, “you tried to cover it.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered again, voice breaking. “I didn’t want you to think I’m failing already. I… I just didn’t want you to be disappointed in me.”

Sarah stepped forward and took both my hands, gentle but deliberate.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she whispered. “We’re not disappointed that you struggled. We’re disappointed that you hid.”

“I don’t want to keep doing this,” I said. “I don’t want to lie. I don’t want to ruin things. I just… don’t know how to be different yet.”

Sarah slid an arm around my shoulders – steadying me, not softening the moment.

“That,” she murmured, “is why the structure exists.”

Mark’s exhale was slow and even. “You should have told us you froze, Emily. That isn’t failure. That’s fear.”

“And fear,” Sarah added, brushing a thumb lightly along my cheek, “is something we can help you with. But only if we know it’s happening.”

My breath wavered. “I’m sorry…”

“I know,” she said, drawing me into a light embrace – warm, but not letting the seriousness slip.

“This is a moment,” Mark said calmly, “when structure needs to be reinforced. Gently. But firmly.”

A shiver ran through me – shame, anticipation, something deeper.

I knew what that meant, and I knew it wouldn’t happen unless I accepted it.

But I would accept it – because I knew they weren’t doing this to hurt me. They were doing it to steady me, to give me the structure I kept slipping away from on my own. I needed that discipline, even when it embarrassed me. Maybe especially then.

Mark didn’t speak again at first. He simply looked at me with that level, unblinking seriousness he only used when something mattered more than emotion.

Then, in a low, precise voice:

“Emily. On your knees.”

My breath caught.

The command wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. It was the kind of quiet that allowed no misunderstanding.

I froze for half a second.

Then obeyed.

The carpet scraped against my knees as I lowered myself down – not gracefully, not quickly, but with the awkward, humiliating slowness of someone far too old to be in this position. Heat climbed up my throat as the reality of it settled over me: twenty-one years old, kneeling in the middle of the living room because I had lied.

“Knees together,” Mark said. “Back straight.”

I adjusted immediately, the shift from slumped to upright making everything feel sharper, more exposed. My shoulders pulled back; the air felt colder against my skin. The humiliation of simply holding the posture pressed in on me harder than anything else.

“Hands behind your back.”

I slid my hands behind me and locked my fingers together. The position felt adult in the most unforgiving way. There was no hiding my face, no folding in on myself, nothing to mask the shame written all over me.

Sarah stayed seated, watching with that quiet, steady sadness that made my stomach twist tighter.

Mark stepped closer, just enough that his presence filled my awareness without a single touch.

“We understand you panicked,” he said calmly. “But you still lied.”

I swallowed hard.

“This,” he continued, gesturing to my posture, “is the consequence. You don’t get to curl up on the sofa. You don’t get to hide in your sleeves. You don’t get to disappear. You stay right here – still, upright, present – so you can feel what dishonesty actually costs.”

Each word was measured, unshakably steady, sinking straight beneath my skin.

“You’re going to stay in this posture,” Mark said, “and you’re going to sit with the choice you made.”

Humiliation crawled across me, hot and steady.

Sarah rose then, moving to my side, and rested a hand on my shoulder. The touch didn’t soften the moment; it anchored me in it.

“This isn’t punishment, love,” she said quietly. “It’s facing the truth without running.”

Her voice was gentle.

The moment was not.

The posture forced my gaze upward – forced me to be seen, to stay open, to sit inside the truth without hiding. My knees were already throbbing against the carpet; the pull in my back and thighs made it impossible to fold into myself or disappear.

My breathing quickened – not out of fear, but from the sheer exposure of it, the way everything in me felt too visible. My face burned; I could feel the heat across my cheeks and neck, knew they saw every tremor I couldn’t quite control.

Mark lowered himself to one knee so he was level with me – not to comfort, but to remove the option of looking away.

“Look at me.”

I lifted my eyes. Barely.

“Tell us what you did,” he said quietly.

My throat tightened. “I lied,” I whispered, the words rough and thin.

“Again,” Mark said. “Lift your chin. Say it properly.”

I raised my head, heat flaring harder under my skin. A tear threatened at the corner of my eye, no matter how hard I tried to hold it back.

“I lied.”

“And why is that serious in this house?” he asked.

My voice wavered. “Because… it breaks trust.”

Sarah crouched beside me, her presence close but not softening.

“And you don’t lie to people who care for you,” she said. “Not here.”

I nodded – small, shaky, humiliated. A single tear slipped loose and ran down my cheek; I felt it all the way to my jaw before it fell.

Mark held my gaze, letting the silence do its work. Letting the moment settle into my chest, into my posture, into every ache and bit of heat I felt kneeling there.

Then he spoke, calm and steady again.

“You’ll stay exactly like this for five more minutes,” he said, the number landing with a weight that tightened my ribs. “We’re staying with you. You don’t move, you don’t speak, and you keep your eyes on the spot I choose. Five full minutes, Emily. Long enough for this to sink in.”

He pointed to a small scuff on the skirting board directly in front of me.

“Eyes there. Don’t let them drift.”

My stomach flipped. Five minutes. Three hundred seconds. An eternity when you’re already shaking, already exposed, already feeling the heat of your own shame settle into your skin.

Sarah didn’t sit. Neither did Mark. They stayed exactly where they were – close, silent, utterly steady – until their presence filled the room and pressed in around me. The quiet was suffocating. Every breath I managed sounded thin and uneven in my own ears. Heat flooded my face and neck; I could feel the flush rising all the way down to my collarbone.

The first minute dragged. By the second, my knees throbbed against the carpet, each heartbeat sending a dull ache downward. My arms trembled where they were locked behind me. Holding myself open like this – upright, exposed, unable to fold – made the humiliation build faster than any pain.

At three minutes I began to shake outright, a small, visible tremor running through my shoulders and legs. I hated that they could see it. Hated being this transparent. When a small, cracked sound escaped before I could swallow it – half a sob, half a broken breath – the shame of hearing it aloud made tears rise faster.

Four minutes. My vision wavered; the scuff on the skirting board blurred and doubled. My whole body begged to curl away, to bow forward, to break posture even for a second. But I didn’t move. Their silence held me there, steady and inescapable, leaving me nowhere to hide.

At four and a half minutes, a real sob tore free – sharp, wet, impossible to contain. It jerked through my shoulders, and another followed, and then another, each one shaking me harder than the last. I hated the volume of it in the quiet room, hated the rawness of the sound, hated the tears slipping off my chin and dotting my shirt.

Mark’s voice finally cut through the haze.

“Time.”

Only then did Sarah’s hand settle on my shoulder again – warm, steady, and unmistakably permission to let go. My arms dropped immediately, heavy with relief, and I folded forward, forehead pressing into the carpet between my knees. The sobs came in raw, exhausted bursts, the humiliation still burning through me – sharp, overwhelming, far deeper than anything physical ever could have been.

Sarah guided me upright slowly. My face felt hot; my hands shook. She pulled me into her arms without hesitation, holding me against her shoulder.

“There we go,” she whispered. “It’s over now.”

I cried softly into her, the emotional weight finally spilling free.

When my breathing steadied, Sarah brushed my hair back and cupped my cheek.

“Look at me.”

I lifted my eyes.

Her voice was warm but firm.

“For the next three days, your ‘future time’ happens with one of us beside you. Sitting right next to you.”

I swallowed. “Okay…”

“You’re not in trouble anymore,” she said gently, sweeping a thumb along my cheek. “But you’re not doing this alone for a while.”

“Thank you,” I whispered. “Both of you.”

Mark gave a quiet nod.

Sarah pressed a soft kiss to the top of my head.

Just like that, the storm eased – but the structure remained. And that structure felt like safety.


Chapter 3: Progress, Panic, Repeat

The next morning, Mark was already at the dining table when I came downstairs, his laptop open and his reading glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. Sarah stood at the stove, stirring oats with calm, steady movements.

Both of them looked up when they heard me.

Sarah smiled. “Morning, love. Did you sleep all right?”

“Yes,” I said – and I meant it. I’d fallen asleep exhausted, but… grounded.

“Good,” she said gently. “Come sit. Breakfast is almost ready.”

I took the chair beside Mark. Sarah brought the bowls over and sat with us. We ate together, quietly but comfortably – the kind of silence that felt shared rather than tense.

When we finished, Sarah stood and kissed the top of my head lightly.

“I’ll be around if you need anything,” she said.

Then she slipped out of the room, leaving me and Mark at the table. He slid his laptop toward me and angled the screen so we could both see.

“Alright,” he said, and opened a list of entry-level jobs. “Let’s get started.”

I still felt the familiar squeeze in my chest, but it didn’t overwhelm me the way it had yesterday.

“Tell me which one feels doable,” Mark said. “Not the best. Not the perfect. Just the first step.”

I swallowed and pointed at a receptionist listing. “Maybe this one.”

“Good,” he said. “Let’s look at it properly.”

He opened it and scanned through the description.

“This is front-desk work. Phones, visitors, scheduling, basic admin. Clear tasks. Predictable flow. They train beginners.”

“Scroll down,” he said. “Look at the requirements.”

I did.

“See? Nothing you can’t do. And if something looks unclear, we’ll sort it together.”

We went through two more listings – not hovering, not tiptoeing, just working. Mark pointed out patterns, skills, similarities, the parts that mattered and the parts that didn’t.

Not one part of it felt like a dragon anymore.

Just jobs.

Plain, learnable jobs.

When we circled back to the receptionist role, Mark tapped the “Apply” button.

“This one seems promising,” Mark said. “Let’s start the application. I’ll walk you through it.”

I nodded, breath tight but steady.

Side by side, we began.

I filled in the essentials, my hands a little tight but steady. Mark stayed beside me without commenting, his presence enough to keep me from backing out.

When I uploaded my CV, the form populated most of the fields automatically. Then we reached the section I always hated – the open text box:

“Why do you believe you’re a suitable candidate for this role?”

My fingers hovered above the keys. The words blurred. My stomach tightened.

Mark noticed immediately.

“That one trips a lot of people up,” he said. “It’s normal.”

“I never know what to write,” I admitted. “It always feels like I’m… pretending.”

“You’re not pretending,” he said. “You’re explaining. There’s a difference.”

“Start with one thing you know you can actually do,” he said. “Something simple. Something true.”

I took a breath. “I’m good with people on the phone. I stay polite even when they’re stressed.”

“Great. Type that.”

I did.

“Now something practical,” he said. “Think about what the job needs.”

I thought for a moment. “I’m organized. And once I learn a routine, I stick to it.”

“That’s relevant. Write it.”

