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For my father



who found my first kinky short story

when I was in elementary school

but loved me anyway



poor devout, conservative man!



no daughter in the world

was loved as much as I



may you rest in peace

free from sickness, burden, and pain



you were a giant among men









In memory of the man

I had the great privilege of calling “Dad.”



R.M.

1944-2016 











Top Ten Reasons Why Dommes Shouldn’t Travel Together




Trinity’s Version


  	She walks too fast in the airports.

  	She’s too focused on the destination instead of the journey.

  	What is the point of flying if we can’t join the mile high club?

  	We don’t need multi-hour layovers “just in case something happens.” I hate waiting around in crowded, noisy airports. Screaming children drive me insane.

  	She insists on passing by the first bathroom once we get off the plane “because it will be too crowded.” By the time we walk miles to the next bathroom, we could have gotten into the first one.

  	She has to wear this dorky, grandmotherly travel wallet around her neck. She says it’s worth it not to lose her passport or boarding pass, but I’d rather have my dignity.

  	She orders for me when the flight attendant asks what meals or drinks I want. I don’t like beef!

  	She won’t pack her best implements, and she won’t let me put anything in my carry-on. If it’s not metal, security won’t care. She worries too much.

  	She can’t relax. We’re going across the world, and we get to take a trip I never could have imagined as a child. Why can’t she enjoy it?

  	I miss her. She’s never my Gracie until we get to where we’re going.





Graciela’s Version


  	She argues in public, knowing I can’t do anything about it.

  	She doesn’t keep to the schedule. We can’t miss our flight!

  	She doesn’t get enough sleep the night before, so she’s cranky on the way.

  	TSA won’t let me bring my riding crops on board. Or handcuffs.

  	Discretion. It’s a good thing. Getting outed as practitioners of kink could jeopardize our safety. She doesn’t understand this.

  	Whenever we get to the security checkpoint, people behind us get angry while she fishes in her wallet and pockets for identification. What’s more important, looking “cool” or getting on the plane?

  	She tells me to relax, but she doesn’t understand everything that can go wrong. Telling me to relax doesn’t get our luggage to the right place or us to the boarding gate on time.

  	She wanders off whenever something catches her eye.

  	She thinks airport seats are an appropriate place for foreplay. That’s a great way to get kicked off the plane!

  	I just want the trip to go well. Once she gets everything in order, I can relax. We won’t get a chance like this again.













Chapter One




Trinity

 

When I was three, my mother taught me how to change my baby brother’s diaper. Jacob screamed until his face grew splotchy like a tomato. I clamped my hands over my ears, adding screams to drown out his rage. I’d asked my parents for a doll with curls and long eyelashes, not a tiny monster. Mama squeezed my toddler hands around slippery diaper pins and wads of thick cloth. I wiped, powdered, folded, and fastened until I could do the procedure blindfolded. 

For the next ten years, I diapered and bathed six more babies. I crocheted sweaters and booties. When Mama went on bed rest for babies number five and six, I took over the household chores. I never said no. My reward would be a strong, faithful husband who provided for my own houseful of children. My duty, and only way to please my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, was to remain pure, obedient, and faithful. I’d diaper baby bottoms for Jesus, and the Lord would provide. 

Except when the Lord tried to provide, I didn’t want the husband. I wanted a wife.

“C’mon, dilly daydream.” Gracie rubs my back as we cuddle before bed. 

It’s my favorite ritual, but I’ve never told her that. It’s more special if she doesn’t know how much it means to me. She hugs me to her, and the dampness of her freshly washed hair grazes my cheek. She pulls my hair out of her way to kiss the round bone jutting out of the back of my neck. When she strokes my ponytail, I hum in a strange contentment.

“You’re a million miles away tonight.” Gracie slides her hand downward to cup my bottom and upward to skim my shoulder. “Need me to focus your attention?” This time, her tongue strokes my right earlobe. “Feeling neglected, my girl?”

“Very.” I twist around to flutter my eyelashes at her. “I’m the picture of a neglected, dutiful housewife, performing the drudgery of grocery shopping and cleaning while my worse half torments the population of Seoul.”

“For really good money.” Gracie slides my tank top upward as she leans me back toward her. I relax, letting her hold me. She has a new scent every time she buys shower gel, and this month it’s green tea and ginger. It’s an odd combination, but she smells good enough to eat. 

“So I’m a kept woman.” I purr as she slides my pajama shorts down, and I undulate my hips to keep time with her caresses.

“With a sexy, beautiful keeper.” 

My heart races as she works her way down, leaving me helpless against her touch. I prefer to seduce her, but after six months of living together we’ve learned the subtle dance of give and take. Sometimes she gives, and sometimes she takes. I’d rather make her cry out as she rides wave after wave of pleasure, but she likes to make me melt against her. Sweet, she says. The sweetness of a woman truly loved. 

“Mm.” I moan as she starts to breathe more heavily. “What’re your parents going to say if they see us?”

I could bite my tongue out, but Gracie’s body stills. “They know.”

“About us?” She’s said it many times since we first planned the trip, but tomorrow’s departure makes everything more real. 

“Of course. How could I bring you to my family if they won’t accept us? I would never do that to you.” Gracie touches my wrist, but I flinch. “Mom’s a bit awkward about the whole girl-girl thing, but she’ll feed you until you burst. And you know my dad won’t say anything. He might not get this whole lesbian stuff, but he’s a great dad. You know how dads are, always proud of their daughters.”

I should respond, but I screw my eyes tight against the light. I want to feel the stubble of Daddy’s five o’clock shadow as he picks me up. I might have only been a girl, but I was his firstborn. He pulled at my pigtails and gave me lemon drops when the babies weren’t around to get jealous. Then again, that was almost never.

Gracie pulls me toward her, rumpling the bed sheet underneath. She pinches my bottom cheek, but for attention rather than pain. “I hope Dad likes his gifts,” she muses. “What do you think?”

I think it must be nice to have a dad who would accept a gift, let alone a visit. I have to be careful, though. I’m glad we’ll take our first trip together. Well, first trip since the weekend jaunt to Japan the last time my ninety-day visitor visa expired. 

I’m not jealous of Gracie, or least I’m trying not to be. How can I resent the person who gave life back to me?

“You’re awfully quiet.” Gracie’s voice lifts in an invitation to speak, but I can’t answer without betraying my emotions.

“The scarves I made for your parents will be silly gifts in July.” It’s the first safe comment that comes to mind.

“For Ohio? Don’t be silly. You know how cold it gets during our six-month winters.” Gracie lowers the back of my tank top and gives a swat that’s supposed to be playful and affectionate, but I wriggle away. Uncharacteristically, she lets me go.

“I have to work on homework for Rachel.” She watches as I slide off the bed and step over a basket of dirty laundry. Well, as dirty as anything gets in her home. 

“Trinity…”

“I’m fine.”

Instead of arguing, Gracie lapses into silence. Since I’ve mentioned homework, I have to do it. I’ve been promoted to writing simple sentences in Korean, and our neighbor gives assignments in between our twice-weekly tutoring sessions. She’s set up an account for me on a children’s website where I can practice arranging letters and words with pictures. It’s like Sesame Street, only easier and with adorable graphics and sounds. All this time in my new country has left me baffled about its culture and customs.

Because Gracie can hear from the bedroom, I turn on the computer. By reflex, I check my email. There, at the top of the inbox, sits the same message I’ve pretended to ignore for a week. The subject line is simple, short, and innocuous.




Re: Hi




At last, I click to open the email. Will it tell me to get lost, drop dead, or repent? No, none of the above.




Hello, Trinity.

We have been praying for you all these years. Praise to God you are safe. Mama cried when I told her about your email. We will have a dinner for you when you return. 

May God bless you and keep you safe, dear sister.

Jacob




I blink, and I blink again. Still, I stare at this incomprehensible message. Has my family forgotten I refused to marry a man? Have they prayed all these years for anything besides the saving of my soul? No talk about sin, repentance, or running away? They’ve gone insane. 

Gracie pads into the hallway, worry lines creasing her forehead. “It’s late,” she says, even though she can’t know the truth of her words.

It is, indeed, late. Over a decade late, but it’s not never. “Just checking email,” I say, keeping my tone light. I dispense with the pretense of homework. No one could listen to childish jingles set to the ABC song.

“Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

It probably should, but that’s not happening. I promised Gracie no secrets. If we’re going to make this relationship work, we have to be on the same page even when I don’t like it. 

“I’m going to see my family when we go back.” I try to make my voice clear, loud and certain. Or at least I hope it comes across that way because my chest pounds. It’s my family, right? My decision.

Gracie remains surprisingly calm. “Maybe.” Before I can register her agreement, she puts her hand on my shoulder. I should click Jacob’s email closed, but I can’t. “It’s a small town, and you have a lot of brothers and sisters. But we’ll be on my parents’ farm for most of our visit, so you don’t have to worry. If you do run into them while in town, we’ll handle it. You’ll be safe.”

With a sinking feeling, I realize she’s misunderstood. “No.” I hug her arm closer while willing her to listen. She’s got a good family. She doesn’t know what it’s like. “I want to see them. I have to. Look.” I point at the screen.

As Gracie reads, she says a few words out loud. “Praying? Praise to God you are safe?” She slams a fist onto the desktop. “Dinner? You are out of your mind. You’ll tell them no, of course.”

“No.” I should sound stronger, more like Nurse Trinity who once commanded a roomful of Littles. Instead, my voice catches. 

“That’s right, no.” Gracie’s caught the Korean habit of answering negative questions with “no” to mean “yes,” and it’s confusing. “As if God had anything to do with your safety. If I hadn’t found you and called Jessie…”

Jessie, the woman we’ve avoided mentioning. “I don’t want to talk about Jessie.”

“We took you to the ER. You could have died, remember? If that sadistic, homophobic bastard had hit you with that golf club an inch to the left, you wouldn’t be here to argue about it.” Gracie stares, as if expecting me to shrink into agreement. Instead, I fire right back.

“Yes, you rescued me! You saved my life and I am eternally in your debt! Never an equal.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“Then how did you? I owe you, so you want a medal? That was years ago, Gracie! People change!” We shouldn’t fight, not the night before we’ll get on a plane and sit next to each other for a dozen hours. 

“No.” Gracie crosses her arms. “People don’t.”

“So I’m still the cheater who slept with your best friend?”

“No!” Gracie throws her arms up in disgust. “I can’t say a word right tonight. What am I supposed to do, let your dad beat the crap out of you again? Say good luck and it was nice knowing you?”

“Stop it!” I jump out of the chair, but our two-bedroom apartment is too small for escape. “I changed. So my family can, too.”

Gracie comes after me, blanketing me in the hug I both love and hate. She can persuade me to do anything if it comes with comfort.

“No, honey,” she says, her voice cracking. When I turn toward her, her eyes are full of tears. “He almost killed you. I won’t lose you.”

She holds my gaze until I look away. It’s a Gracie trick I used with my own Littles, but I never did it as well as she.

“Mom and Dad will love you.” She takes me by the arm and guides me back to the bedroom. “You’ll be safe, wanted, and welcome. Why chase after drama you don’t need?”

I let her cover me with the duvet, and she slides next to me. I should argue back, wear her down, and claim the right to make decisions for my own life. Instead, I stare at the ceiling as a question plays in an endless loop in my head.

If Gracie thinks my father is a bastard, I’m the bastard’s daughter. How can she love me if she hates where I came from?











Chapter Two




Graciela




If I’ve learned one thing in the past ten years, it’s how to forgive. We all come from different places, and we see the world in different ways. I used to think the same order existed for everyone. That’s how my parents raised me, and I thought everyone had a family like mine. I thought everyone had values like mine. Do the right thing, admit fault after making a mistake, and trust others will do the same. The Fairbanks’ code of ethics made sense, so why wouldn’t everyone operate that way? Sure, we had a cranky neighbor or a hired hand who wasn’t quite honest now and then, but my world revolved around one central principle.

Trust.

Then I met Trinity, and the universe imploded. She pushed me in ways I would rather not have experienced, tested my limits, and forced me to confront faults I didn’t want to discover. I was raised an honest, straightforward Midwestern girl, and I believed myself the same pillar of integrity as my parents. Sure, I spanked people for a living while Mom and Dad grew corn, but those were superficial differences. I wanted to be the Graciela I’d known all my life, not the woman who self-destructed after her first betrayal. 

Trinity showed me the limits of my compassion, understanding, and ability to give equal respect to a mutually exclusive worldview. She trusts no one and nothing, and she expects retribution instead of forgiveness. Then again, I helped her learn that lesson. 

“I can’t wait to hear English everywhere again.” Trinity shifts the strap of her shoulder bag and clutches her shiny new passport. 

She has a single exit stamp, a memento of our first vacation as a couple. Tokyo in two days meant a whirlwind, but we experienced it together. It was nice having an excuse to leave the country and focus on each other, but she’ll have to find a more permanent solution soon. It’s not practical for her to leave the country every three months to restart her three-month visitor’s visa. Then again, we’re lucky she doesn’t need a worker’s visa. Watching Trinity has made me more understanding of the immigrant issues in the US. Koreans can’t drop by the country for a few months until they get paperwork sorted out. In fact, I’ve learned from my neighbors that young Korean adults can go through months of paperwork before being allowed into the country. We, US citizens, are fortunate. 

“When I went back the first time, my head ached with over-stimulation. I’d gotten so used to shutting out the constant Korean here that I couldn’t handle being able to understand every stranger’s conversation. It’s strange to go back.” I take out my own well-decorated passport and call up the boarding pass on my phone. 

“It’s strange to go back after all this time. Seems like I just got here, but in other ways it seems like it’s been years.” Trinity avoids mentioning the reason she came to Korea in the first place, which was not to see me. No, she never was supposed to meet me. 

“It’ll be all right.” Argument last night notwithstanding, Trinity will enjoy the trip. At least I hope she will. We’ve fought long and hard to come to this place in our relationship, and I don’t make investments lightly. I’d rather have shoved her out the door than taken her in, but now I appreciate her presence. In six months, she’s transformed my apartment into a home. I’ve neglected her, though. The new job plus my private clients take up all my time, and afterward I’m too exhausted for more than a cursory thank you. As much as I’ve provided for Trinity, she’s taken care of me. It’s an odd reversal of roles.

“How long is our layover in Chicago?” 

Trinity doesn’t mind flying, but it’s a long trip. I’ve done it almost every year since I moved to Korea, but it gets harder instead of easier. Then again, it’s nice to have company this time. 

“I think about four hours.” I swipe the electronic boarding pass carousel to check. “Yeah, we have a twelve-hour flight to Chicago and over four hours until we leave for Columbus. I’m not sure when we arrive there. My parents wanted to pick us up at the airport, but I said a rental made more sense. You and I will want a car for getting around, anyway.”

Trinity tucks her passport into her right jeans pocket and slides her hand into mine. A cozy warmth radiates from the meeting of our skin, and I give a squeeze. We stand together, ready to face this new adventure. Who could have imagined this outcome a few short months ago? I thought she’d never settle into my life again. Truth be told, I didn’t want her to.

“Should we get your parents anything from the duty free shops?” Trinity’s voice trails off. “Do they, um, use anything from there?”

The thought of Mom and Dad opening Lancome fragrance or expensive jewelry makes me grin. “Yeah, I don’t think so. They’re horrified anyone would pay for water in a throwaway plastic bottle.”

“Mine too,” Trinity says, only she looks away. 

We’ve avoided the subject of her family all morning, but the elephant lumbers between us. I had to rearrange my suitcase at the last minute, the airport shuttle bus ran late, and we almost lost Trinity’s carry-on bag while checking in at the airline counter. We had enough commotion to distract anyone from unwelcome topics, but now the quiet line offers no such amenities. Remnants of last night’s fight linger between us. 

“Your parents didn’t buy bottled water?” Of course they didn’t. I know the answer already, but I can’t speak of her family without suppressing rage. 

“No.” Trinity tucks her chin to her chest, the same as when I first brought her home when she was seventeen and bruised from her father’s golf club. “Wastefulness is a sin.”

For her parents, everything was a sin. Everything, including Trinity herself. 

“Well, I guess it’s not good to throw stuff away.” I fumble for words while Trinity’s eyes slide around to meet mine. I should say something more forceful and definitive. That’s my role, right? I make decisions in our relationship. I listen to her and take her perspective into account, but the responsibility is mine. 

No, I don’t dictate every aspect of her life. I’ve learned since the first time she came to live with me, and I’ve learned since fate brought her to me a second time. She came to me in the worst way possible. Both times. The victim became the perpetrator, only against someone else. Someone even younger and more innocent. 

I didn’t want Trinity back in my life, but she is here and I have set down the rules. Rules will protect her and keep our roles clear. Rules will allow me to love her without getting hurt again. Our structure, the discipline, and my responsibility to her will keep this relationship safe. 

She’s still my Trinity, the only woman in the world who terrifies me. With her, nothing is for certain. Nothing is forever, and nothing can be trusted. But she is my Trinity, the girl who taught me fear and love in the same breath.

But she belonged to someone else before she was mine, and those people taught her lessons no child should learn. 

We’ve come this far, and I’m not going to lose her again. 

I give a slight pressure to the palm of her hand. “You remember what you agreed when you came back to me.” She knows, but I say it anyway. “I can forbid contact with your family. I could punish you for emailing your brother without asking me.”

I could. Probably, I should. Trinity pulls away, but I tug her back into line. 

“Go ahead, then.” The casual chattiness disappears, and her jaw tightens as she stares into the distance. “Whatever you say, right?’ 

I spin her around to face me, giving her arm a shake. “If I thought…” I lower my voice. “If I thought punishing you would keep you safe, I’d do it right now. But you’re not me. You’re you, your own person, and you have power. You’re my submissive and girlfriend, but I can’t control your life.”

“Took you long enough to figure out that one,” she mutters.

I could take her over my knee to paddle her right here and now, but she’s learned this game too well. She pushes buttons, I spank, and she deflects hard conversations. If I’m ever going to earn her trust, she has to see that our relationship goes beyond the simple provoke-react dynamic that destroyed us in the first place. I spank her until she’s a sobbing mess and make love until wee hours in the morning, but I do it for joy. Not for anger. 

I pinch her wrist to get her attention. “Make your own decision about your family.” She gasps and turns saucer-like eyes toward me.

“I won’t fight you on this, on one condition.”

She licks her lips.

“No secrets. No going behind my back. You show me everything you get from them, and you call them while I’m with you. And…”

She waits, as if afraid to speak.

“If you decide to meet them, it will be in a public space. You’ll take me.”

Her face remains unchanged, but each feature has gone rigid. “Why? You know they’ll never agree to that. I need to see my family alone. No outsiders.”

Each word stabs my chest. Me, an outsider? “I made a promise, Trinity-girl. No one will ever hurt you again. Not on my watch.”

“Next!” The uniformed officer motions for Trinity to present her documents for inspection before placing her bags on the screening belt. 

Trinity withdraws her hand and hisses with a combination of rage and despair. “That’s your backward way of saying no and trying to sound noble about it. They’re my family, Gracie. You have no right, no matter what promises we made. I’m not your prisoner.”

She stalks to the podium, yanks out her papers, and slaps them down.

The officer waves for me to approach another station, and I stumble forward. I’ve worked so hard to let Trinity have her own life. I’ve given her everything. How did we get here, a caged housewife and an authoritarian breadwinner? When did our happy honeymoon devolve into the fights of a decade ago?







“Why can’t I call them? Mama needs me.” 

The seventeen-year-old girl, a mere child, hugs her chest as if she will find comfort in her own body. She’s endured an onslaught of medical examinations, social worker visits, and interrogations by the police. Through it all, she remained pale and courageous. Now in the safety of my home, she collapses as if she will never find strength again. 

“Please let me call them.”

Trinity beseeches, eyes swollen with misery, and I don’t know how to tell her no. I shrug at my best friend and ER doctor Jessie, who shrugs back. We can keep her safe. We can get medical attention for her wounds, but we can’t explain why she must amputate everyone she’s ever known. How can the state press charges against her parents if she calls to say hello? How can we give away information about her current location? A restraining order means nothing if broken. 

“You have to trust us.” The words are laughingly inadequate, but what else can I offer? “Trust me, Jessie, the social worker. Trust the doctors who say you need rest. If your mom wanted to stay in contact with you, she shouldn’t have let that son of ”

“I know you must miss her,” Jessie interrupts. She always has the right words when I do not. Maybe it’s her experience giving bad news to crying strangers, but she sits on the bed and takes Trinity’s hand in her own. “You can’t imagine a life without her, and you feel guilty. You’re mixed up and scared and alone, and you want what’s familiar.”

I turn away. Parents? More like the undeserving scum who brought Trinity into this world and nearly took her out of it. What right do they have to her attention and love now? What did they do to earn her affections? We saved her life. She wouldn’t be alive without us, but she wants the mother who allowed her father to assault her? Still, Jessie’s calmed Trinity somewhat. 

“Why can’t I?” This time, Trinity is plaintive rather than insistent. “She has so many babies. She can’t take care of them without me. The laundry piles up, and she doesn’t know Essie needs her pink blankie at night. Jeremiah only drinks milk if I warm it first, and—”

“Sweetheart.” Jessie strokes her hair. “It’s time to let someone else take care of you. The others, they’ll be all right. The best way to help your family is to rest, heal, and grow strong.”

Trinity sobs, soft and aching as if each sound rips out a part of her soul. For the rest of my life, I will remember—not just her father lashing that club, but that high-pitched, almost animal-like keening. 

“You’re safe,” I break in, trying to control my temper. I’m sorry she’s upset, but doesn’t she see her life is more important than feelings? “Please try to rest.”

Another whimper escapes, and she covers her mouth. Something stirs inside of me, and I go to her. I put my arms around her, shushing and soothing as if she were a tiny child. She clings to me, and I give her no words because nothing can comfort a loss this catastrophic. How can anyone want to live, knowing her parents hated her?

She mumbles into my shoulder.

“What, honey? I couldn’t hear you.”

She shakes her head, but I cup her cheek. “It’s okay, I promise. Just tell me.”

She raises dark wet eyes, and her words fade into a whisper.

“I want my mama.”











Chapter Three




Trinity




When the captain turns off the sign for wearing seatbelts, I click mine open and stand up. Gracie gave me the aisle seat because I can’t handle feeling trapped. 

“Don’t go too far.”

She scolds as if I’m a toddler wandering away from a blanket, so I make a complete circuit of the plane. I dodge a burly man hoisting a pink Hello Kitty suitcase to the overhead bin, and I gag at a bearded man propping black socked feet on the aisle seat armrest. The gold toes give off a disturbing mixture of fungus, body odor, sweat, and unwashed flesh. Covering my nose with both hands and plunging forward to the restrooms, I clear my clogged nostrils. 

There are half a dozen adults in line, trailed by a little girl hopping up and down while holding herself. I hope the grown-ups do the decent thing and let her go first, or we’ll all have to smell the consequences. 

At last, I reach the back of the plane. A flight attendant unsuccessfully tries to hide a scowl while asking if I need anything. “Passengers are not allowed to congregate in the aisles or near the bathrooms,” she reminds me.

“I have poor circulation,” I lie. “My doctor says I have to keep moving or risk blood clots. I’ve got documentation back in my seat.” For effect, I stretch up to the ceiling. 

