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Ten Reasons Why Dommes Shouldn’t Live With Each Other
 
 
 
Trinity’s Version
 
1. She won’t admit I’m better at sex than she is.
2. She won’t let me get a job.
3. She expects me to join her in scenes with clients. I hate being her practice bottom when she wants to try out new implements, too. I am not a submissive!
4. It should be my turn to spank her. At least once.
5. She corrects my spanking technique, but she bristles when I return the favor.
6. When one room serves as her playroom, a two-bedroom apartment is not big enough for both of us. Sometimes, a ten-story mansion would not be big enough.
7. Every once in a while, she looks at me as if I’m still the twenty-two-year-old girl who broke her heart. I’m different now, but she won’t acknowledge it.
8. There’s no correct way to load the washing machine.
9. She needs reminders that she is plain old Gracie, not God.
10. She will never forgive, but she expects me to act as if she has.
 
Graciela’s Version
 
1. She “borrows” my best hairbrush…but for the wrong reason. It’s not supposed to untangle hair.
2. It might be my apartment, but she lives here, too. It won’t clean itself!
3. I have to buy twice as much rice as usual. Every time I turn around, she’s gotten herself into trouble and I have to make her kneel in the corner in a handful of dry rice. Do you know how much Korean rice costs?
4. Korean washing machines are different from American ones. It doesn’t work to jab at random buttons and push the red start button.
5. I’ve lived in Korea for ten years, compared to her month or two. She needs time to get over culture shock before trying to work.
6. She reminds me of everything I tried to forget. I left the country and continent to take away the memories, but her presence brings them back each day.
7. I buy her bobby pins and ponytail holders, but she uses mine. Then I can’t find them.
8. She refuses to trust me and is too stubborn to see when I am right.
9. She will spank me over my dead, cold body. Or, rather, over her own.
10. I love her more than life itself, but at any point she can choose to walk away. She is not a submissive, after all.
 
 



Prologue
 
 
“Yes, Mistress!” The grunt from behind closed doors indicates the client is reaching his limit. Mistress Graciela will flog or beat or thrash his naked buttocks until he bawls, begging for mercy.
While Gracie’s dealing with the portly gentleman in his fifties, I doodle on my pad of paper. She told me to write the details of my punishment, but I tire of her game. I’ve made my apologies. I have prostrated myself. When does enough get to be enough?
I sit comfortably today, but I sit at the desk in my room. Her room, rather. Everything is hers, even after a week of living together. I’ve retreated from the living room with the few English channels her television offers, and outside where I could strike up conversation with a bold local or two. I am a curiosity here, and they don’t know my real identity.
“You will not call me Mistress!” Gracie’s voice rises above the white noise machines she’s placed in the corners of her home dungeon. Her playroom, that is. Ever a stickler for protocol, she insists each title must be earned.
With Gracie, nothing may be taken for granted. Nothing. Not the clothes on my back, not the food in my belly, and not my ability to sit in a chair or stand upright. She has put me through more obedience training than the average dog, and yet I must write essay after essay on why she sees fit to punish me.
I, Nurse Trinity, answer to no one. And yet, until my passport papers arrive, I am helpless in her home.
I was punished today for… I pause, twirling the pink mechanical pencil in between my thumb and forefinger. The expected answers never differ. Disobedience. Attitude. Stubbornness. I argued when I was told to kneel.
A Mistress should not kneel to anyone, let alone another Mistress. Yet I, former employee and Domme in my own right, must humiliate myself to the woman who rescued me, loved me, and threw me away.
“Please, Mistress!” The soggy wails of Gracie’s client make me roll my eyes. They never learn, Gracie’s men. They pay more than she can afford to refuse, so she humors them. At least, when I worked on salary, I had the luxury of in-house security to throw out the pranksters. I had my share of saps who pretended to submit in order to achieve sexual satisfaction, but my staid Nurse demeanor protected me from most.
A slap reverberates throughout our two-bedroom apartment. There’s barely enough room to turn around, but it’s enormous by Seoul standards. “I told you not to call me that! On your knees.”
I shiver, drawing my goosefleshed arms toward my suddenly cold stomach. She’s on the warpath. Her client deserves it, but she says the same about me.
By the time Gracie escorts her client into the hallway, I’ve shredded the top page on the notepad with the tip of my pencil. Sitting here, unable to go where I want or do what I want, awakens the reactions I want to hide. She will notice, as she always does, and pry with questions. I can’t handle her kindly understanding or her razor-sharp anger. I want Gracie far away, rather than up close and personal. Too personal. A threat.
“Trinity,” she calls, advancing toward the doorway. “Have you finished your essay?”
Instead of scolding, her tone remains light. Friendly, as if she expects an answer in the affirmative. Ashamed, I look away. I’m catapulting into the space I hate most, and I deflect with a sullen stare. If she pokes around my sore heart, I can’t stand it. Not today. Not any day, but not today.
Stepping forward, she surveys the paper scraps and empty notepad. She draws in a sharp breath, raising her arm, until she turns toward me. Her hand falls to her side, and she lowers her voice. “You’re going to Little space, aren’t you?”
Damn it! I summon every effort at adult anger. “Like hell, no!” But the words fall flat, and instead of knocking me upside the head—her typical response to such disrespect—she kicks up one stiletto boot at a time to unzip the thigh-high leather. The purple corset comes off next, and she yanks a plain T-shirt off a hanger to pull over her head. With each change, she softens more, and, against my better judgment, I meet her gaze.
“You’re upset I punished you.” She announces it as fact, not a question. No need to nod. I’d prefer her flogger against my back, or the cuffs holding me to her spanking bench for a brutal but impersonal lesson. Instead, she steps out of her black short shorts, peels off the fishnet stockings, and pulls on the black yoga pants she discarded this morning.
“Go away,” I whisper, feeling lost. I don’t want her kindness. I don’t want promises of love that won’t last. I don’t want reminders of how I fail to measure up to her standards.
She draws out her glittery purple jeweled hairpin and snood, shaking the long hair to cascade down her back. Only her makeup remains from her Mistress costume, and she grabs a facial wipe from the pop-up dispenser. One, two, three quick circular rubs and she stands clean in her homey attire.
“Come to Mama.” She pulls me next to the desk, and I slump away from her touch. “If Trinity’s a good girl, she’ll let Mama take care of her. If Trinity’s a bad girl, Mama will have to punish her first.”
Always that word! Disregarding the consequences, I stomp my foot. “No, you won’t!”
She has me so structured, so fettered, and so imprisoned that my best recourse is a childish tantrum. Even that will be short-lived, as she examines me with dispassionate curiosity. “And why will I not?”
A more cautious Trinity would recognize the danger signs, but I’ve had enough of her restrictions. “I didn’t ask you to take me in! Again! I’m sick of owing everything to you!”
I will pay for that outburst more than once. But, as I glare at the floor, the rush of adrenalin justifies the cost. She will not own me. She can break me, but I will rise. I am Trinity, Mistress of my domain.
She sighs, lines wrinkling around her eyes as she trudges toward the nightstand. She keeps implements of my correction everywhere, and I know the command before she gives it. I must lower my pants, bare my bottom, and place myself across her lap for chastisement. She will punish, as she insists on reminding me, until my lips form the lies she wants to hear.
Instead, she speaks words calculated to terrorize my heart. “Let Mama take care of you, Trinity-girl. Everything will be all right.”
I’d rather she beat me to a pulp, but she takes out her hairbrush and pulls me onto her lap, running the boar bristles through my hair. Submit, she will say, and how can I resist?
“I don’t want to,” I whimper, hating myself for sounding weak.
She pats and murmurs, talking about dinner and a new television show and how she’s ordered a new book for me. She has me watch a ten-minute Learn Korean segment each day on the English channel, and she says it’s time to start practicing the alphabet. I want to rebel against more infantilization, but her reasons make sense. We don’t know how long I will stay, and I might as well use my time toward a goal.
“If you’re a good girl…” She stops, setting the brush down and running her ringed fingers through my hair. “Mama will take you to the market and teach you how to buy groceries. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You can be a good girl and do the weekly grocery shopping.”
I should tell her to stop the baby talk, but her promise is a good one. She’s cooped me up in the apartment all week, and I want freedom. “Okay,” I say, but she taps my shoulder. A warning.
“How do respectful little girls answer in this house?”
It’s a silly game, but she plays it too well. “Yes, Mama,” I say, and she pulls me across her lap. Facedown, this time, instead of sitting up.
I am Nurse Trinity, answerable to no one. But I am also Trinity, the girl who belongs to Mistress Graciela. It’s a funny dichotomy, but she doesn’t seem to mind.
“Good,” Gracie answers, and she picks up the brush.
 



Chapter One
 
 
“Tell me, how did you sleep with my best friend?”
I press my lips together and lower my head. Not out of deference, although my kneeling posture may appear that way. She understands, however, and remains quiet. When Graciela Fairbanks waits in silence, Trinity Maddox gives in or pays the price.
“We’ve gone over this before.” I shift my weight from one knee to the other. After all these weeks of being back with her, my body still hasn’t adjusted to my former submissive role. I’m older now, with ten years of experience and knowledge she does not credit.
“No.”
I stare at the floor, wondering how I can speak to someone who refuses to hear. “That was ten years ago,” I begin, turning my face away from the anticipated slap. “Not now.”
“Tell me,” she repeats, in that way she has of ignoring everything outside of her control. “Did you and Jessie think of me while you screwed each other, or was I irrelevant to your passion?”
I sigh. When Gracie first took me back, I thought everything would be all right. She forgave. She restored me to her bed, and yet...I still kneel before her, bowed under the weight of a mistake made before I was old enough to rent a car or an apartment.
“Gracie,” I say, working hard to sound earnest rather than sullen. “I was wrong. I’ve admitted my wrong to you many times. But when you keep bringing this up, it feels like you’re trying to humiliate me. Not as if you want the relationship. Can’t we let it go?” I sit back on my haunches, wondering what punishment will fit this crime of speaking my mind. Will I sleep naked on the floor? Will she take away “privileges,” which seem to involve everything, including the right to breathe? Will she force me through her obedience exercises?
“There’s the door,” she says, tracing a fingernail on the back of my neck. “You are free to walk through it.”
Without my passport allowing return to my native US, I am not free. At least not yet, but with Gracie I will never be free. I swore my life to her, not once, but twice.
“Gracie...”
“Tell me,” she insists, twirling the ends of my hair and giving a tug. “Whose idea was it? Yours or hers?”
“It was so long ago,” I whisper. “I’ve tried to forget.”
“How fortunate for you.” She delves more deeply into my hair, pressing until my forehead rests above her right knee. “Answer, Trinity.”
In the past weeks, no matter what she might think, I have tried to do as she says. I have accepted ridiculous rules and endless punishments, no matter how unfair. I have bowed to her will and expressed gratitude for her taking me in. I had nowhere else to go. Gratitude is a heavy burden, and part of me enjoys having someone to blame. “Please don’t make me.”
In that moment, she releases my hair and drops to the floor. She puts her arms around me, drawing me in for a hug both tender and forbidden. It’s wrong. I am the penitent, the shamed one. She is the victor, exulting in my defeat. Or, at least, she should be. She kisses my forehead, stroking my cheek. I flinch, but she holds me to her. “I don’t want to make you, either. Can we please finish instead of going through the drama first?”
I jerk away, falling backward. She is supposed to punish, chastise, and domineer. How can I hate when she refuses to stay in her role? “Why bring up the past?”
“Tell me,” she begins, and my heart contracts. “How do you feel right now?”
“No!” She will coax me into her net, break me, and throw me away once more. As long as we don’t speak about the past, it will remain in the past. We have come to an uneasy truce and some strange, surreal world where she took me back, but she will not forgive. Not once she knows the details.
She ticks off her questions, knowing each answer already. “Do you feel good? Happy with yourself? Happy with me? Are you secure in our relationship? Do you trust yourself?”
“Beat me and get it over with.” The snippiness escapes before I can think.
“Trinity. If you’re provoking me into strapping you to the punishment table and taking out the implements you hate the most, don’t worry. We will do that soon. But for now, you need to tell the truth. What if one of the Littles in your Nursery had a gaping wound, caused in childhood and aggravated by a self-inflicted infection years later? Would you let it fester, or would you insist on cleaning it out? Look at me, Trinity.”
Her voice can command my knees to weaken or my heart to stop. I lift my eyes for the first time, and her dark ones meet mine. “You’ll kick me out.” I didn’t mean to admit it. It was the one shred of dignity I still possessed, pretending not to care. As long as she doesn’t know my fear, she can’t make it come true.
She gives a tiny nod, as if she knew the truth all along. She probably did. Self-righteous Gracie, omnipotent Gracie, omniscient Gracie. “I might. And you might leave me again. It’s a risk we both have to take, my girl.”
At the words I both hate and long to hear, I burst into tears. “I don’t want to be your girl!”
She remains unmoved. Unthreatened. “And why not?”
“Because I hate feeling like this!”
She watches from a distance, though her knees touch mine. “Do you think I don’t see it? Don’t feel it? You are mine again and have always been. When you hurt, I hurt. If you’re to settle into life with me, you must let go of your fears.”
I gulp with ugly sobs. Not the pretty, dainty tears of proper ladies and their lace-edged handkerchiefs, but gut-busting, ragged gasps that don’t match the convulsions of my chest. “Don’t make me.”
But my words tell her all she needs to know. Ten years ago, I would have refused. I would have called upon the safeword that would stop all action. Today, I can only beg. Don’t make me.
Because she can, and she will.
She runs her fingers through my hair, and, in spite of the rawness in my chest, I feel comforted. “That’s not your decision, is it?”
I should rage against her. I should lash out, storm from the room, or make threats of what I will do. Instead, the oozing infection inside of me relaxes. She will make me, and I will be safe.
“Mistresses aren’t always right, you know.” It’s a cheap, pathetic shot, but it’s all I have left. She may have won yet again, but Trinity Maddox has to leave her mark.
The slap comes at last, her rings clinking against each other as flesh connects with flesh. “The correct answer is, ‘Yes, Mistress.’”
I could force her into another power struggle, but she’s taken away my energy. “Yes, Mistress.”
“You will ask, no, you will beg to tell the story of how you slept with my best friend.”
The slap was a light one, even with the rings. Or, more likely, because of the rings. She calculates each blow, each punishment, and each tactic with the strategy of a chess grandmaster. Or grandmistress, rather. “Yes, Mistress.”
“No.” She lifts my chin and sets her own jaw. “You will say, ‘Mistress, please.’”
And sitting before her on the heated ondol floor in downtown Seoul, South Korea—thousands of miles from Ohio where the sin occurred a decade ago—I nod in acquiescence. “Mistress, please. Make me tell you the story.”
For my capitulation, she rewards with a bowl of fresh strawberries. She holds each one to my lips, allowing me to suck the sweet juice.
“Good girl,” she says. “My good girl.”
 