I typed more slowly this time. The knot in my stomach didn’t vanish, but it loosened.

“What else?” he asked.

I hesitated. “I… want a stable role. Something I can grow in.”

“That’s honest. Add it.”

I typed the final line, reading everything over twice.

Mark waited until I finished, then nodded once. “That’s exactly what this section is meant to look like. Clear. Direct. Nothing dramatic.”

I exhaled shakily. “It still feels… small.”

“It feels real,” he corrected. “Recruiters prefer that.”

Mark tapped the bottom of the form. “Whenever you feel ready, click submit.”

I took a breath. Then another.

And I clicked.

The confirmation banner appeared at the top of the screen.

I let out a slow breath I didn’t realise I’d been holding. It wasn’t dramatic – just a steadying release that felt strangely unfamiliar.

Mark gave a small nod. “That’s one sent.”

I sat back slightly, surprised by my own reaction. “Yeah… I actually did.”

“You did,” he said. “And you’re going to do a few more.”

We moved to the next listing.

This time, I typed faster.

Less hesitation.

Less freezing.

The second application took half the time of the first.

The third went faster still.

By the time we sent the last one, my hands were trembling – not from panic now, but from something almost unreal: accomplishment.

Mark looked at me.

“That,” he said simply, “was real progress.”

My throat tightened – the good kind, the kind that came with a deep, strange relief.

“I didn’t think I could do any of this,” I whispered.

“You didn’t do it alone,” he said. “That’s the whole point.”

And somehow, that didn’t make me feel weak.

It made me feel… supported.

Anchored.

Maybe even capable.

***

The house was unusually still that afternoon. Sarah had gone out to pick up a few groceries. Mark was upstairs on a conference call, his voice a low, distant rumble through the ceiling.

I curled up on the sofa with a magazine Sarah had left out, letting the quiet settle around me in a way that felt strangely peaceful. I was halfway through an article when my phone buzzed beside me.

“Interview Invitation – Receptionist Position.”

My stomach dropped in a single, heavy sweep. I tapped the notification with a thumb that suddenly felt clumsy, and the email opened immediately:

We would like to invite you for an interview on Thursday at 11:00 AM. Please confirm your availability.

My breath faltered as I read it again.

Thursday.

11 AM.

Barely forty-eight hours away.

It felt too soon – not because I didn’t want it, but because wanting it made the fear sharper.

My heart started pounding hard enough that I felt it in my throat. I wasn’t ready. I didn’t know what I’d say. I didn’t know how to introduce myself, how to answer questions, how to not look stupid. Interviews weren’t like forms – you couldn’t click back or edit or hide your panic.

I scrolled down the email.

Click to confirm.

My chest tightened.

My palms turned damp.

My breath grew fast. Shallow. Hard to control.

“No, no, no…” I whispered. “Not now… I can’t do this now…”

I stood up and paced the room, pressing my palms against my forehead. My heartbeat felt like a drum pounding inside my skull.

Why had I applied? Why did I think I could do this? Why did I let Mark help me? Why did I let Sarah tell me I was ready?

This was too real. Too fast. Too much.

I sat on the edge of the sofa, gripping the cushion.

They would ask about my experience. They would hear my voice shake. They would ask questions I couldn’t answer.

They would judge me. They would know I was incompetent. They would know I didn’t belong in a job like this or any job at all.

“No… no… please…”

My body felt tight, like it was curling inward. That familiar instinct rose in me – the one I hated, the one I couldn’t fight:

Hide. Hide it. Make it disappear. Pretend nothing happened.

Without thinking – without breathing – I deleted the email.

My pulse didn’t calm.

It climbed.

What if they asked?

They would expect updates.

I closed my eyes, pressing the heel of my hand to my forehead.

I didn’t want to lie again.

I also didn’t want to say the truth.

I didn’t want to admit that the first real step – the real one – had sent me straight back into panic.

The rest of the afternoon drifted by in fragments – quiet footsteps upstairs, the front door opening when Sarah returned, the clatter of bags in the kitchen. I stayed where I was, pretending to read but not absorbing a single word.

By dinner, I’d convinced myself it was fine.

The interview was gone.

No need to panic about it.

No need to explain.

No need to disappoint them.

We sat down together, the table warm and familiar under the low lights. Sarah asked about my day; I kept my answers light. Mark listened quietly, his presence steady but not heavy.

Then, halfway through the meal, he asked:

“Did you get any replies yet?”

My fork froze halfway to my mouth.

Just one second.

One tiny second.

Then the lie slid out – soft, quick, practiced.

“No,” I said. “Nothing yet.”

He nodded, accepting it without question.

And the guilt hit instantly – sharp, immediate, twisting low in my chest.

The lie sat in my stomach long after dinner, heavy and sour. Every time I caught Mark’s calm expression or Sarah’s warm smile, guilt nudged me sharply, like a finger pressing a bruise.

By the time I curled into bed that night, the weight of it felt bigger than the lie itself.

I’d made progress earlier.

Real progress.

And then undone it with one panicked decision.

***

Breakfast was calm. The kind of quiet, ordinary start that made me feel steadier than I expected. I tried to act normal, even though a thin layer of guilt tugged at every thought.

When we finished clearing the table, Mark slid his chair back slightly and looked at me with a warm, steady expression.

“Ready for round two?” he asked.

I nodded a little too quickly and followed him back to the dining table. Mark opened the job listings and said, with the same calm tone as before.

“Let’s find a few more options.”

I clicked through new listings. Mark helped me break down descriptions, helped me phrase short answers when needed, reminded me to breathe when my shoulders tightened.

By late morning, we’d applied to four more positions.

“Good work,” he said, closing the last tab. “Take a break. I’ll make tea.”

I nodded, stretching my fingers. My phone buzzed with a new notification.

Subject: Interview Reminder – Receptionist Position

We haven’t heard from you. Please confirm your availability if you wish to proceed.

My breath hitched. The email sat there on the screen like a quiet reminder of everything I was avoiding. They were giving me another chance. They were waiting. It wasn’t gone; it wasn’t forgotten.

My hand shook slightly.

No. I wasn’t ready to talk to them. I wasn’t ready for Mark or Sarah to know I’d hidden something. I wasn’t ready for disappointment, even the gentle kind.

Before I could think – again – I deleted it.

A cold weight settled under my ribs.

Two chances gone.

Two.

***

The rest of the day moved in quiet, ordinary pieces that made my guilt feel anything but ordinary. Every time my phone lit up with a harmless notification, my breath hitched before I could stop it. I tried reading. I tried helping Sarah with small things. I tried sitting with a cup of tea at the dining table, pretending my chest wasn’t tight. None of it helped. The lie didn’t sit in one place; it moved with me – a cold weight pressed just beneath my ribs.

By late afternoon, the house glowed with warm, late-day light. Dust motes drifted lazily across the living-room floor. The quiet should have been comforting.

Instead, it made the truth louder.

I’d made progress.

Real progress.

And then I’d thrown myself backward, alone, in silence.


Chapter 4: Learning to Face Tomorrow

The next morning felt heavier than the last.

I woke early, long before my alarm, the guilt already sitting in my chest like something I’d swallowed and couldn’t digest. For a moment I just lay there, staring at the ceiling, hoping the feeling would dissolve on its own.

It didn’t.

By the time I made it downstairs, Sarah was plating breakfast and Mark was already at the table with his laptop open. Their normal, gentle morning energy made my stomach twist.

“Morning, love,” Sarah said warmly.

I managed a quiet “Morning,” and sat down.

Eating felt mechanical. My mind kept drifting back to the interview – to the email I’d deleted, the reminder I’d erased. My lies from dinner pressed at the back of my throat.

When breakfast was done, Mark pushed his chair back slightly and gave me the same calm, steady nod as the day before.

“Ready to do a little more?” he asked.

I nodded, though the guilt made the motion feel tight.

We settled at the dining table again. The rhythm was familiar now – Mark clicking through listings, explaining responsibilities, helping me see what mattered and what didn’t. His voice was even and patient, grounding in a way that should have reassured me.

It didn’t.

Not today.

Every supportive word twisted deeper because he didn’t know the truth – yet.

We applied to another position, then another. I typed when he asked, scrolled when he gestured. But my mind was half here, half trapped in the knowledge of what I’d hidden.

And then it was 11:00.

My breath caught.

That was the time.

The exact minute I should have been sitting in front of my laptop, answering questions, showing up for myself, proving I was worth the chance they’d offered.

Instead, I’d panicked.

Deleted.

Lied.

My guilt surged so sharply I had to press my hands together in my lap to hide the tremor.

Mark glanced over. “You alright?”

“Yeah,” I said quickly – too quickly – and he went back to scrolling, unaware of the way my heart hammered in my throat.

The next hour dragged, thick and slow.

When we wrapped up late morning, Mark gave a small approving smile.

“You’re getting more comfortable with this,” he said.

The praise stung.

I nodded, forcing a smile. “Thank you.”

He headed upstairs for another call. Sarah began tidying the kitchen. The house felt calm, warm, ordinary.

I moved through the rest of the day like someone walking underwater. I helped Sarah fold towels. I wiped the table. I sat with a cup of tea but barely tasted it.

Every sound felt too sharp.

Every silence felt too heavy.

Every minute felt like I was slipping further into something I didn’t know how to get myself out of.

***

Dinner smelled warm and comforting – roasted vegetables, herbs, something gentle and familiar. I took my seat across from Mark while Sarah brought over the plates. The normalcy of it made my chest feel too tight.

Halfway through the meal, Sarah looked up at me with the kind of soft pride that made my stomach flip.

“So,” she said, “how are you feeling after today? After pushing through that barrier?”

I swallowed my bite carefully. “Um… okay. Better, I think.”

Mark nodded, his expression steady but warm. “You did solid work today. Steadier than yesterday. You kept your focus, you didn’t avoid the difficult parts… You showed real progress.”

My throat tightened.

Sarah reached across to lightly touch my hand. “You should be proud of yourself, love.”

I tried to smile. It felt thin, stretched.

Mark set down his fork. “I think, for this piece – the job applications – you’re ready for less supervision.”

My breath hitched.

He continued, calm and sure. “Not no support. Just less. You’ve shown you can handle the structure now. You can start managing the first steps on your own.”

Sarah nodded. “And anytime you feel overwhelmed, or nervous, or unsure, you come to us. We’ll help you through it. But you don’t need someone sitting beside you for every click anymore. Today proved that.”

Pride warmed both their faces in a way I couldn’t bear to look at for long.

“Really,” Sarah said softly. “We’re proud of you.”

Mark added, “Very proud.”

The words were gentle.

Earnest.

Deserved – in their eyes.