The flight attendant, whose nametag reads Ginny, cocks an eyebrow before returning to her work. Another employee rolls out metal beverage carts.

“Eee!” The same hopping little girl has followed me. A wail erupts before her head pummels into my backside. She’s crying now, jumping with increased urgency. Just watching her makes me have to go to the bathroom, too. Where is her mother?

“Go ahead,” I urge, indicating both bathrooms lit with green unoccupied signs. The girl’s tears continue. “What’s wrong?” I kneel down beside her. I’m more used to adults playing children’s roles than actual children being children, but the needs overlap. We all want to feel safe and loved.

“I have to…I have to!” Her face flushes bright red, and she squirms in a dance of desperation. 

“It’s okay. Do you need some help?” Maybe she doesn’t know how to open the door. I pull out the handle and swivel it in a half circle, holding the door open. “Go ahead.”

Instead of entering, she wails some more. What are her parents thinking? I should look for them, or find someone official to help, but the little girl grabs my arm when I turn away. She rises on tiptoe to whisper into my ear.

“I can’t open my pants!”

At the utter despair on her face, I have to fight back laughter. “Would you like me to help you?” She bobs her head, so I jiggle her zipper while adjusting the gaping teeth. Fortunately, dressing seven younger siblings in hand-me-down clothes gave me plenty of practice with tricky, uncooperative zippers. I pinch teeth together and pull the zipper head down.

“There!” I hold onto her waistband so the plane won’t get an eyeful of Dora the Explorer underpants. “Can you manage the rest? I can help you zip up again afterward.”

She bolts into the bathroom without closing the door, groaning with relief in reaching her destination. She barrels out after a minute, but I point to the grimy sink after zipping up her pants.

“Don’t forget to wash your hands.” Not that it will do much good, but the principle still matters.

She flashes a dimpled grin, and I hold the taps down while she squirts enough soap to wash the average American car. She sings an unfamiliar jingle about bouncy bugs before returning her attention to me.

“Here’s a paper towel,” I say, holding one out.

She ignores me and pulls a tissue from the dispenser. The translucent sheet dissolves into a lumpy white mess on her hands and arms. Of course, she wipes the back of her hand across her left cheek to complete the effect. “Mommy says not to talk to strangers,” she explains. “Not even if you give me candy. But you can give me candy if I don’t talk to you.”

I doubt her mother said anything of the sort, and I clamp down my lips to stop from laughing. She’ll be a handful, this one. I’ve never liked children, but this girl’s spirit is refreshing. She won’t let anyone ride roughshod over her. “I won’t talk to you, either, then. Do you know where your mom is?”

Right on cue, a grown-up version of the girl strides down the aisle.

“Madison!” She huffs, pushing past me to take the girl by the arm. “You oughta know better than to run off on your own. Anything could happen on a big plane like this. And what are you doing, talking to strangers?”

“Sorry,” I say, but Madison throws her arms around my knees. Her mom tuts and tries to disentangle childish arms from Trinity legs, but I don’t help. It’s nice to have someone hold me. After a moment, I bend down.

“Glad you’re okay.” I want to kiss her cheek, but her mom looks daggers at me. “Hope you have a good trip, wherever you’re going.”

Madison lags after her mother, stopping every few steps to blow me a kiss while walking backward. Ginny the sour flight attendant pushes me aside to exchange an empty water pitcher for a full one.

“No congregating in the aisles,” she reminds me.

I step toward the windows and fold-down seats for the flight attendants. I stretch onto my tiptoes and twist at my waist. “Just exercising,” I chirp. “No terrorist action here.”

She shoots a dirty look before carrying the full pitcher toward the main cabin. “Take your seat, or I’ll call security.”

I roll my eyes at her back, perform a few jumping jacks, and wait an extra minute for spite. I’m tired of stupid people’s orders.

When I find my seat, Gracie’s placed a can of Dr. Pepper on my seat back tray and nurses a cup of orange juice. While I settle in, she holds my empty plastic glass. To her credit, she doesn’t vocalize her remonstrations. To my credit, I don’t voice objections to her micromanagement. At least for a minute.

“Even if you’re angry, you can’t just walk away,” she begins. She holds out the can of pop.

I pointedly ignore the drink and click my belt closed. “Really? So it’s okay when you do it, but not me?” I want to take the words back, but I can’t. Something ugly has opened up between us, and I can’t speak without venom. If we were at home instead of crammed into a plane with hundreds of strangers, she’d drag me to the bedroom for a fierce spanking accompanied by tears, confession, and forgiveness. 

This time, I don’t want it. She can’t do anything until we return to Seoul, and at this rate there may not be a “we” to return.

She pinches my wrist again, knowing I hate nothing more. It’s her private act of aggression when being in public precludes more. “I swear, Trinity, I’ve had enough of this attitude.”

“So? What’re you going to do about it?” I wait a beat before playing my trump card. “We’re on a plane, remember? If you’re done bothering me, I’ll take a nap.”

Before I can shut my eyes, she unfastens my seat belt. “Get up.”

“What? I need my rest.”

She leans in so no one else can hear. “Get up and come to the ladies’ room, or so help me I’ll pull you over my lap right here and now.”

A cold lump of fear hits my chest, but I laugh it off. “Ooh, really? You want us to join the mile-high club? Kinky.”

She picks up her purse and guides me to the nearest restroom. Unfortunately, it’s empty. She squishes us in to close the door, and she turns her full glare at me. “Bare your bottom or I’ll do it for you.”

The cold lump of fear morphs into panic. “What? Gracie, you can’t! Not here! It’s too loud, and…”

Deftly, she unzips my slacks and slides my panties down. “Hold it,” she says, taking out a pair of gloves and a doll-sized bottle of oil. When she opens the stopper, the scent confirms my fear. Cinnamon. The household cooking spice, in concentrated essential oil, acts as a skin irritant similar to muscle ache gel. She rubbed the oil onto my bottom a decade ago, and after twenty minutes or so I shrieked in agony. Who knew a bit of spice could inflict the pain of a thorough spanking? 

I’d back away from her, but she’s literally caught me with my pants down and there’s nowhere to go. My left elbow’s jammed against one wall and my right shoulder touches the other side. 

She hasn’t done this in ten years, even if I took her technique for my own. I made Mira squirm when…

I shake my head. The thought of Mira is enough to keep me still while Gracie dons gloves and takes out a paper towel. She dabs several drops of oil onto the towel, rubs to spread the oil evenly, and blots the towel onto my buttocks. I flinch involuntarily, even though the initial contact is only wet. It won’t build up heat until later. I try not to gasp, but I’ve seen the results too often not to wince in anticipation. 

Then, she adds a few drops more. Dispensing with the paper towel, she massages the oil into every inch of my bottom like a professional masseuse. When she finishes, she drops her gloves into the trash, washes her hands, and faces me as she stoppers the bottle.

“That’s what I’m going to do about it. Any more questions?”

The cinnamon has begun a faint stinging, and I bite my lip. I have much to say, but none of it is prudent. At last, I settle on the least dangerous option. “Why?”

Instead of answering, she waves for me to get dressed. “Don’t whine, my girl.”

She opens the door before I’m decent, and I yelp before yanking my pants up and closed. I have a hard time not walking stiff-legged back to our seats, but this time she puts an arm around me. By now, the slight irritation has become a fire that will continue to grow until it throbs as bad as any spanking.

“It’s my job to take care of you,” she says, resting my head on her shoulder. “Let me do it.”

Cuddled with Gracie and blinking back tears, I search for snappy comebacks. I want to wallow in indignant self-pity, but she knows me too well. She is Gracie, my rescuer and redeemer. How can I fight her without destroying myself? 

“Okay,” I say. She’s won, as she always has. 

“I’m your family now,” she replies, and I know it must be so.

“Okay,” I murmur, closing my eyes. This is our relationship, right? She makes the decisions. For good and for bad.











Chapter Four




Graciela




At Trinity’s words, I heave a sigh of relief. I don’t want a fight, not on our first real trip together. As she drifts off to sleep, I give a silent prayer of thanks. Maybe, just once, we can get through a life event without drama. If we have to re-hash the foundational battles of our relationship one more time, I can’t do it. For better or for worse, we’ve tied together our fates. If she goes down, she’ll take me with her.

“Chicken or beef?” A perky attendant appears beside Trinity and holds out a tray.

“Hm, chicken?” My stomach rumbles. It’s been a long time since breakfast. Trinity’s fallen asleep, so I get a second entrée with beef. The food will get cold, but I set our trays on the tables and lean my head back. All those years ago when we first met, how could I have imagined we would arrive here?




“I don’t get it. Girls don’t need book learning, anyway.” Trinity rolls the pen back and forth on the desk. “If we spend all our time on these weird diagrams, who will make dinner and raise the next generation?”

I never thought of my parents as feminist, but the lessons taught to Trinity make me re-evaluate everything. She opens her mouth, and an uneducated middle-aged man speaks. 

“That’s what Chinese food is for.” I force a smile, but Trinity grows pale. Her short-lived stint as a delivery girl got us into this mess in the first place. I still wonder whether I should have let her run off, but there was something in her eyes. She was so fragile, so terrified, and yet so desperately longing. She wanted something that called to me, but I couldn’t explain what. I disrupted my entire life to bring her home with me, hoping…what? To change her? To mold her in my image?

She lowers her hands into her lap, visibly fighting for self-control. “I apologize. I shouldn’t question your decisions.”

I want to groan. This isn’t a dictatorship. “If you can’t learn this material, you won’t get your general equivalency diploma. A GED might not mean much to you now, but that’s because you haven’t heard of it. All kids your age have to graduate from high school.”

Kids your age. Great. Now I’m the one who sounds middle-aged. 

Obediently, Trinity bends over the desk. She holds out a worksheet filled with circles, triangles, and rectangles labeled with letters and symbols. “Other kids go to school for years to learn this. How can I get it in a few weeks? Maybe I’m too stupid to get a GED.”

I stare at the sheet and textbook, equally befuddled. I didn’t like math when I was in high school, and I have no need for geometry now. “If you’re stupid, you’re not the only one. Should I ask if Myriah can give you more tutoring sessions?”

She rubs her eyes. Another teenager might groan or sass, but she’s remained guarded and polite except for one or two outbursts. “If I get a GED, what will happen next?”

What, indeed? “We don’t know yet, but this gives you options. You can get a job, apply for college, or…” Or what? “You’re too young to close the door on possibilities because funny diagrams stump us. This diploma is the first step toward independence and a career.”

“How can I have a career when I don’t know anything? Do I become a professional housewife?”

I’m curious about the strange family she comes from, even if decency and common sense prevent asking too many questions. “Is that what you want, to become a housewife? Aren’t you a little young?” My parents would have killed me if I suggested marriage at seventeen-almost-eighteen.

She’s such a funny thing, quiet until spoken to and timid even then. She answers my questions while keeping herself distant. “It is my duty and honor to serve my husband.” She raises uncertain eyes, giving a quizzical look to her schoolwork. “The Lord wants a woman pure of heart. She should serve her family instead of wasting time on selfish hobbies.”

When we talk, I never know if the words come from her or her parents. What would it be like, raised in a world where women only matter for breeding the next generation? 

“Do you think geometry is a selfish hobby if it results in a diploma?”

She gives a hesitant nod. “It doesn’t serve my family. I don’t need a piece of paper to marry and have babies.”

She does need a piece of paper to marry, but that’s beside the point. “If this were selfish, wouldn’t you enjoy it more?”

That question makes her pause before answering. “I don’t mean to be ungrateful, but I don’t see why this is necessary.”

I sigh. We’ve gone over this a dozen times since her social worker’s first visit, and the answers still don’t satisfy her. “When you get a job later, you’ll need the diploma or even a college degree. No one will hire you without them.” I omit mentioning Mrs. Zhang. Minimum wage work won’t give Trinity a chance at life. “To get these, you need to earn passing grades in basic subjects like math, science, and English. Won’t you feel better if you can support yourself?”

“Who says I have to? The government?”

And again, we have Trinity’s favorite objection. “In a way, yes.”

“If I’m not hurting anyone, why should they meddle in my life? Pretty soon we’ll be persecuted for who we are. Once we take God out of the country’s leadership—”

“Okay, okay.” 

It’s odd to hear protectionist rhetoric from a girl too young to understand its implications. She hasn’t learned algebra, let alone complex theories of democracy. I make a mental note to add a government class to her independent study list. If she’s going to believe an anti-Christian regime oppresses America, she should at least know what that means.

“Whether you like it or not, Trinity, these are the rules. And even if you hate the government, you have to live in this country. How will you make a life for yourself without a job or money?”

Panic floods her eyes. “Am I a burden? I’ll ask Mrs. Zhang for my job back. You’ve spent so much money—”

“Relax. The same nanny state that says you have to go to school pays for your expenses.” That’s only a lie if I say the monthly stipend covers all the expenses instead of a bill or two. I push away the book and papers. “Look. This is your life. What do you want?”




As we continue toward Chicago, Trinity speaks little. She laughs at the in-flight sitcoms and gets up every hour to walk around the plane, but she won’t engage in discussion about her family, my family, or how we’ll make this new situation work. 

For the first time, I’m bringing my significant other to meet my family. How will they react? I’m not sure if Dad’s protective act extends to girls who date his daughter, but he threatened dire revenge on any boy who looked at me twice. Girls slipped under his radar. Before, various crushes visited my family under the guise of friendship. There’s no such option with Trinity.

I stay awake for hours, playing endless scenarios in my mind. Why did I think it a good idea to tackle Jessie and my parents in the same two-week trip? When we straggle off the plane to collect baggage for customs inspection, I let Trinity go first.

“Why are we getting our suitcases? We’re not in Ohio yet,” she protests.

“I know. They’re afraid people will bring bombs, so we have to collect our luggage. We’ll check it again once we get through customs.” I scan my green declaration form. “Tell them you don’t have live plants or produce, and you’ll be okay.”

“Fine.” She steps forward, and I follow at the next podium. 

Soon, we’re unencumbered except for our carry-on bags and purses. The floor of O’Hare airport feels like it’s swaying with air currents. I duck into a bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face, and Trinity waits outside. When I return, she’s lost some color. 

“What happened?” I press her for details, but she won’t answer. Normally I’d insist, but it’s a long walk to our gate. We’ll need something to eat, too. “Okay, let’s go then.”

I check our departure gate against the nearest electronic announcement board, and I set off. After a moment, Trinity joins me. She keeps glancing over her shoulder, although we don’t know anyone in Chicago. At least, I don’t know anyone in Chicago.

Sometimes our years apart seem like a dream, and other days it’s as if I missed her whole lifetime. It was easier in Korea, despite the tight quarters. We shared the same home, neighborhood, and acquaintances. Watching her back on American soil, I wonder whether she’s adjusted to life abroad as well as I think she has. She’s a secretive one, my Trinity. 

We pass a tempting array of candy and souvenir shops. Trinity stops to sniff in front of a hot pretzel stand. “I haven’t had one of those in ages!” she exclaims. “I should get one.”

“Oh, come on. Let’s get to our gate so we can find an actual sit-down restaurant. Isn’t there nicer American food you want?” I grab her wrist to propel her forward. 

“We don’t have to board for hours,” she points out. 

“It’s on a puddle-jumper, so we’ll squish into a tiny plane. We’ll have to be first in line or there won’t be any room in the overhead bin. Plus, do you want to miss our flight? Let’s go!” 

I push forward, ignoring food carts and shoeshine shops. Once we reach the hub of the airport, I stop by a newspaper stand. Maybe it would be nice to catch up on the local news. Dad loves talking about world events, and by world he means Columbus. I pay for the paper and say to Trinity, “Okay. I guess if I get something, you should, too. Want to go back and get the pretzel?”

She doesn’t answer. When I look up, she’s not by my side. Puzzled, I look back. Maybe she’s already gotten the snack. “Trinity?” I call out, but purposeful travelers block my path. “Hey, Trinity!”

I glance at my watch. We still have almost four hours before boarding, but O’Hare is a big airport. Where has she gone? I check the bathroom again, peeking under stalls and pushing unlatched doors open. “Trinity?”

When I return to the newspaper stand, a flash of red coat catches my eyes. Underneath the exit sign that’s marked “No re-entry,” hurries Trinity Maddox across the carpeted tunnel. 

“Trinity!” I shout as loud as I can, but she plunges forward until the double doors swallow her up. “Trinity!”

I stand in the cross path of annoyed business people and parents with tantruming children, and I call after the disappeared figure that does not reply.











Chapter Five




Trinity




When I was five, I should have entered kindergarten with the other children in my neighborhood. I didn’t know that, so I wondered why other boys and girls got on a big yellow bus every day. The kids poured onto and out of the bus each afternoon, waving lunchboxes and calling for their parents’ attention. 

Me, I stayed at home washing diapers, folding diapers, and pinning diapers. When I didn’t do that, I cut up new diapers and mended old ones. To this day, the sight of a cloth diaper makes me gag. 

As an adult looking back, I wish I could have ridden the school bus as a child. It’s such a small piece of normalcy, but everyone takes it for granted. I wish I could have cried as a boy yanked my pigtail or begged the school bully not to take my lunch money. I’d have compared pencil boxes with my seatmate and whispered about the spoiled girl with rich parents. What I wouldn’t give to have memories of giggling with my best friend. Or any friend, really. 

I hate when Graciela takes me back to childhood because I never want to be that child again. It was different when I did ageplay with my clients. I was the mother or aunt or nurse, and I was in charge. I could give them the beautiful childhood I’d never known, and in giving I could receive as well. 

It wasn’t easy in the beginning, though. I had no reference, no memories, and no cultural knowledge of school and parent scenes when my clients requested them. I had to learn as I went along, taking cues from the adults who played as children. What would a teacher do if she were paid to teach a roomful of children all the same age? I only learned practical things like sewing, crocheting, cleaning, and cooking. 

I had no concept of normal for children, so clients playing eight-year-olds baffled me. At eight, I crocheted sweaters. Lumpy sweaters to be fair, but sweaters to keep my younger brothers and sisters warm. I washed everyone’s laundry and cooked meals. I knew more about teething and diaper rash than most adults. That made sense, not a client wanting to color with crayons and blow bubbles while pretending to be eight years old. 

I tried not to let my jealousy show. I scolded, spanked, and comforted my grown-up charges and imagined what it would have felt like to receive the same treatment when I was a child. I grew popular because I never let pretense of childhood interfere with discipline. In fact, playing at childhood made the discipline easier. An eight-year-old has no excuses. An eight-year-old should know the rules and follow them, or she should expect consequences. 

A real eight-year-old child needs love and nurture, but a grown-up wanting to regress to the age of eight wants discipline as much as comfort. To spank with love allows an adult to receive the pure love of childhood without the icky connotations of child abuse or pedophilia. Every time I made a grown woman sob after a spanking, I told her she was loved and everything would be all right. That’s what Graciela did for me, after all.

It wouldn’t make sense if I tried to explain ageplay to outsiders, but my entire life doesn’t make sense to outsiders. My family would recoil in horror at everything Gracie stands for. Two women together, living in sin? That would condemn us to hell, without considering the abominations of perverted sexual play and allowing grown women to act like girls. If my family knew what Gracie’s done to me, they’d never speak to me again. 

If they knew I liked it, they’d kill me.

Gracie’s not much different, though. If she knew what my family did to me, she’d react first and think later. She grew up in a world of horses and farms and plain old family values. When I was seventeen and turning eighteen, she was everything I wanted to be. Confident, powerful, generous, and kind. Not to mention smart. I wanted to be Gracie. Not me. 

When Gracie first brought me home, I spoke without thinking. I told what shouldn’t have been told. And even though I made a life apart from my family, I’ve always lived with the knowledge I broke the unspoken rule. 

Family sticks together. 

My parents raised me, not Gracie. I was awestruck at this beautiful woman who took interest in me and returned my love. So awestruck, that I forgot where my loyalty should lie. No matter what Gracie has done for me, I still owe my parents. I don’t think anyone can understand who hasn’t been through a situation like mine. How can she understand? She thinks families are like hers, or they don’t deserve to be called family.

When I woke up on the plane and followed Gracie into the airport, something hit me that I’d never expected. Shame. Back on American soil, standing where I could communicate in my native language and access my money, the memories of life in Seoul made me squirm. I, Nurse Trinity, allowed Gracie to do what to me? It was one thing at the age of eighteen and nineteen when I didn’t know better, but how could I permit this treatment as an adult? 

It didn’t help that Gracie hurried me along like a naughty child. Don’t touch that, Trinity. Don’t eat that. I know what’s best for you, the way I always do. You’ll eat what I tell you. Anger bubbled up in my chest, but what could I do? Gracie would scold, or threaten, or worse take me into a private room and carry out the unspoken threats of the past twenty-four hours. Worst of all, I’d soften. I’d cry and repent, and I’d promise to do whatever she wanted.

She was Gracie, the woman who used to be my whole world. Who still is most of my world, but she can’t have this. She can’t have my family, too. She can’t know what it was really like.

It’s an odd thing, isn’t it? I can hate my father with every breath of my body, but I can’t allow Gracie to speak ill of him. Maybe I think I’ll get points in some celestial ledger. I’ve given up trying to make sense of things, but Gracie’s insistence on meeting my family changed the situation. 

When we walked past the “No re-entry” sign with a pathway leading outside, I didn’t think. I didn’t stop, didn’t look around, and didn’t consider the consequences. As soon as Gracie stopped to browse newspapers, my feet propelled me toward the door. I had my purse with my wallet, American phone and charger, and a change of clothes in my carry-on bag. Good old MasterCard would take care of the rest. I didn’t have to pay outrageous fees to use my credit card overseas, and I had savings as emergency money.







As the heavy double doors swing shut behind me, the stab of guilt dissipates. I deserted Gracie, but I’m free. For the first time since Gracie returned to my life, I can make my own decisions. I decide where to go and what to do, and I don’t need permission. 

Fear spasms in my belly. I’m breaking all the rules. But it’s that same fear that pushes me forward, past more shops and down escalators to the arrival floor. Ignoring the baggage claim carousels, I walk up to a car rental desk. 

“What can I do for you today?” asks a pleasant employee in his twenties. 

“I need a car right away, but I don’t know for how long or where I’ll drop it off. What do you have ready?”

He types on a keyboard and scrolls down a computer screen. “What type of car? Compact, standard, luxury, minivan?”

I used to drive a tiny red Hyundai. No matter how well business padded my bank account, I loved that car well into its old age. It was the first car I ever owned, and I paid for it with my first salary. “Anything. Whatever’s available right now.”

“I have several models for you in all ranges. Do you have other passengers or a lot of luggage?”

I look down at my solitary shoulder bag and black leather carry-on. “No. Something small is fine.” 

“How about a Honda Civic?” He shows me a sleek black photo. 

It’s not my Hyundai, but it will get me around. “Is it automatic? I can’t drive stick.” 

“Yes. Or if you want something bigger, we can look at…”

“Sure, I’ll take it. When can you have it ready?” I take out my credit card, ready to swipe. 

“I have some paperwork for you to fill out, and you’ll have to put down at least a temporary return date. There’s a surcharge for renting from an airport location, and…”

I tune out the rest of his speech as I write down my name, birthdate, Social Security number, and all of the other information. Hesitating, I put down the address of Gracie’s parents. I don’t want to think of my old home, and I doubt that anyone will contact Gracie’s family. Then I remember my GPS is back in my Hyundai. My phone has GPS, but it needs a charge first. I turn the papers back in.