Chapter Two
 
 
“Come in, Shaina. Don’t be shy.” Coaxing the first-timer into my home, I jerk my head for Trinity to start on dishwashing. A lifetime ago, I hated when she acted like a servant. Now, I grow tired of reminding her. She nods and turns on the faucet, filling the soup and rice bowls. It’s odd to see a grown-up Trinity at my sink, but, this time, she stands taller. She used to hunch over the sink, scrubbing as if her life depended on it. No matter how often I told her to stop, she found ways to prove herself useful.
I close the door to the playroom, shutting out Trinity’s too-solemn silence. Since our standoff yesterday, she has kept herself at a distance. I gave her twenty-four hours to come up with a time and place to tell me the truth about the affair. She has not spoken of it since, and I watch the clock. Four more hours.
“I, um...I’m not so sure about this.” Shaina huddles against the closed door, dropping her head toward the collar of her tan coat. The Burberry plaid scarf, ubiquitous in a country known for its homogeneity, swings its frayed ends as she rocks back and forth.
“I won’t touch you unless you want me to. Remember, this is your money. Your time. You decide what happens today.” On impulse, I pluck the purple jeweled hairpin and set it on the table. I tuck the hair behind my ears, smoothing the loose floral skirt over my thighs. Shaina found me online, and we’ve exchanged dozens of emails and several phone calls before this point. She wants an introduction to adult spanking, but she’s afraid. As Trinity was afraid, so many years ago.
“Is it stupid to talk first? Shouldn’t we start right away?” Shaina licks her lips, pressing herself against the door as if trying to imprint the outlines of her body.
I glance at my watch. She wanted two hours. I was reluctant for such a long first session until she explained her two-hour commute each way. “Shaina, you’ve paid a lot of money and traveled a long way to get here. If you’re certain you don’t want to go through with this, I’ll refund your fees, and you can go home. Is that what you would like?”
Her eyes gleam with hope for a moment, but she shakes her head. “A shuttle bus, another bus, and three subway transfers plus the walk uphill to get here. I don’t want that all to be for nothing.” She bites her lip as if I will eat her alive.
“Could you scoot over a bit? Thank you.” I crack the door open and call to Trinity. “Refreshments early, please.” She shuts the water off and nods, drying off on my pink towel.
“Green tea?”
I look over to Shaina, who nods. “Yes, please.”
After closing the door, I pull out a rolling chair and motion for Shaina to sit. “Are you hungry?”
She shakes her head. “I’m asking myself whether I’m crazy.”
I crack a smile. “At coming to a stranger’s home without a bodyguard, or for exploring fantasies you’ve had since childhood?”
She blushes. “I told my roommate where I was going. I said I’d visit a friend, and I gave her the phone number and address.”
I nod. I’m not a fan of publicizing my phone number, but I’d rather role model safety than recklessness.
A soft knock at the door, and Trinity enters bearing a translucent pink floral tray with two cups of green tea and apple slices arranged on a white plate.
“Thank you,” I say, and her cheeks pink. She closes the door instead of replying. “That was the right thing to do.” I offer Shaina a cup and set the tray on the table next to the wall. “Why don’t we sip our tea, have our snack, and chat for a while? If and when you would like to shift to the more action-oriented parts of our meeting, let me know.” Anticipating her question, I pre-empt it. “If you would like to chat for two hours, the decision is yours. If you’d like to chat for an hour and leave, that’s fine. There’s no wrong decision here, except what makes you uncomfortable. Okay?”
She picks up her cup and sips the liquid, heaving a sigh of relief. “I keep feeling like I’m crazy. I mean, it was one thing to tell an anonymous stranger what I wanted. Even over the phone, it wasn’t so crazy, but in person...I don’t know how to act.”
I lean back and cross my legs, speaking with as much gentleness as I can muster. “Your most frequent and passionate fantasy is a spanking from a caring figure. You want to cry from a spanking given by someone who wants the best for you and offers correction for your own good.” She tries to hide behind her tea cup but nods. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“Are you saying that because this is your job?”
“No.” I smile. “You’re clear about what you don’t want. Nothing severe, nothing too kinky, and nothing humiliating. You want someone soft, gentle, and caring. You also want someone who can be firm when you fight back.”
She nods. “I’m not sure I’ll want it when it’s time, though.”
I take another sip of tea, grateful for the years of self-discipline enabling me to swallow my laughter. “That means the spanking will be needed and effective. You don’t want fun, sexy play. You want an experience to leave you cleansed, refreshed, and forgiven.”
“Yes.” She bites her lip, thinking. “But I worry I’ll make you stop and regret it later.”
“Oh, Shaina.” It’s been years since I began my career as a professional Domme, but each meeting with a newbie reminds me of my own first time. “That’s why we have the safewords, remember? Plus, you can talk to me throughout the whole spanking. I’ll check on you, make sure you’re okay, and won’t let anything bad happen. Do you trust that?”
She nods. “I sound ridiculous, don’t I?”
Setting down my tea cup, I take a deep breath. She’s showing all the signs of wanting to begin, but I don’t want to force her. “Shaina, I will sit and talk with you about hypothetical details, if you want. But I’m getting the impression you’re making yourself nervous by stalling. Why don’t you come here so I can dispel your fears?” She gasps, and I give my most encouraging smile. “If you choose not to, we’ll continue our visit. But if you would like to take the plunge, come to me.” I hold my breath, waiting. Will she? Or does she need more time?
She sets her cup down, unable to look me in the eye as she walks over.
“Sweetheart,” I say. “If you would like me to spank you over your coat, I will. But you won’t feel much.”
“That’s—that’s okay.” She eyes my lap. “Do I...um...”
I pat my legs and wait until she lowers herself across it. Her long hair falls forward, and she squeaks. “Blood rushing to your head?”
“Kinda.”
“We’ll start with a few spanks. Nothing fancy. Nothing painful.” It’s not as if she’ll feel anything through all the layers of clothes, anyway. I raise my hand and swat her bottom, or the best impression of her bottom amidst all the clothing. “How did that feel?”
She gives a nervous giggle. “Not bad. It didn’t hurt.”
“Told you so. Are you having a hard time staying in position?” I spank her again, a bit harder.
“No, but my hair’s in my eyes, and my head feels funny.” She giggles once more at the impact.
“Would you like to lift your coat so you can feel the next ones?” Normally, I would take this more slowly, but we’ve eaten up her first half hour. That leaves an hour for the scene with half an hour for post-spanking discussion.
“Okay.”
“If you’re squished, we can move to the bench or saddle horse.” It’s always a trade-off. This way, I can feel her reactions and breathing. I like the intimacy, but I have better control when she’s over something more stable.
“Okay.”
I swat several times in a row, and she pipes up with the comment I’ve been expecting.
“I don’t want to be rude, but...um...aren’t spankings supposed to hurt?”
I laugh and lift her backward, making her stand between my legs. She blushes from her bent-over position, the exertion, and the embarrassment of facing me. “I keep telling you that this is your time. The spanking is whatever you want it to be. Do you want to begin our scene?”
She nods, but I give her wrist a shake.
“You want me to bare your bottom and spank you until you cry. I’m not doing that until you say, out loud, you wish me to begin.”
She puts her hands to her face, her eyes darting all over the room. “You won’t tell anyone?”
“Who would I tell?” Not even Trinity, although she knows what happens in the playroom. “Do you remember the safewords?”
“Red to stop, and yellow to slow down but keep going.”
I nod. Later, if she comes back, we’ll establish special words for her. For now, it’s easier for Shaina to use the standard ones. “If you’d like to continue chatting, you can go back to your chair and have some more of our snack. If you’d like me to spank, you can choose an implement and lie across the bench or the horse.”
Part of me hopes she will choose the chat, although she may be disappointed later. Another part knows, before she drops her coat onto her chair, what she will decide. She goes over to the rows of implements and selects a light plastic hairbrush. Small, friendly, and without enough weight to cause much damage, it’s a perfect choice for a beginner.
“Go ahead,” I urge as she approaches the padded bench. It has cuffs, but we won’t use them today. I want her to resist, if she feels she must. She lies across the sanitary cover, her buttocks wriggling in their tight, short skirt. It will take a single tug to draw her skirt up and out of reach, as she requested. “When you are ready, you know how to begin.”
This, too, we have discussed at great length. She grips the hairbrush, taking several deep breaths, and clears her throat.
“Mistress Graciela, I’ve been a naughty girl. Will you please bare my bottom and spank me until I cry?”
I cross the room, take the brush from her, and pat her cheek. “Of course,” I say. “With pleasure.”
 
* * *
 
When Shaina stumbles out the door, forgetting to tie the sash on her coat, Trinity watches her leave. Despite the soundproofing and white noise machines, she must have heard at least some of the crying. Does she think of her early days with me, or does she remember the past ten years when she gave the spankings? She stares at me, lowering her voice until I have to lean in to distinguish the words.
“I’ll tell you,” she says, biting her lip almost as Shaina did. “But you’re going to hate me and throw me out.”
Normally, I’d explain what to expect for proclaiming my actions and thoughts. With Shaina’s innocence still hovering between us, however, I wait. “I might.”
She softens her voice further. “If I say, do I get amnesty?”
Another day, I would punish her for asking questions when she should know better. “No.”
“Do I—”
I cut her off. “Trinity. You knelt before me, pledging to love and obey. To submit. You keep your promise, or you know what to expect.”
She swallows hard. “Can I ask for one thing?”
I almost prefer rebellious Trinity to submissive Trinity. She’s an easier read. I hesitate, wondering what trap she will spring this time. “Yes. But it may cost you.”
She winces. “Can I...um...can I...”
I watch her, surprised. This is not like my Trinity. I wonder whether Shaina has affected both of us. “Go on.” This time, my tone is genuine rather than curt.
“Can I have tonight? And tell you tomorrow?”
Any other time, I would punish her for stalling. Any other day, I would remind her who’s in charge.
Tonight, I find an American television show and sit on the couch with her head resting in my lap.
“Tomorrow,” she says, and I stroke her hair.
“Tomorrow,” I agree.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
 
In the morning, I crack an eye open before groaning. I have much to be grateful for, I remind myself. No matter how awful things get today, they can’t be as bad as the first few weeks when Gracie put me through training a second time. The first time, so many years ago, was hard enough. The second time almost killed me. I thought I’d kill her, or she’d kill me, or we’d kill each other. I had to kneel, hold submissive positions, go without everything I took for granted, and show my obedience in ways ordinary Trinity would reject as humiliating. The worst, however, was the ageplay. No matter how I fought, she insisted on the rocking chair as “Mama” explained each day’s agenda. When I could harden my heart, I could get through each day—if with difficulty. When she melted my resistance and rested my body next to her heartbeat, I lost the ability to stay distant.
It’s been an eventful few weeks, to say the least. But, most of all, the specter of “temporary” hangs over us. My passport should arrive soon. I would have gotten expedited attention from the embassy, but I no longer have proof of a plane ticket. Gracie allows, despite her thinly pressed frown of disapproval, my continual stalling on The Issue.
“Morning,” she says, coming out from the bathroom in a robe and a small white head towel. The “bath” towels here are more the size of hand towels, but she insists they are better. Less waste, less laundry, and less time to dry. Sometimes, I look at her and wonder how much of her has changed that I can’t see. Ten years apart, and ten years in a foreign country, must alter a person’s fundamental identity. What must it be like, living in a country where she is forever a foreigner? I have been here not even two months, and I chafe at the perpetual limbo. Then again, I am in limbo.
“Cereal or toast for breakfast?” After years of meals provided for me at my job, it’s strange to maneuver around Gracie’s tiny kitchen. The fridge contains more vegetables than real food, and the counter is occupied by a water dispenser and a space-age tiny television attached to the sink. I’ve tried to entertain myself while washing the constant piles of dirty dishes, but the Korean is difficult to follow, and I can’t pick up more than a few words here and there. Plus, I still feel funny touching her things.
“How about scrambled eggs?” She gives a rare smile, something that used to occur regularly. I refrain from rolling my eyes as keeping her happy is an important survival strategy.
“Yes, Mistress.” The words come out slow and halting even after this long, but I turn toward the fridge and pull out the clear plastic container of eggs. Ten to a carton, not a dozen like back home.
“I’m kidding. Toast is fine. Coffee, too, please.” She disappears into her bedroom and closes the door.
Sighing, I put the eggs back. If she jests, I look like a fool. If she’s serious and I think it’s a joke, I pay the penalty. Life according to Graciela’s rules is not an easy thing to figure out. As she expects, I take out margarine, strawberry jam, and creamer for her coffee. The thick bread pops into the toaster, and I take out two more slices for myself. Toasting bread comes in plain squares here, without a rounded top. It feels odd to eat bread formed at right angles.
When she emerges, fresh in her favorite plain white T-shirt and black yoga pants, her bare feet patter across the heated floor. Although much of Korea has taken me by surprise, I appreciate the uprising warmth hugging me each morning. “Thank you,” she says, sliding onto the chair next to the table built into the counter.
Everything in Gracie’s apartment is cute, dainty pink and yellow and white. Our home—her home—back in the US was plain and simple, without the frills and delicate touches here.
“Gracie,” I begin, letting my toast and coffee grow cold. “I don’t know where to start. How much do you want to know?”
She sets down her own coffee mug. “I can’t decide that for you. Tell me, and we’ll see.”
Jessie’s mouth covering mine, me unbuttoning her jeans and trying out the techniques Gracie used to bring me pleasure. My cheeks burn, and I stare into the black depths inside my mug. “Do you want to hear it all?”
Her toast grows cold, too, as her entire body grows still. “That’s enough questions.”
She’s going to kill me. Back in my Nursery, as Nurse Trinity who commanded obedience and love from every Little to walk through my door, I never had to face fear like this. But, at the same time, a traitorous glimmer of hope rises inside me. Will she forgive? She’s taken me back, after all. I stayed up all last night, rehearsing inside of my head the words she never wanted to hear. How can I tell my first love how I allowed her best friend to ruin everything we had?
“I want to say one thing first.” She’s strict about making eye contact, but she allows me to stare at my plate. Perhaps she doesn’t want to look at me, either. “It wasn’t true, what you said then.” It’s been ten years, but every word remains as clear as if she spoke it now. More, perhaps, because she refused to let me respond. “I didn’t go behind your back. Or, I didn’t think you’d mind.” It’s a lie, but the truth is too complicated. I did know. But I didn’t. What kid of twenty-two understands the permanence of her actions?
Silence. Could be deadly, could be not. I have no way to gauge her reaction. Maybe I should have waited until after breakfast.
“You’re going to be angry when I say this, but I was afraid of you. I tried as hard as I could to live up to your standards, but I couldn’t. Jessie was easier. She—”
Gracie sucks in her breath. It was the wrong thing to say, but she demanded the truth. “Yes.” I can’t tell, without looking at her, whether she will overturn the table and tell me to get out a second time. “You preferred her.”
“I thought...” How can I make sense out of the senseless acts from so long ago? “I thought you would like me better if I were more grown up. Jessie made me feel good. She laughed when I made mistakes. She didn’t punish. She...” I can’t cry. Every word comes out wrong, but I don’t know how to say the words Gracie wants to hear. “She didn’t take things so seriously.”
“Did she spank you?”
As long as she’s still talking to me, I have a chance. “Yes.” Gracie knew that, but she asks again. I confessed that to her, long ago. “She told me she wanted to try, to see what all of the fuss was about, and you wouldn’t mind.”
Gracie draws air in a strange hissing sound, a habit she’s learned while living here. It’s a way of showing displeasure or warning or scolding without putting it into words.
“It’s been so long ago,” I whisper. “What can I say?”
“How many times?”
“What?”
“Did she fuck you once? Twice?”
The tears well up in my eyes, but I bite hard on my bottom lip to prevent them from falling. I will not be weak. “I can’t remember.”
“Ten times? Twenty? Did she use a strap-on? Or did you?”
I want to curl up into a ball or throw things at her, but both reactions will provoke danger. I have to remain calm. “Maybe fifteen,” I guess.
“Oh, good. Only fifteen.”
I cringe, but she doesn’t tell me to look at her. Maybe she doesn’t think I have the right.
“Was it good?”
“What?” She can’t make me...she won’t... No.
“When she fucked you, did you like it? Did you compare notes?”
If Gracie towered over me or slapped me or lowered her riding crop across my body, I could withstand her anger. It’s the deadly quiet words that break my will. I have no reply to her. Nothing will make her stop. “I was twenty-two,” I offer. “I’d never had sex with anyone but you before. I didn’t know if I liked it.” Jessie made me lie on my back in the bed I used to share with Gracie, knees up and spread as she rubbed and licked and manipulated in ways that felt both right and wrong at the same time.
“But you didn’t tell her to stop.”
I lower my head. “No. Ma’am.” I could have. Jessie never asked whether I wanted to start or stop, but she would have. If I’d asked her to, she would have stopped. I liked that she never asked. With Gracie, I had to obey rules and protocol and boundaries. She made me wait, made me move out, and reminded me at every turn that I came from damaged goods. Jessie saw me as sexy and desirable. How can I explain to the woman sitting across the table from me?
“Did you want her to?”
I look away, and a tear trickles down my cheek. She will throw me out for telling the truth. She will slap for telling a lie.
“Trinity.”
“I can’t,” I whisper. “Kick me out if you have to. I can’t—”
She rattles her coffee mug, letting out a sigh.
“I didn’t know what I wanted. It felt good. I’m an awful person who should never have been born and shouldn’t have lived. Okay?”
She reaches toward me, but I stand so fast I spill my coffee across the table. Jet black liquid stains the un-buttered toast. She says words to me, but I lock myself into the bathroom and sit on top of the clear shower slippers. She raps on the door, but I let the salty tears rain down my face. It’s done. It’s over. She doesn’t understand, and she never will.
I never should have come. I never should have believed her.
When Gracie found me, so many years ago, I thought she could make everything better. Would I have been better off without her in my life?
 