But not in mine.

Every syllable pressed deeper into the guilt already lodged under my ribs.

My chest felt too full, too tight, like there wasn’t enough room for their praise and the truth inside me at the same time.

I set the fork down slowly.

“Sarah… Mark…” My voice came out thinner than I intended.

They both looked up immediately, expressions softening in the same quiet, attentive way that made everything harder.

“I – there’s something I need to tell you,” I said.

Mark straightened a little. Not tense – just focused. “Alright. Go on.”

I gripped the edge of the table. “I… got an interview invite.”

Sarah’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You did? When?”

“The same day we applied,” I whispered. “Yesterday. Around midday.”

A beat of silence.

Mark’s voice stayed calm. “And what happened?”

I swallowed hard, forcing the words out. “I panicked. I didn’t think I was ready. I… deleted it.”

Sarah blinked, a quiet breath escaping her – not angry, not disappointed, just surprised. “You deleted it?”

I nodded once, eyes dropping. “And today… they sent a reminder. I deleted that too.”

Another pause – a heavier one – but still no raised voices, no anger.

Mark spoke first. “Emily… why didn’t you tell us?”

“I panicked,” I said again, hating how small it sounded. “I thought if I told you, you’d expect me to be ready. Or you’d think I could handle it. And I didn’t think I could. I wasn’t ready for an interview. Not this soon.”

Sarah leaned in slightly, her voice low and steady. “Love, being nervous before an interview is normal. Everyone feels that.”

“I know,” I whispered. “But I just kept thinking I’d freeze, or forget what to say, or ruin everything. And the more I panicked, the worse it got. So I just… deleted it.”

Mark breathed out slowly through his nose. “Emily, if you’d told us, we would’ve helped you prepare.”

Sarah nodded. “We would’ve practiced questions with you, helped you plan your answers, helped you breathe through the nerves.”

I nodded weakly, shame burning behind my ribs.

Sarah reached over and touched my wrist gently. “The interview wasn’t the problem, sweetheart. The hiding was.”

“I know,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Mark leaned forward, elbows resting on the table. “When you lie, it makes it difficult for us to help you. We can’t support you if we don’t know what’s really happening.”

“I understand,” I said, voice faint. “I really do.”

Sarah studied me for a moment – not unkind, but searching. “Do you?”

I took a breath. It shook on the way in.

“Yes,” I said. “I know I should’ve told you. I know hiding it made everything worse. I know I broke your trust again.”

A pause.

“And… I don’t want to keep doing that.”

The words rose before I could talk myself out of them – small, trembling, but honest.

“If… if you think I should be punished for it,” I said quietly, “I get it.”

Both of them paused.

Not shocked.

Not pleased.

Just… surprised.

Sarah’s voice came first, gentle but steady. “Emily… are you saying that because you believe it’s what we expect, or because you feel it’s the right consequence?”

I forced myself to meet her eyes. “Because I feel it.”

Mark’s gaze stayed level, serious. “Why?”

My hands tightened on the edge of my chair. “Because I lied. Again. And I knew it was wrong. And I don’t want to keep slipping back into old patterns.”

“I think… I think I need something to mark that. To stop myself from doing it again.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Sarah reached across the table and rested her hand over mine – not soft, not indulgent, but steady.

“Emily,” she said gently but clearly, “no. Not this time.”

My breath caught. “But… I lied. Twice.”

“Yes,” Mark said, with quiet emphasis. “You did. And that matters.”

He held my gaze. “But what matters more is that you told us. We didn’t catch you. You chose to come to us with the truth.”

Sarah nodded. “That’s not something you’ve done before. Not like this.”

Her thumb brushed the back of my hand in a grounding, deliberate way.

“You came to the table and took responsibility. That’s progress, love. Real progress.”

A strange heat tightened my chest – not shame, not relief, something tangled between the two.

“But it was still wrong,” I whispered.

“It was,” Mark agreed calmly. “And we’re not dismissing that. But wrong choices don’t all require punishment. Especially not when the correction is already happening inside you.”

I frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

Mark’s voice softened – not less firm, just warmer.

“You felt guilty. Without us saying a word. Without consequence. Without pressure.”

Sarah nodded in agreement. “That’s new. And important. You’re developing an internal compass – and we’re proud of that.”

The word proud landed with an unexpected weight.

Mark continued, “If we punished you now, it would erase what you did right. And we won’t do that.”

I exhaled shakily, the tension that had been coiled in my shoulders loosening by a fraction.

“So… you’re not angry?” I asked quietly.

“Disappointed you hid it,” Sarah said honestly. “Yes.”

Then, softer, “But proud that hiding it didn’t sit right with you anymore.”

Mark nodded. “This was the first time guilt led you back to honesty on its own. That’s growth – not something to stamp out.”

I stared down at my hands. “I didn’t expect you to say that.”

Mark’s tone warmed. “Emily… the goal isn’t perfection. The goal is honesty. And today, you reached for it.”

Sarah gave me the smallest smile. “Which is why you’re not being punished. You corrected yourself.”

Then Mark added, “But we are going to help you with the part that triggered the panic.”

I blinked. “The interview?”

He nodded. “If interviews scare you, then that’s where our support needs to go.”

A warmth spread low in my chest – fragile, surprising.

“Thank you,” I said softly. “Both of you.”

Sarah squeezed my hand. “Tomorrow, we start together.”

***

The next morning after breakfast, Mark shifted his laptop aside and folded his hands.

“Let’s start simple,” he said. “Interview basics.”

Sarah pulled a chair beside mine, a small notebook in her lap. “We’ll do this together. No pressure.”

I nodded, breath tight but steady.

Mark began with the first question – one I’d always dreaded.

“Tell me about yourself.”

My mind blanked for a moment, but Sarah leaned in slightly. “Start small. One sentence. Who are you, and what are you looking for right now?”

I tried. Fumbled. Tried again.

Sarah rephrased gently. Mark suggested clearer wording. Slowly, painfully, the skeleton of an answer took shape – simple, honest, enough.

We moved to strengths and weaknesses.

Customer interactions.

Handling stress.

Why I wanted a stable role.

I stumbled through all of it – but I didn’t freeze.

Not fully.

By late morning, Sarah smiled. “See? You’re doing more than you think.”

Mark nodded. “These are learnable. You just need repetition.”

In the afternoon, I applied to more jobs.

By evening, I felt… tired. But not defeated.

***

The week that followed settled into a steady rhythm – structured, predictable, strangely reassuring.

Every morning after breakfast, Sarah or Mark sat with me in the dining room.

Sometimes both.

Mock interviews became routine – three or four questions a day, repeated until my voice didn’t shake quite so much. They corrected my posture, coached me through breathing, taught me how to pause without panicking.

And every afternoon, I applied for more jobs.

By the end of the week, I’d applied to more than a dozen positions.

The guilt from before didn’t vanish, but it softened into something else – a reminder rather than a weight.

The future didn’t feel like a cliff edge anymore. It felt like something I was cautiously… approaching.


Chapter 5: The Fear Behind Her Voice

The call came late in the morning.

I was rinsing my mug in the kitchen sink when my phone buzzed on the counter. I hesitated. Then answered.

“Hello?”

“Good morning. Is this Emily?”

My heart tightened. “Yes – speaking.”

“Hi, Emily. This is Helen from Sunrise Bakery. We received your application and wanted to do a short preliminary interview, if you have a few minutes free.”

For a second, everything inside me went weightless.

A bakery.

One I actually remembered liking – small, friendly, local.

“Yes,” I said quickly. “I’m free.”

“Great,” she said warmly. “Can you tell me why you’re interested in working with us?”

My mouth opened – then nothing came out.

A beat passed.

Panic rushed up fast and sharp.

“I–um…”

I tried again.

“I like… working with people. And I’m looking for steady work. And I–I’m usually good with customers. Mostly.”

It sounded tangled even to me.

Helen didn’t comment; she simply moved on.

Each question that followed slipped away from me halfway through. My answers were either too short or too long. I lost my train of thought twice. My throat tightened. I apologized once – then again – and immediately regretted both.

Helen stayed polite. Patient, even.

Which somehow made the whole thing worse.

After barely eight minutes, she said,

“Well, thank you, Emily. We’ll be in touch soon.”

The call disconnected.

I stared at my phone for a moment, hand warm against the cold case, breath shallow.

I already knew.

But knowing didn’t make the waiting any softer.

Twenty-eight minutes later, the email arrived.

Subject: Application Update – Sunrise Bakery

I opened it with a dull sense of inevitability.

Thank you for your interest. We’ve decided not to move forward with your application. We wish you the best in your search.

The words blurred slightly.

I set the phone down on the counter and pressed both hands against the edge of the sink, letting the cool porcelain steady me. My chest felt tight, not with panic this time, but with something smaller and heavier – disappointment, maybe. Or the feeling of letting myself down before anyone else had the chance to.

I wasn’t devastated.

Just… sad.

And smaller than I wanted to be.

All the practice, all the preparation, all the steadying routines – and the moment a real opportunity arrived, I’d crumbled.

My confidence thinned to almost nothing.

I wiped my face with the back of my hand – not crying, just trying to clear the fog in my head – and forced myself to take a slow breath.

I could hide it. Pretend nothing happened. Let the disappointment settle in silence like before.

But that was the old pattern. The one I was trying to move away from.

So I picked up my phone, held it tightly to keep my hands from shaking, and walked downstairs into the living room.

Sarah and Mark both looked up when they heard me.

“Everything alright, love?” Sarah asked gently.

I swallowed. “I… got a call. From Sunrise Bakery. About my application.”

Mark closed his laptop halfway. “You did? That’s good. How did it go?”

I exhaled slowly. “Not great. I panicked. I messed up the answers. The interview ended early.”

The words wobbled but didn’t break.

“And they emailed just now. I didn’t get it.”

Sarah’s expression softened immediately – sadness, not disappointment. “Oh, sweetheart…”

Mark nodded, calm and steady. “First interviews are brutal. They almost never go well.”

Sarah stepped closer. “Do you know how many people choke on their first one? Or their second? Or their fifth?”

I let out a weak breath. “I just… thought I’d do better after the practice.”

“That’s exactly why you did well,” Mark said. “You answered the phone. You stayed on the call. You tried. That’s more than you would’ve done a month ago.”

Sarah nodded. “That’s a real step, Emily. Truly.”

I looked down. “It doesn’t feel like it.”

“It won’t,” Mark said. “Not right now. But next time will be better.”

“And there will be a next time,” Sarah added, squeezing my arm gently. “You’re applying. You’re preparing. You’re learning. This is how it works.”

Something in my chest loosened – just a little.