“Do you have a car charger for cell phones?” When he says no, I dash to the nearest shop and purchase one. For good measure, I throw in some drinks, snacks, and a Bulls T-shirt. I might need something to sleep in tonight. Sleep. Where will I sleep? Ah, I’ll figure it out.

When I slide into my very own Honda Civic and close the door, I put the phone cord into the cigarette lighter. It takes a while to power up, and I enter Columbus, Ohio as the destination. Five hours and thirty-six minutes, without traffic. For the next three hundred and seventy-seven miles, I’ll be mistress of my own destiny. I’ll decide, I’ll enact, and I’ll follow through. No one can tell me no.

In a fit of conscience, I swipe through my email inbox. I don’t have Gracie’s phone number as she no longer has a phone for the US, so I type a quick email. 




Go ahead without me. I’ll meet you in Ohio.




As I pull out of the airport lot, I dial a long-unused number and hit the speaker button.

“Hello?”

I take a deep breath. “It’s me. When can I see you?”











Chapter Six




Graciela




I must be mistaken. Trinity’s waiting for me at the boarding gate. She got hungry and slipped into a restaurant. Or she fainted, and she’s lying somewhere. Maybe she’s hurt or bleeding.

With a sick, sour taste rising in my mouth, I rummage in my purse for my cell phone before remembering it won’t work in America. Stupid proprietary Korean phones that can’t function outside of the country. I paid a fortune for mine, and now I have nothing. I scan the hallway for a pay phone, but what good will that do? Trinity doesn’t have a phone here. Or if she does, I don’t have the number. 

A babble of English mixed with various foreign languages washes over me, and my head pounds with the familiar just-arrived-in-America headache. It’s early in the morning the same day we left, thanks to the miracle of jet lag. If only I could step back fourteen hours and retrace my steps. Heck, I’d settle for stepping backward fourteen minutes. Fourteen minutes ago, I would have held Trinity’s hand while looking at the papers. Or, I would have skipped the papers altogether and focused on her.

The overhead lights pulse in time with the throbbing in my head, and the sourness in my mouth threatens to bring up more. I take a drink of disgusting water from the nearest fountain, wince, and evaluate my options. I can exit the airport, too, and maybe find out the person in the red coat wasn’t Trinity. I could go to the arrival gate and walk back here, hoping to find a clue on the way. Or I could head to our departure gate and hope Trinity finds me. She knows where to go, doesn’t she? 

I set my purse down and open my carry-on. What I think I’ll find, I’m not sure, but I slide my hands in between every item. My laptop, tablet, nonfunctional Korean phone, change of clothing, and various documents provide no clue of Trinity’s whereabouts. 

Fighting down panic, I close my bag and head to the nearest information desk. As I explain the situation, I fight for words. 

“I don’t know if she’s lost, or hurt, or…”

Within minutes, the halls ring with an announcement. “Trinity Maddox, please meet your party at Gate C5. Trinity Maddox, please meet your party at Gate C5.”

Except with all the jabber, clatter, and commotion of machinery and electronics, I doubt anyone can hear. “Thank you,” I say insincerely before checking the bathroom and hallways one last time. 

I glance toward the exit door and shake my head. If Trinity left that way, she’s long gone. I should have pursued her immediately. But if that wasn’t Trinity, I would have jeopardized our connection for nothing. Sure, we could show our boarding passes and identification to go through security all over again, but it would be a hassle. 

I tilt my arm to read the hands of my wristwatch. It’s barely been ten minutes since Trinity disappeared, but it feels like a lifetime. Still, there’s no need to panic. I’ll make my way to our gate, and everything will be fine. She’s fine. She’s not a child, she speaks English, and she knows how to read maps. 

My knees tremble with each step, but I force myself to keep walking. She’s all right. She’s okay. Don’t cry, Graciela. You’re making a big deal out of nothing. Just get to the gate. She’ll be waiting for you, everything will be fine, and you’ll laugh at yourself for coming unglued. 

Each step becomes more painful, and the image of Trinity lying on the floor reproaches me. I promised to protect her. What if she’s hurt and I’m abandoning her? Should I call the police, or at least airport security?

I bite my lip and continue walking. Just get to the gate, right? Airports are one of the safest places to be these days, despite all of the fearmongering. Nothing happened. We’ve got plenty of time to make our next flight. I told my parents not to expect us for dinner, although Mom will have a fifteen-item meal waiting for us anyway. We can catch another flight going out if we have to. 

I try to summon anger at my disobedient submissive. She should have stayed close to me. She shouldn’t have gone off on her own. She knows better than to…

I can’t go one step farther. Grasping the wall in a blind effort to stay standing, I lower my forehead to meet the surface. I should thrash her for causing me worry, but instead I remember the last time she left. Or, rather, when I sent her away.




“Gracie!” Trinity bounces as I close the door after my last client for the day. She shimmers all over, and the light catches her long, dark hair. “I’ve got something for you. Sit down.”

Amused, I reach behind my back to loosen the laces on my corset. It’s a gorgeous new steel-boned underbust, rich royal purple with hand-sewn sequins. It also cost a fortune, so I save it for special requests. 

Trinity used to gasp in admiration whenever I put on corsets, but by now they’re old news. She’s come a long way since she moved out and came back. I hated letting her go, but I had to do it. How could I take advantage of a scared girl who knew nothing of the world? Instead, she returned to me as a woman. My woman, who stands in front of me alight with joy.

“No, no!” She flaps her hands downward. “Don’t change. Just come and sit down, okay? Hurry up.”

“Don’t you have to finish homework?” She’s enrolled in the local community college, more at my insistence than her own wish. She pulls a face about it, but I cheer her up with schoolgirl scenes now and then. “Come to think of it, shouldn’t you wear your cute uniform while you study? I got you a new pair of panties.” Not that they’ll stay on for long.

“Gracie!” She points to the couch, sounding like the oldest child who’s tired of putting up with nonsense. “Sit down before I have to make you.”

“Fine.” I yield, tugging the corset strings loose enough to sit down. “Seriously, whatever you’re planning will go better if I can breathe.”

She tilts her head, considering. “All right. I guess you still look hot without it.”

“Trinity!” Laughing, I slap her bottom. Or I try to. The edges of my corset dig into my stomach, and I yelp. I put up with the discomfort for my clients, but they pay good money. Carefully, I unlace the corset and open the clips in front. My favorite new garment rests on the neighboring armchair while I sigh in relief. As much as I adore the feeling of power and sexiness, I appreciate freedom of movement afterward. I pull the white blouse away from my skin and fan it in and out for cool air.

Trinity kneels, unlacing one of my thigh-high boots and easing it off. 

“It’s okay,” I say, but I stop. She’s put on the little white T-shirt that hugs her breasts while opening far enough to make a promise. We’ve shopped for dresses, skirts, and all kinds of kinky wear, but I love her in this shirt. 

As she bends down to lift my other foot, I catch a glimpse of a red rose petal tucked in her cleavage. It’s one of our many signals, and I swallow hard. I wanted a cold drink, some television, and perhaps a cuddle before bed. Looks like I’m about to get much more. 

I lean forward, lips puckered, but she meets mine with her own lips. “Not yet,” she says, and the flash of red distracts me while she rolls my leggings to mid-calf. 

She brings out our foot bath, and I moan as she dips each foot into the water. I think of all the sexual favors I’d trade for one of her massages, and she squirts a dollop of honey-scented cream onto her hands. As she squeezes and rubs, I close my eyes in ecstasy. 

“You’ve had a hard day,” she says, and I’m too limp to move. 

What did I do to deserve this? How did I get lucky enough to have a girl who shares my deepest desires and still surprises me? “I want to…” Words fail me. “I want to take you right here and now, and…”

“Shh.” She rubs a cloth back and forth on my feet, dipping for a rinse and scrubbing some more. 

I giggle, because I’m ticklish and not because it’s funny, but she frowns. “Sorry.” I could be a meek schoolgirl, apologizing for disturbing class. I never understood mistresses who permitted foot fetish play before, but now I can see the benefits. But who would want a stranger to do it, when my girl’s touch is exquisite?

I bend down to run my fingers through her hair, kissing and praising. “My good girl,” I say, and she beams. “My clever, beautiful, wonderful girl. You make my heart sing.”

She gives one last rinse before toweling off, and she takes one foot at a time onto her lap. Peppermint lotion soothes my tired muscles, and a dash of cooling powder leaves my entire body as soft as putty. 

“Come here,” I say in a hoarse voice. I can’t be patient for one more second. She’s given me bliss in a bottle, and it’s time to return the favor. “It’s your turn.”

“I’ll just…it will take only…” Trinity picks up the foot bath and open bottles, but my voice drops to a growl. 

“Get over here.” This time, it’s a command and not a request. Instantly obedient, she pushes the tub and supplies out of the way before standing right in front of my knees. She’s taller than I am sitting down, so I draw her to me for a hungry, bone-aching kiss. 

“If I thought a little foot washing would—”

“Shh.” 

Off goes her little white shirt, and the rose petal winks in invitation. I lean forward, take it between my teeth, and brush it across her silky, creamy neckline. The fragile petal crumbles, and it leaves a faint pink stain. Taking care not to rush, I let my tongue follow each line. She breathes faster, body trembling. I hold her by the waist as my tongue works in lazy circles around each line. 

“Mistress.” She gulps, working fingers into my bun to release the jeweled hairpin. The heavy locks cascade down my back, and she unbuttons the front of my blouse. She, too, leans down to kiss my flushed skin. 

After a full day of professional boundaries, I’m ready to let go. My hands cup behind each of her ears, and she works her way down to unfasten my bra. “Are the curtains closed?”

She doesn’t bother looking. “No. Does that matter?”

“No.” 

As we kiss, I slide my hands down to pat her sweet little bottom encased in jeans. She loves her jeans because she wore them for the first time here. I unhook the front and slide them down, and this time I give a satisfying squeeze. Her buttocks are as soft as an expensive nectarine, ripe and juicy. 

“Ouch!” When she realizes what she’s said, a look of fear crosses her face. 

Too caught up in the moment to stop, I squeeze again. I haven’t spanked her in days, but I’ll have to make up for the neglect. She gives the most adorable noises, and sometimes I have to stop long enough to kiss the cheeks I call my own. “Oh come on, I didn’t smack you. At least not yet. But we can fix that soon enough.”

“No, I…” She steps backward, and the fear is replaced by utter terror. She struggles to pull her pants up, only I’m too quick for her.

“Get over here.” This time, the command is neither playful nor sensual. “Bare your bottom.”

A moment ago, I’d meant for the process to excite. To arouse. Now, all kinds of worst case scenarios float through my mind. Injury? Illness? An illicit tattoo? Surely, my girl knows better. 

“Please, I—”

“Turn around.”

With a cry of despair, she does as she is told. She is well-trained, my Trinity. On her bottom and backs of her thighs lie the unmistakable marks of a belt. A belt, judging from the fading bruises, that was applied badly and at least a few days ago. Two or three, I’d guess.

Two or three days ago, I was in Chicago meeting a client. 

“What the—”

“Please.” Tears form, and she wilts like a flower pummeled in a thunderstorm. “I…I picked up the belt. Snuck into your dungeon and tried playing with it. I know you said not to. I’m sorry.”

No. Not even the best of beginner’s luck could land a belt across both buttock cheeks, in an upward angle rather than down. I’ve coached clients through self-spanking, and they’ve shown me the results. Not one looked like this.

“Trinity.” 

“Please don’t kill me!” 

She sobs, and I replace my bra. Taking my time to hook the clasps just so and button my blouse, I tuck the ends into the waistband of my skirt. “Tell me the truth, or so help me God, I’ll…” What’ll I do? Punish? A fear I’ve never known before grips my insides. 

Trinity crumples to the floor, sobbing so hard she can’t speak. She’s confessed a constellation of sins since she moved back, all with timidity and worry but not outright panic. Nothing would have scared her this much except the one unforgivable act she promised never to commit.

“Now, Trinity.”

“She said you wouldn’t mind,” Trinity sobs, and my heart grows cold. I stand up and stare at her.

“Who said? Mind what? Answer before I flog it out of you.”

Trinity ducks her head down, and her mouth moves without any sound coming out. 

“Answer me.”

“Jessie,” she whispers, and my world grows black.




A lifetime away, I stumble to Gate C5. Trinity is nowhere to be seen, as I knew already. Spying a tablet mounted on a technology display, I walk toward it. Maybe it’s only for show, but maybe not.

Tap. Yes. The tablet works. I log onto Trinity’s email server, guessing her password. After three false attempts, it locks me out. Giving up, I turn away.

I might as well check my email while I’m there. Signing in, the first message jumps out at me. 




 Go ahead without me. I’ll meet you in Ohio.




The world darkens, and I sink into the nearest plastic chair.











Chapter Seven




Trinity




The rich voice pauses. “Who’s this?”

I pull into the turning lane and ignore horns blaring behind me. “Trinity.” 

“Trinity! You’re here already? I thought your plane didn’t land until the afternoon, and you were busy the first night.”

“Plans changed.” I’ll explain the rest later, if we get to that point. “Anyway, do you have time a day early? I can’t wait to catch up.”

“How was your trip to Korea? Still working at that BDSM resort?” Nalani chuckles. “I’m afraid you’ll find my homemade dungeon a far cry from the lavish spectacle you’re used to.”

I haven’t told Nalani about the past six months, but I haven’t told anyone. She was so proud when I got the job at the Castle, and I couldn’t let her down. “I’m taking some time off.” I search for a reasonable excuse, but only the truth comes to mind. “I met someone, and she—”

“You! I thought you’d never get a girlfriend again. Come quick, so you can tell me all about it.” I picture Nalani tapping through her phone calendar. “I can meet you for lunch today if it’s late.”

I glance at the clock. 9:37 AM. “How late? I don’t think I can get to you before two.”

She hums, her way of thinking. “Want to make it three? I’ve got a client at four-thirty, but he always runs late. Bet he’d be glad for a delay.”

Barring unforeseen road construction, traffic accidents, and my new Honda Civic breaking down, that sounds perfect. Working insane hours made me master the skill of eating quickly. I can grab something while putting on gas and drive straight through. “Sure. Can’t wait to see you.”

“It’s been a long time.” Nalani’s voice brightens. “What’s it been, a whole year? We’ve got to be better at keeping in touch.”

It’s not just you. I haven’t kept in touch with anyone. I used to live surrounded by bustling crowds of clients, colleagues, and commotion. Now, my world is Gracie. How did I become so isolated? 

“I promise.”

“Welcome home,” Nalani says, only I no longer know if it’s true. 

Where is my home, if not with Gracie? 




“Dah-lee. Dee-goot.” Rachel takes the pink mechanical pencil with its dangling strawberry attachment, and she draws an angular letter C on the paper in front of me. The columns of oversized boxes show dotted lines that I am supposed to trace, the way I taught my school-aged Littles to practice their letters. I, Nurse Trinity, who used to command my dominion, obediently follow instructions.

 It’s been less than a month since moving in with Gracie, but it feels like a lifetime. Years ago, what wouldn’t I have given to receive a second chance? If I have to learn funny-shaped letters and struggle through unfamiliar sounds, having Gracie is worth it. It’s as if I am a child again, learning basic life skills adults take for granted. With Gracie in this new country, I need help for every task. I should hate it, but for now it feels secure. Safe. As if nothing and no one could hurt me, ever again. 

Still, it’s nice to have time away from Gracie. Here with Rachel, I get to interact without looking to see what Gracie thinks.

“This is the letter d? Duh?” I accept the pencil and trace the letters in the six boxes, quickly and accurately. “Dah-lee is knee?” The tiny sketch of a leg shows an arrow pointing to the knee, but Rachel shakes her head.

“Dah-lee.” She pats her own knee. “Leg.”

It’s the Korean version of “C is for Cat,” but I’m confused. “Hip” in Koreanized English means “buttocks,” and I can’t understand why. Rachel uses American slang terms she’s heard on imported sitcoms, but she pronounces “hot” with the arched sound of the British.

It’s a funny land of contradictions, Korea.

“Dah-lee,” I repeat, copying the shapes. “Leg.” I’ll ask Graciela later why leg and knee seem to be interchangeable. I glance at the clock. “Isn’t it time for English yet?”

“Yes.”

“Yay!” I stretch out my cramped thumb and forefinger and reach for the English newspaper I’ve brought with me, but Rachel pats the child’s notebook in front of me.

“Yes, it is not time for English. Three weeks you come to me, but you still don’t know hangul. Cha, we will do lee-ul. La-dee-oh. Lee-bon.” 

Radio. Ribbon. The squared-off number two represents a sound in between r and l, and I have to write them in the strange new alphabet. I’d rather ask Rachel to read out loud from today’s English paper, but she gets self-conscious. She takes out new supplies for me every time I visit, books and games and toys her children used years ago. In the six times I’ve visited her, I’ve only gotten to help with English once. She always has a pressing reason why I must learn Korean.

It’s no wonder Rachel’s daughter is at the top of her class and studying for entrance exams to a prestigious private high school. I’d think a mom that devoted wouldn’t have time for a stranger, but she breaks into a smile whenever she opens the door. Today, she turns the page and points for me to start on a new set of exercises. “Cha,” she repeats, an all-purpose word for instructions. She says a few more words in Korean that must mean “Do this” or “Work hard,” and I catch the word “kongboo” that means study. I should know that one, as she has said it to me often enough.

“I thought I’d get to teach you English,” I complain, but she waves away my protest.

“Kongboo!” She disappears into the kitchen, and soon the crackling of oil in a hot pan announces the preparation of a new treat. Rachel has expanded my repertoire of Korean food, and in exchange she asks for nothing.

I stretch my arms above my head, untucking crossed legs. Graciela tells me it’s rude to sit with feet sticking straight out, but I can’t sit on the floor as long as she does. While Rachel has a small table in her kitchen, she prefers to study while sitting on the living room floor. Thank goodness I can lean against the leather couch. Whenever she cooks, I stretch my legs underneath the little floor table we use instead of a desk.

“Rachel!”

Her head pops around the corner. “Why?”

It’s another oddity, “Why?” instead of “What?” when hearing her name. I didn’t mean to call her, though. “Rachel. That’s a lee-ul too, right? Lay-chul?” I imitate how she says her own name.

“So smart!” She comes to kneel beside the table, drying her hands on her red apron and taking the pen. She draws three patterns, speaking each one out loud. “Lay. Ee. Chul.” The “Ra” of Rachel, in her pronunciation, draws out over two syllables.

“Thanks,” I say, taking the pencil back. I want to copy her name, but she shakes her head.

“Tuh-leen-ee-tee.” The same boxy number two appears in a new set of drawings, only this time she nods toward me.

“Trinity?”

She nods, and I stare down at the paper. It’s me, in black and white. Maybe, just maybe, I do belong in this strange new country where no one can say my name.

She takes my hand as if I were a kindergartener, closing her delicate fingers around my knobby ones. She guides each stroke, saying the syllables out loud.

“Trinity,” I repeat, willing myself to remember. No matter where I’ve been, and no matter what problems I face, I’m still me. Trinity.




I thought I’d made a home with Gracie, and I adjusted to life in a foreign country. But how much of that was survival, back when I had no passport, no options, and a career in ruins? Have I given up on my current life because I thought I didn’t deserve better? 

The miles fly by, and I pull up my favorite song list. I haven’t driven in six months. I haven’t done most things in six months. Ever since I flew halfway around the world to visit a former client and her partner, my life has turned upside down. Even if Gracie hadn’t gone dominant on me, I wouldn’t have known how to read signs or talk with the shopkeepers. Back in Korea, I had to learn letters like a kindergartener. Here, on my native soil, nothing stands between me and freedom.

I roll down a window, fill my lungs with good American air, and sing out lyrics at top volume. Then I sputter as a jerk speeds by and scatters dust in his wake. I take a swig of water and spit it out, then roll up the window. Maybe I don’t miss everything about the good old USA. 

When I coast through a gas station to fill the car and my stomach, I check the accumulated messages on my phone. Friends, clients, and others from my former life scatter in, an array of lost connections. I rub the smudged screen with a sigh. In Korea, I don’t even own a cell phone because I don’t need one. I never leave Gracie’s side except to perform my domestic duties. I called that happiness, but was it really?




I never meant to become a Korean housewife when I moved in with Gracie, but domestic servitude has its benefits. For one, shopping for groceries ensures I get my favorite food. Well, favorite amongst what’s available. I scan the cereal display and dismiss the chocolatey sugar bombs. What happened to good old Cheerios or Kix? Even the cornflakes are coated with thick sweetening. 

No wonder Rachel, my neighbor and Korean tutor, won’t let her family have cereal. She insists on her children eating hot rice and soup three times a day, even when they have to carry homemade food to school for both lunch and supper. Then again, if Gracie or I could cook like Rachel we’d never eat premade food, either. 

I sigh and add the frosted cornflakes to my shopping basket. Fortunately, Gracie has milk and juice delivered to our door so I don’t have to worry about that. 

The store loudspeaker crackles to life, and I catch the words subak and sale. Yum! I join the flood of black-haired women surrounding an aproned man offering bite-sized tastes of watermelon. My mouth waters, and I gobble the cube of sweet, juicy flesh. Shoppers grab for heavy melons wrapped in mesh carriers, and I take the biggest one I can find. Maybe Gracie and I can feed each other bits of fruit as we make love into the night.

When a woman shouts at me to hurry up, I blink and laugh at myself. Or, I can go home to another quiet evening, watching Korean television while Gracie goes for a run. She’s taken on extra duties at a fancy private school for girls, which is great for our financial situation, but terrible for time together. When I first moved into her two-bedroom apartment, I thought the walls would squash me. I couldn’t move without bumping into something, and I never had space of my own. 

Then again, I didn’t arrive in the best of circumstances, did I? I pick up a bag of pistachios, wincing at the memory. Coming back to Gracie after ten years apart has been the miracle I never expected, but at first it seemed like a catastrophe. Sometimes, even though she doesn’t lose her temper, I wonder if she misses having her apartment to herself. 




I felt so guilty about taking up half of Gracie’s apartment that I never wondered whether I missed having my home to myself.

Nalani sets down an iced beverage and gets out of the swing on her front porch when I pull into her driveway, “Trin!”

“Nalani!” I jump out of the car, and she engulfs me in a hug. “Missed you, old pal.”

“Who’re you calling old?” She gives a playful spank and puts her arm around my shoulders. “Can’t wait to hear about all of your adventures. But where’s the lucky woman?”

Nalani trained me in everything dominant, at least everything I hadn’t learned from Gracie. “It’s a long story.”

She’s no fool. “Ah, trouble in paradise? Come in. I’ll get you an iced tea and we can talk about the good old days.”

As I cross the threshold, I take out my phone. Should I send Gracie my phone number or at least let her know where I am? I could, but then I’d ruin the first nice moment since she brought up the whole Jessie fiasco and found out about Jacob’s email. As selfish and inconsiderate as it might be, I need a moment to myself. I need to be Trinity, my own person. 

“Want lemon?” Nalani’s disappeared into the kitchen.