Chapter Four
 
 
“Come in, Arthur.” I would have canceled his appointment for today, but I remembered too late. Trinity has barricaded herself in the glass-walled veranda, wrapping herself in bedding and refusing to come out. The last thing I want is to take care of someone else’s needs, but Arthur travels an hour to get here. I pour a cup of water to soothe the scratchiness in my throat, not preparing anything for Arthur. He doesn’t want entertaining, but domination. “Did you bring your materials?”
He holds out a racy pornography magazine and a solid wooden hairbrush. “Yes, ma’am.”
Slipping into my role without transition, as he prefers, I sip the lukewarm water and frown at him over my cup. This business executive commands a building full of employees by day, but he wants to be treated as a naughty adolescent. It’s a relief and a release, chastisement for small imaginary sins. “Do you think polite words will save your naughty bottom from the blistering I intend to give you?”
If Trinity heard me, she would cringe. Or rebel. Day by day, it’s hard to tell how she will react. It’s like living with a nuclear reactor, and she goes from defiant to meltdown before I can blink.
Arthur hangs his head, shuffling his stocking feet. His shiny work shoes stand next to the door, and he mumbles, “No’m.”
“Excuse me?” I hold out my hand, and he turns redder and redder.
“No, ma’am. I’m sorry.”
I ignore his excuses and drop my hand downward in a meaningful gesture. He turns as bright as a stop sign before relinquishing his illicit goods. Taking my time, I flip through the first few pages while raising eyebrows and muttering at the moral decay of today’s society. “Do you think these are nice women, Arthur? Is this what you want?”
He tries to slip past to the playroom, but I roll up the magazine and hold it against his chest. “No, ma’am. I said I’m sorry.”
Some of the photos are quite nice. Others are ridiculous, shot for effect without any consideration given to reality. What do male porn photographers think will happen if they show a woman’s actual beauty, rather than the crippling, constraining ideals men impose on women? “Do you think a nice boy would sneak into his father’s shed and steal pornography?”
He stammers. “N-n-no, ma’am. I’m sorry.”
“Oh, you will be plenty sorry.”
He shivers, and I reach forward to snap his shirt open in one swift movement. Buttons fly everywhere, and fabric tears under one arm. Arthur stands in front of me with bare chest and expensive business pants, clutching the heavy wooden hairbrush as if it will save him from the ordeal. “Yes, ma’am. May I...”
“No.” I’d rather have him behind closed doors in case Trinity chooses this time to pop out of the veranda, but Arthur needs to be stymied. Over the past two years, he’s shown with each session how far he wants to push. The lead-up, for him, is the main course. The spanking is dessert, almost an afterthought. “It’s not quite so nice when you’re half naked and the woman in front of you is clothed, is it? How do you think the women feel who are forced to parade in front of male photographers and directors?”
Whenever I play a scene, I have to identify with the needed role. I couldn’t care less what a grown man reads in his spare time, but Arthur needs to be scolded. Humiliated, humbled, and punished. He gets a high from it that carries him through the next week, and he comes back with a new offense. The pornography is his favorite. After two years I’d think he would want to try new scenarios, but he requests this one more often than not. Sometimes I am his aunt, his mother, or a school teacher. Today, he wants me to play his stern boarding school counselor. It’s ridiculous when a boarding school for boys would match him up with a male counselor, but he wants a feminine touch. Literally.
“No, ma’am. But they get paid, right? If no one bought their magazines, they wouldn’t get paid. If my dad—”
“Your father is a grown man, and his affairs are not my business. You, however, young man, are. Take off your pants.” I tap the rolled up magazine against the palm of my hand, the way I might threaten a naughty puppy who piddled on my floor.
“Please, miss...”
“I beg your pardon. At what point did I invite you to voice your opinion?” By focusing all of my attention on Arthur and the role he wants me to play, I can block out the soft shuffling noises from the veranda. Is Trinity crying? Does she listen to my scolding and wonder how much will apply to her? With Arthur, nothing is real. We play a game, and he goes home. It gives him relief, but, at any moment, he can change the rules. He can stop coming back. I might wield the hairbrush, but he is in control.
For Trinity, it’s another matter altogether. I warned her, so many years ago, to spank would mean putting her into the category of lover. Life partner. My submissive. I couldn’t do fantasy with her, not the pay-and-play of my clients.
When Arthur goes home to his wife, I imagine they have mind-blowing sex and he thanks her for letting him visit a professional Domme. Jane doesn’t want to spank, and he can’t bear to go without. She came with him the first time, to reassure herself everything was aboveboard, and winced as I explained the various methods of discipline.
“I don’t want you to hurt him,” she said, glancing at him. “I know he wants it, but...”
Arthur kissed her, in a gesture so tender, I averted my eyes. “I will never do anything you say I shouldn’t. I swear to you, with Graciela as my witness, that we will play scenes only if you are comfortable with them. Nothing sexual. No husband and wife. I need the release. I will come home to you a better husband.”
Jane stayed for the first session, gasping as I hit his clothed buttocks with a leather paddle. “Does it hurt?” she kept asking.
Finally, he said, in a mixture of affection and exasperation, “Janie, that’s the point!”
She laughed. “If you don’t mind, I’ll wait outside?”
From that point on, she has given approval for whatever activities he wishes, as long as we never role-play a married couple. It suits me. I have no desire to play wife to a husband, anyway—not a rich, if gentle, business executive’s wife who is more comfortable at home cross-stitching than heading her husband’s elaborate social affairs.
“I apologize,” Arthur says, unbuttoning his trousers. “I have been disrespectful, and I deserve to be punished.”
Watching Arthur step out of the dark pants and set them on the sofa, I strain to hear sounds from the veranda. Does Trinity think this is how I will interact with her? I have and will, but does she see how it’s different? I stare impassively at Arthur’s black knee socks and tighty-whitey briefs. Trinity said, long ago, she couldn’t stand a grown man groveling. She enjoyed playing with them as Littles, but she wanted to nurture rather than humiliate.
“Go on,” I say, turning at last toward the door to the playroom. “Lower yourself across the spanking bench. Put your arms and legs into the cuffs. You can lie there for a few minutes, thinking about what happens to naughty boys who treat women as sexual objects.”
Because Arthur doesn’t treat me as a sexual object, not in any way. I sigh as he skulks toward the playroom, setting the brush onto my chair and climbing onto the bench. It’s a strange and messed up system, “punishing” a grown man in play for lusting after women in real photos. He comes to me for emotional release, but he likes to pretend Jane is the one wielding the implement of correction. His dearest wish is for the love of his life to role-play, spank, and have wild sex with him into the wee hours of the night. Instead, he pays a professional to perform the first two acts while he dreams of her.
I follow Arthur, closing the door behind me and strapping him into the restraints. “You will kick, and you will try to escape, but your punishment will not end until you accept the consequences of your actions.” Picking up the hairbrush, I roll my shoulders and tilt my neck from side to side. He needs fast, hard, and relentless. It takes stamina, concentration, and sometimes a gag to block his noise from the neighbors’ earshot. “Do you need a ball gag today, or can you control yourself?”
“Please,” he begs. “I think I will scream.”
I slip the soft red ball into his mouth, fastening the clasps behind his head. “Then scream, my pretty, and remember what happens to filthy minds.”
Without warm-up, as he prefers, I lift the hairbrush and swat in machine gun succession. He gives a strangled scream, tugging against his restraints. I prefer my clients to have more self-control, but the cuffs are a good compromise. As I raise and lower the brush faster than I can think, his entire buttocks glowing redder than a maraschino cherry, I picture Trinity across the table. She needs to be punished, but how? Ten years ago, she threw herself at my feet and begged for chastisement. Today, she ran to the bathroom and locked herself inside as if I were an abuser.
Without stopping, I lay the brush into Arthur’s skin with extra force. How dare Trinity treat me as if I wronged her. How dare she cry as if telling a few facts about the affair made her the victim, not the perpetrator. She could have said no. No one could have forced herself on a girl after taking care of Trinity’s bruises and administering the rape exam.
I don’t know what makes me angrier, Trinity destroying my trust or choosing Jessie for her treachery. In one fell swoop, I lost my lover and my best friend. When I came to Korea ten years ago, I was too broken to trust clients. I taught at one children’s school after another, vowing to forget the earlier part of my life. It wasn’t until I looked up the local kink community that word began to spread. Within six months, I had enough clients to quit teaching.
I’ve never told Trinity, but, after her affair, I didn’t date anyone else. No, not didn’t. Couldn’t.
Arthur flails, wailing. With a start, I realize I’ve bruised his right cheek with several hits below his sit spot. He cherishes his marks so I switch to the left cheek and apply the same kind of force.
A good Domme would forgive. She would punish and forgive, and she would let it go. What about a Domme who said the one thing she could not forgive was infidelity? What then?
And yet, Trinity’s last words sting my conscience. Does she wish she hadn’t been born? With her, I never know. She throws up defenses, manipulates, and uses any excuse to avoid what makes her uncomfortable.
When Arthur’s yelps soften into heartbroken weepiness, I stand back. He always wants me to spank harder and longer, but my arm aches. I run my right hand over his scalding hot bottom, leaving his briefs in place. “Are you sorry?” I ask, but it’s Trinity’s sins that come to mind. Was the fault mine, for expecting a broken girl to act like a healed one? Or was my fault in not breaking her further to ensure she grew up the right way?
If she will be mine, I must break her for real this time. I might break her beyond repair. She will hate me, and she will think I hate her.
Setting the hairbrush across Arthur’s back while he cries, I imagine Trinity weeping in the same way. If I break her, can I trust myself to do it for the right reasons? Where does justice end and vengeance begin?
It’s been ten years since I’ve had someone’s life in my hands, and I’m less sure of myself this time. Maybe Trinity is right. Maybe I should make her leave, for her own sake. I failed her once. What can I offer her this time?
I slip off the ball gag, and Arthur speaks through his tears. “That’s the best spanking you’ve ever given,” he says, wincing at every other word. “You’ll have to increase your rates if you keep this up.”
Because he is a client, and because his sweet wife Jane waits for him at home, I pat his cheek. “You did well,” I say. “You were marvelous.”
When I’ve escort a red-eyed Arthur out to the living room to dress and exit, I slide the veranda door open. Trinity peers from out of a bundle of blankets, looking like the caterpillar from Alice in Wonderland. She shrinks back under the covers, pulling her head inside. I take a breath. If I’m the Domme, it’s time to start acting like it.
“Get up,” I say. “There’ll be no more sulking and moaning.”
Her mouth opens, but I plunge ahead. I don’t want her fears and doubts and weeping.
“You kissed my feet ten years ago, begging me to punish and give you another chance. If you want it, stop sniveling and start taking your punishment. If not, stop wasting my time and get out.”
I make my voice as harsh as I can, forcing myself to keep eye contact. Her passport should arrive in a few days. She will be free to leave. She stares at me, tears welling in her eyes. Damn it.
“You think you’ve had it hard? Do as I say from now on, or we’re done. Make your choice, Trinity. Obey or leave.”
I turn away, unable to witness the devastation I’ve created.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Obey or leave.
That is my choice, isn’t it? I can leave Gracie, or I can obey. No in between. After all these years and all this time away, I’d think my standing would change. Then again, maybe it would have if she hadn’t thrown me out.
She strides into the kitchen and rattles dishes in the sink. I could close the sliding glass door and remain huddled in my nest of warmth. Or I could get up and follow her. There’s no in between, not anymore.
“Gracie.” My voice comes out softer than I’d like, and she ignores it. Perhaps she doesn’t hear, considering the noise she’s making with the dishes. “Gracie.”
She opens the fridge and takes out a carton of black bean soy milk. The stuff is disgusting, but I’d rather deal with gritty black liquid than her silent treatment.
“Gracie.” I raise my voice to what sounds like a shout, but she focuses on pouring a cup and putting the container back into the fridge. “What do I have to do?”
She takes a small drink. “Obey. Or go.”
“Will you throw me out?” Why can’t she answer the one question? Why should I twist myself into a pretzel for someone who refuses to promise she will let me stay? Then again, how long has it been? She has not thrown me out yet.
“Last chance.”
She knows I have no choice, no options, and nowhere else to go. Does she enjoy seeing me weak? “Can’t we talk about it?”
She looks at me for the first time. “The airport limousine bus will take you to Incheon airport. I will lend you enough money to purchase a plane ticket back to the US, once your passport arrives.”
As much as I would love to tell her to take her money and shove it, my heart knew all along what I would choose. What other choice do I have? I shed the armor of my blankets and rise, take hold of the rubber along the edge of the sliding glass door, and stand in the doorway. Half in her home and half perched on an encased ledge from which I might plummet, I speak the words I will forever regret. “How do I obey?”
“Strip.”
I gape at her. She made me kneel, beg, and go through all of the boot camp types of obedience exercises when I moved in with her for the second time, but I thought we were through that. I thought I could have my dignity. I glance around the empty room. “Here?”
She takes another sip of her soy milk. “Let’s get one thing straight, Trinity. You choose to obey, or you choose to leave. If you obey, there will be no questions. No arguing. No defiance. No excuses. If I tell you to jump off a cliff, you jump. Do you understand?”
I’d rather jump off the promised cliff, but she has not given that command. Hanging my head, I slide my pale blue sweater over my head and step out of the whitewashed jeans I chose with so much care this morning. I’d wanted to remind Gracie of a time when she loved to see me in light-colored jeans. The bra is harder, a complicated underwire affair, and the skimpy blue panties are the most difficult. I stand before my former lover, naked and alone.
Instead of giving approval, she barks another order. “Position three.”
Not a “Please, Trinity,” or “Good job,” or “You did as I told you.” Biting back the angry retorts Nurse Trinity would launch at someone who treated her with dismissal, I sink to my knees and spread my bent legs at a ninety degree angle. To make it worse, I lift my arms and interlock my hands beneath my head. As Gracie taught me, I raise my chest and display my ample breasts.
I am a sideshow act, a woman in her client’s porno shoot, and an object rather than a human with volition. Years ago, I would have taken pride in achieving one of her demanded skills. Now, I wonder how far she will go. The Graciela Fairbanks who took me in a decade and a half ago asked permission each time she tried something new. She coaxed, coddled, and stepped back when I wished she would plunge forward. This new Gracie, much as I hate to admit it, treats me with as much assurance as the old one never did.
She sets down her cup and eyes me. “Is this how you presented yourself to Jessie before she fucked you?”
Will she ever let it go? “No,” I answer in a voice smaller than the remaining intact piece of my heart. “I never did this for her.”
“Good. So she got straight to eating your pussy. Or did you eat hers?”
I have humiliated myself before Gracie, but instead of accepting my defeat, she continues to rub it in my face. Then, a memory surfaces, of prostrating myself on her living room floor while begging her not to call the police. Sobbing that I would do anything, take any punishment and pay any price, if she would give me another chance.
Can I trust the woman who threw me out once?
Trembling from the effort to remain in position, I make my voice as respectful as I know how. Does she want to provoke to test my obedience, or does she flaunt her power? “Gracie, I—”
“Answer me.”
She wants to know details that will hurt her, not help. And yet, by placing myself in her hands, I have given up the right to make those decisions. “She went down on me. I was too nervous to do it to her.”
She grips the edge of the counter, staring ahead without looking at me. “Who was better?”
The years fall away, and it’s as if the long-ago tufts of carpet tickle my cheek while she stands over me. I would rather hide my face, as I did ten years ago, than sit upright with my sexuality on display. There is no right answer to a question asked in anger and born in betrayal. “You were, Gracie.”
She blinks, shrugging with disbelief. “How many times did you lie to me?”
I can’t remember how many. I can’t tell her that, either. “A lot. I was wrong.”
She leans onto the counter with both arms this time, swallowing tears in a noisy gulp. “My aunt’s birthday party. You said you had to work while I went out of town. Did you—”
I want, more than anything in the world, to tell her no. I would flatten myself onto her floor right here and now if it would take away the past. The absurdity of putting myself on sexual show clashes with the discussion of what I performed for another.
I would give my life to answer otherwise, but I owe her the truth. That much, I can do. “Yes.”
Instead of stalking into the bedroom and hurling my suitcase at my head, she takes a breath. She draws in another, longer this time. Without speaking, she presses her lips together and stares at me. The unshed tears redden the rims of her eyes, but the same ferocious light gleams as before. “And you are the injured party.”
“No.” I may be a slow learner, but, at least, that one I get. “I am not the injured party here, Graciela. You are.”
She disappears into the bedroom, closing the door behind her. As I have not received permission to move, I shift my weight until I can hold position for the foreseeable future. I play a game with myself, counting seconds and dividing minutes into increments. The late afternoon shadow lengthens across the floor, and my legs fall asleep. It will hurt to stand up, once she allows me.
I wait, listening in the silence for sounds that might indicate crying. There is talking in a low voice, but I’m not sure who she would call. Is there a 1-800 number for Dommes in distress? I can’t hear breaking objects, or the rip of scissors cutting apart my clothes. I’ve never seen Gracie angry, or, at least, not angry at me. Even when she threw me out, she didn’t show anger. She didn’t look at me or speak or acknowledge my presence except to set my suitcase by the door.
Of course, it was a suitcase she’d purchased for me.
Because it is ridiculous for me to cry when Gracie is the injured party, I tilt my head backward and count days since visiting the American embassy. Anything to think of something different.
After what seems like hours, the door opens, and she emerges. Her nose glows red despite a generous application of face powder, and she speaks with the calm confidence of Mistress Graciela welcoming a new client. “There will be some new rules,” she says, and I lower my head. What will she take next?
“Yes, Mistress.”
“I’ll be visiting my family soon.”
I stare at her, sure I’ve heard wrong, and she clarifies.
“My parents surprised me with an early birthday and late Christmas gift, and they’ll send a ticket.”
I try to wiggle my toes, unable to take in the meaning of her words. What is she leaving unsaid? “Yes, Mistress.”
“You’ll...” Her face crumples for the first time, for but a second. She gives herself a shake and stands upright again. “You’ll come with me.”
My God. In the five years I lived with her, I never met her family. I couldn’t handle the prospect, and she didn’t push. I can’t process this new development, and my entire body screams its refusal. “What if I screw up?”
I am Trinity, after all. Screwing up is my nature.
She steps closer and touches my head. A blessing. “I’ll make sure you don’t.”
While the words should twist my insides with the threat, her promise remains clear. She will beat me. She will punish, and she will take away everything I feel I deserve.
But, in the end, I won’t screw up this time. She will see to it that I do not.