I whispered, “I feel stupid.”

“Oh, love,” Sarah said softly, “you’re not stupid. You’re new. And new is allowed to be messy.”

Mark nodded. “This was experience. Hard experience, but experience. That matters.”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Thank you.”

Sarah smiled. “Come sit down. We’ll talk through what happened.”

We moved to the sofa. Sarah spoke first. “Emily, love… what happened just now wasn’t about intelligence or capability.”

Mark nodded. “It was fear. And fear usually has roots.”

My throat tightened. “I know. I just… froze.”

“Why?” Mark asked – gently, not accusing.

The answer sat heavy in my chest. I could feel it, familiar and old, the kind of truth that never felt safe to say out loud.

“I don’t know,” I murmured.

Mark shook his head slightly. “You do. Maybe not easily. But you do.”

Something twisted low in my stomach – not guilt.

Recognition.

Sarah lightly touched my hand. “Sweetheart… we can’t help you if the real reasons stay locked away.”

I stared down at the sofa fabric, tracing a thread with my thumb.

“My old job.”

Sarah’s hand stilled. Mark’s eyes sharpened – not at me, but at the picture forming for him.

“What happened there?” he asked.

I twisted my fingers together, the words metallic in my mouth. “My boss used to yell at me. In front of customers. In front of everyone.”

Sarah’s lips parted in a small, pained breath.

“He’d call me useless,” I continued quietly. “Slow. Pathetic. If I asked a question, he’d snap at me. If I tried to explain anything, he’d mock my voice. So I… stopped talking. It felt safer.”

Mark’s jaw set – not anger toward me, but protective anger toward the situation. “He humiliated you. That’s not discipline. That’s abuse.”

A tiny sound escaped me – not a sob, just a breath that trembled too much.

“And it got worse,” I said, voice thin. “He blamed me for mistakes other people made. He’d say embarrassing me would make me ‘learn faster.’ The rest of the staff… they just watched.”

Sarah took my hand firmly. “That’s not training, love. That’s cruelty.”

I nodded, eyes burning. “And my boyfriend back then told me to expect it. Said I was too soft. Said real adults didn’t get overwhelmed. So if I panicked… it meant I wasn’t trying hard enough.”

Mark let out a controlled breath. “And you believed them.”

A tiny nod. “Some part of me still does.”

Sarah shifted closer – not to coddle, but to be within reach. “That’s why interviews hit you so hard. You hear their voices instead of your own.”

A tear finally slid down my cheek.

“And that’s why you ramble,” Mark added quietly. “Because silence used to be dangerous. Pauses gave them space to attack you.”

“I’m sorry I ruined the call,” I whispered.

Mark shook his head. “You didn’t ruin it. You ran into an old wound. And now we understand why.”

Sarah gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “And now we can support you properly. Not by pushing you. By helping you untangle what those people left behind.”

“I don’t want to be like this,” I murmured.

“You won’t be,” Mark said firmly. “Not if you keep showing up the way you did today.”

Sarah nodded. “And not if you let us in like you just did.”

The shame didn’t disappear.

But it shifted.

Softened.

Became something I wasn’t carrying alone.

Mark leaned back slightly. “Emily… I’m proud of you for telling us the truth.”

Sarah added, “So am I.”

A long, tight breath slipped out of me. They didn’t judge me. They didn’t pity me. They didn’t look at me like a failure. And that mattered more that I could tell them.

***

The next two days found their own rhythm. Nothing intense. No drills. Just quiet practice that didn’t feel like pressure.

Sarah sat on one side of me, Mark on the other, guiding me through small things I’d never learned properly – naming strengths without apologising for them, pausing without panicking, grounding my voice by keeping both feet on the floor.

When Mark played the calm interviewer, I managed a steady breath before answering. When Sarah tried a slightly brisker tone, I hesitated but didn’t freeze. Each time, one of them reminded me gently, “Try again,” and somehow that was enough.

By the second evening, something subtle had shifted. Interviews didn’t feel like cliffs anymore. They still scared me, still made my stomach twist, but they no longer felt impossible.

Just difficult.

Still climbable.

And most importantly – not something I had to face alone.


Chapter 6: Steady, Prepared, Ready

The next interview call came just after breakfast the next morning.

I was wiping crumbs off the table when my phone vibrated. My stomach tightened on instinct, but when I saw the number, I didn’t freeze the way I used to.

I answered.

“Hello, this is Emily.”

“Good morning, Emily. This is Claire from Northside Medical Centre. You applied for our receptionist position?”

My breath hitched, but I didn’t panic. “Yes. I did.”

“If you have a few minutes, we’d like to do a short interview over the phone.”

A week ago, those words would have hollowed me out.

Today, they only made my pulse race.

“Yes,” I said, steadying my voice. “I’m free.”

She asked the first question – why I was interested in the job – and the answer didn’t explode out of me in pieces. I took a breath, grounded my feet the way Sarah taught me, lifted my chin the way Mark showed me, and spoke slowly.

“I’m looking for a stable role where I can help people feel comfortable and supported. I’m organised, calm under pressure, and I enjoy customer interactions.”

Not perfect.

But clear.

Real.

“Thank you,” Claire said, sounding genuinely pleased. “Let’s talk about your strengths.”

I didn’t ramble.

I didn’t apologise.

I paused – once – and let the silence be a pause, not a trap.

The questions kept coming.

The answers came too. Not flawlessly, but steadily.

By the end of the call, my hands were still trembling, but for an entirely different reason.

“Thank you, Emily,” Claire said warmly. “This was a very strong first impression. We’ll be discussing next steps and should get back to you soon.”

The line clicked off.

I sat there for a full ten seconds, phone in my lap, heart pounding – not from fear this time, but from something dangerously close to pride.

I hadn’t been perfect.

But I had been present.

And that felt like an entirely different kind of victory.

I found Sarah and Mark in the living room. They both looked up the moment they heard my steps.

I tried to speak normally, but the smile pushed its way in before I could stop it.

“I… just had another interview.”

Sarah straightened immediately, eyes brightening. “Really? How did it go?”

I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, feeling my pulse race in the best way. “Better. Actually – much better.”

Mark set his laptop aside. “Tell us.”

So I did.

When I finished, Sarah let out a soft, relieved sigh and pulled me into a quick, warm hug.

“Oh, love… that’s wonderful. I’m so proud of you.”

Mark nodded, approval clear and steady. “That’s real progress, Emily. You kept control. You stayed present. That’s what counts.”

Hearing it from them made something warm bloom low in my chest – something sturdier than excitement, something that felt like proof I wasn’t imagining it.

Before I could sit down, my phone vibrated again.

Subject: Second Interview Invitation – Northside Medical Centre

Format: Video call

Time: Tomorrow at 2:00 PM

My breath caught, this time with something sharper – nerves mixed with hope.

“They want a second interview,” I said, voice thin. “A video one. Tomorrow.”

Sarah’s face lit up. “That’s fantastic!”

Mark gave a small, firm nod. “Then we prepare properly.”

The nerves crept in then – quiet but unmistakable. “I don’t know if I can–”

“You can,” Sarah said gently. “And you’re not doing it alone.”

She added, “And we’ll pick an outfit. Something clean, simple, nothing that makes you think about how you look instead of what you’re saying.”

“And posture,” Mark said. “Chin up. Shoulders down. You’ll practice sitting in front of the laptop with us.”

The nerves inside me fluttered violently – but softened almost instantly under their calm certainty.

“You’ll be ready,” Sarah said with conviction. “Really ready.”

I swallowed. “Okay.”

Mark gave a small approving smile. “Good. We start after tea.”

They didn’t waste time.

Within minutes, Mark had set up the laptop on the dining table while Sarah laid out two shirts on the back of a chair – simple, clean, neutral. The rest of the afternoon moved in small, steady steps: testing camera angles, practicing a few answers, adjusting posture, running through two or three mock questions.

Whenever my voice wavered or I stumbled, Sarah corrected gently. Whenever I hesitated, Mark reminded me to breathe. By early evening, the three of us were tired, but a quiet confidence had settled into the room. Not certainty – just steadiness.

“Tomorrow will be fine,” Sarah said as we wrapped up. Mark added, “And even if it isn’t perfect, you’ll handle it better than you think.”

I nodded, letting their calm settle over the nerves rising in my chest.

***

The next morning, the nerves were waiting for me the moment I opened my eyes.

Not panic – just a tightness under my ribs, a restless energy in my fingers. I got dressed slowly, trying not to rush, but every small sound in the house felt sharper than usual: water running in the bathroom, footsteps on the landing, the faint hum of the kettle downstairs.

By the time I reached the kitchen, my heart was already beating too fast.

Sarah looked up immediately. “Morning, love. Tea?”

I nodded, gripping the back of a chair. Mark joined us a moment later, glancing at the clock, then at me.

“Nervous?” he asked.

I let out a small breath. “A bit.”

“Good,” he said. “Nerves mean you care. They don’t mean you’re not ready.”

The hours before the interview passed in a blur. When the clock finally hit five minutes to two, Mark closed the laptop lid gently and turned to me.

“Last breath before you start,” he said.

I inhaled – shallow at first – then slower, deeper, steadier.

Sarah tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “We’ll be right here. Out of frame. But here.”

I nodded, throat tight but not choking.

The laptop screen glowed as I opened the link. Then the call connected.

A woman appeared – warm smile, tidy office behind her. “Hello, Emily! I’m Claire. It’s lovely to meet you properly.”

My heart thumped once, hard. But my voice stayed steady enough.

“Lovely to meet you too.”

We exchanged brief greetings. Then the interview began.

The first question came easily enough – why the role interested me. I paused, the way we’d practiced. My foot grounded on the floor. And I answered without rushing.

Claire nodded approvingly.

The next question was harder – an example of handling a difficult customer – but Sarah and Mark had drilled this one with me for two days. I told the story, short and clear. No rambling. No spiraling. Just… talking.

Claire smiled again. “Thank you. That’s a strong example.”

My shoulders loosened a fraction.

Halfway through the interview, I stumbled. Lost my wording. A flicker of embarrassment swept through me – but instead of apologizing, I did what Mark had told me to do.

I said, “Could you repeat the last part, please?”

Claire repeated the question, patient and calm.

And I picked myself back up.

The call continued – questions about scheduling, about working under pressure, about why I wanted something stable. My breath hitched only once. My voice shook only twice. And every time, I recovered.

Near the end, Claire smiled again, warmer this time. “Emily, thank you. You’ve given me thoughtful, clear answers. You come across as calm and reliable. That’s exactly what we look for in this role.”

Warmth climbed up my throat.