I hesitate. Gracie’s almost to the Columbus airport by now. She probably enjoyed not having the hassle of dealing with my meltdowns. I should let her enjoy a happy reunion with her own parents. My own drama can wait. 

“Sure,” I say, and step inside.











Chapter Eight




Graciela




“Gracie!”

When I turn around, my jaw drops. Wherever Trinity took herself, she must have found a spa. 

Trinity sashays toward me in a haze of tropical floral scents. “Have you been waiting long?” she coos, hooking a thumb into her waistband. “Got a problem with security? I can take you to a private room for an inspection.” She pauses, licking her lips as her gaze sweeps from top to toe. “A strip search, perhaps? With a body cavity—”

“Trinity!” Half-laughing, half-sobbing, I cling to her shoulders. I bury my face into her shirt and breathe in warmth and fragrance. “You came back!”

“I’m fine, worrywart.” She walks her index and middle finger down the length of my right arm, and I shiver. “Silly Gracie, always thinking the worst. I leave for five seconds, and you file police reports.”

Disregarding the blank stares of the passengers crowded into the waiting area at Gate C5, I throw her into the nearest wall and yank her shirt upward. We kiss, except frantic desire skews our aim. She catches a mouthful of hair, while I lick the hem of her shirt. With a gasp and a self-conscious laugh, I hike her skirt—a skirt, when did her pants change into a skirt?—upward and her tights down. Our hands and mouths can’t stop moving, and she begins the slow, circular movement that will set me off. 

“No!” I can’t, not with everyone watching. Trinity increases her speed, and I throw my head back. It feels so good. So thrilling, so dangerous…and yet so safe. I am with Trinity, the only woman I’ve ever loved.




I jerk awake in my plastic chair, flushed with embarrassment. I look down with immense gratitude to find my clothes are still fastened and in place. I could slink away in shame, but the memory of Trinity brings me back to the present. Where is she? 

Then the contents of the email remind me. She’s gone. It can’t be. It must be a mistake, or an email sent from long ago, or my imagination. My Trinity will come back to me, as she always has. She gave her word. 

For the next four hours, I wait. I sit until the dizziness clears, and I sit some more. After the first hour, I plug my tablet into the nearest outlet. The trip from Korea drained the battery of my tablet and laptop, but I should keep email open in case Trinity sends another one. I should write to her just in case, but I can’t think what to say. Have fun without me. Hope TSA doesn’t destroy your luggage when you fail to board the plane. And the worst one, Are you okay? I don’t want the answer to the last question.

I wait, focusing on the second hand circling the twelve numbers on my wristwatch. Each click accumulates into a minute, and each circle of the minute hand accumulates into an hour. Hope fades into fear. I go back to the information booth and plead for security officers. Trinity might be hurt, after all. I am waved away, an inconsequential nuisance compared to the real war on terrorists. I point out the unclaimed luggage, and at last I get attention. If Trinity doesn’t show up, she will have to claim the suitcase. Can I do it for her? They don’t know. 

Again, it’s up to me. Again, I follow in her path while she does as she pleases. Without consequences. 

I return to my plastic chair, sifting through emails on my tablet. Some requests from clients who don’t see me regularly enough to know about my vacation, other requests from clients hoping to schedule appointments as soon as I return, and information about my new job. It sounded like a badly written porno script when the owner approached me. Seriously, who would have a private school for girls who get spanked for misbehavior? I scoffed, but the owner—headmistress, she called herself—explained with great earnestness. While the school would take adults of any age, she catered to millennials who struggled with school or work. Sort of a boot camp for girls, except spanking instead of wriggling under barbed wire in the mud. The headmistress wanted a disciplinarian for her students, and who better than a professional? 

I smile, thinking about that interview. Despite the students’ chronological adulthood, the headmistress insisted we treat them as “girls,” with all the associated implications. I suspected many of the students were closet kinksters, but I didn’t say anything as they detailed their difficulties in returning to school as an adult. 

I suppose it’s similar to Disney corporate policies. Speaking of behind-the-scenes mechanics would ruin the magic. All pupils at the academy sign consent forms along with legal waivers of liability, and the school handbook gives structure without limiting my ability to be effective. I’ve played enough teachers and boarding school matrons with my clients to know how it works. It might be fun to try the same role for an extended time, especially in a setting with other disciplinarians. 

Trinity heard about the school and got antsy, but she has enough to do studying Korean and getting acclimated. We can’t have her going off the rails again. 

“Gracie! I’ve been calling you for five minutes.”

Mid-sigh, I swing around to face a startled young mother holding out her hand to a pigtailed toddler. The little girl steadfastly ignores the voice while staring into the screen of a mini tablet encased in soft pink foam. Slightly grubby white tennis shoes stick straight out in front of her, and sparkly pink laces wave limply in a testament to the universal truth: Shoelaces never stay tied. Gracie, hm? It’s not that usual of a name, at least not for little girls. Even the more common Grace is a holdover from an older generation. 

“Gracie, I said now!” The mother shifts a pink Barbie roller backpack to the other side of the chair, and she snatches the tablet. 

The little girl keeps watching empty space for a half-second before staring upward in stunned silence. Her mouth flattens into an angry square, and itty-bitty eyelashes crinkle together as tears cascade down her crumpled face. “No!” she screams, throwing her arms upward and backward as she slides to the gray carpet. “Nononononono!”

As her wails reverberate through the waiting area, strangers break off conversations. Some mutter, and a few comment on “kids today” who are “nothing but spoiled brats.”

Little Gracie has rolled onto her stomach, pummeling the floor with fists and feet. I wonder whether I should offer to help, though I doubt the mother would want assistance from a childless, unmarried stranger. From the little I know about childrearing, offering toys or candy during a child’s fit doesn’t seem like a great idea. 

The mother’s face reddens, and it seems as if tears come to her eyes, too. She gulps, avoiding the glares of onlookers, and kneels next to her daughter. “Gracie McKayla, you know Mommy’s rule. Do you want to go potty with or without dignity?”

“Without!” Gracie bellows, then catches her breath. She gives a half-hearted thump with the palm of her hand, and she rolls onto her back. Her straight bangs have become tangled during her tantrum. “What’s dignity?”

I laugh before I can help myself. The mother shoots me an angry look before biting her lip. Soon, giggles sweep her body as well, and she sets down her bags to scoop up the child. 

“Put me down, Mommy!” Gracie wriggles, but her mom holds her firmly. 

“Nope. You said without dignity, so Mommy’s carrying you to the potty like a baby. Like my great big baby who throws a tantrum in the airport even though she’s big enough to play with my tablet. You’ll have to manage that temper of yours someday, naughty bunny rabbit.” The mom rubs noses, and little Gracie giggles. 

“Daddy says you have a temper, too. You burned the hot dish last night and said the bad word. Daddy spanked you with a—”

Turning bright red but not speaking loudly enough to cover her daughter’s confessions, the mother grabs the roller backpack and bags before fleeing to the nearest restroom. I cover my mouth so I won’t laugh out loud. The poor woman will have to face the same audience once she boards the plane. 

I’m glad she has a husband who gives her what she wants, so she doesn’t have to seek out a professional. That’s what I wanted, ever since I was old enough to understand my desires. I didn’t want any woman, although that was a revelation in and of itself. I wanted a submissive woman, someone who understood the delicate balance between leadership and obedience. 

As a submissive leads by being honest in her needs, a dominant obeys by reading and responding to those needs. It’s a dance of mutual respect, both sultry and prosaic. I knew from childhood I wanted to call a girl mine.




“Graciela, sweetheart, don’t you want to go to your first school dance? All the other seventh graders will be there, and…”

“Mom!” Sheesh. I’m the twelve-year-old. I should use “all the other kids” for arguments, not my mother. “It’s a long drive for you, and you’ll have to pick me up afterward.”

“I don’t mind.” Mom crosses to my closet and pulls out my newest church dress. Pink and frilly, it would better fit the décor in my grandmother’s living room. “You’d look sweet in this. Isn’t there a nice boy you’d like to invite? What about that youngest Olson boy? He’s your age, isn’t he?”

“Patrick? He still reads comic books.”

“Fine, then.” Mom puts the dress back into the closet and sits on the bed next to me. “Someone else, then. Or you could go without a date. Isn’t seventh grade young for dates, anyway?”

I loll against the headboard, refusing to make eye contact. “Melanie has a date. Half the other girls in my class do. I’m not going alone or with a boy.”

“What other choices are there? Why don’t you call up one of your friends and go together? Or you can ask a boy yourself, you know. We did that for Sadie Hawkins when I was your age.”

“Mother!” I roll onto my stomach and cover my head with a ruffled purple pillow. “I’m not asking a boy. I don’t care if I stay at home, okay? Why don’t we make toffee bars for the bazaar on Sunday? You wanted to raise money for the orphanage in Zimbabwe.”

Mom plucks the pillow out of my hands and brushes the hair out of my face. “All right, dear,” she says at last. “But I don’t want you to miss out on special moments of growing up. Don’t be afraid.”

“Argh!” I toss the pillow at Mom until she backs out of my room, muttering about never being able to please me. I should retort it’s the other way around, but she’ll consider that an invitation to restart the argument. I love my parents, but sometimes I wish they’d get out of my face. 

Besides, no matter how much I want to tell Mom the truth, she can’t handle it. Alone in my room, I hug my pillow for comfort. The truth? I don’t want to invite Patrick or any other boy to a dance. I wouldn’t mind dancing, if I weren’t afraid of looking like a fool. The silly disco ball and awkward dancing almost sound fun…

If only I could ask Marnie. 

Marnie Sanders, the new girl who moved from Los Angeles last month. She has shiny straight hair that hangs to her waist, and she tosses her head with a little laugh. Her dad’s gone all over the world on business trips, and she brings all kinds of amazing souvenirs for school projects. She stepped into my homeroom as if she’d been born a queen, and perhaps she was. 

I’ve said ten words at most to Marnie, but she smiles at me each morning. Every time she slides into the desk next to mine, she throws a lock of hair over her shoulder and smiles. The echo of her laughter drives me to distraction, and one morning I dropped my pencil. We bent down to reach for it at the same time, and our pinkies touched. I couldn’t understand the shivers of excitement that ran through my body, and I didn’t know why I watched her after that. 

“Hi,” I say to my bedroom mirror, practicing. “Want to go to the Fall Fling with me?”

I screw up my face and flop back onto my bed. It’ll never happen, I tell the traitorous tingling in my stomach. I’ll never be allowed to like a girl. 




When Gracie’s mommy boards the plane and airline workers post information for the next flight, I call up the Skype application on my tablet. Good thing I invested in the plan that allows me to call real phones. Mom picks up on the first ring.

“Gracie! Are you here already? Honey, it’s Gracie!” 

My heart sinks. It’s not just my plans disrupted. It’s Mom’s lavish dinner and Dad’s quiet expectations. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, my throat closing in. “We missed the connection. I’ll call you as soon as I know when we’ll arrive, okay? Love you.”

I click off before they can ask any more questions, and I sit in the babbling waiting area long enough to let the tears subside. After a moment, I get to my feet. Taking careful notice of the signs, I stop at the information desk to place my second request for our unclaimed luggage. I’ll check into a hotel near the airport for tonight, and I’ll figure out my plan later.

What if Trinity never comes back? 

What if she does?











Chapter Nine




Trinity




Nalani’s ignored the cozy kitchen table where we used to hold heart-to-heart chats until late at night, and she’s served iced tea in her living room. Or sitting room, perhaps I should call it. It has vaulted ceilings, gigantic windows, and old-timey individual furniture pieces decorating each nook. A writing desk does double duty to display postcards, and a hutch has been transformed into a bookcase. I linger over the contents, smiling at familiar titles. Jane Eyre. The Price of Salt. Bastard out of Carolina.

“Come and sit down!” Nalani whirls in with her own drink and plops into an oversized, overstuffed white armchair. 

I sit gingerly on its mate, and my legs stick out at an awkward angle. When did American furniture get so big? I slide downward in an attempt at a more dignified pose, swimming in the vast depths of the chair. At last, I cross my legs and sit up with my back erect. The training of sitting on Rachel’s floor comes in handy. I glance around the room but fail to find photos or evidence of Lisa, Nalani’s girlfriend. I hold my tongue, pretending not to notice, but Nalani beats me to the punch.

“Lisa moved to Chicago last month,” she says, lips curving upward while her eyes remain sober. “She finally got a job at the Art Institute, and she’s wanted that, well—”

“Forever,” I finish. Columbus isn’t thriving with jobs for art history experts. “So, is she a museum guide now?” I’m hazy about the details as I met Lisa once. Easy laughter. Pink lipstick. 

“Curator. I think.” Nalani takes a long drink before setting her glass on the rounded end table. The glossy wood displays a dancing rainbow from one of the many sun catchers hung in every window. Nalani loves her rainbows. “She wants me to join her as soon as I get clients lined up in Chicago, but it’s taking longer than I thought. Plus, the market for selling the house is awful right now.”

Startled, I lean back into the pile of plush throw pillows. “Sell? You said you’d never leave Columbus.” Nalani’s a small-town girl like me, someone who wants to stay where she was born and raised. 

She shrugs. “What can I do? Lisa says Chicago won’t be as bad as I think.”

I try to picture Nalani in a big city, or what seems like a big city to people who haven’t lived in a town of thirteen million people. I can’t do it. “The smell, though. When I first arrived in Seoul, the pollution and garbage aroma was overwhelming. Plus, there’s a mass of people everywhere you want to go. I can’t see you liking city life.”

Nalani makes a face. “Tell me about it! Or, rather, tell Lisa. But what about you? Are you happy over there? I thought you went for a quick visit.”

I hesitate. I told Nalani everything when I trained, but that was an eon ago. It seems like a betrayal to say what happens with Gracie and me. “I can’t bear to think of you leaving,” I say, partly to change the subject. “You’ve been my home base for so long. Who else will meet me for drinks in this two-bit town?”

Nalani glances at my glass. “Should I have spiked your tea?”

“Maybe,” I say, looking at my lap. I’ve pushed the knuckles of both hands together, grinding the backs of my fingers in an agitated, syncopated rhythm. I flap my fingers back and forth, almost like the motion for the children’s song we sang years ago. If I were a butterfly, I’d thank you, Lord, for giving me wings. “I could use something stronger.” 

“At three in the afternoon? What’s going on, Trin? Why did you rush here all of a sudden?” Nalani leans forward, the soft brush of fabric against fabric giving away her motions. Domination is about communication, she told me years ago. Anyone can learn to flick a whip. It takes true courage and talent to earn the trust of someone’s heart. She didn’t mean in a romantic way, at least not with me. Sometimes people think they want a spanking when they need someone to listen. It’s your job to understand the difference.

Nalani took me through all the paces. She trained me on every implement she knew, and she provided resources for others. She didn’t practice ageplay, but she helped me understand my need to perform it. She even learned how, solely to teach me. 

“Trin?”

Tears splash across my hands, wetting my fingernails like clear polish. Nalani knows me as the dominant woman she trained me to be. She never knew, because I never knew, that I would end up submitting to another woman. I was the leader. I was in charge. 

I submitted to Nalani because she was my teacher and mentor, but we both knew the end goal. I was her apprentice, and I would strike out on my own. I’d be in charge of my own life.

Instead, this many years later, I’ve given away my life and power to a woman who dominates me. What would Nalani think if she knew? 




Mama’s sick. Or, I should say, she’s sick again. Every time she has a baby, it wears her out. Can’t Daddy see she shouldn’t have any more babies? Jacob, Jeremiah, Esther, and now Elijah. Esther’s not even walking yet, and Jeremiah can’t be counted on to use the big boy potty. Half the time I have to change his pants before Daddy sees. Daddy says two is too old for diapers, and they cost too much. I try to get Jeremiah to run to the potty in time, but it’s hard with Jacob shoving dirty fingers into my biscuit dough and Essie chewing on everything in sight. Her teeth are coming in crooked, and Daddy says no decent boy will marry an ugly girl. 

Now, as if it’s not hard enough to keep everyone happy, there’s a new screaming tyrant. I bring baby Elijah to Mama, but she pushes him away. He tries to suckle, but her breasts are red and swollen. She’s hot and throws off the blankets, so I beg her to lie still. I bring cool washcloths for her forehead and boil potfuls of soup broth. Elijah screams in hunger, so I pour milk into our one hand-me-down bottle. I want to scream, too, but it won’t help. It feels good for a second, and then the babies howl more loudly. 

“Come on,” I coax the baby. I pray Daddy’s God will make baby Elijah stop crying. I have to finish the dinner biscuits. Daddy says a man deserves a hot dinner promptly at six o’clock, and everyone will be sorry if he doesn’t get it. 

He doesn’t need to tell me what I already know. Even Essie knows better than to cry when Daddy’s mad. 

Tears leak onto the bottle as I touch the cracked nipple against Elijah’s angry mouth. “Please,” I beg. “Mama can’t feed you right now. She hurts too much. Please eat. Please, or Daddy will be mad.”

At less than one month old, Elijah’s learned the most important lesson of life: Don’t upset Daddy. Grudgingly, he accepts the worn-out nipple and sucks on inferior milk thinned with water. It’s not what he wants, and he spits out the nipple with another wail. I want to smack him, but he’s a baby. Instead, I set the bottle on the counter and cradle my youngest brother against my shoulder. He howls, but I jiggle him in the swaying dance that soothed all of his bigger brothers and sisters. 

“If I were a butterfly.” How I wish I could be a butterfly, free to fly to heaven. I wish I could be small enough so no one could find me. I wish I could disappear into nature where no one could blame me for everything. “I’d thank you, Lord, for giving me wings.” I sing about the other animals, although I’d rather not be a clunky elephant or icky worm. “But I just thank you, Father, for making me, me.”

Essie and Jeremiah giggle at their favorite part coming up, and Jacob joins in for the chorus. Daddy doesn’t like us to make light of the Bible with silly songs, but Mama doesn’t mind. Elijah’s quieted, and his stink and snot and dirty diaper all seem less unbearable as the five of us sashay in rhythm. Essie squishes up her face, and Jeremiah beats the floor with his hands. 

“For you gave me a heart and you gave me a smile. You gave us Jesus and you made me your child. And I just thank you, Father, for making me, me.”

At long last, Elijah calms down enough to take the bottle. I slide onto the floor, exhausted, and Essie crawls onto my knees. Jeremiah sucks on my big toe, and Jacob plops next to my side. He pops his thumb into his mouth. I should make him stop because Daddy will erupt if he sees, but for one blessed moment we’re a mixed-up pile of love.




“Trin, honey darling, what’s wrong? Please talk to me.” Nalani’s knelt at the side of my chair, and arms hug me tight. It’s wrong. I shouldn’t let her hold me, but I sob into her hair. I tell the story about Jacob’s email and Gracie’s unreasonableness, but hiccups make my voice rise into indistinct shrillness.

“Okay.” She shushes me. “Cry. Let it out, and we’ll talk when you’re done.” She turns away for a moment and speaks in a different voice. “Adam, I’m sorry. Can we reschedule for a different day?” 

“No.” I pull away, but she shakes her head at me.

“No, no worries. Tomorrow at ten? That’d be great. Thanks so much. I owe you one.” 

When Gracie threw me out the first time, I went through a series of terrible relationships. I didn’t like them, but I got a place to stay until I found someone else. When things got desperate, I met Nalani. We dated for about two seconds before we both realized it would never happen. She didn’t kick me out. Instead, she trained me. 

Gracie saved my life, but Nalani gave me a reason to live. I never told her about my family because I wanted it to be my choice. Gracie treated me as damaged goods; Nalani expected me to be normal. I had privacy. I made my own decisions. She gave me dignity as an independent adult, instead of the girl with a complicated past and bad family. 

With Nalani, I could be me. 

As the sobs lessen, Nalani kisses the top of my head. “What’s wrong?” she asks yet again. 

And even though she’s sweet and understanding in the way Gracie was not, it’s Gracie who comes to mind. Gracie, with her anger and judgment. Gracie, who decides first and thinks later. Gracie, who has to have the last word. Gracie, who knows everything I hid from Nalani. 

“Buttons,” I murmur, even though the word won’t make sense to the woman holding me. I promise I’ll always be there to button you back up. I want my Gracie back, more than anything else in the world. But she won’t let me go to my family, so I’m on my own.

“Trin?” Nalani’s looking worried now.

“Things are kind of rough with my girlfriend,” I manage to explain. “We had a fight on the plane.” That’s enough of the truth to sound real, but without oversharing. 

Nalani starts to say something but closes her mouth. She nods. “And you need some space?”

“Yeah.” Grateful she hasn’t pushed, I realize it’s well past time for her next client to arrive. “I won’t impose on you, though. I’ll get a hotel room.”

“Not on your life!” Nalani gives a playful flick of her finger to the side of my head. “I’m insulted. Stay here. But on one condition.”

“Ugh, what? You’ll make me be your test for trying out a new bondage technique?” I threatened to buy her a store mannequin when she made me give her feedback one too many times.

“No, but that’s an excellent idea.” She interrupts my groan. “As long as you introduce me to this mystery girlfriend. I’ve got to see the woman strong enough to tame the headstrong Trinity.”

The smile freezes on my face. Meet Gracie? How can I explain that Gracie probably won’t speak to me again, let alone agree to meet one of my friends? “Sure.” I tell the lie with as much confidence as possible, then cough to change the subject. “So, don’t you want to hear about Korea?”

“Of course!” 

I hide a sigh of relief. “We live in this high rise apartment in the heart of Seoul, and the subway is amazing. So is the bus system. We can go anywhere for a dollar or two, and there are shows on every night of the week. Plus the food is so cheap!” I chatter as brightly as I can, throwing in every detail that might intrigue. 

Nalani settles into her armchair, and she leans in for the tale. 

Later, while she picks up burgers and fries, I send two emails. 




Hi, Gracie. What’s your phone number here? 

T.




The second is harder.




Jacob,

How about tomorrow? It’s been a long time.




I leave the email unsigned and hit “send.” He’ll know who it’s from. They all will.











Chapter Ten




Graciela




In the dusky rose of sunrise, Trinity comes to me. She kisses each of my finger tips before cradling my hand against her cheek. She lifts my hair out of the way and rests my hand on her shoulder. She likes to be held but not too closely. Not yet. I rest my head on the headboard, and she runs fingers through my hair. I moan. I’ll never get used to the explosion of sensations when she cradles my head. It’s an instant Pavlovian reaction. 

She leans forward and kisses with the patient, measured timing of someone who never has a schedule. Her mouth tastes of cool mint. Cool? Nothing’s cool, not when the barrier falls and we race to undress each other. She wants to be first, as she always does, and I let her. Or, more to the point, I enjoy letting her. How could anyone resist being wanted?

I bring my knee up, and she supports my body by crooking her elbow. I lean into her, waiting. We’re naked and alone, and no one can interrupt us now. I want her to make me come in that sweetly seductive way of hers. But this time, she nests me with her. She hums, and her chest reverberates with the sound. 

“Trinity…”

“Shh.”

She holds me, and I am safe.




Gradually, the coarse, bleach-scented hotel pillowcase reveals itself as an impostor. I screw my eyes shut, fighting to stay asleep. 

“No!” I scream, weeping into the pillows. “No!” I roll onto my stomach and close my eyes, willing for the dream to come back. Trinity held me. She comforted, and she told me I was loved.