I should tremble at the prospect of Mistress Graciela disciplining her wayward sub, but, instead, I throw my arms around her legs. Hugging her toward me, I baptize her knees with my tears. “I won’t make you regret this.”
She pulls away, but she caresses my cheek. “See to it that you do not.”
I spend half the evening in agony as I kneel on rice in the corner, but my heart sings with her unspoken promise.
Fifteen years later, I am Gracie’s at last.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
“Ah, yes. Come in, Stan.”
Stan, one of my first clients and the impetus for opening my own practice in Seoul, follows me to the playroom where I shut the door. We have discussed, at great length, his wishes for today. On an ordinary day, I would tell him no. He would respect that and go on his merry way, but, today, his wishes align with mine.
“I want her to protest.” Stan adjusts his tie and straightens his suit jacket. He arrives each Thursday evening after work, dapper and pristine. “To fight back and resist.”
I nod. “You wish for the scene to be non-consensual.”
“Yes.” He squints at me. “When do we start?”
“Please wait a moment.” I excuse myself from the playroom and close the door behind me. Trinity waits in the bedroom, subdued. She has watched me all day, trying not to look at the knee-length plaid skirt with white blouse and gray tie I’ve set out for her. Since last night, when I allowed her to sleep on a blanket on the floor in the living room, she has remained unclothed and in various positions of submission.
“Dress.”
She lowers her chin, not having received permission to speak but bursting with questions. She rises from her kneeling position, tugging on the clothes one item at a time. I hold out white knee socks and white panties with a pink heart print. She bites her lip but puts them on as well. Now? But you’re with a client.
I can read her thoughts as if she spoke them, but she will hear the answers sooner than she wishes. “Take this to Principal Jackson,” I say, handing her a slip of paper.
She stares at me, shock and outrage warring for expression. “No,” she whispers.
“He’s in his office. I suggest you hurry before he has to come and get you.”
“Gracie.”
I raise my hand to enforce the authority she has given me. She flinches and changes her tone.
“Mistress.” She sinks to her knees, lowering her forehead to the floor and kissing my feet. I jerk them away, stepping backward. “Mistress, please.” She prostrates herself, all attitude and defiance eradicated, or at least for now. “Don’t make me.”
That last sentence tells me all I need to know. She will submit, no matter how difficult or painful. I cross my arms and give her my best glare. “Not only did you give Sister Agatha cheek, but you were caught loitering in the hallway. To make it worse, you flaunt the uniform regulations.”
She sniffles, and the sound tears at my heart. She will tell me tests are unnecessary, but we both know that is false. “Mistress, please.”
The phrase gives me less pleasure than usual, although I understand her distress. “What did you tell Mira when she didn’t want to submit to another?”
At last, she rises. She does not ask for how long she must pay, but the question resides in the tilt of her chin. She is the wronged one, as always. I could explain to her any number of factors, but she will choose to listen with or without explanations. “Now.”
She takes the piece of paper as if it is her death warrant, and she tiptoes toward the closed playroom door. She throws a look over her shoulder, so self-pitying and piteous I could both hug and shake her. “Do I knock?”
The door opens, and Stan glares at both of us. “Miss Fairbanks, must you send me yet another of your pupils? Can’t you control their behavior?”
Trinity’s unspoken agreement shines from the tears in her eyes. “She can. I don’t need any attention from—” She squeals as Stan cracks the back of her skirt with his hand. Too much sound without effect, and he catches the hem of her skirt in the back draw. Still, it’s not a bad first impression. Trinity shakes all over, whether from fear or rage. “No! I refuse!”
Stan gleams with pleasure. “You do not wish to participate?” And even though he is a paying client and we have discussed the limits beforehand, I question my judgment. Is ten years enough to trust him? I knew Trinity for five before she betrayed me.
“No,” Trinity says, but she lowers her voice.
“Then you should have listened to Sister Agatha the first time, instead of throwing your textbook onto the floor.” Trinity knows this game. The more she resists, the more I add to her offenses.
Stan tuts in dismay. “Such childish behavior for a big girl! What would your younger classmates say if they saw a high school senior acting with such obstinance?”
I hide a smile. Trinity hates when I call her obstinate, even if it is true. Perhaps because it is true. She moans, tugging at the tie I chose for its scratchiness, and she backs farther into the playroom. Stan has set my chair behind the table to use as a desk, and he placed a pen and sheet of paper on top.
“Worse, she was out of uniform.” I follow Stan, but there is no need to close the door. Trinity will see the action, or least she will feel it. “The second offense in one month, too. I’m not sure what she hoped to achieve.”
Trinity glares at me, although she should know better. “You set me up! You told me what to wear!”
Beaming, Stan takes her objection in stride. “Whose word do you expect me to believe, miss? A pupil who defies her superiors at every turn or the most trusted teacher in my academy? Touch your toes, and be quick about it.”
“I won’t.” Trinity turns toward the door, poised for flight.
I catch her by the elbow, flip up the too-short skirt, and swat her bottom. “You can and you will. Must I spank you before Principal Jackson deals with you?”
Stan leans against the table, watching with evident pleasure. “Please do, Miss Fairbanks. Shall I lend you my paddle?”
His paddle, indeed! I succeed in not snorting as I tip Trinity forward and slap the panties several times in a row. The pain won’t mean much to her, but the humiliation will.
“You can’t do this to me!” She has never been a quick learner, but this time her resistance plays into Stan’s wishes. For weeks, we have discussed his desire to try the other side of the spanking paddle. I told him no, at least until my situation changed.
“I can, and I will!” It’s not role-play when I pull down her panties, and it’s not role-play when she screams.
“No! I said no! Buttons!”
I pull her toward me, wrapping my fingers in her hair so Stan will think I am whispering threats, and speak into her ear. “You relinquished the right to a safeword when you chose to come back, Trinity. Keep up the sass, and I will strip you before taking my cane to you and then handing you to Stan. I’ll let him watch, too.”
She sobs, leaning against my chest, and wilting with the brokenness of a naughty girl with no way out. “What I did wasn’t that bad!”
It was, but Stan doesn’t need to know that. “Obey. Before I take you on that plane and introduce you to my family, you will learn self-control. In every aspect of your life. Do you understand?”
She melts into me, begging with pure-hearted, chastened tears of reconciliation. Sensing her capitulation, I bring her to the spanking bench and guide her over it. She does not require restraints, so I pick up my lightest cane and swish-crack it in the air.
“Six of the best, Principal Jackson?”
He nods, and I pat Trinity’s back. “Hold still, girl.”
She sobs, but she does not try to get up.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
I thought kneeling was the limit of my endurance. I thought, as she forced me to bend in submission to her, that I had descended to the lowest point of my life. I, Nurse Trinity, had not bowed to anyone for a decade.
Then I thought kneeling was difficult, but nakedness was my limit. How could she shame me in this way? Why didn’t she respect my boundaries? When she chastised me for my errors with Mira, the eye for an eye was brutal but made arcane sense.
After that, it was the ageplay. My limit, the absolute line I would never let her cross. She took possession of the corner of my heart I never wanted to give to anyone, battering illusions about safety or independence or protection. She made me call her “Mama,” and even when I longed to strike her across the face, I basked in the loving, maternal attention.
So many times, in so many ways, and in such a short time she destroyed everything I thought I knew about myself. Submissive positions. Presenting myself. Taking away clothes, food, rest, and a bed to sleep on. She strips me of dignity, and, at each step, I promise myself that this is it. I can take this, but no more. Soon, I think, she will see how I break inside. Soon, she will take pity on the devastation she causes. Soon, she will understand how much I have given to her. But the moment never arrives.
I have wronged her, and yet my apologies are not enough.
When she lays me across the spanking bench, in front of her creepo pervert client, she takes away the last vestiges of my personhood. I thought ageplay was bad. I should have kissed her feet in gratitude for being rocked in a chair and cuddled with a blanket. I should have praised her name for allowing me a blanket on the hard floor last night. I should have done everything, except whatever brought me to this point.
When “buttons” fails to stop the action, unlike the one or two times I used it over a decade ago, blackness descends upon me and the next actions become inconsequential. She will lash out, in anger or not. She will allow jerkface to have his way with me. Will he take his pleasure, or will he pleasure himself in my presence? Will I feed his secret fantasies?
I want to kill Gracie for putting me in this position, but my stronger wish is for the unspeakable. The wish I used to carry, night after night. She found me when my sperm donor and egg donor screamed that God was ashamed at my abomination, he made a mistake in creating me, and I could never atone for my sins. I took the pain, and I took their anger. I lay on the driveway and wished, not for rescue, but a quick end.
I was disappointed when Gracie showed up. All that night, through the long hours with nurses and doctors and social workers prodding into the depths of my shame, she held my hand. She stroked my forehead and whispered promises no one could ever fulfill.
I should have been grateful, but, instead, I cursed her for not walking away. She made me care about life for the first time, and then she took everything away. Is it worse to walk away from a washed-up starfish, or is it worse to rescue the starfish to break its many arms? And, yet, the starfish regenerates what has been broken.
As Gracie lifts the cane and strikes my bottom, I welcome the pain. It is good, clean pain. It’s the kind that burns with the hellfire of judgment, but it promises restoration instead of damnation. Years ago, when I was hers, sometimes the spanking came close to the secret part of me. I kept her out with sheer luck and stubbornness. I could be Gracie’s girl, but I couldn’t be hers. The part of me no one could love, the part that made my genetic donors wish I had never been born...that had to stay hidden forever.
It was the secret pact I made with Gracie, but she never knew.
Gracie punishes me for infidelity, but for the wrong kind. When she lashes the cane across my buttocks, it’s as if the implement knows the real reason for the scene. Sexual predator jerkface can get himself off if he wants, but he is irrelevant. It is Gracie, and it will always be Gracie. She torments both of us over the details of sexual acts performed ten years ago, but she does not understand. What I gave to Jessie was no more than what any teenager gives—rebellion and nothing more.
Gracie finishes, speaking words to the tiny man with his tiny dick, and she runs her fingers through my hair. I close my eyes, unable to process tenderness. She has beaten me, in every way besides the physical defeat she can see, and I can’t stand anyone near me.
“I’ve entered Trinity’s punishment in the school log, Principal Jackson. Would you like to add to her consequences?” Gracie continues to stroke and soothe, brushing the sweat-soaked strands of my hair away from my face. “Or would you like me to place her in the corner while she reflects on her misdeeds?”
The slime oozes from his chair next to the makeshift desk. “The panties are not regulation. They need to come off.”
“No.” For a moment, Gracie loses her firm but deferential tone. She snaps, the way any mama bear would defend its cub. She pats my cheek. “They will not be removed, Principal Jackson.”
“What’s the good of punishing if she is allowed to remain non-compliant?” A slight whine ruins his attempt at an authoritarian tone.
Gracie sighs. “Very well. Come with me, Trinity.”
I’m not sure how she expects me to stand up, let alone walk, but I lean on her shoulder as she helps me take one step at a time toward the doorway.
“Where are you...but I meant...” Smarmasaurus Rex’s tiny dick shrivels further.
I would grin at him, but I can’t risk making Gracie change her mind.
“You wished your pupil to appear in regulation uniform, sir.” The drawling sarcasm on the last word is too faint for the notice of anyone who has not lived with the mistress of understated inflections. “We shall carry out your instructions and return.”
She takes me into the bedroom and closes the door behind us. I turn away, not wanting to give into the sobs that tear at my chest, but unable to stand on my own. “Buttons,” I gasp, not sure if I make sense to anyone but myself. “Buttons.”
She pats my cheek, over and over in a gesture both soothing and demanding. “No,” she says, as I expected. “The sooner we break you, the better. If you try to use your safeword one more time, I will give Stan an extra half hour of scening, free of charge. Would you like me to let him take you over his lap?”
And yet, as horrifying as her words might be, she continues to stroke. Continues to pat. Continues to watch, speaking neither with anger nor with haste.
“No,” I whisper, tears overflowing. The horror she has opened is too great. She can’t expect me to emerge alive. “You don’t understand.”
“Sweetheart,” she says, kissing my forehead in a strange benediction, “we did it your way last time. You saw what happened. It’s my way now.”
“By making me wish I were dead?” It’s something I never meant to admit. Not Nurse Trinity, mistress of her own fate and those of hundreds of others. Little girl Trinity, adolescent Trinity, broken Trinity who appears to be a functioning adult… She doesn’t want anyone to know how close she comes to the brink. Even now, so many years later. Trinity is strong. She will not admit to brokenness.
Without Gracie, I am nothing. Psychologists and mental health experts—hell, plain old ordinary people—would call me crazy and psycho and codependent. They would tell me to grow up and get over it, stop the hero worship and live my own life without needing someone to complete me. They might be right, but they don’t understand. Without the center of my universe, without my rescuer and savior and redeemer, I am nothing.
What am I to Gracie? Am I the bratty problem child, the minnow entangled on her hook when she meant to catch a fish?
Instead of responding to my mixture of self-pity and terrifying honesty, she holds me close. She rests her chin on the top of my head, and the familiar tingle spreads through the meeting of my thighs. She reaches down and pats the chastised cheeks. “The sooner you break, the sooner you can build.” She lets me absorb that, remembering years ago when she hugged and said to let myself go. She promised to catch me, way back when. She let me drop, but perhaps she is different now. Perhaps Gracie of ten years later has learned not to break someone unless she is prepared to buy.
“I hate you,” I say, because she must allow me that much. If I am to become an instrument of her will, I should get to lodge a complaint.
She slaps my cheek, but lightly. Almost in a teasing way, and her eyes don’t harden into her usual terrifying slits. “You will not hate your Mistress.”
“Oh, yes, I will. I’ll find another Mistress.” Oh, hell! What did I say? No wonder she doesn’t let me do anything! I could jump off the cliff right now. Great, Trinity. Say the one thing sure to infuriate her. Smart. Remind her of the affair that ruined you the first time around.
“Will you?” She slaps again, with even less force. It feels almost like a massage, or as if she pats toner into my skin. “Where will you find the Mistress you want?”
I have abased myself in ways I never knew possible, I have wept tears and faced fears unthinkable in my previous life, and I have found myself with no place to turn. I should hate myself for weakness, but instead I love the strength she gives me.
“Here,” I say, and she engulfs me. “Here I am, Mistress.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
“Your behavior was intolerable.” Stan hefts my medium paddle and swats on top of the plain white cotton panties I gave Trinity a few minutes ago.
She takes a deep breath, knees apart and bent, letting out a gust of air. She lurches forward with the first impact, but she keeps steady despite the initial swaying.
“Excuse me?”
I give a mental eye roll. Too many lines sound better in fiction than reality. If I were Trinity, I would tell Stan he is excused. Instead, Trinity gives a soft exclamation of pain. “I’m sorry.”
By the time Stan finishes the last badly aimed stroke, Trinity has gone pale. I escort Stan to the door as fast as I can and return to my girl huddled on the floor. She rocks back and forth, despite the pain it must cause, and weeps with silent tears.
“Come here,” I say, wanting to bring her to the couch or even bed, but she lowers her head and covers the back of her neck. She looks like the old Trinity, the one who woke from night terrors and dropped items whenever I touched her without warning. I learned early on to approach her from the front, to let her see me, and to connect by voice before making physical contact.
This time, the voice is not enough. She draws her legs to her chest, biting the fabric covering her knees. I hold out my hand to her, but she stares into space. She’s drifting, not into ordinary sub space, but the secret Trinity space where Gracie may not follow. She thinks I don’t know, but it’s because I’ve let her throw up the walls before. Whether it was her safeword or emotional distress or meltdowns, she called the shots whenever she felt too vulnerable.
This time, we’ll do things my way. As we should have done ten years ago.
“I’m going to touch you,” I say, even though she can’t understand my explanation. Not now. “I want to give you something to eat and drink, and you need warmer clothes or a blanket. Trinity.” She stares blankly, and I move forward. “Trinity, it’s time. You don’t have to come back to me yet, but we need to care for your body. The shock will be worse otherwise.” She shudders as I lift under the arms to walk her to the living room. After placing her on the couch, I rummage through my fridge for an appropriate snack. A yogurt drink will give her sugar, but she needs warmth. I pop the rice cooker open, scoop a few spoonfuls into a small bowl, and add cheese, soy sauce, sesame oil, sesame seeds, and a sprinkle of sweet and salty shredded seaweed. It’s a plain snack for children, something both warm and comforting. A fried egg would add protein if it didn’t make her gag. I take both items and a small bottle of water, and I return to the living room to set the tray on the lacquered floor table. Trinity has not moved. I grab the yellow blanket from our rocking chair and take her into my arms, hugging her with my body heat. She snuggles, as if by instinct, into the yarn crocheted by my favorite grandmother. Trinity will enjoy trading crocheting patterns once they meet.
“Eat,” I instruct, placing a spoonful of rice mixture into her mouth.
She chews obediently, coughing as swallow reflexes fail to coordinate with breathing. I cover her mouth with a napkin and hold the bottle of water to her lips. She reaches for it, and I bat her hand away. She sucks down every drop before withdrawing and burrowing underneath the blanket.
“No, Trinity.” I make my tone as stern as I can. “When you don’t eat afterward, you get dizzy later. Eat at least three more bites.”
After a spanking, after a hard scene, Trinity always let me care for her most basic needs. Whenever I get too close, a veil falls over her face. This afternoon, when Stan’s position of authority sank in, her terror split open the Trinity armor to reveal the soft, vulnerable, and oh-so-desirable woman within.
For so long, Trinity has run away from her innermost self. For now, I cover us both in Grandma’s afghan and speak to my girl of the world that awaits us. She chews in silence, swallowing each bite until the bowl stands half empty. She turns her face away, and I set the bowl down. “Drink,” I command, holding the tiny bottle of yogurt. She wrinkles her nose but swallows the sweet, milky liquid. I look down at her, and she rests in contentment with her head in my lap. There are many things I want to tell her, but she closes her eyes. “Go ahead,” I reassure her. “It’s okay to sleep.” She nestles with me, and I tell her all the ways she has made me proud. “You didn’t think you could, did you? Yet you obeyed. You listened. Good girl.”
She stretches, tucking her hands underneath her chin. “Mm,” she agrees. I wait while she opens her eyes and stares upward at me. She is, at last, pure Trinity, without defenses and distancing. I wish I could hold her like this forever. Why does she consider herself weak unless she resists? Why does she fight what she needs?