“Thank you,” I managed.

A few final details followed – start dates, hours, next steps. Then Claire said:

“We’ll discuss this internally and get back to you very soon. It’s been a pleasure speaking with you.”

“You too,” I said, meaning it.

The call ended.

The screen went quiet.

I stared at my own reflection for three seconds – wide-eyed, breath caught, the shock of doing something I’d been terrified of still settling into my bones.

Then Mark stepped into view from the side. He didn’t smile broadly or clap or gush. He just looked at me with steady, unmistakable pride.

“You held yourself together,” he said quietly.

Sarah came around the table, her smile warm and soft. “And you spoke beautifully. Clear. Honest. Present.”

I swallowed hard, the adrenaline finally beginning to ebb.

“I… didn’t fall apart.”

“No,” Mark said. “You didn’t.”

“And even when you slipped,” Sarah added, “you recovered. That matters more than a perfect performance.”

A breath left me – long, shaky, relieved.

“I think,” I whispered, “I might have done okay.”

Mark’s voice softened. “You did more than okay.”

Sarah squeezed my shoulder. “Whatever happens next, you should be proud.”

***

The next two days passed in a strange mixture of hope and tension. Every time my phone buzzed, my heart jumped. Every time it didn’t, the silence felt heavier.

By the third afternoon, I had just sat down on the sofa when my phone vibrated again.

Northside Medical Centre.

My pulse surged.

“Sarah?” I called, voice thin.

Both she and Mark appeared almost instantly, sensing the shift.

I opened the email.

The words hit me all at once.

We’re pleased to offer you the position.

My breath left my body. “I… I got it.”

Sarah’s hands flew to her mouth, eyes bright. “Emily!”

Mark’s smile was small but unmistakably proud. “Well done.”

A sudden warmth rushed up through my chest – relief, disbelief, and something deeper, steadier.

I hadn’t just survived an interview. I’d gotten the job.

Sarah pulled me into a tight, joyful hug. “I knew it. I knew it, love.”

Mark rested a hand on my shoulder, firm and warm. “You earned this.”

For the first time in a long time, I felt it too.

Really felt it.

I’d earned something.

And it felt like the beginning of an entirely new chapter.

***

That evening felt different from every other night in the house.

When I came downstairs after a shower, the kitchen was glowing with warm light, and the smell hit me instantly – something soft, sweet, buttery. Sarah stood at the counter, sliding a tray of golden pastries onto a cooling rack.

She looked over her shoulder and grinned. “They’re still too hot to touch, but they’re for you.”

My chest tightened in the best possible way.

Mark was already setting the table – nothing fancy, just plates and mugs and a small vase of flowers he must have found somewhere. The kind of simple care that landed deeper than anything loud or dramatic ever could.

Sarah handed me a pastry once it cooled just enough to hold. “You did something big today. We celebrate big things.”

I bit into it – warm, soft, perfect – and felt something tug sharply inside me. Not sadness. Not shock.

Just… gratitude.

Real, overwhelming gratitude.

By the time the evening settled into a soft, steady quiet, I realised something that made my throat tighten: this wasn’t only about getting a job. It was the first time in years that a sense of future had taken shape without fear overshadowing it.

I fell asleep that night with a warm, steady feeling in my chest – the almost unbelievable thought that maybe, just maybe, I was finally stepping into a life I deserved.


Chapter 7: The Fall After the Hope

The onboarding email arrived the next afternoon.

“Next Steps – Documentation Required for Employment”

My chest lifted – until I read the line asking for a reference from my most recent employer.

Everything inside me tightened.

Not him.

I knew exactly what he would say if anyone called – and none of it would be fair. He’d use the chance to repeat every insult, every accusation, every lie he’d thrown at me at that job. And the new manager might believe him.

I stared at the screen, pulse jumping.

If I listed him, I risked the job. If I left it blank, it looked suspicious. If I told Mark and Sarah… they’d ask questions I wasn’t ready to answer. They might even tell me to slow down.

I didn’t want to slow down.

So I made the kind of quiet mistake fear always pushed me toward.

I entered the boutique I’d worked at briefly years ago – barely two months – and typed the number of a girl I used to work with there. Someone I hadn’t spoken to in a long time.

Not exactly fake.

Not exactly true.

My heart sank the moment I pressed Submit.

Sarah glanced over. “Everything alright?”

“Yeah,” I said quickly. “Just forms.”

I excused myself and went upstairs.

I hadn’t planned to lie.

I just panicked.

Again.

And now I could only hope the consequences wouldn’t catch up too quickly.

***

The first morning of the new job felt strangely unreal. Not nerve-wracking like the interview. Not overwhelming like my old workplace. Just… delicate.

I woke early, showered, tied my hair neatly, and came downstairs dressed in a simple top and clean jeans. No dramatics. No trembling hands.

Sarah looked up from her coffee and smiled the moment she saw me.

“Well,” she said softly, “don’t you look ready to take on the world.”

I fought a shy smile. “It’s just a reception shift.”

“Every job is a step,” she said, standing to check if my collar was straight. “And I’m proud of this one.”

Mark stepped into the kitchen, adjusting his watch. He paused when he saw me.

“Morning,” he said. “You look prepared.”

The words touched a place inside me that still expected disappointment.

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

“We’ll walk you there,” Sarah added. “First day deserves company.”

I nodded, grateful even though it wasn’t far.

The building was small – a community health centre, not a huge company. Warm lighting. Muted colors. Friendly atmosphere.

I breathed in slowly.

This feels doable. This feels safe.

Claire greeted me at the reception desk. She smiled pleasantly.

“You must be Emily. Good to finally meet you in person.”

Her tone wasn’t patronizing. Not overly enthusiastic. Just warm professionalism – something my body wasn’t used to.

She walked me through everything gently: where the sign-in sheet was, how to log phone calls, how to greet visitors properly, where the staff room was, and what my short shifts would look like.

Everything was clear. Routine. Predictable.

Exactly the kind of environment where I could breathe.

By midday, I’d managed two phone calls without freezing, redirected a delivery to the right wing, helped an elderly visitor find her room, logged a few arrivals in the spreadsheet, and even restocked a shelf of leaflets without anyone prompting me.

Nothing complicated. Nothing overwhelming.

But each small success built a tiny layer of confidence – thin, fragile, but real.

At lunch, Claire said casually:

“Good start, Emily. You’re settling in already.”

I blinked. “Oh. Um… thank you.”

She smiled. “Keep doing exactly this.”

Exactly this.

The words stayed with me the rest of the shift.

Mark and Sarah were waiting when I walked in – not anxiously, not hovering, just… there.

Sarah was the first to speak, her voice surprisingly calm for how bright her eyes were.

“How did it go?”

“Good,” I said, surprised to hear the word come out without hesitation. “Really good, actually.”

Sarah exhaled with a soft little grin. “I’m so glad.”

Mark set aside his book. “Tell us.”

For once, I didn’t hold back or downplay things. Not to brag – just to share.

“I answered calls. And I didn’t freeze. I helped someone find a room. Claire said I did well.”

Sarah touched her hand lightly to her chest, like something warm had hit her.

“That’s wonderful, love.”

Mark nodded, firm but undeniably pleased. “Good work. That’s actual progress.”

I sat down between them on the sofa, feeling lighter than I had in years.

Not carefree – I wasn’t that person. But lighter. Hopeful. Steady.

For that evening, everything felt peaceful.

My lie about the reference sat silent, buried under this calm – like a stone dropped in still water that hasn’t yet reached the surface.

But for the moment, for this one evening, I let myself believe in the good.

I let myself breathe.

***

The second shift felt even smoother than the first. I arrived early, logged myself in, and helped Claire sort appointment folders. At one point, she handed me a cup of tea with a friendly, “You’re settling in well.”

I smiled – a real one. Not a nervous twitch, not a forced politeness.

A real, warm smile.

And for a brief moment, I felt proud of myself.

I felt… capable.

Like maybe this time things would be different.

***

It happened in the late morning.

I had just finished directing a visitor to the cardiology department when my phone buzzed in my pocket.

“Hello? Emily speaking.”

There was a brief pause on the line.

Then a woman’s voice, clipped and formal.

“Hello. I’m calling from the recruitment office regarding your reference check.”

Every muscle in my body went cold.

“Oh – of course,” I managed, my voice suddenly tight. “Is… everything okay?”

Another pause.

“Emily, the number you provided for your previous employer does not match the company you listed.”

My throat closed.

“We attempted to contact the boutique you named,” she continued evenly, “but the number connects to an unrelated private individual.”

Heat surged into my face, prickling, humiliating.

“I–I can explain,” I whispered.

“Please do,” the caller said – still polite, still professional, but with an unmistakable edge.

My mouth opened – but nothing came out.

No explanation. No lie. No way to fix it.

All I could think was:

It wasn’t supposed to matter. It wasn’t supposed to be checked. I just wanted the job. I didn’t want to lose it.

The woman exhaled sharply.

“Emily, we take reference verification very seriously. Providing false details breaches our employment protocol.”

“I’m sorry,” I choked. “I didn’t mean to– I just–”

“I’m sure you didn’t intend harm,” she cut in. “But it is still a serious issue.”

The finality in her voice hit like a physical blow.

“We won’t be continuing your employment,” she said calmly. “Your shift ends here. Please return your badge and sign-out card before you go.”

My heart slammed painfully against my ribs.

“I… I understand,” I whispered.

“Thank you for your time, Emily. We wish you the best.”

The call ended. Just like that.

I stared at the blank screen, my ears ringing.

I had been fired. A quiet, professional firing. No yelling. No drama.

But somehow, that made it worse.

I didn’t cry. I didn’t collapse. I didn’t scream. I just… moved. Numbly.

I walked out to the reception desk, badge in hand.

Claire looked up, confused. “Everything okay?”

I swallowed, the lie stuck in my throat like a shard of glass.

“They… they ended my contract,” I said quietly. “Reference issue.”

Her face softened. Pity, nothing like my old managers’ cruelty.

“Oh, Emily… I’m so sorry.”

I nodded, unable to meet her eyes.

“It’s okay,” I lied. “Thank you. For everything. I really appreciated the chance.”

She touched my arm once – gentle, human – and let me go.

I placed the badge on the desk, signed the termination form, and walked outside into the sharp afternoon air.

Each step felt like walking through water.

Heavy. Slow. Shameful.

The excitement from this morning felt like a memory from another lifetime.

By the time I reached the familiar street near the Carters’ home, my chest had hollowed into something numb and painful.

I wasn’t trembling. I wasn’t panicking.

I just felt… crushed.