But dream Trinity has disappeared with real-life Trinity, and the room phone blares with its programmed wake up call. Four AM. If I’m going to get our luggage and a flight to Columbus today, I have to move. 

It takes a shower and change of clothes before I make myself open my tablet. I don’t want the empty inbox notice again, or at least empty of the one notice I need. 

This time, though, my impatience is rewarded. 




What’s your phone number here?




What is it? Panicking, I shove everything into my carry-on and grab my purse before flying out the door. Should I get a taxi to stop at the nearest electronics store, or will the airport have disposable cell phones? Why didn’t I think of this long ago? What if Trinity needed me last night and couldn’t reach me? 

It takes me half the trip to the airport to realize what Trinity’s left unsaid. She’s not giving her number. She’s not saying where she is or how to contact her, but she wants to reach me. 

It’s always on your damn terms, isn’t it? Always about you.

Shocked, I push the thought away. But it returns as I buy a phone, email Trinity the number, pick up our suitcases, and book a one-way flight to Columbus. This time, I pay a fortune for luggage because Trinity’s suitcase counts as mine. I have to pay domestic rates, even though we came from overseas, because my flight ended yesterday. I could rent a car and drive six hours for the cost of baggage fees, never mind the plane ticket, but I don’t trust myself on the road. Not now. 

I’m sick of getting stuck with your baggage, Trinity Maddox. Sick of cleaning up your messes.

Crap! I forgot to call Mom and Dad. I give them a call from my new phone and make sure they have the number. And, Mom says, they have a surprise for me. 

It’s probably a pink and white birthday cake, the way they celebrate my birthday whenever I visit. It can be any month or day of the year, but my annual trip includes a birthday party with all the family. I’m too old for parties thrown by my parents, but it feels nice. 

I wonder how Trinity will feel, celebrating my birthday in July instead of December. I wonder whether she’ll think my parents are nuts, or if she’ll enjoy the fun. For the first time since I proposed this trip, I wonder how she’ll feel seeing someone else’s parents cherish the day their daughter was born. 




“A…a what?” Her face drains of color, and her voice squeaks.

“Birthday party,” I explain. “Not a very good one. Just Jessie and our neighbor Myriah, but it’s a special day. Aren’t you excited to turn eighteen?” 

“No. Should I be?” Her eyes grow round, dark circles against pale skin. “What do I do now?”

“For my eighteenth birthday, Mom and Dad threw a barn dance for my first visit home from college. We…” I shake my head. Something’s not right. Doesn’t everyone look forward to birthdays? Surely that monster of a sperm donor gave his children a happy day once a year, at least? “Do what?” 

As if sensing my fear, she chews on her bottom lip for several minutes. I resist the urge to pick up a nearby pencil and roll it between my fingers. She’s so skittish, this one. She’s older than my grandmother in some ways, but in others she’s like a newborn baby. Everything terrifies her. 

“I’ll do the laundry now,” she decides. “I should have been doing it already. Is that enough?”

“Enough?” I stare at her, dumbfounded, and she grows paler. “I washed laundry yesterday. There’s nothing to do.” 

She flinches, then gulps and steels herself. “I apologize. That was my mistake. I’ll do the cooking as well, then. And whatever you deem appropriate.”

I have no words, and she lowers her head. A tear leaks onto the desktop as her voice grows childish and soft.

“I’ll go home now. Sorry.” She slides her chair back and stands up, refusing to look at me. She jerks away as I touch her elbow, and her voice wavers. “I’m sorry, Graciela. I never expected you to keep me.”

She’s fled to her room and taken out the little duffel bag Jessie gave her the night we went to the ER. By the time I catch up, she’s packed her blanket and official documents. I grab her by the shoulders, disregarding the yelp of surprise. Was that pain? Maybe I’m hurting her, but she’s scaring me.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Damn it! Why did I raise my voice? She drops everything and lifts arms to shield her face, breaking free of my hold. Before I can say or do anything else, she crumples to the floor in a mess of sobs. “Please,” she begs. “Please let me go.”

“Fine!” I spit the words out with anger I’ll regret for years to come. “You’re still bruised, you scream at night with bad dreams, and you flinch every time I touch you. I’m not your demon spawn father, Trinity! I’m not going to hurt you. How can you think of running away when I’ve tried to keep you safe?”

A compassionate, mature woman would kneel to comfort the crying girl. I shout, shaking with rage. I want to shake her, but even at my angriest I won’t let myself do it. I slam the side of my fist into the wall instead, jolting the knickknack shelf. Exquisite, fragile glass ornaments plunge to the floor and shatter on impact. A unicorn with a real crystal on the tip of its horn. A teddy bear with a jewel for a heart. 

“Stay right there.” 

“But.”

She’s barefoot. And she’s not stepping into broken glass, no matter how much she infuriates me. 

“I said, don’t move.” I stride to the kitchen to find gloves as well as a broom and dustpan. 

When I turn around, she’s followed me. Limping from the cuts on the soles of her feet. Leaving a trail of blood on the floor, bleeding instead of trusting I will return. Maybe she thinks I’ll hit her now. 

“Please let me go home,” she begs, ignoring the wounds in her feet. 

Does she feel pain? Or has she become so used to her father’s beatings that a few cuts mean nothing? I yell when I get a sliver on a finger. I can’t imagine walking over glass shards and not batting an eyelash. 

But it’s wrong, isn’t it? Pain tells us when we’ve gone too far. It teaches us not to let ourselves get hurt. And here she stands, bleeding and begging to go back to the man who nearly killed her soul.

“Sit down,” I say, swallowing my frustration.

“Graciela, I…”

“Please,” I say, pulling out a chair. I help her sit, and I fill a basin with cool water. After I put on the gloves to wash her feet until I’m satisfied every last shred of glass is gone, I pat her knee. 

“What are you doing?” she asks, as if she can’t see for herself. That’s when I realize what she’s really asking. What she’s meant all along. 

“You don’t have to earn your place here,” I say. I have trouble looking her in the eye. Not because I can’t see her face, but because I don’t want her to see mine. “You don’t have to do chores or leave the second I get impatient with you. This is your home now. Do you understand?”

Except I can’t tell whether she does, because I still can’t look at her. I apply antibiotic cream to her feet and swathe them in gauze, with strict orders not to get off the chair. I sweep up broken glass and disinfect the bloodstained floor, glancing at her pale, shaking figure. She sits on the chair as if it’s a punishment stool, hugging her arms to her chest. 

When I return, she speaks up. “I’m sorry I made you angry,” she says. 

My heart contracts, squeezing every last pain cell in my body.

“You didn’t make me angry,” I say, lifting her chin to make her look at me. “I chose to get angry. I control my emotions, not you. Do you understand?”

She doesn’t, but she tries to nod. “But I didn’t…”

“No.” I kiss the top of her head and hold her to me. My mom held me like this whenever I cried as a child. Who held Trinity? “No,” I repeat. “I raise my voice, I get impatient, I want you to understand without being told. But I promise you, Trinity, that I will never throw you out. As long as you want this home, it’s yours. Do you believe me?”

She doesn’t, but she gives a solemn nod. “Thank you,” she whispers. 

“Tell me what birthdays mean to you,” I coax, and this time she does. 

Except when the time came to forgive, I couldn’t. I threw Trinity away, just like

everyone else. 




When I pull up into the driveway, my parents surround me before I turn off the ignition. Dad takes out the luggage, and Mom hugs as if we haven’t met in years. 

“I made your favorite dinner,” she sings, and I grin. 

“Which one?” A farmer’s daughter has a different favorite for every crop harvest. 

 “Such a pretty girl, my baby. We’ll have to get you some overalls so you don’t make us all look bad.” Mom strokes my skirt. “Sweet corn, tomatoes, and watermelon for dessert. Plus some buttermilk biscuits.”

“Oh, my gosh!” Dad rents out the land these days, but his tenants keep him stocked during harvest times. He still likes to keep busy, so he helps them now and then. “Fresh Ohio sweet corn.” I think of the plain steamed corn served on the roadside in Korea, devoid of butter, salt, or seasonings. Not that our corn needs much. It’s packed with bright yellow, juicy, flavor. My mouth waters at the thought. 

“But where’s your friend?” Dad peers into the car, perplexed. Mom elbows him gently.

“Beau, dear.”

“Isn’t beau for a boy?”

“But Gracie doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

“No, she doesn’t.” Dad shrugs and opens the hood of my rental car to check out the machinery. He’ll probably find something not to his taste and insist on fixing it. In college, I had the most beaten-looking car that never broke down. 

“Fiancée, then.”

“Mom!” I shriek. “You don’t believe in gay marriage.” What has happened to my stuffy, embarrassing parents? Well, the “embarrassing” part still applies. 

She blushes and gives an awkward shrug. “You’re living together, aren’t you? You better get married soon if you don’t want talk. You’ll sleep in separate rooms here, of course.”

“Mother!” How can she make me feel like an eternal twelve-year-old? “I’m an adult!”

“Not in my house,” she says, and she nods her head toward the front door. “Come on, baby girl. Let’s eat.”

That evening, my new phone rings. I don’t recognize the number and start to hang up, assuming it’s a telemarketer. Dang, they’re fast. Then realization hits.

“Hello? Trinity? Is that you?”

The line crackles and goes silent. I wait, praying and hoping against hope. A tiny voice answers, as small as the girl-child who sat with broken feet in my kitchen. 

“Gracie? Can you come and get me? Please?”











Chapter Eleven




Trinity




Not denim. Daddy hates denim. If I had more time and a sewing machine, I could make a dress that met with his approval. After combing through the dress and skirt selection at a big box store and boutique, I wonder whether the right clothes can make a difference. A dowdy dress won’t change who I am. Still, I have to be modest. Neat. Without adornment. Thank goodness I never gave into temptation to pierce my ears. My body is a temple, Daddy said, to keep pure and holy. 




“But I want to look pretty.” I resist as Mama scrubs at my earlobes. Any other time, I’d be glad for a moment alone with her. She focuses on the latest baby when she pays attention to anyone, and other times she’s millions of miles away. I only get her to myself when she’s angry.

“Don’t talk nonsense.” Mama switches from one side to the other, and a trail of frothy soap drips across my face. 

I can’t tell whether it’s intent or a happy accident when a sizeable portion lands in my mouth. Then again, does it matter?

This morning I showed Essie how to put on earrings made of stickers. The pink butterflies kept falling off, so she got bored with the game. It was childish, and we were no longer children. She just had her sixth birthday, with all the new assigned duties and expectations. Still, I didn’t want to give up. Other girls wore earrings. Why couldn’t I? I drew a butterfly on each of my ears with a marker. It was hard to see while sitting on the bathroom counter and peering into the mirror, but I wore my new earrings proudly all day. Even if they looked more like lopsided hearts.

I meant to wash the butterflies off before Daddy came home, but I’d grabbed a permanent marker instead of a magic one. I pulled hair from my braid to cover my ears for supper, but Daddy barked at me for sloppiness. I had no choice but to rebraid my hair, tight and neat. When I returned, Mama gasped. 

It took longer for Daddy to notice, but his reaction made up for the delay. He dragged me, supperless, from the table and shouted about defiling God’s holy temple. 

I cry out as Mama’s nails scrape the side of my cheek in her efforts, and this time she slaps me. 

“Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.” She squirts more soap onto the washcloth and scrubs with more vigor. “After everything Daddy does for us, you disrespect him in his own house. I’m ashamed of you. What does the Bible say about painted women?”

“It’s not makeup.” I want to keep arguing, but Mama presses so hard I have to lean my head against the wall. I’m lucky she doesn’t yank my tongue or wash my mouth with soap for real. Or slap both sides of my face. I’m old enough to know better than to argue, but I can’t stop myself. “It doesn’t harm anyone.”

“Doesn’t it?” Mama sets down the cloth and hands me the towel. “Then you deserve what you get.”

She shoves me back into the kitchen, and the little ones watch wide-eyed as she makes me kneel before Daddy and ask forgiveness. He’s taken out the narrow rubber hose, so I say anything they want.

Daddy whips the hose as he prays for my salvation. The Lord will surely see this unholy, willful heathen and send a good man to take me in hand. If a father’s love can’t bring me back to righteousness, perhaps a husband’s can. I hold perfectly still and bite my tongue until it bleeds. The babies are watching. They’ll get scared if I scream, so I keep my head down. 

“Blessed Father in heaven, please forgive your daughter who insists on a life of sin and debauchery. Forgive me for allowing her to disobey when she is old enough to know better. Give me one more chance, Lord, and I will make things right. I will mold her into a Godly woman, pure and holy as you intended.”

Daddy instructs Jacob to take notes. Be a man, he says, and learn how to handle his future wife if she disobeys. The babies are too well-trained to do anything but sit and watch. 

Afterward, Mama locks me into their bedroom closet. I’ll stay there, she says, until I learn to obey. Daddy will punish me until I submit. True righteousness comes from subjugating myself to my father’s will.




Nalani’s offered to put me up for the night, but I refused. I don’t want to wear out my welcome, and it feels better to strike out on my own. I don’t want to owe her and rack up another debt I can never repay. 

I settle on a simple navy knit skirt and dark gray turtleneck. The skirt stops at mid-calf, but I cover my ankles and shins with leggings in a similar shade of blue. Sensible oxfords complete the outfit, and a travel-size container of hair spray will smooth my too-short hair into an appropriate braid. 

I should go to my family as I am, not as a pretense. But it feels good to put on the familiar restrictions. With Daddy and Mama, I know what to do. I’ll smile tonight, make nice, and ask about everyone in the family. They may yell at me or hurl insults, but I have to try. 

When you meet your family, I’ll go with you. I shove Gracie out of my thoughts. She wouldn’t understand. She’d judge. As much as I wish she were near, she doesn’t belong to this part of my life. How can she understand, she who sees my father as a monster? He gave me life. He raised me.

And if it makes me a monster to visit him, all the more reason for Gracie to be absent.

Except my fingers don’t get the message, and they click through emails for Gracie’s new phone number. They dial before I can think, and Gracie answers with frantic breathlessness.

“Gracie? Can you come and get me? Please?”

Where did that come from? No! Don’t chicken out now. You’re strong enough to face your family. Grow up!

“Where are you? Are you okay? What happened?” Gracie rattles off questions faster than I can think, and her voice shakes. “Why did you wait so long to call me? I’ve been worried sick!”

Great. You made her worry. Good job, Trinity. “I’m sorry,” I say, because that’s what I always say. 

“Give me an address, and I’ll find you. Do you need food? Clothes? Money? Are you hurt?” A door slams, and a car engine starts. 

She’s saying the wrong things. She’s supposed to chastise, threaten, and promise retribution. She should vow to make me pay for breaking the rules. She’s not going to pick me up as if nothing happened, is she?

“Aren’t you mad?”

It’s a child’s question asked in a child’s voice. I want to take it back, but I need to hear her answer. Even if it’s the wrong one, I need to know.

“Of course not. I mean, I was, but tell me where you are. We’ll sort everything else out, I promise. Just come home.”

Only it’s not my home, and it never will be. How can I go to a woman who refuses to make me righteous? 

“No,” I answer, and my voice cracks. “I’m okay. Sorry to bother you.”




“I promised,” Gracie says, taking the leather strap off its hook. “What did I promise?”

I gulp. Lots of things, but she can only mean one. “That I shouldn’t keep things from you?”

“And why not, my girl?” She inspects the top of the strap, tapping the stitches. 

“Because you’ll get mad?”

“Disappointed,” she corrects, but it’s quibbling. Either way, the result is the same.

I rub the back of my jeans, and my stomach turns over. “The class is no big deal. I don’t need a degree to get a job, and it’s too hard.”

She turns the strap over and inspects the bottom stitching. “So you came to me like an adult and asked to discuss it, openly and honestly?”

At that, I have nothing to say. I’ve felt the strap in play, but never for real. I lick my lips. Please, no. I’m not afraid of pain. Daddy would have done far worse, but with shouts and insults. Graciela will ask questions until I have nowhere to hide. 

“I asked you a question, Trinity.”

“Please,” I whisper. I didn’t know asking her to be my Mistress would add another person disappointed with my failures. Tears spring to my eyes, and I wish she would punish and get it over with. I lied to her, I hid the lies, and no explanation will excuse my actions. 

“Please what? Bare your bottom and spank you thoroughly for disobedience, and take you over my knee for lying? Shall I wash your mouth out with soap and set a few hundred lines? Extract a promise you’ll tell the truth from now on?”

“Yes, ma’am.” All of that. My stomach churns at her words, but I can’t deny them. She did promise, after all.

“I told you I am a harsh Mistress but not an unreasonable one. If you come to me—”

“You’ll only punish as much as you must.” I throw my head back and shake the tears out of my eyes. No crying. No sniveling. 

“Except you’ve never done it, have you? You’ll take a sexy, flirty spanking for anything you can think of, but true obedience is another matter. You said you wanted to please me, back when you asked me to become your Mistress. Is that what you still want?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Oh, yes.

“Then, my girl, trust enough to come to me with your troubles.” Satisfied with the inspection, she beckons me to lie across the punishment bench. 

I obey, but my knees tremble. Will she lash until I sob? Will she lock me up afterward? Daddy always made me wait in the closet. After everyone went to bed, he’d open the door. To make me feel better, he said. 

Graciela lays the strap across my buttocks, and I cry out. She thinks she’s punishing for failing my class, but she doesn’t understand. 

When Daddy came to me in the middle of the night, he told me I was beautiful. The funny, squirming in my stomach said everything was wrong, but I wanted to believe. I wanted love, his attention.

I liked being the one he wanted.

Graciela must never know, not until her dying day. She beats for the wrong reason, but the result will be the same. 

I am a sinful creature, and punishment will make me whole. Holy. 




When I arrive at my childhood home, Jacob’s put on what looks like his best suit. He ushers me inside where Mama and Daddy wait. They’ve arranged a tantalizing display of roast chicken and vegetables, and miniature versions of Jacob sit demurely in the living room. They will be seen and not heard, separated from the grown ups for the meal. 

I hold my breath, waiting for accusations. Instead, Daddy chokes out words shaking with emotion. “For this son of mine was dead and alive again; he was lost and is found.”

When he quotes the Bible, I can’t speak.

After he prays, Mama piles my plate high with food. No one recriminates, and no one asks why I haven’t kept in touch. I could be, to an outsider, an honored guest. 

When Mama clears the table and beckons for a little one to help her cut pie, Daddy takes my hand in his. The skin around his eyes has grown paler and thinner, almost translucent. His hair has grown white, or at least what’s left of it. He squeezes my hand and speaks with difficulty. 

“My daughter,” he says, and he pauses. “I’ve prayed every day for your return. The Lord has given you back to me, and I will make you righteous.”











Chapter Twelve




Graciela




“You remember Pat and Bob, don’t you?” 

Mom’s restrained herself to inviting half a dozen families to an evening bonfire. She’s rather put out at not getting to introduce Trinity to everyone, but at the same time I think she’s relieved. I have to wonder whether she wants an engagement as much as she says she does. Would she really announce her daughter’s marriage to another woman?

“Of course! You taught my third grade Sunday School class.” I beam at Mrs. Johanssen and give her a hug. “How are your crops this year?”

“Ugh, let the men talk about that. If we can get the corn done before it rains, we’ll be all right. How’s life abroad? You’re in North Korea, right?”

“South,” I correct, fighting a smile. “It’d be pretty hard to get into a communist regime.”

“Aren’t you worried about the nuclear testing? Bob read about it in the paper.”

I’m impressed that The Columbus Dispatch covers international news, but perhaps I shouldn’t be. It’s been a long time since I lived here. My little hometown has grown in more ways than one.

“No, it’s strange. Seoul’s not that far from the border, but no one seems too worried except the expats.”

“Expats?” Mrs. Johanssen looks justifiably confused, as she is a Pat of a different sort.

“Yes, expatriates. People living abroad, like me.” Though how “expat” differs from “immigrant,” I’m not sure. Maybe expats assume a temporary status, while immigrants hope to make the move permanent. 

“Your mom and dad have been proud as Punch getting all of your updates. Bob and I keep asking when they’ll get their passports and visit you. What language do people speak in Korea?”

“Korean.” This time, I can’t suppress the smile. “Some things are different, but Seoul’s quite modern. A lot of people speak English, but I can’t see my parents liking it there. It’s too busy and noisy. No fields anywhere.”

Pat’s shocked into silence. She’s probably trying to imagine an area devoid of the country’s heartbeat, fields of brilliant, growing crops. I can’t describe the thrill of endless nightlife, or the rush of the commuter subways, or the exhilaration of getting caught up in a crowd going downtown for a walk in the park. I’ve missed my family, but Seoul’s become my home. 

“There are lots of fields outside of the city, though,” I concede, and Pat brightens. “Rice. I was surprised because pictures always show rice growing in water, but that’s for planting season. Later on, they’re dry. The farmers there do a lot by hand. None of the mega-farms with mega-machinery.”

“Remember when you could feed a family on a hundred acres or two?” Pat looks wistful, just like my dad whenever anyone mentions homesteads of “the good old days.” “The big corporations squeeze the little farmers out, and they raise the prices of equipment. Thank goodness gas prices have dropped in the past year. At least our no-good president’s done one thing right.”

My phone rings, and I give Pat an apologetic shrug. Mom will hit the roof if she finds out I’ve ducked out from my own homecoming party, but the call might be from Trinity.

It is from Trinity. Before she’s finished asking me to get her, I grab my purse and fly to the front of the house. Good thing we have a wide enough driveway to back up past the Johanssen’s car. Other guests’ cars are parked on the dirt road from our house to the barn. 

I’ve driven to the end of our road when Trinity hangs up. She’s okay? Sorry not to bother me? For the hundredth time since she’s pulled her disappearing act, I wish I could strangle the little brat or at least break a dozen implements across her backside. Then reason intercedes, and I remember Trinity must not be thinking clearly. She’s not the only one.

I should go back inside and tell my parents where I’m going, but I can’t. I don’t know where I’m going, and I can’t face their cheery welcome. As much as I want to blame Trinity for ruining tonight, I can’t. It’s my decision, isn’t it? I control my emotions, the way I explained to her so many years ago. It’s my choice. 

It’s been years, but the Maddox home stands in the same place it always did. Older, perhaps, but with a fresh coat of white paint and a new roof. I turn my car off and park on the other side of the street. I’ve driven around town more times than I can count, and at last I came here. Part of me wants to believe Trinity wouldn’t come on her own, but the rest of me knows that’s why she took off. Why else?

I’m ready to storm in and demand Trinity’s return, but my phone rings again. I answer without looking, and the voice catches me off guard.

“Hello. Is this Graciela?” Soft, calming, and sweet. Older than Trinity, but not by much. 

“Yes. Who is this?”

“My name is Nalani, and I’m a friend of Trinity Maddox. Has she contacted you today?”

I stare out the windshield as a car passes by. Nalani? Trinity’s never mentioned her. “Yes, briefly. May I ask why you’re calling?”

“She was supposed to meet me tonight, but I haven’t heard from her. She was so upset yesterday that I was worried.”

Hold it. Yesterday? Trinity let me stew in misery while she went palling with her friend? “I’m sorry to hear that, Nalani. I’m sure Trinity will contact you when it’s convenient for her.” I can’t help the last dig. How did this woman get my phone number and name, anyway?