“Gracie,” she murmurs, turning onto her side and patting my legs as if plumping her pillow.
“Hmm?”
“You were pretty kickass when you told that creep not to come back.”
I grin and kiss her cheek. “Terrible business decision. I could have hired you out to him and paid for your plane ticket in no time.”
She pulls away to sit at the other end of the couch, and I give myself a mental kick. What am I doing, bringing up money? We don’t need another power struggle.
“I want to pay,” she says, keeping her voice low.
“By renting your bottom out for spankings? That’ll save my arm, at least.” I laugh, but I could bite my tongue out at the look on her face. “Trinity. No.”
“You already pay for everything. When can I work?”
Watching her scowl, I wonder how she expects to resume work as a Domme. Not on my watch. Some people can alternate from one end of the power spectrum to the other, but Trinity struggles enough already. She’s miserable unless she relinquishes control, but she prefers to stay miserable. The surprise is not that Trinity imploded and took a girl down with her, but that Trinity lasted for as long as she did.
Sensing my unspoken words, she sighs. “Fine. Not that. Anything, okay?”
“Washing dishes? Scrubbing floors?” I try to tease a smile out of her, but she presses her lips together. “Steaming rice and peeling garlic?”
She shrugs. “Whatever, but something. I hate not having anything of my own.”
I fold the afghan in half, straightening the tassels. She’s right, but it’s too soon to admit it. At some point, we have to transition from limbo toward a permanent arrangement. Even at the age of eighteen, she had her job delivering Chinese food. “You don’t have a work visa,” I point out. “You don’t have a visa, period. There’s no sense getting you one unless…”
She lifts her head, and I can sense her holding her breath. “Until you know if I’m going to screw up again?”
“No!” Yes.
She purses her lips, and echoes of Nurse Trinity ripple through her posture. “Honestly.”
She gave me the truth; she deserves the truth in return. “You left once before, Trinity.”
“You threw me out!”
“You chose the one action to guarantee it.”
She pulls her knees upward once more, shaking. “How many fucking times do I have to kiss the fucking ring before—”
But, instead of anger, it’s fear that trembles from each word. “You want me to swear I will never end the relationship?”
She hugs her knees to her chest, nodding.
“I should never die in a car crash or fall in front of the subway or contract a terminal illness?” It’s my turn to shake, working the baby yellow tassels around my pointer finger. “You won’t find someone else who offers you fun instead of structure? You won’t decide to sabotage our relationship because you want out? Who should make the promise, Trinity? You or me?”
I have to focus on the granny squares of the yarn, breathing in and out. A good Domme would keep her temper. A professional would place her girl’s needs first. But I am Gracie, plain old Gracie and nothing more. “Excuse me,” I say, and I set the afghan between us. I need to leave.
She takes my hand in hers, and she kisses it. I tug to free myself, but she lets her lips hug the outline of my pointer as she presses my hand to her mouth. Her tongue peeks out, moistening the side where fingernail meets skin, and she sucks from the tip to the first knuckle.
“I never did this for Jessie,” she says. I shudder, pushing her away, but she pulls me back. She works the knuckles on my ring finger, circling around as bone connects with skin. “I never did this.” She grabs my shoulders and slides her legs toward mine until she kneels next to me on the couch. She raises her lips along the back of my hand, wrist, inner forearm, the inside of my elbow, and all the way to where shoulder and neck converge. I gasp as she nibbles on my neck, sucking and releasing with increased intensity. She reaches into my bun, pulling out the jeweled hairpin and tossing it onto the table with the water bottle and empty dishes. I moan as she supports my head on each side, her thumbs brushing away tears I did not realize had fallen.
“I never did this,” she says, sliding back until she brings my lips closer to hers.
“Stop!” I don’t want to think what my best friend did with my girl, but she is relentless.
“Or this.” My baby seductress has grown up, transformed from a little Lolita into a woman confident in her sexuality. “We gave each other orgasms, Gracie.” She forces me to look at her. “She was great at sex. I sucked, and not in a good way. I sucked at everything. Living up to you was a pretty hard thing to do.”
I don’t want to hear it, but she keeps talking, and I can’t shield myself.
“Don’t you understand, Gracie? Everyone hurt me, all the people who said they loved me. I didn’t love Jessie. What I did with her shut up the thoughts in my head, the ones saying you never loved me and I couldn’t be enough for you. I didn’t deserve you.”
What happened to the seventeen-year-old girl who gasped for breath on her father’s driveway, felled by a blow from his metal golf club? Where is the wounded child who begged me to stay with her when Jessie and I took her to the emergency room? Where is my Trinity, the girl I need to protect?
I have failed in the first duty of dommehood. I have allowed my girl to minister to me. I should be ashamed, but instead I loosen the knot of her tie. “Did I ever tell you how much a schoolgirl outfit turns me on?”
“Stop using sex to change the subject.” Trinity leans forward to bite my cheek, a tiny love nip.
“Who started it?” I gasp as her lips reach for mine, and our tongues meet in a dance both subdued and frenetic. We linger, tasting each other, but her breath comes as quickly as mine. “Powerful women are sexy.”
“You can say that again.” She unlaces my corset and takes it away, tracing the imprints of stays and laces. She takes my hand and presses it to her lips once more. “If you can’t tell me you’re here for the long haul, I can’t do this. I’m not going to let you break me down to throw me away.”
Stiffening, I pull away. “I warned you. Obey or leave.”
“Shut up, Gracie.”
She gasps. I gasp. We stare at each other, and I wonder why I don’t flog her within an inch of her life. She should serve an entire week’s punishment for such cheek. She will, but not right now. I give a half-chuckle, shaking my head, and she lets out her breath.
“Oh, thank God. I thought you were going to kill me.”
“Don’t worry. I will.” I hug her.
“I’m not the only one scared this won’t work out, Gracie. Admit it.”
“I’ll do no such thing.” I grin at her, my heart thumping inside. We’re breaking all the rules, and my conscience tells me there will be hell to pay later. Whatever it takes, it is worth it. I never had Trinity before this, not her soul. She gave me her body and part of her heart, but not the most tender part of her.
“You gotta promise when I screw up, you’ll be there to fix it.” She raises her dark eyes to meet mine. “You promised to button me back up, remember?”
I draw her in, and we contract in a simultaneous embrace. I speak into her hair. “Let’s see how your behavior goes, and we can talk about work in a week or two.”
She lets me pretend I am in control, even as she unclasps my bra and scoots backward to wrap my legs around her.
A Mistress should not be weak, but I allow her to hold me. To kiss, to touch, and to taste. We can return to normal tomorrow, or perhaps not. Perhaps this is our new normal.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Sex doesn’t solve everything. It can complicate and destroy relationships, as Gracie and I know all too well.
At the same time, it can fix things. It can’t give us back the last ten years. It can’t erase my infidelity or Gracie’s abandonment, but it reminds us where we used to be. It’s been ten years, and I have learned more than I thought possible, but entering Gracie’s bed is like coming home. I catch myself humming and stop. One good night does not eliminate long-standing issues.
“Trinity, you’re slacking.” Gracie fills the coffee maker and presses start. “I had to take out my own coffee grounds. The indignity!”
I grunt as I dry the last plate and stack it in the cupboard. “Pardon me, Evil Overlord. I beg for oxygen to fill my lungs.”
She grabs a wooden spoon and waves it at me. “What did I tell you about not wanting a brat?”
“That you have since learned the error of your ways, and you understand Trinity will not obey?” I made Gracie scream through three orgasms last night; I can take pleasure of my own today.
Gracie arches an eyebrow. “She will not?”
I shiver, looping the dotted yellow and white dish towel through the towel rack. “If you wanted someone obedient, you picked the wrong girl.” I squeeze her shoulder. It’s new territory, to tease and touch however I wish. There’s something strangely giddy about our new relationship, but when will it end? As long as I can entertain, perhaps we will be all right. If I keep her laughing, if I don’t ruin everything...
“I thought we’d go shopping today.” It should be an order, but Gracie hesitates, stepping back to search for her purse.
“But I picked up groceries yesterday.” It’s the one thing I contribute, the food shopping. I have enough savings to last a while, and the local store clerks have learned to understand my mispronounced renditions of items on Gracie’s list. While she is not fluent in Korean, she has learned enough to get by.
“Not for food.” She checks her purse, taking out her wallet and counting the bills inside. “Clothes. You’re wearing holes in the six outfits you brought over.”
She’s exaggerating, but I do wish I’d brought more clothes. I thought visiting for one week, and then two, wouldn’t require more than the typical packing. Laundry day comes more often than is practical, and I need toothpaste and shampoo. I wonder if I should ask my neighbors to ship my clothes and personal items, but that would make things awkward. I don’t know what my former co-workers have been told about my absence, but I’d rather not have contact with them. “Why now? Why not wait until the trip?”
“Yes, but you haven’t gone shopping here yet. Right? Mira and Hana took you to the historical and cultural spots, not everyday places.”
I shrug. “I guess so, but...”
“Come on,” she says, pouring coffee into two small mugs and offering me one. “It’s supposed to be warm today. We can go to Namdaemun and look at the traditional outdoor market. If you need something practical, we can stop by E-Mart on the way home.”
“E-Mart?” Is she teasing me?
“Yes. It’s Korea’s answer to K-Mart and Wal-Mart, but they have amazing food courts. Plus, the escalators are equipped to carry shopping carts.”
“What?” I take a few sips of coffee and set the mug down. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. Let’s go.” Gracie adds a packet of tissues to her purse and shrugs into her overcoat. “It’s time we had some fun.”
“You can say that again.” I grab my own coat and fasten the buttons. “Hey, isn’t the new Avengers movie out?” Gracie dressed up as Black Widow for our first Halloween together, and she introduced me to the series. If anyone could command her respect, it’s a tough combat veteran.
“Not sure. Some of the US movies don’t come here until later, except for the blockbusters.”
“Avengers is pretty big,” I point out, and I follow her out the door. “Could we check?”
She pushes the elevator button and gives me a thinking kind of smile. “If you want to go to a movie, say so.”
It’s not the movie; it’s Gracie. She took me to the first movie of my life. I was petrified of the oversized buckets of food and drink, disgusted at the sticky messes on the floor, and sure I’d go to hell for consuming junk food and popular culture at the same time. She took me to a family-friendly animated film, and, for the first twenty minutes, I had to cover my ears. I’d never heard such loudness in my life, and it rattled my teeth and chest. It felt like God’s voice on Judgment Day.
Then Gracie introduced me to the time-honored tradition of making out in the back of movie theaters, and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She didn’t call it making out. She put an arm around my shoulder and kissed my cheek, but I sat in agony waiting for the usher to kick us out. Would the booming Voice of Judgment rain down lightning on our sinful souls?
Instead, we stayed in our seats until the movie credits finished. She kept explaining the story to me as if I’d paid attention, and I had to pretend I cared. She carried out our bathtub of buttered popcorn, and, to this day, the scent reminds me of her.
“Remember our first time at the movie theater?” I shouldn’t ask. She won’t remember, and I’ll feel silly for being the only one. A new girlfriend at a movie theater is far less memorable than a first movie with a first girlfriend at a first movie theater.
“You mean how you squeaked when I kissed you?”
She remembered! 
We tromp out the elevator and the short hallway to the front door. It’s a long walk downhill. Sometimes a shuttle bus comes by to take us to the subway station, but, more often, it saves time to go on foot.
I won’t say the words, but not for the reason she thinks. I don’t mind asking for a movie. I can let my Nurse brain rest long enough to ask permission for something special. But the first time she brought me to a theater, it was her idea. I want this time to be her initiative, too.
She drags me through the turnstiles and down several flights of stairs, and we wait for the next train. “You look happy,” she says, and I turn toward her. She does, too. There’s softness around her eyes, and her jeans and sweater remind me of evenings at home. She wears yoga pants and T-shirts for comfort, but jeans for everyday. Ten years later, despite all of our change, we still share parts of what brought us together earlier.
“Could we find a store that sells socks?” That’s the most annoying part of living out of a suitcase. I can wear pants more than once, but I hate washing socks and hanging them to dry.
“Of course.” The train screeches to a stop, and the loudspeaker blares its arrival. “Come on.”
I took Mira by subway to visit Gracie, even though she handled the tickets and navigation. It’s my turn to be shepherded by an expert, and Gracie tells me when to stand next to the door.
“This stop,” she says, elbowing past close-packed bodies and dragging me with her. “We don’t want to miss it.”
At the next station, she gallops down a stretch of concrete and up another flight of stairs. I expect to find our way outside, but instead she follows a swarm of travelers through the hallway.
“Wait!” I call to her, but she keeps going. “Gracie!”
She stops, ready to tell me to hurry, but I point to a tiny booth with orange paper sacks of something that smells heavenly. Walking closer, I find oval bits of pastry with corn-shaped markings on the outside. The seller pours batter into an iron, closes the lid, and flips the handle. “What’s that?”
I speak too loudly, and the man in the apron smiles at me. He explains in Korean, but I shrug in dismay. “Bread,” he says, tipping a snack out of a bag and holding it to me. I fumble for my wallet, but he smiles. “Service.”
He hands one to Gracie, who stammers something in Korean. She looks surprised and gives him a slight bow, but she doesn’t take out money. Does “service” mean “free” here, or is it a special kind of service? I’ll have to ask Gracie later. She says her Korean isn’t perfect, but it sounds better than anything I’ve learned.
I put the bit of baked dough to my lips and take a bit. Ooh! Creamy filling oozes out, and I lick before it runs down my thumb. It’s hot, but I blow on the treat before popping the rest into my mouth. The warmth slides down my belly, and I grin at Gracie. “How much is it? I want to buy a bag. Do you want some?”
She takes a few bills out of her wallet, but the elderly gentleman waves her money away. “Welcome,” he says to me. “Welcome to Korea.” He gives me the rest of the paper sack.
On impulse, I duck around the barrier and throw my arms around his neck. He steps back, dropping his spatula and napkins in surprise, but he pats my back.
“Thank you,” I say. I look at Gracie. “How do I say thank you in Korean?”
“Kamsa hamnida,” she says, and I do my best to copy the difficult sounds. I’m not sure I get close, but my new friend beams.
“Kamsa hamnida,” he repeats. “Welcome to Korea.”
When Gracie and I walk away, I nudge her. “Is he a friend of yours?”
“No.” She quickens her pace, and I hurry to keep up. “I go by his store sometimes and buy snacks, but he never gives me anything free.” She tucks her arm through my elbow. “Welcome to Korea, Trinity.”
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
Taking Trinity to Namdaemun reminds me of my first trip. When I arrived in Korea, shell-shocked and unable to take in my surroundings, another teacher at my school brought me around town. I learned how to take the bus, buy a subway ticket, and haggle at the traditional markets. I didn’t think so at the time, but I enjoyed the overwhelming upheaval of creating a new identity. Instead of the Graciela Fairbanks everyone had known forever, I became one more foreigner in a sea of people who looked unlike me.
“Ooh, what are these?” Trinity examines hats. Each one looks like an animal and fastens under the chin. “A panda! And a lion!” She sets one on her own head, and the street seller holds up a mirror. She laughs, twisting to get a better view.
“Muffler.” The seller holds out a matching black-and-white panda scarf with pockets at the ends.
Trinity takes it, wraps it around her neck, and turns to me with cheeks bright from the cold. The “warmth” my weather app predicted is marginal at best. “How does it look?”
“Silly.”
She hands me the lion hat. “Come on. It’s no fun unless you join.”
I don’t like trying on clothing other people have worn, but Trinity makes the dressing-up look fun. “Not that one.” I rummage through the pile of hats to find a yellow and brown giraffe. The long neck rises up at a ridiculous angle, and Trinity bursts into laughter when I put it on. “You’re the one who told me to play fashion model,” I scold her.
“Big Bad Gracie the Giraffe. I will remember this the next time you—” Trinity blushes and unwraps the scarf.
I step closer to her and tug at the belt of her coat. “Sassy, hm?”
She takes the hat off and sets it back on the table. “Thank you,” she says, before struggling with a few syllables. “Kama...kamta...Kamnida?”
“Kamsa hamnida,” the elderly woman corrects her, rolling out a laugh twice as big as she. “Kamsa hamnida. American?”
Trinity nods, stroking the soft fabric. “How much?”
The halmoni holds out a large-button calculator and punches in numbers. “Ten thousand. One hat. Two hats...” She pushes a few more buttons. “Eighteen thousand.”
Trinity pats the hat some more, torn. She turns toward me. “It’s silly to buy something I’ll never wear, isn’t it?”
The halmoni clears the calculator and pushes more buttons. “Two hats, one muffler. Twenty thousand.”
Trinity gives me a shrug. “Is that a good deal?”
“I won’t be able to eat and live,” the halmoni mumbles in Korean, as if she didn’t offer discounts to anyone who knows how to haggle. It felt odd when I first arrived, but now I enjoy it. Sometimes, though, it feels wrong to receive such cheap prices from entrepreneurs who work hard.
“How about two hats and two mufflers?” I take out my wallet.
The halmoni beams at me. “Service.” She places the panda hat and scarf into Trinity’s hands, and she offers me the giraffe set. Before I can pay, Trinity takes out a fistful of green bills.
“Trinity!” I hiss. “Put that away!” We’re in a busy tourist attraction, and she’s flashing her cash.
“I don’t know how much to pay!” She holds out the wad to the seller, who peels off two bills and hands the rest back. “Thank you.”
“Wear it well,” the halmoni calls after us in Korean as we wear our new prizes.
“We’re going to look strange,” I muse as I slide one end of my giraffe strap through the other.
“You don’t like it?” Trinity gives me a sidelong glance, as if afraid of disappointing me. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s not superhero wear, is it?” I stop in front of a movie theater and indicate the gigantic Avengers display. “Do you think Black Widow wears cute animals on her head?”
“Maybe not on her head,” Trinity murmurs, blinking hard. “Maybe she wears a kitty on her—”
“Come on!” I plunge toward the ticket window. There’s one set of tickets together, way back in the last row. It’s another oddity I have come to appreciate, purchasing assigned seats. “Thank you!”
I take Trinity to the snack counter and consider buying popcorn, but I change my mind. Anyone can buy popcorn anywhere, but a movie in Korea requires a Korean snack. “Buttoh goo-ee ojingo,” I say, and the attendant hands me a waxed paperboard package.
Trinity has already purchased popcorn in a container large enough to drown her. She can’t still be hungry after the Delimanjoo...oh. Of course. How could I forget? I bought her popcorn, so many years ago.
“If you’re going to live in Korea,” I say, giving our tickets to the theater attendant, “you have to learn Korean ways. Most importantly, you have to learn etiquette for movie theaters.”
She gives me a quizzical glance. “Okay. Turn off cell phones?”
“No.” I grin as I lead her toward our spot in the back row. “Butter roasted squid.”
She stares at the package in dismay, but I pry it open and pop off a small piece. “Mm.” I savor the bite. “Your turn.”
She opens her mouth, makes a face, and accepts the gift. The panda on top of her head wobbles while she chews.
“Hey! It’s not bad.” She reaches for more.
“Don’t be greedy,” I chide. I hold the squid out of her reach and motion toward the popcorn bucket. “Your turn to share.”
She places a salty white morsel into my mouth, and we set our sodas into the cup holders.
 