My steps slowed as their house came into view. Light glowed through the living room window. Warm. Safe. Steady. But I didn’t feel steady. I felt like a storm walking toward the only people who had ever held me through one.

I opened the door quietly.

Sarah was in the kitchen chopping carrots. Mark was at the table reading.

They both looked up.

And I knew – from Mark’s stillness, from Sarah’s widening eyes – that they could feel something was deeply wrong.

Sarah set down the knife, very slowly.

“Emily,” she said, voice soft but edged with concern. “What happened?”

My throat tightened.

I took a small, shaking breath.

“I… I got fired.”

Silence. Heavy, sharp, immediate.

Mark stood up slowly.

Sarah stepped toward me – not panicked, not frantic – just deeply, steadily concerned.

She asked quietly, with a seriousness that made my chest cave inward:

“Why?”

My throat tightened. The air in the room felt heavy, thick, as if my lie had entered before I did.

“They checked my reference,” I whispered.

Mark’s expression didn’t change – but something in his posture shifted, subtle, like he was bracing himself.

“And?” he asked gently.

I swallowed.

“It… wasn’t real.”

Silence.

The kind that isn’t filled with shock or anger – the kind that’s filled with quiet, crushing understanding.

Mark exhaled slowly, the breath deep and controlled.

Sarah blinked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Emily… sweetheart… what do you mean?”

“I…”

My voice cracked.

“I put down the boutique I worked at two years ago. But I didn’t… I didn’t use their number.”

Sarah’s brows drew together. In confusion… and in sadness.

“What number did you use?” she asked softly.

“A… a girl I used to work with,” I said. “Someone I haven’t spoken to in a long time.”

Mark’s tone stayed calm, but there was a weight behind every word:

“So you knowingly gave them a false reference.”

My eyes burned.

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t tell us,” he added.

My voice came out barely audible.

“No.”

Sarah pressed her lips together, pain flickering across her face for a second.

Mark didn’t sigh, didn’t raise his voice – just stepped closer with slow, deliberate calm.

“Why?” he asked quietly.

Not accusing.

Just wanting the truth.

I felt my composure crumble – not into tears, but into honesty.

“Because I was afraid,” I said quietly. “Afraid of losing the job. Afraid my old boss would drag me down again. Afraid you’d think I wasn’t ready and slow everything down. I panicked, I hid it… and once I submitted the form, I didn’t know how to undo it.”

My breath stuttered.

“I thought maybe… it wouldn’t matter.”

Sarah’s face softened in a way that made the shame hit harder.

“Oh, love…”

Mark’s voice was quieter now – not angry, not disappointed in the way parents scold children, but disappointed in the way adults feel when trust has been broken.

“Emily,” he said, “this wasn’t a small mistake.”

“I know,” I whispered.

“And it wasn’t just a lie to the employer,” Sarah added gently. “It was a lie to us.”

The words settled like weight on my chest.

“I didn’t want you to think less of me,” I murmured.

Sarah stepped forward and placed a hand on my arm.

“Oh sweetheart,” she said softly. “Lying doesn’t make us think less of you. It just makes it harder to help you.”

Mark joined her, standing slightly behind her shoulder, his voice steady and grave.

“And this, giving a false reference, this has real-world consequences. Serious ones. It affects your reputation. Your future. It damages trust with employers. And it damaged trust with us.”

The last sentence cut the deepest. Not because it was harsh, but because it was true.

“I didn’t want to disappoint you,” I said, voice trembling.

“You disappoint us when you hide,” Mark said gently. “Not when you struggle.”

Sarah nodded.

“And you didn’t ask us for help. You didn’t tell us what you were afraid of. You didn’t give us the chance to support you.”

“I know,” I said. “I know. I shouldn’t have lied. I shouldn’t have… done any of it.”

Sarah moved closer until we were nearly face-to-face. She touched my shoulder gently.

“Come sit with us in the living room. We’re going to deal with this properly.”

I followed them – steps small, breathing shallow but steady.

Not running. Not hiding. Knowing exactly what was coming.


Chapter 8: Bare Honesty, Hard Consequences

Sarah sat on the sofa beside me, calm but unmistakably firm. Mark stood near the doorway, arms folded.

“Emily,” Sarah said softly, “this is the most serious breach of trust since you arrived.”

I nodded, throat tight.

“I know.”

Mark spoke quietly, his tone controlled. “This isn’t just about a lie. This is about your future. Your name. Your employability.”

I winced – because it was true.

Sarah continued, “And because of the seriousness, there are consequences.

I swallowed hard.

“Okay,” I whispered.

Sarah’s tone didn’t rise, but the shift in it hit me like a physical drop in the room – calm, final, unavoidable.

“Emily,” she said, “there is going to be a spanking. A serious one.”

My stomach lurched. From the moment I was fired, I’d known a spanking was coming. Not hoped. Not wondered. Known. It had been sitting in the back of my mind like a weight I couldn’t shake.

But the way Sarah said it now… quiet, settled, absolute…It told me this wasn’t going to be like the last time.

This would be worse. Much worse.

Serious in a way I hadn’t let myself imagine until her voice made it unmistakable.

Sarah continued, steady and unshakable.

“This is going to be much harder than the last time. This time I will be using a hairbrush. No warmups. And it will be hard enough – and long enough – that you feel the weight of this choice for hours.”

A tiny sound escaped my throat, thin and humiliating.

A hairbrush.

No warm-up.

No easing in.

My brain scrambled, tripping over itself:

I don’t know if I can handle that… God, it’s going to hurt, it’s going to hurt–

“It will hurt,” Sarah said, eyes holding mine without flinching. “You will struggle to stay still. And you will not be comfortable afterward. That discomfort is part of the consequence, part of what makes it sink in. Not to hurt you – to make sure the seriousness of this choice reaches you in a way you remember.”

I covered my mouth with the back of my hand for a second because the tremor in my chin was too visible.

A shaky inhale rattled out of me.

I tried to breathe slowly.

It didn’t work.

Because now all I could think about was the hairbrush.

I remembered how much the hand spanking had stung – how hard it had been to stay still, how quickly I’d cried. And that had been the “easy” one.

This was the hairbrush.

Something I’d never felt.

Something I didn’t even want to picture.

The fear of that unknown pain, that helplessness, landed harder than any memory I had.

When she leaned in, her voice low and absolute, my whole body tightened in one long involuntary tremor.

“Do you understand me, Emily?”

My voice didn’t fail because I refused to answer. It failed because for a second I genuinely couldn’t speak – the fear of pain, the shame of the situation, and the weight of what I’d done all crowding into my chest at once.

When the sound finally came, it wasn’t confident – just a tiny, trembling confession.

“...yes.”

Sarah’s eyes never left mine.

“Good girl. Now stand up.”

My legs felt like water, but I rose from the sofa. The room seemed too bright, too quiet.

“Jeans off, Emily. Fold it and keep it on the coffee table.”

My mouth opened, but the small, useless protest that tried to rise froze in my throat and disappeared. My fingers were already moving before my brain caught up. Button, zip, the rasp of denim sliding down trembling thighs. I stepped out of them, nearly stumbling, and bent to pick them up. Folding them took three tries; my hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

I set the small square of denim on the table, careful and slow, like I was placing something that meant more than it should.

Sarah waited, patient and immovable.

“Knickers too, love.”

A broken little sound escaped me before I could stop it, something caught between a sob and a quiet “please.”

Not please don’t and not please do – just the helpless noise that comes out when humiliation hits faster than words.

Sarah didn’t misread it. She stepped a little closer, her voice steady. “Emily, look at me.”

I lifted my eyes, cheeks burning.

“You’re not being forced,” she said softly. “You’re agreeing to face a consequence you earned.”

My throat tightened, but the truth settled beneath the fear.

“I know,” I whispered. “I’m… I know… I know I deserve it.”

My hands shook as I obeyed, lowering them quickly, without looking down. It wasn’t graceful; it wasn’t meant to be. I stepped out of the bundle of fabric and folded it on top of my jeans with the same tight, embarrassed concentration someone uses when they’re trying not to fall apart.

The exposure wasn’t the point – the humiliation was.

I kept my eyes fixed on the floor. My arms hovered uselessly at my sides, not covering anything, not knowing where to go. Every part of me felt too warm, too visible, too small.

I didn’t look at Sarah or Mark.

I couldn’t.

Sarah opened the small drawer beside her and lifted out a wooden hairbrush – the solid, heavy kind meant for detangling thick hair, not decoration. Even from a distance, I could tell the back was smooth, dense, unforgiving. The kind of wood that didn’t give under pressure.

A cold ripple went through me so sharp it almost stole my breath.

Not just dread.

Fear.

Real fear of how much that brush could make me feel.

Sarah saw the reaction – not with cruelty, but with clarity.

“This isn’t about hurting you for the sake of it,” she said, her tone firm and steady. “But this consequence will hurt, Emily. A lot. It has to.”

My heartbeat stuttered. The fear of the pain… the humiliation… the certainty of what that first strike would feel like… it all pressed up into my throat.

Sarah continued, unshaken:

“The goal is not the pain itself. The goal is making sure you never put your future at risk like this again. The pain is the part that helps the lesson stay with you.”

I swallowed, hard enough to feel it scrape.

“Okay,” I whispered – not because I wasn’t terrified, but because I knew I had earned every second of what was coming.

Sarah sat down on the sofa and patted her lap once – not briskly, but with the same steady, inescapable authority she’d had all evening.

“Come here, love,” she said softly.

My whole body locked for a second. Not from refusal – from the shock of actually having to move. My legs felt unsteady as I stepped closer. My breath came out in a thin, uneven rush.

Sarah’s voice stayed calm. “Emily. Now.”

That tone – firm, final – broke through the freeze. I lowered myself, awkward and shaking, until I was across her lap. The position was humiliating in a way that hit deeper than I expected: it made everything feel real, unavoidable, and far too exposed emotionally.

Sarah adjusted me gently but precisely, making sure I was balanced, supported, and unable to escape the moment with a twist or shift.

Mark moved to stand nearby, not looming, but present – a silent reminder of structure and accountability.

Sarah picked up the hairbrush again, and even without seeing it, hearing the faint, dull weight of it in her hand made my stomach tighten painfully.

Her voice dropped to that calm, absolute tone again.

“You’re getting twenty.”

A tiny sound escaped me – the kind that happens before you can stop it. Sarah’s hand on my back steadied me.

“This isn’t meant to break you,” she said. “But it will hurt. Every single one. That’s the point. You put your future at risk, Emily. And I need this lesson to reach you in a way panic can’t drown out.”

My breathing grew shallow and fast.

I felt lightheaded for a moment.