As if she’s read my mind, Nalani deflects my irritation. “I’ve known Trinity for a long time,” she soothes. “She’s like a little sister to me.”

I relax at the mention of siblinghood. Goodness knows, Trinity could use a surrogate family member.

Nalani continues, “I think she’s gotten into trouble, and she’s shutting me out. She told me to contact you if anything went wrong.” Her voice grows softer. “I think it did.”

An insistent beep cuts in, and I suppress panic and fear. “Excuse me, I think that’s Trinity on the other line. Hold, please.” 

Except I can’t figure out the buttons on the phone, so I hang up on Nalani. Trinity’s voice comes out soft, childish, and desperate. “Gracie, can you come?”

“Where are you?” This time, I won’t make promises until she relinquishes the necessary information.

“I don’t know. Somewhere dark.”

This time of night, that could be anywhere. “Trinity! What do you see?”

“Playground. Lots of trees. Jogging path.”

There’s a school in Trinity’s neighborhood. She wouldn’t have attended, but sometimes she sat on the swings. She told me once she wished she could have gone to a real school. Come to think of it, maybe that’s why she loves schoolgirl roleplay. 

I coast a few blocks, looking right and left. A solitary car is parked next to the sandbox and in front of an enormous oak tree. “Is that you in the car?”

“Yes.”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

It might be a trap. “Turn on your headlights.”

She does, and our lights blink secret code in the darkness. 

Are you there?

I’m here.

I thought you’d never come.

I thought you’d never ask.

I shake my head, clearing it of fanciful dialogue. “Do you want to follow me?”

Her voice grows softer. “Can I ride with you?”

Always.

I pull up next to her, and she opens the door. She knocks on my window as if wondering whether I’ll let her in. I’m torn between speeding out of the neighborhood as fast as possible and taking every moment to touch her all over. She’s back. Isn’t she? I could shake her until her teeth rattle, and I fight the urge to take her across my lap to spank her right here and now. 

I never want to feel this kind of fear again. 

I step outside, and I open my arms. She hangs back. 

“There will be a price, won’t there?”

It’s her words, not mine. I don’t know. Maybe there should be. Maybe I need to punish her for whatever brought us to this point, but not now. “What do you mean?”

I have to lean in to hear her next words.

“To make me righteous.”

I shouldn’t touch her. I shouldn’t confuse my needs with hers, and I should give her the space she’s had to take by force. I’m afraid of pushing her away again, and I’m terrified she’ll interpret my lack of pushing as abandonment. 

I never win with Trinity, but I don’t need to this time. I just need her here.

I hold her, crying as I loosen her hair and run my fingers through the ripply locks. Even in a turtleneck and old lady skirt, she shines in the moonlight. She is my girl, come home to me. 

She gives a gasping sob, but she doesn’t pull away. “I have to pay the price,” she repeats. “I need to be righteous.” 

She winces, and the motion rips my heart in two. I want to punch the so-called parents who taught her she has no worth.

“No.” I hold her to me, tight. “You are righteous, Trinity-girl. You’re mine.”











Chapter Thirteen




Trinity




Gracie embraces me, and for one brief, shining moment, the weight lifts from my chest. She murmurs into my hair, calling me her girl. I never expected her to come, and not with arms open. I expected anger, accusations, and consequences. I will pay later, or at least I should, but for now she chases away nightmares with her tender, sweet love. 

How could I forget? How could I let myself forget? 

How could I push away the only woman who has loved me as I am?

How could I try to live without her?

I didn’t want to live. I thought I deserved to die.

I let myself relax in her arms, crying into her hair. She is so soft. Her extra inches could be a few feet as she towers to the sky.

She was a giant, once. She came like a one-woman cavalry, a knight in shining armor who picked me up after my father beat me down. Literally. She was my sun and moon and stars, my sea and land. She made my day begin and ended it at night.

As much as I fight against her, as much as I run away, Gracie is always there. 

How could I forget?

Because I wanted to forget. I wanted the truth to become false. I wanted anything but to need her. 

I wanted to be me, Trinity. Standing on my own two feet. Not needing anyone. Not vulnerable. 

Not affected by this woman who thinks she’s always right, tells me what to do, and keeps me safe. 

I wanted to keep myself safe, but for now, I have Gracie. 

Perhaps triumph makes her generous. She has won, after all. With one word, she can throw me away again. She can crush my soul, take away my life’s breath, or reduce me to a sobbing, desperate mess. 

She has, and she can do it again. I betrayed her, twice, and she tried to throw me away. If I believed in destiny, I would have cursed it for the last years of torment. It took me ten years to learn to live without her, and the unlearning hurts almost as much. She was my alpha and omega, the great presence making my life whole. 

At least she made me whole until I ate the apple and she cast me away. 

In coming back, I forgot one thing. 

I have changed.

She has changed.

She is no longer my savior who redeems me.

She is a fellow human with the power to be hurt.

I, Trinity, can hurt the woman I used to think was untouchable. I can cause her grief, sorrow, and fear.

But tonight, I hold onto her. If I am hers, she is mine. 

If she can destroy me, I can destroy her.

If she gives me fear, I have responded in kind.

How could I have been so blind?

I need her, yes.

But she needs me.

That’s what I needed all along.

And I shall live.




The night I left Daddy’s kingdom, Graciela checks on me with solicitousness I’ve never known. I have been cast away by my father, but she calls me back. I’m only seventeen, she says. I have my whole life before me. 

“Are you warm? Do you need more pain meds? How is the swelling?”

I roll over and over on the bed, lost in darkness. I’ve never slept by myself except as punishment, and solitude brings back memories of the closet. I sit up, hugging my knees to my chest. My body protests at being made to move, but I’m safer this way. How long will it take Daddy to find me? 

Every time I wake up, a cool hand rests on my forehead and offers me a sip of water. “Drink,” she commands, and I obey. She has the gentlest voice I’ve ever heard, but she’s used to people doing what she says. Or maybe that’s how people evolve when they become adults.

When I grow hot, she fans cool air. When I shiver, she covers me with a sheet that’s soft and rich at the same time. 

Each hour that first night, she is there. I have no words for her, but she speaks hers over and over.

“You’re safe here.”

“No one can hurt you.”

“Rest and get better.”

At last, when the night is almost over, I drift into an anxious sleep. Essie’s searching for me, her little mouth set in a line. Jacob reminds me of my duty and says Daddy will forgive if I repent. Didn’t God forgive Saul for tormenting and badmouthing Christians? Didn’t God strike Saul with blindness so he could open his eyes and see the glory of God? Isn’t Paul one of the greatest saints in the entire Bible? I could be great, too. If I believe. If I repent.

In the morning, this strange new woman offers me clothes. Heathen’s clothes. Clothes of the devil. Man-pants made in denim, the fabric designed specifically to offend Godly sensibilities. A form-fitting T-shirt, showing bare arms and neck and the curves God intended to be hidden. Worse, it’s white. A woman should wear dark colors as befitting her station. 

Graciela offers me sinful clothes, and I step into them. Constrained and liberated at the same time. 

I am, for the first time in my life, dressed by someone other than my father.  




I wish I could stay in this moment forever, but I pull away. Or, rather, I want to pull away. Even though I don’t move, Gracie senses the change. 

“What’s wrong?”

Hiding the truth from her didn’t work, and neither did running away. It’s hard to believe I’ve been gone for only a day and a half. How can we have changed this much in a day, when ten years apart couldn’t bring this sort of understanding? I wanted to keep the two most important women in my life compartmentalized, but it’s time. 

If Nalani thinks less of me for submitting to another, I might as well find out.

If Gracie hits the roof, well. It won’t be the first time. I’ll live. 

I think.

“Can you take me to Nalani’s?”

She grows rigid. Absolutely silent. The oak tree stills its leaves while she freezes.

“I mean…” I’ll never get it right. “Can you come with me to Nalani’s?”

“Let me take you home,” she says, but at least her breathing has resumed. “My parents want to meet you.”

At long last, I have the courage to tell her what I should have said all along.

“I love you, Gracie, but I can’t meet your family.”

She turns away, but I lay my hand on her arm. “Don’t.” 

It’s a tiny muffled gasp, a testament to her pain. How long did it take me to realize she can get wounded, too? She was so good at being strong enough for both of us. 

“Not right now. It hurts too much, thinking of the family I never had.”

She takes my hand, and we get into her car. “What’s the address?”

“I’m sorry, Gracie.”

But she has withdrawn into the Gracie of old. Cool, distant, and impenetrable. “Do I turn right or left from the parking lot?”

“Right.” 

For Gracie, isn’t it always wrong? I bite my lip and stare out the window. My rental car sits by the playground, waiting for the carefree schoolgirl who will never appear.











Chapter Fourteen




Graciela




A striking, long-waisted woman answers the door, glancing from Trinity to me. “Are you okay?”

Trinity freezes, her eyes darting between Nalani and me. “Yes?” 

I give Nalani a hard stare. Why does her question put Trinity on the defensive? Who is this woman, and how did she come into my girl’s life?

When Nalani steps into an embrace, I gasp. Trinity lets few touch her, and not with that kind of familiarity. Yet, Nalani called her a “little sister.” I wait on the doorstep, trying to figure out what will be next. Trinity has a gift for putting me off-balance. We were apart for ten years, after all, and we don’t speak about that time.

“Excuse my lack of manners. You must be Graciela. Thank you for coming. Please come in.” 

Is Nalani overcompensating for the delayed welcome? Why? Why am I here, if her focus is Trinity?

“Can I offer you a drink? Iced tea, wine, fruit juice? Water?”

“Tea.” I answer out of reflex rather than thirst, and Trinity slips away before Nalani. 

She fills a glass with ice and pours it half full of tea, the way I like it. As she gives the drink to me, Nalani’s eyebrows lift ever so slightly. Trinity reddens and sits in an armchair next to the one Nalani’s now occupied. I sit on the couch, silent as I sip.

“I, um…” Trinity slides to the edge of her chair, but Nalani breaks in.

“I’ve heard so much about you.” A gold bracelet flashes in the lamplight. “Trinity hasn’t had a girlfriend in over a year. Lisa and I were starting to worry about her.”

Lisa and I? Ah. That explains the easy familiarity. It’s not common to find lesbian friends in small-town Middle America. I should know. “Girlfriend” is an odd term to use at this moment, but the meeting itself is odd.

Trinity jiggles her left leg, drawing attention to her absurd granny skirt and shoes. “Nalani and I,” she begins.

I stiffen. It should be Gracie and I, not this other woman.

“Are you familiar with BDSM?” Nalani interrupts, and Trinity’s mouth snaps shut. She won’t look at me.

“Like Fifty Shades?” I keep my voice neutral. People’s reaction to that book and film indicate whether they can handle what I do. What has Trinity said?

Nalani glances at her. “She’s your girlfriend, and she’s vanilla?”

“No,” Trinity mumbles. Now she won’t look at either of us. 

Nalani clears her throat and raises her hand in the universal, unspoken language of one who is used to commanding others. Trinity lowers her head, her shoulders sagging in the posture of penitence. Without a single word, Nalani has called upon my girl’s submissive side. 

Forget lesbian. Trinity’s found herself a lesbian kinky friend. No wonder they think of each other as sisters.

“I am a domme,” I explain. Patiently. Nalani turns toward me, mouth in a perfect O of surprise. “Trinity’s domme. And girlfriend,” I add as an afterthought. 

Nalani’s face clears, and she gives Trinity a nudge. “You’ve been holding out on me! Why did you ask for a scene if you already have a domme?”

Trinity gulps as if she’s about to cry. “I’m a domme. It’s complicated.”

Realization washes over me. “You’re a domme,” I say to Nalani. It’s not a question. 

“I trained her,” she answers. “When she came to me yesterday, she asked for a scene. Her family—”

Trinity turns toward me, face ashen. “I wanted to do it without you knowing, but I had to ask.”

She considered scening and not telling me? I’d call her insane, but this is Trinity. She’s made friends with madness. 

“Permission?” She nods, but I need her to spell it out. “You want my permission to let Nalani dominate you?”

Trinity nods.

“She told me you were her girlfriend. She didn’t say anything about—”

“Trinity.” She’s stopped looking at me. I ignore Nalani’s interruption. “You want to be spanked?”

“No!”

“Dominated?”

“No.”

“Punished?”

A pause. “No.”

“Then what? And why Nalani?” I’m your freaking domme. Not her.

“Please,” she says, with an embarrassed glance at our host. The calm silence seems to reassure her. She comes to me, kneeling at my feet and lowering her head in sweet submission. Without reluctance, distaste, or protest. “Mistress, please.”

There are one hundred reasons why I should say no. Yesterday, I could have whipped her raw for running away. I don’t know Nalani. I have no reason to trust her. Trinity has shown anything but good judgment. 

Until now. She made the call. She asked. 

Trinity says again, lifting her head to hold my gaze in hers. “Mistress, please. Trust me.”




*	*	*




After private negotiations with first Trinity and then Nalani, we agree on protocol. The terms are simple. I am to observe but not participate, but I may stop the action if necessary. Trinity has her safeword. Not “buttons.” That one is for me alone. With Nalani, she will use “school bus.”

I think of Trinity waiting next to the lonely, abandoned school, and my heart constricts. 

Nalani provides a refill of my tea and shows me strategic places to sit. “We may move during the scene,” she says. “I’d prefer you to stay in the background. Unless, of course, you need to stop things.”

“Got it.” Why am I agreeing? An hour ago, Trinity and I united in perfect harmony. We breathed as one. We felt as one, speaking without words. 

But Trinity knelt before me, asking for this scene. She needs it, for a reason she can’t yet tell me. I’ve been given the word to stop everything, but I seat myself in an unobtrusive corner and wait. Nalani’s in the kitchen with a wooden spoon lying on the counter, and Trinity’s been sent to the bedroom. 

“Nini,” Nalani calls. “Come here.”

Trinity, my stubborn and defiant Trinity, enters wearing a lace-edged scoop neck pink shirt paired with a pleated khaki skirt. Around her waist is an elastic rainbow belt with metal hooks that fasten in a figure eight. She’s tied her hair back in a ponytail, and the ends of a purple ribbon trail down her back. 

Ageplay, then? But Trinity hates being young. It was her hard limit, the one I broke when nothing else could reach her. 

“I’m sorry,” Trinity murmurs to the carpet as she sashays into the kitchen. Her voice rises with a girlish lilt, and she twirls the end of her ponytail. “Can we make dinner now?”

Trinity asking to cook? She hates cooking nearly as much as ageplay. 

“What did I tell you before I sent you to the corner?” Nalani glances at the wooden spoon. 

“That you’ll…you’ll…” Trinity swallows visibly. “Please, Auntie Lena!”

“I’ll paddle that naughty little backside and send you back to the corner if you don’t obey, little girl.” 

Nalani’s got the look, tone of voice, and body language down. She’s soft enough not to get Trinity’s hackles up, but she’s firm enough to stop argument. Impressed despite my misgivings, I watch the girl who would rather eat nails than play at pretend family roles. 

Trinity gives a piteous but tearless sniffle. “You said to apologize, and I did. You keep scolding, and nothing I do is right. You’re as mean as Mama.”

It’s my turn to gulp. Mama? Me?

Nalani picks up the wooden spoon. “Your mama’s busy with the new baby, so don’t sulk. Not everyone has an indulgent auntie, do they? Don’t ruin our special time. Now, take your spanking like a good little girl so we can make dinner.”

She says the last part as if it’s a treat rather than a chore Trinity detests. Or, rather, adult Trinity. Did the child like cooking so much? 

This ponytailed adult takes a slow step toward Nalani, and her lower lip trembles. “I just wanted to have fun,” she whispers. “Now you’re mad at me.”

Nalani engulfs Trinity in a bear hug, and jealousy stabs my heart. I’m still not sure what they want me to see, but their intimacy flashes a simultaneous taunt and regret. This is what Trinity wanted? Why?

“You’re Auntie’s good little girl,” Nalani says, stroking her cheek. “You just need a reminder now and then to behave, don’t you?”

After a moment, Trinity nods.

“That’s yes ma’am or yes, Auntie Lena.”

“Yes, Auntie Lena.”

In a flurry so quick I almost miss it, Nalani swats Trinity twice on each buttock cheek. Trinity bursts into tears, and “Auntie Lena” comforts her. 

“There, honey. That’s your tantrum dealt with, except that naughty word. We don’t use bad language in Auntie’s house, do we?”

“No…” Trinity gives an exaggerated pout, rubbing her bottom that can’t have felt more than a mosquito bite. “Not the soap, Auntie Lena. I hate soap.”

My jaw drops. She’s never allowed me to use soap on her, and I’ve never felt the need to. But she gives little more than token resistance as Lena—I mean Nalani—lathers a cloth and cheerfully scrubs her tongue and inside of her mouth. Nalani pinches Trinity’s nostrils, making the girl wince and open her mouth wider. 

After a moment, Trinity’s permitted to rinse her mouth and replace the vile soap taste with caramel candy. The two chatter as Nalani takes out pizza dough and toppings. Trinity scatters green pepper and mushroom slices while Nalani chides not to dump them all in one area. When Trinity pops a pepperoni slice into her mouth, Nalani responds with a floury hand spank to the back of Trinity’s skirt. In response, my girl gives Nalani a look of adoration before sighing and resting her head on the older woman’s shoulder. 

The moment lasts too long, and tears form in Trinity’s eyes. Breaking character, Nalani gives her a gentle, tentative hug. A kiss on the forehead that looks more maternal than auntish. 

“Sweetheart,” she says, with infinite tenderness. “Are you ready for the next part?”

Trinity glances at me, gulps, and grows pale. “N-n-now?”

The terror in her eyes makes me stop breathing. “Don’t,” I begin, but Nalani addresses Trinity. 

“Waiting won’t make it easier.”

With that, Trinity’s shoulders slump. She returns the hug, giving a silent, trembling sob before standing straight again. She shakes herself all over before crossing to the other side of the counter. Sliding out a bar stool, she sits down and picks up a few slices of mushroom. She picks one to shreds, staring at the counter. The slouch and attitude speak of a far older girl, one in her teens.

“Mama’s going to be so mad at me,” she whispers. I wonder what she’ll say about the woman who raised her, but eyes flick toward me.

I gulp. This is it. This is what we’ve come for.











Chapter Fifteen




Trinity




Don’t touch me. I’ve told Nalani, over and over, not to touch unless I give permission. She presses down around the edge of the pizza crust, mending split seams. 

The pulpy mushroom comes to pieces before I’m ready, and my mind whirls. The first part was hard, but we played together often enough during my training that instincts kicked in. She caught me by surprise with the soap, though. I can still taste bubbles through the lingering caramel sweetness, and I make a face. Still, it calms me. I’d never allow anyone else to put soap in my mouth. Nalani did once, to show me how, but never again. Soap isn’t my thing. 

Running my tongue around the flat surfaces of my teeth, I remember why. 

I want Nalani to ask a question or guide me, but I told her to wait. I said I’d need time to adjust, and she’s giving it. Problem is, I’m no longer sure this is a good idea. 

 I close my eyes, shutting out everything else, and focus inward. I’m eighteen. Nineteen. Seventeen. Somewhere around there. It’s hard to pinpoint an exact age when the years were a blur I’ve tried to forget. I meant to talk with Auntie Lena about Mama being too strict, but the soap and childish chatter have brought me to another place. The place I’d never meant to share with anyone. Not the woman who first spanked me, and not the woman who trained me to spank others. 

I slide off the stool. “Come with me.” It’s harder, but I make myself glance at the clock over Gracie’s shoulder. “You, too.”

Nalani asks a question, but I march to Lisa’s bedroom. They keep separate rooms to ward off nosy questions, but it’s really for guests. Now that Lisa’s in Chicago, the room is almost empty. More importantly, the closet is empty. 

I stop and whirl around, almost bumping into Nalani right behind me. “Sit there.” I point to the chair on the other side of the room. I can’t have Gracie close to me.

“But…” Gracie takes a step toward me, hand outstretched. 

I step back. No touching. She heaves a sigh, and her face closes over. Once she’s sitting down, I turn to Nalani. Auntie Lena. I didn’t tell her about this part. How could I? I never meant for this to happen.

“You have to hit me.”

Nalani flinches. “How?” 

She doesn’t ask why, for which I am grateful. “Here.” I tilt my head to the side and point to my face, screwing up my eyes. 

She gives a light slap, one that Gracie might use to get my attention in play. I can barely feel it.

“Harder.”

“Trin…”

“You have to make it hurt.” Don’t touch me. Not unless I tell you to.

Slap.

This one’s a little better. My cheek stings, but it’s low-level impact. Mama switched Essie harder as a baby of six months. She’d place Essie on a blanket, tell her not to leave, and hit an arm with a thin willow branch if Essie disobeyed. 

I’m not a baby. I won’t break.

I open my eyes and fix Nalani with a stern look. “I said harder. If you don’t make it hurt, we’ll have to do it again.”

Nalani reaches toward my shoulder, and I shrink back. She sighs, then takes a breath. She promised. “How hard?”

She drilled me in all the mechanics of a safe face slap. No jewelry. Fingernails neatly trimmed. Palm cupped to strike with the fleshy pads of the fingers and palm, not hard bones. Fingers together to minimize the possibility of catching an earlobe or earring. Not too close to the eyes or nose. One swift, continuous motion that will leave the client stunned and gasping. 

Some clients like face slapping as humiliation, or they like the erotic charge. Or they like the rush of adrenalin.

Me, I get angry. Gracie slaps when I’ve gone too far, and I fight my rage. How dare she slap me? Yet I respond to it, every time. I turn into a submissive girl, ready to listen.

It’s time to show her why.

Nalani takes another breath, gauges the distance between my cheek and her hand, and brings down perfectly calculated force. I stagger back, and Gracie rises from her chair. She shouts at Nalani, but it’s not the safeword. 

“Again,” I tell Nalani. “Only this time, do it harder. Tell me that I am an abomination and it would have been better if I’d never been born.”

Nalani’s eyes soften with unspoken understanding, and she does as I ask. This time, she hits the other cheek. My ear rings.

“Again.”

“No!” But the voice isn’t mine; it’s Gracie’s.

“No, Gracie.” I don’t look at her. I step forward, leaning in. The hit comes faster this time, more confident. Nalani hates hurting the face. She spanks harder than anyone I’ve ever met, except Gracie, but it’s always controlled. The face is too delicate, she’s fond of explaining. “Say it. But hit me when you do.”

Slap. “You are an abomination, and it would be better if you hadn’t been born.”

Better. “Pull my ponytail and throw me into the closet. Tell me you’re going to lock me in until I repent of my sins.” 

Nalani continues our little charade, doing her best to put on imposing bluster. Her solemn eyes scan mine, searching for silent confirmation. When she sees it, she nods and yanks my hair.

“Harder,” I whisper. I give a genuine yelp as she drags and thrusts me into the darkness. I don’t know how much she understood of my babbled, sobbing recital yesterday, or how much she picked up from what I left unsaid this morning. She’s nothing if not perceptive, though, and she trained me for two years. She knows me better than I know myself. 

“You’ll stay in this closet until you repent of your sins.” 