* * *
 
As the secret scene plays after the final credits, we gather our snack containers. Trinity polished off half the squid while I devoured handfuls of popcorn without making a dent. We wait so long that the theater empties before we finish. I grin, unable to resist as Trinity stands next to me.
Whack! She whirls around, outrage written across her face, and I shrug. “It was a long movie. Lots of sitting. You should thank me for getting your blood circulation going.”
“I’ll show you blood circulation.” She leans over my lap, adjusting my bra strap while brushing across my chest.
As promised, my heart works overtime to send blood through my body. I squeeze her buttocks, hard enough to make her yelp. She blanches, and I draw her close to my knees. “Is that how you want to play, little girl?”
She gasps, still holding onto the collar of my sweater. “H-here?” She whips her head around, but no one pays attention. A lone employee walks through the rows with a garbage bag, picking up wrappers and containers. “Someone will…”
I squeeze, but lower down this time. My expression must change because she sits on my lap as if she can’t stay upright any longer. I give her a funny look.
“What is it?”
I bounce my knee against the floor. “What’s what?”
Her expression grows grimmer. “What aren’t you telling me?”
I push her off my lap and stand up, leaving the squid package on top of the popcorn bucket on the floor. “Let’s go home. Or do you still want to stop by E-Mart for practical things?”
To give her credit, she follows me out of the theater. By the time we reach the front door, her good mood has vanished, along with mine. “Say it,” she commands.
I take her by the elbow and usher her into the frost-laden air outside. “Must you turn everything into a drama?” We need a break from power struggles. I need it, but, more to the point, Trinity needs it.
Her eyes widen. “Tell me and get it over with.” She clenches a fist.
“This week will be hectic, so now’s the time if you want to buy supplies.” I keep my tone calm, but she shoves my arm away.
“Stop placating me!”
Stubborn Trinity. “Fine. You want to know? Another client has requested a second person for his session.”
She thinks it through out loud. “Not for me to spank, or you’d have told me right away. His…no. No, Gracie!” Panic creeps into her voice. “We agreed.”
“That you will do as you are told.”
She glares at me while moviegoers stream out the doors. “No.”
“You don’t get that option.” I stop myself before adding “young lady.” There’s no need to push her buttons. “E-Mart or home?”
“I said no, Gracie! You’ve no right.”
I could get into the hours-long debate, but instead I settle for the approach she understands best. Maybe someday she will obey because she trusts I have her best interests at heart. Maybe someday she will accept herself as she is, not how she thinks she should be. “Stop this instant, or you’ll get the cane once I take you home.”
She’s taken a lot over the past few weeks, but the cane makes her pause.
“Gracie. You can’t do this. I won’t give consent.”
Some girls have more stubbornness than sense. How many times does she need to decide whether to stay and submit or leave and let go? I don’t answer, but, instead, I stalk away. She tags after me.
“I won’t.”
Exhausted and disappointed, I push her back. “I’m going home, Trinity. Consent to whatever you like.” I head toward the subway station, not looking back to see whether she follows.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
No.
“I said, put this nightgown on.” Graciela holds out a ridiculous, elaborate affair of frills and ribbons.
No.
“Pierre won’t complain if you go to him already sore.”
No.
“Stop shaking your head.” She picks up the nightgown and places it in my hand, but I shove it away. The white and pink fall into a heap on the floor.
“I don’t want to.”
“Tough.” She glances at the clock sitting on her nightstand. “He’ll be here in half an hour. Do you want to greet him with or without marks across your backside?”
In addition, she means. She took the cane to me last night after we returned from the theater, sockless and supperless. She thrashed as I refused to cry, and she spouted nonsense about my own good and making things worse for myself. In the end, she had to give up. I slept on the couch with her yellow afghan, or, rather, I stared at the ceiling instead of sleeping.
“I’m waiting.”
“You didn’t wait yesterday.” I meant to sound logical, but my words come out pouty and snappish.
She takes a step away, sighing. “For once, could you do as you’re told instead of turning everything into a drama?”
“You walked away from me in public! I didn’t know the way home, and you knew it.”
“Yes, Trinity. Everything is my fault. Last chance.”
“Fine!” I run into the playroom, choose her biggest cane, and return to hurl it at her feet. “Go ahead. It doesn’t matter what I say or do, anyway.”
She sets the nightgown on the bed. “You want me to cane you, when you know full well you will wear the dress anyway?”
I don’t care about the stupid clothes but the betrayal. After our good times, after the laughter and fun and earth-shattering sex, it still comes down to Queen Graciela and her servant.
“Trinity, stop being so stubborn.”
“Then let me say no!” Too late, I realize the implication of my words. She can force me, as we both know. She can bend me over the bed and inflict pain until I beg to submit to her demands. I won’t admit it, but she knows. “We didn’t even talk about it. You’re selling my body without my permission, and the least you can do is talk to me.”
“Fine. We’re talking. Now put on your outfit.”
I would give anything if I could make Graciela listen to me for once. I would put her under my power and inflict something she detests. But, instead, I must agree to everything, fair or unfair.
“Please do as you’re told for once in your life.”
At Gracie’s exaggerated sigh, it’s as if she’s walking away from the movie theater once more, telling me to consent to whatever I want. I’ve explained as many ways as I know how that she can’t still threaten abandonment, but she does. Yes, a Mistress has a right to make decisions for the one she disciplines. She does not, however, have the right to keep the relationship conditional.
“Or what? You’ll kick me out again? Call the police?” I should be sorry, but she’ll make me sorry soon enough.
“Must you keep provoking me?”
That’s rich. “Who did the provoking? Yes, Trinity. I’d love to humiliate and degrade you in front of yet another man you don’t know, even though I sent the last one packing. I’ll treat you as less than human—”
“Stop!” Gracie storms into the kitchen, knocking over glasses as she finds one and pours water into it. “If you’d do as I say, none of this would happen.”
I follow her, bumping into one of the table chairs. “I might be yours,” I spit out, “but I’m still a person. Me. Trinity. Not a package to throw around. I deserve an explanation and discussion before you make decisions I’ll hate.”
She takes a long drink of water, opens her mouth, and closes it once more. Another drink, and another. At last, she sets down her cup and speaks with all the calm of Mistress Graciela welcoming a client. “Come here, Trinity.”
I shimmy around the table, expecting retribution. The wooden spoon sticks out of the kitchen tools jar, and she’s not above using the small Plexiglas cutting board. Instead, she yanks off my shirt and pants, leaving me gasping. What should be an invitation to fun times turns into more embarrassment as she unhooks my bra. “What are you doing? Stop it!”
She lifts my chin and stares into my eyes. “Reminding you who’s in charge. Greet Pierre in the nightgown or nothing at all.” Before my brain can focus, she whips off my panties.
“Right, like you want me to seduce...”
“I’ll talk to you when you’re prepared to obey.” She ducks into the back veranda, the narrow space where she keeps her washing machine along with extra supplies and food. The glass door slides shut behind her, and soon the rush of water indicates she’s pre-scrubbing clothes before washing.
Naked, I stare after her. A tiny, outnumbered part of my brain wonders whether I’ll think her take-no-prisoners attitude is sexy later. I do. Her power attracted me to her in the first place, but it comes with too many complications. Just once, I wish she’d let me be Mistress Trinity.
She calls me childish and headstrong, but she is more stubborn. I could, if I wished, march into the bedroom and take out other clothes. As angry as I am, though, I can’t. I’m still standing next to the table when she opens the door and returns. True to her word, she ignores me and takes out her serving tray. She sets out three cups, tiny forks, and a plate with a small plastic bag of sweet rice treats.
I want her to acknowledge me, but her message is clear. Obey, or cease to exist. “Can’t we talk—”
“Nope.” She wipes down the counter, opens the dishwasher to re-arrange the glasses I loaded after breakfast, and scours the sink.
“You’re such a bitch.” The words come out before I can think.
I flinch, expecting a slap, but she enters the playroom and takes out her favorite corset with the purple laces. I watch as she sheds her clothing in favor of a short leather skirt, thigh-high black boots, and an amethyst choker with the corset. I go to her, unasked, and tighten the laces before tying them in a neat bow at her waist. Without thanking me, she shakes out her ponytail and fastens it with a pin decorated with purple and white sparkles.
Looking at her, it’s as if the years fall away and I’m discovering her kinky alter ego for the first time. How young was I when I found Mistress Graciela in her basement dungeon? She had twice the setup then, but she lived in a three-bedroom house rather than a two-bedroom apartment. How proud I was when she first allowed me into her world! How terrified and thrilled to learn the secrets of everything sinful. From the pleasures of touching a woman to the joy of a woman caring for me as her own, Gracie taught me to hope instead of fear. She made me believe my life might contain promise rather than doom.
The first time Gracie spanked me, I couldn’t believe my luck. Now, unless it’s for fun, each spanking speaks of my inferiority. I was a child then, at least on an emotional level. I’ve grown up, I’ve become a person in my own right, and I’m tired.
It’s not much, asking to win once. Is it?
“Okay.” I barrel into the bedroom and yank the detested lacy nightgown over my head, returning with ribbons flying everywhere. “I dressed for your pervy client. The other guy was a jerk. I hated it. But what does that matter to you? Do you get off on making me miserable?”
She comes to me, and it’s her turn to tie bows. She pulls the butterfly clip out of my hair. “Get your brush.”
More to show anger than to obey, I stomp into the bathroom and thrust the wooden brush into her hands. “Go ahead. Beat me with it.”
Instead, she spins me around and draws the bristles through my hair. “You need to trust,” she scolds. “Do you think I’d let someone hurt you?”
“No, but that’s not the point.”
She raps the back of the brush against my shoulder blades. “Do I need to spank you before Pierre arrives, or will you obey?”
“I don’t care.”
She sighs. “Do you see how much happier you are when you submit? Is this resistance part of the necessary process, or—”
“Do it.” I don’t care, or at least not caring is the easiest alternative. I let her position my hands on the table, and I focus on breathing as she lifts my nightgown and spanks in a steady, merciless rhythm. I can take the pain once it builds up, but the initial sting never gets easier. A hard swat elicits a yelp, and she takes that as encouragement to step up the pressure. Within minutes, she has me sniffling and blinking back tears. I won’t beg her to stop; she likes that. “If you expect me to obey for the pervert, you’d better keep going.”
The bravado seemed like a good idea in my head, but I bite my tongue when she obliges. The hateful brush nips and bites, and breathing becomes more difficult. After this, I have to take a spanking from the creepo, too? Will he tell her to spank me first while he watches?
“Your daddy.”
I’ve ignored her words until the last two catch me by surprise. “My what?” I accept, grudgingly, her wisdom of the special “Mama” moments. As often as we fight—in truth, as often as I protest without results—I’ve come to appreciate rocking with her and feeling safe. I hate admitting it, but “Mama” Gracie gives something I need. A daddy, on the other hand, is another prospect altogether. I jump up, knock the brush out of her hand, and glare at the traitor. “Over my fucking dead body—”
“The cane? Because I’m hearing, ‘Please, Mistress Graciela, cane me until I learn to obey.’ Or do you prefer the whip? If you keep this up long enough, Pierre will arrive and watch me deal with you before his session starts.”
I double my fists, ready to knock her to the floor, along with the brush, but she steps toward me. She brushes my bangs back and kisses my temple. “Take a chance,” she says. “Promise you’ll obey without making me whip you first, and you can have your safeword.”
My jaw drops, and my hands unclench. Did I hear her correctly?
“Oh, you’re still getting punished for this tantrum,” she says, nodding toward the brush. “The more leniency I give you, the more you hate it. But, yes, you may have a safeword with Pierre.”
A day ago, the concession would have meant nothing in the face of the unspeakable. She betrays me, each time in a new and worse way. And yet…and yet.
“Buttons,” I say, remembering when she first gave them to me.
She nods. “Are you ready to be a good girl for Mama?”
I’m not, but it’s easier to pick up the brush and present it to her. Easier to apologize, to accept her kiss, and accept the second spanking for making her start over. Easier to dance in pain afterward, tears running down my cheeks as she sends me to the corner of the living room with hands clasped on top of my head. Easier, when the doorbell rings and she greets her client, to turn around at my name, staring at him without a word. He’s a tall man. Imposing. Leather jacket and big muscles, a neat mustache and a comfortable blue shirt and jeans.
“What’s this?” He looks at me in alarm. “Who made you cry, sweetheart?” He gives Gracie a hard stare.
Gracie shrugs. “She’s given me trouble all day. Wouldn’t listen, sassed at every turn, threw her brush onto the floor when I tried to spank her, and said she didn’t have to obey me.”
He shakes his head. “I’m sure you didn’t mean to be naughty for your mama. You want to be a good girl, don’t you? Come here, honey. Graciela, how hard did you spank her?”
I mince a few steps closer, my hands planted on the back of my nightgown. I want to tell him to go screw himself, but no one has ever contradicted Gracie and lived. Even for a role-play, even for a scene and a paid client, he’s taking my side. He called me a good girl. “I won’t do it.” Will he launch into a rage?
He steps toward me and tugs at the ends of my hair. “You’ve had a hard day, both of you. Why don’t you come and tell Daddy all about it? Sounds like your mama could use a break.”
Instead of going to the playroom, he makes himself at home on the couch. Graciela shakes her head and mutters, but she hands Pierre the yellow afghan.
“Go ahead and spoil her,” she says, making a face as he cuddles next to me. “Thought you wanted someone to spank, Mr. Tough.”
He laughs. “And make this sweet girl cry?” He chucks me under the chin. “Smile for Daddy, sweetheart. No one wants you sad.”
In all of my years role-playing with clients, I never allowed anyone to dominate me. Glancing first at Gracie and then at Pierre, I wonder how much I missed. Since I’ll have to pay later, I might as well enjoy the moment. I rub the blanket against my cheek and dimple at my “father,” a far cry from the man I’d hoped never to remember.
“I know what would make me happy.”
“Oh? Daddy’s listening.”
“Tell Mama she isn’t allowed to spank me anymore.”
Pierre lets out a barking laugh, and even Gracie cracks a smile.
“Who ran me ragged and swore you wouldn’t let anyone else touch you…”
Pierre claps a hand to my shoulder. “Behave yourself, minx, and my time with you will be pleasant. Give me sass, and I’ll turn you across my lap for a spanking you’ll never forget. Got it?”