“You need to stay still as best you can,” Sarah said, “If you panic, you tell me. If you need a pause for breath, you tell me.”

“I… I understand,” I managed, barely.

Sarah tapped the back of the brush lightly against her palm – testing the weight.

The sound alone made my muscles lock.

“When I start,” she said, “you’ll feel the first stroke more than you expect. That’s normal. Don’t brace your whole body – it’ll only make it worse. Breathe. Don’t fight. Let it land, let it burn, and let it teach.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, terror curling tight in my chest.

My thoughts turned into a scrambled, helpless spiral:

Twenty. I can’t take twenty.

I’ll cry. I’ll lose control.

The brush will hurt so much more than a hand.

I don’t know if I can do this.

I need to do this.

I earned this.

Oh God, the first one is going to be so much worse than I’m ready for.

Sarah’s hand pressed gently between my shoulder blades – grounding me, holding me in place without trapping me.

“Emily,” she said quietly. “First one is coming.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for the first unforgiving crack.

Sarah raised the brush, her grip steady.

I had just enough time to tense–

CRACK.

The sound hit first, sharp enough to snap the air out of my chest. Then the pain followed, deep and solid – not a sting, but a weight that sank straight into both cheeks at once. My body lurched forward in a startled gasp I couldn’t swallow, a thin, humiliating cry slipping out before I even understood what had happened.

Heat spread fast, blooming outward in a slow, undeniable throb. I gripped the sofa cushion harder, breath shaking as I tried to find something steady to hold onto inside the rush of sensation.

Sarah didn’t pause long.

The second stroke landed lower.

CRACK.

My breath caught hard. The impact folded into the first, sharper, heavier, and a small, broken sound escaped me before I could brace for it. My hips twitched, a useless flinch, and Sarah’s free hand settled firm across my back – not harsh, just enough to hold me in place.

The ache deepened; warmth pooled under my skin. My eyes burned for the first time, the edge of tears rising but still held back. Embarrassment hit almost as sharply as the sting itself: being over her lap, exposed, reacting.

Sarah shifted her hold – a subtle tightening across my waist.

“Stay with me,” she said softly.

My nod was tiny, shaky.

Then the third came.

CRACK.

The sound split the room. A sharp cry tore out of me before I could stop it, thinner and higher than I meant it to be. My hips jumped; Sarah anchored me instantly, her arm firming across my middle.

The heat climbed fast. Tears pricked harder this time – the cushion beneath me blurring at the edges. I pressed my forehead into it, breath trembling as shame and pain tangled together in my chest.

Sarah’s hand rested briefly on the small of my back – a quiet check, nothing more – then lifted.

The fourth strike dropped lower.

CRACK.

A clean, biting line lit up the crease where thigh meets bottom. The shock tore a sharp, involuntary sound out of me – not a sob, not yet, but close. My legs jerked once before her thigh blocked the movement and her arm steadied me again.

“Keep your legs still. I’ve got them – just lean your weight into me.”

“My legs– they keep moving– I’m sorry–”

The first tear slipped down my cheek – warm, startled, unwanted. I tightened my fingers in the cushion, trying to anchor myself in something that didn’t hurt.

Only four strokes, and the room already felt tighter around me.

The fifth came quickly.

CRACK.

Right side, fuller spot. A sharp cry burst out of me, half-swallowed. My hips twisted in a helpless reflex, but Sarah’s arm held solid, guiding me back into place with practiced steadiness.

“Don’t twist – let me hold you still. It’s safer that way.”

“I’m holding still – I promise– just– give me a second–”

The heat spread deeper, the ache building in layers now. My vision blurred again – not from crying outright, but from the pressure of holding everything together.

Sarah adjusted her hold once more.

“Keep breathing, Emily.”

I tried. The inhale shook.

Then–

CRACK.

The sixth stroke snapped across the left side, landing exactly where the earlier heat sat waiting. The new pain bit sharply into the old, and my chest jerked in a tight, startled spasm. A thin, strained sound escaped me before I could choke it down.

My legs twitched against the sofa cushion – involuntary, embarrassed. Sarah steadied me again, calm and unshaken.

“There you go,” she said quietly. “Don’t lock up. Breathe.”

I drew in an unsteady breath. The flush across my face deepened – not just from the sting, but from the raw exposure of reacting so openly with both of them there.

Sarah shifted the brush slightly.

“This one will be lower.”

I barely had time to brace.

CRACK.

It landed across the lower curve of both cheeks – heavy, deliberate. A louder cry broke out of me, sharp and surprised, and my hips shot upward before Sarah eased them flat with one sure hand.

“That’s it,” she murmured. “I’ve got you.”

The ache settled low and deep, pulsing in a way that made my breath stutter. More tears slipped free – quiet, steady – and heat crawled up my neck at how visible every sound, every movement felt.

Mark’s voice reached me then, quiet but solid.

“We’re here. You’re not doing this alone.”

CRACK.

The eighth stroke fell before I could answer. Right across the centre – heavier, firmer.

My breath buckled into a sharp gasp; my body twisted instinctively before Sarah’s arm guided me back down in one smooth motion.

“This is intense, I know. But you’re handling it better than you think.”

I clung to the cushion, fingers curled tight, trying to find a rhythm under the rising burn.

The ninth came lower still.

CRACK.

The upper thigh caught the edge of it, and a tight, involuntary sound broke out of me – halfway between a gasp and a cry. My legs twitched hard, then stilled under Sarah’s firm hold. Embarrassment washed over me again, sharp and immediate.

“You’re doing all right,” Sarah said, voice calm but unwavering. “Stay with your breath.”

I nodded against the cushion, breath trembling.

Sarah tapped the brush lightly once – a small signal.

Then–

CRACK.

The tenth stroke landed across the middle, firm and controlled. My breath splintered into a sharp, helpless gulp, and my back arched before Sarah’s hand pressed between my shoulder blades, guiding me flat again.

“Good. Let that breath out. Don’t lock everything inside.”

The ache deepened into a slow, heavy pulse. My fingers clenched hard around the cushion; my cheeks burned hot with pain and humiliation and the sheer effort of holding still.

Ten strokes.

Ten more to go.

Sarah rested the hairbrush on her knee and loosened the arm that held me. Not releasing me completely – just easing the pressure enough that I could breathe without fighting for it.

“Emily,” she said quietly. “Lift your head for a second.”

I managed it – barely – blinking through tears that still clung to my lashes. My breath trembled as I dragged it in, and the movement made the throbbing heat in my bottom flare all over again. Sarah brushed a strand of hair from my cheek, her touch steady, not overly soft.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

The question cracked something inside me. Not a breakdown – just honesty that had nowhere else to go.

“It… it hurts,” I whispered, voice thin. “A lot.”

Sarah nodded, not dismissing it, not minimizing it. “I know. I can see how hard you’re working to stay with me.”

I swallowed, blinking again. “It’s… much more than last time.”

“It is,” she said gently. “And it’s meant to be. This wasn’t a small mistake, Emily. You endangered your future. You lied again – even if it came from panic.”

I looked down at the cushion, shame tightening my throat.

“But listen to me.” Sarah tipped my chin just a little so I faced her again. “You’re not being punished because we’re angry. You’re being corrected because it matters. Because you matter. And because I need you to remember this moment the next time fear tells you to hide.”

My breath caught on that.

She continued, tone steady but unmistakably firm.

“The next ten will be harder. Do you understand?”

I nodded slowly, heat crawling up my face for reasons far beyond pain.

Sarah shifted, adjusting her hold around my waist again so I felt the security of it. “I’m not rushing you. You tell me when you’re ready to keep going.”

I let my forehead rest against the cushion again. My breath trembled through a few cycles, each one sending a new pulse of heat through the already-tender skin. The room was quiet except for my breathing and the steady weight of Sarah’s hand anchoring me.

After a long moment, I whispered, small but certain:

“I’m ready.”

Sarah’s hand squeezed my waist once – not comfort, just acknowledgment.

“All right, love,” she murmured. “Stay with us.”

Then she reached for the brush again.

CRACK.

The blow landed high on the right, sharp enough to yank a cracked cry out of me.

“Ah–! Sarah–it hurts–”

My hips jerked upward before I could stop them. Sarah’s arm tightened instantly across my waist, guiding me back down with steady, practiced firmness.

“Stay with it,” she murmured. “You’re okay.”

“I’m–I’m trying–” I gasped, breath shaking as the ache spread upward in a hot, pulsing bloom.

The brush rose again.

CRACK.

Left side, same place.

A wet, fractured sound broke out of me before I could form a word.

“Ah–! It–hurts–”

Shame burned through my face faster than the pain.

My legs shot forward in a stiff jolt, toes curling, then fell back trembling. Tears blurred my vision, but I blinked rapidly, trying not to fall apart.

Sarah’s hand pressed between my shoulder blades – firm, warm, anchoring.

“Hold still for me,” she said softly.

“I’m holding still – I promise – just – give me a second–”

CRACK.

Low, across both sit-spots, heavier than the rest. My hips lifted in a frantic reflex; Sarah steadied them immediately, her arm closing around me with calm certainty.

A tight, involuntary cry escaped me.

“Sarah – please – that’s too hard–”

“I know it’s hard,” she said, voice steady. “Breathe through it.”

“I’m sorry–” My voice cracked hard. “I’m trying so hard–”

I sucked in a shaky breath, tears spilling freely now.

Sarah adjusted her grip.

CRACK.

Right at the crease again – white-hot, sharp, the kind of sting that knocked a startled, broken cry out of me. My right leg bent upward on instinct, shaking uncontrollably, and Sarah guided it gently back down without missing a beat.

“Aah–! Oh–Sarah– too low– that spot’s… already sore–”

My voice wavered on the last syllable.

“You’re doing fine,” she said quietly.

I dragged in air, unsteady and thin.

CRACK.

Left side this time – mirror of the last. A cracked sob slipped out of me before I could bite it back.

“Ah–! I–just–give me–”

The rest dissolved in a trembling exhale.

Both legs kicked forward, stiff and helpless, then dropped back trembling. Heat rushed up my neck; I hated how exposed I sounded.

“You’re staying present,” Sarah murmured. “That matters.”

A few tears slid down my cheeks, hot and constant.

CRACK.

Dead centre, harder, deliberate.

A raw cry tore loose – thin, hoarse, high. My back arched high; Sarah eased it flat with one firm hand between my shoulder blades – steady, not harsh. My legs stiffened in the air, shaking so hard I couldn’t stop it.

“Oh– that spot– not there–”

My voice broke down the middle.

“You’re okay,” she whispered. “In and out. Just breathe.”