At last, I start to believe her. I can’t get into my role until she’s secure in hers. I give a silent nod and fall onto my knees. “No, Mama! Please don’t lock me in again! I’m sorry I didn’t hold still for my punishment. Please don’t let Daddy beat me!”

Nalani slides into character. “I’ll beat you right now if you don’t get back into that closet and stay there. Daddy’s furious with you.” She’s good at picking up cues.

I struggle she tries to force the door closed. “No, please! I’m scared of the dark! I don’t want to marry the stinky old guy who’ll give Daddy money. Don’t make me.”

“If Daddy says you’ll marry him, you will. Or you’ll stay in this closet until you do, and I’ll send you down the aisle with bruises across your backside.”

I never struggled when I was seventeen, at least not like this. I didn’t talk back, or not for long. I lurch onto my feet. “I won’t marry him! I don’t like men; I like women.”

A collective intake of breath pauses the action, and I can’t meet anyone’s eyes. I grab the bath brush lying on the bed. It’s not a PVC pipe or plumbing supply hose, but it will hurt. I shove it into Nalani’s hands. She winces, but I whisper to her urgently. “Until I cry.”

Mama would have launched the attack then and there, but Nalani’s more meticulous. She sits down on the bed to pull me over her lap, but I shake my head. She won’t get a powerful enough swing that way. I pull up my skirt, pull down my panties, and bend over the bed. 

“Tell me I’m trapped in sin and you’ll beat the devil out of me.”

Only Nalani can’t get the words out, and the brush rises and falls in a half-hearted attempt. I make the mistake of glancing upward, and Gracie’s staring at me with tear-filled, stricken eyes. She’s covering her mouth with one hand. 

“Harder! I’m not crying yet.”

But the other two are. I have to take the brush from Nalani’s hand and whack myself with it. Once, twice. Then I put myself in the closet and draw the door shut. Before it closes altogether, I whisper into Nalani’s ear. She blanches but nods.

“Don’t stop,” I remind her. I have to go to my space. I can’t think about her, too. “Promise?”

She promises, as she did before. 

“You have to mean it this time.”

I latch the door shut, drawing my knees to my chest and rocking back and forth in the darkness. “I’m sorry!” I pound on the wall. “I’m afraid of the dark! Please let me out. I’ll do anything you want. No, Mama! No! Please don’t open the door and throw cold water on me. It’s so much worse when I’m wet.”

But I’m tired from trying to coach Nalani at the same time as I find my seventeen-year-old self, and I hold onto the closet door while continuing to rock. I drop my head onto my knees, finally letting go of the terror that’s fought to rise up. My hand drops from the door, and I sob into my arms. I’m lucky. Mama didn’t beat as hard this time. I’ll go to bed without supper, but that’s not unusual. How long will I have to stay in here? How long until she lets me out?

I cry and pound on the inside of the door. A muffled exclamation comes from Gracie, but Nalani’s voice rises clearly.

“No. She’ll tell us when she’s ready.”

Comforted that I won’t have to play Nalani’s role for her, I return to my sobs. I kneel on the floor, praying out loud for God to cleanse me of my sins. I pray for a miracle, to be changed into a Godly woman who will accept my duty. 

“I’m sorry, God!” This time, I don’t know if it’s teenage Trinity or Trinity now. “Maybe you screwed up with me. If you made everyone, what happened with me? I guess everyone has an off day. Why couldn’t you make me like everyone else, the way Mama and Daddy want? Why can’t I be a good daughter?”

Forgetting everything around me, I cover my head with my arms. “God! Why couldn’t I have died when I was born? What sort of life do you think I’ll have, hated by the people who’re supposed to love me? I tried to do everything you wanted. I’m nothing but a failure. I’ll never marry, never have babies, never become righteous in your sight.”

The doorknob rattles, but Nalani’s voice comes out clear and strong. “No, Graciela. Not unless you use the safeword. Or she does.”

“Daddy, no! No more beatings, please! Ow!” I cry out, and my body twitches with the memory of nights when he visited. I pinch myself to make it hurt, and I cry out each time. Then I pause to catch my breath, and even in the darkness my cheeks flush. This is the worst part, the one I never told to anyone.

“Ow, Daddy, I hurt so much.”

Daddy’s sorry he had to punish you, but he can’t spare the rod and spoil the child.

“I’m sorry I made you punish me, Daddy.”

Come here. Daddy will kiss it better.

“Oh, Daddy, that does feel better.” Only it doesn’t. It feels funny when he lifts my shirt. 

What’s wrong? Are you playing hard to get? Is it this homosexual bullshit? Didn’t I beat that out of you?”

“No, no, Daddy. It feels good. Please kiss some more.”

Tell Daddy where.

“There.”

Daddy loves his beautiful girl.

“Do you think I’m beautiful, Daddy?”

Beautiful when you are an obedient woman of God. You are holy and pure. Righteous.

“I want to be righteous, Daddy. Make me righteous.”

“You only reject men because you’ve never known them. Daddy will teach you how to love men. Then you’ll marry and do your duty.”

“Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me there, Daddy! Ow! I’m sorry. I won’t rebel. I’ll obey you. But it hurts so much, Daddy. There’s blood.”

I yank the door open and stumble onto the carpet, blinking at the bright light. Nalani reaches for me but steps back when I jerk away. I whimper, collecting myself. I hope she can be quick enough to respond when I change again. 

“Auntie Lena.” This time, the tears are real. Across the room again, Gracie lets out a muffled sound. Frustration? Anger? I can’t tell, and I don’t want to.

Auntie Lena doesn’t touch me. “What’s wrong, Nini?” 

She sits on the bed, but I don’t deserve to be next to her. I remain on the floor. The bed hides my face from Gracie. I can’t look at her, not yet. Maybe not ever. Maybe she won’t want me to.

“Mama’s going to hate me,” I whisper. 

“Daddy—”

“Not that Mama,” I interrupt. “Mama Mama. She doesn’t know, but she’ll hate me.”

“Because Daddy hurt you?”

Gracie knew that first night what Daddy did to me. She witnessed when he hit me with the golf club. She saw the bruises. She made Jessie perform an exam, the one that exposed all the secrets God didn’t intend me to reveal. 

“No. She doesn’t know.”

Nalani holds her hand out to me, but I can’t return the gesture. I’m shivering, crying and rocking back and forth. Except this time I don’t have the darkness of the closet or the barrier of the door. I’m out in the open, with nothing to hide behind.

“What doesn’t she know, Nini? That you are my sweet niece and nothing you do or say can change that? That you have a mama and an auntie who love you more than anything in the world? You asked your mama to trust you, sweetie. Isn’t it time to give some trust in return?” Nalani stays a safe distance away, but her words melt into the crevices of my splintered heart. 

“That I liked it!” I wail. 

“That you grew up to like being spanked, dear heart? That doesn’t make you wrong or bad. It—”

“No!” She doesn’t understand. “I liked it! Daddy holding me. Telling me I was beautiful. Kissing me.” I cup my left breast, then point downward. “But not that. It hurt, and he held me down. Hit me when I wouldn’t hold still.”

Nalani’s voice is laced with pain, but she keeps it steady. “Tell Auntie Lena. Help her understand. Your mother slapped you, beat you around, and locked you into a closet. Your father beat you, gave you bruises, told you that you were an abomination. I bet a few kisses and gentle touches felt like heaven compared to all that pain.”

I stare at Nalani. Does she understand, really? This time, when she holds out her hand, I inch closer. I touch her fingers with mine, and she strokes my hand. 

“Your body hurt all over. You were scared in the closet. You were lonely, afraid, and felt bad about yourself. Who wouldn’t want some comfort, little Nini?”

I want to throw myself into her lap and surround myself with her hug, but not yet. Not until she knows the rest of it. 

“But it wasn’t just Daddy,” I whisper.

She turns white, then bites her lip and steels herself. “Who else?”

Gracie threw me out once. Will she throw me out again?

“Mama took me in.”

I close my eyes, and tears rain down my face. 

“You liked it when—”

“Mama gave me clothes, food, books. Everything. She never hit me, not until I saw her secret room. It looked so exciting and grown-up. She kept telling me I wasn’t old enough, but I wanted it. I wanted to be grown-up like her, but she saw me as a baby.”

“I didn’t!”

Auntie shushes Mama, and I edge another inch closer to the bed. “Even when she said I could try, and I’d have to show her I could be grown-up and independent, she protected me. Always worried, always fussed.”

It’s not an absolutely fair description, but nothing about tonight is fair.

“When Mama made me move out, her friend Jessie…”

My courage almost fails me here, but Auntie Lena puts her arm around me and strokes my still-sore cheek. I’ll have bruises tomorrow, marks difficult to explain. “What about her friend Jessie?”

“I liked it.” I wish the earth would open up and swallow me whole. “She came to me with gifts. When Mama was gone, Jessie touched me. She said I was beautiful. She kissed me, and I liked it. She spanked me, and I liked it. She…”

My voice breaks, and I pull away to bury my face in my hands. How could I think telling would be better than keeping secrets?

“Trinity Rose,” Auntie says in her scary voice that makes me jump. “Look at me.”

I’d rather jump off a cliff, but Auntie Lena expects obedience. “Yes’m.”

“Did this Jessie ever force herself on you?”

A flicker of purple in the background brings bile to my mouth, but I gulp it down. Don’t think about Gracie. It’s just Auntie and me. “No’m.”

“Did you tell her no?”

“I tried, Auntie Lena, but she said Mama wouldn’t mind. She said—”

Gracie slams her fist into the wall, the way she did so many years ago. An explosion of epithets escape, and I shrink from her anger. 

“Graciela, use the safeword or compose yourself, please.” Auntie rubs my back soothingly. “What did Jessie say, dear one?”

“That she never understood what Mama did, but she saw how beautiful it was now. And Mama would understand. She loved Jessie, too, and she wanted her to understand the lifestyle. So if I helped Jessie, it would please Mama.”

“Magenta.”

My head swivels to Gracie, but it’s Nalani who has spoken. She holds up her hand to keep Gracie from approaching, and she speaks to me in a low, coaxing tone. 

“If you need to continue this scene, we will. We’re here for you, both Gracie and I. But first, I want you to take a second and think. Are you reliving this moment to relieve your soul, or are you punishing yourself?”

Aren’t they the same thing? Nalani must read the question in my eyes. She turns to Gracie, asking an unspoken question. Gracie nods. They’ve put contingency plans in place, then. Plans I didn’t know about. I pull away, shivering from a sudden and forceful cold. 

“Please answer me, Trinity. If you can’t, Gracie and I will understand you cannot consent to continuing this scene. We can revisit this scene later after you’ve had time to rest. Or we can discuss this while out of character. But if you want to return to the scene, I need you to say so. Clearly and loudly enough for Gracie to hear.”

Please stop. Gracie’s words come as clearly as if she has spoken, but they are a plea. Not a command. She will continue if I need her to. So will Nalani. 

“Trinity. I will wait for five more seconds, and unless you speak otherwise I will leave the room and allow your domme to give you aftercare. Do you understand me?”

I give a blind nod, hating myself for the unexpected weakness. Maybe I needed help with ending the scene, but I should have been strong. Weariness washes over me, and I lean against the bed when Nalani exits the room. Gracie gets up and sits on the floor next to me. She watches for a long moment, then takes my hand. 

“Can I hold you?”

I’ve never felt so unworthy, but I lie down with my head in her lap. She loosens my ponytail and strokes my hair. Her tears wet my cheek. 

“My brave little girl,” she says, patting the sore spot where Nalani’s fingers left an imprint. “My heart breaks for you.”











Chapter Sixteen




Graciela




My girl has come home to me at last, but what a girl! Broken in her strength, or is she strong in her brokenness? Unflinching, even as she went back to her darkest moments. At least, I hope they are the darkest. I’m not sure I can handle anything more. 

Selfish. I could slap my own cheek. How can I think about my tolerance when Trinity lived through hell? What is my pain in hearing it once?

I massage her scalp, letting the freed hair entangle around my fingers. I don’t have words to speak, but she doesn’t seem to need them. Or does she? Her eyes are closed, and her body has relaxed. I hum a nameless tune, taking a breath in between to steady myself. 

Nalani stands in the doorway. I look up and nod, but she shakes her head. Maybe she doesn’t want to interfere, but she gave me this. I could never have done what she did, and it couldn’t have been easy. She’ll need time to talk things over with Trinity. We both will. And Trinity? Only time will tell. 

My phone jangles from the living room, and my arm jerks outward. It’s my turn to nod that I’m okay to Nalani, but Trinity reaches upward to hold my wrist. 

“Go ahead. Nalani…”

It should feel like rejection, but I understand. She can let Nalani into secret places she hasn’t shown to me. We’ll have to talk about why, but for now I’m grateful. 

“Please.” Nalani comes into the room, and I go out.

“Hello?”

“Gracie! We’ve been worried sick! Where on earth have you been?”

Oops. It’s my turn to feel like a teenager. At least this time there’s no pilfered cigarette smoked behind the barn. “Mom, I’m sorry. It took longer than I thought.”

“Yes, we gathered that. Your dad was ready to assemble a search party. It’s after ten o’clock!”

“Oh, no! I had no idea. Trinity—”

Mom won’t let me finish. Not that she usually does. “Is everything okay? What happened to her, anyway? This was your welcome home party, Gracie-bug.”

There’s no way I can tell her the truth. Trinity’s been reliving nightmares while I watch? “I didn’t mean to be rude. I want to see everyone, too. It’s just that I needed to get her in private—”

“You’re going to propose?”

“For crying out loud, Mom!”

“Honey, they’re getting engaged!” 

Dad grunts in the background. 

“Mom, no. We needed time together.”

She takes no notice. “You’ll have to take an engagement photo so we can put a notice in the newspaper. I’ve talked with Pastor Ralph. It’ll be a rush, but he’ll fit you in for a premarital consultation this week. You’ll have to do the full course, but—”

I’m tempted to click the phone off, but someone has to stop Hurricane Dorothy. If only it weren’t me! “Mother. No one’s getting premarital counseling.”

“Pastor Ralph won’t marry you girls without it.”

“That’s right. Girls. Since when will he perform a lesbian wedding?”

Mom flinches at the word lesbian. “I told you. I talked to him. I’m not having my only child getting married in a courthouse. Mary Ellen’s sending magazines from her daughter’s wedding last December, and…”

“We’re not getting married, Mom!” If I weren’t afraid she’d put a notice in the paper tomorrow, I’d laugh. 

“I know, not yet! Mary Ellen only had three months to plan. You’re giving us more time than that, aren’t you? But not too long. Granny’s chest is bothering her, and you know she’s worse in the winter. How about a fall wedding? We could have a hayride and—”

I give up. No one tells Dorothy Fairbanks anything she doesn’t want to hear. Maybe I can get Trinity a box of Cracker Jack with a ring inside. Or maybe we can pretend to elope. 

“Anyway, Trinity and I are at a friend of hers. We’ll be home as soon as we can, okay?” 

“Dad’ll leave the front light on for you lovebirds. Don’t slam the car door when you come in, or the dogs will bark.”

“Yes, Mother!” This time, I chuckle and groan as I shut my phone. Only Mom would waver between fear of gay marriage and her daughter living in sin.

Then, thinking of Trinity, I grow sober. What wouldn’t Trinity give to have parents like mine? Mom’s never been sane, but she fought centuries of religious doctrine once the dreaded homosexuality took the form of her own daughter. She’d rather I find a nice man and settle down to have babies, but she’ll take whatever she can get.

How lucky I am. 

What about me deserves a mother who sets aside her entire religious training, while Trinity was taught to hate herself? What did I do to earn parents like these?

Nothing. 

The answer humbles me, and I tiptoe back into the room. Nalani’s tucked Trinity into bed. She gives a guilty start when I enter.

“I should have asked, but she was so tired.”

I give a hug, to her surprise. She hugs back, giving a gentle squeeze. “Thank you,” I say, but it’s not about the bed. She knows. 

“You’re both welcome to spend the night,” she says, but I shake my head.

“My parents would be mortally insulted, but thank you for the offer. We’ve imposed on you enough for one day.”

“Oh, but at least let me put in the pizza. Trinity will want something to eat when she wakes up.”

“It could be hours.” I hesitate.

“I could open a bottle of Pinot Grigio.”

“Oh, but…” She’s been so generous already.

“I finally get to see the woman Trinity grew to love, and now you’re dashing away? C’mon, you won’t want to move her while she’s asleep. We have to do a post-mortem on the scene, anyway.” Nalani motions for me to follow into the kitchen, where she sets the oven to preheat and takes out two wine glasses. 

Post-mortem. I’d gladly consign tonight’s events to an unmarked grave, but I’ll remember. We all will. 

“Sit down,” Nalani says, handing a glass to me. “We’ve got a lot to share about our girl.”

I should resent her high-handedness, but she clinks her glass to mine. Our girl, indeed. For the first time since Trinity showed me her brother’s email, I don’t feel so alone. A weight lifts from my shoulders, and I take a sip of the wine. It’s cool, light, and refreshing. A perfect accompaniment to homemade pizza and cozy chit chat. 

“We do,” I say, and I find a comfortable chair in the living room. 

Nalani sits next to me. “I’m so glad Trinity found you,” she says.

Warmth spreads inside my chest, and I can’t tell if it’s the wine or Nalani. “Me, too,” I agree. Me, too.











Chapter Seventeen




Trinity




I wake in the dark, sobbing. I’ve been left alone, shut off from the world outside. But the floor is soft, and I’m covered in blankets. How did I get out of the closet? Did Daddy put me in bed? Where’s Essie? He can’t get Essie. She’s mine, my sweet baby sister. He’ll never take her. 

As my eyes adjust to the dark, I make out a straight-backed chair and chest of drawers with a wide mirror attached to the top. Lisa’s Art Institute of Chicago mug sits on the surface, and her rainbow backpack is next to it. 

Drying my eyes, I listen. Voices drift in from the next room.

“I just can’t get over Trinity finding herself a domme. And what a domme, at that.”

“Oh, believe me, it surprised us both. When she came back, I mean. I think she’d decided never to let anyone in again.”

“So did you, from what you’ve said.”

Amazingly, Gracie doesn’t change the subject.

“Oh, yes. She was this little scrap of a thing, not even of legal age. I only meant to give her a temporary home and send her into the world, but she had other plans. That sweet smile of hers!”

“Don’t I know it. She pushes you past all reason, and then she flashes the smile.”

“You trained her well, from what I gather.”

“She was a wonderful apprentice. Quick to learn, eager to please. Stubborn as anything. If I told her an implement was too hard for her, she’d set her jaw and prove me wrong.”

“I don’t understand why she never told you about her submissive side.”

“I don’t think she understood she had one. Submission meant weakness to her.”

“Except when she was with me, she begged to submit. I see now it was her way of getting my attention. I felt responsible then, and still do now.”

“Oh, please. She was almost eighteen. When did you first get interested in spanking?”

Gracie laughs. “Kindergarten. Point taken. But I got ordinary childhood spankings, nothing horrific like her. It seems so wrong. I should have let her see we could be close without spanking.”

“But not discipline. You’d never consider a vanilla girlfriend.”

“Well, look at you. You and Lisa make it work.”

“Because I get satisfaction from my clients and don’t take them home with me. I can give them everything because Lisa doesn’t need guidance.”

A stab of guilt. Maybe Gracie wishes she didn’t have the burden of me.

“Oh, but to have that connection! It’s rewarding.”

“Yes, but look at the toll it’s taken on you. You’re stretched thin, with full time clients, Trinity, and now this new job. You’ll have to cut back somewhere.”

“I know. This is the first vacation I’ve taken in years. It was easier to focus on work when it kept me from thinking about might-have-beens. I miss my schedule, though. It will be good to get back.”

“You should let Trinity take on more. It’s not helping either of you this way, is it? She needs responsibilities and a life of her own. I don’t mean to give unsolicited advice, but…”

Gracie sighs. “We’re out of balance. I know. The problem is, that girl needs a good, solid beating every day. Twice on Sundays. But she gets it in her head that spankings mean she’s weak. I wish I’d known why. Who wouldn’t have mixed feelings, after all she’s been through?”

“You’re welcome to use my dungeon while you’re here. I don’t have a lot of bigger equipment, but I have paddles and implements in all sizes and weights. I just got a set of nylon floggers, too.”

I wince. Back when Gracie and I first started living together again, she put me on daily maintenance spankings. Those suckers hurt, but they did leave me peaceful and contented. She got busy and I convinced her we didn’t need them anymore, and I was careful not to give her reason to restart. I doubt I’ll persuade her this time. 

“You’ve been so generous. With your time, your home, everything. I hope someday you and Lisa will come to Korea so we can show you around. There’s an amazing school I’ve started at, and it’s an elaborate schoolgirl roleplay. Real classrooms, uniforms, the whole bit. The headmistress asked me to bring Trinity in for an interview, but I said not yet. She’s got enough to deal with.”

“Still, you never know. Working in a supportive environment might be just what she needs. It’ll make it easier to come home to you. Lisa and I’d go crazy if we spent all our time together. She’s been a bear to live with ever since she lost her last job.”

“A shame we won’t get to meet her. She sounds wonderful. There must be girls heartbroken all across the country because Mistress Nalani got snatched up by a vanilla woman.”

Nalani laughs. “Lisa likes to remind me I put my pants on one leg at a time, just like everyone else. But you will get to meet her. She’s coming this weekend, and I know she’ll want to see you both. She’s curious about my protégé.”

“Does she find BDSM weird?”

“Nah. She says as long as it’s not her and it’s not kids, I should knock myself out. Though if anyone had a gorgeous bottom begging for a spanking, it’s Lisa. I only wish!”

“Have you tried something more sensual than painful? Furry paddles, leather spanking gloves, and so on?”

“She’ll let me have a playful swat, but that’s it. If I ever tried actual spanking, I’d be out on my ear in a second.”

They both laugh. I’d like to meet this Lisa. I should go to the living room instead of eavesdropping, but it’s cozy to lie in the guest bed and listen to Gracie and Nalani talk.

“Are you glad to get out of Ohio? Or do you think you’ll miss it?”

“I’m not sure. How’s it been for you? Talk about missing things, you went to the other side of the world.”

“Oh, I love Korea. I love Seoul. It feels like the home I always wanted. I wish I could speak Korean better, but it’s an amazing country. Still, sometimes I’d give anything for a day on the farm. We had roasted sweet corn last night, and it was like childhood all over again.”

“Ah, childhood. Summer nights.”

“Running through the sprinkler, tackling the dog, slurping ice cream cones on the lawn so I wouldn’t spill inside.”

I sigh. It sounds like a fairy tale. As if they hear me, their conversation changes.

“It’s getting late. Should we wake Trinity up?”

“She must be hungry.”

I could be six years old, hiding in my ordinary little-girl bedroom while my ordinary mama and auntie discuss me in the other room. I almost expect Gracie to insist I finish my vegetables at dinner. 

I should hate it, but I turn over and stretch in bed before curling into a ball. This is my home. My family.











Chapter Eighteen




Graciela




“All right, that’s enough stalling. Come here.”

She kicks at the corner. “Bossy know-it-all.”

I tap my thigh. “We made a deal, Trinity-girl.” 

“Yes. I have to do what you say, so I get to complain first.”

I manage not to laugh. “Try again.”

“You’re going to get all domme-ish and make sure I don’t run away.” She gives another kick.