“Yes, Daddy.” Gracie’s jaw drops. I haven’t spoken those words for at least fifteen years. “Now that someone nice is here, I’m sure there won’t be any problems.”
Pierre dissolves into laughter as Gracie marches over, yanks me off the couch, and drags me to the bedroom. I yelp as she smacks my sore bottom with her hand, and I can’t help giggling as she lectures in between her own laughs.
“You little brat!” She has more trouble connecting with my bottom than not, but it takes almost no effort to re-ignite the fire from the hairbrush. “Cheeky, smart-aleck, manipulative…”
“I’m so glad to have a Daddy now,” I chirp. “Thanks awfully for such a wonderful idea, Mama.”
She gives a final swat, laughing still, and then suddenly there are tears in her eyes. She gives me a fierce hug. “You deserve this,” she says, a catch in her voice. “Go and let him spoil you. I told you to trust me.”
“Thank you,” I say, all flippancy gone. “I’m sorry I didn’t earlier.”
She kisses my forehead and sends me back to the living room, where my pretend daddy awaits. I should feel strange, or violated, or angry. She had no right to arrange this without my agreement, and he has no right to fake a relationship I don’t want.
But when he pats the couch for me to sit next to him, I obey. When he asks for the details of my day and clucks in sympathy at all of my scrapes, my chest loosens.
He’s not Daddy, and I might not see him again. I might not want to, but for today…Well, for today, it’s nice to pretend a Daddy could love his daughter. No matter how she turned out.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Before Pierre leaves, he gets Trinity to fall asleep with her head on his lap. She’s never let her guard down around any stranger, let alone a male one. When he covers her with the afghan, I whisper to him.
“Would you like a quick spanking before you go?” It wasn’t part of our agreement, but I want to give him something nice.
He stands over Trinity, watching her as she sleeps. “I don’t want to wake her up.”
It’s eleven in the morning, not bedtime. But something in his expression is so soft that I don’t correct him. “Next time, then. When would you like to come back?”
He adjusts the afghan and clears his throat. “Would you mind...that is, could I come back for Trinity?”
Oh, no. I hope he hasn’t misunderstood. “I’m sure she enjoyed today, but this can’t be a long-term arrangement. Plus, I’m not sure if she’ll agree.”
He shrugs. “I’m not asking to marry her. One session at your usual rate.”
I’ll give it to him free if he makes her smile that way again, but business is business. “How about booking a session for yourself, and, if Trinity agrees, it can include time with her?”
“Don’t worry, Graciela.” His smile lights up his whole face. “I still think you’re marvelous, but today...she...” He gazes at Trinity, and I can’t express my gratitude. With a few hugs and kind words, he’s done more for her in an hour and a half than I’ve accomplished in the past month.
“Tell you what. Would you like to come in the evening next time, so you can put her to bed?” From the way he played with the strings of her nightgown to how he enjoyed brushing her hair, it would be a perfect fit for both of them.
Pierre beams. “I’ll send you a new nightgown for her. What color does she like?”
I’m not sure it’s a good idea to buy gifts already, but I try to think of a diplomatic way to say so. Then inspiration hits. “I’m not sure that would get as big of a reaction as something she could enjoy.”
“Such as?”
“A teddy bear? Doll? Something she can hold onto, and you can tuck it into bed with her.”
Pierre looks like a child on Christmas morning. “You bet! I’ll have it wrapped, too.”
I give him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “You’re wonderful, Pierre. I’ll throw in a free spanking, too, for whenever you wish.”
He whistles as I hold the door open, and he gives a jaunty wave before disappearing down the stairs. He insists on climbing and descending the old-fashioned way, despite the daunting sixteen floors. When I close the door, I join Trinity on the couch. I wish I could curl up next to her and listen to her breathing, but we have work to do. Or at least I do. Watching her, and watching her with Pierre today, I understand what I’ve been too slow to realize before. I give her a shake.
“Hmm?” She rubs her nose before turning her head and going back to sleep.
“Trinity.”
“Nyahgm.” Her incoherent complaint makes her displeasure clear, but I persist. Maybe I should let her sleep, as she couldn’t have gotten much last night, but it would be better to go to bed early tonight.
“Trinity, about going to Ohio to meet my family...”
Her eyes snap open. “Yes?” She cringes. “That’s why you’ve been so harsh, right? So I’ll do what you want in front of your family?”
I take off the afghan and pat her knee. “You’re not ready.”
She looks relieved and panicked at the same time. “So...what happens? I stay here?”
“No,” I say, patting some more. “We both do. You need some time before I take you anywhere.”
She frowns. “Is that a punishment? I screwed up so...”
“For the love of spoons, Trin, will you listen? You’re not ready. My first job is to take care of you, and you’re not ready.”
“Okay.” She leans against my shoulder. “So...you’re mad because you’re not going either?”
“I’ll call my parents and explain. It’s better if we go closer to summer, anyway. It’ll be blistering hot here but nice and cool there, and you’ll get to see more than snowdrifts. Plus, the barn is wonderful in the summertime. I don’t think Mom and Dad have horses anymore, but—”
“Wait.” She stares at me. “Did you say summer?”
I think back over my words and wonder what’s upset her this time. “You don’t like traveling in the summer?”
She bursts into tears, and it takes several minutes before she can speak recognizable words. “Honey, what’s wrong?”
She chokes back a sob. “You still want me here in the summer?”
“Geez, Trinity! Of course I do!” How have I erred so badly for her to think otherwise? “Though, you shouldn’t expect to sit any time soon. If things go as well the next time you see Pierre, he might spank you, too.”
Instead of the rage of yesterday or the meltdown of this morning, she gets a silly grin on her face. “Okay.”
Wow. Is that all it took? “Trinity, tell me something. Is that what you meant?”
“What what meant?” She’s taken possession of me now, wrapping herself around my shoulders and kissing my neck.
“About thinking I wanted you to leave?” I wasn’t prepared to promise fidelity to a girl who broke faith with me, but I also didn’t plan to break up with her. How have I failed to make that clear?
“You said, if I screw up, you’ll kick me out. Again.” Although she continues kissing, the pout is unmistakable.
I give her a shake and make her sit back so I can look her in the eye. “If you sleep with my best friend, or with anyone else in the world, yes, I will pack your bags and put you on the curb. Are you planning to do that?”
She squirms away, but I release a wrist to slap her cheek. Lightly, but enough to sting. She glares. She’s too big and important for that, or, at least, she thinks she is. I don’t like to strike across the face, but there’s something about Trinity that responds to the strongest measures. She growls. “Stop it!”
“Are you?”
She fidgets with the amethyst around my neck. “I already did. I thought you were waiting for me to screw up so you could throw me out for good.”
“Trinity.”
“Every day, every hour, it’s a contest. Who’s in charge? Not me. Never me. I get it! I have to pay for everything I did, but sometimes it’s too much. I’m not asking you to forget, Gracie. I know I screwed up. But will you ever forgive?”
The words stab my heart, and I can’t deny their truth. I set Trinity aside and stand in front the couch. A bitter, mocking laugh escapes.
“See? We’ll play games, I’ll have fun with a pretend daddy, you’ll spank me until you get tennis elbow, but you won’t—”
“Shut up, Trinity.” She gasps. I understand now why she likes the phrase. The shock value makes it worth half a dozen more eloquent, polite sentences. “You’re not Nurse Trinity anymore. You’re my submissive, my lover, and, I hope, my life partner. At least, you are if you choose to stay.”
She pulls her lips together in frustration. “It’s supposed to be my choice, but you make all the decisions?” She pulls her knees up, tucking the hem of her nightgown around her ankles.
“What do you think it means to be mine, Trinity?” I lift her chin. “Should I let you self-destruct and wallow in past hurts? Look the other way? Or should I take the time and help you get better?”
As if I’ve taken a frying pan and smashed it against the back of her head, she gasps. The tears that have dried resume their flow, and she stares at me. Speechless.
“When you were Nurse Trinity to the Littles who came to you as paid clients, you owed them nothing. They paid their money, arrived, and left. It’s the same for my clients. But you, my dear, are different. Why should I give you my life if you fight every step of the way? Isn’t it time to put up and shut up?”
She smiles, the sweet smile she gave Pierre when he cuddled her. “But who will spank me if I behave for you?” She rises to throw her arms around me, and I pinch her bottom. She yelps, and I grin. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain,” she says.
“Oh, you have been.” I nod toward the bedroom. “Speaking of pain, I owe you more for calling me a bitch earlier.”
The color drains from her face. “Um...I didn’t mean it.”
“I know you didn’t. That’s why you’re still alive.” Cheerfully, I take her by the elbow and escort her to the bedroom.
“Aw, c’mon, Gracie. I’m still sore.”
“Good.” I kiss the tip of her nose. “That will make the lesson all the more effective. Plus...”
She waits, holding her breath.
“If you take your caning like a good girl, I’ll order lunch in, and we can spend the rest of the hour having fun.” I shake my finger when she groans. “Fun. Real fun.” I untie the laces at the back of my corset, and she stares at me before comprehension dawns. “I overdressed for this morning. I should slip into something more comfortable, don’t you think?”
She dives to the floor in her eagerness to fetch the cane.
In the end, it takes all of my self-control to get in a dozen of the best before Trinity tears off my corset and skirt. Turns out eleven in the morning isn’t too early to go to bed, after all.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
“Let’s order Chinese.”
“Hm?” I’ve been too busy eating Gracie to think about food. “Stop doing stuff and lie down for a minute. I love your new shampoo. What is it, pine?”
“Green tea, and we order or you cook.” She lies against the headboard, one leg propped against my shoulder. “That might be nice, too. You could wear my apron.”
“I don’t need—”
“Without anything underneath.”
I blush, which is ridiculous because we’ve scattered our clothes across the floor. “Gracie!”
“If I order Chinese delivery, do you think it will come with a cute girl to spank?” She curls her toe and pokes the side of my shoulder. “Maybe she’ll run away in fright, and I’ll have to chase her down.” She’s almost purring by now.
I roll over, hugging my pillow. I’d rather not think about that night, the last time I saw the people who brought me into the world. “And you get after me about infidelity.” I try to keep my tone light, but my voice cracks at the last syllable.
“We wouldn’t have to pick either or. You could make dessert, and you could welcome the delivery girl in the apron.” Her voice is too careful. Is she trying to say more than it seems, or is it my sensitivity?
“Are you saying threesomes are now on the table?” I sit up, pulling the bedsheet with me as I sit with my back against the wall. Gracie’s headboard rises toward the air conditioning unit mounted on the wall. I have often been grateful for one occupied corner, but the rest stand empty and waiting. She likes the Korean style of decorating with its clean lines and lack of clutter.
She pulls her hair over her right shoulder. “If by threesome you mean Pierre and I spanking you, yes.”
I can’t help giggling. “You know that’s not what I meant!”
She smiles. “I notice you’re not objecting.”
“Because my objecting to things has worked so well in the past?” If I keep talking, if I keep smiling and laughing, we can stay on a superficial level. Talking with Gracie is like walking through a minefield. One moment we’re laughing and cooing after intimacy, while the next moment, an offhand remark brings me back to my worst days.
“As if you’d want it to work.” Rather than drawing me close for a cuddle, as she usually does, she studies me. She’s still reclining against the headboard, unselfconscious in her nudity. I clutch at the bedsheet as if it will protect me. “It’s time to talk about some ground rules, Trinity.”
I’d rather not, but talking means I get the illusion of input. “Okay. No threesomes? I’ll try to get over my disappointment.”
She doesn’t laugh. “Things will be great until the moment wears off, and then you’ll fight me at every turn. You’re your own worst enemy.”
She’s right. “It would help if I had something of my own. If I’m going to stay, I need a life here besides you.” I wonder if housewives in the fifties said the same thing to their husbands. I’m glad Gracie provides for me, and I’m grateful I don’t have to count the days until she throws me out. I’ll always have that worry, but, for now, I am safe.
Still, it’s not enough.
She nods. “And I can’t let you have that independence if you go off the deep end again. Do you see the problem?”
“If I do exactly as you say, you’ll let me off the leash?” It comes out snarkier than I intended. “Sorry.”
She stays calm, which is a miracle in and of itself. “Yes, but we both know that won’t happen. You won’t obey, because you think it’s a character flaw to do so.”
Honesty from Graciela is almost as painful as anger from anyone else. “Maybe.” It’s not obedience; it’s vulnerability. If I let her have control over me, where will it stop? If I let my guard down and believe her promises, how will I recover when they are no longer true?
“Definitely.” This time, she crooks her finger, and I go to her side. She strokes my hair, and I bring one leg up and over her lap. She’s mine, as much as I am hers.
“So now what?”
A kiss, a sweet kiss promising everything her words never say. “I’ve expected you to obey on your own, and you can’t do it. I’ve waited for you to prove your obedience and commitment, and you can’t.”
I should despair at her pronouncement, but she’s holding me too tightly for fear. “And?”
She tips me forward so I sprawl over her lap, giggling and squirming. “It’s not fair to expect you to trust a system that’s not clear. So, from now on...” She pinches a bottom cheek that throbs with all the spankings in the previous day and a half. “I’m putting you on maintenance spankings.”
I groan. “That’s for babies!”
She slaps and rubs. “Hardly. Baby spankers go to jail. Wouldn’t you rather have scheduled, matter-of-fact spankings instead of punishments all the time? We could relax and satisfy your need to be spanked without all the drama.”
“I don’t have a need!”
Swat! “What was that, Trinity?” I stay quiet too long, and she smacks again. “You know the correct answer, my girl.”
Mistress, please. No way! “How often? Like once a month?”
Her laughter shakes the bed. “Don’t insult my intelligence, cheeky brat. Once a day, in the morning. You can wake up with a reminder to be a good girl, and, with any luck, it will stick with you the whole day.”
I grumble, but she spanks some more.
“How many times have you gotten spanked in the past twenty-four hours?”
She does have a point there. “I’m going to find your online listing and leave reviews saying you’re sadistic and unfair.”
She coos as she rubs some more. “Oh, please do. I could use a few more customers since getting rid of Stan.”
After a few more swats, she lets me curl up with her. I sulk for as long as I can, and she gives me kisses. “Okay.”
“Thank you, Your Royal Highness, for your gracious agreement.” She tweaks my nose, and I stick my tongue out.
“So...I won’t sit for the rest of my life?”
“That’s the plan.”
As I snuggle with her, the world has never seemed so right.
 