I wiped at my face blindly with one hand, tears smearing across my cheek.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, breath hitching. “I don’t want to lie again. I’m really trying–”

“I know you are,” Sarah said. “Keep going.”

She repositioned me gently.

“Four more dear.”

My breath shook.

CRACK.

Across the centre again. A strained, choked cry punched out of me.

“Ah–! Sarah–wait–just–”

My voice broke on the last word, collapsing under the ache and the shame of how small I sounded.

My hips jerked sideways before Sarah steadied them, her arm firm but reassuring.

“You’re doing what you need to do,” she said softly. “Stay here.”

I nodded once into the cushion, trembling.

CRACK.

Lower – thighs and the base of my cheeks – sharp and slicing.

A desperate yelp escaped me before I could swallow it.

“Ow–! I–please–just–”

I couldn’t finish the sentence. My voice shook too hard.

My thighs pressed together, trembling uncontrollably. Tears blurred everything. My breath came in small, ragged pulls.

Sarah’s arm tightened across my lower back.

“You can do this,” she said gently. “Just two more left.”

I made a soft, shuddering sound – half breath, half sob.

The brush lifted again.

CRACK.

Across the fullest part of both cheeks, heavier, final in its intent.

A raw sob tore out of me.

“Sarah–oh– that spot– not there–it’s already so sore.”

My back arched, desperate, before Sarah guided me back down – firm, controlled, not unkind. My legs stiffened, trembling violently, toes curling hard.

Mark spoke:

“You’re doing well, Emily. Just the last one left now.”

I swallowed a shaking sob.

Nineteen strokes.

I was hurting, trembling, wide open with guilt and shame – but I was still there. Still holding on.

Sarah tightened her hold.

“Last one,” she said. “Don’t pull away.”

“I’m holding still– I promise– just– give me a second–”

I braced, breath hitching hard.

CRACK.

Across both sit-spots. Deep, final, decisive.

A fractured cry burst out of me.

“Ah–! Sarah–!”

My voice collapsed entirely, thin and hoarse.

My hips jolted upward before Sarah steadied me with a gentle but immovable hand. My legs trembled uncontrollably, then slowly eased down.

“It’s over,” she murmured. “Breathe for me.”

I tried.

The first inhale broke.

The second caught.

The third finally made it all the way in.

“I’m sorry…” I whispered, voice wet and cracked. “I never wanted to lie. I don’t want to be that person.”

Sarah’s hand settled on my back – warm, steady, solid.

“I know,” she said softly. “And we’re going to help you be better.”


Chapter 9: Sore, Not Broken

Sarah kept her hand on my back for a moment longer, her palm warm through the thin fabric of my shirt. She didn’t rush me. She waited until my breathing steadied enough that I wasn’t gasping between each inhale.

Then she spoke gently.

“Emily, lift yourself up slowly. Don’t rush.”

My arms trembled as I pushed up from her lap. The movement pulled a sharp breath through my teeth – the ache was deep, hot, overwhelming – but Sarah’s hand stayed at my waist, guiding me until I was sitting beside her. My legs felt unsteady, folded awkwardly under me, and when I wiped my face with the back of my hand, it came away damp.

Mark stepped closer, but he didn’t crowd me. He knelt in front of the sofa, keeping his voice soft.

“Look at me for a second.”

I did – barely. My eyes kept dropping, embarrassed, but he waited until I met his gaze properly.

“There is nothing here to be ashamed of,” he said quietly. “Not your tears. Not the struggle. Not any of it.”

My throat tightened again, a fresh sting of emotion rising. “I… I hate that I fell apart like that.”

“You didn’t fall apart,” Sarah said, shifting beside me. “You faced something hard. You stayed. You listened. That matters.”

Something inside me loosened at that – a small, tentative breath that didn’t hurt.

“Come here,” she murmured.

Not an order. An invitation.

I leaned into her without meaning to, my cheek finding her shoulder. Sarah held me carefully, one arm around my back, the other hand resting lightly on my arm. Not restraining – supporting.

Mark sat beside us on the low table, close enough that I could feel his presence, but not too close to overwhelm.

“You didn’t lose us,” he said softly. “You didn’t break anything we can’t repair.”

The words hit deeper than the spanking ever could. My breath shook as I tried to steady it.

“I was so scared,” I whispered. “It really hurt.”

Sarah’s hand brushed a strand of hair from my face. “I know love. But you need to tell us the truth, even when it’s hard. That’s what keeps trust intact. Not perfection.”

Another breath – louder this time, steadier.

The ache in my bottom was fierce, hot and swollen, but the fear that had knotted my chest all day slowly eased under their calm voices, their hands, their steady presence.

Mark rose first. “Let’s get you some water.”

Sarah helped me shift on the sofa – every movement careful – until I was sitting upright. My eyes were still swollen, my cheeks damp, but the panic was gone. In its place was something quieter… steadier.

Mark returned, handing me a glass. My hands shook as I took it, but he didn’t comment. He just waited until I drank.

Sarah rubbed slow circles on my back. “You’re safe. You’re forgiven. And you’re going to be okay.”

My breath shivered once more.

Then I whispered the only thing I could manage –

“Thank you… both of you.”

Sarah pressed a soft kiss to the top of my head – not emotional, not dramatic, just steady reassurance.

“We’re right here,” she murmured.

Sarah kept her arm around me for another quiet moment, giving me time to breathe before she slowly eased away. Then she reached for the chair beside the sofa, where my folded clothes still sat exactly where I’d left them earlier.

“Let’s get you dressed,” she said gently.

She held out my knickers first.

My face warmed from how raw and exposed I still felt. I took them with careful fingers, stood up slowly, and stepped into them. The fabric brushed the swollen skin and I sucked in a sharp breath, holding still until the sting settled.

Then the jeans.

Even lifting one leg made the ache flare. Sarah saw it immediately.

“Slowly,” she murmured. “One step at a time.”

I eased them up inch by inch, teeth gritted, breath catching when the denim slid over the hottest part of the burn. When they were finally buttoned, I exhaled shakily – half relief, half exhaustion.

Sarah stepped forward and gathered me gently into a hug, warm arms wrapping around my shoulders.

Not tight.

Not overwhelming.

Just enough to anchor me again.

“You held it together,” she whispered. “I’m proud of you.”

My eyes burned again, but the tears didn’t fall this time. I leaned into her, letting the support settle through me.

Then she pulled back slightly, her hands resting lightly on my arms.

“Go lie down for a while,” she said softly. “Your bottom’s going to ache for the rest of the evening. Let it. Rest will help.”

I nodded, unable to find words.

Mark gave a small, reassuring smile from where he stood nearby. “Call us if you need anything.”

I walked toward my room slowly, each step making the soreness pulse deeper. By the time I pushed my door open, the quiet felt heavier – not frightening, just full.

I eased myself onto the bed, face-down first, then shifted onto my side when the pressure became too much to bear. The blanket rustled softly as I pulled it up to my chest.

The pain was steady – hot, throbbing, deep – a reminder of every moment that had just happened. It wasn’t unbearable, but it was consuming, a warmth that refused to fade.

But underneath it… there was something else.

The relief of being seen.

The strange comfort of being corrected, not abandoned.

The sense that the worst part – the fear, the lying, the hiding – was finally over.

My throat tightened again, but this time with something softer.

I tucked my face into the pillow, exhaling slowly, letting the ache settle and the emotions rise and shift in their own time.

Painful, yes.

But held.

Guided.

Safe.

And as the room dimmed around me, I let my eyes close, letting the heaviness in my body pull me into rest – not because I was defeated, but because, for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t carrying everything alone.

***

A couple of hours later, there was a soft knock on my door.

“Emily?” Sarah’s voice filtered through gently. “Dinner’s ready, love.”

I pushed myself up slowly, wincing as the movement pulled sharply across my bruised skin. The ache had settled into a deep, steady pulse – worse now that I’d rested – but I pulled on my cardigan and slipped out into the hallway.

The dining room light was warm. Comforting. Ordinary.

Which somehow made the soreness more obvious.

I lowered myself onto the chair as carefully as I could, but the moment I sat, a bright flare of pain shot upward. My breath hissed out in a thin, involuntary sound.

Sarah watched, but didn’t rush forward.

“You’ll feel it for the rest of the evening,” she said gently, not unkind. “But you can handle it. It’s part of what today needed to be.”

Her voice wasn’t cold.

Just honest.

I nodded and adjusted myself again, trying to find a position that didn’t feel like sitting on a hot coal. There wasn’t one.

Mark passed me the bowl of potatoes without commentary, as if giving me something normal to do would help stitch the moment back into everyday life.

It did.

We ate quietly at first – not strained silence, just the kind where tired people share the same room. After a few minutes, Sarah asked about the recipe she’d tried, and Mark teased her about doubling the garlic again. I managed a small laugh.

Small.

But real.

Every shift in my chair made me wince, and every wince made Sarah’s eyes soften for a second – not pity, just awareness. But she didn’t coddle. She didn’t hover.

And that made it easier.

When dinner was finished, I helped clear the plates – slowly – and Sarah didn’t stop me.

“You’re alright,” she said softly when she caught my wince again. “Sore doesn’t mean broken.”

I said goodnight a few minutes later and headed back to my room. Closing the door behind me felt like exhaling after a long day of holding my breath.

I changed carefully, easing out of my jeans with a quiet groan, and slipped into soft lounge shorts. The fabric still stung, but less sharply.

Then I crawled under the blanket, lying on my stomach first, then rolling just enough to find a position that didn’t pull too harshly on the bruised skin.

The house hummed with its familiar nighttime quiet – pipes settling, the faint murmur of Mark’s voice from down the hall, the slow hush of wind outside.

I let my cheek rest against the pillow.

Everything ached.

But nothing felt out of place.

The truth was out.

The consequences had been faced.

The weight I’d been dragging behind me was gone.

And what remained – sore, humbled, tired – still felt held.


Thank You!

Thank you for reading The Hairbrush Spanking: A Lesson She Won’t Forget from the Emily’s Spanking Journey Series.

If her journey resonated with you, I’d be truly grateful if you could take a moment to leave a quick, honest review on Amazon.

Thank you again for being part of Emily’s journey.


About the Author

Lauren Ashford writes discipline-driven fiction that follows adults navigating rules, consequences, and the complicated ways people rebuild trust with each other. Her stories focus on households with structure, firm boundaries, and the kind of clear expectations that often lead to difficult lessons.

She enjoys creating characters who make mistakes, face them honestly, and learn to grow under steady guidance.

[image: ]

cover.jpeg
A Lesson Sh Won't

7 v






OEBPS/image_rsrc1ST.jpg