“This was your idea, remember?” 

“My idea was sex in the barn. And in the car. And on the playground.”

I will not laugh. I will not even smile. “We’ve done those. Well, except the playground, but your car was parked next to it. I’ve let you have your wicked way with me despite Mom’s insistence we sleep in separate bedrooms. You’ve turned me into a wanton woman, Trinity Maddox.”

“I let you make me go through all those mornings with Nalani.”

“You liked them!”

She’ll never admit it. “We’ve got Nalani’s house to ourselves for a whole hour. Think of the crazy sex we could have right now. I could take you in the kitchen, in the bedroom, on the floor.”

On the floor? We’re too old for that—at least my back is. “Get over my knee right now, young lady.”

She stomps toward me, arms crossed. “Your mom wanted to throw us an engagement shower with cute doilies and cocktail wieners. And you thought your birthday party was lavish.”

“Right, like you’d agree to eight weeks of premarital counseling with a male pastor. Jeans down.”

“Hard to have eight weeks when we’re leaving in an hour.” She tugs down her pants and hot pink bikini panties, glaring at me. “Speaking of, your mom’d be horrified if she knew you saw me naked before our wedding night.”

“You’re such a brat!” I grab her, giggling, and tip her across my lap. 

“I am what you made me.” She wriggles into position, getting her belly over the edge of my thighs. 

“I wanted a sweet, submissive girl who did what she was told. Not a brat.” I give her a crisp hand spank, then rub and pat the pinkening flesh. 

“You should’ve been nicer to me, then. Maybe I’ll tell Dot her little girl isn’t as innocent as she thinks.”

“If you dare!” Smack! “I’ll make you stay in Ohio with Nalani, and you can explain to Mom there’s no wedding.”

She yelps. “Okay, okay! Don’t unleash Hurricane Dorothy on me.”

Swat! “Speak of your future mother-in-law with respect, girl!”

She shakes with laughter. “Sure. As soon as you pop the question. What’s taking you so long?”

Smack! “I’ll pop your backside, Miss Insolent! Then I’ll have to handcuff you to my side so your fear of commitment won’t make you run away.”

“Ooh, handcuffs! Pretty please! I love it when you talk dirty.”

It’s hard to spank properly when she makes me laugh, but it’s harder to get angry when laughter bubbles up like champagne. It’s a release, promise, and gift all at once.

“You incorrigible, unmanageable, spoiled, incorrigible…”

“You said incorrigible twice.” 

I do snort at that, but I give her an extra hard flurry of swats. “Brat!”

She jumps. “Ouch!”

“Imagine that. Spankings hurt. My poor hand!”

“Poor baby. Should I kiss it better?” Her delectable bottom’s taken on a dusty pink glow, and her wriggling’s slowed down. 

“No, but you can kiss my paddle.”

“It’s Nalani’s paddle, not yours. And I thought I was supposed to kiss the ring.”

“That, too.” My rings are tucked into my purse, safe from accidentally tearing tender skin. I cup her bottom, running my hand around her sweet curves. “You’re not warmed up enough yet, are you?”

She gyrates, splaying her legs in a lewd manner. “Not yet.” She lowers her voice to a husky, sultry bass. “Spank a little harder and faster. And try not to break rhythm.”

“Topping from the bottom, brat? You’ll pay for that.”

“Oh, please!” She gives a mock laugh that turns into a grunt once I begin spanking again. “Ow!”

“We’ll see who has the last laugh.” We’ve discussed this Last Spanking, or Last Spanking in Ohio, or Last Spanking in Ohio for Now. She’s had mornings with Nalani, savoring spank-free, carefree delights of the childhood she never had. She’s met my parents at last, awed by my father but oddly relieved when he had “the talk” with her. Poor Dad was unsure how to threaten a girl not to hurt his princess. 

“Wait,” she says, and I do. This was her request, after all. She can’t trust my forgiveness, and she can’t forgive herself. It’ll be our project in the next few months, trying to work through it all. One of my clients is a trauma counselor, and I’ll ask her for a recommendation for Trinity.

But even without counseling, Trinity’s talking to me about it. She doesn’t have the answers; neither do I. Spanking won’t solve everything, but it fills her most basic need. She needs this, in a way deeper and more profound than I ever suspected.

I thought she was an overawed little girl who played at submission as a way to win my love. How could I have guessed that submission helped her heal? How could I have understood she needed exactly what made her feel most ashamed? 

It’s never been a game to my Trinity-girl. It’s been a matter of life and death, only I didn’t see it. 

I suspect we may go to the other extreme for a while, with her running amok when I don’t have the heart to knuckle down. She’ll get spoiled beyond belief, and I’ll have myself to blame when she throws a fit that requires punishment far more severe than either of us wishes. I’ve loved being tender with her, but she needs firmness. She needs limits, structure, and the power of someone strong enough to force her to her knees. 

But at the same time, this power touches off her darkest fears. How can she walk this tightrope, submitting without losing herself? How can I, her mistress and lover, guide without pushing her over the abyss? 

It’s an awesome and terrifying responsibility, being charged with the well-being of this woman. By all rights, she never should have made it through childhood. Normal human limits should have plunged her into darkness, madness, and perpetuation of the cycle of abuse. 

Yet she laughs, brats, and kneels at my feet. She comes with her fears and insecurities, and she asks me to make her whole. 

She didn’t want the warm-up, but I insisted. She grudgingly accepted the lotion because it will protect her skin from blisters and cracks, only persuaded when I pointed out lotion will increase the pain factor. She wants—no, she needs—me to take this multi-holed paddle and kindle a fire that will leave her limp and sobbing. I am not to stop until she says no, not unless I see broken skin. If it takes stints in the corner and repeated action until the hour is up, I am to continue until she indicates the pain is enough.







For what? 

For cleansing.

This righteousness crap? I am not hitting you to make you righteous. 

No. For me.

I’m not doing anything that echoes what your father did to you.

You’re not. You won’t. I need this for me.

Why?

I just do.

Make me understand, or I can’t do it.

Because…

Why?

You have to be stronger than me. 

I am.

Not like before. Not because you’re angry or you won’t let go of the past. Strong and calm.

Is this about Jessie?

No. Well, a little. But that’s not why I need this.

Then what?

I need you to hold me. Be strong. Give me pain so intense it clears my head. I want to float, thinking of nothing but warmth and love.

You were beaten by your father. He gave you pain.

Stop talking about him, Gracie! This is about me! If you mention him again, I will run away.

You don’t joke about that! Not ever!

Then stop it! This is what I need. Me. Trinity. I need this. Not him. So stop thinking about him and think about me. 

Sigh.

I’m sorry I yelled.

Sigh.

I know this is hard for you. I’m sorry.

I broke you before because you needed someone to get through all the hurtful walls you put up. Someone needed to make clear how wrong you’d been on so many levels. Why must I break you now, when secrets are out in the open and we’ve come to a place of new understanding?

Because I need it. Because I love you, and I need you.




It’s hard to spank through tears, but I stop every once in a while to wipe my eyes. When I’ve finally paddled her to satisfaction, she crawls onto my lap and wraps her arms around me. 

“Was that what you needed?” I ask, kissing away her tears.

“Yes, you are.” She kisses me back, wrapping herself around me like a snap bracelet. “You are what I need, my mistress and life.”

And for the first time since this scrappy seventeen-year-old came into my life, I’ve been released.

Free to be the woman she needs.

Free to be the woman I’ve hidden because I thought she was too fragile, too young, or too untrustworthy. 

I am me. 

I am Graciela.

And she has set me free.


Some secrets are too painful to tell




Ask me not to tell you my darkest 

secrets – Then I’ll tell you no lies 




When respect is demanded 

Obedience is obligatory 

Arrogance can be lethal

 

Pain is about history  

Pain is suffering 

Pain is weakness 

Humiliation 




Punishment is both a need and a desire

Bonds are built on predictability 

Trust is predictableness 




The submissive is obedient -

Willing to accept the sting 

of the Whip – the pain of  

– The belt – brush – spoon

The bruises – the balm 

The loving aftercare

Insight: Blind obedience is not an obligation

            Respect is then willingly offered 




Trinity’s been found – a small celebration 

a bottle of Pinot Grigio – Pizza




Rachel Wolff










Deleted Scene: The Phone Call




“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 ajuhmas enjoy precious free time before their children return home from school. Soon, their evening 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 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 legally as her 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 up their guts. 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 that 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 her 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 Chiclets. Pretty 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 ahjumas, 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.”










Deleted Scene: Laundry Day




“There will be clear boundaries this time.” She knows me too well to listen to my words instead of everything I don’t say. Even over the phone, even standing an ocean apart, I can see her cocked head and furrowed brow.

“Gracie, you’ve said that a million times. I’m not going to–”

At the beeping of the front-door keypad, I interrupt the voice on the telephone. “Sorry, gotta go.”

“You haven’t told her yet, have you?” Silence. “Gracie!”

“Bye!” I click off before she can respond. She sputters something about an outrage, but I focus on the woman standing before me. Trinity bears a shiny silver package that must be Rachel’s latest take-home gift. From the flattish shape and the aroma of onions and oil, it must be her famous pa chon. She calls it “Korean pizza,” but the treat is more of a cross between a savory crepe and a pancake. The batter itself is dead easy. Scallions scrubbed clean and snipped into inch-long pieces, mixed with water and a special boochim karu, a white powder. I’ve tried to replicate Rachel’s signature snack, but my pa chon turns out limp, soggy, and disfigured. A gift from the chef herself is one to be savored.

Licking my lips, I draw Trinity close by pulling around her waist. “Maybe you should take cooking lessons from Rachel, too.” Trinity left in a huff this morning, too angry to talk reasonably about travel plans. She’s returned with a glint in her eye and bounce to her walk. To prove it, she takes out her signature sass. I pluck the package from her hands, unfold the foil to break off a piece, and pop the goodness into my mouth before setting the rest onto the armrest of the couch.

“Hey, those are for me, not for you!”

With our hands free, I bring Trinity close enough to squeeze once on each buttock cheek. She scowls, tugging away as a giggle escapes.

“What’s yours is mine,” I remind her, pulling her back. “And you’re mine.”

She catches her breath, and her second giggle contains an edge of nervousness. “Yes, Mistress of the Universe. Ego, much?”

“You’ll pay for that.” I cut off Trinity’s protest with a kiss, savoring each ripple of desire that shudders through her. “We missed your morning maintenance.”

“Aw, not now!” She reaches for the buttons on the left shoulder of my shirt, her cheeks flushed.

“Yes, Trinity. Now.” I step away until she meets my gaze. “You know the deal. You submit to–”

“Maintenance spankings,” she finishes for me. We’ve gone through this conversation so often that the words come automatically. “And no punishment.”

“Well, not no punishment,” I correct her, “but not much. And if there is any, it won’t be as severe.”

Trinity, rebellious Trinity, gives no more than an exaggerated sigh before sinking to her knees. “Please spank me,” she mutters. “And get it over with.”

I suppress a laugh. “So you want fast and furious? Fetch the bath brush, please.”

Her jaw tightens and she opens her mouth, but she closes it once I clear my throat. “Yes, Mistress.” She disappears into my playroom and brings back my favorite long-handled wooden brush. The implement originally came as a two-piece set at the local E-Mart, a hand-held scrub brush that attached to the handle for shower use. After one too many incidents with the brush flying across the room, a dab of super glue did the trick.

When I accept the brush and bend her across the coffee table, I marvel yet again at how far she’s come in a few short months. Instead of daily knock-down fights about every insignificant detail, Trinity’s found peace with her submissive side and happiness in her new community in Korea. She’s made friends with Rachel and half the ahjummas in Remington Town, our apartment complex. Pierre, my client who longs for a babygirl to spoil, visits her as often as his schedule allows.

After years of heartbreak, break-up, and turmoil, we’ve found our new normal. She trusts me. Even when she doesn’t like the decisions I make for her, she obeys. She’s allowed herself to sink further and further into the depths of submission she fought all of her life, and I’ve never seen her more at peace.

“I’ll make this as brief as I can,” I promise, laying the brush against the back of her jean shorts. “Then we can do things you like.”

She gives an appreciative moan at the word “things.” “Not too hard,” she pleads.

“For that, I’ll add extra.” Snapping the bath brush in rapid precision, I hold her back steady with my left hand. After the first impact, I step back to allow for more swing. She grunts in her effort not to cry out, but the brush flies strong and true. Her arms shake, and her knees buckle. “Hold still, Trinity-girl.”

Most of the time, I give her just enough pain to keep the inner demons at bay. She needs a reminder rather than breaking of her will.

Today, though, the brush nips and bites with force that takes us both surprise.

“Ow!” she cries. And again, with a hint of anger. “I said, ow!”

Instead of replying, I apply extra force with the last stroke. I misjudge my aim, though, and apply the full weight of the blow onto the joint between brush and handle. The wood cracks, the rounded brush flies toward the kitchen sink, and Trinity gasps.

“What did I do?”

Too well-trained to rise without permission, she turns her head while maintaining position. At the sight of the broken wood in my hand, she clutches her bottom and gives a desperate rub. “When did maintenance turn into punishment?”

My voice catches. “Trinity.”

She jumps up, alarm replacing pain across her face. “What did I do?”

“When we go back to visit my family…” I have trouble making the words come out. I’ve brought Trinity through the past few months and watched her settle down. How can I shake her world?

“You plan to introduce me to sex in a barn?” Obedient, she waits at the coffee table.

I go to her and wrap my arms around her waist. “We’re going to meet with Jessie.”










Deleted Scene: Trinity




“I’ll get the laundry.”

Gracie sucks in her breath as I step backward and grab a few plastic hangers dangling from the bedroom doorknob. “I said we’ll meet Jessie.” She enunciates each syllable, watching my every movement.

“Okay.” Normally, I’d exaggerate my pain and get a few sympathy kisses. Right after a spanking, or at least a maintenance one, she will do almost anything I ask. This time, I grab the towels from the bathroom and head toward the sliding glass door separating the laundry and storage area from the kitchen.

“Doesn’t that bother you?”

My backside bumps against the vacuum cleaner while shimmying through the doorway, and a four-letter word slips out before I can think. I should be more careful, but I have to get to the laundry before Gracie launches an interrogation. “Why would it?”

She comes toward me, scooting the vacuum back into its corner. The more occupied corners, the better. “It’s okay to be upset. You’re angry, aren’t you? Afraid?”

Her hands tremble, not mine. And while she looks at me, her gaze is too strong. She pierces into me as if to find angst against my will. “Do you want me to get mad?”

I’m headstrong, not stupid. The few whacks with the bath brush are child’s play compared to what she’ll dish out if I lose my temper.

“No, but…” She watches me haul the wet clothes out of the washing machine and dump them into the white-handled plastic basket. “Don’t forget the bleach.”

I bite my tongue to keep from speaking my thoughts. Really, Gracie? Thank you for letting me know. I have never washed laundry before. “We won’t leave for a week, right? A capful. There.” It’s fortunate that bleach containers seem to be universal, as the sturdy plastic jug with its looped handle is easy to recognize.

“Don’t let it splash.” Gracie takes the bottle away from me to screw the lid on tight, then sets bleach onto her three-deck laundry shelf. “Bring the clean clothes here so we can fold them.”

In lieu of ironing, or at least in lieu of full ironing, Rachel has convinced Gracie to arrange wet clothes in the laundry basket. She claims the weight will press out wrinkles. I can’t see any difference besides the amount of time we spend fussing with the clothes, but I obey.

My job, after all, is to follow Gracie’s orders. I should resist more. I should challenge and force her to drag out each confrontation, but the slight boost to my self-esteem isn’t worth the constant conflict. With Gracie, as always, it’s easier to go along to get along.

“Trinity…” Gracie shakes out a purple blouse before folding it into thirds. “Let’s talk.” She keeps staring at me, as if I’ll blurt out the objection she expects.

I kneel, rather than sit. The summer floors might not radiate with ondol heat, but the springy floor gives more resistance than I’d prefer. “Okay. You decided we’ll meet Jessie. Next?”

She lets out a gust of air. “Trinity!”

“What?”

“You know what.”

It’s fortunate I have trouble sitting, or I might roll my eyes and throw out another few words she doesn’t like. “You mean Shaina’s coming in an hour and a half, and you promised I could help this time?”

Gracie doesn’t play favorites with her clients, but Shaina’s as close as a client could be to a favorite. She’s sweet, gentle, and afraid to speak more than a few sentences to me on her way in and out of discipline sessions. I’ve watched her grow from a timid jackrabbit into a girl more at ease with herself, and my arms ache to hold her close. She is the textbook Little, one who needs the hugs and spoiling of a professionally trained Nurse.

“I don’t…”

It’s Gracie’s job to finish my sentences, at least most of the time. Not the other way around. “She wants a roleplay with both of us, and you agreed. It’s too late to change your mind.” I shake the laundry basket and press the pile down. “If I’m supposed to be Shaina’s friend, I should get ready. Don’t eat all of Rachel’s pa chon.”

Before Gracie can answer, I duck into the bathroom and close the door.










Deleted Scene: You’re Mine




When I punch in the keypad code on Graciela’s door and step inside, she licks her lips at the foil-wrapped stack of green onion pancakes.

“Maybe you should take cooking lessons from Rachel, too.” Gracie snakes her arm around my waist and pinches the seat of my denim shorts.

“Hey, those are for me, not you!” Too late, I snatch at the package only to come away with empty hands.

“What’s yours is mine.” She slides her other arm around for a second pinch. “And you’re mine.”










A Letter from Ana




More than one year after Gracie and Trinity captured readers’ hearts in Mistress on Her Knees and Mistress, Please, I acquiesced to demands for another book. I intended to write the final chapter in their journey. I wanted to set them in a happy place so I could move onto other stories, but Gracie and Trinity had different plans. 




I’d just lost my father, you see. As I struggled to make sense of a life without the man who loved me more than the daily sunrise, my thoughts and heart turned toward Trinity. How could she grow up, knowing her parents hated her identity? How could she honor the need for family without destroying herself in the process? I was lucky. I lost a father to death, but I got to keep a lifetime of memories. Trinity, on the other hand, had to wonder whether her father ever loved her at all. 




Throughout the journey, Gracie stood by with love, fear, and helplessness. The sexy, powerful, and in-control Gracie of old melted into a woman terrified for her lover. I came to love these women more than ever as I watched them grow. 




In an ideal world, we grow into adulthood by honoring our parents. In real life, sometimes we have to find other ways to honor our past. Gracie and Trinity surprised me with their capacity to fight for each other, even when they seemed incapable of doing anything but fight with each other. 




If you’ve ever had a fight with your parents or watched a loved one fight with his or her parents, this story is for you. If you’ve ever rolled your eyes at impossible parents, you’ll find both comfort and humor in watching Trinity and Gracie deal with theirs.




No matter our journey, no matter where we came from, we all find families of our own. And that, dear readers, is the miracle of human nature.




Blessings to you and your chosen families.




Anastasia Vitsky

June 16, 2016
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Cookie queen, wooden spoon lady, and champion of carbs, Anastasia Vitsky specializes in F/F erotic fiction. She hates shoes and is allergic to leather. When not writing about women who live spankily ever after, she coordinates reader and author events such as Spank or Treat, Love Spanks, and Sci Spanks. Her favorite event is Ana’s Advent Calendar, a month-long celebration of books, community, and making a difference.




She is too afraid to watch Doctor Who, but she adores The Good Wife, Madam Secretary, and anything with Audrey Hepburn. In her next life, she will learn how to make the perfect pie crust.
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Exclusive Anastasia Vitsky Content Available on Patreon!




Did you enjoy Mistress’s Release? There are more stories where this came from! If you’ve waited impatiently to hear the latest news about Kat and Natalie, the couple who started it all, wait no more! “Wooden Spoon Chronicles” will have new episodes from your favorite, original Anastasia Vitsky pair. 

If you would like early access plus exclusive chats with Ana Vitsky, find her on Patreon at https://www.patreon.com/anastasiavitsky. Look for behind-the-scenes interviews, bonus scenes from favorite books, and members-only voting for cover art, character arcs, and more! 

Plus, Ana’s Patreon page will feature the exclusive debut of “Little Pests,” a delightful comic about the joys and trials of sibling rivalry. Animal and vegetable sibling rivalry, if you can picture that. Can’t? Come and visit Patreon for a sneak peek!



Why is Anastasia Vitsky on Patreon?




No one will read stories about people like you. 

That's what I was told, back when I first wrote stories about sweet, kinky love between women. 

I could write graphic, sex-filled erotica that would sell to a voyeuristic, predominantly heterosexual audience. Or I could write vanilla lesfic, lesbian fiction catering strictly to a lesbian audience. 

But what about real, live women who existed in their own right? What about later-in-life women who discovered their sexuality after society told them they should be married (to men, of course!) with children? What about young women, finding their place in a society dominated by men?

What about a young woman who thrives in her first year at college, only to lose her identity for the next ten years after being raped?

What about a young woman, just out of college, who struggles to choose between protecting her homophobic family and yielding to her live-in girlfriend's demand to come out?

Most of all, what about the women and girls who contemplate suicide rather than face a world in which they are condemned as sinful?

Is this the world we want to live in?

I say no. 

Some people fight with legal action. The Supreme Court's decision to legalize same-sex marriage was a huge step toward equality. So is the fight for trans women and men to use the bathrooms matching their identities. 

Others fight with scholarly articles, fundraising, shelters for LGBT teens, and public speaking.

Me, I'm an author. 

So I write.

I write of a world where a girl may love a girl, and the world stays intact.

Where a girl may love a girl and perhaps play with some kinky toys, and still their world remains standing.

Where a girl may love a girl, use kinky toys, and be welcomed by their chosen faith community.

Where LGBT, kinky, and faith can stand united. 

Do you believe in this world of love? Join my Patreon, and help me create it.

To create a world of justice, we must first believe it can exist.




Anastasia Vitsky, 2016

https://www.patreon.com/anastasiavitsky










New to the Mistress series?




Catch up on the first two books!




Mistress on Her Knees (Mistress Series Book One)
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Thou shalt not covet thy host’s submissive.




When a Domme loves a Domme, strange things can happen. When a Domme loves a Domme who is her former submissive and cheated with her best friend, all of the usual fun with handcuffs turns into something darker.

Graciela struggles to control her attraction to the headstrong, beautiful woman who broke her heart ten years ago. She offers temporary shelter to a fellow human in crisis, nothing more. But when Trinity buckles under Graciela’s righteous anger and begs for forgiveness, Graciela’s resolve wavers. Can she ever trust again? Does Trinity deserve a second chance, or is this yet another manipulation?




Mistress, Please (Mistress Series Book Two)
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Thou shalt have no other Mistresses before me.




When traveling abroad to visit clients, professional Domme Trinity Maddox loses her passport and her job. She has no one to ask for help but Graciela Fairbanks, her former lover and Domme who threw her out for cheating ten years ago.

Graciela tries to forgive, but old hurts and arguments arise on both sides. Trinity is grateful for a second chance with the woman who first taught her about love and submission, but she resents Gracie’s assumption they will return to their old roles. Gracie demands obedience; Trinity needs assurances of love.

Can Trinity let go of her pride to accept Graciela’s forgiveness? Or is submission too high of a price to pay for happiness?
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