 
Bonus! Deleted Scene from Mistress, Please
 
 
This is a scene I wrote for Mistress, Please, but it had to be cut. I hope you enjoy reading it as a bonus feature.
 
“Good job today.” Graciela escorts Shaina to the door and gives her a hug. “See? It’s not so scary once you get used to it.”
Thirty-five, thirty-six, thirty-seven. How many chain stitches will let me use all of my yarn without running short? Gracie took me to the underground shopping center to buy yarn, but even cheap violet polyester cost a fortune. I don’t understand the grams label for yarn weight, and I don’t want a scarf that’s too short or too long. I wish I could make a sweater, the way I used to, but the wool yarn cost about the same as cashmere back home. Not many people use yarn here, so the import shops charge exorbitant prices. I considered socks, but Seoul isn’t cold enough.
“Bye, Trinity.” Shaina’s gotten braver over the past few weeks. She smiles more, makes eye contact, and speaks to me without Gracie prompting. She steps into her mules, stiff-legged from the effort not to bend her legs. I wince in sympathy. I can’t imagine traveling four hours round-trip or paying money to receive a spanking. I’d gladly donate mine to her, if Gracie allowed.
“Have a good day, Shaina.” I give her a smile as she leaves. She’s so sweet, so gentle…No, Trinity! Not anymore! I miss my job. Sighing, I tug at the yarn to realize I’ve lost count. My fingers slipped into autopilot, and the chain is far too long. I might as well rip the stitches out and start over.
After Gracie comes back in and locks the door, she stands in the entryway with her hands on her hips. “That’s the third time you’ve started the scarf, isn’t it?”
I used to crochet sweaters, socks, mittens, hats, and scarves without thinking. I could get them the right size by eyeballing my little brothers and sisters, or, for tricky items, I traced hands or feet or upper bodies onto paper for a pattern. “Maybe. I can’t figure out how long it should be.”
Gracie scoots next to me on the couch and pats her lap. “You can think about it later. It’s time.”
Twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three…
“Trinity!”
“Aw, c’mon!” Thirty. I twist the crochet hook around and double crochet two stitches before chaining four more. Did I skip five or four before chaining again? Seoul’s mild winter makes wearing decorative scarves a possibility, rather than bundling up like an Eskimo. This pattern will make a delicate, lightweight scarf to add color to any outfit. Whose outfit? Depends whether the dominant person in my life gives me a break.
Gracie takes the lavender skein away. When I continue crocheting by bringing the scarf-to-be closer to the yarn source, she closes her hand over mine. “We missed your maintenance this morning.”
As much as I hate to admit it, the daily attention has made me relax. I never want it, but, afterward, I settle into our routine. I hate my weakness, no matter what reassurance she gives, but the results are difficult to dismiss. Fifteen years after meeting Gracie, it’s as if I understand her lifestyle for the first time.
“You’ll feel better when it’s over,” Gracie coaxes, uncharacteristically gentle.
Shaina softens her, or maybe it’s our newfound common ground. As long as I trust Gracie and listen instead of refusing everything, she stays low-key. I want to keep it that way, but my ten years of working as a professional Domme made me forget the most important part of these relationships: sometimes, submission sucks.
“Sex would be more effective,” I mumble. “And less painful.”
She laughs, tucking the crochet hook into my yarn and setting it on the coffee table. “The sooner we start, the sooner we can move on to activities you enjoy more.”
I grumble as I lower my jeans and lie across her lap. “Okay, okay.”
“No, dear.” She tugs down my panties and places a cool hand on my bottom. “That’s not how you ask.”
It’s the ultimate in Gracie-isms, that I must ask. I turn my head to say I can’t, but she gives a sweet, tender kiss. I give a whimper and burrow into her lap and the sofa cushions.
“Mistress,” I say, cheeks hot from desire and embarrassment at my desire. “Mistress, please.”
She picks up her hairbrush and taps it against my bare bottom. “With pleasure,” she answers. “And why?”
I shake my head, and she answers for me.
“Because I love you.”
 



Sneak Peek of Mistress’s Release, Book Three in the Mistress Series!
 
 
“That’s Rachel, whose daughter takes violin lessons. They live two floors below us.” I dip my head, and she returns the bow. We’re out for an afternoon walk, and the local ahjummas enjoy precious free time before their children return home from school. Soon, their evenings will fill with private lessons, classes, and cram school. Korean mothers have a busy life.
“Good morning, Gray-shee!” Rachel yanks the leash of her gray Lhasa Apso who’s yipping at a spider. “Graciela” is hard for Koreans to pronounce, and “Gracie” means they add a “shh” sound to the last syllable. I asked Rachel to choose a Korean name for me, the way they all requested an English name for themselves, but I can’t pronounce it. Eun-hye. It’s the Korean word for “grace” and a popular girl’s name, but the first syllable is too hard. Not un-hay or in-hay, but something in between. Plus, they giggle when they use a Korean name for me, attaching all sorts of honorifics. So, Gray-shee it is.
“Hi, Rachel.” Trinity holds out her hand. “Your dog is beautiful.”
Rachel beams and twitches the leash. “Soju! Say hello.”
Trinity squats on the sidewalk to pet the long fur. “Such cute red ribbons. What is her name? So-joo?”
“Soju.” Rachel covers her smile and looks to me for explanation. Her English is almost perfect, but she gets embarrassed by questions.
“Uh, soju is a kind of Korean alcohol, like vodka. Cheap and strong.” My co-workers made me try the stuff when I first arrived, but I decided it made better floor cleaner.
Trinity laughs. “So her name is vodka in Korean?” Soju sniffs Trinity’s hand before giving it an enthusiastic tongue bath.
“Your friend can hold Soju if she likes.” Rachel explains to me in Korean, but I’m not letting her off that easily.
“You say you have to study English, but you only use Korean with me. Why don’t you try to speak directly with Trinity?” From the pained expression on Rachel’s face, I seem to have conveyed my meaning despite my atrocious Korean. Trinity watches us both, looking frustrated. She’s never learned any other language, not even a few words of Spanish on Sesame Street. From what I can tell, the jerk known as her legal father decried foreign languages as tongues of the devil.
Rachel shakes her head, giggling some more. It took me a while to understand the difference between nervous and polite laughter, just like the smiles of polite anger. Yet I encounter inebriated passengers on the subway who puke their guts up. It’s a funny country, Korea, but I’ve come to love it. It’s not what I wanted for myself as a child, but it’s a life separated from bad memories. I hope someday Trinity can feel the same way, but will she want to return? She might not think so now, but homesickness will set in eventually. I wonder, for a sickening moment, what it’s like to yearn for a home to which she can never return.
Looking at Trinity cuddling the teeny dog, I make the decision I’ve been putting off for weeks. Years, really. I can’t tell Trinity to face up to her past if I’m not willing to do the same.
“Yes, yes.” Trinity nods, encouraging each word from Rachel. “Your daughter chose the name Soju because she didn’t understand what it meant?”
Trinity speaks too quickly, and Rachel flounders before continuing. “Understand…Soju…Yes.” She breaks into frustrated Korean. “How do you say it? My English is so bad!”
Before I can translate or step in, Trinity picks up Soju and plays with the ribbons. “Your English is tons better than my Korean. How did you learn?”
When they smile at each other, the idea is so obvious, I can’t believe it’s taken me this long to see it. “Of course! Why don’t you help each other? Rachel can practice English by teaching you Korean, Trinity.” And Trinity can be grateful for a teacher who will praise instead of punish.
Trinity groans. “Can’t I teach you English instead? Korean is too hard!”
“Hangul is a scientific alphabet. King Sejong invented it so anyone can learn…”
Watching Rachel’s bright, happy face as she chatters to Trinity, I take Soju’s leash and let her back onto the ground. A few curious onlookers join in, correcting Trinity’s pronunciation and praising her for saying kamsa hamnida. Someone offers her Xylitol, the popular chewing gum made with sugar-free sweetener. The hard squares look like pale green Chiclets. Soon Trinity will be swarmed with would-be tutors eager to teach the foreigner. It happened to me ten years ago, and it will happen for her as well. 
In the meantime, I have a phone call to make. “I’ll head back and let you chat,” I say to Trinity and Rachel.
“Oh, but—” Trinity looks hesitant until Rachel touches her arm.
“Do you like Korean food? I’ll make bulgogi and invite you for lunch.” Rachel chatters with the other ahjummas, and they argue what food is best for a foreigner. One suggests chap chae with its vegetables and clear noodles, while Ginny says kimbap is best. No, says another. Foreigners don’t like seaweed.
“Gray-shee, you’ll have to come, too!” Ever courteous, Rachel bows as I take my leave. I should have thought of this long ago. The ahjumas will make Trinity feel useful, and they won’t let her get away with shenanigans. I’d rather fight with a wild lion than an angry Korean mother. They’ll feed her, spoil her, and put her in her place.
As I head back to my building and jab the elevator buttons, my stomach feels as if it’s fallen down the shaft. She will be easy to find. The last name is unusual, and Mom has hinted at keeping in touch.
Danvers. It takes only a few searches before I locate her online profile, complete with current city. It takes a few calls to get her number from directory assistance, and I take a deep breath. I expect voice mail, but instead she picks up.
“Hello?”
It’s been ten years, but it could have been yesterday.
“Hi, Jessie. It’s Gracie.”
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